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For the custodians of burned testimony,

and the patient hands that gather what remains—

those who sift the ash, restore the fragments,

and refuse to let silence become the final record.

I have learned that silence is never empty.

It carries the weight of what was taken,

the shape of what was burned,

and the echo of every truth that tried to survive.

In ash, I read the testimonies of the forgotten.

In fragments, I hear the voices that were denied.

And so I go where the records end,

to gather what remains,

and to let evidence speak where silence ruled.
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Author’s Note
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Stories rarely arrive fully formed. They grow in the margins of our days, in the questions we carry, in the moments that refuse to let us go. This book was shaped by all of those things—by persistence, by doubt, by the strange clarity that comes when a world insists on being written.

If you’ve followed Markus, Catrina, and the others this far, thank you. Their journey has been a long one, and your willingness to walk beside them means more than I can say. Every page of this story was built with care, and I hope it offered something worth holding onto.

There is more ahead for these characters, and for the world they inhabit. I’m grateful you chose to spend your time here, and I hope you’ll join me for what comes next.
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Chapter One

Commission

The Directive

THE SKY OVER MUNICH held the color of tarnished metal, a low, oppressive gray that pressed against the windows of the Regional Archive. Catrina stood at her desk, the morning’s correspondence spread before her in uneven stacks. Most of it was routine—requests for access, inquiries about land transfers, the usual bureaucratic noise that filled her days.

But one envelope lay apart from the rest, its seal cracked, its contents read and reread until the edges had softened beneath her fingers.

Falkenhof.

The name carried a weight she could not ignore. Not grandeur like Schwendstein, but something older, quieter, and wounded. A monastery reduced to ruin, its archives burned, its history fractured into ash and rumor. And now, after decades of silence, the diocese wanted an independent investigation.

Her supervisor’s words echoed in her mind.

“Your expertise with damaged records is uniquely suited to this case. And after Schwendstein... you’ve proven you can handle sensitive material.”

Sensitive. That was one word for it.

She closed the file and reached for her coat. She already knew she couldn’t do this alone. Not because she doubted her skill, but because Falkenhof felt like another place where truth had been buried deliberately. And she had learned the hard way that such places rarely surrendered their secrets without resistance.

She dialed Markus.

He answered on the second ring.

“Catrina.”

His voice carried the same steady calm she remembered—the tone of someone who had seen too much but refused to let it harden him. She felt a small, unexpected relief.

“I need your help,” she said.

A pause. Not hesitation—calculation.

“What’s happened.”

“An assignment. Officially, it’s a historical review. Unofficially...” She glanced at the Falkenhof file. “It’s another silence. A deliberate one.”

“Where.”

“Near Augsburg. A ruined monastery. The archives burned decades ago, but the diocese believes something survived. They want a full reconstruction. And there are inconsistencies in the testimonies from the time of the fire.”

Another pause. She could almost hear him shifting into investigative mode.

“You think it wasn’t an accident.”

“I think someone wanted the records gone,” she said. “And I think the truth is still there—in fragments. But I can’t do this without you.”

Markus exhaled, a quiet sound that carried both weariness and resolve.

“We said we’d take a break after Schwendstein.”

“I know.”

“And we meant it.”

“I know.”

Another breath.

“But you wouldn’t have called unless it mattered.”

“It does,” she said softly.

A rustle of movement on his end—keys, a jacket, the subtle shift of a man already preparing to leave.

“Send me the address,” he said. “I’ll meet you there tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you, Markus.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Let’s see what Falkenhof has been hiding.”

The line clicked off.

Catrina stood for a moment in the quiet of her office, the weight of the assignment settling into place. Outside, the first drops of rain began to fall, tapping softly against the glass like fingers on old parchment.

She gathered the Falkenhof file, slipped it into her bag, and turned off the light.

Tomorrow, they would return to the shadows together.

––––––––
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Preparation

MARKUS SAT AT HIS KITCHEN table long after the call ended, the phone still resting beside his hand as though the conversation might resume at any moment. The apartment was quiet, the kind of quiet that felt earned after Schwendstein—after the ledger, the blood, the confrontation that had nearly broken them both.

He had promised himself time. Distance. A return to ordinary cases, the kind that didn’t leave shadows in the corners of his mind. But the moment Catrina said the word “silence,” he felt the shift inside him, the familiar tightening that meant the truth was buried somewhere it shouldn’t be.

He rose and crossed to the window. Stuttgart’s streets were slick with the first hints of rain, headlights smearing into pale streaks as cars passed below. He watched them for a moment, letting the rhythm settle him, then turned back to the table.

The Falkenhof file lay open where he had placed it. Catrina had sent the initial documents within minutes of ending the call—her efficiency a language he understood as well as her voice.

He scanned the summary again.

A monastery.  

A fire.  

Conflicting testimonies.  

Missing records.

Patterns he recognized too easily.

He moved to the cabinet where he kept his field gear. The motions were automatic, practiced: gloves, evidence pouches, a compact camera, a notebook with pages still bearing faint impressions from Schwendstein. He hesitated at that, thumb brushing the cover.

“Not again,” he murmured to himself.

But he knew better. Cases like this didn’t wait for readiness. They demanded it.

He set the notebook aside and chose a new one—clean pages, no ghosts. Then he packed the rest of his equipment with the same quiet precision he brought to every investigation.

As he worked, his mind drifted back to Catrina’s voice on the phone. The steadiness. The fatigue beneath it. The resolve.

She had changed since Schwendstein. Not hardened, but sharpened. More certain of her place in the work. More willing to step into the dark if it meant bringing something hidden into the light.

He respected that.

He trusted it.

And he trusted her.

When the bag was ready, he zipped it closed and set it by the door. The apartment felt smaller now, as though the walls had shifted inward with the weight of what lay ahead.

He poured himself a glass of water, drank half, and set it down untouched for a long moment. The rain finally began, tapping softly against the window like a quiet insistence.

Markus exhaled.

“Falkenhof,” he said under his breath, testing the name.

It felt heavy.

It felt familiar.

He turned off the lights, leaving only the soft glow from the street outside. The bag waited by the door, a silent promise of the morning to come.

He didn’t sleep easily that night.

But he slept with purpose.



Chapter Two

The Arrival

The Monastery Gate

THE ROAD NARROWED AS Markus left Edenbergen behind, the gravel thinning into a pale ribbon that wound between fields glazed with early frost. Ahead, the ridge rose like a dark shoulder against the morning sky, its trees dense enough to swallow sound. Somewhere beyond that line of pines lay Falkenhof—or what remained of it.

He slowed the car as the first stones appeared: a toppled boundary wall, half-buried in moss, its edges blackened as though the fire had reached even this far. The air changed as he stepped out. Cold, metallic, faintly acrid. Not smoke—not anymore—but the memory of it, clinging to the soil like a warning.

The monastery emerged gradually, piece by piece, as though reluctant to be seen. A broken archway. A cloister walk strangled by vines. The bell tower leaning at an angle that made his neck tense just to look at it. And at the center, the scriptorium: a hollowed-out shell of stone, its roof collapsed inward, its walls streaked with soot.

Markus approached slowly, boots crunching over charred debris. The fire had been decades ago, but the place still felt warm in the way old wounds do—not in temperature, but in presence. He crouched near the threshold, brushing aside a layer of ash. Beneath it, something glinted: a fragment of metal, warped by heat. A clasp from a manuscript binding.

He slipped it into an evidence pouch.

A voice carried from behind him.

“You’re early.”

Catrina stood at the edge of the cloister, her coat pulled tight against the wind. Her hair was pinned back, but a few strands had escaped, catching the pale light like threads of gold. She looked tired—not from lack of sleep, but from the weight of what she already suspected they would find.

“I wanted to see it before anyone else arrived,” Markus said.

She joined him at the scriptorium entrance, her gaze sweeping the ruin with the practiced eye of someone who had spent her life reading what others tried to erase.

“Most of the diocesan records say the fire was accidental,” she murmured. “But the transfer logs don’t match the inventory lists. And the testimonies from the surviving monks...” She shook her head. “Too many contradictions.”

Markus nodded.

“Someone wanted this place quiet.”

“Someone succeeded,” she replied.

A gust of wind stirred the ash at their feet, lifting it in a thin spiral before letting it fall again. Catrina stepped inside the scriptorium, careful not to disturb the debris more than necessary. She knelt near a collapsed shelf, fingertips brushing the stone.

“Look at the burn pattern,” she said softly. “It didn’t start here. It moved toward this room.”

“Which means the archive wasn’t the origin,” Markus said.

“No.” She pointed toward the far wall, where the stone was darker, almost oily. “The fire began in the Abbot’s House.”

Markus felt the shift in the air—the subtle tightening that always came when a case stopped being theoretical and became real.

“Then that’s where we start,” he said.

Catrina rose, dusting ash from her gloves.

“Markus... whatever happened here wasn’t just destruction. It was erasure.”

He looked toward the Abbot’s House, its windows blackened, its door warped but still standing.

“Then let’s see what survived.”

They walked toward the ruin together, the wind carrying the faint scent of burned parchment—as if the monastery itself were exhaling the secrets it had held for centuries.

––––––––
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Entering the Abbot’s House

THE ABBOT’S HOUSE STOOD apart from the rest of the ruins, its stone walls darker than the surrounding structures, as though the fire had lingered here longest. The windows were blackened hollows, their frames warped and brittle. The door hung crooked on its hinges, swollen by heat and time.

Markus paused at the threshold, letting his eyes adjust to the dimness inside. The air was colder here, heavy with the scent of damp stone and something older—something that had seeped into the walls long before the fire.

“Careful,” Catrina said behind him. “The floor may not be stable.”

He stepped forward, testing each board before shifting his weight. The entry hall opened into a narrow corridor, its ceiling charred, its plaster blistered and peeling. Ash clung to the walls in thin streaks, like the residue of vanished hands.

Catrina followed, her flashlight cutting a pale arc through the darkness. The beam caught fragments of scorched wood, melted wax, and the twisted remains of what might once have been a candelabrum.

“This is where the fire started,” she murmured. “The records say it spread upward, then outward.”

“Which means someone lit it here,” Markus said. “Not in the archive.”

They moved deeper into the corridor. A door on the left had collapsed inward, revealing a small chamber filled with debris. Shelves lay in splintered heaps, their contents reduced to ash and warped metal clasps. A faint draft stirred the dust, carrying the smell of old smoke.

“This would have been the Abbot’s study,” Catrina said. “The inventory lists mention a private collection—letters, confessions, disciplinary records.”

“All gone now,” Markus said.

“Not all.” She knelt near the far wall, brushing aside a layer of soot. “Look at this.”

Beneath the ash, the stone was discolored—darker, almost oily, forming a pattern that radiated outward like the petals of a burned flower.

“Accelerant,” Markus said quietly.

“Yes. And look at the direction of the scorch marks. The fire didn’t spread randomly. It was guided.”

Markus scanned the room, noting the angles, the shadows, the places where the flames had burned hottest. Someone had wanted this room destroyed completely. Someone had made sure of it.

They continued down the corridor until they reached a heavy door at the end. Unlike the others, it remained intact, though the wood was blackened and the metal latch warped.

“This shouldn’t have survived,” Markus said.

“Unless someone reinforced it,” Catrina replied.

He pressed his shoulder against the door. It resisted at first, then gave way with a groan, swinging inward to reveal a narrow chamber lit only by the thin light filtering through a cracked window.

The room was small—barely large enough for a desk and a single chair. But both were still there, though scorched and warped. The desk drawers had been forced open, their contents scattered across the floor in brittle, blackened fragments.

Catrina crouched beside the desk, her gloved fingers moving with delicate precision.

“These weren’t burned in place,” she said. “They were dumped out before the fire reached them.”

“Someone was searching,” Markus said.

“Or removing something.”

She lifted a fragment of parchment, its edges curled and brittle. A few lines of ink remained, warped but legible enough to suggest handwriting—tight, controlled, and hurried.

“This was written shortly before the fire,” she said. “Look at the ink. It hasn’t fully bled.”

“What does it say.”

She angled the fragment toward the light.

“It’s part of a confession,” she whispered. “But the name is missing.”

Markus felt the familiar tightening in his chest—the moment when a case shifted from possibility to certainty.

“Someone tried to erase this place,” he said. “But they didn’t finish the job.”

Catrina rose slowly, the fragment held carefully between her fingers.

“Then we’ll finish what they started,” she said. “We’ll find what they tried to hide.”

The wind pressed against the cracked window, carrying with it the faint scent of ash and something colder—something like fear.

Markus stepped back into the corridor, scanning the shadows.

“This wasn’t just a fire,” he said. “It was a purge.”

Catrina nodded.

“And purges always leave survivors.”

Together, they turned toward the deeper rooms of the Abbot’s House, where the darkness waited with the patience of stone.



Chapter Three

Fragments

The Ledger Unearthed

THE MORNING LIGHT FILTERED weakly through the cracked windows of the Abbot’s House, illuminating the dust in thin, drifting columns. Catrina had claimed a section of the corridor floor as her working space, spreading a clean cloth over the boards before arranging the fragments she had collected from the study.

Markus watched her for a moment from the doorway. She moved with a precision that bordered on reverence, each piece of parchment lifted as though it carried a pulse. The air around her felt different—charged, expectant.

“You’ve already started,” he said.

She didn’t look up.

“If I wait too long, the ash becomes brittle. The fragments lose cohesion. I need to stabilize them before they crumble.”

Markus stepped closer, careful not to disturb the cloth. The fragments were small—some no larger than a fingernail—each one curled and blackened at the edges. But faint lines of ink remained, warped but legible in places.

“You think they’re from the same document,” he said.

“I know they are.” She pointed to the ink. “Same hand. Same pressure. Same quill angle.”

He crouched beside her.

“What do they say.”

She exhaled slowly.

“Not much yet. But enough.”

She arranged three fragments side by side. Together, they formed the remnants of a sentence—broken, incomplete, but unmistakably urgent.

“Listen,” she said. “This part reads: ‘...cannot remain within these walls. If the Abbot learns...’”

Markus felt the shift immediately—the tightening in the air, the sense of something long buried beginning to surface.

“A confession,” he said.

“Yes. And not a voluntary one.”

She lifted another fragment, its ink smeared but still visible.

“This one mentions ‘the children.’ And here—” she pointed to a charred edge “—the word ‘silenced.’”

Markus straightened, scanning the ruined study behind them.

“Someone tried to destroy this before anyone could read it.”

“Someone almost succeeded,” she said. “But not completely.”

She reached for another fragment, but her hand paused mid-air. Something in the pattern of ash on the floor had caught her eye.

“Markus... look at this.”

He followed her gaze. The ash near the base of the wall was disturbed—not by wind or animals, but by something deliberate. A faint line, almost invisible, traced a shallow arc across the floorboards.

“That’s not natural,” he said.

“No. It’s a boundary.”

She brushed the ash aside with the back of her glove. Beneath it, the floorboards were cleaner—less scorched. As though something had shielded them.

“Help me move this,” she said.

Together, they shifted the warped remains of the desk aside. The floor beneath it creaked but held.

Catrina knelt again, brushing more ash away. A rectangular outline emerged—subtle, but unmistakable.

“A hatch,” Markus said.

“Hidden,” she replied. “And sealed.”

He tested the edges with his fingers. The wood was fused in places, the heat having melted the seams together. But beneath the char, he felt metal.

“There’s a lock,” he said. “Or what’s left of one.”

“Can you open it.”

“I can try.”

He retrieved a small pry tool from his bag. The metal groaned as he worked it into the seam. The hatch resisted at first, then gave a sudden, reluctant shift. Ash spilled into the gap as the wood cracked.

“Again,” Catrina said quietly.

He applied more pressure. The hatch lifted with a sharp snap, releasing a breath of cold, stale air that smelled of dust and something older—something preserved.

Catrina leaned forward, her flashlight cutting into the darkness below.

“There’s a compartment,” she whispered. “And something inside.”

Markus lowered himself enough to reach in. His fingers brushed against cloth—dry, brittle, but intact.

He lifted it carefully, revealing a bundle wrapped in scorched linen.

“It survived the fire,” he said.

“Because someone hid it,” Catrina replied.

She unfolded the linen with slow, deliberate movements. Inside lay a small ledger—its cover blackened, its edges warped, but its spine miraculously intact.

Markus felt the weight of it immediately—not physical, but historical. Intentional.

“This is what they were trying to destroy,” he said.

“No,” Catrina whispered. “This is what someone risked everything to save.”

She opened the ledger.

The first page was burned beyond recognition.  

The second was damaged but legible.  

And the third—

She inhaled sharply.

“Markus... look.”

He leaned closer.

Names.  

Dates.  

Notations written in a tight, controlled hand.

And beside several entries, a single word repeated:

“Confession.”

Catrina’s voice trembled—not with fear, but with certainty.

“This isn’t a ledger,” she said. “It’s a record of forced confessions.”

Markus closed his eyes for a moment, letting the truth settle.

“Then Falkenhof wasn’t just hiding something,” he said. “It was manufacturing silence.”

Catrina turned the page.

More names.  

More dates.  

And at the bottom of the page, a final line written in a different hand—shakier, rushed.

“He knows. The fire will come.”

Markus exhaled slowly.

“Someone warned them.”

“Someone tried to stop it,” Catrina said.

She closed the ledger gently, as though it were a living thing.

“This changes everything.”

Markus nodded.

“Then we follow it,” he said. “Wherever it leads.”

Outside, the wind pressed against the ruined walls, carrying with it the faint scent of ash—an echo of the fire that had tried, and failed, to erase the truth.



Chapter Four

Convergence

The Ledger’s Warning

THE WIND HAD GROWN colder by the time Markus and Catrina stepped out of the Abbot’s House, the ledger wrapped carefully in linen and secured in Catrina’s bag. The sky above Falkenhof had shifted to a muted gray, the kind that flattened the landscape and made the ruins feel even more abandoned.

Markus paused at the threshold, scanning the monastery grounds. The scriptorium’s collapsed roof. The cloister walk strangled by vines. The bell tower leaning like a weary sentinel. Everything here bore the marks of fire and time—but the ledger had survived, and that changed the shape of the investigation entirely.

“We need to talk to someone who remembers the fire,” Markus said.

“Most of the surviving monks would be in their nineties,” Catrina replied. “If they’re alive at all.”

“Then we start with the villagers,” he said. “Someone must have seen something. Or heard something.”

Catrina nodded, tightening her coat against the wind.

“There’s a small community in Edenbergen,” she said. “And another in Batzenhofen. Both close enough that the fire would have been visible.”

“Which one first.”

“Edenbergen,” she said. “It’s older. More likely to have long-term residents.”

They walked back toward the gravel road, their footsteps crunching over frost and ash. The air smelled faintly of damp earth and something metallic—an echo of the fire that had tried to erase the truth.

Markus unlocked the car, but before he opened the door, he paused.

“Catrina.”

She turned.

“What is it.”

“The ledger... the last line. ‘He knows. The fire will come.’”

“Yes.”

“Whoever wrote that wasn’t just afraid. They were certain.”

Catrina’s expression tightened, the weight of the words settling between them.

“Someone inside Falkenhof knew the fire was coming,” she said.

“And someone else made sure it happened.”

“Which means this wasn’t just a cover-up,” Markus said. “It was a purge.”

“And purges leave survivors,” she replied. “Or witnesses.”

They got into the car, the engine rumbling to life. As Markus turned the vehicle around, he glanced once more at the monastery through the rearview mirror. The ruins stood silent, but not empty. The air around them felt charged, as though the place were holding its breath.

The drive to Edenbergen took less than ten minutes. The village was small—clusters of houses, a bakery, a church with a modest steeple. Smoke curled from chimneys, and the streets were quiet, the kind of quiet that belonged to winter mornings and old communities.

Markus parked near the church. Catrina stepped out, scanning the square.

“We should start with the parish office,” she said. “If anyone kept records or heard stories about Falkenhof, it would be the local clergy.”

“Or the oldest residents,” Markus said. “People who remember the night of the fire.”

They approached the parish building, its stone walls weathered but well maintained. A small sign indicated office hours. The door was unlocked.

Inside, the air was warm and smelled faintly of incense and old paper. A woman in her seventies sat behind a wooden desk, sorting through a stack of hymnals. She looked up as they entered.

“Can I help you,” she asked.

Catrina stepped forward.

“We’re conducting a historical review of Falkenhof Monastery,” she said. “We were hoping to speak with someone who might remember the fire. Or any events leading up to it.”

The woman’s expression shifted—subtle, but unmistakable. A flicker of recognition. And something else. Something guarded.

“Falkenhof,” she said quietly. “That was a long time ago.”

“Even so,” Markus said. “Any information you have could be important.”

The woman hesitated, her fingers tightening around the hymnal.

“There are things people don’t talk about,” she said. “Not because they’ve forgotten. But because remembering hurts.”

“We understand,” Catrina said gently. “But we’re trying to uncover the truth. And the truth matters.”

The woman studied them for a long moment, then exhaled.

“There is someone,” she said. “An old man who lives near the river. He was a boy when Falkenhof burned. He saw the smoke. Heard the bells.”

“What’s his name,” Markus asked.

“Johann Keller,” she said. “But be warned—he doesn’t like to talk about that night.”

“We’ll be respectful,” Catrina said.

The woman nodded, then added softly:

“If he speaks to you at all... listen carefully. He remembers more than he lets on.”

Markus and Catrina exchanged a glance.

The first witness.  

The first living thread.

And perhaps the first person who could tell them what really happened the night Falkenhof burned.

––––––––
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The Witness by the River

THE PATH TO JOHANN Keller’s house wound along the riverbank, a narrow strip of gravel bordered by reeds and frost-stiffened grass. The water moved slowly, its surface dark and reflective beneath the winter sky. Markus walked ahead, scanning the houses that dotted the shoreline—small, weathered structures with steep roofs and shuttered windows.

Catrina followed a step behind, her bag held close, the ledger inside wrapped carefully in linen. She kept glancing toward the river, as though the current itself carried echoes of the night Falkenhof burned.

“The parish clerk said he lives near the bend,” she said.

“White house. Red shutters.”

“There,” Markus replied, pointing ahead.

The house sat slightly apart from the others, its paint faded, its shutters worn by years of wind and river mist. Smoke drifted from the chimney in a thin, wavering line. A wooden bench sat near the door, its surface scarred by weather and time.

Markus approached and knocked. The sound echoed softly, swallowed by the river’s steady murmur.

After a moment, the door opened a few inches. An elderly man peered out—thin, stooped, his eyes sharp despite the years. His hair was white, his face lined deeply, as though carved by memory rather than age.

“Yes,” he said. “What do you want.”

Markus kept his voice steady.

“Herr Keller. We were told you might remember the night Falkenhof burned.”

The man’s expression changed instantly—tightening, withdrawing. His hand tightened on the edge of the door.

“No,” he said. “I don’t talk about that.”

“We’re not here to cause trouble,” Catrina said gently. “We’re trying to understand what happened. The official records are incomplete.”

“Incomplete,” he muttered. “They’re lies. All of them.”

Markus exchanged a glance with Catrina.

“Then help us correct them,” he said.

Johann hesitated. His gaze drifted past them, toward the river, as though searching for something in the water’s slow movement.

“I was a boy,” he said finally. “But I remember the bells.”

“The bells,” Catrina repeated softly.

“They rang after the fire started,” Johann said. “Not before. That’s what no one understands. Bells are supposed to warn. But that night... they were a cry for help.”

He opened the door wider.

“Come in. But only for a few moments.”

The interior was warm, lit by a small stove in the corner. The walls were lined with shelves of old books, photographs, and objects worn smooth by handling. Johann motioned them to sit at a small wooden table.

“Tell us what you saw,” Markus said.

Johann’s hands trembled slightly as he folded them on the table.

“It was late. Past midnight. I woke because I smelled smoke. My father was already at the window. He told me to stay back, but I didn’t listen.”

His voice grew quieter, as though the memory itself dimmed the room.

“The sky over Falkenhof was orange. Not bright—muted, like the fire was being smothered. But the smoke... it was thick. Too thick for a simple accident.”

“Did you see anyone,” Markus asked.

“Not at first. But then—” Johann paused, swallowing hard.

“There were figures on the hill. Moving fast. Not monks. They carried something. I thought it was tools. But later... I realized they were carrying torches.”

Catrina leaned forward.

“Torches,” she said. “You’re certain.”

“As certain as I am of my own name.”

“How many,” Markus asked.

“Three. Maybe four. They moved like they knew the place. Not like strangers.”

Catrina exchanged a look with Markus—sharp, immediate.

“Herr Keller,” she said softly. “Did you ever tell anyone this.”

“Once,” he said. “A priest from Augsburg. He told me I was mistaken. That fear had clouded my memory.”

“Did it,” Markus asked.

“No,” Johann whispered. “I know what I saw.”

Silence settled over the room, heavy and brittle.

Then Johann reached into a drawer and pulled out a small object wrapped in cloth. He set it on the table.

“I found this the next morning,” he said. “Near the riverbank. I kept it because... because I knew someone would come looking one day.”

Markus unwrapped the cloth.

Inside lay a metal clasp—warped by heat, blackened at the edges, but unmistakably identical to the one Markus had found in the scriptorium.

“From a manuscript,” Catrina whispered.
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