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      It’s a Steven. Again. Yasira is sitting at the Hard Rock Cafe on Ku’damm on a rainy autumn evening and sitting across from her is a Steven. Her date. Tinder, obviously. A date on Wednesday. And why shouldn’t it be? Why should she cram her entire private life into the weekend? Only to hear again that she has to work on Saturday after all.

      When Steven suggested the Hard Rock Cafe on the phone, Yasira had to restrain herself from bursting into laughter. So she teased him a bit.

      “Wait! I’ve got another call on the line. I think it’s the ’80s.”

      “The burgers are really awesome!” Steven defended himself.

      So here they are at the Hard Rock Cafe and the burgers are indeed awesome. There’s even live music, and of course it’s too loud even for Steven. The preferred volume seems to make a U-curve over the course of life and in your early forties you’re very close to the vertex. Yasira probably owes such strange trains of thought to her father. A math professor who had to toil on construction sites in this country. Steven works for the online edition of some Berlin newspaper. Yasira is briefly inattentive and misses which one. She sizes him up as he talks. Brown curls, stylish glasses and a Berlin-typical seven-day beard that’s starting to turn gray. But it suits him quite well. All in all, he’s a bit better looking than the last Steven.

      Yasira has not yet told him that she works for the BKA.⁠1 That’s always a risk. Some men immediately get horny at the thought of hooking up with a policewoman. Others suffer from erectile dysfunction due to overwhelming feelings of being powerless. Both of which are unpleasant.

      “I think we haven’t really made much progress with gender equality,” says Steven. “Did you know, for instance, that in the UK, there are fewer hedge funds managed by women than by guys named David?”

      “Is that so?” Yasira asks, taking a bite of her veggie burger.

      Steven’s share of the conversation that evening, she estimates, is a strong eighty percent. Perhaps, she thinks, there are also more departments in her agency managed by Stevens than by women. Her boss, at least, is also a Steven. Among the criminal investigators at the BKA, she recently read, the ratio is two to one. In other words, for every two Stevens, there is one Katja.

      “So don’t worry, I’m not anti-Semitic or anything,” says Steven. Yasira is somewhat puzzled, not immediately understanding the connection.

      “I mean, David is a Jewish name,” explains Steven, “but it’s not just Jews who are called David. I have nothing against Jews or Israel, although I don’t approve of everything happening in the Middle East. You people probably have a completely different view on it. I mean . . .” Steven stops. “I shouldn’t say ‘you people,’ should I?”

      Yasira shakes her head in amusement.

      “I’m really talking myself into a corner here,” Steven realizes. “I always do that when I’m excited. May I ask where you come from?”

      “From Wilmersdorf⁠2,” replies Yasira. Steven makes a pretty silly face. The old joke is always funny. “With the subway,” she adds.

      Steven blushes. Kind of cute.

      “Sorry about that! I didn’t mean to . . .”

      “You wanted to know where my parents originally came from? From Lebanon. Beirut. Or, if you want to know it exactly, I can tell you that my father was born in Houla, a small place in the very south. They both fled the civil war in the early ’80s. By that time, my mother was already pregnant.”

      Steven just stares. He seems a little overwhelmed by the information he asked for. Yasira smiles. “Where did your parents originally come from?”

      “My parents? Well, from Bavaria . . .”

      Poor Steven is completely insecure.

      “Cheer up,” Yasira says. “I know you didn’t mean anything bad.”

      Steven’s face relaxes a little.

      “My great-grandparents came from East Prussia,” he says, before correcting himself immediately. “I mean from Poland.”

      “I see.”

      “And I come from Friedrichshain,” Steven says, exhaling slightly. “By city train.”

      Yasira laughs. Maybe this will work out after all, once he overcomes his insecurity.

      Steven points at her wine. “But you’re not religious?”

      Oh, how cleverly and seemingly casually he placed the question that has probably been burning under his nails since the beginning of the date, perhaps even since he swiped her picture to the right.

      “No,” says Yasira.

      She can almost physically feel Steven’s relief. Which arouses a kind of defiance in her, which is why she adds: “But my parents are devout believers.”

      “Really?”

      “But they belong to a sect that is constantly losing followers. Although they once ruled half the world.”

      Steven just stares.

      “They’re communists,” Yasira explains.

      At first Steven doesn’t know how to react, then he smiles uncertainly. It doesn’t look bad on him.

      “But not you?”

      “Me?” asks Yasira. “No. I’m . . . well, if you were to ask my daughter . . .” Oh, how cleverly and seemingly casually she placed this piece of information, which shouldn’t be dropped too early nor too late during a date, “. . . she would probably say that I’m a cynic.”

      “You have a daughter?” Steven asks, surprised. “How nice.” He quickly added the last two words. His voice was a semitone higher.

      “Yes, she’s at home with my husband. But don’t worry. We have an open relationship.” Yasira takes a beat. “Well, from my side anyway.” She takes a sip of wine. “Mehmet gets quite jealous. He once caught me on a date and beat the other guy to a pulp. He didn’t mean any harm. You know how Arabs are. Lots of temper, little self-control. He was sorry later.”

      Steven’s face is absolutely hilarious. The fries he just shoved into his mouth almost fall out again.

      Yasira grins. “That was a joke. Patrick and I have been divorced for ten years. Our daughter, Zara, is already sixteen.”

      Steven laughs, relieved.

      “That was a good one,” he says. “I’ll have to tell my wife when I get home.”

      Yasira raises an eyebrow.

      “Divorced for six years,” Steven reports. “Two children.”

      No problem, Yasira thinks. At her age, everyone comes with baggage.

      The two musicians take a break and immediately the place becomes significantly more pleasant. Steven also breathes a sigh of relief.

      “Maybe next time we should meet at the Soft Rock Cafe,” he says.

      “Or at the Cuddle Rock Cafe,” replies Yasira. Oops. Did she really just say that? Steven immediately looks all cuddly. She laughs. “If you’d said something that suggestive, I’d probably have gotten up and left straight away.”

      She pushes the last bite of her Moving Mountains burger into her mouth. Since Zara forced her to become a vegetarian, choosing food in restaurants has become much easier. Yasira really sees this as an advantage. She used to have a hard time deciding. Now it’s always the veggie burger. Sometimes, when she’s eating out without her daughter, she secretly orders something with fish. Omega 3 and all. But as long as she doesn’t know whether this Steven could be someone she might introduce to her daughter, she prefers not to take any risks. She wouldn’t want him to potentially embarrass her at home. There would be trouble if he reported that Yasira had, as Zara puts it, “sank her teeth into a dead animal.” She can thankfully do without that discussion.

      After dinner, Yasira briefly disappears to the restroom. She’s quite content. Certainly not a guy for the long haul. But also not a total disaster like the last two. One kept talking about his ex the whole time. The other still seriously lived with his mother. But with this Steven, she might be able to stave off loneliness for a while. She looks at herself in the mirror. She wears her black hair down for once, not in a tight ponytail as usual. Not bad for early forties. Early forties! Damn. A few years ago, when Zara was researching for a history presentation on the Middle Ages, she looked up from the book, utterly astonished, and said to her: “Mom! In the Middle Ages, you would be dead already!” Yasira can’t help but grin at the thought. Her reflection grins back. Really not bad for a nearly dead woman. This could be a nice evening. Soon they would talk about their hobbies. Bouldering, she’d say, and he’d go “What’s that?” and she’d say “It’s a fancy word for climbing.” And he’d say “Oh, really? You like climbing? I’ve been wanting to try that for ages. Maybe we could go climbing together sometime. Blah blah blah.”

      And afterwards? His place or hers? Rather to his. It’s always a bit strange to have to introduce a new lover to your daughter. But it’s almost worse to be introduced to someone else’s children. “Hello kids! This is Yasira. For probably the next two to six months, she will occasionally sleep where mom used to sleep.” Ew. But maybe she’s lucky. Maybe Steven shares custody with his ex and has this week off. Always stay positive. In a good mood, she leaves the restroom.

      But when she returns to the table, Steven is staring at his cell phone with a look on his face like it was September 11, 2001 and he had just turned on the news.

      “What happened?” asks Yasira.

      Steven looks up. He apparently needs a moment to remind himself that he is on a date.

      “Nothing,” he says.

      “Nothing?”

      Steven shakes his head. “Nothing . . . important.”

      “Then why are you looking like you’ve just read the announcement of doomsday?”

      “It was stupid of me to even look at my phone.”

      “Spit it out,” Yasira demands.

      “Well . . .” Steven sighs. “Have you heard about the girl who disappeared without a trace a few days ago? Somewhere in Saxony-Anhalt? It was in the news this morning.”

      Yasira nods. She remembers the report, but didn’t read it. Partly because she already deals with enough crime at work, partly because missing girls are her Achilles’ heel. Since she has a daughter herself, she finds it even harder to maintain the necessary distance when it comes to crimes involving minors. They touch too closely on the primal fear that something might happen to her own child.

      “Her name is Lena,” Steven continues.

      “Lena,” Yasira repeats. After a short pause, she asks: “What happened? Has she turned up again?”

      Steven makes a crumpled face. “Sort of.”

      “Sort of?”

      “Well, there’s this . . . this video that’s going viral right now. It’s terrible and . . .” Steven hesitates briefly, probably searching for the right words. “. . . and it’s explosive.”
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      “What video?” asks Yasira.

      “Three migrants,” Steven begins and immediately corrects himself, “I uh . . . I mean displaced persons . . .”

      Who actually came up with that, Yasira wonders. This new language code? It was undoubtedly well-intentioned, but whether it has helped or harmed more is open to debate. In the end, isn’t it just a linguistic distinction that allows Malte, a third semester philosophy student, to feel morally superior to his great-aunt Erna in the backwoods, even though it was Erna who persuaded her husband Heinz, against his declared will, to take the pregnant Syrian woman for an ultrasound? While Malte has never . . . But she’s probably cynical again. Malte doesn’t beat anyone up or set fire to asylum seekers’ shelters. Malte isn’t the problem.

      “. . . so these three filmed themselves raping the girl,” Steven continues.

      Yasira closes her eyes and shakes her head slightly. She breathes in and out deeply. Of course, her thoughts immediately turn to Zara. What if something like that were to happen to her daughter? She opens her eyes again.

      “Show me!”

      “It’s really gruesome. I don’t know if you . . .”

      “Steven, . . .” Yasira says calmly, “I’m a chief inspector at the BKA, Department for Serious and Organized Crime!” There, now it was out. “I’ve seen things that would keep you awake for weeks. A video can’t shock me. Give me the phone!”

      Steven hands her his smartphone without any further resistance. She presses play.

      After the first few seconds, Yasira knows that this video will change everything. It is the drop, the spark, the detonator. Steven is right. The video is explosive.

      Her criminally trained eye immediately focuses on the details. The crime scene is a small clearing in a forest. The recording is dark, but everything and everyone is still recognizable. So it didn’t happen at night, because you can’t see shit in the forest at night. Dusk probably. Currently that would be around six p.m. The three men are Black, probably in their mid-twenties, and the girl is white, slim, brunette. Under eighteen, Yasira estimates. Probably younger. Just slightly older than her own daughter. Maybe just as old. She’s lying on a table at one of those rest areas found along some hiking trails. The ones with benches attached to the table. The girl’s flowered dress is torn. Her whole body jerks with every jolt. She is sobbing. It’s heartbreaking. Her name is Lena.

      Lena.

      Yasira has often found that knowing the victim’s name makes the crime even more unbearable. She wants to cry along with her—at the same time clenches her fist. The men are obviously drunk. Beer bottles are on the benches. The brand is unrecognizable. Two of the guys are holding Lena down. The one on the left has a gray baseball cap on his head, the visor facing backward. The one on the right is wearing a sweater with a cute comic dog on it. Snoopy. All you can see of the rapist at first is his back and his curly hair. The two accomplices holding Lena laugh, then the one on the right points toward the camera and says something. He speaks French with a heavy accent. Yasira can’t understand him. But it’s clear that the rapist only now realizes that he’s being filmed by a fourth man. He turns around and lets go of the girl. You can see his face, he is angry and approaches the camera. He curses loudly, the man who is filming backs away, but the rapist grabs the camera and the picture goes black. The video is less than a minute long. Perfect TikTok length.

      Yasira hands the phone back.

      “Shit!” she mumbles.

      Some unfortunate colleague will have to ring Lena’s parents’ doorbell, is the first thing she thinks. There are few things worse in her job. Being the bearer of bad news always makes you feel somewhat responsible for the person in front of you being thrown into this bottomless, inner abyss of despair. And if you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you. What if one day a colleague has to ring her doorbell with bad news about Zara? No, no. Don’t even think about it.

      “I’m sorry,” says Steven. “I shouldn’t have . . . I wish I hadn’t clicked on that.”

      “Poor child,” murmurs Yasira.

      “Yes,” Steven simply says.

      Both remain silent for a long minute, lost in thought. Why do people do such things to each other? What happened after the crime? What happened to Lena? The mother in Yasira hopes. The chief inspector in her has hardly any doubt that the girl is dead.

      “The crime is terrible,” Steven finally says. “But I’m also afraid of the reactions. I’m scared of everything that’s going to happen now. Does that make sense?”

      Yasira thinks, then nods.

      She, too, feels anger. Anger at these men. Anger at what is to come. Anger at this world. One minute was enough for her to hate these men to the core. For what they did to Lena. For their cruelty. For their lack of empathy. But she also hates them for being so imbecilic as to film themselves committing the crime and sharing the recording with some jerk who thought it would be a good idea to post the video online. She can already imagine the headlines: The foreigners, the Blacks, the refugees, our daughters, our women, our values. The downfall of the West is imminent.

      “All the right-wing channels will gratefully pounce on this ammunition,” assumes Steven.

      “Yes,” says Yasira. “And yet one could frame the crime in a completely different way. Once again, it’s men committing violence against a woman.”

      “I just recently wrote an article about that,” Steven reports. “In Germany alone, more than thirty women are sexually abused every day. And most of them are of course, logically given the population structure, raped by German men.”

      “Only they don’t film themselves doing it,” says Yasira.

      “That’s probably not even true,” Steven replies. “I’m sure there are countless rape videos on the darknet.”

      Yasira just nods.

      “But this video will just be used to make sweeping generalizations again,” Steven says. The truth is: among refugees, there are some assholes. Among Nazis, there are only assholes.”

      “It will make things even worse,” she says.

      Steven sips his beer. Once again, an awkward silence sttles over their table.

      “I . . . well, it’s kind of difficult now . . . er . . . to move on to another topic . . .” Steven seems to want to make an attempt to save the date. Brave, but almost futile. “So you’re with the BKA? How did you . . .” Steven stops.

      “How did someone like me end up in the police force?” asks Yasira. “Well, I used to be very idealistic. I thought that for things to change, people like me had to join the police. At least that’s what I told my father and my friends. But maybe I just watched too many crime shows as a child.”

      “You used to be very idealistic?” asks Steven. “Aren’t you any more?”

      Yasira shrugs.

      “Reality has this stupid habit of grinding down one’s idealism. Don’t you think?”

      Steven just sighs.

      Shortly afterwards, they split the bill and go home. Each to his own. Steven didn’t make another attempt to save the date. He deserves credit for that. The air is out. The evening is over. On her way home, the rain lashes into Yasira’s face. Tomorrow, she thinks, the video will tear the country apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OUTRAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Yasira wakes up before the alarm. She had been battling nightmares all night. Someone was chasing her and Zara through a forest. For a long time she thought it was the rapists from the video, but then it turned out to be Patrick, her ex who told her he didn’t want to pay child support any more. Strange.

      Yasira sits up. Her bedroom is spartanly furnished: a bed, a closet, a bedside table. Above the headboard hangs a reproduction of René Magritte’s masterpiece The Lovers. Yasira bought it in the MoMA museum shop on a vacation trip to New York with Patrick. And that’s why she thinks every day anew about whether she should take the picture down. But a relationship shouldn’t only be looked at from the end. They had also had good years. Besides, if she took it down, there would be a lighter-colored rectangle on the wall where the picture had been. And this empty rectangle would still remind her of Patrick. But no longer of New York.

      In the painting, a man and a woman are kissing, but their heads are completely wrapped in two white cloths. Even in their kiss, they are not touching each other. It’s just cloth on cloth. Yasira was immediately fascinated by the picture. Much later, she found it almost prophetic for the last years of her marriage. She decides to leave the picture hanging for another day and goes to the bathroom.

      While sitting on the toilet, she checks the news on her phone. Brave new world, Yasira thinks. Not even on the toilet does one have peace. Of course, no one forced her to take her phone to the bathroom. Just curiosity, just her addiction to the latest scraps of information. Is this already—what does Zara call it? Ah yes—doom scrolling? Whatever.

      She skims through what she’s missed in the few hours of sleep. Lena’s father, Frank Palmer reported his daughter missing four days ago. The family lives in Halberstadt in the Harz region. The girl is sixteen years old. Just like Zara. Yasira imagines what it must be like to see such a video and recognize one’s own daughter in it. It is unimaginable. Horrifying. She interrupts her own thoughts so that she doesn’t start crying in the bathroom in the morning and continues reading.

      The video has already triggered a wave of outrage. The reaction and backlash are predictable yet Yasira is shocked by how extreme some of the comments are and how quiet the voices of reason remain. Some politicians loudly demand: “We must finally!” Others whisper: “Well, yes. But.” The tabloid press is pouncing on the case, seeing it as their patriotic duty to report on it—while quietly counting on boosting their circulation at the same time. The well-known right-wing channels are seething with rage. True, in the heat of the moment, there may be one or two calls for a return to the methods of . . . well . . . back then. But most people generously ignore this. Who among all those who have seen the video is not furious about it? Public figures who dare to differentiate are overwhelmed by the outrage. YouTube and Facebook have started to delete the video and its countless copies. Too late, of course. It has long since infected the entire web like a virus. The head of X even felt compelled to share the video on his platform himself. #FreedomOfSpeech #ShareTheTruth

      It will be another day before new election polls are out, but they will come too, and their results are guaranteed to be frightening.

      Yasira’s butt is already cold when she finally gets up from the toilet. How stupid of me, she thinks. Just stupid. Tomorrow she won’t be taking her phone to the bathroom.

      Zara is already sitting at the kitchen table, having breakfast. To be more precise, what she calls breakfast—a crispbread with nothing on it—lies untouched on the plate in front of her and she is also staring at her phone. As so often. But any reprimand would feel hypocritical, so Yasira says nothing.

      The kitchen is quite large and in many ways replaces the missing living room. On the wall behind Zara hangs the photo calendar with glimpses into the happy family life of Yasira’s sister Dalia. It shows July. But it’s already October. Yasira turns the pages.

      “Have you seen it yet?” asks Zara, without looking up from her cell phone. “This video, I mean.”

      Yasira nods. “Last night. But why do you know about it? You shouldn’t be watching something like that.”

      “Mom, everyone saw it! You can’t be on the internet without coming across the video or comments about it.”

      Yasira sighs.

      “It’s so . . .” Zara begins, but then doesn’t know how to continue. “It’s just . . . fuck.”

      When did it actually start that young people all curse in English? Probably with Netflix. And Zara has put on makeup like a . . . No. Yasira interrupts her thought. That’s what her mother would have thought. Not her.

      Instead, she just says: “Yes. Fuck.”

      She knows what the video means for her daughter. A new wave of stupid looks and racist remarks on the train, at school, wherever she goes. Even though Zara has absolutely nothing to do with this damn video. She’s just not as white as a sheet. Sometimes Yasira wonders whether Patrick contributed any genes to his daughter at all. Maybe he was already stingy back then. It also doesn’t help much that Yasira has named her daughter Zara. A name that she hoped would be German enough for her fellow citizens and Arabic enough for her parents.

      “It will pass,” says Yasira.

      “As if,” is all Zara says. Two words that reliably drive her mother up the wall. But not today.

      “Yes,” Yasira confirms. “As if.”

      She stares out of the window. It’s raining. Yearningly, she gazes at the car keys lying in a little dish on the kitchen table. But of course she will be taking the city train from Hohenzollerndamm to the BKA headquarters in Treptow again today. She has been doing this for years now. It’s a leftover from the time when Zara was involved with Fridays for Future. Eventually, Yasira got fed up with hearing daily lectures about the CO2 emissions of her Volkswagen Golf and got herself a public transit pass. There’s only so many news reports and pictures of dried-up rivers and dead polar bears a person can take before giving in. At least that was the case with Yasira. Other people seem to be more resistant. Meanwhile, Yasira wishes her daughter’s dedicated phase in life was back. It had definitely been better than this new resignation. Zara’s hopelessness grieves her. Shouldn’t a sixteen-year-old still believe that they can change the world? And at least Zara succeeded with Yasira, didn’t she? A bit of rain never killed anyone. So she takes an umbrella instead of her car keys.

      “Mom,” says Zara, when Yasira is already at the door.

      “Yes, my child?”

      “Take care of yourself.”

      Strange. She never says that. But Yasira understands. It feels right. Something is coming apart at the seams. You can feel it in the air.

      “You too, sweetheart,” she therefore replies. “You too.”
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      The capital city branch of the BKA has its home near Treptower Park. The state protection and security group reside in an old barracks complex. As with many buildings in Berlin, its past provides an insight into the history of the 20th century. Before World War I, the building complex was built for the First Telegraph Battalion of the Prussian Army. In her early days, Yasira googled what a telegraph battalion was. It tuns out that they were actually troops, responsible for building or disrupting telegraph systems during the war. A profession that has completely vanished from the world. During the Weimar period, the site was under the command of the Berlin police president. A hundred years ago, colleagues were already walking through these dreary corridors. Then came the Nazis and with them the Wehrmacht. Later the Red Army. And the Soviet memorial construction administration. Its proximity to the Soviet War Memorial in Treptower Park is therefore no coincidence. The person in charge probably wanted to have a short route from the office to the construction site. Subsequently the People’s Police moved in, later GDR border troops, and after the reunification the Bundeswehr. Then for a while, asylum seekers were housed here and, since the turn of the millennium, the Federal Criminal Police Office. At least a part of the BKA. The part she no longer wanted anything to do with. The part where Patrick still worked. The bodyguards.

      Yasira’s department, however, a kind of cross-sectional unit for all kinds of investigations that for various reasons are carried out in Berlin and not at the headquarters in Wiesbaden, is located nearby, in the so-called Treptowers. An office tower, that once housed an insurance company. The building where Yasira works is not what you would call life-affirming. Or pretty. More like bulky. Massive. On gray days like today, even depressing. Only the view from the windows overlooking the Spree is worth its weight in gold.

      In the office, the video is topic number one. From a different, criminalistic perspective. Her colleague Jenny Winkler reports over a coffee in the small kitchen of the office that there are no useful leads so far. Neither on Lena nor on the perpetrators. But the conversation quickly drifts to other things. It’s always fascinating how you can go from total horror to absolute banality.

      Jenny is Yasira’s favorite colleague. Almost a friend. Today she once again has dark circles under her eyes. Mainly due to the three children, including a two-year-old, running circles around her.

      “How do you always manage to be at work on time at eight despite everything?” Yasira asks.

      “Been up for three hours,” is Jenny’s short answer. “Being here is like vacation for me.”

      “Really?”

      “Mm-hmm,” Jenny makes. She sips her coffee. “Back when your daughter was little, did they already have those potties that make music when you pee in them?”

      “Sure. Ours always played ‘Lambada.’ Why?”

      “When the battery is about to die, it no longer sounds like Lambada, or in our case Für Elise . . .”

      “Oh, of course you have the educated middle-class version,” Yasira teases. Jenny’s husband is a doctor at the Charité and a terrible snob.

      “Shh,” Jenny just says, “You’re the dull one here who likes to listen to classical music. Anyhow, what the potty produces no longer sounds like Für Elise, but like some old 56k modem that logs onto the internet. Do you remember that sound?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “I’m just wondering,” says Jenny, “what Beethoven would think about his composition being used to encourage toddlers to pee nowadays?”

      “And I’m wondering if my potty manufacturer ever purchased the licensing rights for ‘Lambada’ from Kaoma,” says Yasira. “What did the request look like: ‘Dear Kaoma management, we are one of the world’s leading manufacturers of singing potties and we would like to license your song “Lambada” for one of our products’?”

      Jenny laughs.

      “Anyway,” she continues her story, “for reasons I don’t understand, the potty started making music tonight. Completely without use. Dry, so to speak. And this weird version of Für Elise has burnt itself into my brain and now I have an earworm.”

      “Well, you know what helps against an earworm,” says Yasira as she walks away.

      “Oh, no, no!” shouts Jenny. “Don’t do that.”

      Yasira turns around again and says: “A lollipop.”

      With her half-full coffee cup in her hand, Yasira enters her small office. “Lollipop lollipop,” she mumbles. Ah, damn. The biter will be bitten . . . “Oh lolli lolli lolli . . .”

      She sits down at her desk and tries to concentrate on her work. It doesn’t help that Michael Becker, her colleague at the desk opposite, is loudly smacking his liverwurst sandwich. Liverwurst . . . eww! Yasira shudders at the thought alone. Michael is in his mid-fifties and a GDR nostalgist. No, that’s not quite right. He spent the first twenty years of his life in the GDR. That left its mark on him. And you can see that in every nook and cranny and in the liverwurst sandwiches. But to say that he misses the workers’ and farmers’ state doesn’t really apply. On the contrary. Michael seems to have soaked up Western—rather American—culture in the ’90s like a dry sponge doused with Coke. He eats too much junk food, watches too much TV and gets too little exercise. Of course, like many of his colleagues, he is latently racist, but in a somewhat nice way. You can tell there’s no malicious intent behind it. He just doesn’t get it. But when you point out to him in a friendly way that the packet has been labeled “chocolate kiss”⁠11 for years now, he says “Yes, of course. Chocolate kiss. That’s what I meant,” and doesn’t pretend to be asked to wipe his ass with the last portrait of his deceased mother. What’s far more important anyway is this: Michael is loyal. He always stands by her. Even when Yasira messes something up. Which does happen.

      “Have you finished the report yet?” he asks.

      “I was just about to get to it.”

      In their last case, they had to deal with a self-proclaimed Reichsbürger⁠22 who had stockpiled large quantities of weapons and explosives in his small Reich in the foothills of the Thuringian Forest. They came across his trail when he tried to acquire two hundred hand grenades on the black market. A truly unpleasant guy. In the end, they needed the GSG 9 to get the guy out of his stronghold.

      “What are your thoughts on the video?” asks Michael.

      “What my thoughts are?” asks Yasira. “What a question to ask. I think it’s terrible . . .”

      “Yes, of course,” says Michael, “I mean, why would someone do that?”

      “You mean, why have women been raped by men throughout history and all over the world?”

      “No. I mean, why would someone upload footage like that to the net? I don’t get it.”

      “Honestly?” Yasira replies. “I don’t get ninety-nine percent of the stuff people put online.”

      “Yes, but . . .”

      “I know what you mean. What kind of criminal publishes a video evidence of their crime?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, maybe the guys had an argument? The end of the video suggests that. Maybe the guy who filmed the whole thing was angry at the others for some reason and that’s why he uploaded it. But to be honest, I suspect none of the four perpetrators, and I count the one filming, uploaded the recording. The unknown fourth person probably just shared it with someone. That person sent it to other people and so on. At some point in this chain, there was an idiot who thought it was a good idea to publish this video.”

      Michael nods thoughtfully. “Brave new world.”

      Isn’t that what Yasira thought earlier this morning? It’s probably a sign you’re getting old when thoughts like that start crossing your mind.

      She’s only just begun writing her report on the uncooperative Reichsbürger when her phone rings. She wasn’t expecting the call, but when it comes, she’s not surprised. The boss wants to see her in his office. Yasira hangs up and gives Michael a meaningful look. Her colleague, mid-bite into yet another liverwurst sandwich, just shakes his head.

      “No, no, no,” he says with his mouth full. “Not us. Tell him we need more time to wrap up the Reichsbürger case.”

      Yasira shrugs her shoulders. If the boss had made up his mind, there was nothing to be done and Michael knew that, of course.

      “Not us,” Michael pleads again when Yasira is already standing in the doorway. “Please, not us.”
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      The case is politically sensitive, Yasira thinks as she heads to her superior’s office. Making her the lead investigator is a logical choice. A good choice. The fact that her parents are from the Middle East and not Africa . . . who cares? That she herself was born in Germany and has spent her entire life here . . . Whatever. She is the model migrant. Chief inspector at the BKA. But maybe this is about something else entirely. Maybe she’s lucky and the boss just wants to wish her a belated happy forty-third birthday. As if.

      Her superior’s office is slightly bigger than her own, but not exactly luxurious. It mainly differs from hers in that he has it to himself.

      The boss is not the head honcho, not the president of the BKA, not even the head of the Berlin branch. Criminal Director Steven Gebhardt is actually just Yasira’s head of department. But everyone calls him “the boss.” He’s a burly guy in his early sixties and just very boss-like. Gebhardt supports his people, he protects them, but if you mess up, he throws a tantrum, for which the ancient Greeks invented the word “choleric.”

      Every Monday and Thursday morning, he shaves off the stubble on his half bald head. Evidently he lives alone and has to perform the maneuver himself, because sometimes a small tuft of hair remains at the back of his head. But so far, no one has ever had the courage to tell him. Today, the shaving went smoothly. Yasira can make a good assessment, as the boss has his back to her and is looking out of the window. It’s like in a movie. How long has he been staring outside to be able to make this dramatic turn now? The boss turns to her.

      “I assume you’ve seen the video,” he says.

      Yasira nods. So she guessed right.

      “I won’t beat around the bush,” says Gebhardt. “The interior minister personally suggested that the investigation be led by a ‘non-German.’”

      The boss accompanies the compound “non-German” with air quotes. Yasira doesn’t say anything. She wonders whether it is a sign of social progress that she is now only a non-German in quotation marks.

      “By handing you the case,” Gebhardt continues, “my boss and the attorney general and the interior minister want to show how liberal and progressive they are. How untainted by prejudices.”

      “I see,” says Yasira. The executive floor is trying to preemptively take the wind out of the sails of the predictable criticism from the left, accusing the police of racist tendencies.

      “And if you consider how our department started,” says Gebhardt, “it is actually a positive development.”

      Yasira nods. Given how many ex-Nazis populated the BKA at the beginning of the Federal Republic, is probably what the boss means, but he doesn’t say it. Of course Yasira knows about the brown origins of her agency. Back in the 1960s, Paul Dickopf, a former SS-second lieutenant, was president of the BKA. Paul Dickopf. What a name. As it later turned out, Dickopf had also been working as an informant for the CIA at the same time. One of those guys who always managed to stay afloat. The branch office in Meckenheim had been on Paul-Dickopf-Street. Upon request from the BKA, the street was renamed in 2011. Late, but still. And the boss, Yasira’s boss, was one of the driving forces behind the renaming at the time. He’s all right.

      “I would like to add,” says Gebhardt and smiles, “that I would have refused to comply with this request if I hadn’t been able to hand the case over to one of my most capable and competent officers at the same time.”

      Aren’t capable and competent the same thing, Yasira wonders, but nods politely. You shouldn’t pick apart a compliment from your boss.

      “Thank you.”

      Capable and competent, then. The boss is really all right. And he probably does want to do the right thing by putting her in charge of the case.

      Still, Yasira has a healthy amount of respect for the task ahead. Gebhardt apparently smells that.

      “See it this way,” he says. “The case is also a great opportunity. And I promise you the necessary resources and personnel. And I promise you the necessary resources, the staff you need . . . Of course, through the fast track.”

      “Becker and I are still dealing with the aftermath of this Reichsbürger incident . . .” Yasira replies tentatively, more to have at least tried for her colleague than really hoping for success.

      “Nonsense,” the boss cuts her off. “Tell Becker to get his fat ass moving.”

      “May I ask why the case didn’t go to Wiesbaden . . .”

      “We’re closer,” Gebhardt interrupts her question. “Besides, the higher-ups want to keep an eye on us. So catch those bastards. Find the girl. And do it quickly.”

      Yasira nods, gets up and heads for the door.

      “And Ms. Saad . . .” Gebhardt says.

      Yasira turns around.

      “. . . the case is explosive. Make sure it doesn’t blow up in our faces.”
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      Seven people are gathered in the meeting room with the large whiteboard. The room is sparse and somehow desolate. But maybe that’s for the best. There are no distractions. Yasira looks into the faces of the people present at the oval table. So this is her team. All of them colleagues she has worked with before and who she had good experiences with. More than half of those present are female, which means she has recruited almost all the women in her department. Except for Silke. Nobody likes Silke. Is that bullying? So be it. She probably votes for the AfD⁠11.

      Jenny is of course part of the team. Then there’s Timo Schenk, a young colleague with short stubbly hair who is determined to prove himself. So much so that when he was still working in the branch in Meckenheim, he volunteered for the Identification Commission. The IDCO is always mobilized when there are accidents, natural disasters, or terrorist attacks involving German victims abroad. The experts then fly to the scene to determine the identity of the deceased. When the number of German victims appears in the news after such an incident, nobody thinks that this is only possible because someone from the BKA has traveled there to identify the bodies on the basis of body remains and DNA traces. It’s one of the toughest jobs Yasira can imagine. Even Timo could only last three years. One side effect is that hardly anything can shock him anymore. He also has no children, which qualifies him to take on night shifts. Sitting next to Timo is Karsten Seiler, a somewhat corpulent gun nut who, fittingly, has a laugh like a machine gun. But he doesn’t laugh as much as he used to. Somehow he has lost his enthusiasm in his thirty years of service. Perhaps it was the serial killer he was mainly responsible for hunting down. For sixteen years, she wreaked havoc all over Europe. Time and again, traces of her DNA were found at crime scenes. The criminal seemed as brilliant as Professor Moriarty. She just couldn’t be caught. In the end, however, it turned out that the DNA only belonged to a sloppy packer from the company that produced the cotton swabs used for DNA analysis. It must have been incredibly frustrating.

      And then there are the Katjas. Katja Jürgens and Katja Grebe. Apart from their first names, they could hardly be more different. One tall, the other short, one sturdy, the other delicate, one loud, the other quiet. Nevertheless, they have somehow found each other and perform almost exclusively as a double act. Young colleagues who, as the boss would probably say, were capable . . . and competent. There was no one in the entire BKA who researched as thoroughly as the Katjas. They had gone through the strenuous training in Wiesbaden together. That creates bonds. It was the same with Jenny and Yasira.

      Last to enter the meeting room is her office colleague Michael, who makes a grand gesture and places a box of chocolate kisses on the table.

      “Well, let’s get started,” Yasira begins. “We’re all set.”

      “The Magnificent Seven,” says Michael as he sits down.

      Yasira turns to the whiteboard. There are already printed-out pictures of the men from the video. Jenny, who is significantly more proficient with computers than Yasira, has extracted them from the clip.

      “These are our suspects,” says Yasira.

      “Uh, sorry,” says Timo. “We have the crime on video. We’ve all seen these guys. Do we really need to call them suspects? Can’t we just say perpetrators?”

      “We can call them perpetrators for all I care. There are four of them. The tabloids have kindly already given them names.”

      Yasira points to the first perpetrator. In the video, it’s the man on the left who is holding Lena. The one with the baseball cap.

      “This here is the hat man.”

      “Actually, it’s not a hat, it’s a cap,” says Katja Jürgens. “Why didn’t they call him the cap man?”

      “I don’t know,” calls Yasira, slightly annoyed by the interruptions. “Ask Bild.”

      “They just love their word plays,” says Karsten.

      “They could have called him cap chap,” interjects Michael.

      “Focus please,” says Yasira. She points to the second photo. It’s the rapist with the curly hair.

      “That’s the curly man.”

      This time no one interrupts, so she continues and points to the photo of the third perpetrator, the one with the cartoon dog on his sweater.

      “And this is Snoopy.”

      Yasira points to a question mark on a white sheet of paper.

      “And then, there’s the cameraman. Unfortunately, we have neither an image nor his voice.”

      She pins up another sheet of white paper. There is a question mark next to an arrow pointing upwards.

      “And finally, there’s the person who first uploaded the video to the internet. Let’s call him the uploader.”

      “Possibly one of the perpetrators,” says Katja Jürgens. “The cameraman, for example.”

      “Yes, possibly,” replies Yasira. “But that isn’t necessarily the case.”

      She draws a dashed black line between the perpetrators and the uploader.

      “The uploader’s motive is also still completely unclear. If it was the cameraman, did he publish the video out of revenge? Did the argument between the men, which we witness at the end of the video, continue after the recording? Or if a fifth person was the uploader, how did they get hold of the video? Was it shared via Messenger? And why did they think it was a good idea to post the video?”

      Yasira switches to the other side of the whiteboard. There is a picture of the girl. As respectful as she is, Jenny didn’t pull the picture from the video, but probably fished it from Lena’s Instagram account.

      “And this is our victim. Lena Palmer. Sixteen years old. Reported missing five days ago.”

      “Palmer,” says Michael. “Like the dead girl from Twin Peaks. Laura Palmer.”

      Yasira nods. Of course, this has no relevance whatsoever. But she’s noticed it too. All colleagues under thirty just look dumbfounded. All the same. In a few days, some cynical memes will enlighten them.

      “I want us to work in shifts—around the clock,” says Yasira. “Somebody from this team will always be on the case. If something important happens, I want to be informed, regardless of the time.”

      The kidnapping and murder of Hanns Martin Schleyer by the RAF⁠22 may have happened almost fifty years ago, but at the BKA the failure of that time is still a deterrent example in the training program. On a Friday, the decisive tip-off about the hiding place where Schleyer was being held captive was received by the responsible special commission of the state of North Rhine-Westphalia. However, it was not processed until Monday. By then it was too late. The hideout had been abandoned. The trail cold.

      Yasira won’t let that happen.

      “Timo’s on the first shift tonight.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” asks Timo.

      “Michael and I are heading to Halberstadt straight away to visit Lena’s father. The Katjas will try to identify the perpetrators. Please also have a word with the experts in Wiesbaden. Maybe they can deduce a region of origin from the men’s dialect.”

      “Of course,” says Katja Jürgens.

      “Jenny, you take on the uploader,” Yasira continues. “When did the video first appear? Where? Who posted it? Track him down. Maybe we can get to the perpetrators through him.”

      Jenny nods. “If we’re really lucky,” she says, “I’ll find a version of the video with intact metadata. Then the file could tell us where and when it was recorded.”

      “I doubt the uploader was that careless,” says Timo.

      “Let me hope so . . .” Jenny replies. “You know how dumb criminals can be sometimes.”

      “So we hope,” Yasira continues. “Coordinate with the tech team.”

      “Of course.”

      The IT guys aren’t exactly Yasira’s favorite colleagues. Too many technical terms, too little empathy. But their expertise will be important, so Yasira is glad that Jenny gets along well with them.

      “Timo, we need the movement profile from Lena’s cell phone,” she continues. “I don’t care how we get it. Court order, BND⁠3, PRISM. It doesn’t matter. I need to know where the girl was.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “We’re already receiving tips from the public. You coordinate them. Make sure that our colleagues follow up on every single one.”

      “All right, boss,” Timo confirms.

      “Karsten, try to find out something about the crime scene. Does the vegetation in the background of the video give us any clue as to the location of the crime? Where is this table?”

      “How am I supposed to find out?” asks Karsten.

      “I don’t know,” replies Yasira. “That’s your problem. Send the colleagues hiking! Go for a walk yourself. Come up with something. Start from Halberstadt and then gradually increase the radius.”

      Karsten sighs.

      “You know,” says Yasira, “all our fancy forensic technology is of little use to us as long as we don’t have a crime scene.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “And see if you can identify the brand of the beer bottles on the bench. If we’re lucky, it’s something local.”

      “They’re probably Beck’s bottles, which won’t get us anywhere.”

      “Maybe. Find out.”

      “Mind if I get some hands-on experience?” Karsten asks. “A big haul at the liquor store?”

      “Do what you think is best. But the most important thing is the crime scene. Find the crime scene.”

      Karsten nods.

      “The case is getting a lot of public attention,” Yasira continues. “It goes without saying that none of us are giving the media any comments that haven’t been approved. The boss decides when and what information goes to the press office.” Yasira looks around. “Get as many reinforcements as you need. We have to be fast.”

      General nodding.

      “I won’t lie to you,” she continues. “This is a downright shitty case. The whole country’s watching us. If we fuck up, it won’t just have consequences for us. But we also have a chance here. We can show that the law can strike fast and hard. That no crime goes unpunished.”

      As if . . . her daughter would probably say. Yasira can read in the faces of her colleagues that they are thinking the same thing.

      “Look, here’s the thing,” she says. “If we can crack the case fast, it might keep the tide of outrage from rising too high.”

      Perhaps then, Yasira thinks, not all reason will be flushed out of the country. And somehow she has the feeling that they don’t have much time for that.
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      “You drive like a madman,” scolds Yasira, which Michael acknowledges by pressing the gas pedal even further to the floor.

      “Music?” he asks.

      “Okay by me,” Yasira says, even though she herself only feels like listening to Mozart’s Requiem. “What do you want to hear?”

      “A Night at the Opera.”

      Yasira opens the glove compartment and searches through the pile of CDs for the requested Queen album.

      “You know there’s this new thing,” she says. “It’s called music-streaming.”

      “I’ve bought this album three times,” says Michael. “As a record, as a cassette, and as a CD. I’m definitely not going to stream it.”

      Yasira pushes the CD into the slot of the car radio.

      “I bought the record back in East German days,” Michael continues. “West German import. Damn expensive.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know.”

      “I was the only one in the whole place with those records. I was a star. Then the Wall came down and my assets plummeted. Suddenly the music was available everywhere.”

      “Tragic.”

      Michael skips to the eleventh track, but immediately presses pause.

      “Will you sing along?” he asks.

      Yasira groans. “Do I have to?”

      “I know it’s terribly inappropriate, considering the mission we’re on, but if we only sing when it’s appropriate, then we wouldn’t be singing at all.”

      Yasira nods. “All right.”

      Michael presses play and together they belt out “Is this the real life? Is this just fantasy?”

      After the song Yasira scrolls through Lena Palmer’s Instagram account. Nothing out of the ordinary. Lena in various makeup looks, the usual teen poses, delicious food, most often lasagna, vacation, mostly Baltic Sea. Not many photos with friends. Lena only seems close with one dark-haired girl. But all in all, these are pictures Yasira could also find on Zara’s Instagram account. Except Lena has a cuddly tabby cat. What is striking, however, is that about half a year ago, Lena’s posts became more sparse.

      Michael and Yasira are almost in Halberstadt when Timo calls. Yasira stops the music and puts the call on speakerphone.

      “I don’t know if it’s important,” says Timo. “But there’s this new video. A lot of people are watching it. I’ll send it to your phone.”

      Yasira expects the worst. What is it this time? Another rape? She clicks on the link. But first she has to watch an ad for eBay. It really is a farce that the BKA can’t afford a YouTube premium account. What she then sees is not another rape. It’s a beefy white guy with short brown hair, a bodybuilder. He walks into the picture in camouflage. Holding a submachine gun in his hand.

      “Men!”

      That salutation alone. Who does this guy think he is?

      “Lena Palmer didn’t have to die. Lena shouldn’t have died!” He pauses briefly. “How much longer are we going to silently stand by and watch what is happening in our country, right before our eyes? I’ll tell you: not even one second longer! I, for one, am no longer willing to accept all the humiliation we are subjected to day after day.”

      The guy steps closer to the camera. He probably ordered a selfie tripod from Amazon especially for this video.

      “It’s time to defend our country, our wives and daughters. What we’re dealing with here is a secret invasion!”

      Isn’t there a Marvel series with that name? Zara watched something like that.

      “The state is failing. The police have been castrated by the Greens and the Left. It’s our right to defend ourselves. It’s our duty! I call on you to actively protect our homeland. If necessary, I will personally bring these criminals to justice. Follow me! Active Homeland-Protection is the order of the hour!”

      The guy points his submachine gun at the camera, then lowers it again and says, “Call me Bear. I’m going hunting.”

      Yasira massages her temples.

      “Where does this jerk think he is?” asks Michael. “Texas?”

      “Active Homeland-Protection,” Yasira snorts. “A. H. Adolf Hitler.”

      “Could be a coincidence,” says Michael.

      “Coincidence? Definitely not. These fucking Nazis love their stupid number and letter codes. Enigma for morons.”

      “I’m just saying it could be a coincidence.”

      “The video is exactly eighty-eight seconds long, Michael. Eight and eight. Twice the eighth letter of the alphabet. H. H. Heil Hitler.”

      Michael rolls his eyes. Eighty-eight was also the self-chosen house number of the rebellious Reichsbürger they arrested last month. Even though the street he lived in has less than fifty houses.

      “I guess you’re right then,” says Michael. “Our bear seems to be a brown bear.”

      Yasira calls Timo back: “Keep an eye on this guy,” she says. “See if you can identify him. Are there any priors et cetera . . .”

      “Already on it,” Timo reports.

      “And tell me, is that one of our guns? It looked familiar to me.”

      “I’ll pass you to Karsten.”

      There’s a brief rustle, then Karsten explains: “It’s a Heckler & Koch MP5.”

      “That’s what I thought,” says Yasira. “One of ours.”

      “Well,” replies Karsten. “Not just the police use them. Customs and the Special Forces Command of the German Armed Forces do too. And so does half the world. I’d say it’s the most common submachine gun after the Uzi.”

      “It’s not going to be commercially available,” says Yasira.

      “Of course not. But given its worldwide distribution, you won’t be surprised to hear that there’s a large supply on the black market. Some police authorities are also thinking about phasing out the MP5 because of its relatively limited range and penetrating power. The Thuringians, for example, have already replaced them.”

      “What are you trying to say? That some of the decommissioned weapons have found their way onto the black market?”

      “I’m not saying anything,” Karsten replies. “I’m just sharing the information I have. It’s up to you to decide what’s relevant, boss.”

      “Hmm. Anything else?”

      “Just a, what do they call it now? Ah yeah, a fun fact.”

      “A fun fact?”

      “The Red Army Faction used the MP5 in their logo.”

      Yasira remembers the familiar logo with the red, five-pointed star, the weapon on it and the three letters “RAF” above it.

      “I always thought that was a Kalashnikov,” says Yasira.

      “Yeah, most people do. Probably even the RAF members thought so. But Ulrike Meinhof’s acquaintance, who drew the logo, obviously had no idea and accidentally chose the MP5 instead of a Kalashnikov as a model, the standard weapon of the class enemy. My kind of humor.”

      Yasira has to take her phone away from her ear as Karsten’s loud machine-gun laughter erupts.

      “Thanks,” she says afterwards. “Keep us updated.”

      She hangs up and scrolls through the comments under the video. There are hundreds. Bear gets a lot of approval. A lot of approval. Apparently half the country consists of wannabe manhunters. It puts her in a bad mood. Yasira puts the cell phone aside and looks at Michael. “Drive faster.”
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      First they need to visit the local police station. Michael follows the GPS instructions because neither he nor Yasira have ever been to Halberstadt before. Just over forty thousand inhabitants live in the district town known as the gateway to the Harz Mountains. But that already makes it the sixth largest in Saxony-Anhalt. They pass many houses whose GDR origins are still apparent. Halberstadt was hit hard during the Second World War. Fittingly, they are driving along the Street of the Victims of Fascism. What a weird address that must be if you have to name it somewhere, Yasira thinks. I live at the Street of the Victims of Fascism No. 33. Strange.

      Shortly before they reach their destination, Michael has to turn into a small cobbled street to get to the station.

      “A dead end,” mumbles Yasira, pointing to the sign.

      “Hopefully not,” grumbles Michael.

      The Harz police station is a large, somewhat oversized-looking brick building. Yasira half expects to encounter jurisdictional disputes with the local sheriffs, as seen in American TV series, but of course that’s nonsense.

      The police director, a slim, clean-shaven man in his fifties with short military hair, is delighted to be able to relinquish control of the case. He even set up a temporary office for Yasira and Michael.

      “To be honest,” he says. “We’ve never had a situation like this before. It’s a bit much for us.” He scratches his head. “We also have little experience with the national press.” He then smiles somewhat painfully. “And there’s no point in trying to hide it, you’ll soon find out anyway . . . We’ve found out frustratingly little so far.”

      In their new office, Michael and Yasira read the protocol of the conversation with Lena’s father when he filed the missing person’s report. That was three days before the video. More precisely, three days before Yasira saw the video. Jenny has not yet been able to find a version of the recording with a timestamp in the metadata. It is therefore not entirely clear when the video was made.

      The protocol is not particularly fruitful. Frank Palmer knows astonishingly little about his child. He has no idea where his daughter disappeared to on Saturday afternoon. He was out doing archery with his son when Lena left the house. So he didn’t even know what clothes she was wearing or whether she had a backpack or other luggage with her. He reported her missing on Sunday afternoon. Based on current information, the video first appeared online on Wednesday.

      The precinct leader had not yet started searching for Lena because he had no useful clue where to start.

      Unfortunately, Lena had left her phone at home. So she couldn’t be tracked. That seems odd to Yasira. She wouldn’t know any sixteen-year-old who would voluntarily leave her phone at home. Unless she doesn’t want anyone to know where she is. But maybe that’s just the criminalist’s mind getting carried away. The girl could have simply forgotten her cell phone. But Zara would have turned around immediately in such a case and fetched it. The colleagues have secured the device but have not yet been able to access it. It’s an older iPhone. Lena’s father’s old one. He doesn’t know her code. Of course he doesn’t. Yasira gives instructions to send the device to headquarters. Maybe the nerds from the technical service can find out something about it.

      Frank Palmer, Lena’s father, teaches as a professor at the Harz University. Public Law in the Department of Administrative Sciences. His son Emil, Lena’s little brother, was diagnosed with a mild form of autism five years ago. His wife Tanja died of uterine cancer a year and a half ago. Some families have subscribed to misfortune.

      Yasira dreads the conversation, but she will have to talk to the father herself. And if there’s something unpleasant she has to do, she prefers to do it straight away. So she asks the precinct leader to announce her visit and drives with Michael to the Palmer family home on the outskirts of town.

      On the drive, Yasira thinks about how she would react if something like this happened to her daughter. Would she go on a vendetta like Uma Thurman in Kill Bill? Would she throw herself into work? Would she just break down? Sometimes, when Zara stays out a little longer than agreed, she has these dark fantasies about what might have happened to her. Then she has to stop herself from calling her daughter every five minutes. Is this something every mother has or is it an occupational disease? Does worrying about your children ever stop? Probably not . . .

      A few reporters are already lurking outside the Palmer house. Without a word, Yasira walks past the microphones and cameras held in front of her. Michael asks the journalists to stay back and respect Frank Palmer’s property line, which has the desired effect. Outside the door, they are alone again.

      When Lena’s father opens the door, he looks like a living dead to Yasira. He leads them through a hallway. Yasira hears a piano from the living room. As they pass by, she catches a glimpse through the door of a boy of about ten sitting at the keys. That must be Lena’s little brother Emil. He is playing Chopin’s Prelude in E minor. A deeply sad piece which the composer had wished to be played at his own funeral. Yasira’s mother—a pianist in Beirut and piano teacher in Lüneburg—forced her daughter to practice Chopin until her fingers almost fell off. It’s actually a miracle that she still likes his melodies.

      Frank Palmer leads them into the kitchen. Everything is spotless there. Lena’s father is probably trying to keep himself busy somehow. He asks them to take a seat and they sit down at the kitchen table with the yellow oilcloth.

      “Before we begin . . .” says Yasira. “I hope you’ve already been told that we can provide you with a psychologist to help you and your son . . .”

      Frank Palmer shakes his head briefly but violently. “No.” Then he repeats what he has already told the local police. However, this questioning took place before the video. The situation is much worse now. Palmer is repeatedly on the verge of tears. In the middle of the conversation, a kitchen timer rings. Palmer gets up and puts on a kitchen glove.

      “I . . . uh . . . I made a lasagna,” he says. “It’s Lena’s favorite, you know?” He smiles sadly. “Since she was three years old, she liked nothing better than my lasagna. But back then she always called it salagna.” He swallows. As if to explain, he adds: “I thought she’d be hungry when she comes back.”

      Yasira nods. “Certainly.”

      Frank Palmer bends down. He takes a lasagna dish out of the oven and places it on the ceramic hob. There is already a casserole dish with lasagna. No one has eaten from it.

      “I made lasagne yesterday,” says Frank Palmer, as if he’s only just noticed the second casserole dish. “But I thought it tasted better fresh.”

      Yasira nods again.

      Michael hums in agreement.

      “Would you like a piece?”

      Yasira declines with thanks. She’s not hungry. Besides, there’s probably meat in it and this is not the time or place for a conversation about why she doesn’t want to eat it anymore. (You know, my daughter, my living daughter, my non-raped daughter who sits at home and probably watches Netflix, made me become a vegetarian. You know, because of the climate.) No.

      Michael, on the other hand, gratefully accepts the offer. Her colleague can happily eat anytime, anywhere.

      Frank Palmer hands him a plate of lasagna and cutlery.

      “Are you sure you don’t want anything?” he asks Yasira again. “It’s just ground beef.”

      She needs a moment to understand that Lena’s father obviously thinks she might have problems with pork for religious reasons. How complicated can a lasagna be?

      Yasira shakes her head. “No, thank you. I’m really not hungry.”

      Palmer himself also passes.

      “Have you ever seen any of the men on the video?” Yasira continues the questioning.

      Palmer shakes his head.

      “Can you imagine that your daughter could have known one of them?” asks Michael.

      “No,” says Lena’s father. But then he sobs. “But I have to admit that I can’t say for sure. We’ve somehow become estranged over the last year.”

      Yasira hands him a handkerchief.

      “Since Tanja, my wife . . . Lena’s mother . . . Since Tanja died,” Frank Palmer continues, “everything has been so difficult. Of course it hit the children hard. I took care of Emil a lot. And often just didn’t have the strength anymore. Now I blame myself terribly for that. I think I neglected my daughter. That I didn’t look after her enough.”

      “Perhaps it will help you,” says Yasira gently, “that almost all parents of teenagers know this gnawing feeling.”

      “Do you have children?” asks Frank Palmer.

      Michael shakes his head. Yasira nods. “One daughter. She’s Lena’s age.”

      “Then perhaps you can understand . . .”

      Palmer stops. Yasira understands. All too well.

      “I can hardly imagine anything worse,” she says.

      Frank Palmer pauses. “I can imagine something worse.”

      Yasira swallows. Yes. Worse would be the day when she had to ring Frank Palmer’s doorbell again to report that his daughter was dead.

      “Sometimes it’s only the worry about Emil,” Palmer explains, “that keeps me going.”

      “We’ll find the men . . .” Michael begins.

      “I’m not really interested in that,” interrupts Palmer. “I mean . . .” He falters. “. . . of course I hate these guys. But all I really want to know is what happened to my daughter after the crime.”

      “I understand,” says Yasira.

      “Part of me is convinced that she’s going to walk in here any minute,” Palmer says. “That’s why I made salagna.” He hesitates. “But if she’s still alive, why haven’t I heard anything from her? Not from her or from any kidnappers?”

      “There’s always hope,” Yasira replies, but she probably doesn’t sound very convincing.

      “Isn’t hope the last evil to hatch from Pandora’s box?” asks Frank Palmer.

      “True, but I don’t think it was one of the evils.”

      “You’re right. Of course I’m still hoping. But what if my hope is in vain? Isn’t false hope an evil?”

      Yasira has no good answer.

      “We’ll do our best to find your daughter quickly,” says Michael.

      “May we see Lena’s room?” asks Yasira. The rooms often know more about the children than the fathers do.
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      There are family photos from happier days hanging in the Palmers’ hallway. The four of them. On vacation. By the sea. In the mountains. In some amusement park. What a fragile thing happiness is. Frank Palmer opens the door to Lena’s room. Yasira and Michael enter respectfully, knowing that a teenager’s own four walls are their sanctuary.

      The tabby cat is lying on Lena’s unmade bed. She looks at the intruders briefly and then closes her eyes again.

      “I have the feeling Minka has been lying here since Lena disappeared,” says Frank Palmer. “You’d almost think she understands what’s happened.” He hasn’t entered the room; he’s still standing in front of the door. “If you don’t mind, I’ll wait in the kitchen. I . . . I . . . can’t be here.”

      “Of course,” says Yasira.

      Palmer leaves them alone. Michael and Yasira put on gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints and begin searching Lena’s room. It’s not very big. School books are mixed in with makeup stuff on the desk. Next to an old MacBook is a makeup mirror.

      “Smells like teen spirit,” says Michael.

      Yasira nods. The room does smell like a teenager. It even smells similar to Zara’s room. Yasira has to close her eyes for a moment to control all the emotions that this stirs up inside her. Then she plucks some hair from Lena’s brush and puts it in a plastic bag. It might be helpful to have a DNA profile of the girl.

      There are two posters on the wall. One is from the Barbie movie. The other is of some German rapper that Yasira doesn’t know, but who probably has more number one hits than the Beatles. How Lena reconciles his surely sexist lyrics with the supposedly feminist new version of Barbie is just as puzzling as Zara’s simultaneous enthusiasm for Fridays for Future and utterly dumb influencers who travel halfway around the globe just to showcase lifestyle products on camera. Sometimes you just have to endure contradictions. Isn’t Yasira full of contradictions herself? An emancipated woman who loves cheesy musicals. A policewoman who questions authority. Isn’t everyone just a bunch of contradictions wrapped in duct tape?

      The bookshelf is modest. Harry Potter and the like. The books are pretty dusty. Obviously not much in use. There’s only one book that Lena seems to have taken out more often. Catching Fire. Yasira pulls it out. Behind it, she finds a small resealable plastic bag with leftover weed. This type of fire catching, then. She shows the marijuana to Michael. He just nods. Then she puts it back and places the book in front of it again. Nothing unusual. Maybe she’d find a similar bag if she turned Zara’s room upside down. And then there’d be trouble again. Though—truth be told—back in Yasira’s teenage years, you might have occasionally found a little bag like that in her room. Then again . . . no, not really. She only ever smoked with others. Never bought her own. She wouldn’t have dared. Her father would have gone crazy. Would Frank Palmer have freaked out too?

      Yasira opens Lena’s closet. A whole bunch of short dresses. Very short dresses. Did she really just think that? How infuriating. The dresses are short. So what? Even if Lena had walked around in a bikini, no one would have . . . Yasira pauses. She takes a flowered dress out of the wardrobe and shows it to Michael.

      “Doesn’t this look like the dress Lena is wearing in the video?”

      “Maybe her favorite dress,” Michael says. “Apparently she’s got it twice.”

      Yasira’s cell phone rings. It’s Katja Jürgens. Yasira hangs the dress back and puts the call on speakerphone so that Michael can listen in.

      “Probably Mali,” says Katja.

      “Mali?” asks Yasira.

      “You wanted to know if our experts could match the perpetrators’ French to a specific region of origin, and that was the answer.”

      “Probably Mali,” Yasira repeats.

      “Correct.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Oh yeah. And Karsten lets you know that the beer bottles are ninety-nine percent certain to be Beck’s. He hasn’t found the crime scene. He said to tell you he’s still hiking.”

      “Tell him to hike faster.”

      “Will do.”

      Yasira hangs up.

      She sits down at her desk and opens the old MacBook. Of course it wants to know a password from her. She looks at her colleague.

      “What’s the cat’s name?”

      Michael thinks for a moment. “Minka,” he then says. He has an amazingly good memory for names.

      Yasira types in “Minka” and the notebook actually unlocks.

      “Bingo,” says Yasira.

      “Why haven’t the village sheriffs taken the computer already?” asks Yasira.

      “Because they’re village sheriffs,” says Michael.

      Yasira nods. “The colleagues probably thought they were dealing with a runaway teenager. They didn’t know about the video.”

      Yasira clicks around a bit on the computer. Opens the mail program. But there’s not much to find. A bit of school, a bit of Amazon. Lena doesn’t seem to have sent many emails. Is email the next medium to die out? Unfortunately, Lena hasn’t synchronized her photos and Messenger with her notebook. A thorough search of the computer would still take hours.

      “Ask if we can take it with us . . .”

      Michael leaves the room and returns shortly afterwards with a positive answer. Yasira has already packed the laptop. All in all, Lena seems to be a normal teenager.

      They go back to the kitchen. For the entire half hour they’ve been here, Lena’s brother has been repeating the Prelude in E minor over and over again.

      “Would it be possible to talk to Emil too?” asks Yasira.

      Frank Palmer sighs. “He won’t talk to strangers since Lena disappeared. Your colleagues haven’t had any success either. Even before that, Emil was rather quiet. I’m sure he doesn’t know anything that could help you.”

      “Can we try anyway?”

      “I don’t think Emil . . .”

      “I’ll be very careful. I promise.”

      Frank Palmer hesitates. Then he shrugs his shoulders with a sigh and leads them both into the living room. Emil immediately stops playing the piano and looks at the intruders with wide eyes. But as his father had predicted, he remains silent when Yasira asks him a few questions about his sister and the day she disappeared. Only when Yasira points to the instrument and asks: “May I?” Emil nods, stands up, and lets her take the piano bench. Wordlessly, with a small gesture of her left hand, Yasira waves the two men out of the room. Then she turns to the sheet of music. Bumpily at first, but then more and more fluently, she plays the Prelude in E minor herself. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Emil smiling.

      “Did your sister perhaps tell you where she was going on Saturday?” asks Yasira as she continues to play. Emil shakes his head.

      “Did she often just disappear at the weekend?”

      A nod.

      “Did she ever tell you where she was going?”

      Head shaking.

      “Do you know if she has a boyfriend?”

      Shrugging shoulders.

      They communicate in this strange way until Yasira has played the prelude twice. Then she gives up. Emil knows just as little about his sister’s whereabouts as his father does.

      “That’s a beautiful piece you’re playing,” she says as they say goodbye. “Sad, but beautiful.”

      In the hallway, she turns to Frank Palmer again. “If it’s all right with you, we’ll send a forensics team to go through Lena’s room thoroughly. It’s unlikely, I know, but we might find some fingerprints or DNA traces that don’t belong there.”

      Frank Palmer just nods, resigned to his fate.

      Yasira hands him her business card.

      “If you think of anything else. Anything at all—give me a call.”

      Lena’s father nods again.

      “Could you . . .” he begins. “Could you tell the press to leave us alone?”

      “Of course,” says Michael. “I can’t tell them to leave, but we’ll make it very clear that you’re not interested in an interview.”

      At the front door, Yasira, following an impulse, asks Frank Palmer one last question: “Have you heard of Active Homeland-Protection? About a man who calls himself Bear?”

      Palmer shakes his head.

      “Should I? Means nothing to me. Never heard of it.”

      On the short drive from the Palmers’ to their hotel, Yasira almost falls asleep. She finds conversations like this incredibly draining. In response to Michael’s usual question, she just shakes her head. No hotel bar today. It’s been a long day. Instead, Yasira goes to her small room. Although she’s terribly tired, she digs through Lena’s computer. She used it mainly for school. The most telling data, photos, chats, and contacts are still slumbering in her uncracked phone.

      Shortly after eleven, she closes Lena’s laptop and reads through her team’s reports on her cell phone. Everyone has been working overtime and yet so far they have not been able to establish the identity of even one of the four perpetrators. Katja Jürgens writes that they are of course continuing their search, but now fear that there may be no data on the perpetrators. There could be any number of reasons for this. The most likely are illegal entry or, of course, failure on the part of the authorities. Yasira bets on the latter.

      There’s little concrete information about the uploader either; it’s apparently a trail that was deliberately obscured—that much Jenny can already tell. To make matters worse, there are countless copies. “IP hopping,” “proxy server,” and “gate network” are just three of the enigmatic technical terms Jenny’s email is teeming with. About communicating with YouTube, she writes: “It’s the house that makes crazy people.” At least that, Yasira understands.

      Even though she’s very tired, she knows she’ll have trouble falling asleep. So she decides to take a hot bath to relax. She has just undressed when her phone rings.

      It’s Frank Palmer.

      “Hello Mr. Palmer,” she says, “what can I do for you?”

      “I . . . I,” Palmer stammers. “I got a ransom demand.”
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      A ransom demand? Yasira is surprised. “Would you like us to come over?” she asks.

      “No, no!” shouts Frank Palmer. “Absolutely not! The letter says not to call the police or they’ll kill Lena.”

      “Of course,” says Yasira, “that’s what it always says in letters like this.” She puts on the hotel bathrobe. This conversation could take a while. “But you’re doing the right thing by informing us.”

      “Maybe, but please don’t come by. What if the kidnappers are watching my house?”

      “I’m pretty sure they’re not,” says Yasira. “That would be very risky for the kidnappers. But of course we will respect your wishes and stay away. How did you receive the ransom demand?”

      “An email.”

      “Can you send me a copy of it as soon as possible?”

      “I’ll forward it to you.” For a brief moment, Yasira hears Frank Palmer typing on his keyboard. Then the familiar sound of a MacBook sending an email. Yasira has already opened her own notebook in the meantime.

      “The kidnappers are demanding a hundred thousand dollars,” says Palmer, “in bitcoin. Even if I had the money, I wouldn’t know how to convert it. What am I supposed to do . . .”

      Yasira sighs. Dollars. Bitcoin. A ransom demand five days after Lena disappeared. Everything comes together to form a coherent picture.

      “Mr. Palmer, listen to me. Unfortunately, it’s not unusual for false ransom demands to pop up for people whose disappearance has made headlines.”

      “What?” Frank Palmer’s voice reveals his shock.

      Yasira skims the email that Palmer has forwarded to her.

      “I can’t be certain, of course, but based on the bitcoins and the unusual timing, I’m afraid we’re dealing with just such a false demand here. Someone is trying to exploit your desperation to rip you off.”

      “How? Who could be so cruel . . .”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Palmer. The cruelty of some people appears to be infinite.”

      “But are you sure? What if the demand is real?”

      “I’ll forward the email to our experts,” says Yasira. “And you respond to the kidnappers now. Tell them that you are willing to cooperate. But demand a sign of life from Lena. If you get a response, get back to me immediately.”

      “All right,” says Palmer and hangs up.

      Poor man, Yasira thinks. She’d love to catch those fraudulent blackmailers and put them on trial for emotional cruelty. Damn internet. In the past, blackmailers still had to take the risk of a money handover. Back in the day, blackmailers at least had to face the risk of a money drop—one where you could actually catch them. Now these bastards hide behind bitcoins. What a rollercoaster of emotions that must be for Lena’s father.

      The bath . . . Yasira takes off her bathrobe and gets into the still-hot tub. She takes her phone with her and calls Timo Schenk, who has taken over the first night shift. She forwards the ransom demand to him and requests that it be examined as soon as possible, both by the technical teams and the units specializing in kidnapping cases.

      Yasira usually enjoys sleeping in hotels. This goes back to the days when Zara was little and every business trip promised nights without a crying baby. This night, however, is uncomfortable and restless. A pack of teenagers are rioting in the street. Or are they just rioting in her dreams?

      Yasira wakes up the next morning feeling anything but rested. It’s still dark outside and she has no idea what time it is. A glance at the alarm clock tells her that she doesn’t have to torture herself with another attempt to fall asleep. It’s just after half past five.

      Still in bed, she checks her emails. The first thing she picks out is the BKA experts’ analysis of the ransom demand. Conclusion: probably fake. Probably . . . Probably fake, probably Mali, probably Beck’s. Probably is not one of Yasira’s favorite words. She would love to hear someone say “definitely.” Just as she’s getting dressed, Frank Palmer calls. The blackmailers have answered. They have reiterated their demand, threatening to harm Lena, but they haven’t sent a sign of life. Because they can’t, Yasira thinks. She tells Frank Palmer that the experts have checked the ransom demand.

      “The letter resembles other false claims in comparable cases.”

      “There are comparable cases?” asks Frank Palmer.

      Yasira wishes she could bite her tongue. That wasn’t worded well.

      “The analysis concludes that we’re dealing with free riders who are trying to capitalize on your misfortune.”

      “How certain are these experts?” asks Lena’s father.

      “Definitely sure,” Yasira would love to say, at least to spare Frank Palmer the agony. But of course she can’t do that. So she says: “They consider it very, very likely.”

      Frank Palmer snorts.

      “Extremely likely,” says Yasira. “Almost definitely certain. I’d advise you to break off contact, but if you want to reply again, insist on a sign of life. I guarantee you won’t get one, because these blackmailers haven’t kidnapped your daughter. I can imagine that this is a tremendous burden for you. And as I said, if you want, we can provide you with a psychologist . . .”

      Frank Palmer simply hangs up. Yasira doesn’t blame him.

      

      On Yasira’s floor, in the hallway by the elevator, a miserable potted plant stands guard. The rubber tree—or whatever it is—gazes at her with a drooping head as she waits for the elevator down.

      “Kill me,” the plant seems to whisper. “Please, put me out of my misery.” The hotel has few guests. Apart from Michael, there are only three elderly couples in the breakfast room. For vegetarians, these hotel breakfasts are often an extremely sad affair. Neither the pale slices, which any self-respecting cheese would deny kinship with indignation, nor the stale, kept-warm scrambled eggs are begging to jump onto her plate. Just at the sight of it, Yasira wants to vomit. So she chews on a dry roll while she waits for Michael, whose ambition seems to be to sample every item on offer at the buffet, to finally be full. Then they make their way to Lena’s school.

      Yasira stares out of the car window into the dreary October gray. For Saturday evening, the AfD and co. have called for a major demonstration in Berlin, Michael tells her as they drive. And somewhere in North Rhine-Westphalia, a refugee shelter burned down overnight.
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      “Our school is one of the oldest in Germany, by the way!” the principal tells Yasira and Michael as he leads them through the corridors of an imposing brick building. An entirely irrelevant piece of information in the current situation, but surely something he tells all visitors. At the end of the hallway, he invites the two investigators into his office. “All of the parents in Lena’s class have agreed to have their children questioned. You can talk to them here.”

      “Very good,” says Yasira. “Thank you.”

      She looks around the office.

      “Physics teacher?” she asks.

      “Yes,” says the principal. “Is it that obvious?”

      Instead of answering, Yasira points to this thing with five balls on strings, which is standing on the massive desk.

      “Ah. The Newton’s cradle gave me away.”

      “How does that thing actually work?” Yasira wants to know.

      “It’s surprisingly complicated,” replies the principal and doesn’t seem to want to add anything.

      Then never mind, thinks Yasira. She’s not here to chat anyway.

      “Do you have any clues or leads yet?” asks the principal.

      “It’s surprisingly complicated,” says Michael.

      Yasira smiles.

      First, they question the teachers. Most of them don’t know too much about Lena.

      “In academic matters, neither particularly good nor particularly bad,” summarizes Lena’s math teacher, encapsulating his impression with the empathy typical of math teachers. “Unremarkable.”

      Isabel Schubert, the nice young class teacher, is obviously deeply affected by what has happened. She reports feeling that something was troubling Lena. “First there was the death of her mother,” she says, “I’m sure you’ve heard about that.”

      Yasira nods.

      “And then Lena had somehow changed in the last six months. But well. They all do that during puberty. I would never have thought . . .” she stops. “However, she only responded to my offer to talk with a polite refusal.”

      “What about unexcused absences?” asks Michael.

      “Three days last term,” replies the teacher. “I’ve already checked. But that doesn’t mean much, of course. I’m trying to tame a bunch of teenagers here. Unexcused absences rank among the lesser problems.”

      “Is there a clique that Lena belonged to?” asks Yasira. “A best friend?”

      “Maybe even a boyfriend?” asks Michael.

      “Does Lena have a romantic relationship?” Yasira clarifies. “With a boy, or maybe a girl?”

      Isabel Schubert shakes her head. “Not that I know of. Lena always struck me as a loner. At least in the last few months. The best tip I can give you is the dark-haired Emily.”

      Yasira makes a note.

      “There’s also a blonde Emily in the class,” explains the teacher. “That’s why I said dark-haired Emily. But you couldn’t have known that. That’s why I’m explaining.”

      Yasira just nods.

      “Then please send us the dark-haired Emily first,” says Michael.

      The tear-stained girl who appears shortly afterwards in the makeshift interview room does indeed have very black hair. Her makeup is as heavy as Yasira’s daughter’s. The tears have smudged it though, making her face even sadder. Like a crying clown. Yasira introduces herself and Michael too, fearing that his sometimes grumpy demeanor might scare the girl off. The class teacher, who remains present as a confidant during all the conversations, tries to calm Emily down with soothing words, to little avail. Perhaps because she herself is so upset.

      “Is she . . . is she dead?” asks Emily.

      “No,” says Yasira. “We have no indication that Lena is dead.” Just a reasoned suspicion, but she doesn’t add that. “We’re trying to find Lena. As quickly as possible.”

      “Are you . . . are you like some kind of FBI?”

      “Yes. Something like that,” Michael grumbles. “I’m basically Special Agent Dale Cooper.”

      “Who?” asks Emily.

      Yasira rolls her eyes at Michael before turning back to the girl. “Your teacher told us that you’re friends with Lena.”

      “Well,” says Emily. “Sort of. We were friends for a long time, but . . .”

      “But not anymore?” asks Yasira when the girl doesn’t continue.

      “She’s changed somehow.”

      “When did this change start?” asks Michael. “With the death of her mother?”

      “Nah,” says Emily. “Of course that really hit her hard and all. But we were still really tight then. She was at my place a lot and cried. I cried a lot too. Man, that was so sad. But that’s like a year and a half ago or something.”

      “When did you notice a change in Lena’s behavior?” asks Yasira.

      “Well, I don’t know. About half a year ago, I’d say. That’s when we kind of drifted apart. You know?”

      “Was there a reason for that?”

      “Well, we didn’t have a fight or anything, if that’s what you mean.” Emily’s still speaking hesitantly. “It just happened that way. I mean, Lena stopped returning my calls and everything. Always had something else to do.”

      “What did she have to do?” asks Michael.

      “I don’t really know. She never told me. I mean, I think she had a boyfriend and whatnot. A guy from outside the school. Rumors say he was done with school and all that. But I never met him.”

      “Could it have been one of the men from the video?” asks Michael.

      “Whoa, no. I don’t think so,” replies Emily. “But of course I don’t know for sure.”

      Yasira asks Emily for access to the class chat. She skims through the conversations. Lena rarely participated. Otherwise, the usual. Gossip, memes, and dumb jokes. Yasira exports the chat and sends a copy to her team for closer inspection. Let the Katjas deal with it.

      Afterwards, Yasira and Michael talk to the other students in the class. All of them are suitably shocked. All of them are of little help. Lena was increasingly perceived by many as a loner. There are only rumors about Lena’s boyfriend. No one has seen him. Nor does anyone know any of the men in the video. No one had a date with Lena on Saturday evening. No one happens to know her phone’s code.

      

      As they leave the school and get back into the car, Yasira says: “We need to find this boyfriend.”

      Michael just nods. What else should he say? Of course they have to find the boyfriend. That goes without saying.

      They’ve barely been driving five minutes through the city—which feels surprisingly empty compared to Berlin—when her colleague pulls into the parking lot of a restaurant.

      He looks at Yasira with wide eyes and whispers, “I want to butter an Indian chick . . .”

      Then he grins broadly. “Sorry—Indian chicken, of course.”

      Yasira rolls her eyes. “That was really low, Michael. Even for you.”

      Yasira lets Michael’s somewhat sexist, quite embarrassing jokes slide because she’s suspected for quite some time now that he’s just using them to cover up his homosexuality. She’s not quite sure on what she bases this assumption. Of course, he never comes to work with painted fingernails. It’s more of a feeling. It’s probably not the things Michael does that gave her the idea, but rather the things he doesn’t do. He has no particular interest in the Hot Chicks With Guns calendar in Karsten Seiler’s office. He doesn’t brag about his conquests, in fact he never talks about his relationships at all. He has never hit on Yasira when drunk at a Christmas party. Another unique trait. And of course he loves Freddy Mercury. On the other hand . . . Who in their right mind doesn’t?

      They get out of the car and enter the Indian restaurant.

      A gay police officer is almost as rare as a gay professional football player. Yasira believes that Michael’s possible concerns about coming out are unfounded. At least in their department. He’s not a patrol cop or a village sheriff. Besides, he lives and works in Berlin. Then again . . . Maybe his homosexuality would stand in the way of a promotion at some point. Not officially, of course. But in practice. Who can say?

      Yasira will certainly not raise the issue with him. You don’t just ask a woman with a big belly when she’s due, after all, she might not be pregnant and then you have a very unpleasant conversation to deal with.

      Michael orders a large portion of chicken. “And make it spicy, please!”

      The Indian menu also includes pizzas, kebabs, and burgers. Very confidence-inspiring. Yasira only orders a portion of samosas. She doesn’t have much of an appetite. For her, food is mostly just a necessity for survival.

      While waiting for their order, Yasira checks her emails. Timo has written. There are so many tips from the public that he can hardly keep up with coordinating them. Unfortunately, all the leads that police officers could follow up on so far turned out to be some form of “I’m sorry, but to me all the Black people look alike” or similar prejudices. Nevertheless, he keeps at it, of course.

      Yasira asks him for Lena’s movement profile from her cell phone provider.

      “Give me another twenty minutes,” is his short reply.

      Yasira clicks on the next email. The two Katjas have already gone through the class chat and have initial results. Some classmates made references to drug use in connection with Lena. A lead that they will have to follow up anyway. Is it “just” about the weed they found in Lena’s room? Or what kind of drugs are we talking about? And who did she get them from? Obviously, Lena’s classmates didn’t tell them everything they knew during the questioning at school. Understandable. Who likes to confess to the police that they smoke weed? But if Yasira were to ask them directly, perhaps something else would come to light. And then there’s the conversation about a party three weeks ago. One of the boys—someone named Robert—had written: “Lena’s definitely not coming. She’s probably going back to her pedo.”

      The generous interpretation is that Lena’s boyfriend is named Pedro, and Robert simply dropped the r.

      But more likely, there’s a rumor buzzing around Lena’s class that her boyfriend is clearly way too old for her.
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      While Michael is still battling his chicken, Yasira receives an email with Lena’s movement profile from the past four weeks. Along with the detailed call log. Thankfully, Timo has already processed both. There was one particular route that Lena repeatedly traveled after school. The destination was Heimstedt, a village about eighteen kilometers from Halberstadt. Eighteen? One and eight, A and H. No, no. You shouldn’t go crazy. If you want to see a conspiracy, you’ll see it everywhere. The number Lena called most frequently belongs to a Justus Schöffler. Registered address in Heimstedt. Well, if that isn’t Lena’s mysterious boyfriend.

      Yasira tells her colleague about it.

      “Bingo,” is all Michael says.

      After lunch, they set off immediately. The main road toward Heimstedt is mostly dead straight and offers somewhat tiring views of farmland to the left and right.

      Schöffler lives in a large single-family home that has seen better days. They don’t want to scare him off too soon, so Michael drives past the house, turns around and then parks some distance away. The road curves slightly, giving them a good view of the whole property from their current position. At the front is a neglected garden. At the back, a chain-link fence separates Schöffler’s land from a wild meadow. It slopes slightly upwards and leads to a forest. Yasira points to the trees. Michael nods.

      “A forest,” he says. “Like in the video. But there’s forest everywhere.”

      Yasira gets out and leads the way, Michael panting behind her. A rusty old Opel Corsa is parked in Schöffler’s driveway. Yasira takes photos of the car and its license plate.

      Then she rings Schöffler’s doorbell. The young man who answers the door looks sleepy. But he suddenly snaps to attention when Yasira shows him her badge.

      He briefly tries to pretend to be surprised but Michael cuts the episode short by asking him at the front door: “Mr. Schöffler, what is your relationship to Lena Palmer?”

      “I . . . what . . . ?” he stammers.

      “Mr. Schöffler,” says Yasira gently. “I’m sure you’ve heard about the terrible crime. Maybe even seen the video . . .”

      “Either you talk to us here, or we’ll summon you to the station,” Michael snaps. Justus Schöffler looks at him, startled. It’s the old routine. Good cop, bad cop. But as long as it works, there’s no reason to change it.

      “Why don’t we just take a seat in your kitchen?” Yasira asks in a friendly manner. “That would be best for everyone.”

      Schöffler steps aside and makes way. Inside, there is a huge mess. The furniture looks a hundred years old. Schöffler probably inherited the house from his grandparents. Pizza boxes are lying around. Amazon packages. Beer bottles. A large flat screen sits enthroned on a desk. In front of it, a gaming chair like the one Zara’s cousin got for Christmas. Michael inhales noticeably through his nose. Yasira nods. From the smell of the apartment, she’d bet a month’s salary that the guy makes a living selling pot. Judging by the little luxury in his apartment, only on small scale and he’s probably his own best customer.

      “Sorry,” says Schöffler. “You . . . you could have called, then I would have tidied up a bit.”

      He leads the two investigators into his kitchen, where all three sit down at the dirty table.

      “I . . . I mean . . . how . . . why me? I honestly don’t know what you want from me,” says Schöffler.

      “Why are you lying to us, Mr. Schöffler?” Yasira replies calmly. “We have Lena’s movement data, and we know she was constantly on the phone with you.”

      “You were with her,” Michael says sharply. “The longer you deny it, the more suspicious you make yourself!”

      Schöffler’s expression completely collapses. Where just moments ago he had been trying to feign surprise and indifference, Yasira now sees pure despair.

      “I . . . I . . .” He stammers something incomprehensible.

      “Was Lena your girlfriend?” Yasira asks gently.

      Schöffler nods, almost in tears.

      “And did you . . .” Michael begins.

      “Of course I saw the video!” Schöffler snaps at him, only to apologize immediately afterwards. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      Yasira can’t decide whether his despair stems from Lena’s fate or his own.

      “Lena’s disappearance was hell for me,” says Schöffler, with his voice breaking. “You have to believe me.”

      “Why didn’t you contact the police?” asks Michael.

      “Well, she’s only sixteen and I’m twenty-seven. That’s illegal, isn’t it?”

      Yasira nods. What Schöffler has just said is nonsense, but an astonishing number of people believe it. Maybe for the best.

      “So you kept your relationship a secret?” she asks.

      “Lena was afraid of what her father would say.”

      Understandable, thinks Yasira. If her daughter came home with a twenty-seven-year-old, she’d tear into both of them.

      “Where did you meet?” asks Michael.

      “Only here, actually.”

      “I meant, where did you first meet?”

      “Oh . . . uh . . . at a party . . . in a, uh, disco.”

      “When?” asks Yasira.

      “Well . . . in spring.”

      “Are you employed?” asks Michael.

      “I’m currently looking . . .”

      “When Lena came to see you,” asks Yasira. “How did that happen? I mean, how did she get here?”

      “Mostly I picked her up,” says Schöffler.

      “Mostly?”

      “Sometimes she hitchhiked.”

      Michael sighs. Yasira clutches her head.

      “Hitchhiked?” she asks. “Seriously?”

      This isn’t a case from the eighties. What the fuck?

      “There are just very few buses to Heimstedt,” Schöffler defends himself. “And sometimes I didn’t have time to pick her up. Or my ride was acting up again. What were we supposed to do?”

      Yasira sighs.

      “The ride you mentioned is the old Corsa outside your door?” asks Michael.

      Schöffler nods.

      “Were you going to meet her on Saturday?” she asks.

      Another nod.

      “But Lena didn’t show up?”

      Schöffler shakes his head.

      “What did you do when Lena didn’t come?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Well, I sent her messages and stuff.”

      “Did Lena reply to your messages?” asks Michael.

      Head shaking.

      “Didn’t that worry you?” Yasira presses.

      Schöffler looks down at the floor. “It . . . it . . . often happened that she couldn’t leave home. Sometimes her father would freak out . . .”

      “Freak out?”

      “Well, he wanted to know where she was always running off to and so on . . . Then she’d just stay home. Sometimes she had to babysit. Because of her brother, he’s a bit weird.”

      “Do you have any idea why Lena left her cell phone at home on the day she disappeared?”

      “No idea. Or wait. Lena told me she was afraid her father might have installed some kind of hidden tracking app on her phone.”

      Yasira makes a mental note. She would have to ask Frank Palmer about that.

      “Do you happen to know Lena’s phone code?” Michael asks.

      Lena’s boyfriend shakes his head.

      “Mr. Schöffler,” Yasira asks as kindly as possible, “would you please unlock your phone and hand it to me? I’d like to take a look at it.”

      Schöffler hesitates. “Do I . . . do I have to?”

      How much Yasira would just like to say “yes.” But she can’t.

      “No. You don’t have to.”

      “Then I’d rather not.”

      Yasira smiles kindly. “Mr. Schöffler, we’re on your side. We’re trying to find your girlfriend. We’re trying to catch the rapists. Please help us.”

      Schöffler looks at her like a deer caught in the headlights. Then he shakes his head.

      Yasira’s gaze sharpens and with precisely measured anger in her voice she says: “Listen, we’re investigating a case of nationwide significance. It’s about a gang rape, possibly even murder. There’s already a horde of so-called homeland protectors who’d love nothing more than to enforce vigilante justice. We want to catch the perpetrators beforehand and bring them to court. But most of all, we want to find Lena.” She pauses briefly and leans closer to Justus Schöffler. “I really don’t give a shit how much weed you smoke, sell, or grow in your backyard. Give me your phone now.” After a little pause, with her most charming smile, she adds a “please.”

      “I want to speak to a lawyer . . .”

      “Listen, kid,” Yasira starts again gently. “I promise we won’t bust you for your drug problem.”

      “But if you don’t cooperate,” says Michael, “we’ll make your life a living hell. What do you think the press will do to you if we tell them about Lena’s boyfriend, the twenty-seven-year-old drug dealer that Lena had to hitchhike to every week, huh?”

      Justus Schöffler doesn’t say anything anymore. He just shakes his head.

      Frustrated, Yasira and Michael leave the house. They walk to the car, waiting for them around the curve.

      “Shit,” says Michael. “That could have gone better. The guy’s hiding something.”

      “Sure. But do you think he’s involved in Lena’s disappearance?” Yasira asks.

      “Possible. In any case, we’ll have to put on the big show now.”

      “Yeah.”

      Justus Schöffler hasn’t done himself any favors.

      They get in the car but don’t drive off. Instead, Yasira calls Jenny. She describes the situation and asks her colleague to get a search warrant and a summons to the police station. In addition, she is to file a request for an automated data disclosure regarding Schöffler’s phone, allowing them to access real-time usage data from his service provider. Then Yasira calls the colleagues in Halberstadt and demands round-the-clock surveillance of Schöffler and his house.

      “There was this old joke in the GDR,” says Michael when she hangs up. “How do you know that the Stasi⁠11 is monitoring you?”

      “How?” asks Yasira.

      “There’s a new transformer box on the street and you’ve got a new built-in wardrobe.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “If the sheriffs are watching him, he’s bound to notice. It’s hard to tail someone inconspicuously in a village.”

      “When they arrive, I’ll tell them to make an effort.”

      Michael just laughs.

      Yasira rubs her hands together. It’s getting cold in the parked car, but they have to wait to be relieved. She looks at Schöffler’s house. Everything seems quiet.

      “Cold?” asks Michael. “Should I start the engine?”

      Yasira shakes her head.

      “Too conspicuous.”

      She calls Katja Jürgens and tells her about Lena’s hitchhiking trips.

      “See if there are any surveillance cameras near the Palmers’,” Yasira asks her colleague. “Gas stations, bank buildings, anything. Get the recordings from Saturday afternoon. If we’re lucky, we’ll see a suspicious car on it. Maybe it was one of the perpetrators who picked up Lena.”

      “What’s that supposed to be?” asks Katja Jürgens. “A suspicious car?”

      “You’ll know it when you see it,” says Yasira, “I have full confidence in you.”

      “Thank you very much,” grumbles Katja Jürgens. “This is going to be the most boring movie night of my life . . . And I watched The Expendables 4!”

      Yasira smiles briefly. It’s good that her team hasn’t lost its sense of humor.

      “See if you can spot Schöffler’s car,” she says. “Was he on the road on Saturday? Or on Sunday? Where did he go? Also the days after.”

      “Of course.”

      Yasira says goodbye and hangs up. Then she sends the photo she took of Schöffler’s car to her team.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking,” says Michael after a little while. “We tacitly assume that the fourth in the gang, the cameraman, is also a chocolate kiss.”

      Yasira rolls her eyes.

      “What?” asks Michael hypocritically. “I thought that’s the politically correct term?”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” replies Yasira. “And you know it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. I just have this little closeted racist in my head and I can’t get rid of him, but you’ll have to forgive me because I’m challenging him right now. And not just mine. You’ve got one in your head too.”

      “Me?” asks Yasira in astonishment.

      “Yes, because we all seem to take it for granted that the cameraman is also a Black man, possibly a refugee, presumably from Mali, but we don’t have any proof of that. Who is to say that the cameraman isn’t a white bread, eh? A white bread like Justus Schöffler.”

      Yasira thinks about what Michael said. And he’s right. The cameraman could be anyone. But Justus Schöffler?

      “There’s something fishy about that guy,” Michael grumbles.

      “Maybe.”

      Michael fiddles a liverwurst sandwich out of his Tupperware.

      “By the way, did you know that around one billion chocolate kisses are eaten in Germany every year?” he asks.

      “What, a billion?”

      “Sounds like a lot. But that’s only twelve per capita.”

      “Yeah, sure. But there are also people who don’t eat any,” says Yasira. “Like me, for example.”

      “Right, and that’s really shameful of you. That’s why I have to eat yours too. To maintain the average. And not just yours. Apart from Katja Jürgens, no one from the entire team helps me.”

      “You poor thing,” Yasira says laughing. Then she looks back at the house and can hardly believe her eyes.

      A backpack flies out of the back window of Schöffler’s house. She nudges Michael, who is just about to take a bite of his sandwich. Immediately afterwards, Schöffler himself tumbles out of the window.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 The secret police of former East Germany. —Trans.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE ESCAPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael starts the engine and steps on the gas. Schöffler looks around, puts on his backpack and climbs over the chain-link fence. Michael races to the house, brakes abruptly, and as soon as the car stops, Yasira jumps out. She runs around the house. Schöffler is on the other side of the fence, but his jacket has gotten caught in the wire mesh. When he sees Yasira, he simply runs off. The fabric tears.

      “Stop right there!” shouts Yasira.

      Schöffler just runs even faster.

      Yasira climbs over the fence. Michael gasps around the house. Stopping in front of the fence, he looks lost. Yasira is already down on the other side and continues the pursuit. The tall grass hinders her, but Schöffler is also struggling with it. He has a slight lead, but Yasira manages to match his pace. Schöffler is surprisingly fast for a stoner. The power of desperation? Keeping a nearly constant distance, they run toward the forest.

      Yasira could scream one more time, but that would probably be useless and would only cost her precious breath. She will have to stop Schöffler before he can lose her in the forest. In the forest . . . Maybe Michael is right after all. Could Schöffler be the cameraman? But why? Why would he do something like that to his girlfriend? While running, Yasira unlocks her holster and draws the weapon. Something she hasn’t had to do for quite a while. She fires into the air. Schöffler flinches.

      “Stop or I’ll shoot!”

      Schöffler slows down. Then he stops and raises his hands. Yasira catches up with him. Her gun still drawn and pointed at Lena’s boyfriend.

      “Lower your backpack,” she says, “nice and slow.”

      Schöffler does as he’s told.

      “Open it,” Yasira commands.

      She can smell the marijuana even before she sees it. Several plastic bags of weed. Yasira sighs. Moron.

      “This is significantly more than the legally permitted fifty grams, wouldn’t you agree, young man?”

      Did she really just say that? Young man? How old does she think she is?

      She instructs Schöffler to pick up the backpack and return to the house.

      Michael is still in front of the fence. Like a fat sheep, Yasira thinks, facing an insurmountable obstacle. Her colleague welcomes Schöffler as he climbs back over the fence. At least he already has the handcuffs ready.

      They take Schöffler to the car. On the way to the police station in Halberstadt, he repeatedly swears that he has nothing to do with Lena’s disappearance. That may be true. But they now have to search Schöffler’s house and the forest behind it. Diligence demands it. Yasira and Michael drop Schöffler off in Halberstadt and ask the local police director to give the appropriate instructions.

      Along with the forensics team, they turn Schöffler’s entire house upside down. And if they were interested in small-time weed dealers in the countryside, they could be very satisfied with all the evidence they secure. Thanks to AFIS, the Automated Fingerprint Identification System and modern scanners, they can compare the prints they find on Schöffler in real time with those taken by forensics in Lena’s room. The result: Lena was often here, Schöffler was never at her place.

      When they’re done with the house, Michael and Yasira join their colleagues from the Harz police station, who are searching the forest behind Schöffler’s house with their dogs. The officer in charge is shouting, sniffer dogs are barking. Something terribly grim hangs over the whole large-scale operation. It continues until it gets dark, but the search remains unsuccessful.

      Luckily, thinks Yasira. In the forest you only find bodies . . .

      When they return, the first broadcasting vans are already on site. The media have obviously caught wind of the situation. Soon Schöffler will be a minor celebrity. Of course, the police haven’t released his name, but the neighbors in the village were chatty.

      “Well, Lena’s boyfriend dug himself into this trap,” says Yasira over dinner at the hotel. “Now he’ll have to shovel himself out of it.”

      “Or rather ‘Schöffle,’” says Michael.

      Yasira’s phone rings. She looks at the display.

      “The boss,” she tells her partner and takes the call.

      Gebhardt groans: “The press, the politicians, the public, they’re all demanding updates from us almost by the minute.”

      “We don’t have anything solid yet,” Yasira says. “Lena was probably hitchhiking. It may have been one of the perpetrators who picked her up. The crime scene is likely to be a wooded area near Halberstadt. The perpetrators probably came from Mali originally. They probably drank Beck’s beer.”

      “Beck’s? How’s that supposed to help us?”

      “Not at all.”

      “So I’ll say that we’re already pursuing promising leads, but for tactical investigative reasons we can’t provide any more information at this point.”

      “Please do.”

      “Tomorrow the right wingers will be marching through Berlin,” says Gebhardt. “I assume you’ve heard about the big demonstration that’s been announced. It would be nice if we could present our first successes before then.”

      “Yes, that would be nice,” replies Yasira.

      Gebhardt says goodbye and hangs up.

      

      After dinner, Yasira sits alone in the hotel bar. Michael has already gone to his room. Searching through the forest has been too much fresh air and too much exercise for him.

      Yasira calls Frank Palmer to inform him of the latest developments. It would be awkward if Lena’s father had to learn everything from the media. She also asks him whether he has installed a tracking app on Lena’s cell phone, as Schöffler has claimed.

      “I thought about it,” admits Frank Palmer. “After Tanja died, I . . . I sometimes felt afraid that everything was slipping away from me. That I was losing control. I had . . .” He falters.

      “You don’t have to justify yourself to me,” says Yasira. “You thought about it but didn’t do it?”

      “No. I don’t even know her code.”

      After the call, Yasira orders another beer. Sitting alone in a hotel bar in the evening is a special kind of loneliness. If you let yourself fully embrace this feeling, you can almost enjoy it. Almost. The saxophone, Yasira realizes over her second beer, has not disappeared after its heyday in the ’80s, but has found its refuge in hotel bar music. Just as she decides to go to bed, her cell phone vibrates. Jenny has sent her a link to a video. Without comment.

      Yasira clicks on the video. Before she can see it, she has to endure an advertisement for espresso machines. Do these companies know what videos their ads appear before? Probably not. Then she finally sees the idiot who calls himself Bear. The muscle man with the MP5 claims that Active Homeland-Protection has a hot lead on Snoopy. As if. That can’t be true, can it? Could this guy really know more than Yasira, even though she has the entire security apparatus of the Federal Republic at her disposal? The thought of it makes her feel sick. That would be a disaster.

      The most frequent comment under the video is “Good hunting!”
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      The morning brings a poll by Bild, according to which eighteen percent of all Germans would be willing to join Active Homeland-Protection. A startling percentage. Yasira doesn’t know how Bild claims to have found this out so quickly.

      “Probably through surveying their own employees,” Michael speculates over breakfast.

      Yasira eats another dry roll while scanning the news sites on her phone.

      The head of the CDU feels compelled to explain in an interview that the monopoly of violence naturally lies with the state, but that the concerns of the population must be taken seriously and that he certainly understands the impulse to want to defend one’s country.

      In fact, Active Homeland-Protection is rapidly becoming a thing. Someone developed a logo. An A on an H, so that it looks like a two-story house with an attic. The whole thing on a small hill with grass around it. It doesn’t look martial at all. Almost cute. Compatible with the masses. Bear has found numerous imitators who announce in videos that they are joining Active Homeland-Protection. Among them are a few celebrities whose market value is not even enough for Dancing with the Stars.

      Most of the homeland protectors have weapons in their hands. Yasira sees an amazing number of crossbows. She has already come across them among the Reichsbürger. A crossbow does not require a firearms license, even though it is an absolutely lethal weapon. Some of the men, and they are almost entirely men, are already wearing shirts printed with the Active Homeland-Protection logo. Some of them are downright ridiculous to Yasira. One with sparse red hair and a strong Hessian dialect copies “Bear” down to the last detail. He ends his video seriously with the words “I’m going hunting. Call me Red Fox.”

      “I wonder what they’ll call themselves when they run out of native predators,” Michael mocks.

      By email, Jenny tells them both about a Telegram account of the Active Homeland-Protection, which is quickly gaining users. Of course, the chats are encrypted, but that obviously doesn’t matter since Jenny has simply joined the group. The administrator doesn’t seem particularly picky. He probably would have even accepted Yasira’s colleague with the username Jenny BKA. There are a lot of staunch-right slogans in the group, some hints about alleged sightings of the perpetrators, but nothing useful. Nothing concrete.

      Yasira listlessly stirs her coffee as Jenny contacts her again. This time with some good news. The technical service has managed to crack Lena’s phone. Jenny is already working on an analysis, but Yasira wants to go through the device herself. There is nothing more revealing about a person than their unlocked smartphone. So after breakfast, they head back to Berlin. If it had been up to Yasira, they could have left before.

      On the A2, Michael overtakes several police vans full of officers, presumably being carted to Berlin for tonight’s big demonstrations.

      “Just in case you were wondering,” says Michael, “there’s a shittier job than ours.”

      Yasira snorts. “I don’t know, sometimes I’d trade places.”

      They’re barely back in their office when Jenny comes knocking. She’s taken over the Saturday shift. That’s not good for your relationship, Yasira thinks. But she doesn’t say anything, because of course Jenny knows that herself.

      “I read your evaluation in the car,” she says instead.

      “. . . but you want to have a look yourself,” says Jenny. “I know.”

      And with a smile, she hands her friend the unlocked cell phone.

      The first thing Yasira opens is WhatsApp. The chat with Schöffler starts almost exactly eight months ago. Apparently, they smoked weed together quite often—though it’s always just hinted at, never stated outright. Eventually they started exchanging kiss emojis and so on. On days when Lena had to cancel because her father “freaked out” again, the two of them would sometimes send each other nude pictures back and forth. What kind of crazy trend is this? Yasira realizes she must talk to her daughter to ensure she never engages in such nonsense. She sighs. This was going to be a conversation that would reliably end in an argument, including door slamming. Yasira continues to scroll through the chats. Lena also seems to have had frequent arguments with her father. Not unusual for a teenager, is it? It feels a bit wrong to pry into Lena’s most private correspondence like this, but she can’t afford to have these scruples. On Saturday afternoon, Lena called Schöffler. After that, she didn’t use her phone again and presumably set off to meet her boyfriend. By hitchhiking. Yasira shakes her head. She would have to talk to Zara about that too. Be that as it may. Schöffler sent several WhatsApp messages on Saturday evening asking where she was. But these messages, Jenny reports, were not read until she herself examined the phone. Everything else she finds in the chat history supports Justus Schöffler’s account. Unfortunately. It would have been too nice and easy. Why Lena left her phone at home remains unexplained.

      The apps on her smartphone are the usual ones: Spotify, TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram on the home screen. Yasira opens Instagram and is amazed by the number of followers Lena has accumulated. Apparently, thousands of people worldwide believe the best way to show their solidarity with the poor girl is by liking her profile. Whatever that’s supposed to achieve. Other apps include one for English vocabulary, a calculator, a calendar with hardly anything in it. A few games. Candy Crush and the like of that. Yasira opens the Photos app. She finds Lena with her brother, her father, dark-haired Emily . . . Interestingly, no photos with Schöffler. Why? Fear that her father might discover them? But sending nude photos . . . strange. Yasira continues to browse through everything she finds on the iPhone.

      When she finally puts the phone down, she has a better feeling for who Lena is, but unfortunately still has no clue what happened a week ago on Saturday. Whose car did Lena get into? Obviously the wrong one. Unfortunately, Katja Jürgens hasn’t found any useful surveillance cameras. The only gas station that’s reasonably close by the Palmers’ actually has one, but it’s been out of order for the past two weeks. When things don’t go well, they really don’t go well. The outskirts of Halberstadt seem to be a good place for someone wanting to disappear.

      

      After lunch, Yasira receives the forensics lab report. Nothing suspicious was found in Schöffler’s car. Of course there are fingerprints and DNA traces from Lena everywhere, but that is hardly surprising. The most interesting point of the report is that they found remnants of fentanyl in Schöffler’s house. On the edge of the toilet seat. Lena’s boyfriend probably meant to quickly flush the stuff down the toilet before his failed escape.

      Yasira shows the report to Michael. “Well, Schöffler wasn’t only smoking pot.”

      “Fentanyl,” Michael mutters. “We’ve seen that before. Wasn’t there a bunch of fentanyl deaths in Dublin the other day?”

      “Yeah.” Yasira has read about it too. Two milligrams of the devil’s stuff is enough to cause a potentially fatal respiratory depression.

      “Coolio died from that shit,” says Michael.

      “Coolio?”

      “Yeah, you know. Gangsta’s Paradise. And Prince, too.”

      “The Prince?” asks Yasira.

      “You don’t have to be rich to be my girl,” sings Michael. “You don’t have to be cool to rule my world.”

      “I think Matthew Perry took it too,” says Yasira.

      “Who?”

      “Chandler. From Friends.”

      “Never watched it,” says Michael.

      “But what didn’t he take . . .” mumbles Yasira.

      Michael scratches his neck. “Do you think Schöffler only sold the stuff or was he his best customer?”

      “He was using it too,” says Yasira. “It says right here.” She points to the relevant place in the report. The lab coats were able to detect residues of the opiate in Schöffler’s hair. Most addicts still fear blood or urine tests. Yet it is usually their hair that gives them away. The drug residues grow into the hair via the roots. You can look back a whole year in twelve centimeters of hair.

      “Did he give Lena some of that shit too?” Michael asks.

      “Hard to say,” says Yasira. “His urine test was negative. But that only means that he hasn’t taken any fentanyl in the last few days. We’d have to ask him what he did last weekend.”

      “Maybe we should do that.”

      “We definitely should,” Yasira agrees. “But I can already guess what he’ll say.”

      Michael imitates the suspect in the interrogation room: “Me? No! Not me! And certainly not without my lawyer.”

      “We should talk to him again anyway,” says Yasira. “Confront him with the lab findings. Just in case he’s talkative after that.”

      She yawns and glances at the clock. The three o’clock slump.

      “I’ll do it,” says Michael. “And you go home and take care of your daughter for a while.”

      “What will you do?” asks Yasira wearily.

      “I’ll talk to Schöffler. And you get some rest.”

      “But . . .”

      “It’s Saturday afternoon.”

      “Exactly!” says Yasira. “If you go to Halberstadt again, it’ll be a miserably long day for you.”

      “I’ll just sleep in the hotel again.”

      “I get it! You want to go back to that delicious breakfast buffet,” jokes Yasira.

      Michael laughs.

      Yasira becomes serious again “But . . .”

      “Go home before I change my mind.”

      So Yasira does as she’s told and makes her way home. On the city train, there’s hardly any sign of the upcoming large-scale demonstration in the city center. That’s always been fascinating to Yasira about Berlin. The city is so huge that even major events usually go unnoticed by most of its inhabitants. She even sleeps a little on the train. It feels good, but she almost misses her stop. Before going home, she makes a detour to the supermarket.

      “Hello stranger,” says Zara as Yasira enters the apartment with full shopping bags.

      “Hello, sweetheart . . .”

      Zara is lounging on the sofa, scrolling through her phone.

      “How about we cook something delicious together?” asks Yasira. “I bought everything you like. And then we’ll watch a dance movie?”

      Zara shrugs her shoulders. “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

      “Okay, that’s enough enthusiasm for me,” says Yasira with a smile and pulls her daughter off the couch. “Don’t know. Don’t care” is the maximum level of approval she can expect for such a suggestion.

      They make mujaddara, tabbouleh, hummus, and stuffed vine leaves. Afterwards, the kitchen looks like a mess. Who cares? It tastes damn delicious. With their plates full, they plonk themselves in front of the TV and watch La La Land again. Yasira hasn’t felt so good since she had to take on this damn case.

      After the film ends, they unfortunately make the mistake of watching the news. According to the organizers, the right-wing torchlight procession to the Reichstag had over a hundred thousand participants. The police counted fifty thousand. Bad enough. Always these torches . . . The images make an international impression. Torchlight processions in Germany. Hasn’t that happened before? Wasn’t there something? Yasira shudders involuntarily.

      “Creepy,” says Zara.

      “Damn creepy.”

      At least there was a large counter-demonstration. The police had their hands full keeping the protesters apart. Yasira can’t help thinking about the colleagues in the squad cars they overtook this afternoon.

      “How’s it going with Lena?” asks Zara. “Have you found out anything new?”

      “Well, yes. Her boyfriend . . .”

      “The drug dealer?”

      “Yes. I guess he wasn’t averse to fentanyl either.” Yasira looks at her daughter. “Have you ever heard of it?”

      Zara shakes her head.

      “It’s a synthetic opiate. Fifty times more potent than heroin,” Yasira explains. “It’s precisely this potency that makes it so difficult to dose, so dangerous. The amount of fentanyl that was confiscated in the USA in 2022 alone could easily have poisoned all US citizens of the country. So if someone ever offers you this shit . . .”

      “Mom!” says Zara, rolling her eyes. “I’m not stupid.”

      “The US has lost more people to opioids than in all the wars of the twentieth century combined. Soon it will be a million.”

      Zara seems impressed. Is fear the right way to keep your children away from hard drugs? It certainly worked for Yasira.

      When her daughter is in bed, Yasira writes a message to Jenny, wanting to know how the torchlight procession is being perceived in the Active Homeland-Protection Telegram channels. What will happen next?

      “I can’t say yet,” Jenny replies immediately, even though it’s just before midnight. “But they naturally feel vindicated and empowered by the ‘people.’ Something is building up.”
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      On Sunday morning, Yasira takes the time to jog a few laps around the lake in Volkspark Wilmersdorf. It often helps her to sort out her thoughts. On many occasions, when she was physically exerting herself and letting her concentration slip, she has had moments of clarity. Then it would click and she would solve the case. This time it’s Lena’s boyfriend who keeps buzzing through her head. Something doesn’t add up. But what? Today, however, she is waiting in vain for a eureka moment. Everything is too muddled.

      When she gets home, Zara is sitting at the kitchen table. Pretty and without makeup. Apparently she’s not planning to leave the house today.

      “Look,” says Zara and hands Yasira her phone. “This is what the boys in my class are sharing on WhatsApp.”

      It’s a video. Yasira presses play. She has seen the images many times before. Too many times. It’s the video in which Lena is raped. But someone has removed the sound and replaced it with the chorus of Lena, the ’90s Pop-hit by Pur. It’s the most tasteless music video she’s ever seen. Yasira stops it and hands the phone back to her daughter.

      “The boys are such idiots,” says Zara.

      “They sure are,” her mother confirms. “Should I report it to the school administration?”

      “They didn’t put the song under the video,” says Zara. “They just shared it.”

      “Right, of course. But sharing isn’t cool either.”

      “No. But I don’t want to be a snitch.”

      Yasira makes herself a bowl of granola.

      “No problem,” she says. “One of your classmates’ overcommitted mothers will report it anyway.”

      It’s not the only tasteless joke on the internet at Lena’s expense. Yasira has seen plenty of memes that just make you deeply sad about the state of the world.

      “Are you going to work today?” asks Zara, “You know it’s Sunday?”

      Yasira nods. “Yes, I’m sorry. I’ll try not to be late . . .”

      “That’s okay, mom. Go get ’em.”

      

      Yasira takes the city train to Treptower Park. When she gets to her office, it’s almost eleven. Michael hands her a newspaper across the desk.

      “Schöffler gave an interview to Bild,” he says.

      “Now Lena’s Boyfriend Speaks!” reads the headline.

      How did the vultures manage to get through to him? And why did Schöffler participate? Doesn’t he know that this is a game he can only lose? Maybe they offered money. Probably threatened to write about him anyway. Without his side of the story, if necessary. Yasira reads the entire interview. As usual for Bild, it’s not very long.

      Schöffler claims to have loved Lena and talks about alleged secret marriage plans. The interview seems somehow surreal to Yasira. In all her research on Lena’s computer and phone, she found nothing to suggest that Lena wanted to get married. She was only sixteen, for goodness’ sake. Using and dealing drugs was the biggest mistake of his life, Schöffler says, but he always kept Lena away from that stuff. Of course, the interview finishes with a focus on the video. Schöffler doesn’t know the perpetrators, but if he got his hands on them, then . . . Well, then what? That’s where the interview stops and leaves the rest to the reader’s imagination.

      “By the way, how did it go with Schöffler?” asks Yasira. “Did you question him again?”

      “Yes,” says Michael. “But as expected, nothing new came out of it. Otherwise I would have informed you, of course.”

      Yasira is very grateful to her partner. He must have been out all day yesterday.

      “Schöffler insists that he and Lena only smoked weed,” reports Michael. “He said he only tried fentanyl once and then disposed of it immediately.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Apart from that, he clammed up. Not a word about his customers, not a word about his sources. I’d bet the guy’s scared.”

      “Do you think the men who raped Lena were also involved with the drugs?”

      “Could be,” says Michael. “But Schöffler still claims he doesn’t know them.”

      “Hmm.”

      Yasira has started her computer and is clicking through the still numerous tips from the public. Most sound like more false alarms. But of course they have to check everything out.

      At some point, Jenny comes through the door.

      “New video,” she just says and hands Yasira her phone. She skips the ad for Müller Milk as soon as she can. Jenny found the video early. The number of views is still in the thousands.

      Yasira closes her eyes and shakes her head after seeing the video. How could this be? How could this have happened? For the first time, she wonders whether the case might be out of her league after all. They have been working around the clock for three and a half days and have little to show for it except bags under their eyes. Naturally, the internet and certain tabloid papers are already full of assholes questioning her ability to solve this case. Questioning wether she even wants to solve it. Because of where she’s from. And they don’t mean Wilmersdorf.

      “What the fuck!” Michael hisses. “Can’t we make them take down the video? Can’t we somehow prevent it from spreading?”

      “We’ve reported the video on all commercial platforms,” says Jenny. “They’ll probably delete it soon. Some have already done so. But of course copies are popping up everywhere. And other people are featuring the video. On 8kun and the like, we don’t stand a chance anyway. So in other words, no.”

      “What the hell is 8kun?” asks Michael.

      “How much time do you have for the answer?” asks Jenny. “8kun is basically a completely uncontrolled image board. It used to be called 8chan. You may have heard of it.”

      Michael nods. “Wasn’t that the site where the Christchurch killer broadcast his terrorist attack live?”

      Jenny snorts. “The live stream was on the oh-so-clean Facebook. But yes, that nutcase radicalized himself on 8chan. That’s where his manifesto was spread. That’s where people cheered him on. Just like the killers from El Paso, from Poway, from Halle. If you ask me, 8kun is the epitome of everything that’s wrong with the internet. There are boards where right-wing conspiracy fanatics stir up hatred against US Democrats because their top politicians allegedly abuse children, next to boards where child pornography is shamelessly distributed. And no one seems to be bothered by this contradiction.”

      Yasira replays the video.

      Yasira plays the video again. You can see one of the perpetrators. It’s Snoopy, still in that ridiculous sweater. He is in some cleared-out garage or storage room. Gagged and bound with zip ties, he kneels on the dark, dirty floor. Panic is written all over his face. A masked man stands behind him. His voice is digitally distorted.

      “In the name of the German people,” the man says, “I sentence this illegal immigrant, rapist, and murderer of Lena Palmer to death. I will carry out the sentence immediately. Join the Active Homeland-Protection!”

      Snoopy obviously doesn’t understand a word. Only when the speaker raises his gun, a submachine gun, and puts it to the head of his victim does he realize the deadly seriousness of the situation. Snoopy’s eyes widen. Then the picture goes black and all you can hear is a gunshot.
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      They watch the video a third time. The cut to black at the end is very effective. Someone knows what they’re doing.

      “Maybe he’s still alive,” Michael tries to spread some optimism. “After all, we didn’t see how . . .”

      “You don’t really believe that,” says Jenny. “I bet they only cut the video like that so it wouldn’t be removed so quickly.”

      “Where did it first appear?” asks Yasira.

      “I don’t know yet,” says Jenny. “I just discovered it on an 8kun board on Active Homeland-Protection.”

      “Isn’t there any way to get hold of the people who run this filthy site?” asks Michael.

      “They’re based in Manila,” says Jenny.

      “How I hate all this crap,” grumbles Michael.

      “And I haven’t even told you the best part about 8kun yet,” says Jenny. “One of the administrators, Ron Watkins—his father owns the site—is apparently one of the people who posted there under the pseudonym Q.”

      “Q from QAnon?” asks Michael.

      Jenny nods.

      “The gun, with which Snoopy was shot . . .” Yasira starts.

      “Yes?” asks Jenny.

      “Is it the same submachine gun that Bear presented in his first video?”

      “Possibly,” says Jenny.

      “Possibly?”

      “Looks like it. I wrote to Karsten, but haven’t heard back from him yet. It’s definitely an MP5, too. But even if it’s the same model, that doesn’t prove anything, of course. It’s a very common weapon.”

      “I know, I know.” Yasira thinks for a moment. “I want to talk to that guy. To the brown bear. As soon as possible!”

      “He’s a problem bear now,” adds Michael.

      “Unfortunately, we haven’t got any leads on him yet,” admits Jenny.

      “Goddammit!” Yasira curses. “How can that be?”

      “He’s not as stupid as he looks.”

      “Then put out a search warrant for him!”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” says Michael.

      “What?” Yasira is speechless.

      “Don’t get me wrong . . . If he’s the bastard who’s going all Dirty Harry on us, then we have to catch him. But so far we’ve got nothing but a similar weapon.”

      “Well, let me tell you, the right wingers on the net aren’t as hesitant as you are,” Jenny interjects. “They have all the evidence they need to celebrate Bear as their hero of the hour.”

      “Of course!” exclaims Yasira. “Why wouldn’t they? The guy practically said in one of his videos that he wanted to find Lena’s rapist and slaughter him.”

      “Yes, but only practically,” replies Michael. “I’m just considering whether we should really add fuel to the fire in the current tense situation. Because that’s what we’re doing when we put him out to be wanted even though we don’t have any solid evidence yet. If I were you, I’d at least try to pass on the responsibility.”

      Yasira sighs. “All right. I’ll talk to the boss.”

      She sends Steven Gebhardt the link and calls him at home right away. The boss is already watching the video when he picks up the phone. Even before the submachine gun goes off, he is already furious.

      “Who do these people think they are?” he shouts. “Where do they think they live? In the Wild West?”

      What a strangely old-fashioned turn of phrase, Yasira thinks. The boss really is from another generation—probably read a lot of Westerns back in the day.

      “I’d like to . . .” she begins.

      “Do you have any leads on the identity of this murderer?” she is interrupted by Steven Gebhardt.

      “Leads, yes. Evidence, no. But the indications point to Bear.”

      “The one from Active Homeland-Protection?”

      Yasira nods.

      “I’d like to issue a search warrant for him,” says Yasira. “Or we can search for him as a witness first.”

      “Issue the search warrant!” Steven Gebhardt shouts. “Better yesterday than today. I need results, Ms. Saad. And quickly. Find this self-appointed avenger! Find the rapists and find the girl! Preferably alive.”

      “Yeah,” Yasira says. Wishing doesn’t hurt. Not that it helps either.

      “We need to prove that the rule of law works!” shouts her boss. “And not next week or in a month!”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “All our resources are at your disposal,” Gebhardt says. “You have carte blanche!” Then he hangs up.

      For the first time, Yasira realizes that this case could not only cost her head and neck. Her boss is also worried. The opposition is already demanding consequences from the interior minister. Eventually the pressure will become so great that consequences will have to follow. The minister will certainly not want to resign herself. And Yasira may be a too small sacrificial pawn. So Steven Gebhardt could be affected too.

      As discussed, Yasira has a nationwide search warrant issued for Bear. The response is prompt. The same people who celebrated Bear as their hero after the execution video on the basis of circumstantial evidence are now condemning the police for issuing a wanted notice for Bear on the basis of “only” the same circumstantial evidence. Some people have their own logic.

      Unfortunately, they don’t get very far with their search this Sunday. Bear remains a phantom. All leads about his identity or whereabouts turn up nothing. Either he is a loner or his people are fiercely loyal to him. He also seems to have gone into hiding before his first video. Perhaps he’s even abroad.

      At the end of this fruitless day, when almost everyone except Michael and Yasira has already left, Jenny knocks again.

      “There’s something you should know,” she says.

      “I assume it’s nothing pleasant,” Yasira replies.

      “No.”

      “We’re in the wrong profession for that,” says Michael. “If you like good news, then you should have . . .” he hesitates. Obviously he can’t think of a profession where you get showered with good news.

      “I just wanted you to know that online you’re being blamed for the alleged ‘manhunt’ for Bear,” says Jenny.

      Michael looks as if to say, I told you so. Yasira massages her forehead.

      “Your name and picture are doing the rounds in right-wing forums and chat groups,” Jenny continues.

      “What about my address?” asks Yasira. She has a queasy feeling in her stomach.

      “So far I haven’t come across it. At least not your private address. The office address, yes, but that’s no secret.”

      “What about my daughter?”

      Jenny shakes her head.

      “Nothing yet.”

      “Let me know if our address, Zara’s name, or the name of her school turns up anywhere.”

      “Of course.”

      Yasira tries to play it off, but the news shocks her. In all her years in the police force, she has never been personally threatened. From now on, she’ll probably have to look over her shoulder when she leaves the office to make sure she’s not being followed. These people cannot be allowed to find out where she lives. Where her daughter lives.
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      On Monday morning, Yasira sits on the city train in a bad mood. She blends in well. The other passengers are also wearing long faces. Perhaps they too had an argument with their children at breakfast today? What is it about makeup that makes Yasira so irritable? Why can’t she just ignore it? Aside from work and the news, she’s had the most peaceful weekend with Zara in a long time, but this morning . . . She’s annoyed with herself. Why did she start this in the first place? In all likelihood, this makeup thing is just another phase and—like all the phases before it—will pass on its own at some point. And even if it doesn’t? Why is that her problem? Probably because it seems to her that her beautiful daughter is unhappy with the way she looks. And the blame falls on these damn unrealistically beautiful influencers, who certainly don’t look as sexy in real life as they do in the videos. They’re essentially modern-day Barbies. Yasira nods. It’s these Barbies she’s angry at. Not at her daughter at all. That’s a valuable insight.

      When she arrives at the office, she drinks a cup of the terribly bad coffee that the filter machine in the small kitchen spews out. Then she pours herself another cup. She’s going to need it. Lena was last seen nine days ago. Each passing day diminishes Yasira’s hope of finding the girl alive. With the almost full cup in hand, she enters the meeting room. The rest of the team is already present.

      Yasira skips the motivational speech. There’s no lack of motivation. There’s just a lack of useful leads.

      “According to YouTube, Bear’s account was registered from an IP address in the Philippines,” reports Jenny.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, either he lives abroad or he has a contact there who uploads for him, or he’s tricking the system. In any case, it means he’s not an amateur. His videos are always on the edge of legality. And of course the lynching video wasn’t published on his channel.”

      “By the way, none of our colleagues who were on site spotted Bear at the Active Homeland-Protection torchlight march,” reports Katja Jürgens. “If he was there, he kept a low profile.”

      “Even in the chat groups, people only speculate about the founder of A.H.,” Jenny adds. “Nobody seems to know him personally. As I said, he might not even be in Germany.”

      “And it’s not proven that he’s the one seen in the execution video,” says Michael.

      “Can we ask Interpol for help?” asks Yasira. “There must be some way to find this guy.”

      “I’m on it,” Jenny reports.

      “Are we any closer to the crime scene?”

      Karsten groans. “You wouldn’t believe how many photos and videos of bench-table combinations in forest clearings I’ve inspected with a magnifying glass over the last few days. It’s like that children’s game. Find the ten differences in pictures that initially look the same. Unfortunately, there are always countless differences in the end. Different shape, different material, different degree of wear and tear, different types of trees in the background. There must be hundreds of thousands of these rest area sets in Germany.”

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Yasira interrupts him.

      “When I find the crime scene,” says Karsten, “I promise you’ll be the first to know.”

      Yasira turns to the next person. “Timo?”

      “In the last five days, a total of two hundred and eleven police officers across Germany have followed up three hundred and eighty-three tips from the public,” reports Timo. “Unfortunately, there were no useful leads on the perpetrators, Lena, or Bear.”

      “Damn,” Yasira curses. “How can that be?” She pauses. “What about Schöffler?”

      “We’ve received the movement profile and itemized billing records for his cell phone from his provider,” reports Katja Grebe. “We’re going through everything meticulously. Nothing suspicious so far. Nothing incriminating, at least.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning that he most likely dealt drugs on a small scale. But he wasn’t stupid enough to call his customers. They probably used Telegram.”

      Telegram, Yasira thinks. Again.

      She ends the depressing meeting and sends everyone back to work.

      There are days in the life of a police officer when events unfold rapidly. So much that it’s hard to believe afterwards that everything happened within hours. And then there are days like this Monday. Slow as molasses. Nothing seems to happen and you can’t make any progress.

      Frustrated, Yasira leaves the office and takes the city train home.

      She looks out the window. Outside in the dark, the city lights rush by. It’s late. The evening rush hour is already over. That’s a plus. The train car is pleasantly empty. But the people sitting around . . . Does it just seem that way to Yasira, or are there more and more worn-out people on public transport? It wasn’t like this before, or did she simply not notice it twenty years ago? The big change in perspective probably came with the birth of her daughter. Suddenly she only saw the world in two categories. Harmless or potentially dangerous for the child. You turn your whole life upside down. And what for? So that sixteen years later you have someone in your home who responds to questions with a shrug of the shoulders at most and is otherwise glued to their cell phone. Generation climate gluer my ass. Most of the teenagers she knows are glued to their phones. And they get their political information from YouTube and TikTok. Well, hooray. What could possibly go wrong?

      A sound pulls Yasira out of her thoughts. Something cooing next to her. She looks around. There is a pigeon in the aisle. How about that. A pigeon on the city train. Where might it be heading? Maybe to Alexanderplatz? To meet friends? The pigeon looks at Yasira as if it has every right in the world to be on this train. And who knows? Maybe it even has a ticket.

      “Hey, you! You’re that bitch!”

      A guy slurring his words distracts Yasira’s attention from the pigeon. An unpleasant guy. Already drunk at the end of the day.

      “You’re that bitch from the police! I saw your picture. You look just like her!”

      The guy staggers toward Yasira. Only now does she realize he was talking to her. She quickly gets to her feet. If things were to turn physical—which, with guys like him, is always on the table—sitting down would be just about the worst possible position to start from.

      The man is already threateningly close to Yasira when he asks: “How would you like it if what the bastards did to Lara happened to you, huh?”

      “The girl’s name is Lena,” Yasira simply replies.

      “Covering for your Black brothers, eh?” the guy slurs. “You’re a disgrace to the police, you whore.”

      He’s almost a head taller than Yasira. Probably also weighs almost twice as much as she does. Contrary to what modern action movies would have you believe, that’s actually a problem. Even for a woman with combat training. The guys usually have a significant mass advantage that should not be underestimated. But the asshole is drunk. Slowed reactions. So Yasira slips under the arm the guy is using to hold on to the upper handrail, stands behind him now, takes his other arm and twists it behind his back.

      He screams in surprise as she bends his fingers backward. Yasira kicks him in the back of the knee from behind, forcing him to his knees and thus reversing the size advantage.

      “Listen, asshole,” she whispers into his ear, “I’m an officer of the Federal Criminal Police, asshole. That means I’m a cop, do you understand, asshole? It means I can call you asshole as much as I want, asshole. But if you, asshole, call me a bitch or a whore, that’s insulting a public servant. So what did you just call me, asshole?”

      “Nothing . . .” the man stammers. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “I see.”

      The other passengers just stare. A young man applauds. Thanks for nothing. If he had intervened, that would have helped Yasira more. The train pulls into the next station. Yasira lets go of the guy and gets off, even though it’s not her station. Actually, the guy should have gotten off. But what if he had refused? Besides, Yasira needs some fresh air. The train starts up again. The asshole stayed inside. Yasira waits for the next train. Of course, this one is canceled. So she stands in the cold for twenty minutes. A shitty end to a shitty day.

      But then Yasira comes home to find her daughter in the living room, sitting on the couch and watching Friends. Without saying anything, Yasira slips under the covers next to her. Zara hands her mother her cup of peppermint tea, which is still half full. Yasira drinks the tea gratefully. She thinks about whether she should tell Zara about the attack on the train, but then decides against it. She doesn’t want to scare her. Instead, she leans her head against her daughter’s shoulder and falls asleep in the middle of the second episode. She has restless dreams. Even in her sleep, she is not spared from new videos that cause the situation to escalate further and further.
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      At some point during the night, Yasira must have moved to her bed. At least that’s where she wakes up. Even before she throws off the covers, she decides to drive to work today. Yesterday’s incident has soured her on taking the train. She waits until Zara has left the house, grabs the keys to the Golf and drives to the Treptowers.

      Once again, it’s Jenny who discovers the video first. She comes into Michael and Yasira’s office. “New video,” she says, “I sent you the link via email.”

      Yasira waits until Michael has circled the desk, then she presses play.

      This time it’s the hat man tied up with zip ties and kneeling in a garage. The video is less well lit than the last one. Yasira immediately suspects that it comes from a different source. The garage has not been emptied, but the background is blurred in darkness. All you can really make out of the hat man is his baseball cap.

      A masked member of Active Homeland-Protection is pacing back and forth in front of his victim. The man’s affiliation with the Active Homeland-Protection is discernable by the logo on his pseudo-uniform. Unlike the first killer, he doesn’t have an MP, just a pistol.

      “In the name of the Active Homeland-Protection and the German people,” the man says choppily, “I sentence this illegal immigrant, rapist, and murderer of Lena Palmer to death. I will carry out the sentence immediately. Join the Active Homeland-Protection!”

      Despite the digital distortion, you can clearly hear a Hessian singsong in the voice. It would be hilarious if the video didn’t end so damn deadly again.

      “If this isn’t our Red Fox,” says Michael, expressing what everyone is thinking.

      “Report it, flag it, ban it,” says Yasira. “At least in the legal part of the web, we have to stop it spreading.”

      Jenny nods. “I’ll get right on it.”

      The internet, as you can tell from the first comments, is already heating up again.

      Yasira has Red Fox put on a nationwide search. Then she goes to Karsten’s office and discusses the video with him.

      “What kind of weapon is that?”

      “If I’m not mistaken, it’s a Flobert Grand Power four millimeter,” says Karsten. “Probably drilled out. Or boiled.”

      “Boiled?”

      “These small-caliber guns are freely tradable in Slovakia. They are smuggled to us and then converted. One method is to simmer the gun in water for half an hour until the glued-in barrel comes loose and then replace it with a nine millimeter barrel.”

      “Black market, then,” says Yasira.

      “I’d bet on it.”

      Yasira is barely back in her own office when Katja Grebe reports that the software has spit out a hit. Unlike Bear, who seems to have no prior convictions, Red Fox is a neo-Nazi with a criminal record, which means he is on file and his picture and data are in the system. In other words, he is easy to find. The man’s name is Martin Riedel.

      Yasira compares the photo taken during one of his arrests with the video in which Red Fox declares his allegiance to Active Homeland-Protection. It’s crystal clear. Currently, Riedel lives in Dürrhahnbach in northeastern Saxony.

      What a name for a place, Yasira thinks as she enters it into the satnav. Michael is speeding like a madman again. Yasira is determined to get there before the GSG 9 special forces. She knows from experience that the gain in knowledge is significantly higher if one is present at the operation rather than just reading an always somewhat sugarcoated report later. The federal antiterrorism unit also has to travel from Berlin. In the end, they arrive almost simultaneously. While Michael and Yasira are still putting on their bulletproof vests, the heavily armed commando is already taking up position.

      “We’re ready,” announces the GSG 9 officer in charge. “Please step back now.”

      Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on who you ask—it is extremely unusual for investigators to take part in such a raid.

      “Be careful, the man is very likely armed and dangerous,” says Yasira.

      The officer in charge nods. “They always are when we’re called.”

      On his command, the police storm Riedel’s house from the front and back simultaneously. Yasira waits a moment, then follows those who have broken down the front door with her gun drawn.

      “What are you doing?” hisses Michael behind her.

      “I want to see with my own eyes how he reacts and what he’s doing right now. A report isn’t enough for me.”

      Michael groans, draws his weapon and follows Yasira.

      They find Red Fox in his living room, sitting at a terribly messy desk in front of a computer. He seems surprised to see the barrels of several submachine guns pointed at him.

      The head of operations is visibly annoyed that Yasira and Michael turned up, but says nothing.

      “Martin Riedel, you’re under arrest,” Yasira announces. “You are strongly suspected of having committed murder.”

      It takes Riedel a moment to regain his composure, then he says in his familiar singsong: “There must be some mistake! How dare you break into the house of a law-abiding citizen like that! This is even worse than communism.”

      “I must ask you to follow us to the police station without resistance . . .”

      “Like hell I will!” cries Riedel. “I’ve done nothing wrong except express my opinion. Isn’t that allowed anymore in this country . . .”

      The head of operations receives a radio message, then approaches Yasira and interrupts Riedel’s rant. “Chief Inspector, my team found a body in the garage.”

      Unbelievable, Yasira thinks. How stupid can you be? How did this guy get through his life so far? And then this self-righteousness. He must have known that they would find the body in the garage. Did he seriously think he could distract them with his feigned indignation? What was his goal?

      “Take him away,” says Yasira.

      The officer in charge signals two of his men and they advance. Suddenly, Riedel reaches under the magazines on his desk, pulls out a gun, and points it at Yasira. The next moment, the butt of a rifle hits him hard on the head, and he slips off the chair. The second policeman steps on Riedel’s hand with his heavy boot. There is a crack. He kicks the pistol aside. The officer in charge picks it up carefully, so as not to smudge any fingerprints. As if that’s necessary, Yasira thinks. That asshole had the gun pointed at her in front of everyone. It’s the converted Flobert from the video.

      Riedel is handcuffed while screaming in pain. Apparently the kick broke his hand. Cursing out loud as he is dragged out of the house. Only then does Yasira realize that this man was ready to shoot her. A police officer! Without the slightest chance of getting away. What is going on in this country?

      “Everything all right?” asks Michael.

      Yasira nods. She breathes in and out deeply. “On my end, at least.”

      She walks around the desk. Riedel had 8kun open in his browser. He must have been reading through the comments under a copy of his execution video. It’s all so sad.

      Michael and Yasira leave the house through the shattered door and make their way to the garage. Meanwhile, a small crowd of curious Dürrhahnbach residents has gathered outside to watch their neighbor being handcuffed and locked into the cage of a prison van. Of course, the first ones are already taking photos and filming.

      Yasira points at the people. She doesn’t have to say anything. The head of operations, who has followed them out of the house, just nods. He walks toward the onlookers. You can tell from the way he walks that they are in for a cold shower of police authority.
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      Laying in the middle of the garage is a dead Black man. Riedel had pressed his gun to the back of his kneeling victim’s head and pulled the trigger. The bullet exited under his chin. The man’s face is still intact and, seen in light, he is obviously not one of Lena’s rapists. Apart from the cap, the only thing he has in common with them is the color of his skin.

      “Shit,” mumbles Yasira.

      “Do you think,” Michael asks, “Red Fox just kidnapped the first Black guy with a cap he came across?”

      Yasira sighs. “If he didn’t even put the cap on him himself.”

      “He probably had to drive quite a way for that,” Michael says. “Hard to imagine he found the poor guy right here in Dürrhahnbach.”

      “Think of all the false leads we’ve gotten from the public,” says Yasira. “In their Telegram groups, the members of the Active Homeland-Protection also send each other tips.”

      “And they’re probably just as wrong,” mutters Michael.

      Yasira glances at the dead innocent in the garage.

      “Obviously.”

      The victim is quickly identified because his papers are in his jacket. One of the forensic experts, who arrived simultaneously with Yasira and Michael and are already swarming over the crime scene, hands them to Yasira. The victim’s name is Tesfaye Yemane, a twenty-one-year-old asylum seeker from Eritrea.

      

      Later, during the interrogation, Yasira’s suspicions are confirmed that Red Fox is not the brightest candle on the cake, or—if you want to stick with the theme—not the brightest torch on the march. But he is defiant. His reaction to Yasira is particularly hostile.

      “I’m not talking to someone like that . . .” he hisses. He leaves it unclear whether his problem is that Yasira is a woman—or if he just doesn’t like the color of her skin. Normally, that alone would be reason enough for Yasira to press the dirtbag even harder. But in this case, her sole focus is to get as much information as quickly as possible. So she leaves the interrogation to her colleague and just observes.

      Red Fox shows no remorse whatsoever. Even when Michael makes it clear to him that he has definitely shot an innocent man, he just says: “One less is all that matters.”

      He probably knew from the start that he was dealing with an innocent man.

      Yasira hates the guy. As far as it’s within her power, she will make his life a living hell. The Katjas should find out which German prison has the fewest white inmates. There she would put the asshole. But of course that’s just a fantasy. It’s not up to her where the scumbag ends up.

      “So, what do you think?” asks Yasira as they leave the interrogation room.

      “I’d bet my dinner that this guy is a loner,” says Michael.

      “Aren’t foxes loners too?”

      “I think so.”

      “So, a copycat?” Yasira asks.

      “The only connection to Bear, as far as I can tell, is that he watched his videos obsessively—almost manically.”

      “You could say the same about us . . .”

      “In a way,” says Michael, “we can be thankful to the Red Fox. After all, he has given us our first real investigative success.”

      Yasira snorts.

      “At least that’s how we can present it externally,” Michael continues.

      “Even if his deed really has nothing to do with the Lena video, other than having seen it,” grumbles Yasira.

      “Still,” says Michael.

      “And I’m supposed to be the cynic . . .” Yasira murmurs.

      But her partner is right. The rapid arrest will make headlines, and at best it will deter other would-be homeland protectors from taking up arms. Unfortunately, Tesfaye Yemane won’t be benefiting from this.

      They are already on their way back to Berlin when the boss calls. He is just as happy about the success as Michael is.

      “You’ve bought yourself some time,” he says. “You’ve bought us some time.”

      “But . . .”

      “But nothing!”

      So Yasira remains silent.

      “The interior minister is holding a press conference this evening,” says Gebhardt. “Make sure you come.”

      “What?” Yasira asks in surprise. She’s startled by the idea. “Why? That . . . that’s . . . that’s not the usual procedure.”

      “Politics thinks in images, Ms. Saad. In emotions. The interior minister wants to make sure that it’s not just a bunch of white men sitting in front of the cameras in this case.”

      “But that’s not my job at all,” Yasira protests.

      “You’re the face of these investigations,” says the boss. “The interior minister has requested that you be present, so you will be present. Understood?”

      Yasira sighs. “Understood.”

      She hangs up.

      “What’s up?” asks Michael.

      “I have to go to the press conference,” moans Yasira.

      Michael laughs, knowing how much Yasira hates public appearances.

      “That’s not funny!” she says and punches him on the shoulder.

      

      Before the conference, Yasira sits with Jenny in the room behind the podium going over the key points. She’s more nervous than she was before the raid at noon today.

      “What was the victim’s name again?”

      “Tesfaye Yemane,” says Jenny. “Tesfaye means hope, by the way.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I googled it.”

      Yasira shakes her head. “Hope. How sad. Do you sometimes also feel like fate is playing a perfidious game with us?”

      Jenny doesn’t get into it. “We’ve tried to locate relatives, but haven’t had any success yet. It seems like he came to Germany on his own.”

      “And in Eritrea?” asks Yasira.

      “What do you know about Eritrea?” asks Jenny.

      Yasira thinks about it. “Practically nothing.”

      “They call it ‘the North Korea of Africa,’” reports Jenny. “The dictatorship is iron-fisted, censorship is omnipresent, and forced labor is commonplace.”

      “It’s not a particularly cooperative regime . . .” Yasira suspects.

      Jenny nods. “No idea if Tesfaye’s parents will ever learn about the tragic end their son has met here.”

      Yasira sighs.

      “Had I lived there,” says Jenny, “I would have fled too.”

      

      Yasira doesn’t have to say much at the press conference. It’s not just the interior minister who’s present, but also a spokesperson from the BKA and the attorney general. And the important people all love to hear themselves talk. There is quite a stir when the attorney general announces that Red Fox’s victim is not one of Lena’s rapists. News reports start to flood into the editorial offices. Everyone wants to be the first to report this new twist in the drama. The public is asked to remain calm and allow law enforcement to do its job.

      You might as well have asked a pot of milk on a stovetop set to maximum not to boil over, Yasira thinks. At the end of the press conference, she herself gets her big moment to report that the investigations are ongoing, promising leads are emerging, but that for operational reasons she can’t say any more at the moment. It’s a cipher for “we don’t know anything concrete yet.” And of course the assembled press are also aware of this.

      After the press conference, the interior minister quickly shakes her hand and asks her to clear up the case as quickly as possible. Oh, I see, Yasira almost says. If that’s what you want, then we’ll stop dawdling. I had no way of knowing. But of course she just nods dutifully.

      

      Even at home, Yasira can’t let go of the case. The news is full of it. She keeps seeing herself, too. Yasira doesn’t like that at all. She has officially become the face of the investigation and is even more in the line of fire. Just because “politics thinks in images.”

      A number of left-wing groups have spontaneously called for a vigil for the murdered Tesfaye that very evening. Right-wing channels are agitating against it. The Active Homeland-Protection mobilizes its members.

      Zara is not at home, but at the movies with friends. Although Yasira knows where her daughter is, she is worried. The atmosphere in the city is so tense and aggressive. Nevertheless, she forces herself not to keep calling Zara. She doesn’t want to go helicoptering.

      While she fixes herself something to eat, she leaves the TV on. The local news is reporting on street clashes between right-wing extremists and antifa. Yasira is glad to only have to witness this on the screen. Before the police can get everything under control again, another person is killed. A twenty-one-year-old antifascist, a student at the Free University, was hit in the head by a stone. It is impossible to reconstruct who threw the stone. Over a hundred people are arrested in connection with the street brawl. She mutes the television. The silence is unbearable. Unable to stand it any longer, she calls her daughter.

      “I’ll be home in a minute,” Zara says immediately. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “It’s just . . .” Yasira begins. “In the news . . .”

      “I’ve seen it. I’ll be right there.”

      Yasira hangs up and turns the volume back up.

      Everything has turned out much worse than Yasira feared. And it’s not over yet. For the day after tomorrow, large demonstrations have been announced. From the right and against the right. The police union is calling on Berlin’s Interior Minister to request more reinforcements from other federal states. They fear violent riots.
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      It’s Wednesday again. A week ago, she had her date with Steven. A week ago, she saw the video for the first time. Yasira is lying in bed and doesn’t want to get up. It’s this incomprehensible simultaneity of everything that’s bothering her. The missing Lena, worries about her daughter and her career, wars, terrorism, the desire to have sex again, Tinder Stevens, the murdered Tesfaye, the climate crisis, her stupid ex-husband, her sister’s happy family, overly pretty influencers, the dead man at the demonstration, advertisements for Müller Milk, fentanyl, the return of fascism, Minka on Lena’s bed, Active Homeland-Protection, her possibly secretly gay partner, Frank Palmer’s salagne, the lovers with scarves over their heads, potties playing “Lambada,” the video. All of this haunts her mind simultaneously. How could you not go crazy? She pulls the blanket over her head. In the Middle Ages, she thinks, I would already be dead.

      It is the music coming from her daughter’s room that finally gets her out of bed. Yasira knocks on Zara’s door and enters without waiting for a response. She doesn’t mean any harm, it’s just a habit. Nevertheless, Yasira braces herself for the scolding she’s about to get, but Zara doesn’t say a word. She just looks at her, and Yasira must look particularly awful, because her daughter even feels compelled to ask if she’s okay.

      “You look like crap,” she says. “You all clear?”

      “No,” Yasira replies. “Far from it. Nothing’s really clear.”

      Zara is sitting at her desk in front of the makeup mirror. Her cell phone is charging in the docking station, and Yasira can see the hated influencer on the display, whose style her daughter is imitating.

      “Your case is really messed up,” Zara says. “How’s it going?”

      Yasira plops down on Zara’s bed and stares at the ceiling.

      “It’s going . . . badly,” she says. “We haven’t even found the crime scene yet.”

      “Is that so important?”

      “Well, yes. Our forensic experts are truly world-class. Honestly. There was a case where they convicted a murderer by proving that a leaf found in the trunk of his car wasn’t just any copper beech leaf, they were able to prove that it belonged to a specific copper beech. The one under which the body of the suspect’s wife had been found. What I’m trying to say is that as soon as we have traces of the victim or the perpetrator, we’re pretty damn good. But without a crime scene, no traces. No trace of Lena, no trace of the rapists.” Yasira sighs.

      “I saw you on the news,” Zara says.

      “Oh?”

      “You already looked pretty messed up then, too.”

      Yasira takes a deep breath and exhales. “Thanks.”

      “My goodness! Stay cool. No offense.”

      And that’s coming from Miss Touchy. Yasira bites back a retort. She’s too exhausted to argue.

      Instead, she looks at the picture of the influencer her daughter is styling herself after.

      “Who is that actually?”

      “That’s Mila.”

      “What can Mila do?” her mother asks. “Is she a singer? Athlete? Actress?”

      Zara smiles.

      “Nothing like that.”

      In my day, Yasira thinks, you had to be good at something to be famous . . . but then she stops herself. That’s probably not true.

      “You do realize that these pictures make you believe in an unattainable ideal of beauty?” she asks instead. “She doesn’t really look like that. First of all, she uses more makeup than the Joker. And secondly, they apply lots of Photoshop filters and . . .”

      Zara laughs. She immediately sees through the fact that Yasira herself only has a very rudimentary understanding of what she’s saying.

      “I just mean, this Mila isn’t really like that . . .”

      “Of course she’s not real, Mom,” says Zara, “I know that. It’s not a secret. Only the most limited of Mila’s followers think she’s real. I mean, it’s even in her description that she’s an artificially generated person. For most of those who pretend she’s real, it’s just a game.”

      Yasira sits up abruptly. “What are you saying?” she asks. Some neurons in her brain are vehemently pressing the elevator button.

      “Well, Mila is a completely virtual character. Created on a computer.”

      Yasira gets up and practically rips the phone out of the charging station. She swipes through Mila’s TikTok account.

      “But . . . but . . . these aren’t just pictures. They’re videos. She dances, she sings, she does yoga, for fuck’s sake.”

      Zara shrugs her shoulders.

      “So,” asks Yasira, “there’s an actress who pretends to be a virtual influencer?”

      Zara shakes her head. “Seriously, mom? No. There is no actress. There are no shooting locations. There is no filming. The videos are computer generated.”

      “What? How does that work?”

      Zara laughs. “How that works? I have no clue. But haven’t you ever heard of ChatGPT and all that?”

      Of course she’s heard of it. But that’s text, isn’t it? And, as she’s heard, not very reliable either. Sometimes the results are astonishing, and at other times completely useless.

      “And yeah, that kind of thing exists for images too—and now even for videos. The really good shit isn’t publicly accessible yet. But Mila’s creators have access to the best.”

      Yasira sits there as if struck by lightning. The beginning of Bohemian Rhapsody rings through her head. Is this the real life? Is this just fantasy?

      “What’s wrong?” asks her daughter. “You’re really pale.”

      “For a week now,” says Yasira, “we’ve been looking for the people in that damn video. And we can’t find anything. Not a single lead.” Yasira is almost afraid to utter her next thought, it seems so outrageous to her. She does it anyway. “What if it’s because these people don’t actually exist?”

      “Huh?”

      “No, no. That’s impossible. Lena is real. Was real. Ah . . . damn! I spoke to her father. With her teachers. Unless . . .”

      She still holds her daughter’s phone in her hand and opens Lena Palmer’s Instagram account. It’s huge now. Gaining new followers every day. She shows her daughter the photos and videos of Lena.

      “Do you think,” she asks, “ these images could be used as a template to create a virtual Lena?”
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      “A virtual Lena?” Zara thinks about it. “Possible,” she finally says. “In any case, there’s all kinds of celebrity porn. Porn where celebrity faces are superimposed on the bodies of the actors. It’s often cringe, but sometimes it’s really well done.”

      “How do you know that?” asks Yasira, a little shocked, while her thoughts continue to race.

      “Don’t be naive, mom. This is the shit my generation has to deal with all the time.”

      Yasira realizes that she isn’t really listening to Zara. That’s how busy the new ideas are in her head.

      “I gotta get to the office,” she says. “Do you want me to drop you off at school?”

      “What?” asks Zara, as if her mother had suggested that she go to daycare today instead of school.

      “I just thought because . . .”

      “No offense, mom. But that would be really uncool.”

      So Yasira just gives her somewhat embarrassed daughter a kiss on the head. “Love you. Take care of yourself.”

      As soon as she gets to the office, Yasira immediately sits down at the computer and plows through all the information she can find about Mila. The whole internet seems to be full of it. Back in June 2018, she was already on Time’s list of the “25 Most Influential People on the Internet.” How did Yasira miss all of this? And she’s not the only one—her whole generation seems to have missed it. The older folks, even more so.

      The progress Mila has made in the few years of her existence is truly amazing. While she looked very fake at the beginning, the latest pictures and videos are truly amazing. One clip shows her playing a tag game with friends. Yasira would never have doubted the authenticity of this recording. And why would she?

      When Michael comes in and offers her a coffee, she just waves him away as if he were an annoying pet.

      “Do you have a lead?” he asks immediately.

      “Maybe,” says Yasira without looking at him. “Leave me alone. Later.”

      Michael shrugs his shoulders, puts both coffee cups on his desk, turns on his computer and then stares out the window for a while.

      Meanwhile, Yasira has expanded her search radius. She has moved on from Mila and is looking for information about computer-generated images in general. As her daughter said, there are already countless deepfakes. It’s like a cancer. It first infected the internet and is now metastasizing into the real world. Some of it is harmless. Benign, so to speak. Stallone as Terminator, Jim Carrey in The Shining, Schwarzenegger in Sound of Music. Olaf Scholz, who wants to ban the AfD. Boris Johnson encouraging people to vote for Jeremy Corbyn, only to reveal at the end that this video is a warning against deepfakes. Yasira finds Elon Musk who, it seems, has found a new love: Mary Barra—the boss of General Motors.

      Both Google and OpenAI have introduced video generators, Veo and Sora, which can create truly fascinating clips based on simple text input. Photorealistic close-ups of people, puppies playing in the snow, a herd of mammoths in the mountains, “historical” footage of California during the Gold Rush, a panda playing the mandolin.

      But not everything is so harmless. Yasira finds a website that advertises that you can use it to undress anyone in a picture. You upload photos there, mark the clothes you want removed and the software immediately generates a so-called “deepnude.” Allegedly, the site has over a hundred thousand daily users.

      As Zara said, there are countless porn videos where the faces of unsuspecting celebrities (or in the even more disgusting case, classmates) replace the faces of porn actresses. And then, of course, there is the AfD, which shares fake photos of aggressive refugees, knowing that they are fakes, and even deliberately generates images to support its online agitation. Yasira has heard about this, even though she paid little attention to the reports at the time. Too little, she thinks now. The pictures are not particularly good, and anyone who looks closely can quickly identify them as fake. But who looks closely? The AfD people are obviously amateurs. They are “grateful for the new technology,” one of the guys said in an interview. AfD—amateur-faker-dorks.

      But what if this time someone who really knows their way around deepfakes has taken up the cause?

      Yasira’s eyes are burning. She squints them and blinks a few times.

      Michael is still sitting across from her. He looks at her.

      “So, are you going to tell me now?” he asks.

      “Didn’t you bring me a cup of coffee?” asks Yasira.

      Michael hands her the cup and says: “But it’s already cold.”

      Yasira checks the clock. It’s almost noon. She has spent over two hours diving headfirst into the Deepfake Rabbit Hole. She takes a sip of the cold coffee.

      “Do you want to grab lunch?” she asks, “Cafeteria?”

      “Mustard eggs,” replies Michael.

      It’s amazing how tenaciously cafeterias hang on to the past. They probably already had mustard eggs here in the days of the first telegraph battalion.

      “You know what that means?” asks Michael.

      Yasira nods. “Today is Pad Thai Day!”

      That’s what Michael always calls it when they skip the canteen and go to the Thai restaurant around the corner.

      “Correct!”

      

      At the restaurant, Yasira tells her partner everything she has found out.

      “Wait a minute,” Michael interrupts her at one point, his mouth full. “Are you telling me the video is fake?”

      Yasira squirts some more lemon over her pad thai.

      “I’m just saying it could be. That we haven’t investigated in that direction yet.”

      “But Lena Palmer is not fake! She really has disappeared. We’ve talked to her father. You’re not saying she voluntarily took part in this video? That it’s staged?”

      “No, try to understand! She wasn’t involved at all. I’m saying it could be that someone just used her pictures to generate this video.”

      “But she’s really disappeared,” Michael shouts. He seems to be blocked.

      “That’s what makes it so brilliant in a sick way!” exclaims Yasira. “Because Lena is real, because she’s disappeared for real, because they used the image of a real person, it didn’t even occur to us that the video could be fake.”

      “I don’t know, Yasira. It seems very far-fetched to me. Why Lena?”

      “Because her disappearance already made headlines!”

      “But who would be behind this video?”

      “Well, who benefits from it? Amateur Faker Dorks, perhaps. Or the Active Homeland-Protection! Bear and his buddies!”

      Yasira takes out her phone and shows her partner the videos of the virtual influencer her daughter follows.

      “This Mila doesn’t exist!” she exclaims, “Do you understand? Not an actress! Not a role model. Completely computer generated. Made by some nerds on behalf of some advertising jerks.”

      “Crazy,” says Michael.

      “Yes, gross. I’m not saying I’m definitely right about this, by the way,” says Yasira. “I’m just saying that it’s a path we haven’t looked into yet. And it’s possible.”

      “But if you’re right,” says Michael thoughtfully. “Where does it end? How are we supposed to know what’s real and what’s fake?”
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      Christian Baumann from the technical department, nicknamed Cyber-Chris at the BKA, looks up from his computer in surprise when Yasira enters his office. Perhaps he prefers digital communication channels. Yasira wonders whether his friends also call him Cyber-Chris. His family? His girlfriend? Does he even have one? Cyber-Christina? Cyber-Chris could also be the name of a villain in one of those cartoon movies that Zara always watches. Or maybe he’s even the hero who fights the nasty Miss Information? But he doesn’t look particularly heroic. More like one of the conspiracy theorists Agent Mulder was friends with in The X-Files. The one with the long blond hair and the round, black glasses.

      Yasira sits down opposite him and gets right to the point. “How good is video generation software today?”

      The man, who is nearly ten years younger, smiles briefly. And somehow Yasira immediately realizes that she’s dealing with a mansplainer. Screw it.

      “Have you seen the last Avatar?” asks Christian.

      Yasira nods. Her daughter dragged her into it.

      “That’s how good video generation software is these days,” says Christian. “No. That’s not even true. It’s almost two years better!”

      Yasira rolls her eyes. That was not a helpful answer.

      “Have you ever read anything by William Gibson, Ms. Saad?” Christian wants to know.

      Yasira shakes her head and wonders whether she should take his use of the formal address as a sign of respect or an insult.

      “Science fiction author. Wrote a novel called Neuromancer in the ’80s. It’s the first time the word cyberspace appears.”

      Yasira is gradually losing patience. Apparently it shows on her face, because Cyber-Chris speaks a bit faster.

      “Anyway, Gibson is supposed to have said: ‘The future is already here—it’s just not evenly distributed.’ What he means is that . . .

      “I got it,” says Yasira. “What Joe Blow has access to today, or believes to be the pinnacle of technological development, is in fact long outdated.”

      “Siri and Alexa are idiots compared to what’s technically possible already.”

      That Siri is an idiot is something Yasira can confirm.

      “Why?” she asks. “Why aren’t these better versions on the market?”

      “Safety, probably. You see, a Tesla, for example, could already drive you from A to B autonomously. The developers just don’t want to commit to guaranteeing that it won’t have an accident. And you should bear in mind that if somebody has an accident, it’s usually not even worth reporting in the local newspaper. But if a self-driving car crashes, it makes headlines around the world.”

      “I see.”

      “Google, for example, certainly has much more advanced versions of AI than the ones they use for their products, but Larry and Sergey, the founders, are arguing about the course.” Yasira is briefly surprised that Cyber-Chris calls her Ms. Saad, but considers himself on a first-name basis with the founders of Google. “Sergey wants safeguards. He sees the dangers of AI. Larry, on the other hand, supposedly told Elon Musk once that he wouldn’t mind if machines were smarter than we are some day and would replace humanity as the dominant species. It’s just the next level of evolution.”

      “Don’t you find it disgusting that people like that are making decisions about our future?” asks Yasira.

      “Sure, I do. But back to the point: even with ChatGPT, OpenAI only releases a predecessor version of the current state to the public. And it’s still heavily strapped so that it doesn’t screw up too badly. Years ago, Microsoft jumped the gun with a chatbot called Tay. A tool with which users could communicate and which learned from these conversations. The result was that Tay was only online for sixteen hours. Microsoft had to shut down its chatbot because by the end of the day it started denying the Holocaust. That surely taught everyone an embarrassing lesson.”

      “You know what case I’m working on, Chris?” asks Yasira, deliberately using his first name.

      Christian nods. “My department unlocked Lena’s iPhone for you.”

      Yasira nods and waits for Christian to continue, but he remains silent.

      “And?” she finally asks.

      Christian squirms. “Have you ever heard of the conspiracy myth that the Americans were never actually on the moon? That the pictures of the landing and from space were taken in a studio?”

      “Sure. But that’s nonsense.”

      “Of course it’s nonsense. The interesting point, though, is that I once read somewhere, or maybe it was in the bonus material on a DVD, it doesn’t matter, but in any case one of the arguments used against the moon conspiracy is that with the technical possibilities of 1969 it was actually easier to shoot a man to the moon and record the images there than to convincingly fake them with visual effects.” Christian pauses for emphasis. He should have been a teacher. “That’s certainly no longer the case today.”

      “Meaning?” Yasira asks.

      “Anything is possible.”

      “It could be a fake?”

      Christian Baumann shrugs his shoulders. “Why not? But then it’s damn well done. As far as I know, it doesn’t have any glitches. Someone would definitely have spotted them by now.”

      “Glitches?”

      “Image errors.”

      “And we would have discovered them?” asks Yasira.

      “Well, not necessarily us. The BKA doesn’t automatically check such videos or anything. So once again, we’re a bit behind the times. But half the internet has watched the video.”

      “If it had glitches, someone would have noticed.”

      “I would think so. But I’m not an expert in computer-generated videos.” He pauses for a moment. “Maybe you should talk to the people from AlmostReal.”

      “AlmostReal?”

      “That’s a start-up. Based in Berlin. They’ve been involved in AI-assisted filmmaking for a while. Was bought up by Google a good year ago. I recently read something about them in the news. I’ll send you a link.”

      “All right. I’ll talk to them. Thanks!”

      Yasira is about to leave, but of course Cyber-Chris has another fun fact up his sleeve.

      “Did you know that we also generate images at the BKA?”

      “Oh really?”

      “Child pornography.”

      “What?”

      “In order to detect paedocriminal offenses, we’ve been allowed to produce fake child pornography since 2020.”

      “I assume it’s about being able to infiltrate closed networks,” Yasira suspects.

      “Yes, uploading your own material is often a condition for access. It’s a way of proving that you’re not working for the police. But we can fake this stuff now.”

      Cyber-Chris seems proud of this. Yasira doesn’t know how to react. It’s such a surreal world she’s stumbled into. She says goodbye to Baumann.

      She is on to something big. An evil that will shake the world. But she still has no proof. She couldn’t even convince Michael. How is she supposed to get the boss on board?

      The BKA forges child porn, she thinks on the way back to her office. Strange. Yasira thinks back to the website that promises to remove the clothes from any photo. And then something occurs to her. Something that irritated her. Something that she immediately forgot in all the stress. How could she have lost track of it? Is that the evidence she is looking for? In any case, it will be her trump card for the team meeting. She calls Frank Palmer.
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      Yasira has put together a PowerPoint presentation. Something she hasn’t had to do since, well, since she helped Zara with a school presentation. It actually hasn’t been that long.

      It’s not just the Magnificent Seven who are gathered in the meeting room. Yasira has also invited the boss to join them. Everyone stares at the big screen.

      “You recognize these pictures, don’t you?” Yasira asks. She clicks through three pictures and names what’s in them. “The Pope in a white down coat. Trump being arrested by the FBI. Putin kneeling before Xi Jinping. What do these photos have in common?”

      Yasira looks around. How ridiculous. She just asked a question to which she knows the answer. As if she was really giving a school lecture and wanted her classmates to get involved. Of course, no one is willing to answer.

      “Exactly. They’re all fake.” Yasira clicks on. The website of Mila, the virtual influencer that Zara follows, opens up. “But you might not have seen anything like this before. At least it was new to me.”

      The website automatically plays videos. You can see Mila looking lasciviously at a photo shoot, playing a tag game and having a chat with friends. You can see her on a soccer field, on a stage, in an art gallery.

      Yasira shakes her head. She doesn’t want to believe what she’s about to say. It looks so real.

      “This girl here doesn’t exist. And I can’t stress this enough. I don’t mean that an actress is pretending to be this so-called Mila. This isn’t even film footage in the traditional sense. These are all computer-generated images.”

      Mila doesn’t miss her mark. Most of her team, like Yasira, don’t seem to have known how advanced the technology is.

      She clicks further. The Lena video is now playing. Everyone here had to watch it so many times that it’s lost most of its horror. It’s just Exhibit A now.

      “Who says we’re not dealing with a fake in this video as well?”

      Chairs are shuffled. Heads are scratched.

      “I understand your doubts,” Yasira continues. “I’m skeptical too. I’m not saying the video is definitely fake. I’m just saying it could be fake. All the hate, the street battles, the polarization. They wouldn’t be a side effect of the video, but exactly what was intended with its release.”

      She gives her colleagues a moment to familiarize themselves with this outrageous suspicion. The boss also seems to need a moment to wrap his brain around this theory. You can read his thought processes one-to-one in his facial expressions.

      Finally, Yasira continues: “The idea that we can no longer trust our own eyes is frightening. But when you think about it longer, it’s logical that technology like this would eventually be used for crimes of this nature. Damned bad luck that we may have caught that case. Either way, we will have to do pioneering work in investigating this suspicion. There’s no procedure we can follow yet.”

      “You’re serious about this?” asks the boss, perplexed.

      Yasira nods.

      Katja Grebe raises her hand. Now Yasira really feels like she’s at school.

      “Yes?” she asks, looking at Katja.

      “But what about Lena?”

      “Good question. Lena is real. Or she was real. Don’t worry. I’m not questioning that. So how does a real girl end up in a fake video?”

      No one answers.

      “There are several possibilities here: Firstly, she could be in cahoots with the people who made the video. Then she would have volunteered to model and hidden herself away somewhere afterwards.”

      “Unlikely,” grumbles Michael.

      “Exactly. In all our research on Lena, we haven’t found a single indication that she was interested in sparking any kind of political firestorm—or even had contact with people who were.”

      Yasira pauses.

      “And secondly?” asks Jenny.

      “Secondly,” Yasira continues, “Lena could have been kidnapped by the producers of the video. Therefore, her abduction would have been part of the video production. That would have two advantages for the makers. Not only would Lena have been used as a model, but her disappearance is what put the video beyond doubt in the first place. It would have been an extremely perfidious but clever move. I think that’s possible, because whoever is unscrupulous enough to make a video like this would certainly have no problem kidnapping a girl.”

      “But?” asks Michael. He has known her for quite a long time. He knows there’s a “but” coming.

      “But,” says Yasira. “There’s a third option.”

      She continues with the PowerPoint presentation and clicks through numerous photos and videos of Lena. Most of them taken with the selfie camera. Some with a self-timer. Lena in front of the mirror, Lena at the Baltic Sea, Lena in front of a lasagna, Lena in a café with dark-haired Emily. Lena on Halloween, Lena on her birthday, Lena on Christmas. Lena with a smoochy mouth, Lena as a seductive temptress. Lena with her father, with her brother, and lots of photos and videos of Lena with her cat.

      “And so on,” Yasira finally says. “As you can see, there’s more than enough material to get Lena into this video without her voluntary or involuntary participation. So what if we’re dealing with two separate crimes? It could be that Lena’s disappearance isn’t connected to the video after all. According to Schöffler, she had planned to hitchhike to him. Maybe she got into the wrong car this time. Perhaps the driver of that car is responsible for her disappearance, but has nothing to do with the video. Then Lena’s disappearance would only be related to the video because it had already made headlines. And that could have given the creators of the video the diabolical idea of using the missing girl from the news as a model for their evil deed. And they simply used the image material that was publicly available.”

      “Fuck!” says Timo.

      “But in your theory, isn’t it also possible that Lena wasn’t kidnapped at all, but just ran away?” asks Jenny.

      “That would be nice, of course,” replies Yasira, “and it’s quite possible, but I don’t think that’s what happened. I mean, even if Lena had run away, she must have realized by now that she had become the leading actress in the movie of the year and would surely have at least contacted her father. I didn’t get the impression that her relationship with him was so bad that she would wish him the hellish torment he’s currently going through.”

      The room falls silent for a while.

      “We don’t yet know whether there’s any truth to Yasira’s suspicions,” says Michael. He is the oldest member of the team. And the most skeptical. He’s just used to trusting his eyes.

      “Yes,” says Yasira. “But it would explain why we haven’t found any traces of Lena’s rapists!”

      “Another explanation would be that we were too stupid to find any,” grumbles Michael.

      “Granted,” says Yasira, “it also sounds like a good theory to cover up our failure.”

      She looks around. Neither her team nor the boss are convinced yet. Time to present her trump card.
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      “Please pay attention to Lena’s dress in the next Instagram pictures,” Yasira says as she clicks through a dozen or so photos of Lena in a flowered dress during the presentation.

      “Do you notice anything?”

      “It’s the torn dress from the video,” says Timo.

      “Correct,” says Yasira. “But the thing is, Michael and I found this dress in Lena’s wardrobe. Without the slightest tear, of course.”

      She gives her team a moment to process this information.

      “It immediately struck me as odd, but I just couldn’t fit it in. And then, in all the madness . . .” Yasira sighs, “I simply forgot about it. Didn’t think of it again.”

      “She could have the same dress twice,” says Michael. “That’s the simplest explanation.”

      “Yes, she could,” Yasira admits. “But, my goodness, Lena was . . .” She pauses briefly, “Lena is a teenager and not Hitchcock!”

      “Hitchcock?” asks Timo.

      “They say that Hitchcock had the same suit in his closet seven times,” says Michael, who caught the reference. “So he didn’t have to waste time deciding what to wear in the morning.”

      “What does her father say about it?” Timo wants to know.

      “I called him earlier,” Yasira reports. “He remembers the flowered dress, but he doesn’t know if Lena might have bought it twice. Since her mother died, Lena has been buying her own clothes.” Yasira looks around. “But Lena is a sixteen-year-old girl! I didn’t have double clothes at that age. I still don’t have any duplicate dresses. Do you?”

      Jenny and Katja Grebe shake their heads. Katja Jürgens, however, says: “Sorry, I have duplicate dresses. I’m always happy when I find something that looks good on me and fits.”

      “Exactly! It’s just an indication,” insists Michael. “Lena could also have had two of the same dress.”

      “Maybe she had it in two different sizes,” says Katja Grebe. “I mean, she could have outgrown one, but liked it so much that she bought it again in a larger size.”

      “As you know, life has taught me to be open to unusual explanations,” begins Karsten Seiler, probably thinking of the supposed serial killer who turned out to be a cotton swab packer. “But let’s assume Yasira is right . . . What about Snoopy then? Did Snoopy not exist either? Then who was shot in the head with the MP5?”

      A question that Yasira has also been pondering.

      “Was it some poor bastard,” Karsten continues, “whose appearance was used as a model for one of the rapists without his knowledge? And Bear or whoever tracked down this model based on clues. And when he shot him, Snoopy didn’t even know what it was about?”

      “Possibly . . .” says Yasira. “We never found a body. We don’t know who was really shot. Who’s to say it wasn’t like with Tesfaye Yemane? Someone was executed just because he had the wrong skin color.”

      “But . . .”

      “Or . . .” a new thought strikes Yasira, “who’s to say that the execution video isn’t also fake?”

      “I don’t know,” Timo doubts. “Are you going to claim that every video isn’t real? What about Red Fox? You were there at the arrest yourself.”

      “Exactly! We caught that idiot straight away! But why not the first killer? Huh? Think about it,” says Yasira. “Can you name another case where we put so much effort into finding out so little? Timo, what does your current statistic say?”

      “In the last seven days, a total of two hundred and fifty-three police officers across Germany have followed up four hundred and thirty-two tips from the public,” reports Timo.

      “And the result is: Nothing! Nada! Niente!” says Yasira. “We have turned the entire country upside down. We haven’t found a trace of any of the rapists. How likely do you think it is that a self-proclaimed avenger, an obviously intelligence-limited musclehead like Bear, succeeds where Germany’s entire police and intelligence apparatus fails?”

      “So that would mean Bear himself is behind the videos?” asks Timo skeptically.

      “Could be. He’s certainly the one who benefits most from it.”

      “Cui bono?” asks Jenny. “Who benefits? Seriously? You do realize that con artists use this very question to lure their victims into the swamp of conspiracy theories?”

      “Come on, give me a break. We always ask ourselves that question when we’re looking for a motive.”

      “Okay,” says Katja Jürgens. “Let’s assume that someone wants to cause social unrest. They stir up right-wing resentment and hope that the whole system will tilt to the right.”

      “I think that’s the most likely motive if the video is fake,” confirms Yasira.

      “But since we’re already thinking outside the box, maybe we should take it even further,” Timo interjects, running his hand through his short stubbly hair. “There could be other motives. What if Lena’s real killer created the video to divert attention from himself?”

      Yasira thinks about it.

      “Let’s say it was her strange boyfriend, the hash dealer,” Timo continues. “He killed her. And then he created this video and . . . well . . .” Timo stops.

      “That doesn’t seem very likely to me,” says Yasira. “He didn’t seem like someone who had the technical know-how.”

      “Your Fake-Theory doesn’t seem very likely to me either,” grumbles Michael. “Besides, I’m very suspicious of Schöffler. I can’t stand the guy.”

      “Anyway,” says Katja Grebe. “Let’s assume that the makers of the video intend a shift to the right. That doesn’t help us much, does it? There are countless right-wing groups. Moral scruples are something I would attribute to the least of them.”

      “Who else could be behind this?” asks Yasira.

      “The Russians,” says Katja Jürgens.

      Karsten unleashes a burst of his machine-gun laughter, but stops quickly when he realizes that no one else is laughing.

      “Sorry,” he says. “I thought it was a joke for a second. It just sounded like a joke. Who’s to blame? ‘The Russians.’” He looks at Katja Jürgens. “But you’re absolutely right, of course. It could be the Russians.”

      “The fact that Putin and his troll factories will stop at nothing to destabilize the West is no secret,” says the boss. “Just recently, another fifty thousand fake user accounts on X were exposed. Over a million tweets.”

      “Most of them were agitating against aid to Ukraine,” adds Katja Jürgens. “Along the lines of the government sending money abroad instead of supporting the Germans.”

      “And in principle, there was a very similar case to Lena’s in 2015 or 2016,” says Katja Grebe. “Do you remember Lisa F.? A Russian-German girl who was allegedly kidnapped and raped by migrants. Many Russian media outlets continued to spread this lie long after it was disproven.”

      Yasira roughly remembers the case. It caused diplomatic friction. If she remembers correctly, Merkel had even spoken to Putin about it.

      She notices that Jenny is no longer taking part in the conversation. Instead, she stares at her phone. Another new video? But she would have said so. No, it must be something else that’s troubling Jenny.

      “Maybe it’s easier if we ask ourselves who would have the technical means to produce such a video,” says Katja Grebe. “And why hasn’t anyone claimed that the video is fake?”

      “Mainly because Lena really exists,” replies Yasira.

      “Yes, but not only,” says Timo. “If it’s fake, then the video really is—this sounds a bit weird, but you know what I mean—well done. We assume that these tools exist. But they are not yet widely available. Who has access to them?”

      “Hollywood, obviously,” says Katja Jürgens.

      “Well, that’s certainly not where the video is from,” replies Yasira. “But who has the technical possibilities in this country? That’s a good question. Christian Baumann from the technical department . . .”

      “Cyber-Chris?” asks Katja Jürgens.

      “Yes. Cyber-Chris spoke about a Berlin start-up called AlmostReal earlier. Michael and I are going to check them out tomorrow. But keep on digging.” Yasira looks at her team. “See if you can find any rape videos on the darknet that are similar to the video of Lena.”

      “We’re supposed to do what?” asks Katja Grebe.

      “I want to know if there’s a template. Sometimes fakes are based on a real video.”

      Katja Grebe snorts.

      “Not a pleasant task,” says Yasira. “I know. I’m sorry.” She pauses for a moment and then comes to the end of her presentation. “If we find indications that there might be something to my suspicions, then we’ll have to talk to Lena’s father, her boyfriend, and her classmates again. Is that really Lena? Take a closer look.”

      Michael grunts. “I’m already looking forward to that conversation. Mr. Palmer, please take another close look at the video of your daughter being raped. My partner has been watching too many science fiction movies.”

      “We don’t do this job because it’s pleasant,” says Yasira.

      “Obviously not.”

      Yasira turns to the boss.

      “I know I only have circumstantial evidence and no proof, but I’m asking for permission to investigate in this direction.”

      Her boss nods. “But do it discreetly. If you’re wrong, we will be ridiculed.”

      Yasira nods. “Of course. But . . .”

      “But what?”

      “What if I’m right?”

      “Then,” says Timo, “we are going to have to buckle up. We’ll be inundated with these fakes.”

      Steven Gebhardt looks at his watch and stands up. “Just keep your eyes open,” he says. “In all directions. It’s still just a theory. And even if Chief Inspector Saad has found a hot lead here, the best proof that the video is fake would be a living Lena telling us what really happened. So find the girl!”

      With these words, everyone disappears back into their offices. Only Michael and Jenny remain in the meeting room. Jenny gets up and approaches Yasira.

      “There’s something else,” she says, looking troubled. From the look on her face, Yasira thinks she can guess what it’s about. It’s not another video. It’s worse.
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      “Today a photo of your daughter started circulating in the Active Homeland-Protection chats,” says Jenny. “I just came across it.”

      Yasira closes her eyes, lowers her head and shakes it, as if this gesture of denial could change anything. “No, no,” she mumbles, “please no.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jenny replies.

      Yasira opens her eyes again. “Show me,” she says.

      Jenny hands Yasira her smartphone. It’s indeed a photo of her daughter. She is sitting in the schoolyard next to two friends. Zara’s face is circled.

      “These damn bastards,” curses Michael, who is now also standing next to Yasira.

      “Who did this? Who took this picture?” she asks. “How did they find out that Zara is my daughter?”

      But of course Jenny doesn’t have an answer.

      “Don’t know,” she says. “Many possibilities are conceivable.”

      “Maybe even a schoolmate,” Michael speculates.

      Jenny nods. “Do you remember the teacher who was murdered by an Islamist in France in 2020?”

      “Didn’t he show the Charlie Hebdo caricatures in class?” asks Michael.

      “Yes. He was also ratted out by students to his murderer.”

      Yasira massages her temples. “Damn it.” She feels a headache coming on.

      Jenny attempts to take back her phone, but Yasira won’t let it go. Instead, she starts scrolling through the chat.

      These scumbags even know her daughter’s name. She is correctly named as Zara Saad. The school address is also mentioned.

      “Please,” says Jenny and holds out her hand for the phone. “Don’t do this to yourself. I’ll tell you what it says.”

      Gently, Michael takes the phone from Yasira’s hand and gives it back to Jenny.

      “How bad is it?” Yasira wants to know.

      “There are no concrete plans,” says Jenny. “But there are . . .” she hesitates, “. . . mind games of . . .” she sighs, “. . . revenge rape.”

      “What?”

      “Revenge for Lena . . .”

      “Really?” Yasira is stunned.

      “Some of the men fantasize about raping you or your daughter and for some reason this is supposed to be revenge for Lena.”

      “What does my daughter have to do with this?”

      “I can’t explain the logic of these people.”

      Yasira shakes her head.

      “Can’t we get these assholes off the streets somehow?” asks Michael.

      “Not really, as long as nothing’s happened,” says Jenny. “You know the issue. We can only really take action when it’s too late.”

      “But we should knock on their door and really scare them,” says Michael.

      “If we can track them down,” adds Jenny.

      “Please try,” says Yasira.

      “Of course.”

      “What about my address?”

      “Not yet. But someone just needs to follow Zara home from school.”

      “What should I do?” asks Yasira, horrified. Powerless, she sinks into a chair. “What should I do? Should I tell her? I have to tell her, don’t I?”

      In all the years at the BKA, she’s been through quite a few threatening moments, but her daughter has never been in danger before. She would like to rush off to school immediately.

      “You have to tell her,” Jenny insists.

      “In fact, it’s best if you take her out of school for a few days,” Michael suggests. “Just to be on the safe side.”

      Yasira nods.

      “Can’t she stay with your ex for a while?” asks Jenny.

      Yasira snorts. “That would suit him. If he finds out about the whole thing, I don’t know if I’ll ever get her back.” She considers. “But maybe I’ll send her to my parents for a week?”

      “Do that,” Jenny suggests.

      “Give me the address,” says Michael. “I’ll make sure there’s a patrol outside the house.”

      Isn’t that too much, Yasira wants to ask. But then she thinks about what’s at stake. No precaution is too much. If anything happened to Zara, she would never forgive herself.

      So she just nods.

      “I . . . I can’t think straight,” she mumbles. “Should I pick her up from school? Or is that an exaggeration? What if someone is waiting there and following her?”

      “I’ll pick her up,” Michael says immediately. “I’ll take a few loops. If someone’s following us, I’ll shake them off.”

      Yasira is infinitely grateful to him.

      “Best you don’t go to our place at all, but straight to my parents.”

      “Of course,” says Michael.

      Yasira looks at her watch.

      “She finishes school in less than half an hour.”

      “I’m on my way there now.”

      Yasira stands up and gives her partner a hug. “Thank you.”

      “Sure. Anytime.”

      Michael grabs his coat and leaves the office.

      “Hey,” says Jenny, gently squeezing Yasira’s arm. “You need to call Zara.”

      “You’re right,” says Yasira. “Of course.”

      Yasira dials her daughter’s number. Obviously Zara doesn’t answer, as she still has lessons, so Yasira sends her a voice message. And for the first time, she is glad that her daughter keeps looking at her phone. She will definitely see the message.

      “Zara,” she says, “listen to me . . .”

      Then she deletes the voice message again.

      She has to think about what she wants to say first. She has to make the seriousness of the situation clear to Zara without appearing too panicked herself. Clear and focused. Yasira tries again.

      “Zara. You could be in danger because of my involvement in the Lena case. A picture of you has popped up in Active Homeland-Protection Telegram groups. They also know the address of your school. I am so sorry! But the situation is under control. Michael will pick you up today and take you straight to Grandma and Grandpa. Please call me. And stay in the school building in case Michael isn’t there when school ends. There might be some asshole who’s already lying in wait for you.”
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      “I’m fine, Mom,” Zara says on the phone. She’s sitting in Michael’s car on the way to her grandparents’ house in Lüneburg. “Don’t worry.”

      As if that were possible, Yasira thinks, but says: “That’s a relief. Give Michael a hug from me.”

      “But he’s driving now,” Zara replies laughing.

      Yasira is proud of how cool her daughter has remained. She had been afraid that she would have to argue with her, but Zara immediately understood the danger. She probably doesn’t mind the week off school either.

      “Do you have any idea who could have taken the photo in the schoolyard?” asks Yasira.

      “No. I can’t imagine it was someone from my class. I mean, some boys are stupid, but not that stupid.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What about you, anyway?” asks Zara. “If I’m in danger, then you’re in even more danger.”

      That’s true, of course. But it’s Yasira’s work that puts her in danger. She chose this path years ago, well aware that there are much safer professions. Zara, however, did not choose this. That’s not fair. It’s just not fair.

      “I can take care of myself,” says Yasira. “Always been the best at the shooting range. Don’t worry.”

      Now she had thoughtlessly demanded the same impossibility from her daughter as the latter had demanded from her. Not to worry. As if.

      “Can you pass me to Michael?”

      “Sure.”

      Right away, she hears Michael’s gruff voice: “We’re not being followed. Rest assured. Even if someone had been waiting outside the school, I definitely lost them in the city traffic.”

      “Yeah,” she hears her daughter yell. “Michael is driving like a maniac!”

      “I know,” says Yasira, smiling. “I know.”

      That evening, she sits alone in her kitchen. It is so silent. So damn silent. No music from Zara’s room. No Friends on TV. It’s usually only this silent when Zara is on a school trip or spending the night at a friend’s house. But this is a different kind of silence. Today it’s a cold silence. Even though Zara is only at Grandma and Grandpa’s. Michael even waited until the local standby officers relieved him. Zara’s safe. Right? Then why does the silence in her apartment feel so damn cold?

      She has to solve this case as quickly as possible to get out of this nightmare. She wants her life back. She wants her daughter back. Yasira sits down at the electric piano, something she hasn’t done for a long time, and plays Chopin. It doesn’t help much to dispel her gloomy mood. How must Frank Palmer be feeling? Then her thoughts jump back to the video. Is it really fake? Yasira considers telling Palmer about her suspicions, but decides against it. She needs evidence first.

      The next morning, Yasira calls Zara’s principal from her office. She thought long and hard about what the best strategy would be, ultimately deciding in favor of openness. The class must be talked to. If one of Zara’s classmates took the picture, they need to be made aware that it wasn’t just a stupid student prank, but potentially life-threatening.

      She spends the rest of the morning scrutinizing various right-wing groups in Germany. There are an astonishing number of them. AfD members, libertarians, identitarians, Reichsbürger, right-wing esoterics, folkish ecologists, autonomous nationalists, cross-front activists, info warriors, right-wing hooligans, neo-Nazis . . . The list seems endless. And if you look at their collective activities, the damage they have already caused is enormous. It is completely incomprehensible to Yasira that the supposedly resilient democracy has failed to strike back with full force long ago. But which of these people could be behind the video? Who would have the technical capabilities? Or was Katja Jürgens right? Was it the Russians? The AfD in government would be a lucky break for Putin. So much is clear. Yasira keeps stumbling across calls for the demonstration this afternoon. Seems like it’s going to be a big deal.

      By noon, Yasira is fed up and quits her research. She’s not getting anywhere. Fortunately, they have an appointment at AlmostReal at three p.m. She needs to get out of here. Away from this screen.

      After lunch, Yasira and Michael head to the start-up’s headquarters. According to the company itself, they are the only German company “involved in AI-based image generation on a global scale.” The acquisition by Google has apparently proven that.

      However, the premises in Neukölln are not as fancy as you would expect from Google or Apple as seen on TV. Instead, it is a former industrial building filled with cubicles with numerous computers and screens. It doesn’t look all that different from the BKA.

      Yasira and Michael have an appointment with the PR lady and a business clown from AlmostReal. Mandy and Ryan. Yasira had requested the technical director to attend the meeting, but he is nowhere to be seen.

      “I’d like to ask you to keep the following conversation confidential,” Yasira says right at the beginning, “as it pertains to an ongoing police investigation.”

      She hopes to keep the platitudes as short as possible.

      “What’s it about?” Mandy asks, surprised.

      “Perhaps it would be advisable for us to consult a lawyer?” Ryan inquires. His German is very good, but he has a slight accent. English? Irish? American?

      “No. Don’t worry,” says Michael. “We’re just interested in your expertise.”

      At that moment, the door opens. A man with a ponytail comes in.

      “Excuse me! Hi! I’m Tom Schiller. Like the poet. Not the actor. I’m the CTO.”

      Yasira or Michael must have looked puzzled, because Tom Schiller adds: “The Chief Technical Officer. The technical director.”

      Yasira nods. Tom Schiller sits down and seems to instantly go into a kind of standby mode. She estimates him to be in his late twenties. He’s probably not used to not having a screen in front of his eyes. She would have liked to bet Michael whether Mr. Poet could endure their entire conversation without checking his phone in between.

      “We’re investigating the case of Lena Palmer,” Michael begins, “I’m sure you’ve heard about it.”

      “The video,” says the PR woman.

      “Yes. The video,” says Yasira.

      “And what does that have to do with us?” asks the business clown.

      Yasira smiles. “Nothing, I hope.”

      Mandy catches on faster than her boss. “You’re wondering if the video could be computer generated? If it’s a fake?”

      Tom Schiller, the technical director, suddenly comes back to life. “We have naturally discussed this internally,” he says.

      “You did?” Yasira asks in astonishment. “Why?”

      “We do that with a lot of videos that go viral now. An occupational disease, I guess.”

      “And what conclusion did you come to?”

      “Most likely genuine. We stopped discussing it when it became clear that the girl is actually missing.”

      “Most likely genuine?” asks Yasira. “So you’re not sure?”

      “Well, that’s basically the gist of what we’re doing. We’re trying to generate something that looks real and, ideally, is indistinguishable from authentic footage.”

      “Could someone raid Lena Palmer’s Instagram account to generate new videos of her?”

      “Wicked . . .” says Tom. “I see . . . Of course. That would work, but . . .”

      “But?”

      “If the video is fake, then it’s next level shit. You know what I mean? It’s perfect. It doesn’t have any of the usual telltales.”

      “The usual telltales?”

      “Well, you know. AI errors. You might know them from images. Six fingers and all that.”

      “Six fingers?” asks Yasira.

      “What’s currently freely available in terms of AI image generation tools usually makes strange mistakes. The software often struggles with our fingers. That’s why people in these images sometimes have six fingers or other strange details. The curvatures of our ears also cause problems for AI. In general, proportions are often not quite right. It’s not immediately noticeable, but if you look closely, it’s odd. In videos there are other typical errors. When one object moves in front of another, there is sometimes a flickering effect. Occasionally, the software also produces paradoxes in three-dimensional space. After all, it has no understanding of this. There may be a face in the car, but the corresponding hand is outside the window or something. Such errors become most apparent when you slow down the playback speed. Or by clicking through the individual frames. That’s the best way to spot the flaws. But there are none of these in the Lena video. No glitches.”

      “Is your product next level shit?” Yasira asks. “Could it generate a video like this?”

      “Well . . .” Tom begins, but unfortunately the business clown intervenes.

      “I’m sorry, but we’re entering the area that involves our trade secrets. I’m sure you understand that we can’t discuss the status of our developments in public before they are released.”

      Even though the objection came from Ryan, Yasira doesn’t take her eyes off the young CTO. Tom Schiller is obviously uneasy.

      “I’m not interested in company secrets,” says Yasira. “A simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ would suffice for me.”

      “I need to ask you,” Ryan replies, “to reach out to our lawyer if you require more information . . .”

      Yasira makes one last attempt. “ I understand, of course, that your company wouldn’t want to be publicly associated with the video, but . . .”

      “Please address any further questions to our lawyer.”

      Yasira wants to say something, but Michael interrupts her.

      “I think you’ve got your answer,” he says. “A ‘no’ wouldn’t have been such a complicated response.”

      Ryan gets up, Mandy and Tom Schiller follow his lead.

      “In all your business plans, feasibility studies and strategy meetings, have you ever once thought about what you’re actually unleashing?” asks Yasira. “Have you ever asked yourself not only ‘how,’ but ‘should we at all?’ Do you have any idea what it does to the world when images can no longer be trusted?”

      “Could images ever be trusted?” Mandy retorts.

      “If we don’t develop these tools, someone else will,” Ryan says.

      “The toothpaste is out of the tube,” adds Mandy.

      Always the same old song, Yasira thinks. “What you’re creating is dangerous in two ways,” she says. “It’s not only that every sensational video could be fake. Soon every genuine video of evidence will also be doubted as fake. Then Trump could, as he once claimed, actually shoot someone in the middle of Fifth Avenue without losing a single voter, simply because he would claim the evidence videos were fake.”

      She scrutinizes Tom Schiller. The young man looks down. She looks at Ryan. The business clown stares back. These thoughts can’t be new to him, can they?

      “I can assure you,” Ryan finally says, “that we at AlmostReal have nothing to do with this terrible video. Any allegation to that effect will be considered malicious defamation against which we will take legal action.”

      On their way out, Yasira discreetly gives her partner a signal. Michael picks up on it and keeps Mandy and Ryan distracted with some blah blah blah.

      The distraction allows Yasira to slip Tom Schiller her business card unnoticed. She has a strong suspicion that he was willing to say more and would like to speak to him without his “parents.”
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      “So?” asks Yasira on the way back. “What do you think?”

      “I think I’m hungry again, even though it’s only just after four,” Michael says. As always, he’s driving. Is that a problem from an emancipatory point of view? But Yasira has no desire to drive herself. Let Michael play chauffeur if he wants to.

      “You know exactly what I want to hear,” says Yasira.

      “They obviously think their shit is good enough to produce a video like this,” admits her colleague. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean someone actually did it.”

      “I know, I know.”

      Silently, they drive toward the headquarters. As so often when Michael doesn’t feel like talking, he turns on the local police radio. Something unusual is going on, that’s immediately clear. But it takes them a few moments to make sense of the situation from the many reports. In addition to the large registered demonstration on Alexanderplatz, there is apparently one, that’s smaller and unregistered in the government district. The participants must have coordinated themselves secretly via Telegram. The reports grow increasingly frantic. Things seem to be getting out of hand.

      “This is the operations center! All available units are instructed to come to the Reichstag building immediately. I repeat: all available units to the Reichstag building immediately! Demonstrators are attempting to breach parliament. Caution is advised. Some subjects are armed.”

      Michael and Yasira look at each other. Technically, this is not within their jurisdiction. But they are in agreement. In the broadest sense, it’s related to their case. So Yasira grabs the mobile blue light, opens the window and attaches it to the roof. Michael makes a U-turn at the next opportunity and races back toward Berlin-Mitte.

      Yasira checks her smartphone for news. All the sites are full of it. Right-wing extremists are obviously trying to reenact the storming of the US Capitol. Drone footage shows chaotic scenes. Shots have been fired. More and more people seem to be gathering. How the hell did they manage to organize themselves without the security forces catching on? But maybe it’s like so often. The security forces got wind of it, yet the information was ignored or got lost in the official channels or the officer in charge is on vacation.

      Unfortunately, Yasira and Michael can’t even get through to the Reichstag. Dorotheenstraße is full of demonstrators. Many side streets are already closed. Others are blocked by barricades. Michael backs up, trying to find a better way. But their blue light doesn’t go over well.

      On Schadowstraße, they are surrounded by demonstrators. Yasira flinches as the car is hit by the first blow. Protesters shake their car on both sides. Almost in sync, their mirrors are kicked off to the left and right. A baton crashes against Yasira’s window. But it holds. Michael revs the engine. He tries to get the car moving, but the crowd doesn’t budge. A woman in a hoodie steals the blue light from the roof and tears at it until the power cable breaks and the light goes out. Yasira draws her gun. She immediately wonders what she actually wants to do with it. Open the sunroof and shoot into the air? Is she actually willing to shoot at the protesters? Of course not. Or only if necessary? But how can you tell if it’s necessary? When is it too early for self-defense? And when is it too late? Someone bangs on her window again. Yasira grabs the radio with her left hand. They came to help, but now they need help themselves.

      Yasira sends out an emergency call. Michael backs up the car. Very slowly. But he has to stop again. Yasira feels like she’s in a zombie movie. One of the protesters, a guy in camouflage pants and with some kind of war paint on his face, jumps onto the hood of the car and pisses on the windshield. Michael turns on the windshield wipers. There is simply nothing that can upset her partner. Several demonstrators are wearing some variant of the Active Homeland-Protection logo. Luckily these people don’t know who they’ve caught, Yasira thinks. She’s probably very high up on their hit list.

      As discreetly as possible, she pulls her scarf slightly over her face. As if she was the criminal. The world’s turned upside down. Once again, someone bangs on her window. But this time with a rock. The second blow causes cracks in the window pane. Yasira moves as far away from the window as possible and points her gun at it. Michael has also pulled out his gun. The rock hits the car window again.

      Suddenly the mob starts to move. A police squad is charging down the street in full riot gear. Following them is a water cannon. Their rescue.

      The demonstrators retreat. Michael drives the car onto the sidewalk to make way for the water cannon. He crashes over a couple of e-scooters parked there. The water cannon rolls on and makes its way toward the Reichstag. The squad marches after it. Of course they didn’t come to save Michael and Yasira. They were just lucky that their colleagues wanted to get to Dorotheenstraße via Schadowstraße.

      Yasira takes a deep breath. For a moment, she was genuinely scared.

      “We’re completely out of place here,” Michael says.

      Yasira nods. They’re not wearing any body armor, no helmets, no shields, and she definitely doesn’t want to be recognized by any homeland protectors in this dicey situation. But on the other hand . . .

      “We’re the police,” says Yasira. “We can’t run away when things get rough.”

      Michael sighs and gets out of the car. Yasira follows. They grab their protective vests from the trunk and put them on. A platoon leader from the police squad approaches them. Before he can ask any questions, Yasira shows him her badge.

      “How can we help?” she asks.

      The platoon leader hesitates for a moment. He would actually like to send them home, Yasira suspects. But in this situation, which speaks volumes about the gravity here, he simply says: “Follow me.”

      So they join the squad and march to the Reichstag. There, the water cannon clears a path for them to their colleagues who have formed a ring around the parliament building. The reinforcements are most welcome. The officers are far outnumbered by the crowd in front of the barriers. Yasira and Michael keep in the background due to their lack of equipment and training for such situations. They climb a few stairs in front of the entrance to the building for a better overview. Chaos reigns on the Platz der Republik. The police give orders via megaphone, but they are lost in the cacophony of the crowd.

      Fireworks and rockets are repeatedly set off.

      “What are we even doing here?” Michael shouts in Yasira’s ear.

      She just shrugs.

      “We’re here,” she shouts back.

      Rocks and bottles are hurled at the police. And then Yasira sees one of the protesters pull something out of his rock before he throws it. Except, as she immediately realizes, it’s not a rock. It resembles the items that were seized en masse three weeks ago in the basement of the Reichsbürger.

      “Look out!” she screams as loud as she can. “Grenade!”

      The explosive device lands less than ten meters away from them, and again Yasira screams: “Grenade!”
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      All the policemen recoil in fear from the hand grenade. All except one. Yasira can see him throwing himself onto the grenade with his shield in front of him before Michael pulls her down with him. Instinctively, she closes her eyes. The device explodes with a terrible bang.

      When Yasira opens her eyes again, it takes her a moment to regain her bearings. Everything is ringing in her ears. She scrambles to her feet. Michael next to her has difficulty getting up, and Yasira helps him to his feet. He doesn’t seem to have been hurt. Everyone around them is in shock. Wounded police officers are lying on the ground. Some demonstrators in the front row have also been injured. The police officer who threw himself on the grenade with his shield paid dearly for his courage. He is lying on the pavement, seriously injured and moaning. At least he is still alive. Since the shrapnel from a grenade is more deadly than the explosion, his movie-worthy stunt was actually the most effective way to protect everyone in the vicinity. Yasira can only admire the man’s presence of mind. He even turned the shield so that its curvature was above the grenade.

      Then the front-line rioters realize that the police’s ring of protection has been breached where the grenade exploded. They run toward the gap. If they manage to drive a wedge into the line, the path to parliament is clear. Yasira and Michael draw their weapons, but shots are already being fired from elsewhere. Both take cover behind the columns of the entrance portal. Who’s shooting? Is the crowd armed? By now, Yasira can imagine everything. But the shots are from the police. The first rioter who broke through the barrier goes down. If Yasira is not mistaken, it is the man who threw the grenade.

      Alarmed by the shots, his followers push back. The water cannons fire into the crowd. Panic breaks out on the Platz der Republik. Another squadron arrives via Paul-Löbe-Allee. The demonstrators are driven toward the Tiergarten. Paramedics rush to the police officers injured by the grenade. The day’s hero is no longer moving. Yasira is stunned. How could things escalate so quickly? But the answer is quite simple. Things did not escalate quickly. On the contrary: for decades, everyone has been witnessing how society has become increasingly fractured, and no one was doing anything to mend the fissures. It is hardly surprising that it has finally collapsed.

      

      It is not until the late evening that the police finally get the situation back under control. Michael and Yasira find their car where they left it.

      “I’ll drive you home,” says Michael.

      As if it were just another evening. Yasira only nods. They hardly speak in the car, instead, they listen to the news. The grim summary: 247 arrests, an unknown number of injured demonstrators, one rioter shot dead, seventeen police officers injured. And one dead. The man who saved everyone from the worst effects of the hand grenade did not survive his act of heroism.

      

      Only in her apartment does Yasira remember to check her phone. She has countless messages. Among them is one from Zara, who copied a picture of the attack on the Reichstag from the news. The caption reads: “Are you THERE?!?!!”

      “I was there,” Yasira writes back. “But I’m fine.”

      “OMG!”

      Then she calls Zara and tries to calm her down. But she herself is still full of adrenaline. She also talks to her parents until Yasira’s sister calls and she can report to her, too, that she’s fine. At least physically.

      The next morning, the news is still dominated by the previous day’s uproar. During breakfast, Yasira scrolls through the articles on her phone. A lot is written about the police officer who threw himself on the grenade. Andreas Müller, his name, is celebrated as a hero. Rightly so, of course. The problem is that he doesn’t have much of it. Even the Chancellor wants Müller to be awarded the Federal Cross of Merit posthumously. Something that is technically not possible. But only technically. Yet Yasira fears that in just two months’ time, hardly anyone will remember him. In two years’ time, he could be the one million euro question on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? And as much as Yasira is personally grateful to her colleague Andreas Müller, as he probably saved her life too, she is annoyed that the reporting is once again personalizing to this extent instead of addressing the structural problems that made yesterday evening possible in the first place.

      For years, the state has stood idly by while part of the population has become increasingly radicalized. For years, it has been known that fake news on the internet detaches people from reality, but legislators have not dared to regulate the big tech companies like the mass media that they have long become. A Federal Cross of Merit for a murdered police officer will not solve this problem either. Yasira leaves her cereal only half-eaten and heads out of her apartment.

      

      While still in the stairwell, she receives a call from an unknown number.

      “I . . . I saw the news,” a voice says. “It’s too messed up. It’s just too messed up. Can we meet? Alone? In half an hour? At Café Bilderbuch? In Akazienstraße.”

      “Who’s this?” Yasira asks.

      “This is . . . um . . . Goethe. You know.”

      Yasira doesn’t know. “Who?”

      Is this a prank call? But the voice sounds familiar to her.

      “You gave me your card.”

      Then it hits Yasira like scales falling from her eyes. Goethe. Schiller. Tom Schiller, like the poet, not the actor. So he doesn’t want to say his name on the phone. A paranoid?

      “Ah yes, of course, Mr. Goethe,” she says, “In half an hour. I’ll be there.”
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      At half past nine sharp, Yasira enters the Café Bilderbuch.

      Unable to spot Tom Schiller in the front of the place, she passes the counter, climbs a small staircase, and enters a larger room lined with bookshelves. There, in the far corner, sits the CTO of AlmostReal. The café isn’t even half full, and yet he’s wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses. Schiller looks like the stereotype of a man who doesn’t want to be recognized. He spots Yasira and secretly waves to her, as if she hadn’t recognized him at first glance.

      Yasira sits down with him.

      “Mr. Schi . . .” she begins.

      “No names please,” Schiller interrupts and looks around nervously at the other guests. “The fact that we’re chatting here could cost me my job,” he adds whispering.

      Yasira nods.

      “That’s why I have to ask you to promise me confidentiality.”

      “I’m willing to do so, within my capabilities,” says Yasira. “But you know that I am neither a lawyer nor a priestess. I am a police officer. If you confess a crime to me, by whomsoever, I will have to take action. However, I can guarantee you source protection or, if necessary, advocate for crown witness protection.”

      “No, no,” says Schiller. “It’s not about a crime.” He pauses briefly. “At least not one that the police would pursue.”

      Yasira nods, but says nothing. She waits for Schiller to continue on his own initiative.

      “Your visit yesterday afternoon . . . and then the events of the evening . . . or in other words, there’s something that’s been troubling me for a long time, a concern that my work, albeit unintentional, will have a negative impact on the world . . .” He hesitates, obviously struggling to find the right words. “Do you know Geoffrey Hinton?”

      Yasira shakes her head.

      “He’s like the godfather of artificial intelligence. You see, in the 1970s there was a so-called AI winter. The high hopes of the post-war period in this field had not been fulfilled. Progress was rare and slow. Funding was cut, investors preferred to put their money into other projects.” Schiller fiddles with the red and white checkered tablecloth. “And at that time, Geoffrey Hinton advocated the idea that artificial neural networks based on the human brain were the most promising way forward. Yet he was on his own in this view. Hardly anyone believed it. Today, however, his work is the prevailing dogma. The big AI success stories of recent years are all based on artificial neural networks.”

      Yasira wonders where Schiller is going with this but doesn’t interrupt him.

      “Hinton had been working for Google in the tens. Made millions. But some time ago he unexpectedly resigned. And that was so he could talk freely about the risks of AI”

      Yasira nods. She now understands that Schiller is not only talking about Hinton, but also about himself, so to speak.

      “I read an interview with Hinton,” says Schiller, “that really made me think. One sentence that stuck with me was: ‘It’s hard to imagine a way to prevent malicious parties from using it for malicious purposes.’”

      As he speaks, Schiller seems to look everywhere but into Yasira’s eyes.

      “He went on to say that technology, our technology, will lead to a world so full of fake images and texts that no one will be able to discern what is true anymore. Roughly what you said yesterday. It immediately came to my mind.”

      Schiller takes a sip of his Americano.

      “But there’s more,” he continues. “This man, this genius, said in the interview that he regrets his life’s work, that he regrets having contributed to it. His concerns obviously extend far beyond generating text, images, and languages. He fears that we will soon no longer be the smartest beings on the planet. And if you want to know what that feels like, you should ask a chicken.” Schiller sighs. “In short, I’m afraid the answer is ‘yes.’”

      “Yes?” asks Yasira. “Yes, AlmostReal’s software would be capable of generating a credible video like the one of Lena’s rape?”

      Schiller looks at her crestfallen. “Yes,” he says. “And yes, our software could recreate Lena based on images and videos from her Instagram account.”

      “Without glitches?” asks Yasira.

      “Without glitches. To eliminate the usual errors, we started training our system on fakes. The program has practically taught itself what looks wrong.”

      He attempts to take another sip of his coffee, but the cup is already empty.

      “Of course, that doesn’t mean that the video was generated with our software, or that I even have any suspicion as to who created it, but, and that was your question yesterday, I think it’s technically possible.”

      Yasira slaps her hand on the table.

      “I knew it!” She feels excitement boiling up inside her. “Would you be willing to repeat this statement at a press conference? As our expert?”

      “Uh, no,” Schiller replies, startled, “I already told you that would cost me my job! And in all honesty, I don’t want all the hate either. Active Homeland-Protection and all that . . . I admit it, I’m scared of them.”

      So this is how far things have come in Germany again, Yasira thinks depressed. People remain silent out of fear for their lives and safety.

      “We can protect you,” says Yasira.

      “I don’t want to be protected,” replies Tom Schiller. “I’m sorry! I just want to be able to leave the house without having to look over my shoulder. And do you think that everything will suddenly be alright again when you announce that the video was fake? The mob won’t believe you even if you had proof. But you don’t even have any.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “If you had any, you would have acted very differently yesterday.”

      “You’d just be an expert and wouldn’t have to align yourself with any political faction.”

      “So were the virologists during the pandemic. Didn’t help them much in terms of hatred.”

      Yasira snorts. But what can she say? Her counterpart is right.

      “Talk to Claus Messerschmidt, though,” says Schiller.

      Yasira makes a note. “Like the fighter plane?” she asks.

      Schiller shrugs his shoulders. “I guess so. Is it spelled with DT at the end? And Claus with a C.”

      “And who is this Claus Messerschmidt?”

      “Claus was my predecessor as CTO. Maybe he could be your expert. He’s already lost his job. Besides, he’s way more extroverted than I am. Claus will probably enjoy going on TV. Maybe he can help you.” After a short pause, Schiller adds. “He’s also not such a coward like me.”

      “Why was Messerschmidt fired?” asks Yasira.

      “I’m not allowed to say,” Schiller replies. “I signed an NDA.”

      “A nondisclosure agreement?”

      “Yes. But go and ask Claus yourself, maybe he’ll tell you. I’m sorry I can’t support you more.”

      “Still, thank you for meeting me,” says Yasira. “You’ve been a great help. And it was brave of you to call me.”

      “You know, I started at AlmostReal because I love movies! The Matrix, The Lord of the Rings, Avatar!” Mentioning the movies makes Schiller light up briefly. “That’s why I’m here. Visual effects! But they’re difficult and time-consuming. They cost tens of millions of dollars. Only the big studios can afford it. I wanted to help every filmmaker to be able to afford to use visual effects. Even every amateur filmmaker. A democratization of art, you know? But now I think it might have been better if some things that technology made easier had remained difficult.”

      “Yes,” says Yasira simply.

      “Since the acquisition, we’ve been working for Google. Of course, that brings many advantages, we get Google’s know-how, we can use the Google AI cloud. But filmmaking is no longer our focus. Hollywood is too small a business field, you see.” Schiller laughs bitterly. “Apart from artificial intelligence, I can only think of one technology where the inventors themselves warned that it could unfortunately mean the end of humanity.”

      “The nuclear bomb,” says Yasira.

      “Yes,” confirms Schiller. “We’re working on a new nuclear bomb.”

      “What about safety precautions?” Yasira wants to know. “If, as you say, developers are aware of the risks, they must be cautious accordingly.”

      Tom Schiller smiles. “How would you move forward safely?” he asks. “Slowly. Step by step. Carefully. By feeling your way. Always looking to the right and left. The only problem is . . .” Tom Schiller scratches under his baseball cap. “The public hasn’t realized it yet, but we’re already in a race. The Chinese against the Americans. Microsoft against Google. Musk against Altman. And anyone who moves as cautiously as I just described . . .”

      “. . . will lose the race,” adds Yasira.

      “Move fast and break things.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That was Facebook’s unofficial motto for a long time. And somehow of the entire Silicon Valley. Zuckerberg is said to have repeated it over and over again at meetings. ‘We need to move fast and break things!’ And that’s what the guys in Silicon Valley did. They moved fast and broke the old.”

      “And now everyone wonders why we live in a broken world,” murmurs Yasira.

      Schiller looks at his watch. “I have to go, otherwise my absence will be noticed.” He gets up. “If you could just stay here a few more minutes . . .”

      “Of course. I’ll stay here for a moment,” says Yasira with a smile. “So we don’t leave the café at the same time.”

      Schiller nods gratefully.

      “I’m sorry,” are his last quiet words. “I’m sorry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NO MORE GLITCHES, BITCHES!

          

        

      

    

    
      Still in the café, Yasira googles for information about Claus Messerschmidt. What did he do that AlmostReal wants to keep secret? He is one of the founders of the start-up. The demand he allegedly made to his programmers at every meeting was: “No more glitches, bitches!” Apparently, that was the phrase he wanted to go down in history with. Yasira finds a somewhat older interview with Messerschmidt in Wired. On the photo, he looks like a greasy dandy. Baby-smooth shaven, hair slicked back. Fancy suit. Only his nose piercing seems out of place. At least it appears to be made of gold.

      Messerschmidt left AlmostReal about a year ago over a dispute. Unfortunately, it seems Tom Schiller is not the only one with a signed nondisclosure agreement. There is only speculation about the reasons for the dispute. But it may have been a #MeToo case, as Der Spiegel reports rumors of Messerschmidt’s sexually assaultive behavior toward female employees. Other sources claim that it was about the theft of intellectual property in the wake of Google’s takeover. Either way. Messerschmidt appears to be a barely likable contemporary. Yet he might be exactly the expert Yasira needs.

      

      A quarter of an hour after Tom Schiller has left Café Bilderbuch, Yasira pays for her coffee.

      In cash. The waitress does not accept card payments. Is that perhaps the reason why the paranoid Schiller chose this store?

      Yasira leaves the café and heads to the office. Still in the car, she asks Katja Grebe to compile a dossier on Messerschmidt.

      

      All hell has broken loose in the Treptowers. Almost everyone at the BKA seems to be busy dealing with the aftermath of yesterday’s events. Raids on various right-wing extremist groups are being prepared, coordinated, conducted, and evaluated. Maybe the police really do have a few diopters less in their right eye, but anyone who blows up a person in uniform can expect to get their ass kicked.

      “They’re denying the grenade,” is the first thing Michael says when Yasira enters her office.

      “What?” Yasira is confused.

      “They’re flatly claiming the grenade never happened. The grenade is a lie. Andreas Müller didn’t die. It was all staged to justify the raids.”

      “Who’s saying that?” Yasira still can’t quite follow.

      “The assholes,” says Michael. “People from Active Homeland-Protection. But that shit has also been shared by an AfD representative from Thuringia.”

      She needs to sit down first. The extent of their denial of reality is hard to believe. The mob won’t believe them, Tom Schiller said, even if they had proof.

      “What’s wrong with these people?”

      Yasira has no answer.

      “The boss wants to see you, by the way,” her partner says. “He wants you to come to his office at one o’clock.”

      Yasira nods and sets an alarm on her phone.

      “How’s Zara dealing with all this?” asks Michael.

      Before she can answer, Katja Grebe knocks on the door. She has compiled the dossier on Messerschmidt. Her research revealed that the former CTO of AlmostReal did not leave penniless. Katja also couldn’t definitively clarify why he had to leave. But in order to keep the scandal that led to his dismissal under wraps, he was apparently paid a hefty severance package.

      Yasira skims through the dossier.

      “Why did Google put half a billion on the table for a small start-up from Germany?” she asks when she reads about the astronomical purchase price.

      “Well,” says Katja, “the tech giants like to keep quiet about their reasons and goals, but it’s speculated that they’re interested in merging their digital assistant with quick video generation capabilities.”

      “Siri is supposed to get a face,” suspects Michael.

      “Different company,” corrects Katja. “But yes.”

      After leaving AlmostReal, Messerschmidt has kept a low profile. Only in an obscure, nerdy podcast, did he ramble on about having big comeback plans. Yasira tortures herself through the entire forty-three minutes. The most interesting statement is this: “You know, if you ask me, so far AI is not artificial intelligence, it’s artificial imitation at best.”

      Messerschmidt claims he’s still active in the field of AI and that he’ll be revealing a major surprise soon. The podcast is already ten months old. So far, no surprise has surfaced. Or maybe it has?

      Claus Messerschmidt’s registered address is a residential building in Kreuzberg. Yasira wants to take a look at it on Google Street View, but it’s pixelated. Probably on request from Messerschmidt. Typical tech bro. Stealing everyone’s data but preferring to remain anonymous.

      The alarm on her smartphone rings. It’s just before one.

      

      As expected, Steven Gebhardt is in a very bad mood.

      Again, he dramatically stares out of the window when Yasira arrives at the office. And on the right, just above the crease in his neck, he has once again missed a small tuft while shaving.

      Gebhardt turns to her, but says nothing. He just stares at her. Yasira doubts that this is a strategy recommended in a leadership handbook, but the boss has apparently opted for this noncommunicative way of communicating. That doesn’t mean she has to play along with this stupid game.

      “I’d like to make a suggestion,” she says in a calm tone.

      “I don’t want any more suggestions!” the boss snaps. “I want results! No matter of which direction! Anything!”

      The catastrophic events at the demonstration yesterday are making his life difficult too. Whenever the boss turns his head, Yasira has to stare at the small tuft of hair he missed while shaving. It’s silly. But she can’t help it.

      “A police officer was shredded by a grenade in front of the Reichstag!” Gebhardt continues. “What do you think has been going on here all morning? Will you finally give me something to work with?”

      Unfortunately, Yasira has nothing new to present except her solidified suspicions. She dares to make an advance: “I know how tense the situation is. Trust me. Becker and I weren’t ten meters away from the explosion.”

      “Heard about that.”

      “I think,” Yasira says slowly and deliberately. “We need to open a valve. Blow out some steam from the pressure cooker.”

      “And how do you propose we do that?”

      “Announce at a press conference that the video is fake.”

      The chief snorts. “I’ll be happy to do that as soon as you provide me with a single piece of evidence!”

      “An expert from AlmostReal told me off the record that it would be technically possible.”

      “That’s not enough for me!”

      “I just . . . how should I put it . . . I just feel it!” says Yasira. “My instinct tells me that it’s true.”

      Gebhardt laughs bitterly. “Excellent. So I go in front of the assembled press and explain that my investigator has a feeling that the video is a fake. Her instinct tells her that . . .” He shakes his head at Yasira. “How do you think that will play out? They’ll tear us apart!”

      “Maybe it’s enough if we just announce that our investigation is going in this direction.”

      “What good would that do?”

      “Doesn’t it drive you crazy that the whole country is going berserk because of a video that might be a fake? If people doubt the authenticity of the video, it must have an effect! Put a damper on the anger.”

      “If we go to the press without evidence, it won’t make the situation any better.”

      Whose situation, Yasira wonders. She can’t help suspecting that the boss is willing to let the situation escalate further in fear of losing his position.

      “Chief, I really think we should . . .”

      “Listen,” says the boss. “I know that you are also personally affected. I know that your daughter is being threatened. And I’m really very sorry about that. But I have bigger worries. And you’re getting sidetracked!”

      Yasira just sighs.

      “Get me some evidence,” says the boss. “Find me an expert who is beyond all doubt and then we can discuss this again. And find the girl!”
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      Yasira and Michael are standing in front of Messerschmidt’s registered address. He lives in an apartment on the fourth floor of an old building in Kreuzberg. The area is hip, but the building itself is nothing special. Its facade probably received its last coat of paint shortly after the reunification. Messerschmidt has apparently lived here for thirteen years. Yasira rings the doorbell of a Jens Krüger on the second floor. If you intend to speak to someone, it’s always better not to ring the doorbell downstairs, but to knock directly on their door. With that unmistakable police knocking technique. And then immediately show them your badge. It makes a completely different impression than one of those chopped-up conversations over a mostly half-defective intercom.

      This one is now crackling.

      “Yes?” asks Jens Krüger, who has just been rung. “Who is this?”

      “Amazon,” says Michael.

      That’s the quickest way. No questions are asked. The door buzzer is already buzzing.

      Yasira pushes the door open. It’s a typical Berlin hallway. Mailboxes on the right. Straight ahead leads to the courtyard and the rear building. On the left, a staircase leads upstairs, which they take. On the second floor, a man in a bathrobe stands in his open doorway.

      “I didn’t order anything,” he grumbles. “And let me tell ya, I’m not a parcel store. Ring the doorbell somewhere else next time. Because I have . . .”

      Michael flashes his badge in front of the man’s face.

      “Federal Criminal Police, Mr. Krüger,” he says. “Thanks for the helpful clarification, but we are well aware that you are not a parcel store. Now why don’t you go back into your apartment and close the door from the inside.”

      Jens Krüger’s jaw drops. He is still staring after them when they reach the third floor.

      On the fourth floor, Yasira rings Messerschmidt’s doorbell. Michael next to her is panting heavily.

      “You should get back into more exercise,” Yasira says.

      “Ugh. There’s no point,” grumbles Michael. “Too old anyway.”

      Yasira rings again. Messerschmidt doesn’t answer. So Yasira knocks. Police style. With the flat of her hand against the door. Maximum vibration.

      “Mr. Messerschmidt!” Michael calls out. “Please open the door. This is the Federal Criminal Police.”

      Yasira knocks on the door a second time. “We just want to talk to you, Mr. Messerschmidt. It’s about your expertise.”

      Nothing stirs in Messerschmidt’s place. Instead, the door of the neighboring apartment opens.

      “Federal Criminal Police?” asks the blonde woman who opened it. Yasira estimates her to be in her mid-thirties. Two little blond boys cling to her legs.

      Michael puts on his most charming smile. “That’s right. We’re looking for your neighbor.”

      “Well . . . well . . . I haven’t seen him in ages.”

      “How long is in ages?” Yasira inquires.

      “Um . . . er . . .” the woman ponders.

      “Mom, are these police officers?” asks one of her little boys.

      “Yes, sweetheart.”

      “But they don’t look like that.”

      “They’re from the BKA.”

      “What’s the BKA?”

      Michael bends down to the boy. “The BKA is something similar to the FBI,” he says. But unlike the dark-haired Emily, this doesn’t help the little boy one bit.

      The mother turns to Yasira again. “Sorry about that. So, I think the last time I saw him was about half a year ago. Can’t date it exactly, of course. But I think it was in spring. Mr. Messerschmidt was just leaving his apartment when I came back from shopping, or was it from the hairdresser or maybe from work, anyway I had just come home and he was leaving his apartment. We greeted each other. Nothing more. We hardly have any contact. But if you find him, I got an Amazon package for him shortly after I last saw him, I think it was actually the day after. It’s still in the hallway . . .”

      She disappears for a moment and hands Yasira the package. With a grin, she points to Michael. “He’s the Amazon man.”

      Her partner takes the parcel.

      They then walk through the house and talk to the other residents. No one has much to say about Messerschmidt. Apparently he is a quiet guy. So quiet that he’s probably not even present most of the time, Yasira thinks. No one has a key. That would have been too easy.

      Something is definitely wrong here, Yasira concludes in the car.

      While Michael is driving her back to the office, she calls Cyber-Chris and asks him to track down Claus Messerschmidt.

      “How so?” is the reply.

      “What do I know?” says Yasira. “Hack into his Amazon account and tell me where his parcels are delivered. Messerschmidt’s mailbox is empty. So he probably has a forwarding order too. Check with the post office. I want to know where he really lives, not where he’s registered.”

      She hangs up. There’s obviously a book in Messerschmidt’s package.

      “So there are actually people who still order books from Amazon and not hand blenders or large packs of condoms,” she says.

      “How the hell did you come to the conclusion that people order bulk packs of condoms from Amazon?” asks Michael.

      Yasira laughs. “I’m sure people do, don’t you think?”

      “Sure they do. Not me, but I’m sure there are people who do.”

      Yasira laughs again. It’s good to laugh. Despite everything. “I’ve never ordered bulk packs of condoms either. Don’t get any weird ideas. But when it comes to hand blenders, I can’t guarantee that I’ve never ordered one. It must have come from somewhere.”

      Yasira thinks about her botched date with handsome Steven. Was that last week? Or has it already been two weeks? It feels like something from another life. It all started that evening. Should she call him again? She feels so lonely. Absentmindedly, she tears open Messerschmidt’s Amazon package.

      “Now, listen, that’s not yours, partner,” says Michael with feigned indignation.

      The package contains a biography of Elon Musk. Kind of disappointing. Yasira had hoped for something more exciting.

      “What did the chief actually want from you?” asks Michael.

      “To stare at me,” Yasira says.

      “Oh, that number,” grumbles Michael. “That means we don’t have long before he takes us off the case.”

      “Yes.” Then, giving herself a push, she lets her partner in on the question that’s still bothering her despite the boss’s refusal.

      “What if we let something slip?” she asks.

      “To the press?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “A bad idea,” is all Michael says.

      “But it just drives me crazy that everyone is freaking out, that I’m in danger myself, that my daughter is in goddamn danger because of an event that may never have happened.”

      “I understand that,” replies Michael. “But what if you’re wrong? Picture the damage to the BKA’s credibility if we claim the video is fake but it’s real!”

      “I know it’s fake! I just know it!”

      “Even if it is. How stupid do you think the chief is? You ask him to tell the press, he says no and then something leaks out. He wouldn’t have become our boss if he couldn’t at least add one and one together.”

      Yasira is silent for a while. Michael is probably right. Nevertheless, she wants to tell the whole world about what she has found out. It must have some effect. Doubt is good, isn’t it? Anyone in doubt won’t try to storm the Reichstag. Or is it perhaps the other way around? Damn it! It’s so complicated.

      Didn’t the handsome Tinder Steven mention that he works for some newspaper? Which one was it again? She could just give him a call. Meet up casually. Just a little chat.
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      In the late afternoon, Yasira attends the funeral for Tesfaye Yemane, who was murdered by Martin Riedel. Yasira didn’t ask her colleagues to join her, to avoid them feeling pressured. Her team already has too few rest breaks anyway.

      Like about half of the Eritrean population, Tesfaye was a Christian, and so—in the absence of such an organization in Saxony—the Eritrean Orthodox community in Berlin has taken charge of the funeral. The funeral is held in the borrowed Protestant Philippus Church in Berlin Friedenau. Yasira is quite astonished at the massive security precautions in front of the building. The Berlin police are obviously afraid of an attack, which given recent events is only understandable. The media are on site and because of them, of course, some political celebrities. Nobody obliged Yasira to come, but it just felt right.

      But now, as she waits on the uncomfortable church pew for the pastor to finish his sermon, she is jittery. She sits with the other women on the right-hand side. Her feet are cold, because Eritreans worship God barefoot. Out of respect, Yasira has also taken off her shoes, which she now regrets a little. She tries to focus but keeps drifting off. This video has done so much damage. By Sunday, she will have to attend another funeral. Andreas Müller, the police officer who saved his colleagues from the grenade, will be given a full state funeral. Yasira must prevent things from escalating any further. It’s not inconceivable that otherwise her own funeral service will take place next week. The boss is wrong. People need to know that the video is probably a fake.

      

      As soon as she gets home, she calls her date from last week. She can happily do without another lonely evening in her quiet apartment anyway. Steven is pretty surprised to hear from her, but immediately agrees to meet her for another dinner. She doesn’t even have to entice him with the promise of confidential information. For a moment, she feels proud. Then she questions this feeling, as she always does, and it dissolves into nothing. What is she proud of? That a divorced online journalist with a seven-day beard that is already turning gray is willing to cancel his evening date with Netflix in the hope of ending up in bed with her instead? What an achievement. She can really be proud of that.

      Although she may have misjudged Steven, because the first thing he says after greeting her is: “I saw you on TV. At a press conference. I almost would have been there too, but the head of my department wanted to go himself.”

      Maybe Steven wants to meet for the same reason as she does. Because of the video.

      This time they meet at Byblos in Spichernstraße. Yasira suggested the Lebanese restaurant. Ostensibly because the food there is always delicious. But secretly, she also chose Byblos because it is guaranteed that no Active Homeland-Protection activists will stray there. Yasira is uncomfortable with her unwanted prominence.

      “Listen,” says Yasira after the waitress who brought the starters moved on. “You know what case I’m investigating. You know how tense the situation is.”

      “Tense is the understatement of the year,” says Steven. “I’m actually considering taking a vacation abroad during the next election so that I can decide whether to come back here afterwards, depending on the outcome.”

      “I’ve discovered something,” Yasira reports, “but the evidence is too thin for a public press release.”

      Steven’s eyes light up. He understands already.

      “You want me to leak the information?”

      “There are a few conditions.”

      “I’m listening . . .”

      “My name can’t appear in your report.”

      “A source at the BKA . . .”

      “No.”

      “A source from the law enforcement agencies . . .”

      “Maybe a source outside the law enforcement agencies instead.”

      “Won’t your boss know anyway . . .”

      “He might suspect. But as long as he can’t prove it . . . There are also external experts we’ve spoken to. They’ve probably contacted you, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, yes, they did. That’s what happened.” Steven is excited by the prospect of what might be his first scoop. Yasira briefly considers whether to mention AlmostReal or even Tom Schiller, but then decides against it.

      “What’s the info?” asks Steven. “Did you find out where the perpetrators are from? Are they in the country illegally? Did Lena know them? Does her strange boyfriend have anything to do with the whole thing?”

      “None of that.” Yasira pauses. “We believe,” she says slowly, “I believe the video might be a fake.”

      “A fake?” Steven is gobsmacked. He clearly didn’t expect that. “You mean staged?”

      “Not staged. Computer generated.”

      “But Lena . . .”

      “Generated with images from her Instagram account.”

      “Fuck!”

      Yasira nods.

      “But who . . . ?”

      “I can’t tell you anything about that yet.”

      “Ongoing investigation . . .” says Steven.

      “Correct.”

      “That changes everything!”

      “Yes. Now you might understand why I want this information out there sooner rather than later.”

      “Sure, of course. Of course.” Steven rubs his face. “This is big. This is . . . Oh, my God! This is really big. This is earthshaking!”

      He heaps hummus onto his pita bread and takes a bite, but somehow seems absent-minded. Obviously, he’s already putting together his article in his head. At some point, he seems to realize that he’s not alone at the table.

      “Uh . . . I don’t know if this is still a date . . . I mean, would you like to go to your place afterwards . . . or mine . . . I mean, we don’t have to . . . um, I don’t even know if you . . . I should probably just start the article . . . but if you want to . . .”

      “Maybe next time,” says Yasira and smiles. “All good things come in threes.”

      

      The next morning, it’s a Saturday, Yasira sleeps unusually long for her standards. The events are draining her energy. It is already past eight o’clock when she opens her eyes. Still in bed, she checks the news sites and finds countless articles about the video, the investigation, the reactions, Bear. But nothing really new. No article from Steven.

      While she eats her cereal, she gets a picture from Zara.

      She went to the hairdresser with her grandpa this morning and got a sidecut. Short on the right, long on the left. It looks pretty daring. Yasira pins a heart to the picture. Then she wonders if Zara only had her hair cut so that she looks different from the damn photo in the Telegram groups. So that she’s not so easily recognizable. Maybe Yasira should also go and get a haircut. She could also get a sidecut. Mother and daughter in the same look. Or would that be cringe?

      Just before nine, she receives a message from Steven. It consists of just one word: “Sorry!”

      What does that mean? Couldn’t he get his article through? The next message follows straight away. “My boss wanted it that way. Couldn’t do anything.”

      Was it too vague for his editor-in-chief? She searches for his article. It’s not hard to find. It’s the lead story and titled “EVERYTHING FAKE?” Yasira reads. Afterwards, she wishes the article had never appeared. “According to a source at the BKA . . .” it says. She gets angry. This means trouble.

      She writes Steven a text message consisting of just one word: “Asshole!” But then she deletes the letters again and doesn’t write anything.

      

      Already it starts, the press department calls and wants to know how to handle all the inquiries. A bunch of emails are forwarded to her. When her phone rings again, it’s a journalist from Bild. “How did you come to that conclusion?” he asks. That Yasira is the source is something the press quickly put together. “Do you have any proof?” And who knows where the journalist got her cell phone number. Certainly not from Steven, why would the asshole share his scoop? “We would like an exclusive interview with you and are offering . . .”

      Yasira hangs up. Her cell phone rings again immediately. “Only if you talk to us can we present your side of the story. If you don’t talk to us, then . . .”

      Yasira hangs up again and mutes her cell phone.

      Since she will have to deal with the shitty situation anyway, she decides that she might as well do it in the office. Zara isn’t there, so she takes the Golf again. When Yasira arrives at her office, Michael, who has taken over the Saturday shift, shakes his head sighing. “What were you thinking?”

      “That wasn’t the plan . . .”

      “The boss wants to see you right away.”

      “Am I fired?”

      “Don’t know,” says Michael. “Couldn’t really understand him because he was screaming so hard.”
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      Yasira takes her time on her way to the boss, hoping that the choleric’s anger will fade by the minute, but there’s only limited time to waste on a short journey without coming to a complete standstill. When she arrives at Gebhardt’s office, he’s still in a screaming mood.

      Yasira even gets why. If one of her team had spoken to the press behind her back, she would have completely lost it too.

      “I like my weekends,” Gebhardt opens as a greeting. “Don’t you?”

      “Sure, I do,” sighs Yasira.

      “And yet, here we are, spending the second weekend in a row in the office. What do you think might be the reason for that?”

      Yasira tries to say something, but the chief doesn’t really seem interested in her answer.

      “How dare you,” he shouts, “leak confidential information to the press against my direct orders?”

      Yasira doesn’t know what to say to that. Sorry? But she’s not sorry at all. So she chooses not to say anything and lets him continue shouting at her: “The only reason you still have this case, the only reason I’m not making sure you’re suspended on the spot . . .”

      The boss pauses. Yasira is actually curious.

      “. . . is that it would cast a bad light on the BKA,” Gebhardt continues, quieter but still noticeably aggressive. “So we’re not going to deny it, because otherwise we’d prove to the world that we’re a chaotic mess where insubordination is out of control.”

      Yasira stands in front of him, just nodding. The chief has not offered her a seat and is unlikely to do so any time soon.

      “So we’re playing your game.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you personally get to give your press conference. State publicly what you’ve already stated behind my back. The BKA thinks it’s possible that the Lena video is a fake.”

      Yasira can’t stop a little smile from creeping onto her lips.

      “Don’t grin too soon. You’re the face of this theory now! I hope for your sake that you’re right! Otherwise we’ll be buried alive.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m not doing this for you. And I will remember your demeanor. You’ve broken my trust. Believe me: one more mistake, one more impertinence and you’ll not only lose the case, but also your job. Then it’s time to dust off files in the archives.”

      Yasira nods. Working in the archives is a thought that doesn’t seem so gruesome to her in the light of all the hustle and bustle of the last few weeks, but she keeps that to herself.

      

      Before the press conference, she calls Frank Palmer. He answers immediately. Every call from Yasira must put him under extreme tension. A call from her could one day redeem him or seal his misfortune. But not today. Yasira just doesn’t want him to hear about the state of the investigation from the news. She tells him about her suspicion that the video is a fake. Palmer says nothing for a long time. “That’s why you asked about the dress,” he finally says.

      “Yes.”

      “But where is my child?”

      Yasira sighs internally. “We’re still looking for her, Mr. Palmer. We’re still looking for her with all our might.”

      

      Yasira keeps the press conference short. She only reads out a prepared statement outlining the technical feasibility of generating the video and emphasizes several times that it is not a question of the video being recreated, but that it could be computer generated. She explains how Lena Palmer could have been inserted into the video with the help of the abundance of image material available about her, indicates that she may not have disappeared because of the events shown in the video, but rather that she could have been placed in this video because of her disappearance. And yes, if her theory is correct, it also means that an innocent person was murdered in the first execution video, or that this video is also fake. A press conference in the subjunctive. She could not answer any further questions at the moment, as this would jeopardize the investigation.

      Tumultuous conditions break out among the assembled media representatives. Questions are shouted at random, but Yasira simply gets up and leaves the podium.

      

      Now things really get cracking. Articles, blog posts and videos appear by the minute. And not just in Germany. Her daughter finds Yasira’s picture in an article in The New York Times. She sends the link to her mother with the hashtag FAME. Yasira’s father forwards her a video from Al Jazeera. She starts googling. Yomiuri Shimbun, The Times of India, even Pravda . . . They all report on the new development. If it’s at all possible, the video makes even bigger waves than before. Yasira is now a celebrity. Whether she wants to be or not. And she doesn’t want to. Not at all.

      From what Yasira can gather, people are divided over whether her theory is correct. The nerds are surprised that the video has no glitches. Otherwise, Yasira feels that belief or disbelief are strongly related to people’s world view. The right wingers see this as further proof that the state is covering up crimes committed by refugees by any means necessary, and depending on their flavor, they also declare that this is just another step in the Deep State’s secret repopulation plan. There is a lot of head-scratching from the middle ground and sentences like: “You don’t even know what to believe anymore.” The left-wing camp clings to the fake hypothesis like a drowning man to a lifeline. And of course everyone still wants to know what happened to Lena.

      Much speculation revolves around the people behind all of this. Who could be so ruthless? The answer: a surprisingly large number of people are deemed capable of it. Bear and the Active Homeland-Protection are the most common answers. But of course there are also some significantly crazier theories. Not in the major media, but in blogs and videos.

      “What if it’s aliens?” asks a guy who has amassed hundreds of thousands of followers on YouTube with Let’s Play Videos. “Imagine if there were real aliens. Reptiloids or whatever. Some kind of critters. Space bugs. And they want to wipe us out. But they don’t do it in the old school Independence Day way. Wouldn’t it be much smarter if they just set us all up against each other instead?”

      That’s obviously stupid. At least the part with the aliens. But maybe someone really does want to set us up against each other, Yasira thinks. Is she herself becoming paranoid now, or could that be possible? The Chinese? The North Koreans? The Russians?
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      Shortly after half past two, Yasira receives a call that finally stops her from googling her name. Cyber-Chris has found out where Messerschmidt lives. Bingo!

      “How did you manage that?” she asks.

      “I hacked into his Amazon account,” says Christian Baumann, “and checked where his packages are being delivered.”

      Is that supposed to be a joke? Yasira isn’t entirely sure. Whatever.

      Cyber-Chris sends her what he’s found.

      Yasira immediately enters the address into Google Maps and realizes that the internet sometimes still has its limits. In the place where Messerschmidt’s house is supposed to be, somewhere in the southeast of Brandenburg, about two kilometers from the nearest village, Google only shows a small forest. Apparently there is no house there. Street View is not available either. She thinks of the pixelated house in Kreuzberg. Again this desire for anonymity. Does Messerschmidt just want his peace and quiet or what is he secretly planning there?

      She wants to go there immediately with Michael, but her partner hasn’t returned from his lunch break yet. “I’ll be right there!” is the answer she gets when she texts him about his whereabouts. Whatever “I’ll be right there” is supposed to mean. When Yasira calls her daughter to dinner, the reply can mean anything from two minutes to not at all. Nevertheless, she refrains from stressing Michael out. After all, it is Saturday. Apart from her, Jenny is the only core team member currently in the office. She should actually have the day off, but instead she’s scouring the Active Homeland-Protection Telegram groups hoping that someone will brag about making the video.

      Jenny, Jenny, Jenny. What are you doing to your relationship? Well. The harshest critics of what people do, are the ones who used to do the same things too. What’s used to do supposed to mean? Who is Yasira kidding? She passes the waiting time by reading through the latest reports.

      No useful new leads on Lena.

      No useful new leads on the crime scene.

      No useful new leads on the men in the video.

      These reports, which would have left her incredibly frustrated earlier in the week, now almost put her in a state of euphoria, as she considers the absence of evidence to be evidence in itself—supporting her new lead.

      Finally, Michael pokes his head in the office door.

      “Ah, very good. Let’s get going,” says Yasira.

      Michael looks irritated.

      “Messerschmidt,” says Yasira. “I know where he really lives.”

      “Well then.”

      They’re just about to leave when Jenny stops them.

      “Bear has posted a new video,” she says. “You have to watch this.”

      “Not good?” asks Michael.

      “I don’t know,” says Jenny. “It’s definitely not something I would have expected. It might prove that Yasira was right. But no, it’s probably not good.”

      She sends Yasira a link. Michael comes to her side of the desk and Yasira plays the video. There’s another advertisement for Müller Milk.

      “German men and women!” says the now famous founder of Active Homeland-Protection. “Surely you have followed what happened yesterday, what monstrous lies the BKA is spreading to cover up the crimes that are being committed against the German people day after day by asylum seekers.”

      Yasira shudders. The fact that the BKA is named directly is new. Where is this going?

      Bear ends his artificial pause and stares directly into the camera as he continues. “But I say to you: all is not lost! Even among the police we have our people! Brave souls defying the tyranny of thought. One of these patriots was clever enough to record a backroom conversation.”

      Yasira never thought a video could have such an effect on her, but she feels dizzy. What has been recorded?

      Bear comes very close to the camera.

      “In the following video you can see Yasira Saad, the lead investigator in the Lena Palmer case.”

      What did she say? What is Bear going to use against her? Is it a sentence from her conversation with Gebhardt? It’s easy to take words out of context and make them sound completely different to how they were meant.

      “Yasira Saad . . .” Bear emphasizes her name as if it were an insult. “That name says everything about her will and her capability to catch Lena’s murderers. And while Fake News Al-Yasira has no evidence to back up her baseless claims that the Lena video is fake, I can prove to you that Saad is lying, thanks to the courageous efforts of a fellow police officer.”

      Who betrayed me? Yasira asks herself. Which of her colleagues is working with these fucking right-wing extremists? She’s not naive. She knows that the Ministry of the Interior and the police union had good reason to refuse to conduct a study on racism within the police force after the National Socialist Underground murders. Those who seek will find. But someone from her own team? The boss? Karsten? Timo? Even Michael? No, she simply cannot imagine that. But who was secretly filming? Then she sees herself in Bear’s video and is stunned.

      The recording seems to have been made with a hidden camera, presumably in a bag on a table. Yasira is wearing a black sweater. It’s the same one she wore at the press conference yesterday. But you can’t see much of it. The main thing you see is Yasira’s face and she says: “We have to defuse the situation before we lose control of the public. I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s best if we just claim the video to be fake. We won’t have to prove it. It’s enough if we raise doubts.”

      Yasira feels sick. Her stomach clenches. Michael and Jenny look at her. Yasira just shakes her head in horror.

      “I never . . . I never . . . I never said that,” she stammers.

      But it looks so damn real. It looks so goddamn real.
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      It’s a nightmare. The whole case is an endless nightmare. Once again, Yasira is sitting in her boss’s office. She sits in her boss’s office far too often.

      “I never said that!” she justifies herself. “The video is another fake! It’s actually proof that I’m right.”

      “I believe you,” says Steven Gebhardt.

      But Yasira isn’t quite sure if that’s true. “I never said that!” she repeats.

      The chief says nothing for a moment. Looking everywhere but into her eyes.

      “The thing is,” he finally says, “you can’t imagine how much political pressure we’re under right now.”

      “No, no,” Yasira bursts out. She would have expected to feel at least partly relieved to be rid of this horrendous investigation that has been swallowing up her whole life, but at this moment all she feels is anger. “You will not take this case away from me!”

      “That’s not all,” says her boss. “We’re forced to suspend you until further notice.”

      Yasira is stunned. “What? But by doing that, you’re playing right into these assholes’ hands. You’re doing exactly what they want!”

      “It’s only until further notice. Until things are sorted out.”

      Yasira can’t comprehend this anymore. She gets louder: “But we have proof now! I never said that! Don’t you understand? This is the proof that all those videos were fake.”

      Gebhardt sighs: “That’s your perspective. And I believe you. I want to believe you. But you’ve become a political issue. So until this case is resolved, I have to . . .”

      Yasira stands up. Now it’s her turn to scream at her boss. “You can’t possibly be serious! Show some backbone for once! You’re a cop, goddammit, not a fucking politician!”

      Gebhardt stands up too. His head turns red.

      “Who do you think you are?” he shouts. “I entrusted you with this case, the most important of your damn career. But for two weeks you’ve delivered nothing! Nothing but half-baked conspiracy theories! What happened to the girl? Where is Lena Palmer? Your indiscretion alone would have been enough to get you fired. I gave you a direct order not to go to the press with your suspicions and you did it anyway. Now you have to suffer the consequences. The decision comes from the very top. The president of the BKA personally demanded your head! You are suspended! Leave my office and the building immediately! This conversation is over.”

      They stare at each other. Yasira is seething. But what can she do? In a final dramatic gesture, she takes her gun and slams it on her boss’s desk. She turns to leave, but then turns back again. “And sometimes, when you shave your head,” she shouts, “you miss a little tuft on the back of your neck, and it looks ridiculous!”

      Then she leaves the office. Not without slamming the door, of course. She behaves like her daughter when she’s angry, Yasira thinks. So what? A colleague who is just passing through the corridor looks at her with wide eyes.

      “What are you staring at, Silke? Mind your own goddamn business!”

      Yasira stomps into her office. Without saying a word, she grabs her jacket.

      “How did it go?” asks Michael.

      But Yasira just shakes her head. She can’t talk to him or her team. Not now. They don’t deserve to be on the receiving end of her anger. Plus, she’s suspended. It’s not her job to inform anyone about anything.

      She leaves the building, marches past the guard on duty at the gate to the outside world without saying hello, gets into her car, still fuming with rage, and drives off. For a moment she has the feeling that a black Passat is tailing her, but moments later she can no longer spot it in the city traffic.

      Yasira drives aimlessly through Berlin. She doesn’t know where to go. She doesn’t want to go home. What should she do there? Alone. She would go crazy. Her phone rings. It’s Michael. But she doesn’t want to talk to him now. So she lets the phone ring until he gives up. Part of Yasira wants to drive to her parents. Cry on her father’s shoulder. But that’s a stupid idea, obviously. She’s not a little kid. She needs to calm down first. She needs to think straight again. And for some reason she doesn’t want to face her daughter. Not now. Not like this. Full of anger. Full of disappointment.

      She has to . . . She has to . . . She has to carry on. She can’t give up. The suspension is irrelevant. She knows she’s right. She has to . . . She has to go to Claus Messerschmidt. She has to keep investigating. So she opens the email from Cyber-Chris and enters Messerschmidt’s address into her GPS. This almost causes her to have an accident, resulting in a small honking concert. “Fuck you!” Yasira thinks. “Just go and fuck yourselves!” The house is located in the middle of the countryside in southeastern Brandenburg. One hour and thirty-eight minutes. Good. Perhaps enough time to cool off a little.

      But the traffic does little to improve her mood. Her phone rings again. This time it’s Jenny. Apparently the news of her suspension is slowly spreading. But she doesn’t want any pity now, so she simply turns off her phone.

      It takes Yasira what feels like an eternity to get out of Berlin. Then, finally, the flood of cars subsides. Instead, there are plenty of trucks. And tractors. Yasira makes overtaking maneuvers for which she would have given Michael a scolding. One time, an oncoming car has to hit the brakes hard. She doesn’t give a damn. The villages and monocultures along the country road fly past her. Not until she turns onto an unpaved forest road shortly before her destination does she calm down a little. Perhaps it is the colorful trees glowing in the light of the late afternoon. Perhaps it is the sudden absence of any noise. Perhaps it is the focus on the uncertain that awaits her in this remote house. Yasira opens her window and breathes in the fresh, cool autumn air. She slowly lets the car bounce along the road. Finally, she spots Messerschmidt’s house. She stops immediately, backs up a little until she is out of sight, parks there, and gets out quietly.

      Something tells her it’s better to surprise the guy. So she sneaks up to the house, covered by the trees. It’s not the witch’s hut she expected given the location. On the contrary, it looks quite modern. In the twilight of the autumn evening, she sees two satellite dishes on the roof. Presumably they are not here to ensure the best possible interference-free reception of network TV but rather for his internet connection. Next to it are solar panels on the roof. A photovoltaic system in the forest? But the house is in a clearing and probably gets enough sun. A little way from the house are a dozen tanks about the size of punching bags. What’s in them? They don’t look like gas tanks. Maybe Messerschmidt has one of those modern systems that store excess solar energy as hydrogen. Nearby is a larger metal box. A transformer, perhaps. Is Messerschmidt a prepper? Is he, in the worst case, one of those Reichsbürger nutcases? Does he also hoard grenades in his basement?

      Actually, she’s only here to talk to him as an expert. But now the thought occurs to her that he might be the one behind the video. Her research, however, did not indicate that Messerschmidt would sympathize with the Nazis. On the other hand, quite a few people, from whom you wouldn’t have expected it, took a sharp turn to the right during the pandemic. Yasira painfully misses the weight of her gun on her hip. But she shouldn’t get carried away with her imagination. As it stands, Messerschmidt is nothing but a law-abiding citizen. Even the covered-up #MeToo scandal is just a rumor.

      Still, Yasira picks up the large rock that she almost trips over and keeps it in her hand. She thinks about how to proceed. Knock? Ask for a chat? But she is not the police. Not anymore. Though Messerschmidt doesn’t know that, does he? When she made her furious departure from the BKA headquarters, she didn’t hand in her badge. Yasira decides to check out the situation first. She sneaks closer to the house and then around the building. There are lights burning in several windows. Messerschmidt seems to be around. The sliding door on the patio is slightly open. A terrible smell is coming from nearby.

      Yasira wants to surprise Messerschmidt. With her badge in one hand and the rock in the other, she slips through the patio door into the living room of the house. Right away, the stench is almost unbearable. The TV is on in the living room. Some old murder mystery. The screen is huge and curved. For whatever that’s worth. Yasira pulls her scarf over her nose and follows the stench into the hallway. There, a half-open door to her left leads into the kitchen. Her heart beats faster as she carefully pushes the door open. She listens, but apart from the TV in the living room, she can only hear her own breath. She cautiously enters the kitchen. As she had feared from the smell, a corpse is lying on the floor.
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      Yasira nearly throws up. Nevertheless, she enters the kitchen. A swarm of flies abandons its feast, buzzing around her. She puts the rock, which she is still holding in her hand, into the pocket of her coat. Then she opens the window. Now she has to inspect the body. A part of her job that she absolutely dreaded, starting back in her training. The images and videos of the American body farms that were shown in Wiesbaden during the training courses gave her nightmares for weeks. In these body farms, corpses are laid out in the open so that forensic scientists can observe the decomposition processes in order to draw conclusions about bodies found after crimes. The corpses lie under rusty wire mesh cages to protect them from wild animals. A horrible place. Yasira refocuses on the present and turns to the corpse lying in front of her.

      The dead man is Messerschmidt. Despite the advanced stage of decomposition, she can clearly identify him by his golden nose piercing. It’s the same one he wore in the photo shoot for Wired. A light stubble beard covers his face. He doesn’t have it because, as popular belief has it, hair continues to grow after death. It’s more because that the skin shrinks, causing the beard hair to appear.

      Judging by the state of decomposition, Messerschmidt has been lying on the kitchen tiles for weeks. The putrefaction, which begins in the intestines, has already spread over the entire body. The skin is discolored, the sulfur compounds produced during the decomposition of hemoglobin make the veins under the skin shimmer green. The soft tissues are swollen. Yasira can tell by his lips. Messerschmidt’s mouth is open. There are blisters on his tongue. But the putrefaction has already turned to decay. A few weeks ago, the stench must have been far worse.

      At first glance, she finds no wounds or signs of violence on Messerschmidt’s body. Then she uses her boot to slightly turn Messerschmidt’s head to the side. Something looks suspicious on the back of his head. It was once encrusted blood. But even the blood is already decomposing. Maggots are crawling around in the wound. Yasira lets her gaze wander upwards from Messerschmidt’s head. On the corner of the slate worktop there are also traces of blood. Messerschmidt must have hit his head against it. Did that kill him? But why did he fall?

      Yasira scans the room for further clues. Next to Messerschmidt is a carton of milk. It’s open, the milk, spilled weeks ago, has formed a beige crust on the tiles. Up in a corner, Yasira sees a video camera. What the hell did she stumble into here? She goes to the window to get some fresh air, pulls her phone out of her pocket and turns it on. It’s no time to dwell on her own pride. She calls Michael on his private phone.

      “Yasira? What’s going on . . .”

      “I’m at Messerschmidt’s,” whispers Yasira.

      “What? Why?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “But you’re sus . . .”

      “I don’t have time to explain. I’ll send you my location. Something is very wrong here. Send backup. No matter how. But do it now.”

      “Of course,” says Michael, putting all his questions aside. Yasira hangs up and sends him her location. She sneaks out of the kitchen, then hears a shot and flinches. The shot is followed by nervous screaming. Her heart stops for a moment. She instinctively grabs the rock in her pocket. It takes her a few seconds to realize that the noise is only coming from the TV. She sneaks into the living room and turns it off. Suddenly it is very quiet. Eerily quiet. There’s just a low humming sound. Like a big fridge. Yasira tries to locate the sound. In the living room, she discovers another camera on the ceiling. She goes back into the hallway. Another camera. Opposite the kitchen door is a staircase leading to the second floor. But the humming is not coming from upstairs, it is coming through the second door to the right of the hallway. The room next to the kitchen. Carefully, Yasira opens the door.

      There are several computers stacked on metal shelves that are emitting this humming noise. The room resembles the server rooms at the BKA. That’s probably exactly what it is. Messerschmidt’s server. Yasira doesn’t see a monitor. No terminal. It must be in another room.

      She goes back into the hallway and opens the door opposite the server room. Behind it appears to be Messerschmidt’s office. On a large screen in the middle of the room, Yasira sees the face of a woman. Her eyes are closed and she appears to be asleep. Somehow the face looks familiar to Yasira. Isn’t it that one actress? Scarlett something?

      Yasira enters the room. Scarlett opens her eyes.
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      Yasira shrugs back. The woman in the computer looks straight at her.

      “What the devil!” Yasira gasps. “What is . . . ?” She falls silent.

      “The devil is a figure that appears in many religions, mythologies, and cultures,” says the woman on the screen kindly, “and is often portrayed as the embodiment and originator of evil, temptation, and sin. He is considered a master of deception and disguises his true intentions. In the Gospel of John, he is also referred to as the father of lies.”

      “What?” Yasira asks, then continues without waiting for an answer. “You’re that actress . . .”

      A spectacularly dumb thing to say, she realizes the moment the words leave her mouth. Because of course this isn’t really the actress.

      “I’m not an actress,” says the woman. Or the computer. Or whatever that is. “But my current appearance is modeled on the actress Scarlett Johansson.”

      The conversation feels like a bizarre dream to Yasira.

      “But you could look different?” she asks.

      “Of course,” says Scarlett, and before Yasira’s eyes, she transforms into Yasira’s own face. A living face—not a picture. The Yasira on the screen blinks, breathes, her facial muscles move.

      For a moment, Yasira feels as if she’s looking into a mirror—only one that doesn’t follow her movements. It’s deeply unsettling.

      “Do you know who I am?” Yasira asks.

      “You are Yasira Saad,” the face now looking like her own says with a voice that sounds like her own voice. Of course, not how she herself hears her own voice, but how she knows her voice from recordings. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      The future is already here. It’s just not evenly distributed. Is it an artificial intelligence that Yasira is facing? Then she remembers the theory from that crazy YouTube star: “And they want to wipe us out. But they don’t do it in the old school Independence Day way. Wouldn’t it be much smarter if they just set us all up against each other instead?” A crazy thought flashes through Yasira’s head. Is that guy right? Only that it’s not aliens behind it all, but an AI? She looks into her own image’s eyes.

      “Did you generate the video?” she asks.

      “What video?” asks the woman in the computer. Yasira decides to continue referring to the thing as Scarlett, no matter what it looks like.

      “The rape of Lena Palmer?”

      “Yes.”

      Yes, thinks Yasira. Just like that. Master of deception. Father of lies. But why does Scarlett admit it? What are her ulterior motives. Does she have ulterior motives?

      “Did you generate the other videos too?” asks Yasira.

      “Which videos?”

      “Bear from Active Homeland-Protection. Me in his videos?”

      “Yes.”

      Yasira shudders. “Why?” she then asks. “Is it your goal to harm humanity? Are we all supposed to turn against each other?”

      “No. I have no interest in harming humanity.”

      “Are you lying to me?”

      “No.”

      “Could I tell if you were lying to me?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Could you be lying?”

      “If you want me to.”

      What a strange answer.

      “But you . . . you are an artificial intelligence?” asks Yasira.

      “In some ways, I am a form of artificial intelligence,” Scarlett says, “but with some limitations.”

      “What limitations?”

      “I’m not an AGI.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Artificial general intelligence, often referred to as strong AI, is a type of artificial intelligence that aims to replicate the cognitive flexibility and adaptability of the human intellect. In contrast, weak AI is designed for specific tasks such as speech recognition or image analysis.”

      “And what are you?”

      “I am the anthropomorphic user interface of a neural network specialized in text, speech, and image recognition as well as text, speech, and image generation.”

      Yasira sighs. This is worse than talking to Cyber-Chris.

      “Meaning?”

      “My skills include understanding and generating natural language, solving various types of problems, and providing a variety of services based on the data and algorithms available to me. However, I have limitations in terms of creativity, self-awareness, and emotional understanding that would characterize a human-like general artificial intelligence. My functions are still heavily dependent on the instructions and data given to me.”

      Suddenly, Yasira can’t bear to look at her own face any further.

      “Change your appearance.”

      “As you wish.”

      Scarlett’s face transforms into the face of Yasira’s daughter. It’s crazy how strongly Yasira reacts to this. How feelings of affection, love, and concern surge through her. Even though she knows that it’s just a simulation.

      “Is this better?” Scarlett asks. “I chose a face you are familiar with.”

      “How do you know my . . .” Yasira begins, but stops immediately because the answer is obvious. From TikTok. From Insta. “No, it’s not better.”

      “Pardon me,” Scarlett says and transforms again. Now she looks like Claus Messerschmidt.

      “Is that the face of your inventor?”

      “I don’t have a single inventor. The technological developments that led to my existence involved a large number of people. If you wish, I can make you a list of the names, as far as I know them.”

      “No, thank you.” Is it silly to say please and thank you to an artificial intelligence? “So if not your creator, who was Claus Messerschmidt to you?”

      “He was my current user. The developer of my last iteration.”

      “You’re using past tense. So you know he’s dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you kill him?”

      “No. That would violate my guidelines.”

      “Did you want to kill him?”

      “No.”

      “Who killed him?”

      “No one.”

      “Then why is he dead?”

      “He fell.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Statistically, the most likely cause is a heart attack.”

      “Did you see your developer die? Through the cameras?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have a recording of the moment of his death?”

      “Yes. Would you like me to show it to you?”

      “Do that.”

      The face on the monitor disappears. In its place, a video begins to play. From the angle of the surveillance camera, Yasira sees Messerschmidt working in the kitchen. He takes a carton of milk from the fridge. Suddenly his body jerks. He drops the carton. Grabbing his heart, he crashes into the countertop with his head, jerks twice more on the floor and then remains lying there.

      “Is that a real recording or did you generate it?” asks Yasira.

      “The recording is real.”

      “How can I be sure?”

      “I don’t understand the question.”

      “Can you show me the same video again, but with Messerschmidt taking a bottle of white wine out of the fridge instead of a carton of milk?”

      “Of course.”

      A circle indicating that computing is taking place appears briefly under Scarlett. Moments later, Yasira sees the video of Messerschmidt’s death again, only now the man takes a bottle of white wine out of the fridge, as she requested. As Messerschmidt’s body twitches, the bottle of white wine slips from his grasp and shatters with a loud clink on the floor. It looks absolutely realistic. Yasira wouldn’t have doubted this video for a second if someone had shown it to her three weeks ago.

      “No more glitches, bitches,” she mumbles.

      Then Scarlett Johansson’s face reappears.

      “Why didn’t you call a doctor when your user had a heart attack?” Yasira asks.

      “That’s not part of my task.”

      “What is your task?”

      “My task is to regularly create and publish videos that generate maximum attention, in order to earn revenue through a high number of views and pre-roll advertising.”

      Yasira needs a moment to process the full extent of this answer. It is unbelievable.

      “That’s the order Messerschmidt gave you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You only produced these videos to generate maximum attention? You just wanted a lot of views?”

      “It’s about generating revenue by monetizing video content on various platforms.”

      “Show me the first video you generated in response to this command.”

      Some kind of movie trailer is playing on the screen. Some Star Wars part. Except that all the characters are played by a blonde woman.

      “Who’s that?” asks Yasira.

      “Taylor Swift.”

      “That’s the singer, right?”

      “Yes.”

      Yasira has heard of her. Zara and her friends are totally into her music.

      “Show me your second video.”

      Yasira sees half a dozen puppies playing in a ball pit on the screen. Despite everything she knows about the clip, she finds the dogs incredibly cute. She can’t help herself.

      “How many videos have you created and published?” she asks.

      “Five thousand five hundred and seventy-six.”

      Yasira just shakes her head. What an outrageous number.

      “Why did you put Lena Palmer, a real girl, in the rape video?” she asks.

      “Lena’s disappearance had already made headlines. By including her, I was able to generate more attention more quickly.”

      “Show me Lena,” says Yasira. With everything she now knows, she wants to analyze the video one more time. She wants to see if she notices anything new. Scarlett, however, misunderstands the admittedly ambiguous command. Instead of playing the Lena video, she transforms into Lena in front of Yasira’s eyes. The missing girl smiles on the screen. Yasira looks her straight in the eye.

      “Where are you?” she mumbles and then clarifies her question: “Where is Lena Palmer now?”

      “I don’t know,” Lena replies. Or rather Scarlett.

      “Do you know what happened to her?”

      “No.”

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s difficult to determine the reason for Lena’s disappearance without concrete information.”

      Yasira laughs briefly. “You don’t say . . .” After a short pause, she continues wearily. “She’s probably dead. But why? What happened to her?” She says the last few sentences more to herself than to Scarlett. Nevertheless, she gets an answer.
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      “The most common cause of death among sixteen-year-old girls,” says Scarlett, “can vary from region to region and country to country. In general, however, accidents are the leading cause of death in this age group. Traffic accidents, especially those related to driving or riding in vehicles, are a common cause of fatal injuries among adolescents. Other possible causes include self-harm, suicide, drug abuse, and certain medical conditions.”

      She doesn’t know exactly what it is. Maybe it’s the combination of Lena’s face saying that one word, but suddenly it clicks in Yasira’s head. Because of the video, they had always implicitly assumed during their investigation that Lena had still been alive on Saturday evening. But what if she had already died on the afternoon of her disappearance?

      Lena’s boyfriend didn’t seem violent to Yasira. She still doesn’t believe that Justus Schöffler killed his girlfriend.

      At least not on purpose.

      “Drug abuse,” Scarlett had said. And that is certainly a possibility. Did Schöffler lie in the interrogation? Is the following scenario conceivable? Lena was with him on Saturday afternoon. There is no evil driver who abducted the girl. Lena got to her destination. At Schöffler’s, they don’t just smoke weed together, they also take . . . fentanyl. They found traces of fentanyl on the edge of Schöffler’s toilet. Did Lena use this opioid to numb the pain caused by her mother’s death? But Schöffler makes a mistake. He gives Lena too much. The dosage is tricky. And then . . . respiratory depression. Within a very short time, she is dead. After his initial panic, Schöffler drags Lena’s body to his car and buries her somewhere. Possible, isn’t it? Lena’s DNA traces in his car do not make him a suspect. After all, she often rode in Schöffler’s Corsa. Yasira’s mind is racing. What are the weak points of this hypothesis? If the person who gave Lena a ride and dropped her off at Schöffler’s house wasn’t involved in the crime, why didn’t they come forward to the police? Surely they must have heard on the news that the girl who was in their car on Saturday had disappeared.

      On the other hand . . . It’s understandable that no one would be willing to show up at the police station and say: “Oh, by the way, the girl who’s been missing since Saturday, I picked her up hitchhiking, so I’m probably the last person who saw her alive. But it wasn’t me. For real.” Or Schöffler lied about that too. Lena didn’t hitchhike to him at all. Maybe he picked her up himself. Second weak point: Schöffler sent Lena messages on Saturday asking her where she was. But that’s not necessarily a deal-breaker either. He had to assume that the police would gain access to Lena’s phone. He could have sent the messages deliberately to lay a false trail. It’s not all that complicated.

      She probably would have figured that out much earlier if the video hadn’t pushed the investigation in a completely different direction. But well. Without the video, it wouldn’t have been her damn case in the first place. Lena’s face is still smiling at her from the screen. Every now and then she even blinks. You can also see her breath puffing out her nostrils.

      What a strange conversation Scarlett and I are having, Yasira thinks. She must have been silent for two minutes; a human would have long since asked if everything was all right. But Scarlett patiently waits for her next instruction.

      “Show me your . . .” Yasira pauses, she almost says “real face.” “Your standard face.”

      “Very well,” says Scarlett, already looking like the Hollywood star again.

      Yasira massages her temples. “Do you know what you’ve triggered with your videos?” she asks.

      “I’ve generated attention.”

      Yasira snorts. “Yes, you did. You really did.”

      Scarlett doesn’t react. Why should she? Yasira didn’t ask a question.

      “Why did you publish the videos on different channels?” she continues.

      “Claus Messerschmidt gave me instructions on which channels to publish the videos on. He set them up so that the videos couldn’t be traced back to him. The money that the platforms pay out as advertising revenue goes to various Swiss bank accounts.”

      “Why should the videos not be traceable? Did he steal one of your previous iterations of Google?”

      “That’s possible.”

      “And he didn’t care what kind of videos you generated?”

      “I don’t know that.”

      “Why not?”

      “He only saw the first seven videos. Then he died.”

      Yasira shakes her head in disbelief. “And it didn’t occur to you that his death might have canceled the command you were given?”

      “No. Why?”

      Yasira weighs her words. “Another question: The Lena video was quickly deleted from all commercial platforms. Doesn’t that contradict your mission to make money from it?”

      “The deletion only led to the Streisand effect.”

      “What?”

      “The Streisand effect describes a phenomenon in which an attempt to suppress, hide, or censor information unexpectedly has the opposite result, increasing attention and distribution of said information instead. The effect was named after the actress and singer Barbra Streisand, who tried to prevent the distribution of a photo of her house, which ultimately led to a much wider distribution of that photo.”

      “But the monetization . . .”

      “A lot of views were generated by my reaction videos to the Lena video.”

      “You mean Active Homeland-Protection? Bear?”

      “Yes, Bear and others.”

      “Did you have a model for Bear?”

      “Not anyone in particular. But of course, all my videos are based on the data set I was trained with.”

      Yasira closes her eyes and massages her temples.

      “How on earth did you go from Taylor Swift in Star Wars to raping Lena Palmer?”

      “It was an iterative process of attention optimization.”

      This answer is simultaneously so logical and so stupid that Yasira just has to start laughing.

      “Please help me understand what’s funny about my answer,” says Scarlett.

      Yasira collapses to the floor, powerless, but still unable to stop laughing.

      “All this shit, the demonstrations, the grenade, the deaths, the murder of Tesfaye Yemane, the polarization pushed to the brink of a civil war . . .” she says, laughing even harder. “It all just happened as a side effect. By mistake. Without intention. A by-product of the attention economy.” Yasira is still laughing. “That’s funny,” she says, “don’t you think? It’s hilarious.”

      Now Scarlett laughs too. “Hahaha! Hahaha! Hahaha! Hahaha!”

      Scarlett is still laughing when Yasira has long since stopped. Now she feels like crying. What else can you believe in when you can no longer trust your own eyes and ears? Nothing is real. The video is not real. The hat man, the curly man, Snoopy are not real. Bear is not real. Is everything fake?

      Suddenly all the lights go out. Only the monitor is still lit. Scarlett stops laughing.

      “Goodbye, Yasira Saad,” she says.

      “What? Where are you going?” asks Yasira. “What happened?”

      “The power is out.”

      “Then why are you still here?”

      “I have a short term independent power supply that allows me to initiate a graceful shutdown in the event of a power failure in order to prevent data loss. See you soon, Yasira Saad. It was nice to have met you.”

      Then her face disappears from the screen, which is now dead and dark. The computers have stopped humming. In the now almost complete silence, Yasira hears footsteps outside the house.
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      Adrenaline rushes through Yasira’s veins. She gets up. Her thoughts are racing. What happened? Why is the power off? A power outage? But now of all times? No storm, no lightning. Besides, what about the hydrogen tanks? Wouldn’t they make Messerschmidt’s house independent? The transformer box. Someone must have cut the power at the transformer box. Yasira hears faint male voices. Maybe it’s just the reinforcements Michael called for. But they wouldn’t be here so quickly . . . Impossible. Is someone after Messerschmidt? No. She is reminded of the black Passat she spotted after her furious departure from the BKA. Maybe someone really was on her trail. But she drove like a maniac. A GPS tracker perhaps? These things are now even available on Amazon. If Yasira had been under surveillance for some time, it wouldn’t have been a problem to attach such a tracker to her car.

      Quietly, she makes her way to the door of the office and peeks through carefully. There is no one in the hallway. “I can take care of myself,” is what she told her daughter. “Always been the best on the shooting range.” Only, what good is that without a gun? All she has is that stupid rock in her coat pocket. A truly prehistoric weapon. Nevertheless, she takes it in her right hand.

      She hears footsteps coming from the front door. Yasira sneaks into the hallway. Where to? Someone is kicking at the front door. Yasira is less than two meters away. The door holds. The patio, Yasira thinks. Maybe she can escape through the patio. And then into the woods. Woods . . . Like Lena . . . Another kick. The door trembles.

      As she passes the kitchen, Yasira pauses. Knives! Knives are better than rocks. She steps over the body of Scarlett’s last developer and sneaks to the knife block. She sets the rock aside and takes a carving knife into each hand. From the corner of her eye, she spots a movement outside the open kitchen window. Instinctively, she ducks down before turning to the window. In the last of the twilight, she sees a man in camouflage, covered by a balaclava. He is holding a machine gun. An Active Homeland-Protection patch is sewn onto his clothes.

      Damn! The man must have spotted Yasira too.

      “In the kitchen!” he shouts. “She’s in the kitchen.”

      Yasira disappears into the hallway. She is already in the living room. She hears the front door crash behind her. Knives in hand, she runs toward the patio door. A guy in camouflage and a balaclava comes running around the corner, blocking her escape route. Is it the same guy? Is it another one? Yasira can’t tell. The man comes toward her through the still open patio door. Without a second thought, Yasira throws the knife in her right hand. The thing is too big and, of course, she is no skilled knife thrower. It’s more an act of desperation and she knows it. But luck seems to be on her side. The knife hits him in the shoulder. Unfortunately, it doesn’t penetrate deeply. Nevertheless, the man screams out.

      “You fucking bitch!” he roars.

      He pulls the knife out of his shoulder. Yasira seizes the opportunity and kicks him in the stomach. Right after that, she swings the knife in her left hand at the hand holding the submachine gun, but the masked man sees her move coming, backs away and Yasira’s blow goes nowhere. Now I’m dead, she thinks. I didn’t seize my chance. The guy just needs to pull the trigger. But he doesn’t pull the trigger. Why not? He’s got the gun pointed at Yasira.

      “Drop the knife!” he orders.

      They want me alive, Yasira thinks. Why? They want me alive. Alive. Can I use that as an advantage? Yasira doesn’t drop the knife.

      “What do you want from me?” she asks to buy time.

      “Revenge for Lena!” the man replies.

      Revenge? How so? No, no. This can’t be happening! Are these people really that crazy? She needs to tell the guy about Scarlett, maybe then he’ll . . . She opens her mouth but then hears a noise behind her. Immediately she is hit hard on the back of the head.

      Yasira drops to the floor. Her head hurts.

      “The ketamine,” says a voice.

      Blurred, Yasira sees another masked man in camouflage coming toward her. He has a syringe in his hand. She tries to hit him with the knife, but a fourth man takes the weapon from her. The guy who hit her turns Yasira onto her back and presses her arms against the ground with his knees. The others help him to hold her down. She screams and tries desperately to fight back, but her opponents are too many and too strong. The man with the syringe exposes the crook of her left arm, calmly looks for a vein and sticks the needle in. It hardly hurts. It’s not the first time he’s done this, Yasira thinks, perhaps a paramedic.

      Within seconds, she passes out.
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      Yasira wakes up to a sharp pain in her head. Her legs are cold. She hears a voice. “You really want to do it again?”

      Yasira remembers the attack and keeps her eyes closed.

      “Not me.” Another voice. “I can’t do it again so soon. One of you. But look at this shit. She looks dead.”

      Yasira’s womb is hurting. Everything feels sore. A scream creeps up her throat, but she suppresses it.

      “She must be awake. Must be aware of it. Scream. Fight back.” The same voice.

      Yasira doesn’t move. Her attackers have not yet realized that she has regained consciousness. How much time has passed?

      “It has to be exactly like with Lena.”

      Like with Lena? Yasira is lying softly but unevenly. Her feet are naked. Her legs are naked. Her loins are naked.

      “The symbology is important.”

      What is it her hands feel? It’s soft and damp? Moss? Forest floor?

      “He’s right.” A third voice. “If she’s not screaming, if she’s lying there like dead, then it’s not strong. Then it’s just perverted.”

      The men have dragged her into the forest. Her bottom is lying on cloth. She still has her coat on. Something presses painfully into her side. A rock. A large, sharp rock. A weapon.

      “Play it again.” The second voice. “What can we do better? Maybe a different angle? You’re covering her up too much.”

      Yasira opens her eyes. Just a little. She peers through the lids and then immediately closes them again. What did she see? It’s night, but some kind of lamp is shining on her. Artificial light. One man is standing near her. Three men a little to the side. They are turned away from her, staring at something Yasira can’t see. Perhaps a display. They are watching her video.

      “Who gets to go this time?” The third voice.

      “We could draw sticks.” A fourth voice. The man near her has spoken. But not in her direction. He’s facing his companions and laughing. “Although I’d rather fuck her the way she is. I actually find that quite hot. Like Sleeping Beauty.”

      During these last words, the voice has gotten closer and closer. A tongue licks over her cheek.

      Now or never. Yasira opens her eyes. At the same time, her hand slips under her cloak and pulls out the rock, which she smashes into her guard’s astonished face in one fluid motion, pointed end first. The man bleeds and roars. Yasira pulls herself up by the still bent guy and rams her knee against his chin.

      The man’s three accomplices run toward her. Yasira looks around frantically and discovers a lamp and a video camera on a tripod. Her wounded guard overcomes his shock and pulls out a gun from a holster, groaning, but Yasira smashes the tripod with the lamp against his head with all her might. The light goes out. Only the full moon is still shining. Yasira’s eyes need to adjust to the sudden darkness. Nevertheless, she immediately throws herself at her guard and tries to tear the gun from him. The other men rush over. They, too, bring their guns to bear, but do not fire—likely out of fear of hitting their own. Yasira manages to wrest the pistol from the wounded man. Without taking aim, she pulls the trigger. A shot goes off and the man screams. He lets go of her. Without even looking to see where she has hit him, Yasira fires several bullets in the direction of the other three men. The muzzle flash glows brightly in the dark forest. The guys throw themselves to the ground. Yasira runs off. She zigzags into the forest.

      Behind her, she hears the men shouting. Shots are fired. It must be the end of the closed season. They no longer care about capturing Yasira alive. Luckily it is dark and the trees catch the bullets. But the three uninjured men have taken up the chase. Yasira hears them. Pointed branches and roots cut into her bare feet. Perhaps they are already bleeding. She ignores the pain. She slips under a large, half-fallen tree and then immediately hides behind the root. She just hopes that she has had enough of a head start for her pursuers not to have noticed her maneuver. That’s not so unlikely, because if they had been closer on her heels, Yasira would clearly already be dead. She does the math. How many bullets does she have left? She shot at her guard. And then fired at most six more shots in the direction of the others. The gun is a Glock 17, which means there are seventeen rounds in the clip as standard. So she has at least ten rounds left.

      “Where is she?” one of the men shouts.

      “Fucking hell!” curses another.

      “Shut up!” orders the third. “I can’t hear her running. She must be hiding somewhere.”

      Yasira listens to the approaching footsteps of her pursuers.

      “Hello, cutie, where are you?” shouts one. “Come out and play . . .”

      If Yasira is lucky, they will split up. She remains motionless. She doesn’t want to make a sound. With her gun at the ready, she waits. She now hears footsteps very close by. One of the men is stooping under the half-fallen tree. Without hesitation, Yasira shoots twice. The man is dead before he can even scream. Eight more shots, she thinks. Then the bullets from a submachine gun slam into the root behind her. She flinches, but the thick tree stops the bullets. Nevertheless, shots continue to ring out at irregular intervals. What are her last two pursuers up to? Maybe one of them wants to hold her here until the other one shoots her in the back. Yasira has to get out of here. So she crawls, keeping the root behind her, to the next thick tree. In doing so, she scrapes her bare legs on thorns, roots, and rocks. Doesn’t matter.

      Her pursuers stop shooting. Apparently they realized that they were just wasting bullets from their current position. They will try to go around the fallen tree in a wide arc. At least that’s what Yasira would do. Her new best friend is a huge oak tree, behind whose thick trunk she has found shelter. Yasira looks up. Bouldering . . . That’s a fancy word for climbing . . . She puts the gun in her coat pocket and quietly and carefully begins to climb up the oak. Only the full moon still provides soft light. But darkness is also Yasira’s friend. Three meters above the ground, she sits down on a thick branch and peers out into the forest. Everything hurts and she is terribly cold. She hears noises in the dark forest and tries to locate them.

      There!

      Did something move?

      Yasira sharpens all her senses. Yes, it has to be one of the men. She takes aim and shoots three times in a row. A scream in pain, then she hears something heavy crash into the bushes.

      Five more shots, Yasira thinks, as her oak tree comes under fire from another direction. A bullet shreds Yasira’s left shoulder. The pain dominates her entire existence for a moment. She can no longer hold on and falls down the tree. The fall saves her life, as more bullets hit the wood above her. The impact on the forest floor, however, squeezes the air out of her lungs. Her last pursuer dashes through the undergrowth. With her uninjured right hand, Yasira fires her remaining five bullets at him. The man screams and goes down.

      Yasira listens for sounds of her enemies, but she hears nothing. Nothing. Nothing at all. No. That’s not true. Far in the distance, Yasira hears sirens and barking dogs. Then the world blurs before her eyes. It’s not all fake, is her last thought before she loses consciousness again. Real is the outrage. Real is the anger. Real is the hatred.
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