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For the custodians of hidden testimony,

and the patient hands who gather what remains—

those who sift the archive, restore the fragments,

and refuse to let silence become the final record.
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Prologue
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Before the Missing Days

The system didn’t fail all at once.

It never does.

It failed in the small places first—in the quiet corners of offices where paperwork piled up, in the late-night shifts where alarms were silenced without thought, in the hallways where staff walked past each other with tired nods and unasked questions.

It failed in the routines.

In the assumptions.

In the belief that nothing truly bad could happen because nothing truly bad had happened before.

At Schwendstein, a clerk reset an alarm and made a note to update the log later.  

At Falkenhof, a technician signed off on a maintenance request he didn’t remember approving.  

At Drachenfels, a file was moved from one folder to another and no one noticed the gap it left behind.

None of it felt like a crisis.

Not yet.

The system hummed along—imperfect, understaffed, overworked, but familiar. Predictable. Safe enough.

And somewhere inside that hum, a boy moved through his days unnoticed.

Not because he was invisible.

Because the system wasn’t looking.

Not really.

Not in the way that mattered.

Six days before anyone realized he was gone, the world looked ordinary.  

Six days before the alarms, the hearings, the audit, the reckoning—everything felt stable.

But stability is only the illusion a system creates when no one is watching closely.

And no one was.

Not yet.
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Intake

Markus — Investigator

The hallway smelled like disinfectant and old paper.

Not the sharp, sterile kind from hospitals—the dull, lingering kind that clung to government buildings where nothing ever truly dried and nothing ever truly changed. The lights hummed overhead, a steady, indifferent buzz that made every footstep sound louder than it should.

Markus sat on a molded plastic chair outside Interview Room 3, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. His badge was gone—not confiscated, just collected—placed in a small evidence tray along with his phone, his pen, and the notebook he’d carried for years. The tray sat on a counter across the hall, tagged and logged like any other item.

He felt the absence of the badge more than he expected.

A door opened down the corridor. A uniform stepped out, glanced at a clipboard, and called a name that wasn’t his. Someone else stood, someone else walked past him, someone else disappeared into a room where the air would be colder and the questions sharper.

Markus exhaled slowly.

This was the part no one prepared you for—the moment when the institution you’d served turned its gaze on you. Not hostile. Not vindictive. Just... procedural. A machine doing what machines do.

The door to Interview Room 3 opened.

“Detective Adler,” the woman said, though her tone made it clear the title was provisional. “We’re ready for you.”

He stood, joints stiff from too long in the chair, and followed her inside.

The room was exactly what he expected: a table, three chairs, a recorder, a stack of forms. The walls were painted a color that might once have been beige but had long since faded into something that looked like resignation.

Two people waited for him—Internal Affairs. One took notes. The other watched him with the kind of expression that wasn’t judgment, but wasn’t sympathy either. Just assessment.

“Please sit,” the note-taker said.

He did.

The recorder clicked on.

“For the record,” the interviewer began, “state your name and position.”

Markus swallowed.

“Markus Adler. Detective, Criminal Investigations Division.”

A pause.

“Formerly,” she corrected gently.

He nodded once.

The questions began—slow, methodical, precise.  

Where he was.  

What he saw.  

What he did.  

What he didn’t do.  

What he should have done.

Every answer felt like peeling back a layer he’d kept tightly wrapped for months. Not mythic truths. Not hidden forces. Just decisions. Human ones. Some good. Some flawed. All documented now.

Halfway through, the interviewer paused.

“And the boy,” she said. “Lukas. When did you first realize he was still alive?”

Markus stared at the table for a long moment before answering.

“When I saw him,” he said quietly. “And not a second before.”

The note-taker wrote that down without looking up.

The interview continued.

Outside, the hallway hummed.  

Inside, the record grew.

By the time they released him, the sky outside the narrow window had shifted from gray to a washed-out blue. Morning had become afternoon without anyone acknowledging it.

Markus stepped back into the hallway, retrieved his badge from the evidence tray, and held it in his hand for a long moment before clipping it back onto his belt.

It felt heavier now.

Not because of what it meant—but because of what it no longer guaranteed.

He walked toward the exit, past other rooms, other interviews, other people caught in the same machinery. The building felt colder than when he’d entered.

Outside, the air was sharp and real.

He breathed it in.

The world had not changed.  

But the record had begun.

––––––––
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Lukas — Witness

The waiting room chair felt too big for him.

Not physically—he fit fine—but in the way institutional furniture always seemed designed for adults who knew how to sit still, how to fold their hands, how to pretend they weren’t afraid. Lukas sat with his shoulders slightly hunched, fingers curled around the paper cup of water they’d given him, watching the surface tremble every time he breathed.

A social worker sat beside him. She hadn’t said much. Just:

“You’re safe now.”

And then:

“They’ll only ask what you’re comfortable answering.”

He didn’t believe either sentence, but he nodded anyway.

A door opened. A man in a gray suit stepped out, scanning the clipboard in his hand.

“Lukas Brenner?”

The social worker touched his arm gently. “That’s us.”

He stood. His legs felt unsteady, not from injury—those had been documented, photographed, logged—but from the simple fact of being here, in a building where everything smelled like old carpet and disinfectant and the quiet hum of systems that didn’t care who you were.

They led him into Interview Room 2.

It was smaller than Markus’s room.  

Colder.  

The table was metal.  

The chairs were mismatched.  

The recorder was already running.

A woman sat across from him—not unkind, but unreadable.

“Lukas,” she said, “I’m Investigator Hale. This is a preliminary intake interview. You can stop at any time. You can ask for a break. You can decline to answer. Do you understand?”

He nodded.

“For the record,” she continued, “please state your name.”

His voice came out thin.

“Lukas Brenner.”

“Thank you.” She glanced at her notes. “I want to start with something simple. When you were found, you were disoriented. Do you remember the first person you recognized?”

He swallowed.

“Markus.”

She nodded once. “Detective Adler?”

“Yes.”

“What did you feel when you saw him?”

He hesitated. The social worker gave him a small, encouraging nod.

“Relief,” he said quietly. “I thought... I thought it was over.”

Hale wrote that down.

“Lukas, I’m going to ask you some questions about the days before you were found. If anything feels too difficult, just tell me.”

He nodded again.

The questions came slowly, carefully:

Where he had been.  

Who he had seen.  

What he remembered.  

What he didn’t.  

What hurt.  

What didn’t.  

What he feared.  

What he still feared.

He answered what he could.  

He avoided what he couldn’t.  

He stared at the table when the words wouldn’t come.

At one point, Hale paused.

“You’re doing well,” she said. “This helps us understand what happened.”

He didn’t feel like he was doing well.  

He felt like he was being unstitched.

But he kept going.

Near the end, Hale closed her folder.

“One last question,” she said. “And you can decline if you want.”

He braced himself.

“When you think about what happened... what do you want now?”

He didn’t look at her.  

He didn’t look at the social worker.  

He looked at his hands, still trembling around the empty paper cup.

“I want it written down,” he said. “All of it. So it can’t happen again to anyone.”

Hale didn’t write that down.  

She didn’t need to.

“Thank you, Lukas,” she said softly. “We’re done for today.”

He stood slowly, legs unsteady again, and followed the social worker back into the hallway. The door clicked shut behind him.

The building hummed.  

The lights buzzed.  

The machinery of the system kept turning.

But now his voice was in the record.

And that was the beginning.
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Chapter Two
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Catrina’s First Reconstruction

Catrina — Analyst

Catrina’s office wasn’t large, but it was orderly in a way that made people underestimate her. A single window. A metal desk. Two mismatched chairs. A filing cabinet that stuck on the bottom drawer. Nothing about the room suggested power.

But the wall opposite her desk did.

She’d covered it in paper.

Printouts.  

Timelines.  

Maps.  

Photocopies of reports.  

Handwritten notes in black ink.  

A dozen yellow sticky flags marking contradictions.

The beginnings of a case.

She stood in front of it now, coffee cooling on the desk behind her, hair pulled back, sleeves rolled up. The building around her hummed with the low, constant noise of bureaucracy—printers, footsteps, distant phones—but she barely heard any of it.

She was reconstructing the truth.

Not the mythic version.  

Not the whispered version.  

Not the version people told themselves to sleep at night.

The documented version.

She pinned another sheet to the board—a timestamped log entry from Falkenhof. The handwriting was neat, the signature precise, the content suspiciously vague.

She circled the time.

Then she drew a line to another document—a Schwendstein incident report filed the same day, same hour, same personnel overlap.

Two facilities.  

One pattern.

She stepped back, studying the emerging shape.

There was no mystic geometry here.  

No hidden forces.  

Just human decisions, human failures, human omissions.

And those were easier to prove.

A knock sounded on her open door.

She didn’t turn. “Come in.”

A young clerk stepped inside, holding a thin folder. “More records from Drachenfels. The ones you requested.”

She took the folder, flipping it open.  

Shift logs.  

Visitor entries.  

Maintenance reports.

All mundane.  

All crucial.

“Thank you,” she said.

The clerk hesitated. “There’s... something else. Legal Affairs flagged your request. They want clarification on scope.”

Of course they did.

Catrina didn’t sigh. She didn’t roll her eyes. She simply said, “Tell them the scope is ‘all of it.’”

The clerk blinked. “Should I write that down?”

“Yes.”

He left quickly.

She returned to the board, pinning the new documents into place. The pattern sharpened. The gaps narrowed. The inconsistencies aligned.

She could feel it—the narrative forming, not as a story, but as a structure. A legal one. A prosecutorial one. A public one.

She picked up her pen and wrote three names across the top of the board:

Schwendstein  

Falkenhof

Drachenfels

Then, beneath them, a fourth:

Lukas Brenner

Not as a symbol.  

Not as a myth.  

As a witness.

She drew a line from each facility to his name.

The board looked different now.  

Sharper.  

More coherent.  

More dangerous.

She stepped back again, arms crossed, eyes narrowing as she traced the connections.

A soft chime sounded from her computer—an internal message.

FROM: Internal Affairs  

SUBJECT: Adler Interview — Preliminary Notes  

ATTACHMENTS: 3

She opened the first attachment.

Markus Adler’s statements were concise, factual, restrained.  

But between the lines, she could see the strain—the places where he’d hesitated, the moments where the truth pressed against the limits of what he could articulate in a sterile room under fluorescent lights.

She highlighted three sections.  

Cross-referenced them with her timeline.  

Pinned a printed copy to the board.

The shape tightened.

Another knock.

This time she turned.

A senior administrator stood in the doorway—suit immaculate, expression neutral.

“Ms. von Dietingen,” he said. “A moment?”

She gestured to the chair. He didn’t sit.

“We’ve received inquiries,” he said. “About the breadth of your document requests.”

“Good,” she replied. “That means they’re paying attention.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

He exhaled through his nose. “Catrina... be careful. You’re pulling on threads that lead to people who don’t like being pulled on.”

She looked at the board.

“I’m not pulling on people,” she said. “I’m pulling on facts.”

“That distinction won’t matter to them.”

“It will matter to the record.”

He studied her for a long moment, then nodded once and left.

She didn’t watch him go.

She pinned another document to the board.

The reconstruction continued.

And for the first time, the case began to breathe.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




Markus Under Review

Markus — Subject

The conference room was too warm.

Not stifling, not oppressive—just warm enough to make the collar of Markus Adler’s shirt feel tight and the air feel slightly heavier than it should. A subtle discomfort. The kind that made people talk more than they intended.

He sat at the long table with his hands folded, a glass of water untouched in front of him. Across from him sat three members of the Review Panel—Internal Affairs, Legal Affairs, and a representative from Administration. None hostile. None friendly. All watching him with the same steady, professional interest.

A recorder sat in the center of the table, its red light blinking.

“Detective Adler,” the Legal Affairs representative began, “this is a formal review of your conduct during the period in question. You are not under disciplinary action at this time, but your cooperation is required.”

He nodded once. “Understood.”

The IA officer flipped open a thick binder—thicker than Markus expected.  

Tabs.  

Color-coded sections.  

Printed transcripts.  

Photographs.  

Maps.

His work.  

His decisions.  

His omissions.

All laid out in institutional order.

“We’ll begin with your initial involvement,” the IA officer said. “Walk us through your first contact with the Brenner case.”

Markus inhaled slowly.

“It started with a missing persons report,” he said. “Standard intake. No immediate red flags.”

“And yet,” the IA officer said, “your notes indicate you pursued it more aggressively than protocol required.”

Markus didn’t flinch. “Because something felt wrong.”

“‘Felt’,” the administrator repeated, making a note. “Not ‘indicated.’ Not ‘suggested.’ Felt.”

“Yes.”

A pause.  

A shared glance between the panel members.

“Detective Adler,” Legal Affairs said, “intuition is not a procedural justification.”

“I know,” he replied. “But it’s why I kept pushing.”

They wrote that down.

The questions continued.

Why he visited Schwendstein without waiting for authorization.  

Why he requested records from Falkenhof before filing the proper forms.  

Why he bypassed a supervisor on two separate occasions.  

Why he didn’t escalate certain concerns sooner.  

Why he escalated others too quickly.

Every answer he gave was factual.  

Every answer was documented.  

Every answer was another thread pulled from the fabric of his career.

At one point, the administrator leaned forward.

“Detective Adler,” she said, “do you understand the position you’ve put this department in?”

He met her eyes. “I understand the position Lukas Brenner was in.”

Silence.

The IA officer cleared his throat. “We’re not evaluating the victim’s circumstances at this stage. We’re evaluating yours.”

“I know,” Markus said quietly. “But the two aren’t separate.”

They didn’t write that down.  

They didn’t need to.

The review continued.

They asked about his emotional state.  

His decision-making process.  

His communication with colleagues.  

His failure to communicate with others.  

His judgment.  

His restraint.  

His lack of restraint.

By the time they reached the final section of the binder, Markus felt the weight of the room pressing against him—not physically, but procedurally. The slow, grinding pressure of an institution deciding what to do with him.

The Legal Affairs representative closed the binder.

“One final question,” she said. “And answer carefully.”

He straightened.

“Do you believe,” she asked, “that your actions—including the procedural violations—were justified?”

He didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

“Because you were right?”

“No,” he said. “Because he was alive.”

The panel exchanged another look—unreadable, bureaucratic, practiced.

“We’ll deliberate,” the administrator said. “You’ll be notified of our findings.”

The recorder clicked off.

Markus stood, thanked them out of habit, and left the room.  

The hallway outside felt cooler.  

Quieter.  

More real.

He walked toward the exit, passing other rooms, other interviews, other people caught in the same machinery.

He didn’t know what the panel would decide.  

He didn’t know what the institution would do with him.

But he knew this:

The truth was out of his hands now.

And in Catrina’s.
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Chapter Four
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Lukas in the System

Lukas — Case File

The evaluation suite was quieter than the rest of the building.

Not calmer—just quieter, the way rooms get when they’re insulated for privacy. Thick doors. Soft lighting. Neutral colors chosen by someone who believed beige could soothe trauma.

Lukas sat on the padded bench outside Room 4B, hands folded in his lap. His clothes were clean, borrowed, a size too big. His hair was still damp from the shower they’d insisted he take before the medical exam. He felt scrubbed, processed, and strangely hollow.

A nurse stepped out of the room, holding a tablet.

“Lukas Brenner?”

He stood.

“Come in,” she said gently.

The room was small.  

A desk.  

Two chairs.  

A blood pressure cuff.  

A scale.  

A stack of standardized forms.

A doctor entered a moment later—middle-aged, tired eyes, the kind of posture that came from years of listening to stories no one should have to tell.

“I’m Dr. Halberg,” he said. “I’ll be conducting your intake evaluation. Nothing invasive. Just questions and a basic exam.”

Lukas nodded.

The doctor sat. “Let’s start with the easy part.”

It wasn’t easy.

The questions were clinical, but they cut close:

“Any dizziness?”  

“Any memory gaps?”  

“Any difficulty sleeping?”  

“Any pain?”  

“Any fear of returning home?”  

“Any fear of specific individuals?”  

“Any fear you can’t explain?”

Lukas answered what he could.  

He hesitated where he couldn’t.  

The doctor didn’t push.

When the physical exam was done, Dr. Halberg tapped a few notes into the tablet.

“You’re dehydrated,” he said. “Underweight. Exhausted. But stable.”

Stable.  

The word felt strange.

The doctor hesitated before continuing.

“There’s a second part to this,” he said. “A psychological intake. Different department. Different questions.”

Lukas’s stomach tightened.

“Do I have to?”

“No,” the doctor said. “But it’s recommended. And it will help your case.”

Case.

There it was again—the word that turned him from a person into a file.

He nodded.

The doctor pressed a button on the wall.  

A moment later, a woman entered—soft voice, calm expression, a folder tucked under her arm.

“Lukas,” she said, “I’m Lena Jensen. I’m here to talk with you about what you’ve been through.”

He sat back down.

She didn’t open the folder.  

She didn’t take out a pen.  

She just sat across from him, hands folded loosely in her lap.

“When you’re ready,” she said.

He wasn’t ready.  

But he started anyway.

Not with the worst parts.  

Not with the details.  

Just with the simple truth:

“I didn’t think anyone was coming.”

Lena nodded slowly. “But someone did.”

“Markus.”

“And how did you feel when you saw him?”

He swallowed. “Like I could breathe again.”

She didn’t write that down.  

She didn’t need to.

The conversation moved in small steps—not probing, not prying, just guiding.  

She asked about sleep.  

About fear.  

About the moments he remembered most clearly.  

About the ones he avoided.

At one point, she paused.

“Lukas,” she said, “I need to ask you something that may feel uncomfortable.”

He braced himself.

“Do you feel safe now?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

He looked at the floor.  

At his hands.  

At the door.

Finally:

“I feel... safer.”

“That’s enough for today,” she said gently.

She stood, opened the folder, and placed a single sheet on the desk.
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