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Chapter One

Berlin: September, 2023
Saskia Brandt emerged from the shadow of the Brandenburg 

Gate. She frowned at the Sunday evening sky and turned 
onto Behrenstraße. Inside the Föderatives Investigationsbüro, 
the EU’s Federal Office of Investigation, the lobby was empty 
apart from a guard at the security barrier. She crossed the 
inlaid granite seal – ‘Ex tabula rasa’ – and dumped her 
ceramic revolver on a conveyor. She huffed. Stepped through 
the detector and retrieved the gun while the guard folded his 
arms and made her feel exposed with her hair down, absurd 
in her casual skirt, short in her flip flops.

‘You should be on holiday,’ he said, smiling.
‘I should.’ She thought about a throwaway remark, but she 

was too dispirited. ‘I should.’
Touched by the air conditioning, her sweat dried cold. 

She entered the glass lift and waited, biting her lip, until 
it opened on the fourth floor. Her office was one among 
dozens. Its plaque read: Frau Kommissarin Brandt. She 
licked her thumb and squeaked away a plastic shaving from 
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the B. There was a picture alongside the name. It showed a 
serious, beautiful woman in her late twenties. No make-up. 
No earring in the exposed, left ear. Many photographs had 
been taken and Saskia liked this one the least. She scowled 
at herself before opening the door.

Her tidy desk backed onto a window overlooking an 
expanse of grey blocks; some kind of outdoor art installation. 
Her secretary had a desk in the corner of the room. Beyond 
it was a Kandinsky print, and the doors to her kitchen and 
bathroom.

The office was uncomfortably warm, but Saskia ignored 
this. She approached her desk and adjusted the position of its 
antique blotter while she thought about her life. She touched 
a framed photograph: Simon, her English ex-boyfriend as 
of five hours and twenty-two minutes ago, allowing for the 
time difference. She set her watch to Berlin time.

‘The air conditioning is broken,’ announced the nameless 
computer that haunted her office. Two cameras hung in the 
dark corners of the ceiling. Each tracked her mouth.

‘Why?’
‘I do not know. An engineer has been called. If you are 

hot, take a cold shower.’
Saskia turned to one of the cameras. ‘Thanks for the 

advice.’
‘You’re welcome.’
‘Beckmann summoned me. Do you know why?’
‘No, Kommissarin.’
Saskia had met Simon three years before at a conference 

on data forensics in Saarbrücken. His talk had been well 
attended and delivered with self-deprecating humour. She 
remembered waking up the following morning with a 
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sense that she had found a key to herself in his humour and 
kindness. Their relationship had been a long-distance one 
of stolen weekends.

Simon had been planning a move to Siemens in Berlin and 
was learning German. Saskia had been shopping for flats. 
Then, five hours ago, he had told Saskia about a colleague 
called Louise and how life was, you know, shaped by forces 
beyond your control and, you know, he was being pushed 
into a decision that would either hurt Saskia or Louise. Life 
was being tough on him.

Quietly, Saskia had asked him how he was, you know, 
getting on with his German language studies. Simon had 
shrugged in confusion.

Saskia said, ‘Weißt du was? Du kannst mich mal am Arsch 
lecken.’

He seemed to understand.
She had not stayed to collect her clothes – just grabbed 

her messenger bag and left. On the Eurostar, she had 
bought a cup of tea and scalded her thumb. That had upset 
her balance, and she had cried for most of the journey. Her 
intention was to spend the rest of her holiday in Wannsee. 
She would lounge and drink; read. 

The summons from Beckmann had come half an hour 
before the train reached Berlin.

‘Life is, you know, shaped by forces beyond your control.’
Saskia looked around her office with dry eyes. She entered 

the bathroom, drew some water and splashed it over her 
face. Then she went to the kitchen for a bottle of mineral 
water. As she stepped into the room, her flip-flops splashed 
in something. There was a large, pink puddle on the floor. 
She stopped. 
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The sadness that had followed her from England was 
overwhelmed by a sense that her world was about to turn 
upside-down for the second time that day.

Her eyes followed the puddle to the refrigerator. It was an 
American model, large and black, with a steel handle. The 
handle had been smudged with something. It might have 
been blood.

Saskia noticed plastic trays on the draining board. They 
were deep and clear; the sort of trays one might find in a 
refrigerator. Feeling nauseated, and breathing through her 
mouth, she pulled the handle.

Her secretary was sitting inside with her knees against 
her chest and her face turned away from the opening. Her 
hands were blue and splayed. There was a cut beneath her 
ear. Blood had ribboned from it and soaked the back of her 
dress to a deep crimson.

The woman had been wearing a summer dress when she 
died, and Saskia, in her shock, found herself fixating on the 
detail of the pattern – white flowers on a lilac background 
– as though she were falling into this moment from a great 
height.

Saskia swallowed. She was on the brink of fainting, so 
she took a deep breath and held it. But there was a butcher-
shop smell, like raw hamburger, and her gorge rose so 
quickly that she almost had no time to turn to the sink, 
where she brought up her English tea. The sound disgusted 
her, threatening to trigger another wave, but she centred, 
calmed, remembered the autopsies and crime scenes of her 
short, steep career. She could handle this.

Wiping her hand across her mouth, she looked again at 
the body.
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Why her? Why—
Saskia paused in the wake of this uncompleted thought.
Her name. Why can’t I think of her name? 
She had no reason to forget the woman who had worked 

alongside her since the spring. Saskia had last seen her late 
on Friday afternoon, two days before. This memory lapse 
had to be shock. The name would come to her.

To kickstart her wits, she sorted her questions. Someone 
had killed her secretary, which was unusual enough, given 
what Saskia could remember of the woman’s gentle nature 
and steady life. And she had been killed within the offices of 
the FIB. That made the unusual extraordinary. It guaranteed 
that the body would be found quickly, along with all its 
forensic evidence. Why would the murderer want that?

Saskia pressed hard on the fridge door, making sure that 
the latch caught. She rinsed the sink and looked down at 
her flip flops in the pink water. This was a crime scene and 
she was contaminating it. She slipped her feet from the flip 
flops and stretched for the doorway.

Out of the kitchen, she closed the door and wiped her feet 
on the carpet. Then she returned to her desk and turned to 
the window. She let her thoughts wander through the grey 
blocks.

The computer broke the silence. ‘You have no new 
messages. However, your refrigerator reports that it is 
broken.’

‘It would,’ Saskia said absently. Shock had given way to 
numbness. ‘My secretary was inside. Too much heat for it, 
I suppose.’

‘I do not understand. Why would your secretary be inside 
the refrigerator?’
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Saskia turned to one of the cameras. ‘Do you know why?’
‘I do not understand. Why would your secretary be inside 

the refrigerator?’
She looked at the kitchen door. The solution to this crime 

was a statue inside a marble block; one only had to chip 
away.

‘Computer, we are no longer having a conversation. I need 
to think.’

The shape of her answer, it seemed, would come with 
Beckmann. After all, there were two improbable events: a 
murder, and his summons. They had to be linked.

› • ‹

When Herr Hauptkommissar Beckmann arrived, he was 
wearing a grey Nehru jacket with a lemon-yellow flower 
in the buttonhole. Thirty years of criminal investigation 
had left him a reticent, deliberate man, cold in his outlook. 
Beckmann was Old School and Saskia liked that. He was 
holding on for an FIB pension and the long shadows of 
Croatian twilight.

They shook hands.
‘Herr Hauptkommissar,’ she said, keeping the urgency 

from her voice.
‘Kommissarin.’
There was an avuncular edge to him. His eyes had the 

unsettling penetration of a seasoned prosecutor.
‘No milk, sorry.’ She passed him a coffee in a glass cup. 

‘Perhaps you could give me the details.’
Beckmann had a habit of putting his tongue tip into a cup 

before he drank. He swallowed audibly.
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‘In the early hours of this morning,’ he began, ‘your 
computer sent an enquiry to a refrigeration subcontractor 
about your fridge. I intercepted the email and sent a man 
to investigate.’

‘Diligent of you,’ said Saskia, testing.
‘A simple statistical test indicated that the probability of 

it failing within five years was less than one in twenty. I 
sent the man around as a precaution. He’s from the Moscow 
office, originally. He’s called Klutikov.’

Saskia looked from the picture of Simon to the blotter, 
to the plant in the corner, to the secretary’s little desk. She 
imagined a man with gloved fingers taking the measure of 
the room.

‘Here are the facts according to Klutikov,’ said Beckmann. 
He paid out a silence the length of two coffee sips. ‘Your 
secretary was killed on Friday evening. She died of a single 
stab wound below the ear. The wound led to a fatal brain 
haemorrhage. The deceased—’

‘Karin,’ Saskia blurted, returning from a sidetrack in 
which she had found the name. ‘Karin Haltmayr. ’

‘Karin Haltmayr.’ He adjusted the flower in his buttonhole. 
‘Her body was put in the fridge to strain its gas compressor.’

‘Whoever did that also broke the air conditioning. That 
made the air warmer and forced the fridge’s compressor to 
work harder.’

‘Inevitably, then, the fridge would fail. The next steps 
are quite predictable. Your computer would send a request 
to have the fridge examined and repaired. The repair 
subcontractor would then send an engineer for Monday 
morning. He would discover the body and, as simply as 
that, you would be framed.’
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Saskia sat against the desk. She was unused to the skirt 
and her thighs rubbed together. She was tired but thinking 
steadily. She had left her office around six o’clock on the 
Friday evening. If it could be proved that the act happened 
later than that – which it must have, because Karin was still 
in the office when she left – then Saskia’s alibi would have 
been provided by witness statements from the Eurostar 
staff. Storing the body in the fridge had made the time of 
death less predictable. It had left open the possibility that 
she murdered Karin before leaving for London. Saskia had 
not been due back until Tuesday, after the Feiertag. By then, 
it would have been too late.

And yet the idea that Karin had been killed to frame her 
did not make sense.

‘How could this be pinned on me?’
‘There were photographs left on your desk. They show 

you and Karin in a compromising sexual act.’ He looked 
apologetic.

‘Forgeries, as it happens. I still don’t see a motive. 
Bisexuality is hardly a firing offence.’

‘No, but blackmail isn’t the only explanation. It could be a 
lover’s tiff. A quick murder; you panic, put the body in the 
fridge.’

‘And flee to London? Hardly far enough to escape.’
‘But far enough to look like you were escaping.’
Saskia sighed. She thought back to her last case. She had 

tracked down a Polish gang leader called Siudeck, who had 
been laundering ASEAN currencies from a base in Berlin, 
and killing competitors with something approaching 
abandon. Siudeck had been convicted under the Richter 
ruling, an alternative to capital punishment in which the 
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mind was erased. It was not beyond Siudeck’s lieutenants to 
take revenge by framing her for murder. But killing Karin 
was too subtle for such a gang, and there was no guarantee 
Saskia would be convicted anyway.

‘But you don’t believe it, Hauptkommissar. That’s why 
you sent for me.’

Beckmann placed the empty cup on her blotter. Saskia 
looked at it, then moved it off.

‘The help I can give you is limited,’ he said. ‘If anyone 
finds out that I’ve forewarned you, it will be difficult for 
both of us.’

Only if I’m guilty, she thought.
Beckmann continued, ‘You have until 8:00 tomorrow. 

That’s when the repair contractor will arrive. Nothing we 
can do about that.’

‘Of course there is. We can cancel him.’
Beckmann shook his head as though this would be 

an elementary mistake. ‘That would alert the murderer 
immediately. If we are to find him, we want his guard to be 
down.’

‘So I have twelve hours?’ She felt more tired than ever. 
‘You must have great faith in my detective powers.’

Beckmann frowned. ‘It is not a matter of faith, 
Kommissarin. You can either have a small chance or none 
at all.’

‘I’m sorry. I appreciate the head start.’ She cleared her 
throat and straightened up, her mind already tracing 
paths of investigation. ‘What if I come up with compelling 
evidence?’

‘If I’m satisfied you’ve identified the perpetrator, Klutikov 
can run him down.’
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‘I’ll need to talk to Klutikov now.’
‘Not possible.’
‘Then I need to see his report.’
‘It was verbal. All the evidence he found, including the 

photographs, is bagged and in your desk drawer.’
Saskia stared, unfocused, at the wall. She rated her 

chances as one in ten. ‘It’s not good, is it? If I’m convicted, 
the courts will have me killed.’

But she was more scared of the Richter ruling. The money 
launderer Siudeck had been sent back out into the world as 
a street cleaner. He was now a happy, unaware man with a 
broom and new, empty mind. His uniform had epaulettes.

Beckmann put the flower to his nose. ‘Thanks for the 
coffee.’ 
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Chapter Two

Hauptkommissar Beckmann had been gone for an hour. In 
that interval, Saskia had remotely accessed the recordings 
of the security cameras throughout the building. The 
videos had been deliberately scrambled. While she worked 
out implication after implication, circling the fact that the 
murderer had cracked the FIB’s physical and virtual security, 
two cleaning spiders entered her office. She watched them 
groom the carpet around her feet – touches to map her calf 
– climb the desk, lift the blotter’s corner, and shoo away the 
dust. The spell broke when a spider approached the kitchen.

‘Computer, get rid of the cleaners.’
The spiders slipped under the door and were gone.
Saskia lingered in her office chair. As she drummed the 

armrests, the leather stuck to her palms, which were sweaty. 
Her office was getting hotter.

‘Play me some Vivaldi.’
‘I don’t understand. Would you like to improve your 

accuracy by reading some training texts?’
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‘No. Play me some music by the composer Vivaldi.’
‘Which piece would you like to hear?’
‘The Four Seasons.’
‘Which concerto?’
‘Winter.’
It played.
‘Louder.’
Louder.
She looked at the photograph of Simon. He had a ginger 

cat called Charlie. She would miss Charlie. The eyes on the 
photograph seemed to flash green. Saskia turned to the 
blinking diode of a camera high on the wall. ‘Computer, 
you use your cameras to disambiguate voice commands, 
correct?’

‘Yes, a multiple constraint satisfaction framework is—’
‘Do you capture the video? Show me.’
‘Yes, I use it to help process difficult utterances.’
Saskia sat upright.
‘I said show me.’
‘Raw video or my compressed representations?’
‘Raw.’
Four images were projected onto the wall opposite the 

window. Each showed a live view of Saskia’s face. ‘Show me 
the video for last Friday afternoon.’

‘It has been deleted.’
Saskia saw herself scowl. ‘Is there a backup?’
‘Please wait. Yes. Here is the video.’
The squares changed to show four profiles of her secretary, 

Karin. She was sitting at her desk. The sight of her made 
Saskia shudder. She felt afraid, squeamish and just plain 
sorry.
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Quietly, she said, ‘Overlay a time stamp in the corner of 
the lower right frame.’

The time stamp appeared. It read Friday, 12:07 p.m.
Saskia nodded. ‘Now jump to 7:00 p.m.’
‘I’m sorry?’
‘Go forward to 7:00 p.m.’
The computer did so. The images showed an empty room.
‘Back to 6:30.’
Karin re-appeared.
‘OK,’ said Saskia. ‘Play it in real time.’
The cameras cherished Karin’s portrait and made it 

difficult to see the room around her. Saskia watched as 
Karin typed at her terminal, as she lived through her 
last moments, yawning, scratching her nose. She looked 
distracted.

There was a knock at the door. For a moment, Saskia 
thought the sound came from her door, now, but this knock 
was two days old.

On the screens, Karin went to the door and opened it. Her 
face was expectant, then puzzled, then afraid. The visitor 
said nothing.

Pull back, Saskia willed.
Two cameras were re-tasked when the visitor entered. They 

moved from Karin to the murderer. Saskia leaned forward, 
then swore under her breath. His face was obscured by a 
broad-brimmed hat. The viewing angle made it difficult 
to see below his collar. Wordlessly, he moved to Karin. His 
head tilted as if to kiss her. Then his gloved hand punched 
at her neck, fast as a chameleon’s tongue at an insect. Karin 
died in a slow curtsy. The murderer caught her weight and 
laid her down.
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Hardly a crime of passion, Saskia thought.
He wiped the blade on her dress. Then he sat her up, put 

his arms around her chest, and hauled her towards the 
kitchen – beyond the cameras.

‘Go back to the frame where the person walked in.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Back five seconds. Forward two seconds. Back three 

frames. Good. Print that.’
Saskia opened the blotter. It contained a sheaf of electronic 

paper. On the top sheet was a picture of the murderer 
mid-stride. His height was difficult to judge, though the 
computer could calculate it. He wore a long raincoat and 
dark gloves. His shoulders were narrow. Not enough detail. 
Nothing diagnostic.

› • ‹

Shortly before midnight, Saskia took a cold shower. She dried 
slowly and twisted her hair into a towel. She examined her 
eyes in the mirror, then closed the wings of a white bathrobe 
around herself and returned to the office. The carpet tickled 
the gaps between her toes. She was hungry and tired. 

‘Play the video once more. This time from 6:34 p.m.’
Again, Karin was disturbed by a knock at the door. Again, 

Karin was attacked. Saskia recalled what Simon had said. 
That life was shaped by forces beyond one’s control.

‘And stop right there.’
The pictures had frozen at the point the murderer wiped 

his knife on Karin’s collar.
‘Zoom in on the blade.’
Camera One, which had the best view of the knife, 
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expanded to fill the window. The reflection in the metal 
was distorted, but Saskia hoped it had caught something 
essential of the murderer.

‘Computer, can you analyze the image on the knife?’
‘Please be more specific.’
One chance, she thought. Give me this one chance.
‘I want a true representation of the object that caused 

the reflection on the knife. The object is a human face 
approximately thirty centimetres from the blade. However, 
do not share the analysis with any other computer. Is this 
clear?’

‘If I distribute the analysis, processing will take minutes. 
If I do it myself, hours will be required.’

‘How long?’
‘Twelve hours, plus or minus one.’
Saskia looked at her bare wrist. Her watch was in the 

bathroom. ‘What time is it? Around midnight?’
‘It is 11:55 p.m.’
‘You need to analyse it faster.’
‘I can estimate some parameters, but this increases the 

risk that my solution path leads to a dead-end.’
‘Do whatever you need to do. I want the analysis complete 

by 8:00 a.m.’
‘Yes, Kommissarin.’
As the computer set to work, Saskia paced between her 

desk and the Kandinsky. With a face from the blade, she 
could exonerate herself. She felt hopeful for the first time 
since meeting the serious look in Simon’s eyes earlier that 
day. This analysis might save her from the life of a street 
sweeper, rehabilitated, the crinkles on her brain smoothed 
clean.
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The night was long. Saskia dozed in her chair until 3:00 
a.m., then put her clothes back on. She could not bring 
herself to eat and she was too tired to read the news. She had 
nobody to call. Finally, she fell asleep on her desk, lulled by 
the occasional sound of the cameras moving and the swish-
swish of the desk’s data carousels as, pixel by pixel, the 
computer formed its answer to her question. She dreamed 
that she was brushing the streets, swish-swish, until they 
were as empty as her.

› • ‹

Night terrors for the Kommissarin, whose dreams carried 
her to a fire on a dark plain. Around it sat three old women. 
Clotho, she spun the thread of life. Lachesis, she measured 
a length. Atropos, she cut it.

Spin, measure, snip.

› • ‹

Awake, she marked each degree of the dawn. The city 
restarted. The empty streets gathered their people. Saskia 
watched them. In the bathroom, she studied her reflection. 
She brought cold water to her face and rubbed her eyes. 
She pressed until her vision clouded. It was 7:45 a.m. If the 
engineer was punctual, he would arrive in fifteen minutes. 
She felt hopeful. Hungry.

‘Kommissarin,’ said the computer, ‘I have completed the 
image processing job.’

She returned to her desk. ‘Print it.’
As the reconstruction of the murderer’s face appeared on 
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her blotting paper, Saskia seemed to split into two people. 
One person looked at the print out and was defeated by 
what she saw. The other thought of Simon’s words and, for 
the first time, took solace in them.

‘Life is, you know, shaped by forces beyond your control.’
The two Saskias came together.
She thought, I know, and all the fear, all the uncertainty, 

was replaced by a question.
Why? 
There was a knock at the door. Saskia cleared her throat. 

Her breathing felt thick and her mouth dry.
As she folded the printout in half, drawing a slow pinch 

along the crease, she looked at her right thumb. Flexed it.
Why? 
‘Computer.’ Her voice sounded normal, to her at least. ‘Is 

that the repair contractor? If so, tell him to wait.’
‘It is Hauptkommissar Beckmann.’
Saskia felt a weightlessness in her chest.
‘Is he alone?’
‘Yes.’
‘Let him in.’
The door opened. The Beckmann of today was identical 

to that of yesterday, but a carnation had replaced the 
anonymous lemon-yellow flower in his buttonhole.

‘Kommissarin, have you found our murderer?’ He seemed 
merely interested, nothing more.

‘I didn’t need to look far.’
She unfolded the paper. It showed Saskia frowning in 

horror over the woman she had killed.
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