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The RJP Readers series provides graded reading material for students of English at 12 levels of difficulty.

🟥  A1.1  Beginner or Noob

🔴 A1.2  False Beginner or Learner

🟧 A2.1  Lower Elementary or Shopper

🟠 A2.2  Upper Elementary or Gamer

🟨 B1.1  Lower Intermediate 1 or Tourist

🟡 B1.2  Lower Intermediate 2 or Capable

🟩 B2.1  Upper Intermediate 1 or Competent

🟢 B2.2  Upper Intermediate 2 or Fluent

🟦 C1.1  Lower Advanced or Ace

🔵 C1.2  Upper Advanced or Master

🟪 C2.1  Lower Proficiency or Expert

🟣 C2.2  Upper Proficiency or Pro
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The Archive of Vanishing Things
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Level: 🟪 C2.1 (Expert)

Inspired by: The Trial by Franz Kafka
Modern version: In a crumbling European city, a graduate researcher discovers a sealed archive of “unconfirmed memories”—records of people no one remembers, events no one claims. But the deeper she digs, the more she realises: she may be one of them.
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Episode 1: The File Without a Name
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The building was not supposed to exist.

That was the first thing Marta noticed.

Not its crumbling stone exterior or its bricked-over windows, not the locked iron gate with no buzzer or the tree growing out of the second-floor stairwell.

It was the silence.

In a city where everything had a paper trail, a code, an entry, this place had nothing.

No digital footprint. No listing. No records in the architectural archive where she worked five days a week cataloguing forgotten buildings and reassigning them new identities.

But here it was, just behind the tram depot. A six-story ghost in plain sight.

And she had the keys.

Sort of.

Technically, she wasn’t supposed to be there.

The keys belonged to Professor Gruber—who was also not supposed to exist.

He had retired four years ago. Died two years ago. But last month, Marta received an envelope from his name, in his handwriting, with no return address.

Inside was a heavy, cold key with no label and a note written in thick, black ink:

“If you’re reading this, the city has already started forgetting.

Go now. Before it forgets you too.”

There was no explanation. No map.

Just a street name—Schildstrasse—and a number that no longer appeared on official records.

Until she walked past the depot. And saw it.

Building 54.

Or what was left of it.

The interior was darker than expected.

Not abandoned in the usual sense—no broken glass, no graffiti, no rusted pipes—but stripped of memory. Every surface was clean in a way that felt unnatural. Dust-free. Scentless. Empty shelves that looked freshly wiped.

It didn’t feel neglected. It felt erased.

She climbed three floors in silence, passing rows of unmarked doors.

On the fourth floor, she found it.

A room with a file on a table.

Just one.

It wasn’t locked. It wasn’t hidden.

It sat there, waiting.

She opened the file slowly.

No name on the front.

Inside: pages of typed text, stamped with the city’s official archive seal—but in a style not used since the 1970s. The language was oddly formal, full of missing pronouns and clipped verbs, as if someone had redacted it in thought, not ink.

She turned to the last page.

There was a photograph.

Black and white. Slightly out of focus.

A woman in a long coat, standing outside a bakery that didn’t exist anymore.

The woman’s face had been scratched out.

But underneath the image, a line of text in careful handwriting:

“She remembered a city that did not remember her.”

Marta closed the folder.

Her heart was beating too fast.

She took the file with her.

She didn’t want to. She meant to leave it. But her hand moved on its own, sliding it into her bag like it belonged there.

On the tram ride home, she sat beside a man reading a newspaper in Polish. The woman opposite stared at her as if she recognised her, then looked away without a word.

Marta pressed her hand against her bag.

The folder inside felt heavier than it should.

That night, she couldn’t sleep.

She opened the file again under the yellow glow of her desk lamp.

This time she read every word.

The file described a series of “non-confirmed existences.” People who had lived in the city but were no longer acknowledged in any system.

No deaths. No records. No property. No relatives.

But their traces were still detectable—in smudges on maps, in cancelled tram lines, in faded receipts pressed between pages of old books.

Page 5 mentioned a woman named A.L.

No full name.

Just the initials and the phrase: “She entered the bakery at 10:14 and exited at 10:37. She left behind no scent, no shadow, no sale.”

A ghost? A metaphor?

Or a mistake in recordkeeping?

Marta had catalogued hundreds of cases where data vanished. But this... this was deliberate.

She took the photo to work the next day.

Just the photo.

She didn’t show anyone, of course. Just ran it through the archive’s scanner to see if any metadata remained.

Nothing.

The system didn’t even recognise it as an image.

It showed up as blank space.

No pixels. No date. No chemical trace.

It was as if the scanner had refused to see it.

Or worse—seen too much.

By midweek, Marta started noticing changes.

Small things, at first.

Emails from colleagues she didn’t remember meeting. A coat in her wardrobe she swore she hadn’t bought.

A note in her planner, written in her own handwriting:

“Call about Room 4.1.”

She hadn’t written it.

She hadn’t been back since that first visit.

Not until Friday.

When she returned, Room 4.1 was different.

Still empty.

But now there were three files.

All with no names.

She opened the first.

Inside: a letter addressed to her.

Typed. Short.

“You are not immune to vanishing.

Do not assume presence equals permanence.”

— S.G.

Professor Gruber?

Or someone else?

She took all three folders.

She didn’t tell anyone.

But that night, when she entered her apartment, her bookshelves were empty.

Completely bare.

Books she had owned for years—catalogued, indexed, folded with notes—gone.

Only the furniture remained.

And the one book on her desk: a city guide published in 1963.

Opened to a map.

The street she lived on was missing.
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Episode 2: Cartographer’s Paradox
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The 1963 map had folds like veins.

Marta traced them slowly in the light of her desk lamp, her fingertips brushing over old paper that felt too warm. The street grid of central Altstadt was mostly familiar, but the gaps were unmistakable. Schildstrasse was still there, but her own building—number 48—was not.

Neither were several side alleys she passed every day on her way to work. One tram stop was labelled Kapellenplatz. She had never heard of it.

And yet, the ink felt certain.

So did the faint pencil marks added by some forgotten librarian: an X here, a circle there, and a note scribbled in tiny, delicate German script—

“Memory ≠ authority.”

Marta turned the map over.

On the reverse, someone had written in blue pen: “Erasure is an act of power. But maps lie slowly.”

She brought the map to work, rolled tightly in an old blueprint tube, and laid it out across the restoration table.

Her colleague Renke glanced over, frowning. “That’s from the banned shelf.”

She looked up. “There’s a banned shelf?”

He shrugged. “Unofficially. Anything printed between 1959 and 1964. Too many discrepancies. They say some of the paper was imported from a region that didn’t exist.”

Marta raised an eyebrow. “That’s not possible.”

Renke smiled. “Exactly.”

During lunch, she asked their lead archivist, Frau Möller, whether the city had ever renamed Schildstrasse.

Frau Möller didn’t even blink. “That street was demolished after the flood. Nothing’s left.”

“There’s a building still standing.”

Frau Möller gave her a look that could polish glass.

“There is not,” she said.

End of discussion.

Marta returned to her flat that evening to find a slip of paper under her door.

Typed, no envelope.

“You left Room 4.1 open.
Please return.
The file has been updated.”
She hadn’t told anyone about Room 4.1.

She hadn’t left it open.

But the lock could have.

Or the building itself.

She returned that night.

The tram was half-empty. The city was misted over, like someone had lightly erased the outlines of buildings.

When she reached the building, the iron gate swung open before she touched it.

Inside, the lights were already on.

She climbed the stairs more slowly this time, counting each step. They didn’t match her memory.

The third floor now had seven doors instead of five.

Room 4.1 had a new plaque on it: M.G.

Her initials.

Inside: four folders this time.

The fourth one sat alone on the chair, as if reserved.

She opened it.

This time, it wasn’t a document.

It was a map.

But not a printed one.

A hand-drawn sketch in pencil and blue ink. Rough, shaking, but detailed. A representation of the city, labelled with locations not on any known grid.

Traces
Echo Markets
The Library Without Language
Last Witness Office
Each point was circled. Some had arrows. One was labelled in red:

This one will remember you.

At the bottom, a signature in block letters: S.G.

She knew now that it wasn’t Gruber.

The handwriting didn’t match.

But whoever S.G. was, they knew the city in a way she did not.

In a way no one should.

She photocopied the map and tucked the original into her coat.

As she descended the stairs, her footsteps echoed wrong—like they belonged to someone taller.

The street outside smelled different.

Not unpleasant, just older. Like wax and cinders.

The tram that arrived at the corner had a logo that hadn’t been used since 1980.

She boarded it anyway.

At home, she scanned the map and layered it over a satellite image.

The mismatch was almost perfect.

Every point marked on the hand-drawn map sat just beside—or beneath—something real.

An alley under scaffolding. A demolished cinema. A basement bar turned to storage.

She labelled the file: False Grid Hypothesis.

She created a new folder on her desktop.

But when she tried to name it “Vanishing Project,” the screen blinked and auto-corrected to:

“.NoName”

She tried again.

Same result.

A third time, she gave up.

The folder accepted that.

Later that night, Marta received an email from her own account.

From: m.grabowski@archivstadt.org
To: m.grabowski@archivstadt.org
Subject: (none)
You are not the first.

You will not be the last.

Do not archive what still breathes.

There was no sent record.

No draft.

No trace.

In the morning, she found one final detail that chilled her:

She no longer appeared in
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