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Chapter 1 — The List
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The paper was not meant for him.

It lay at the edge of the desk, half-covered by a folder stamped in English, as if someone had placed it there only for a moment and never returned. Keller noticed it not because it stood out, but because everything else had already faded into silence.

The room felt abandoned in a way that went beyond emptiness. It felt concluded.

Berlin itself no longer sounded like a living city. There were no rhythms, no voices that belonged to continuity. Only distant echoes, as if the place existed now only as a memory of what it had been.

Keller stepped closer.

The document was simple. Typed. Structured with a precision that suggested purpose rather than administration.

A list.

Names arranged in order.

Dozens of them.

Engineers. Physicists. Chemists.

He did not need to read the heading to understand its function. He recognized enough of the names to see the pattern. Men he had worked with. Men he had debated with. Men who, in recent weeks, had simply ceased to exist in any official sense.

Taken.

Or saved.

He no longer knew which word carried the truth.

His eyes moved down the page slowly, almost against his own will. Each line felt less like information and more like confirmation.

He told himself he was only observing. Only verifying. Only placing himself outside of it.

Until he wasn’t.

His gaze stopped.

Keller, Hans.

For a moment, the world narrowed to a single point.

Sound withdrew. Thought stalled. Even the sense of space seemed to flatten, as if the room itself had stepped back to leave him alone with the name.

His name.

It looked smaller than he expected. Lighter. Almost detached from him.

As if it did not yet carry the full consequence of what it represented.

He read it again.

Keller, Hans.

Beneath it, a short notation had been added. The ink was slightly darker, the type uneven—as if inserted later, by a different hand.

Priority asset.

The meaning did not arrive all at once.

At first, it remained abstract. A classification. A technical term.

Then it settled.

Not a prisoner.

Not a suspect.

Not even, in the strict sense, a scientist.

An asset.

Something to be used.

Something already accounted for.

Keller leaned back slightly, the movement almost imperceptible.

For the first time in days, a thought broke through the dull pressure that had surrounded him.

He was not going to a camp.

The realization came with sudden force. His lungs filled more easily. The tension in his shoulders eased. Even his hands, which he had not noticed trembling, became still.

For a brief moment, the idea of survival felt real.

Then another thought followed.

Slower. Colder.

More precise.

The decision had already been made.

He looked at the list again, this time not at his own name, but at the structure of it. The names above him. The names below. The silent order that connected them without explanation.

There were no questions attached to this document.

No space for refusal.

No indication of choice.

Only classification.

He carefully returned the paper to its place, aligning it exactly with the edge of the desk, restoring the order he had disturbed. The gesture was automatic, almost instinctive—an attempt to preserve a sense of control where none remained.

Then he stepped away.

Somewhere in the distance, beyond the broken lines of the city, a structure collapsed. The sound carried faintly through the air, dull and final.

Keller did not turn toward it.

He already understood.

What was falling was not the city.

It was everything that had once given it meaning.

And in its place—

lists were being written.
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Chapter 2 — The Visit
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The knock came without hesitation.

Not loud. Not forceful.
But certain.
Keller remained still for a moment, listening to the silence that followed. It was not the kind of silence that invited delay. It was the kind that made delay irrelevant.

The knock came again.

Same rhythm. Same restraint.

Measured. Controlled.

Final.

He crossed the room and opened the door.

Two men stood outside.

Their uniforms were clean, untouched by the chaos that had settled over the city. No visible insignia marked them clearly, yet their presence left little room for doubt.

American.

The taller one stepped forward just enough to establish control of the space without appearing to claim it.

“Dr. Keller.”

It was not a question.

Keller did not respond. There was nothing to confirm.

“We would like to speak with you.”

The phrasing suggested choice.

The tone did not.

Keller stepped aside.

They entered without waiting for further permission.

The second man closed the door quietly behind them. The sound was soft, but it carried weight—an ending rather than a transition.

The room felt smaller.

Contained.

The taller officer took a slow look around, not searching, but recognizing. As if he had already seen it before, and this was merely verification.

Then he placed a folder on the table.

Opened it.

Deliberately.

Inside were documents arranged with precise care. Each page aligned, each section marked, as though the contents had already been studied, categorized, and concluded.

He turned the first page toward Keller.

A diagram.

Keller recognized it immediately.

Not a copy. Not an approximation.

The structure, the annotations, the corrected angles—every detail was exact. Even the marginal notes he had made in hesitation, then nearly erased, remained.

A faint pressure built in his chest.

“That is your work,” the officer said.

Again, not a question.

Keller gave a slight nod.

The page turned.

Calculations.

Detailed. Extended. Familiar.

A correction had been inserted.

His correction.

One he had removed from the official version.

Or believed he had.

“You identified a structural instability,” the officer continued calmly.
“Heat stress under sustained velocity. Failure within thirty seconds.”
He tapped the page lightly.

“Most did not.”

Keller remained silent.

The officer turned another page.

This time, it was not a document.

It was a photograph.

Keller’s eyes fixed on it instantly.

A woman.

His sister.

The image was clear enough to suggest recent access. Hospital lighting. A controlled environment. Not staged, but observed.

“Anna Keller,” the officer said.

His tone remained unchanged.

“Leipzig. Ongoing treatment.”

A brief pause.

“With proper resources, the condition is manageable.”

The words were neutral.

Their meaning was not.

Keller raised his eyes.

For the first time, he met the officer’s gaze directly.

There was no hostility there.

No urgency.

Only certainty.

“We understand your work,” the officer said.

A slight pause.

“We understand your corrections.”

Another.

“And we understand the consequences of ignoring them.”

The room held still around the words.

Then the second officer spoke.

His voice was quieter.

“We are not here to interrogate you.”

The statement settled between them without convincing anyone.

“We are here to offer you a position.”

The word lingered.

Position.

Not protection.

Not detention.

Something structured.

Something defined in advance.

Keller’s gaze shifted back to the folder.

To the diagram.

To the calculations.

To the photograph.

Fragments of his life arranged into sequence. Interpreted. Contained.

He felt it clearly now.

Not fear.

Something more exact.

More controlled.

They had not come to discover anything.

There was nothing left to uncover.

They had come because everything had already been decided.

And what remained—

was not a question of choice.

Only a matter of execution.
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Chapter 3 — The Choice
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They did not raise their voices.

There was no shift in tone, no visible pressure, no attempt to impose urgency. The conversation continued as if it were procedural, almost routine—something that had been repeated many times before.

The folder remained open on the table.

Between them.

As if the answer had already been placed inside it.

“You have two options,” the taller officer said.

He spoke evenly, without emphasis.

“Detention,” he continued, “under standard conditions.”

A slight pause.

“Or cooperation.”

The word settled with unnatural calm.

Keller did not respond immediately. He stood where he was, his attention fixed not on the officer, but on the space between the words.

Detention.

Cooperation.

The distance between them felt artificial. Constructed.

As if the outcome had already been determined, and this moment existed only to give it form.

“What kind of cooperation?” Keller asked.

His voice was steady.

The officer did not answer directly.

“Your expertise is valuable,” he said instead.
“There are projects that require... continuity.”
Continuity.

The word was carefully chosen.

As if nothing had ended.

As if the war had not collapsed around them, but merely shifted direction.

Keller’s eyes moved toward the window, though there was little to see beyond it. The city was quiet in a way that no longer suggested peace.

“You will be provided with resources,” the officer continued.
“Access. Stability.”
Another pause.

“Conditions under which your work can continue.”

Work.

Not service.

Not obligation.

A neutral term.

Almost respectful.

Keller let the
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