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Chapter 1: The Summons

The morning offered little variation. Daniel Reeve rose at 6:30,
first alarm. The apartment, two rooms stacked neatly above a print
shop, was silent except for the indistinct pressure of the city—a
low, unbroken static behind double-glazed glass.

In the kitchen, Daniel measured water for coffee. He poured it
into the reservoir, the liquid just cresting the max-fill line,
then snapped the lid shut with a practiced, almost inaudible click.
He ground the beans, weighing the grams on a digital scale,
resetting twice when the measure ran over. The apartment’s silence
collected around the metallic whine of the grinder.

He set the filter, poured the grounds. As the coffee bloomed,
Daniel moved to the single window by the dining nook. The city, ten
floors below, looked procedural. Distant honks and the early hiss
of a street cleaner were visible before they were audible. It
calmed him. He stood there, unmoving, until the machine beeped.

His phone buzzed on the counter—one new email. He unlocked the
screen, flicked the notification away, and opened his inbox.
Overnight, nothing urgent: a flagged compliance reminder from the
data office, a survey from HR. He read the subject lines but not
the bodies. By the time he poured his coffee, Daniel’s morning had
advanced twenty-seven minutes, precisely average.

He drank at the kitchen counter, scrolling news in silence. The
apartment was sparse. White walls, no art. The couch had squared
arms and a mid-century look, as if it had been purchased to meet a
quota for furniture. Only the dining table—unpainted wood, two
mismatched chairs—broke the pattern. A framed photo hung over it:
Daniel, several years younger, and his sister Ava, shoulder to
shoulder at a lakeside. She smiled into the camera with the easy
confidence of someone used to being photographed. He smiled like
someone who had to remind himself to do it.

Daniel’s mug left a faint ring on the quartz countertop. He
wiped it clean, then crossed to his desk, which occupied the far
corner of the room. Three identical monitors, all black
screensaver, two closed notebooks, pens sorted by color in a lucite
cup. Yesterday’s work had left a single deviation: a manila
envelope, hand-delivered, set precisely at the edge of the
desk.

He’d noticed it the night before, wedged beneath a pizza flyer
and an outdated energy bill. There was no return address, but the
flap was sealed with a strip of color-shifting adhesive. The
presence of the envelope had bothered him all evening, but he’d
decided it could wait. Now, as he powered up his laptop and
listened to the cooling fans click on, he let his eyes linger on
the envelope. He felt the friction of its existence in the room,
the way it sat on the white desktop, refusing to blend.

He ignored it for six minutes. He organized a week’s worth of
digital compliance logs, archived ten outgoing emails, color-coded
a spreadsheet. Finally, with both hands, Daniel picked up the
envelope, held it to the light, and slit the adhesive.

Inside: a single page on thick, government-weight paper. Raised
watermark, upper left. The letterhead read: “Office of Compliance
& Civil Protection—Regional Authority.” There was an embossed
seal, a compliance code, and his name, Daniel Reeve, centered
below.

He scanned the first paragraph, eyes trained by years of
regulatory documentation to isolate the phrases that mattered. He
found them—“summons to appear,” “required testimony,” “pending
matter under legal review.” The body of the letter was precise,
almost bland. The case number sat in bold, unadorned font:
V-22035/5.

He did not recognize it. The code had none of the familiar
prefixes for his active projects, none of the sub-case numbers he’d
flagged or cross-referenced for reporting in the last quarter. He
checked again, the number already committing itself to a sort of
unwanted muscle memory.

Daniel read the letter a second time, then a third, though
nothing changed between readings. The language was not threatening,
but he felt a pressure at the base of his throat that made him set
the page down flat on the desk, smoothing it with both palms. He
took a sip of coffee and realized it had cooled past comfort.

He turned to his laptop, navigating instinctively to the
compliance portal, and keyed in the case number. The system
returned no hits. He switched to the regional public database,
bypassed the redundant splash screens, and ran the number again.
Still nothing—just a “Pending—Restricted Access” note, which meant
the matter was both active and compartmentalized above his
clearance.

Daniel sat back, hands off the keyboard. His face, reflected in
the monitor’s darkened screen, was composed but tight around the
eyes. He removed his glasses, wiped them with the hem of his shirt,
then set them on the desk. Without the glasses, the room blurred at
the edges, shrinking his focus to the letter and nothing else.

He paced the length of the apartment—twenty-four steps from desk
to window and back—then, feeling foolish, returned to his seat. He
read the letter again, this time for meaning rather than syntax. It
summoned him to a building on the west end of the district, first
floor, Room 1407. The date: two days from now, at nine AM. The tone
was both courteous and absolute; there was no mention of
rescheduling or refusal.

He glanced at the photo above the table. Ava had told him, not
long after he moved in, that the city made people cold. He’d
disagreed—insisting that efficiency was not the same as emotional
vacancy—but sometimes he saw her point. He’d never thought of
himself as a person whose life could be disrupted by a single
envelope. He’d built routines, redundancies. Now, the routines felt
thin and incomplete, as if someone had gone through his life and
unplugged half the outlets.

Daniel put on his glasses, folded the letter carefully, and slid
it into a drawer. He would think about it at lunch, he decided. He
had work to do now. He forced his attention back to the monitors,
the colors and graphs and rules he could still manipulate, and he
stayed there until his coffee was gone and the city outside had
brightened by at least two shades.

The next morning, Daniel left his apartment at 7:40, the summons
folded once and pocketed behind his ID badge. The train into the
Civic District ran on time; the platform was occupied by the usual
sequence of commuters, each holding to their marked position and
field of personal silence. Daniel stood at the far end, beneath the
digital schedule, watching the city’s geometry flatten and slide by
as the train accelerated north.

The Regional Data Compliance building was five stories of tinted
glass and exposed concrete, with nothing to mark it from any other
government structure except the number by the door. Inside, the
lobby was empty. A security camera tracked him to the badge reader;
the reader blinked green, and the glass gates parted with a hollow
sigh.

The compliance floor was a rectangle of cubicles—walls just high
enough to hide the shoulders and heads of their occupants,
illuminated by blue-white LEDs in a permanent overcast. Daniel
moved to his station, third from the end, and dropped his bag
beneath the desk. The space was so impersonal that, on his first
week, he’d thought he’d been assigned a mistake. The only variation
was a short stack of processing folders, each one marked with a
bright colored tab, and a nameplate: “REEVE, D.”

He powered on his monitor. The screen filled with a dashboard of
reminders: pending tickets, flagged cases, a color-coded priority
grid. The keyboard had a particular mechanical clack that Daniel
found almost soothing, and for a time he let his hands run over the
keys, addressing the easy problems first, shelving the complicated
ones for later.

The other workers filtered in at regular intervals, always in
the same order. A woman with severe hair and black-rimmed glasses.
A man who smelled of antiseptic and wore the same shirt in three
colors. A rotating set of interns, all pale and hunched like they’d
grown under artificial light. People nodded in greeting—nothing
more. By eight-thirty the floor had filled, but the only sounds
were typing, the low vibration of a filtered air system, and the
occasional cough.

At 9:00, Daniel placed the envelope flat on his desk. The seal
caught the overhead light, reflecting a spectrum that didn’t belong
in the office’s palette. He removed the summons, read the case
number again, and typed it into the system. No hits—just the same
“Pending—Restricted Access” banner he’d seen the night before.

He leaned back, running a finger along the seam of his tie, and
checked the clock in the lower corner of his screen. The time
changed in a slow, almost performative way. His email pinged with a
new compliance alert, which he closed without reading.

Daniel opened a new query, this time searching the number
through every internal system he had access to, even the ones above
his normal clearance. He found nothing. His hands drummed the desk
surface with an uncontrolled tempo, then stopped. He realized he’d
been staring at the summons for several minutes, the document
beginning to crease at the edges from repeated handling.

Across the aisle, the man in the blue shirt cleared his throat.
Daniel looked up, expecting perhaps a question or a comment, but
the man just returned to his monitor, eyes already out of
focus.

At noon, Daniel’s calendar beeped, reminding him of a scheduled
lunch break. He closed his laptop, gathered the summons and his
badge, and walked to the break room at the far end of the floor.
The room was empty. He filled a paper cup with water and sat at the
long table. He set the summons beside his phone, staring at the
embossed seal as if it might reveal more under fluorescent
light.

He dialed the number printed at the bottom of the letter. There
was a pause—three, maybe four rings—before a voice answered.

“Regional Authority, Investigator’s Office.”

“Hi. This is Daniel Reeve. I received a summons this week
regarding a pending legal matter. I’m…trying to confirm the
details.”

The voice on the line was practiced, neutral. “One moment, Mr.
Reeve.” Typing, soft enough that Daniel could hear it through the
receiver. “You are confirmed for testimony on the date specified.
Room 1407, as indicated.”

“Yes, thank you,” Daniel said, “but I was hoping for some
context. I wasn’t aware of any legal matter or compliance breach.
There’s no reference in our database, and—”

The voice interrupted, just slightly. “I’m sorry, but the matter
is currently classified. The details will be provided at the time
of your testimony. Is there anything else I can assist you
with?”

Daniel’s mouth opened, then closed. He felt the difference
between asking and receiving an answer, and the futility of
repeating himself.

“No. Thank you.”

The line went dead. He looked at the phone for a moment, then at
the summons, which had begun to absorb a faint ring of water from
the cup. He shifted it away, smoothing the page as if that would
undo the mark.

He sat in the break room until his watch said 12:30, then
returned to his desk. The office felt both colder and brighter than
before. The hum of the lights pressed at his temples. He glanced at
the monitors, the compliance alerts, but for the first time since
starting the job, he found it impossible to care about any of
it.

He spent the rest of the day pretending to work, closing and
reopening the same handful of files, scanning for errors he knew
weren’t there. When the time came to leave, Daniel stood at the
edge of his cubicle, looking out over the rows of identical desks.
He wondered how many of his colleagues had ever received an
envelope like his, and whether they’d felt the same pressure behind
their eyes, the same unaccountable anticipation.

He turned off his monitor, packed his bag, and left the summons
where it lay, perfectly centered, in the middle of his clean, white
desk.

The evening after the call, Daniel arrived home without any
memory of his commute. His key found the lock, his bag landed with
a soft thud against the entry wall. He cycled through the
apartment—lights on, shoes off, blinds half-drawn against the
city’s glare—then stood in the middle of the main room, palms
pressing flat against his thighs. He expected to feel a change in
the atmosphere, some lingering residue of the day’s confusion. But
the apartment had preserved itself perfectly, all edges sharp, all
surfaces as empty as he’d left them.

He moved to the closet and pulled out the navy suit, still
encased in clear plastic from its last dry cleaning. He laid it
across the couch, smoothing the sleeves with two quick passes. The
shoes, black leather, waited in their box beneath the hanging
clothes; he took them out, set them by the suit, then opened the
small tin of polish he kept in the kitchen drawer. The
scent—chemical, faintly sweet—made him lightheaded. He buffed the
shoes in slow, concentric circles, watching his reflection distort
in the curve of the toe.

He set everything out on the kitchen table: suit, shirt, tie,
shoes. The ensemble looked alien in the context of his otherwise
barren apartment, a vestige of an identity he never quite
inhabited. He imagined, for a moment, how the suit might look from
Ava’s perspective—how she would probably smirk at the tie and say
it made him look like a guidance counselor. The memory was faint, a
snapshot more than a story, but it lingered.

The summons was next. Daniel unfolded the document and set it on
the table beside his suit, then sat, elbows resting on the edge,
and read it again. He traced the watermark with his finger, feeling
for imperfections. He held the paper up to the light, watched the
micro-embossed fibers catch and scatter, then set it down and
examined the compliance code one more time. It was a standard
issue, with the exception of a single character offset—a digit
where he’d expect a letter. He stared at the anomaly for several
seconds, then marked it in pencil in the margin. His pencil strokes
were barely visible, as if he was annotating someone else’s
life.

He tried, for a while, to work through his normal evening
routine. He made a bowl of rice, topped it with canned tuna, and
ate standing up in the kitchen. He ran the water for dishes, washed
each utensil, and set them in the rack to dry. The motions were
familiar, but his hands shook whenever he stopped to think. Once,
he caught himself staring at the framed photo of himself and Ava,
trying to remember what day it had been taken, whether it had been
cold or warm, and how he’d felt at the exact moment the shutter
clicked.

He moved to the couch and flicked on the television, but found
he could not follow the rhythm of the news. The anchors spoke in a
monotone loop, alternating stories about weather systems, school
funding debates, and a missing person’s case in the southern
district. Daniel watched until the colors blurred together, then
turned the screen off. The silence was immediate and felt
absolute.

He picked up his phone, thumbed through recent messages. Ava had
sent him a photo of her dog two days ago, with a caption so dry
that it might as well have been automated. He opened the message,
typed a reply—“Looks like someone’s getting old”—then deleted it.
He considered calling her, letting her voice fill the quiet, but
decided against it. He set the phone face down on the table,
watched the notifications multiply in the corner of the screen,
then ignored them.

Night fell with its usual efficiency. Daniel moved through the
apartment, shutting lights, pulling the blinds tighter. The only
glow came from the building across the street—floor after floor of
illuminated windows, each one another life repeating the same set
of evening rituals. He stood at his own window and watched the
city’s lights flicker on, tried to find a pattern in the
randomness, but the view only made him feel smaller.

His reflection in the glass looked unfamiliar, even in the dim.
The shape of his face, the set of his jaw, seemed to shift in the
dark. He pressed his forehead to the cold glass, waiting for a
feeling to surface, then pulled back when his breath fogged the
view.

He left the suit on the chair, shoes lined up beneath. He placed
the summons on the nightstand beside his bed. He set the alarm on
his phone for 6:00, though he doubted he would sleep at all.

In bed, Daniel lay rigid, eyes open to the ceiling. He tried to
clear his mind by counting the sounds outside—the passage of cars,
a distant siren, the creak of the building settling—but every time
he closed his eyes, the case number from the summons appeared,
overlaying the darkness like a faint watermark.

He wondered, briefly, if he would ever know what the summons
meant, or if it would simply absorb itself into his routines,
another daily pressure to be ignored. He wondered what the city
would look like at dawn, and whether anyone else was awake,
counting the hours, watching the future close in.

The night passed, silent and unbroken. In the thin morning,
Daniel rose, dressed, and prepared to step into whatever waited for
him behind the door.





Chapter 2: First Statement

Daniel left his apartment at 8:02. The morning was unremarkable,
a thin fog rounding the city’s edges and muting every sound that
followed him down the steps. He took the transit east, changed
lines once at Exchange, and arrived at the Regional Authority
Building just before the quarter hour. The building had no
identifying marks save the address, posted in sans-serif above the
double doors. A uniformed guard sat inside a glass booth, staring
into the bright void of a tablet.

He pressed his ID to the scanner. The guard didn’t look up, only
pointed toward the first floor with a pen. Daniel followed the
arrow-shaped signage, past a cluster of empty chairs, and found the
elevators.

Room 1407 was at the end of a corridor lined with identical,
unlabeled doors. He walked the length of it, shoes barely scuffing
the plasticized floor, and paused in front of the frosted glass
panel. He checked the summons—creased down the middle from where
he’d folded and unfolded it all morning—then pushed inside.

The room was even more austere than he’d imagined. It held a
single metal table, rectangular, with squared corners that looked
sharp enough to draw blood if you brushed past them too quickly.
Two chairs faced each other across the divide, neither pulled out.
A camera was fixed to the upper corner, its matte black casing
angled at the center of the table. A small box sat on the desktop,
half the size of a fist: the recording device.

He set the summons on the table, paper sliding a fraction before
coming to rest, and sat in the nearer chair. He placed his hands in
his lap, then on the table, then back in his lap. He adjusted his
tie, straightening the knot so the lines matched up with the
buttons of his shirt. The room was cold enough to make his fingers
stiff, but he pressed them flat against the metal surface and
waited.

After two minutes, the door opened. Two people entered, one
after the other, moving in the practiced, unhurried way of
professionals. The lead—a woman of medium height, with dark hair
pulled back and the faint outline of a scar along her right
temple—carried a black folio and a single notepad. The second, a
man, was younger, with narrow wrists and a blue pen clipped to the
collar of his shirt. They took their seats with a minimum of
sound.

“Mr. Reeve?” The woman’s voice was shaped but unaccented. She
opened the folio and withdrew a thin sheaf of pages, sliding them
in front of her. “I’m Investigator Chen. This is Investigator
Mercer. Thank you for coming in on short notice.”

Daniel nodded once, unsure if he was allowed to speak first.

Chen activated the recording device with a practiced tap. A red
light illuminated, casting a perfect semicircle onto the polished
edge of the table. “For the record, this is testimony in reference
to Compliance Case V-22035/5, conducted at 9:00 AM, Regional
Authority Building, interview room 1407. Mr. Daniel Reeve is
present and has acknowledged identity and presence by signature.”
She slid a pen—a standard issue black ballpoint—across the table.
Daniel picked it up, signed the line she indicated, and placed the
pen exactly where she had set it.

“Let’s begin with a few questions for the record,” said Chen,
meeting his gaze in the way that suggested neither threat nor
comfort. “Could you state your full name, occupation, and current
residential address?”

He did, voice steady. Mercer wrote each detail in block print,
using his own pen—blue ink, unlike Chen’s. Daniel noticed the
careful formation of each letter, the way the ink dried just
slightly glossy on the white page.

“Have you been made aware of the subject matter of this
inquiry?” Chen asked.

“No,” Daniel said. “The notice only gave a date, time, and the
case number. I tried to access the details through the compliance
portal, but they were above my clearance.”

Chen nodded, as if expecting this. “Your transparency is noted.
Let’s continue. On the dates of March third through March fifth,
were you present in the Civic District at any point?”

Daniel thought back, reconstructing the days from the calendar
grid he kept in his planner. “Yes. March third, I was in the Civic
District for work. Our office had a team review at Regional Data
Compliance.”

Chen made a small note. “Did you leave the office at any point
during the workday?”

“Only for lunch. I went to the sandwich shop across from the
building. I have receipts, if that’s useful.”

“Did you observe any unusual activity? Suspicious persons or
behaviors?”

“No,” Daniel said, “nothing out of the ordinary.”

Chen moved to the next question, efficient as a metronome. “Are
you familiar with any individuals currently employed by the
Authority’s Central Records Division?”

Daniel shook his head, then remembered to answer aloud. “No.
I’ve only worked with Authority indirectly. My contract is with
Data Compliance, civilian side.”

She nodded, making another notation.

Mercer watched Daniel as he spoke, eyes tracking not the words
but Daniel’s face. He wondered if this was deliberate—an attempt to
read micro-expressions, or just habit. Mercer’s hands were small,
almost delicate, and he spun the pen between his fingers when not
writing. Daniel counted the revolutions: one, two, three,
pause.

The overhead light flickered, just once, then returned to full
brightness. Daniel watched the shadow of the fixture play across
the table, a gray rectangle overlaying the colder shine of the
steel. He could see his reflection, too—a wavering outline, blurred
at the edges.

Chen continued, “Have you recently had contact with any persons
outside of your standard work or social routines? Visitors,
deliveries, or maintenance personnel not previously scheduled?”

Daniel hesitated. “There was a maintenance check in my building
the week prior, but I didn’t interact with the staff directly.
Everything else has been routine.”

“Noted.” Chen’s voice never shifted from its neutral timbre. She
glanced at Mercer, who nodded once.

The questioning was clinical, each answer logged, then
cross-checked with a silent, unhurried rhythm. Daniel felt himself
growing more alert with every passing minute, as if the room’s cold
had shifted from his hands to the back of his neck. He tried to
modulate his breathing, keep his posture still.

“Do you have any reason to believe your personal communications
have been monitored, intercepted, or otherwise compromised?” Chen
asked.

“No,” Daniel said, “though I suppose there’s always a
possibility in this line of work.”

The pen in Mercer’s hand stilled for the first time. “Could you
elaborate?” he asked. His voice was softer than Chen’s, and lacked
the edge of formality.

Daniel shrugged. “It’s just a fact of compliance. Data is
tracked and audited. I assume anything in the system is accessible
at some level.”

Chen returned to the line of questioning, moving through dates,
times, and locations with algorithmic precision. Daniel answered
each in turn, aware that the pattern was designed to uncover
inconsistencies, not truth. He found himself anticipating the next
question, sometimes framing the answer before the prompt
arrived.

The folder in front of Chen was untouched. The only evidence of
her labor was the slow accumulation of blue and black ink on the
pages in front of her and Mercer. Daniel wondered how many times
they had conducted interviews in this room, at this table, under
this same unblinking light.

He looked at the camera in the corner, wondered whether someone
watched live, or if the footage was simply archived, sliced, and
categorized for later review. He realized, with a strange comfort,
that he would never know.

The questions kept coming, each one a precise incision into the
fabric of his life. Daniel gave what he believed were the correct
answers, and waited for the moment when they would finally tell him
why he was here.

The room’s air felt denser now. The questions from Chen
sharpened, migrating from the procedural to the pointed. She never
raised her voice or changed her cadence, but the topics drifted
closer to the perimeter of whatever matter had summoned Daniel
here.

“Mr. Reeve,” she said, “have you ever visited the residence at
47 Concorde Avenue?”

He shook his head. “I don’t believe so.”

Chen slid a photo across the table—just a house, two stories,
prefab cladding, the windows blank as screens. “Please confirm.
Sometimes these addresses change hands; it may look familiar.”

Daniel studied the photo, searching for a foothold in memory,
but came up blank. “No. I’ve never been inside, and I can’t recall
seeing it.”

Mercer jotted a note, then resumed his passive watchfulness. The
blue pen clicked, uncapped and capped, every few lines.

“Did you, at any point in the last two months, receive parcels,
letters, or deliveries from an unknown sender?” Chen asked.

Daniel exhaled, then realized he’d held his breath through the
entire exchange. “No, unless you count flyers or the usual spam in
the mailbox. I throw those away immediately.”

“Please describe your interactions with neighbors in your
current residence.”

Daniel answered, listing names and apartments, the floor plan of
his building mapped out in careful language. He stuck to the facts,
giving each unit its due, never embellishing.

Chen returned to his employment. “You work in data compliance.
Does your role afford access to the Authority’s protected
records?”

“Only in aggregate, never individual records. Everything is
anonymized by the time it reaches us.”

“You’ve never handled a specific, non-redacted file?”

“No,” Daniel said, “never.”

Chen looked up from her notes. “Do you understand why you’re
here today?”

He hesitated, the phrase catching in his throat. He cleared it
gently. “No,” he said, and let the word stand.

Mercer spoke, his voice careful: “Sometimes, Mr. Reeve,
information can pass through systems in ways not intended. Is it
possible that, even for a moment, you saw something in the course
of your work that you weren’t meant to see?”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Daniel admitted, “but our audits are
thorough. If I’d accessed anything improper, it would’ve flagged
and been reported back to me in hours.”

Chen nodded, though it was not a gesture of agreement. “We’ll
return to that in a moment.”

The next question arrived, delivered gently but with
unmistakable force: “Can you explain your whereabouts
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