BELOW THE THRESHOLD

PART ONE: WITHIN THE LINES

Chapter 1 — Deviation A-7

The audit report ran thirty-seven pages, and Mara Voss had read it four times before
she found the sentence that didn't belong.

The sentence was on page twenty-two, tucked into a paragraph titled 4.3.7
Deviations: Accepted and Documented. The language around it was compact, the
kind of prose designed to be read quickly and remembered poorly. But the sentence
itself was simple enough:

"Deviation A-7 has been reviewed and accepted in accordance with Appendix F,
paragraph 12, as approved by the Oversight Committee on March 14."

Mara set down her coffee.
There was no Appendix F.

She knew the standard the way other people knew the street they'd grown up on, not
because she'd studied it recently, but because it had governed everything around her
for eleven years. NHQ-9, the quality standard for handling patient data in Dutch
residential care, had five appendices. It always had. She could list them in order
without thinking: scope, implementation timelines, audit requirements, escalation
procedures, and glossary.

No Appendix F.

She flipped back to the title page. The report was dated six weeks earlier. Internal
audit, commissioned by the board of directors of Verano Care Group, covering the
period from January through December of the previous year. Mara's name appeared
in the header as Quality and Compliance Officer, which meant she was responsible
for everything in it, including the parts she hadn't written herself.

That had seemed normal at the time.
It didn't seem normal now.

She opened the NHQ-9 documentation on her second monitor, the official version,
downloaded directly from the NHQ Institute's portal, with a timestamp visible in the
lower right corner. She scrolled to the list of appendices. Five items. The last,
Appendix E, was the glossary.

No Appendix F. No numbering error. No renamed section. Simply absent.



Mara leaned back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling of her office, the kind of
ceiling designed by someone who believed exposed concrete conveyed seriousness.
Verano Care Group's headquarters had a lot of ceilings like that. It was a building
that wanted to be taken seriously.

She thought about who had written paragraph 4.3.1.

The report had been assembled by her team: herself, two junior compliance analysts,
and an outside consultant named Pieter Holm, hired specifically for the technical
appendices. Pieter had submitted his sections three weeks before the deadline,
which had seemed efficient at the time. Mara had gone through them once, quickly,
on a Friday afternoon with three other deadlines bearing down on her.

She thought about that Friday afternoon now with the particular discomfort of
someone who has just understood a mistake she cannot yet measure.

She picked up her phone and called Pieter's number. It rang five times and went to
voicemail. She didn't leave a message.

Instead she opened her email and searched for every message Pieter Holm had ever
sent her. Forty-three results over fourteen months. Mostly routine: draft sections,
requests to schedule calls, one question about formatting. She read them in order,
slowly this time, looking for something she hadn't noticed before.

She found it on the third page of results.

An email from eight months earlier, subject line: NHQ-9 — upcoming revision
consultation. The text was short:

"Mara, just a heads-up that the NHQ Institute is running a stakeholder consultation
on proposed changes to the standard. Verano has been invited to submit comments
as a registered care provider. I've been asked to coordinate our response. I'll keep
you posted. P."

She had replied: "Thanks, keep me posted.”
She had not been kept posted.

Mara stood up and walked to her window. The Verano campus lay below her: three
residential buildings around a central courtyard, a fourth under construction on the
east side. Four hundred and twelve residents. People who couldn't always speak up
for themselves, which was exactly why the systems governing their care were
supposed to be unambiguous.

She thought about the word accepted in that sentence. Deviation A-7 has been
reviewed and accepted.

Accepted by whom. On whose authority. By means of a paragraph from an appendix
that did not exist.



She walked back to her desk, opened a blank document, and typed two lines:
What is Deviation A-7? What is Appendix F, paragraph 127

Then she stared at the questions for a moment and added a third:

Who approved this, and what did they know?

She saved the document under a file name she would later find naively direct:
Questions.docx.

Outside her window, the construction crane at the east building swung slowly across
the gray Dutch sky, carrying something heavy from one place to another.

Chapter 2 — The NHQ Institute

The NHQ Institute occupied the top two floors of a glass building in Utrecht, designed
during a period when Dutch institutional architecture briefly believed that
transparency was a virtue that could be expressed through glazing. The building was
very transparent. From the street you could see everything inside, which mostly
amounted to rows of people behind computers doing work that looked identical
regardless of what the work actually was.

Mara had been there twice. Once for a seminar on standard implementation four
years earlier, and once for a meeting with the Institute's compliance officer, a careful
man named Van der Berg who had a habit of agreeing with everything you said
without committing to anything. Both visits had left her with the impression of an
organization that was very good at perpetuating itself.

She didn't go to Utrecht. Not yet.

Instead she spent the rest of Tuesday afternoon doing what she'd learned to do:
building a file. Not a formal file, nothing that would appear in a system, nothing that
would generate a report or an access log. A personal file, on her laptop, in a folder
she named Research and placed inside a folder she named Archive 2022, which was
boring enough to be invisible.

The first thing she put in it was a screenshot of page twenty-two of the audit report,
with Deviation A-7 highlighted.

The second was a copy of the NHQ-9 standard document, official version, dated
February of the previous year. She printed the list of appendices and circled
Appendix E, the glossary, in pencil, because there was something about pencil that
felt appropriately provisional. She didn't yet know exactly what she was doing. She
wanted her materials to reflect that uncertainty.

The third was Pieter's email about the stakeholder consultation.



She looked at what she had. Three items. A deviation that referenced a source that
didn't exist. A standard document confirming that source didn't exist. And an email
showing that someone at Verano had been involved in the standard's revision without
telling her.

It wasn't proof of anything. It was the shape of a question.

Mara was good at the shape of questions. It was, more than anything, what eleven
years of compliance work had given her: the ability to recognize when a set of facts
had the wrong outline. When the edges didn't come together the way they should.
Usually the explanation was mundane: a version error, a miscommunication,
someone citing a draft document instead of the final one. She had learned not to
assume malice when incompetence was available as an explanation.

She tried that now. She tried to construct a version of events in which Deviation A-7
and Appendix F, paragraph 12, were the result of an honest mistake.

Pieter Holm, who worked quickly, had referenced a draft version of NHQ-9 that had
contained an Appendix F later removed before final publication. He hadn't noticed the
discrepancy. Mara hadn't caught it during her review. The report had gone to the
board, been approved, and archived. An embarrassing error, certainly. Fixable.

She held that explanation up and examined it.
It didn't fit.

If Pieter had worked from a draft, the draft would exist somewhere. She could ask
him for it. More importantly, if the appendix had been removed before publication,
there would be a record of the consultation process: comments submitted, revisions
made, final decisions logged. The NHQ Institute published these records. They were
public, part of the standard's formal provenance.

She opened the Institute's website and navigated to the NHQ-9 consultation
overview.

The page listed four rounds of stakeholder consultation, the most recent closed
fourteen months earlier. She downloaded the summary document, forty-one pages of
compiled feedback from care providers, patient advocacy groups, and sector
organizations. She searched for "Appendix F." No results. She searched for
"paragraph 12." Eleven results, all referring to paragraph 12 of the document's main
text, none to an appendix.

She searched for "Verano." One result. Page thirty-one. One line in a table of
respondents:

Verano Care Group — response received — no substantive comments.
No substantive comments.

Mara read the line twice.



Pieter had told her he was coordinating Verano's response to the consultation. He
hadn't kept her posted, which she'd accepted at the time as the minor negligence of a
busy consultant. But if Verano's official submission contained no substantive
comments, what exactly had Pieter been coordinating?

She closed the consultation overview and sat still for a moment with her hands flat on
her desk, a habit she'd developed years earlier for when she needed to think without
doing anything.

The building around her had gone quiet. It was past six. The open office beyond her
glass partition was empty, the ceiling lights dimmed to evening mode. Somewhere in
the east wing a cleaning cart moved slowly down a hallway, its wheels making a
sound like a question repeated at regular intervals.

Her phone buzzed. A message from her partner, Thomas:
Dinner's ready. You said six-thirty.

She checked the clock. Quarter past seven.

She typed back: On my way. Sorry.

She closed her laptop without shutting it down, grabbed her bag, and walked to the
elevator. In the lobby the guard, a young man whose name she'd learned and
forgotten and learned again, Daan, his name was Daan, looked up from his desk and
nodded.

"Long day," he said.
"Yeah," Mara said.

She pushed through the revolving doors into the cold November air and walked to
her car, and the whole way there she thought about a man named Pieter Holm who'd
been asked to coordinate something and had produced nothing, and about an
appendix that had never existed, and about who had put it in the record anyway, and
why.

Chapter 3 — At the Kitchen Table

Thomas had made pasta. He was a good cook in the particular way of people who
regard cooking as a problem to be solved rather than an experience to be had:
precise, efficient, reliable. The pasta was always salted correctly. The sauce was
always finished with the right amount of acid. In nine years Mara had never come
home to a bad meal, which she recognized as a form of devotion even when she was
too tired to be grateful for it.

"You're somewhere else," he said.



They sat at the kitchen table, the table they'd bought together six years earlier at a
market in Haarlem and had always meant to refinish and never had. Thomas
watched her with the particular attention he reserved for moments when he'd decided
not to push.

"Work," she said.
"Something you can talk about?"
"Not yet."

He nodded and topped off her wine glass. That was one of the things she valued
most in him: the way he accepted not yet as a complete answer. Most people heard
not yet and started negotiating. Thomas heard it and waited. She'd told him once that
it was the trait she found most attractive in him, and he'd laughed and said that was a
strange trait to find attractive, and she'd said most attractive traits were strange once
you named them directly.

She ate without tasting much. Afterward she washed the dishes while Thomas read
on the couch, and the domesticity of it, the warm water, the familiar weight of their
plates, the sound of him turning pages, calmed something in her chest without
resolving anything in her head.

She thought about Deviation A-7.

A deviation, in the language of quality management, was a documented departure
from a normative requirement. Every care organization had them. You identified a
gap between what the standard required and what you did in practice, you
documented it, you assessed the risk, and you either closed the gap or formally
accepted the deviation with a mitigation plan. It was an honest mechanism. The
whole system depended on deviations being real: real gaps, real assessments, real
decisions.

A-7 was the seventh deviation listed in the audit report. She ran through the first six
in her memory. She'd written most of them herself. A-1 was a delay in implementing
the updated data retention schedule. A-2 was an incomplete training log at the
Westbroek residential site. A-3 through A-6 were minor procedural shortfalls, all
closed or in the process of closing, all unremarkable.

A-7 was different in a way she hadn't noticed at the time. It had no description. Every
other deviation had a two-line summary explaining what the gap was, where it had
been found, and what the accepted risk level was. A-7 had only the acceptance
statement and nothing more.

She'd read it four times today and only now understood that she didn't know what it
was a deviation from.

She dried her hands on the dish towel and went to get her laptop.



Verano's internal document management system was called Vericore, a name
generated by a communications consultancy and approved by a committee. It was
slow, had a search function that worked about sixty percent of the time, and required
a separate login from her regular credentials, which she could never remember and
had written on a Post-it stuck inside the cover of her desk planner, in direct violation
of the organization's own password policy.

Through the remote access portal she opened Vericore on her home laptop. It took
four minutes to load. She searched for "Deviation A-7."

No results.

She tried "A-7." Fourteen results, all references to a residential site designation. She
tried "deviation log." Three results, all older than eighteen months, none with an A-7
entry.

She leaned back and thought about this.

Every deviation had to be logged in the deviation log before it could appear in an
audit report. That was the sequence: identify, log, assess, report. A-7 was in the
report. It was not in the log. Which meant either the log was incomplete, or A-7 had
been added to the report by someone who had bypassed the log entirely.

Both possibilities were serious. The second was considerably more serious than the
first.

She opened a new tab and went back to the NHQ-9 document. She read paragraph
4.3 in full, Management of Deviations, working slowly through the requirements,
comparing each one against what she knew of Verano's actual practices.

Clause 4.3.4 was unambiguous: "All accepted deviations shall be entered into the
organization's deviation log prior to inclusion in any formal audit or compliance report.
Retroactive logging is not permitted.”

Not permitted.

She stared at the screen for a long moment. Outside the window the street was quiet,
a few lit windows in the apartment building across the way, someone's television
changing colors in an upstairs room.

Her phone buzzed again. This time not Thomas, but a work email, which was
unusual at this hour. She opened it.

The sender was listed as NHQ Institute, Automated Notification Service. The subject
line read: NHQ-9, document update: version 3.1 now available.

She clicked through to the Institute's portal. A new version of NHQ-9 had been
published that afternoon, three hours ago, while she'd been sitting at her desk
reading page twenty-two for the fourth time. The changelog was brief. Four minor
terminology clarifications. One structural change.



The structural change read: "Appendix F (Accepted Deviation Protocols: Extended
Provisions) added. See implementation guidance for details."”

Mara read it twice.
Then she read it a third time.

Appendix F existed now. It had been created today. And somewhere in the Verano
audit report, submitted six weeks ago, it had already been cited as the authority for
an accepted deviation.

Someone had known it was coming.

She closed the laptop very carefully, as though the document inside it were
something that might startle.

Chapter 4 — Sleepless Night
She slept badly.

This wasn't unusual. Mara had never been a reliable sleeper, and eleven years of
compliance work had given her a brain that treated the hours between two and four
in the morning as an opportunity for unsupervised audit activity. But tonight was
different in character. Most nights her thoughts circled familiar fears: deadlines,
incomplete documentation, the low-grade dread of having missed something
important. Manageable things. Things with edges.

Tonight the thing had no edges yet. It was still taking shape.

She lay in the dark next to Thomas, who slept with the uncomplicated depth of
someone whose conscience, as far as she could tell, was entirely clean, and she
walked through what she knew in the careful, sequential way she used when she
was trying to separate facts from inferences.

Fact: Deviation A-7 appeared in the Verano audit report with a reference to Appendix
F, paragraph 12 of NHQ-9.

Fact: at the time the report was submitted, Appendix F did not exist in any published
version of NHQ-9.

Fact: Appendix F had been published today, as part of version 3.1, and concerned
precisely the subject, accepted deviation protocols, that would retroactively legitimize
the A-7 entry.

Fact: A-7 had no corresponding entry in Verano's deviation log.

Fact: Pieter Holm had been involved in Verano's response to the NHQ-9 stakeholder
consultation, but Verano's official submission had contained no substantive
comments.



These were the facts. Clean, documentable, each verifiable by a third party. She held
them in a row in her mind and looked at what they suggested.

What they suggested was that someone had written a deviation into an audit report
using an authority that did not yet exist, with the reasonable confidence that the
authority would exist by the time anyone looked closely enough. Which meant
someone had known in advance what Appendix F would contain and when it would
be published.

The only people who would know that were the people who had written it.

She rolled onto her side and looked at the curtain moving slightly in the draft from the
window Thomas always left cracked open, regardless of the season, a habit she'd
spent nine years trying and failing to change his mind about.

She thought about the word consortium.

It had come to her the way words sometimes did, not from a specific thought but from
somewhere beneath the thought, from the part of the mind that keeps working after
you've told it to stop. She hadn't used the word herself yet. She hadn't written it down
anywhere. But it had the right shape for what she was beginning to see.

A single organization manipulating a standard would be presumptuous but simple. A

compliance officer cutting corners, a consultant with a conflict of interest, a board that
asked too few questions. She'd seen variations of that before. It was the kind of thing
that got investigated, punished, and filed under institutional failure.

But what she was looking at had a different texture. The audit report had been
submitted six weeks ago. The standard's revision had been published today. The gap
between those two dates wasn't a mistake. It was a schedule.

Someone had been following a schedule.

She sat up quietly and went to the kitchen, made tea she didn't particularly want, and
stood at the window looking out over the street below. A delivery rider on a bicycle
passed by, moving fast despite the late hour, red taillight blinking. She watched until
he disappeared.

Then she went back to her laptop.

The NHQ Institute's governance documentation was, in theory, public. In practice it
was scattered across four different sections of their website with inconsistent
navigation and a search function that had been implemented as an afterthought.
Mara had used it before and knew its logic, to the extent it had one.

She found what she was looking for in the Standard Development: Governance and
Advisory Bodies section. The NHQ-9 Technical Committee was listed with its
members: eleven organizations, a mix of care providers, patient representatives, and
sector organizations. She read the list twice.



Verano Care Group wasn't on it.

She hadn't expected it to be. That would have been too direct. She looked at the
other names. Three of them she recognized immediately as major residential care
providers: Meridian Care, Hartenburgh Group, and the De Brug Foundation. Together
they represented, by her rough estimate, something close to a third of all residential
care placements in the Netherlands.

She opened a new tab and looked up the governance structures of each organization
in turn. It took forty minutes. By the end she had five names that appeared across
multiple boards, advisory committees, and supervisory councils. Five people who sat
at the intersection of at least two of the four organizations, including Verano, and who
therefore would have had both the access and the motive to coordinate something
none of them could have done alone.

She recognized one of the five names immediately.

Lars Bekker. Chairman of Verano's supervisory board. Former deputy director of the
NHQ Institute. Member of Meridian Care's advisory council.

She'd met him once, at a Verano board reception two years earlier. He'd been
exactly what his biography suggested: polished, well-informed, at ease in rooms
where decisions got made. He'd asked her one question the entire evening: whether
she found the compliance work satisfying, or merely necessary.

She'd said: both, she hoped.
He'd smiled as though she'd confirmed something.

She wrote his name at the top of a new page in her document. Then she wrote the
other four names beneath it. Then she drew a single line connecting all of them,
which she knew was proof of nothing but which helped her see the shape.

The shape was getting clearer.
She checked the clock. 4:47 a.m.

She closed the laptop, rinsed her mug, and went back to bed. Thomas didn't move.
She lay on her back staring at the ceiling, thinking about Lars Bekker asking whether
she found the compliance work satisfying, and about the particular quality of his smile
when she'd answered.

As though he already knew what she would find one day, and had already decided it
wouldn't matter.

Chapter 5 — Pieter Holm

She called Pieter Holm at quarter past eight the next morning, standing in the Verano
parking lot with the engine still running and the heat directed at her face. She'd
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decided overnight not to email him. Emails left traces. She wasn't ready for traces
yet.

He picked up on the second ring, which surprised her.

"Mara." His voice was neutral in the way of someone who'd expected a call and
prepared for it. "l was planning to reach out to you today."

"Oh?"

"Yes. | heard the new version of NHQ-9 came out yesterday. | thought you might
have questions."

She noted the word came out, the vocabulary of someone who'd been following the
publication. She noted that he hadn't asked why she was calling. She noted
everything, because that was what she did, and she kept her voice flat.

"l do, actually," she said. "About the audit report."

A brief silence. Not long enough to be suspicious on its own, but she'd had enough
difficult conversations to know the difference between a silence that meant thinking
and a silence that meant deciding.

This one meant deciding.

"Of course," he said. "Shall we schedule a call?"
"I'd rather meet in person.”

Another silence. "I'm in Amsterdam Thursday."
"Today," Mara said. "I'm flexible on location."

The silence was longer this time. She let it sit. Outside the car, a colleague she half-
recognized from finance crossed the parking lot, collar up against the wind, without
looking at her.

"l can do lunch," Pieter said finally. "There's a place in Hilversum. I'll send you the
address."

"Fine," she said. "Twelve-thirty."

She ended the call and sat for a moment with the phone in her lap. He'd agreed too
easily. Men like Pieter Holm, consultants who'd built their careers on being
indispensable to organizations that didn't fully understand what they were buying,
didn't rearrange their schedules for a lunch on two hours' notice unless they had a
reason to want the conversation held on their own terms.

He would spend the morning deciding what to tell her.

She would spend the morning deciding what to ask.
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The weekly nine o'clock meeting with her two junior analysts, Femke and Jasper,
which she'd scheduled eighteen months ago with the intention of maintaining team
cohesion and had since, in practice, reduced to a thirty-minute status check that
neither of them particularly needed.

Femke was twenty-six, thorough to the point of occasional paralysis, and had the
useful trait of asking obvious questions that turned out, eventually, not to be obvious
at all. Jasper was thirty-one, faster and less careful, better at synthesis than detail,
the kind of analyst who produced excellent first drafts requiring substantial revision.
Together they covered most of what Mara wanted covered, and she trusted them in
the specific, limited way a compliance officer could trust junior staff, which was with
tasks but not with context.

She told them nothing about Deviation A-7.

Instead she asked Femke to pull the full documentation trail for the last three annual
audit cycles, not just the final reports but the working files, the draft versions, and the
correspondence logs. A routine request, the kind that would look like preparation for
the upcoming ISO review. Femke wrote it down and asked no questions.

She asked Jasper to compile an overview of every outside consultant Verano had
hired over the past four years, with contract values and job descriptions. Also routine.
Also useful for reasons she didn't explain.

Afterward she sat in her office and thought about what she was doing.

She was building a file. She was framing questions in ways that concealed why she
was asking them. She was moving carefully, keeping her perimeter small, involving

no one whose interests she couldn't map. These were the instincts of someone who
had decided, without quite deciding it outright, that she was investigating something.

The problem with that was her position.

Mara's role at Verano was described, in the job description she'd signed eleven years
earlier and which had been updated three times since, as Quality and Compliance
Officer, reporting to the board of directors. She was responsible for ensuring Verano
met its obligations under applicable standards and regulations. She was the person
the organization had hired to find exactly this kind of thing.

But she reported to the board. And Lars Bekker chaired the supervisory board.

She thought now about that reporting line with the clarity that came from too little
sleep. If what she was beginning to suspect was true, if A-7 represented a deviation
constructed around a standard revision that key board figures had helped bring
about, then the people she was supposed to report her findings to were the same
people she would be reporting findings about.
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There was a term for this in the governance literature. She had used it herself in
trainings, in the carefully abstract way you discuss problems you assume will never
personally apply to you: structural conflict of interest.

She opened her desk drawer and took out a business card she'd kept for two years
without using. The card belonged to a woman named Elena Schrader, who worked
for the Health and Youth Care Inspectorate, the IGJ, in the quality-standards
enforcement division. They'd met at a conference in The Hague. Elena had given her
the card with the particular directness of someone who wanted it used, not filed
away.

Mara looked at the card for a long time.
Then she put it back in the drawer.
Not yet.

She needed more information before she talked to a regulator. She needed to
understand the shape of the whole thing, not just the corner she was standing in.
Because once she made that call, she couldn't take it back. The process would
begin, and the process would be indifferent to whether she'd been right.

She put on her coat, grabbed her bag, and drove to Hilversum for lunch with Pieter
Holm.

The restaurant was the kind of place that had been fashionable eight years ago and
had since settled into a comfortable second life as a business-lunch venue for people
who wanted to eat well without the implication of excess. Exposed brick, a short
seasonal menu, a wine list that rewarded attention. Pieter was already there when
she arrived, seated at a corner table with his back to the wall, which she noted.

He looked the same as she remembered: early fifties, well maintained, the kind of
face that communicated competence without warmth. He was drinking sparkling
water and hadn't ordered yet, which was either courtesy or caution.

"Mara." He half-rose as she sat down. An old-fashioned gesture, slightly
performative. "Thanks for making the drive."

"Of course," she said.

A waiter appeared. She ordered water and took the menu without opening it.
"So," Pieter said. "The new appendix."

"Yes," she said. "The new appendix."

She waited. She had learned, through many years of difficult conversations, that
silence was the most reliable interview technique available to someone with no legal
authority to compel answers. Most people, faced with a silence they felt responsible
for, filled it with more than they'd meant to give.
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Pieter Holm was not most people.

He held the silence with her for a full six seconds, she counted, and then said, with
the measured calm of someone taking a prepared position: "l want to be transparent
with you, Mara, because | think you deserve that. | was aware of Appendix F's
development. | was involved, in a limited advisory capacity, in some of the working
group's discussions. | should have told you sooner. That was a lapse in judgment on
my part, and | take responsibility for it."

She looked at him. "What working group?"

"An informal technical group. Convened by the Institute to pressure-test some
proposed changes before the formal process began."

"Informal," she said.

"That's standard practice in standards development. The formal consultation process
is the public record. The informal process is where the technical work actually
happens."

"And Verano was represented in this informal process."

"In a limited capacity. Yes."

"By you."

"Yes."

"Without my knowledge."

He hesitated. "You were aware | was coordinating our consultation response."

"l was aware of that fact," she said. "l was not aware that Verano held a seat in an
undisclosed working group designing content that would subsequently appear in a
standard revision that would retroactively legitimize an entry in our audit report."

She said it flatly, without emphasis, the way she'd read a finding aloud in a board
meeting. She watched his face.

Something moved behind his eyes. Not quite alarm. More like recalibration.
"That's a significant characterization," he said.
"It's an accurate one," she said. "Unless I'm missing something."

The waiter reappeared. They both ordered without really looking at the menu. After
the waiter left, Pieter folded his hands on the table and looked at her with an
expression she recognized from supervisory board meetings: the expression of a
man who had decided to manage a situation rather than resolve it.

"Mara," he said. "l want you to understand something. The deviation that's
documented, A-7, concerns a data-processing protocol that Verano, along with
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several other major providers, has used for years. The protocol is sound. Outcomes
for residents aren't affected by it. What Appendix F does is bring the standard into
alignment with established best practice. It's a correction, not an exception."

"The standard doesn't exist to validate existing practice," she said. "It exists to define
required practice."

"In an ideal world, yes."
"It's a legal framework, Pieter. Not an aspiration."

He looked at her for a moment. Then he picked up his water glass, drank from it, and
set it back down with the deliberate calm of someone buying time.

"There are people involved in this," he said, "whose support Verano depends on. For
accreditation. For funding. For the regulatory relationships that let this organization
operate at the scale it operates at."

Mara looked at him steadily. "Are you telling me to let this go?"

"I'm telling you," he said carefully, "that you should understand the full picture before
you decide what to do with it."

She nodded slowly, as though considering this. She wasn't considering it. She was
memorizing the exact words he'd used, in the exact order, so she could write them
down in her car before they faded.

"Thanks for lunch," she said. "I'll be in touch."

She left before the food arrived.

Chapter 6 — The Recording

She sat in her car in the restaurant parking lot and spoke everything she could
remember into her phone. Not a notes app: she used the voice recorder function and
spoke quietly with the doors locked, because she could speak faster than she could
type and she didn't want to lose the exact wording.

"There are people involved in this, whose support Verano depends on. For
accreditation. For funding. For the regulatory relationships that let this organization
operate at the scale it operates at.”

She played it back once to confirm she had it right. Then she locked the recording
behind her phone's biometric security and sat for a moment looking at the restaurant
entrance.

Pieter hadn't denied anything. That was the first thing she noticed. He'd explained,
contextualized, framed, but he hadn't said you're wrong or that didn't happen or |
don't know what you're talking about. He'd moved immediately into consequence
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management, which was the behavior of someone who knew exactly what she was
talking about and had already weighed his options.

The second thing was the phrase several other major providers. He'd said it without
seeming to notice, in the middle of a sentence meant to minimize, but it was the most
substantial thing he'd told her. A-7 wasn't a Verano-specific deviation. The data-
processing protocol it concerned was shared by multiple organizations. Which meant
the standard revision didn't only protect Verano. It protected an entire sector practice.

She started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot.

On the drive back to the Verano campus she followed the logic further. If multiple
major care providers had been running a protocol that didn't meet NHQ-9, and if key
figures within those organizations had then helped bring about a revision of the
standard that brought it into alignment with their existing practice instead of the other
way around, then what had happened wasn't a compliance failure. It was a
compliance inversion. The standard had been adjusted to fit the deviation instead of
the deviation being corrected to meet the standard.

The scale of that, if she was right, was significant.

She thought about the four hundred and twelve residents in Verano's care. She
thought about what exactly the data-processing protocol governed, she still didn't
know the specifics of A-7, which was a gap she needed to close. She thought about
whether this had caused harm, or whether it was, as Pieter had suggested, a
technical irregularity dressed in alarming clothing.

She didn't know yet.

That was the honest answer. She didn't know whether this was a procedural scandal
or something with real consequences for real people. She needed to know which of
the two it was before she did anything irreversible.

She took the exit for Verano and told herself that this was a reasonable position and
not a justification for not yet acting.

Femke had laid the audit documentation on her desk in four neatly labeled binders,
physical copies, printed and bound, because Femke was the kind of person who
printed things and put them in binders. Mara had always found this mildly irritating.
Today she was grateful for it. Physical documents generated no access logs.

She closed her office doors and spent the rest of the afternoon working through three
years of audit cycles with a focus she hadn't applied to them when they were current.
She was looking for A-7 in earlier forms. A deviation that had been accepted,
absorbed, made invisible, not because it had been resolved but because it had been
managed.

She found it in the second binder.
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Two years ago the deviation had been listed differently. It appeared in the working
files, not the final report, as a provisional entry, coded P-12, with a one-line
description: Data retention and access logging: current practice not compliant with
clause 6.4.2. Risk assessment pending.

Clause 6.4.2 of NHQ-9. She knew it without looking it up. It governed the logging
requirements for access to sensitive resident data: specifically who could access a
resident's personal and medical records, under what circumstances, and how that
access was recorded and monitored.

She sat completely still.

Clause 6.4.2 wasn't a technical nuance. It was a provision protecting residents' rights.
The logging requirements it prescribed existed specifically to ensure that access to
the most personal information of vulnerable people was traceable and accountable.
Without proper access logging you couldn't know who had looked at a resident's
records, when, or why. You couldn't investigate a breach. You couldn't demonstrate
to a resident or their family that their data had been handled properly.

In some cases you couldn't know whether it had been misused.

She opened her laptop and pulled up Appendix F of NHQ-9 version 3.1, published
yesterday.

She read it slowly and carefully, the way she read everything when the stakes were
high enough to justify the discomfort of real attention.

Appendix F, paragraph 12, read:

"For organizations managing legacy data infrastructure where full compliance with
the logging requirements of clause 6.4.2 constitutes a disproportionate technical
burden, an accepted deviation may be documented under the following conditions:
(a) a risk assessment has been conducted and approved by the organization's
governing body; (b) compensating measures have been implemented and
documented; (c) the deviation is subject to annual review. Organizations meeting
these conditions shall be considered compliant for external audit and regulatory
reporting purposes.”

She read it twice.

Then she understood what Pieter had meant by outcomes for residents aren't
affected by it.

It was technically true, in the same way it was technically true to say a car without a
speedometer was drivable. The absence of logging didn't in itself harm anyone. But it
meant that if harm did occur, if a staff member accessed a resident's records without
authorization, if data was shared inappropriately, if someone's personal information
was used in ways it shouldn't have been, there would be no audit trail. The harm
would be invisible.
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Appendix F, paragraph 12, had created a legitimate path for large care organizations
to operate without the controls that would make that harm detectable.

And he'd done it quietly, in the language of technical accommodation, buried in an
appendix published on a Wednesday afternoon with a four-line changelog.

Mara closed the laptop.

She thought about four hundred and twelve residents. She thought about how many
of them couldn't speak up for themselves. How many had dementia, or
communication difficulties, or no family members who visited often enough to notice if
something was wrong. She thought about the particular vulnerability of people in
residential care, their dependence, their exposure, the extent to which their dignity
rested on the assumption that the systems around them were honest.

She thought about Lars Bekker asking whether she found the compliance work
satisfying, or merely necessary.

She opened her desk drawer and took out Elena Schrader's business card.
She looked at it for a long time.

The card was slightly worn at the corners after two years in the drawer. The IGJ logo
was printed in blue, the contact details in a clean sans-serif font. Elena's direct line
was handwritten in the bottom corner, added at the conference in a gesture that had
felt at the time like professional courtesy and now felt like something else, like
someone who'd encountered enough institutional obstacles to know that official
channels sometimes needed a human shortcut.

Mara picked up her personal phone, not her work phone, and dialed the number.
It rang three times.
"Schrader."

The voice was direct, slightly abrupt, the voice of someone who answered her own
phone and expected the caller to have a reason.

"This is Mara Voss," she said. "We met at the conference in The Hague. Two years
ago. You gave me your card."

A brief silence. "l remember. Verano Care Group."
"Yes."

"You're calling from your personal phone."

It wasn't a question. Mara noted that she'd noted it.

"Yes," she said.
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Another silence, of a different quality this time, attentive, careful. "All right," Elena
said. "Tell me."

And Mara, alone in her office with the door closed and the campus around her going
quiet, began.

Chapter 7 — Twenty-Two Minutes
She spoke for twenty-two minutes.

She hadn't intended to talk that long. She'd intended to be concise: sketch the key
facts, establish credibility, and gauge Elena Schrader's reaction before committing
further. That was the careful version. The version she'd rehearsed on the drive back
from Hilversum.

Instead she spoke for twenty-two minutes, and Elena Schrader said almost nothing,
and by the end Mara felt the particular exhaustion of someone who has been
carrying something heavy for longer than she'd realized and has just set it down.

"All right," Elena said, when the silence confirmed Mara was done. "l want to ask you
a few questions. Factual questions. Is that all right?"

"Yes."
"The audit report, was it filed with an external body or is it internal only?"

"Internal only. Verano isn't currently under mandatory external audit for NHQ-9.
We're accredited through a voluntary certification body, Certivance. They receive a
summary compliance statement, not the full report.”

"When is the next Certivance review?"
"In four months."
"And the deviation log, you said A-7 has no entry."

"Correct. | checked last night and again this morning. Nothing under that code or any
description matching the clause 6.4.2 issue."

"Does the log have access logging of its own?"
Mara hesitated. "Yes. Vericore logs all document access."
"So there's a record of the fact that you looked at it."

"Yes." She hadn't thought of that. "Twice. Last night from home and this morning
from the office."

"That's not a problem," Elena said, in a tone that suggested she was already several
steps ahead. "It's consistent with routine audit preparation. Don't look at it again
without a reason you can document.”
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"Understood."
"The lunch with Holm, was it on a calendar?"

"On his invitation, so presumably on his. Mine just says a personal appointment. No
name, no location."

"Keep it that way." A silence. "Ms. Voss, | need to make something clear before we
go further. What you're describing, if it's accurate, isn't a compliance irregularity. It's
coordinated standard manipulation by a group of organizations with regulatory
influence. That's a different category of problem, and it has different implications for
how we handle it."

"I know," Mara said.

"Do you? Because what that means in practice is that | can't open a formal
investigation based on a phone call. | need documentation. A formal report, through
the 1GJ's official reporting channel, with your name on it. And once that report exists,
it exists. It becomes part of a process neither of us controls anymore."

"l understand."

"Your position at Verano would become untenable almost immediately. You
understand that too."

"Yes."

A silence. Outside Mara's window the construction crane had stopped moving. The
campus was very quiet in the late-afternoon light, the particular stillness that fell just
before the heat came on and people started gathering their things.

"May | ask you something?" Mara said.
"Go ahead."

"When | just sketched the outline for you, the structure of it, the timeline, the people
involved, what was your first reaction? Not procedural. Your reaction."

Elena Schrader was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice had shifted
slightly, still professional, but with something underneath it that hadn't been there
before.

"My reaction," she said carefully, "is that I've seen parts of this pattern before. Not
this specific case. But its shape. Large providers, informal working groups, standard
language not yet published but already aligned with existing practice." She paused.
"My reaction is that I'm not surprised, which is itself a kind of answer."

Mara let this settle.

"What do you need from me?" she said.
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"Time," Elena said. "For the next week, don't do anything that draws attention. No
formal questions, no written communication about this through work systems, nothing
that changes your behavior pattern in a way anyone might notice. Can you do that?"

IIYeS-II

"I'm going to ask a few quiet questions of my own. Nothing that touches Verano
directly. Just background." A silence. "And Ms. Voss, see a lawyer. Before you file
anything formally. Someone who handles whistleblower cases. Not a friend, not a
colleague. A specialist."

"Understood."
"I'll call you in a week at this number."

The line went quiet. Mara held the phone for a moment before setting it face-down on
her desk.

A lawyer. She hadn't thought that far ahead, which was itself a kind of answer about
how far ahead she'd actually been thinking. She'd been moving from fact to fact, from
question to question, managing each step as it presented itself, and hadn't yet
stepped back far enough to see herself as a person in a situation with legal
dimensions and personal consequences.

She did that now.

She was a compliance officer who had found evidence of systematic standard
manipulation by her employer and affiliated organizations. She had discussed this
with a regulator without filing a formal report. She had conducted an informal
investigation using internal documents she had lawful access to. She had had lunch
with an outside consultant who, in her judgment, had tried to dissuade her from
pursuing the matter further.

She hadn't informed her employer yet. She hadn't informed the board yet. She hadn't
informed Thomas yet.

She thought about Thomas. He'd be home by now, or nearly. He might be cooking,
or reading a book, or out running. He usually ran on Wednesdays, a habit consistent
enough to set a clock by. He'd come home and shower and they'd eat and he'd
notice something was still occupying her and he wouldn't push, and she'd say not yet,
and he'd wait.

At some point not yet would stop being enough.

She put on her coat, shut down her computer through the proper log-off procedure,
suddenly, acutely aware of digital traces, and walked to her car.

That evening she searched her personal laptop for lawyers specializing in
whistleblower cases in the Netherlands, connected through her phone's mobile data
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