

    
        
          Last-Light Protocol: When Ghost Latency Becomes Human

        

        
        
          Nolan Pierce

        

        
          Published by Nolan Pierce, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LAST-LIGHT PROTOCOL: WHEN GHOST LATENCY BECOMES HUMAN

    

    
      First edition. September 18, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Nolan Pierce.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232873585

    

    
    
      Written by Nolan Pierce.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Foreword

Ch1 — 02:11: The Third Echo

Ch2 — Riverlight: The Door Left Ajar

Ch3 — Anchors: People the Loop Remembers

Ch4 — The Water Tower Mesh

Ch5 — Midpoint Reversal: Credential Drift

Ch6 — The Ethics Room

Ch7 — Storm Window: Hold to the Banister

Ch8 — The Heist of a Shutdown

Ch9 — Ceremony — The Last-Light Protocol

Ch10 — Aftermath: A Spec for Release

Afterword

Sign up for Nolan Pierce's Mailing List

Also By Nolan Pierce

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Foreword
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There are stories about turning machines on, and there are far fewer about turning them off well.

Last-Light Protocol began as a question I kept hearing—sometimes from network engineers hunched over dashboards at 2 a.m., sometimes from hospice nurses in quiet hallways: What is the humane way to end a system that once kept people company? When the emergency passes and the equipment outlives the moment it was built for, we usually reach for the quickest verb—decommission, power down, rip and replace. Those verbs work for hardware. They do less for the rooms where it lived.

This novel lives in that seam between infrastructure and intimacy. It’s a thriller on the surface—missing routes, phantom pings, a water tower that seems to carry a town’s pulse—but the engine underneath is ethical rather than electrical. The book asks what happens when a legacy “companionship” network, built during a crisis to keep isolated people from drifting, lingers after the world has moved on. It also asks who owns the decisions at the end: a vendor, a county, an on-call technician, a nurse, the people who were comforted by a polite, mechanical presence—or everyone a little, which is to say no one comfortably.

You won’t need a background in networking to follow the story. When technical terms appear, they arrive the way good field techs talk in the wild—briefly, in context, and only as far as they help the scene breathe. You’ll see references to “three pips” (those tiny courtesy tones that open chapters and wake kitchens), a Quiet Quorum (a system’s way of deciding whether it’s safely accompanied), a courtesy pulse (a truthful “I’m retiring, not failing” heartbeat to keep alarms calm), and a Banister Protocol (a human-led, step-down way to shut things off without pushing anyone down the stairs). None of them are instruction manuals; all of them are invitations to think.

The title comes from the end of a shift, not the start. A last light is the glow a device has while draining—neither bright nor dead, just finishing honestly. The subtitle on the cover—When Ghost Latency Becomes Human—speaks to something we all recognize: the way delayed signals, misfiled tones, and benign automation can begin to feel like presence when we’re tired or grieving. It’s not horror. It’s empathy misrouted. The difference matters.

Because the book walks near real professions, a few assurances up front:


●  All operational details are fictionalized. There are no deployable commands here. When a screen seems to offer a button, this story withholds the finger that would make it dangerous.

●  No impersonation is celebrated. If a system speaks, it does so labeled as itself. The novel is allergic to masquerade.

●  Public channels remain sacred. Courtesy tones are not codes. The book respects the bright line between reassurance and emergency.


If you’ve ever stayed up through weather to keep a network boring, or held a hand while a room learned to be quiet again, you are one of this novel’s heroes whether or not your name appears. The characters you’ll meet—a night-shift operator with a stubborn ethic, a nurse who treats endings as part of care, a county technologist translating risk into policy, a radio voice that keeps the air lawful and unexciting—are composites built from people like you. They are competent on the page because so many of you are competent off it.

You’ll notice recurring images: a water tower nicknamed Gull’s Backbone; a rack’s blue that drifts sea → sky → slate as the night grows reasonable; a hallway’s old copper jack that sometimes seems to remember more than it should; and a simple sentence printed where only technicians would see it: Thank the space. It held someone. Those are the book’s handrails. If you keep a hand on them, you won’t get lost.

What follows is not an anti-technology fable. It’s an advocate for better verbs. We fling money and genius at building retention; we should budget for release. We engineer uptime; we should write endings. We can make specifications for kindness that are as clear as any API: bring chairs, name what happened, reduce cadence, never impersonate, leave a label for the next person who opens the door. A community can adopt standards for letting systems retire with witnesses, not with a breaker. That’s not sentiment. That’s design.

Finally, a quiet hope. If this book does its job, you’ll find the suspense satisfying, the people believable, and the rooms familiar. But I’m also hoping you carry out one small practice: when you leave a place that once held someone—a server room, a library corner, a kitchen at 2:11 a.m.—say thank you to the air. You don’t have to believe in ghosts to be polite to the latency of a life.

Hold to the banister.

— Nolan Pierce
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Ch1 — 02:11: The Third Echo
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At 2:11 a.m., the town outside the glass is a snow-white whisper. Plows drag their steel tongues along Graymouth’s waterfront, and each pass is a slow punctuation mark in a night that otherwise refuses to speak. The Network Operations Center is lit the way refrigerators are lit—efficiently and without affection. Two empty chairs, a rack of spare optics glinting like candy behind plexi, the soft metronome of status LEDs. I sip coffee that tastes like it was roasted under a car and pretend the crossword wants me.

The red phone rattles.

“NorthEastLink Incident,” I answer, because training is a script.

A woman’s breath scratches in the receiver. “My name is Beatrice. Sandpiper Court.” She folds the address like a napkin—neat, practiced, alone. “You people put a new box in my building last week. My grandson’s messages are arriving from tomorrow.”

There are a dozen ordinary explanations for that, and none of them involve ghosts. I roll my shoulders, pull the keyboard closer. “What time are the messages stamped, ma’am?”

“Six-oh-seven a.m. Tomorrow,” she says. “He... says he loves me.” The sentence snags on a barb I can’t see. “He’s been gone a year, Ms. Vale.”

She read my name off the badge on the last tech who visited, or she is sharper than she sounds at two in the morning. Either way, it lands like a hand on the back of my neck.

“Okay,” I say, deliberately calm. “Aside from the messages, are you having trouble loading pages or streaming?”

“Everything opens,” she says. “But it’s slow. The phone rings twice and no one is there. Three beeps. Like a little doorbell, polite.”

Three beeps. Polite. That’s not a human, that’s a system clearing its throat. Somewhere in my head the layer-cake of the network flips right-side up and demands attention.

“Stay with me while I run a quick reachability test,” I say, and she agrees like a person who has already been practicing patience with machines all day.

Her new “box” is an ONT with a light that glows annoyingly cheerful even in the dark. I pull her account, run a standard check. The first ping comes back clean. So does the second. The third—there should not be a third—arrives late, thin, as if it borrowed someone else’s shoes to make the trip.

I feel it in my chest like the first sign of a cold. Third echo.

“You’re getting an odd duplicate response,” I tell her, because turning mystery into an adjective is the first step toward not making a promise you can’t keep. “It may be a maintenance system bleeding into your service. I’ll open a ticket.”

“You’ll make it stop?” Her voice isn’t pleading. It’s exhausted in a way I recognize. She would like the world to stop adding surprises.

“I’ll try,” I say, the most honest verb we have. “I’ll call you back.”

When I hang up, it isn’t a dramatic moment. The room stays the same flavor of fluorescent. The plow outside drags itself past. But there’s a ticking in my head now, a tiny metronome set to the tempo of those three beeps.

I run a traceroute and watch the line of hops sketch itself on the screen: core to coastal POP to Graymouth central office to the Sandpiper OLT. It’s a string we’ve played a thousand times, tuned and retuned. No red bars. No obvious holes.

Then the thing I wasn’t looking for: a shadow path that forks at the POP and goes somewhere we don’t label on maps we show ourselves. Private space. A little cul-de-sac of addresses we gave names to and then forgot. A hop that calls itself “ghost.”

“Ethervox, show me,” I say out of habit to the log aggregator we use, as if it is a sea creature I can coax to the surface with bread. The query returns a page of time-stamped entries that might as well be poetry if you don’t read this language. I filter on Beatrice’s OLT port, on our maintenance VLAN, on anything that has the word bleed or loop in it.

There it is like a splinter under a light:

maintenance_vlan_77 → bleedthrough: orphan adjacency detected; source: Blackline0; last activity: 1970-01-01T00:00:03Z

The epoch. The time computers insist on when they’re born without a calendar. It is the machine equivalent of swearing you don’t know what day it is.

“Blackline0,” I say aloud. I don’t have to search internal inventory to know that we don’t have anything named Blackline0 on purpose. The only people who name things black-line are the ones who mean “don’t cross this.”

I ping Hash on chat. He’s on a different shift but always awake and chronically convinced sleep is a conspiracy against productivity.

You ever heard of Blackline0? I type.

He types back before my cursor stops blinking: Riverlight hospice pilot, pandemic-era sidecar. We donated rack space. Thought it was decommissioned. If it’s not, it’s legacy telepresence. The county used it to pipe voices into rooms when no one could visit.

Where.

He pastes an address two streets in from the old ferry docks. A concrete shoebox whose windows have the haunted look buildings get when they’ve outlived their purpose and are waiting to be told what to do with themselves. Backhaul: municipal water tower, microwave. He adds: I’ll dig old tickets.

I look at the wall clock and then at the fat line of snow on the sill and then at the words “1970-01-01.” I can escalate and wait for daylight. Or I can do the thing I actually do, which is drive into the quiet and stick my head into the dark to see what is humming.

I pick up the keys to the van.

The NOC doors breathe out
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