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Chapter 1 · Ghost Light


[image: ]


Leah found the problem at 9:47 on a Tuesday night, alone on the third floor with a cold cup of coffee and three hundred thousand records to get through.

She almost missed it.

Two entries in the dataset, timestamps forty-seven seconds apart, their source fields pointing in slightly different directions. Small. The kind of thing that happened with old systems, legacy imports, data that had been handled too many times by too many different platforms. She flagged it out of habit, made a note, and moved on.

She didn't move on.

Leah Mendez had been a data scientist for seven years, three of them at Veris Analytics, and she had learned to trust the feeling that came before the evidence. Not instinct exactly. More like pattern recognition that hadn't finished loading. Something in the forty-fourth cluster was wrong. She couldn't name it yet.

The office was quiet the way offices got quiet after everyone left. The ventilation dropped to a lower hum. The monitors were the only light source on the third floor. Leah worked better in the quiet. She always had.

She pulled the records.

They looked fine. Identity data, fully populated, every field present and correct. Name, address history, employment records, Social Security numbers cross-referenced and verified. Exactly what Veris Analytics was paid to produce.

But the data felt constructed. That was the only word she had for it. Not accumulated the way real records accumulated, unevenly, inconsistently, with the texture of an actual life, but built. Too complete. Too smooth. Like a stage set that looked real until you walked around to the back.

She ran a second cross-reference. Then a third.

Veris occupied the top three floors of a converted warehouse in a neighborhood that had been loading docks fifteen years ago and was now artisan coffee and a weekend farmers market. The lobby was all exposed brick and glass, the kind of design that said serious but not stuffy. The salary was good. The work was genuinely interesting. Leah had asked the right questions in the interview and received the right answers and had taken the job without looking further.

That last part was starting to bother her.

She'd been at the company three years. Her job was the algorithm at the center of everything Veris did: a verification pipeline that cross-referenced identity records against federal and state databases and produced cleaned, reliable output for clients who needed to know that a person was who they said they were. Insurance companies. Public safety institutions. Government contractors.

She had improved it steadily over three years. Made it faster. Made it more accurate. Made it better at its job.

She had never asked what its job actually was.

At 11:08, the security guard made his floor check. She heard his footsteps in the corridor and didn't look up. He hadn't knocked in three months. They had an understanding.

The results sat on her screen.

Every record she'd flagged came back clean through the automated system. No errors. No anomalies. As far as Veris' software was concerned, these were perfect data points.

That was the problem.

She'd been in this business long enough to know that perfect data was usually the least trustworthy kind.

She worked through to midnight, running variations on the same cross-reference, trying to pin down what she was seeing. The pattern kept slipping just out of reach. She'd catch a thread and pull it and it would dissolve into the surrounding data, leaving nothing she could formally document.

What she could document: the records were hollow. They had the shape of real people without the substance. The fields that should have shown the rough accumulation of a life, inconsistent addresses, job changes, the small administrative friction of actual existence, had been filled in too neatly. Someone had constructed these identities from the outside in.

She made a new note in the audit log: Investigate independently. Not a legacy issue.

Then she shut down her workstation, put on her jacket, and picked up the small enamel pin from the corner of her desk. A bird, mid-flight, roughly made, worn smooth from handling. She'd carried it for four years. She didn't think about why anymore.

She dropped it in her pocket and took the elevator down.

Outside, the city was cold and loud and entirely unaware of what she'd found.

On the subway home she stood with one hand on the overhead bar and thought about the records. About how they looked from the outside. About who might have built them, and why, and what they were being used for.

And about the question that had started forming in the back of her mind, the one she hadn't let herself finish yet.

Who were the people inside them?

She was still thinking about it when she got into bed. Still thinking when she turned off the light.

She didn't know yet that she was never going to stop.
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Leah was at her desk by 7:52 the next morning.

She'd slept badly. She opened the anomalous cluster before she opened her email, before she'd even taken off her coat, and spent fifteen minutes running the same cross-reference in three different configurations. The results came back the same every time. Inconclusive but wrong. Nothing the automated system would flag. Everything her instincts kept flagging.

She wrote it up formally: Unusual data architecture. Recommend manual review. Submitted it through the proper channels and moved on.

She did not move on.

The cluster stayed open in a background window all morning. She kept returning to it. There was something in the structure of the records she couldn't quite articulate, a smoothness that felt deliberate rather than accidental. Real identity data accumulated messily. It had texture, contradiction, the small inconsistencies of a life lived across multiple systems that didn't talk to each other cleanly. These records had none of that. They were too tidy.

Priya stopped by at ten with two coffees. She set one on Leah's desk without asking and pulled up a chair.

"You look like you've been here since six," Priya said.

"Seven-fifty," Leah said.

"Same thing." Priya nodded at the screen. "Anything interesting?"

"Not sure yet."

That was the honest answer. Priya accepted it, drank her coffee, talked briefly about a data integration issue she was working through, and left Leah to it. They had a comfortable dynamic. Priya didn't push, and Leah appreciated that more than she'd ever said.

At 11:34, Leah checked her voicemail.

She did this irregularly, which her colleagues found baffling and which she found practical. Most voicemails contained information available through better channels. She worked through sixteen of them in eight minutes, deleting as she went.

The seventeenth stopped her.

"My name is Jonah Price. I'm an investigative journalist. I've been trying to reach someone in Veris Analytics' data operations team for six months, and I've been told four separate times that someone will call me back." The voice was calm, professionally warm, the voice of a man used to people hanging up on him. "I'm not trying to create a problem. I'm working on a story that touches on your company's data processing infrastructure, and I'd like to speak with someone who understands how that infrastructure actually works, as opposed to someone who can tell me what it's designed to do. There's a difference. I suspect you know that. My number is"—he left it.

Leah listened to the message twice.

Then she deleted it.

She wrote the number down first. She always wrote things down before deleting them. Then she folded the paper, put it in her desk drawer, and sat for a moment staring at the closed drawer.

Six months. Four unanswered callbacks. How it actually works, as opposed to what it's designed to do.

She opened her email.

At the top of the inbox was a message she hadn't seen before. It had come in at 10:03 that morning. The sender field was blank. Not blank as in a display error. Blank.

She opened it.

One line.

You found the pattern. Do you know what it costs the people inside it?

Leah read it three times.

She checked the message headers. The routing data resolved into a chain of anonymizing relays that terminated at nothing recoverable. Whoever had sent this knew exactly what they were doing.

They also knew her work email address, which was not listed in any public directory. And they knew she'd found something, which she'd told no one.

She deleted it.

Sat for a moment.

Then she pulled up the audit log, stared at her own words, and thought about the forty-seven records in that cluster alone.

She hadn't yet searched to see whether the same hollow architecture appeared elsewhere in the dataset.

Do you know what it costs the people inside it.

She closed the audit log. Opened the afternoon's scheduled work. Focused on it with everything she had.

She was very good at focusing. Today she was not quite good enough.

She left at 8:40. On the subway she stared at her reflection in the dark window and thought about the journalist with the calm voice. Six months of trying to reach the company. Four ignored callbacks. He knew there was something to find. He just didn't know what she'd found.

The paper with his number was still in her desk drawer.

In the morning, she told herself, she would run the query.
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Chapter 3 · The Architecture
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The Wednesday morning team meeting lasted forty-five minutes and told Leah nothing she didn't already know.

Eleven people around the conference table. Pipeline running at 97.3 percent efficiency. New client onboarding moved forward two weeks, which would require her to clear part of her audit schedule. Colin, their department head, moved through the agenda with the organized enthusiasm of a man who had attended many management training seminars and found them genuinely useful.

"Good work on the timestamp fix," he said, looking at Theo.

Leah had written the patch in forty minutes three weeks ago. Theo had implemented it. The attribution was correct.

She made a note about the Q3 timeline, did the math on what it meant for her schedule, and spent the rest of the meeting thinking about the query she still hadn't run.

She ran it as soon as she got back to her desk.

Not the standard audit cross-reference. Her own search, manually constructed, looking for records that matched the structural profile she'd been building in her head since Monday night. Too-smooth data. Too-complete identity fields. The absence of the normal inconsistencies that came with being a real person moving through real administrative systems.

She typed in the search criteria, hesitated, then added: Preliminary investigation; not confirmed anomaly. If anyone asked, she had a documented reason.

She set it running and went back to the legitimate audit work.

At 11:15, a junior analyst named Soo-Yeon appeared at her desk.

"Do you have a minute?"

Leah turned her chair.
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