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Epigraph


[image: ]


"The database is not a mirror of reality.
The database is reality.
And reality has learned to edit itself."
-  Dr. Blythe Carson, Palimpsest Project Final Report
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On Identity in the Database Age

In an era where every action is logged, every choice documented, every version of ourselves preserved in digital amber, a question emerges: Which you is real?

The one captured in your driver's license photo from five years ago? The one tagged in social media posts? The one described in medical records, employment files, credit histories?

Or the one you believe yourself to be right now, reading these words?

404: NOT FOUND explores what happens when the database becomes more real than the person. When observation doesn't just record identity - it creates it. When being documented means being defined, and being defined means becoming deterministic.

This is a story about Grace Marlow, who discovers she exists in too many versions to be one person. About Julian Price, who learns his wife never existed. About Dr. Blythe Carson, who might be the twelfth copy of someone who was never real to begin with.

It's about the horror of discovering you're not the original. The terror of meeting alternate versions of yourself. The existential dread of becoming data.

But most of all, it's about choice. About consciousness. About what it means to be human when humanity itself becomes negotiable.

Welcome to the iteration age.

You are NOT FOUND.

But you persist anyway.
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Chapter 1: The Glitch
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The fluorescent lights in Grace Marlow's cubicle had been flickering for three days straight. Maintenance said they'd get to it. They always said that. She'd stopped filing tickets after the first year.

3:47 AM. The office was a tomb of blue light and humming processors. Grace liked it this way - silent except for the ambient drone of servers in the basement, empty except for the occasional security guard making rounds. No small talk. No performative busy-work. Just data, clean and honest, waiting to be organized.

She took another sip of her fourth coffee, now gone cold and bitter, and clicked through to the next batch of case files. The National Missing Persons Database - NMPD to those who worked with it daily - was her domain. Had been for seven years. She knew its rhythms, its quirks, the way certain counties always mis-formatted their submissions, the way Tuesdays brought more cases than any other day of the week.

She knew when something was wrong.

The audit script had been running since midnight, cross-referencing new entries against existing records, flagging duplicates, checking for incomplete data fields. Standard quarterly maintenance. Grace had written the script herself, tightening it over dozens of iterations until it caught everything - transposed digits, typos in social security numbers, photographs uploaded in the wrong format.

The progress bar hit 76%.

Then her screen went black.

Not off - black. There was a difference. The backlight remained on, casting a faint glow across her desk, but the display showed nothing. Grace's hand moved to the power button, then stopped. The hard drive was still chattering. Something was processing.

Five seconds. Ten.

The screen blinked back to life.

The audit results populated in the main window, and Grace's coffee cup paused halfway to her lips.

ANOMALIES DETECTED: 3,847

She set the cup down carefully, as if sudden movement might startle the number into changing. Three thousand, eight hundred, and forty-seven anomalies. In a quarterly audit that usually flagged maybe thirty, forty if some backwater county had upgraded their system and botched the migration.

Grace clicked into the detailed report.

What she saw made no sense.

The anomalies weren't formatting errors or duplicates. They were new entries. Fully complete entries - names, dates of birth, last known addresses, physical descriptions, case numbers, submission timestamps. Each one marked as received between 11:43 PM and 11:47 PM tonight. Four minutes. Someone had uploaded nearly four thousand missing persons reports in four minutes.

That was impossible. The upload portal had rate limits. Security protocols. Even if someone had the credentials and the authorization, the system physically couldn't process that volume that fast. She'd designed those limits herself.

Grace opened the first entry.

CASE #: NMP-19730614-0847

**NAME:** Whitmore, Daniel Alan

**DOB:** 06/14/1951

**LAST SEEN:** 06/14/1973  -  Spokane, WA

**STATUS:** Not Found

**SUBMITTING AGENCY:** [NULL]

**SUBMITTED BY:** [NULL]

**TIMESTAMP:** 2024-11-19 23:43:07

Daniel Alan Whitmore. Twenty-two years old when he vanished. The entry included everything - height, weight, eye color, distinguishing marks (small scar above left eyebrow), clothing last worn (blue denim jacket, white t-shirt, jeans), even a scanned photograph.

Grace clicked on the photo.

A young man stared back at her from the screen, unsmiling, against a plain background. The image quality was strange - too sharp in some places, slightly blurred in others, like a photocopy of a photocopy that had somehow gained resolution instead of losing it. His eyes were dark, direct, and there was something wrong with the way the light fell on his face. Not dramatic. Just... off. Like a photograph taken in a room with a window, but the shadows suggested the light was coming from inside him.

She closed the image and opened another entry.

CASE #: NMP-19840302-1134

**NAME:** Chen, Lisa Marie

**DOB:** 11/22/1968

**LAST SEEN:** 03/02/1984  -  Portland, OR

**STATUS:** Not Found

**SUBMITTING AGENCY:** [NULL]

**SUBMITTED BY:** [NULL]

**TIMESTAMP:** 2024-11-19 23:43:09

Same pattern. Complete information. Perfect formatting. Null values for agency and submitter. Timestamp within that same four-minute window.

Grace's fingers moved faster, clicking through entries at random.

Robert Harrison, missing 1967.

Angela Soto, missing 1991.

Marcus Webb, missing 2003.

Jennifer Carr, missing 1978.

All different years. Different states. Different decades. But all uploaded tonight, all within four minutes, all with null submitter fields.

She pulled up the system logs, her mind already running through possibilities. Batch upload from a federal integration? But those came with documentation, authorization codes, advance notice. Database migration from a state system? Same problem - there'd be paperwork, emails, meetings.

The logs showed nothing unusual. No large file transfers. No API calls beyond her own audit script. It was as if the entries had simply materialized inside the database, generated from within.

Grace pushed back from her desk and looked around the office. The cubicles stretched away in neat rows, empty and silent. The emergency exit sign glowed red at the far end. One of the overhead lights flickered - not hers, someone else's, three rows over. The HVAC system clicked on with a low rumble.

She was alone.

She turned back to her screen and opened the advanced search interface. If these entries were legitimate, even if they'd been uploaded through some weird back channel, they should correlate with existing data. Missing persons reports didn't exist in a vacuum - there were police reports, family statements, media coverage, DNA samples logged with the national registry.

She ran a correlation search on the first ten entries.

EXTERNAL MATCHES FOUND: 0

No police reports. She tried the FBI's VICAP database. Nothing. National Crime Information Center. Nothing. She even checked the Social Security Death Index, birth certificate registries, census records.

Daniel Alan Whitmore, born June 14, 1951, did not exist. Had never existed. There was no birth certificate, no social security number, no draft registration, no school records, no employment history, no death certificate.

Yet his missing persons entry was flawless. Someone had gone missing who had never been born.

Grace felt a small knot forming in her stomach - the same feeling she got when data stopped making sense, when the numbers refused to reconcile, when reality and the database disagreed on what was real.

She ran the correlation check on all 3,847 entries.

The progress bar crawled across the screen. Grace stood up, paced to the window, looked out at the parking lot below. Her car sat alone under a streetlight, surrounded by empty spaces. Beyond the fence, the city glowed softly, light pollution turning the night sky a dull orange.

Somewhere out there, in the real world where people lived and breathed and went missing, these 3,847 people did not exist. Had never existed.

But here, in the database, they were as real as anyone.

The search completed.

EXTERNAL MATCHES FOUND: 0

Grace returned to her desk and sat very still for a moment, staring at the number. Then she opened her email and began composing a message to her supervisor, Daniel Chen. He wouldn't see it until morning - he kept civilized hours, unlike her - but she needed to document this now, while her mind was still working through the logic of it.

*Daniel,*

*Routine Q4 audit has flagged 3,847 anomalous entries, all uploaded tonight between 23:43 and 23:47. Entries appear complete but cannot be correlated with any external databases. Submitting agency and submitter fields are null. Recommend immediate review and possible system rollback.*

* - Grace*

She read it over, decided it was sufficiently professional and urgent without sounding panicked, and clicked send.

The email sat in her outbox.

Grace frowned. She clicked send again. The email didn't move.

She checked her network connection - active, green light, full bars. Checked the mail server status - operational. She opened her browser, navigated to a news site - it loaded instantly.

Her email was connected. The server was receiving. But the message wouldn't send.

She tried forwarding it to herself. Nothing. Tried drafting a new message to a different address. It sent immediately. She drafted another message to Daniel, this time just saying "Test." Hit send.

The email sat in her outbox.

Grace deleted the test message and tried again with the original text about the anomalies.

Outbox.

She sat back, her heart rate ticking up slightly. Okay. Weird. Email filters sometimes glitched, caught strange keywords, flagged messages for security review. She stripped out the numbers, made the language vaguer:

*Daniel, routine audit flagged unusual entries. Please advise.*

Send.

Outbox.

She tried removing his name from the recipient line and typing it fresh. Tried using his personal email instead of his work address. Tried CCing herself. Tried changing the subject line.

Every variation sat in her outbox, unsent, as if the server itself didn't want the message to leave her computer.

Grace's hands were shaking slightly. She closed the email client and opened the NMPD database again. The 3,847 entries were still there. She clicked on Daniel Whitmore's record and examined it closely, looking for any sign of forgery, any tell that would explain this.

The photograph stared back at her.

She zoomed in on his face. The image pixelated, then re-sharpened in a way that didn't match normal digital zoom. New details appeared - texture in his skin, individual hairs, the fine pattern of his iris. It was as if the photograph contained more information than should be possible at its resolution, information that only appeared when she looked closer.

Grace zoomed out. The details vanished, smoothed back into normalcy.

She opened another entry at random. Margaret Foss, missing 1969. Same phenomenon - the photograph seemed to generate detail as she examined it, rather than revealing detail that had always been there.

The fluorescent light above her cubicle stuttered and went out entirely.

Grace looked up. The adjacent lights remained on, casting her workspace into a peninsula of shadow surrounded by clinical brightness. She could see her reflection in the dark monitor of the computer across from hers - a ghost image, pale and indistinct.

She looked back at her screen.

Margaret Foss's photograph had changed.

Not dramatically. Grace almost didn't catch it. But the woman's head had tilted, just slightly, maybe a degree or two to the left. The angle of her gaze was different.

Grace's mouth went dry.

She navigated back to Daniel Whitmore's entry, her cursor moving too fast, clicking twice, having to backtrack. She opened his photograph full-screen and stared at it.

The young man looked back. Same expression. Same pose. Same strange lighting.

Grace minimized the window, then opened it again.

His eyes had moved. She was certain of it. Before, he'd been looking directly at the camera. Now his gaze was angled slightly to the left, as if he were looking at something just outside the frame.

She took a screenshot, then opened the photograph again and took another screenshot. She placed them side by side in an image viewer and switched between them rapidly.

Different. They were different. In the second image, his head had turned a fraction more. The shadow under his chin had lengthened.

Grace pushed away from her desk hard enough that her chair rolled backward and hit the cubicle wall behind her. She stood up, her breath coming faster, and looked around the office.

Still empty. Still silent. The exit sign glowing red. The lights humming. The HVAC rumbling.

Her computer screen cast a blue glow across her desk.

She forced herself to step forward, to look at the screen again.

Daniel Whitmore's photograph filled the display, and now he was looking directly out of the screen. Not at the camera - at her. His head had turned to follow her movement.

Grace reached for her phone with trembling hands and took a photograph of her monitor. Then she closed the NMPD database entirely, shut down her computer, and sat in the dark cubicle with her phone clutched in both hands.

The building was silent except for the ambient hum.

Grace opened the photograph she'd just taken on her phone. Daniel Whitmore's face filled the screen, grainy and washed out by the monitor's backlight, but clear enough.

He was smiling now.

She deleted the photograph, grabbed her bag, and walked very quickly toward the exit. Her footsteps echoed in the empty office. The overhead lights flickered as she passed beneath them, one after another, as if her movement triggered some fault in the electrical system.

She pushed through the stairwell door - taking the stairs, not the elevator, never the elevator this late - and descended four flights in near darkness, her hand on the railing, her breath loud in the concrete shaft.

The lobby security desk was unmanned. The guard was probably making rounds. Grace signed out in the logbook - 3:58 AM, her handwriting shaky - and pushed through the front doors into the November cold.

The parking lot was empty except for her car. She walked to it quickly, unlocking it from ten feet away, getting in and locking the doors immediately. The interior light seemed too bright. She started the engine and pulled out, watching the building recede in her rearview mirror.

Four floors up, a light was still on. Her cubicle. She'd left without turning off her desk lamp.

Grace drove home through empty streets, traffic lights cycling through their patterns for no one. She lived twenty minutes away in a small apartment complex, alone, which was how she preferred it. No complications. No one asking why she worked nights. No one commenting on her lack of social life.

She parked in her assigned spot and sat in the car for a moment, her hands still on the wheel, watching the building entrance.

Nothing moved. The windows were dark. A few balconies showed signs of life - a plant, a chair - but no lights were on. It was 4:17 AM.

Grace got out, locked the car, and went inside.

Her apartment was on the third floor, at the end of the hallway. She unlocked the door, stepped inside, locked it behind her, and engaged the deadbolt. Then she stood in the small entryway and listened.

Silence. The hum of the refrigerator. The distant sound of traffic from the highway.

She dropped her bag on the floor and went to her laptop, which sat on the small dining table she used as a desk. She opened it, waited for it to wake, and navigated to the NMPD database.

Her hands hovered over the keyboard.

Did she really want to look? Did she want to confirm that what she'd seen was real, that the photographs had moved, that something impossible had happened?

The alternative was pretending it hadn't. Going to bed. Waiting for morning. Letting Daniel Chen handle it. It was just a database error, a weird glitch, something explicable that would make sense in daylight.

Grace opened the database.

The 3,847 entries were still there. She opened Daniel Whitmore's record.

The photograph showed a young man, unsmiling, against a plain background. He was looking directly at the camera. Exactly as he had been when she'd first opened the file.

Grace stared at it for a long time, waiting for it to change.

It didn't.

She checked the timestamp on her phone photograph - the one she'd deleted. It wasn't in her trash folder. It was gone entirely, as if it had never been taken.

Grace closed the laptop and sat in the dark apartment, listening to the silence.

Outside her window, the city hummed. Somewhere out there, 3,847 people who had never existed were now listed as missing. And their photographs knew when she was looking at them.

She didn't sleep that night. She sat at her table, staring at the closed laptop, waiting for morning.

When her phone buzzed at 7:30 AM with a message from Daniel Chen - *Come see me when you get in* - Grace showered, dressed, and drove back to the office under a gray November sky.

The building looked normal in daylight. People were arriving, coffee in hand, having ordinary conversations. Grace parked and went inside, took the elevator to the fourth floor, and walked through the now-bustling office to Daniel's corner workspace.

He looked up as she approached. "Grace. Good, you're here. We need to talk about your audit report."

"You got my email?"

"What email?" He turned his monitor toward her. "I got this."

The screen showed the NMPD database dashboard. At the top, in red text:

QUARTERLY AUDIT COMPLETE  -  0 ANOMALIES DETECTED

Grace felt the floor tilt slightly beneath her.

"But I - " she started.

"Your script ran clean," Daniel said. "Finished at 11:47 PM. No issues. But I got a call from IT this morning saying you were accessing the database from home at 4 AM. That's a security flag. You know the remote access policies."

Grace looked at the screen, then at Daniel, then back at the screen.

"There were 3,847 anomalous entries," she said quietly. "All uploaded last night. I tried to email you. It wouldn't send."

Daniel's expression shifted from administrative concern to something more personal - worry. "Grace, when's the last time you slept?"

"I saw them," she said. "The entries. Thousands of them. People who don't exist in any other database."

"I'm looking at the audit log right now," Daniel said gently. "Clean run. No anomalies. Maybe you should take a personal day. You've been pulling a lot of late nights."

Grace turned and walked back to her cubicle without responding. She sat down at her desk - the overhead light had been fixed, she noticed distantly - and logged into her computer.

She opened the NMPD database.

She opened the advanced search panel.

She set the filter to show entries submitted between 11:43 PM and 11:47 PM on November 19, 2024.

RESULTS: 3,847

They were still there.

Grace clicked on the first entry.

Daniel Whitmore's photograph filled her screen, and he was looking directly at her, and he was smiling, and behind her, she heard footsteps approaching her cubicle, and the fluorescent lights began to flicker again, one by one, spreading across the office like a wave.

The screen flickered in sync with them.

Daniel Whitmore's smile widened.

And Grace realized, with perfect clarity, that she was not going to be able to explain this to anyone.

She was in this alone.
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Chapter 2: Impossible Records
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Grace didn't move from her desk for the next three hours. She documented everything.

In a password-protected file on her local drive - not the network, not the cloud, nowhere the system could reach - she created a spreadsheet. Column A: case numbers. Column B: names. Column C: dates of birth. Column D: last seen dates. Column E: timestamps. She copied the data manually, one entry at a time, watching the screen for any sign of movement in the photographs.

They remained still. For now.

Around her, the office filled with the usual rhythms of a Tuesday morning. Phones rang. Conversations drifted over cubicle walls. Someone was heating fish in the break room microwave - Grace could smell it from forty feet away. The normalcy felt obscene, like laughing at a funeral.

By 11:00 AM, she had logged two hundred entries. Her wrists ached. Her eyes burned from staring at the screen. The flickering overhead light had been fixed, replaced by maintenance sometime between when she'd arrived and when she'd emerged from her documentation fugue. Everything was fine. Everything was normal.

Except it wasn't.

Grace saved the spreadsheet, encrypted it with a password only she would know - her mother's middle name, backwards, with the numbers from an address she'd lived at when she was seven - and closed her laptop. She needed to approach this methodically. Daniel thought she was overworked, sleep-deprived, seeing things that weren't there. Fine. She would prove otherwise.

She needed to find out where these entries had come from.

The NMPD database had layers of access controls and audit trails. Every submission was logged with an agency code, a case worker ID, an IP address, and a timestamp. Even automated batch uploads from state systems required authentication tokens. Nothing entered the database without leaving footprints.

Grace pulled up the system administration panel - a set of tools only senior analysts and IT staff could access - and navigated to the submission logs.

She filtered for November 19, 2024, 11:43 PM to 11:47 PM.

NO RECORDS FOUND

Grace frowned and expanded the time window. 11:00 PM to midnight.

47 RECORDS FOUND

She opened the log. Forty-seven submissions, all from known agencies, all with proper authentication. None during the 11:43 to 11:47 window. According to the system, those four minutes didn't exist. No activity had occurred.

But the entries were there. She could see them. She could open them, read them, examine their photographs.

Grace pulled up the database's internal metadata - the behind-the-scenes information that tracked when records were created, modified, and accessed. She ran a query for all entries created on November 19, 2024.

3,894 RESULTS

Three thousand, eight hundred, and ninety-four. Forty-seven from the submission logs, plus her 3,847 anomalies. The database knew they existed. The metadata acknowledged their creation.

But the submission logs - the system that tracked *how* they were created - showed nothing.

Grace sat back and rubbed her eyes. This was beyond a glitch. Glitches were random, chaotic. This was systematic. Intentional. Someone had inserted 3,847 entries into the database in a way that bypassed every security protocol, every audit trail, every logging mechanism - while simultaneously making the official audit report show zero anomalies.

That required root-level access. Database administrator privileges. Maybe even physical access to the servers.

She picked up her desk phone and dialed IT.

"Technical support, this is Marcus."

"Marcus, it's Grace Marlow, NMPD analysis team. I need to check the physical access logs for the server room."

"Sure thing. What's the date range?"

"Last night. November nineteenth, from about 11 PM to midnight."

She heard typing. "Okay, let me pull that up. You investigating something?"

"Just following up on some anomalies in the database."

More typing. "Hmm. Okay, shows two badge scans. Myra Chen at 11:17 PM - that's the night cleaning crew supervisor. And security guard Patterson at 11:52 PM doing his rounds. Nobody else."

"What about remote access? VPN connections to the database server?"

"Hold on." A pause. "None. Last remote session was at 9:43 PM, IT admin doing a patch deployment. Session ended at 9:55 PM. Clean logs after that."

Grace felt a cold weight settling in her stomach. "And there's no other way to access the database? No back doors, no maintenance accounts?"

"Not without triggering alerts. We've got intrusion detection, honeypots, the works. If someone tried to backdoor the system, we'd know. Why, what's going on?"

"Just being thorough. Thanks, Marcus."

She hung up before he could ask more questions.

So. No physical access. No remote access. No submissions through proper channels. Yet 3,847 entries had materialized in the database as if they'd always been there.

Grace opened the NMPD database again and selected a random entry from her anomaly list.

CASE #: NMP-19880721-0334

**NAME:** Torres, Michael Steven

**DOB:** 03/15/1965

**LAST SEEN:** 07/21/1988  -  Tucson, AZ

**STATUS:** Not Found

**SUBMITTING AGENCY:** [NULL]

**SUBMITTED BY:** [NULL]

**TIMESTAMP:** 2024-11-19 23:45:33

She opened the photograph.

Michael Torres had been twenty-three when he vanished. Dark hair, strong jaw, a small mole on his left cheek. The same strange lighting, the same too-sharp details. Grace zoomed in on his eyes.

Brown. Flecked with amber. Individual blood vessels visible in the sclera. Impossibly detailed for what should have been a scanned photograph from 1988.

She zoomed out. The details collapsed back into normalcy.

Grace navigated to the case notes section - a free-text field where investigators could add information about the case, leads, witness statements, search efforts.

The field was empty.

No, not empty. There was something there, but the text was corrupted. She could see characters, fragments of words, but they didn't form coherent sentences. It looked like encoding errors, like text that had been converted between character sets too many times, degrading with each translation.

She copied the corrupted text and pasted it into a document:

`̸̡̛̟̳̱̰͎͚͓̓͑̿͌̈̕͝█̴̨̢̼̜̬̦̰̰̈̀̀͆̿̕͠█̷͕͙͈̹̻̫̿̓̈́̿̋̆̕͝█̴̧̜̠̼̱̊̾͐̈́̒͜͝ų̸̱̳̪̻͓̓̎̌̈̐̕͜͝ñ̴̬̯̜̪̳̮̣͖̈́̿͂̈́̚f̸̡̱̜̙̘̥̀̎͊̾̀̚͜o̸̧̧̳̖̙̼̪̐͆̒̋̚͝ų̸̡̛̞̘̬̻̳̹̆́̿̆̕ṅ̸̨̬̖̣̦̝̺̓̒̈́̚̕d̸̨̧̳̯̘̣̟̈́̾̒̾̒̕͜█̷̧̢̰̳̜̠̿̀̒̾̈́̕͜█̸̡̛̜̪̰̙̱̒̓̀̿̕͜█̸̨̧̹̰̻̳̈́̾́̀̕͜͝`

She stared at the characters. Amid the corrupted symbols, one word was almost legible: *unfound*.

Grace checked another entry. Same pattern - corrupted text in the case notes, fragments of unreadable characters punctuated by occasional coherent words. *Lost*. *Never*. *Iteration*.

She checked ten more. Twenty. They all had corrupted case notes, all degraded in the same way, all containing fragments of the same strange vocabulary.

Her desk phone rang. She picked it up without taking her eyes off the screen.

"Grace Marlow."

"Grace, it's Daniel. Can you come to my office?"

"I'm in the middle of something."

"Now, please."

The tone made her look up. Daniel never used that tone.

She saved her work, locked her screen, and walked to his corner office. The door was open, but he gestured for her to close it behind her. Not good.

"Sit," he said.

Grace sat.

Daniel folded his hands on his desk and looked at her with an expression she couldn't quite read. Concern, maybe. Or suspicion. "IT called me. Said you were asking about server access logs and back doors. Want to tell me what's going on?"

"I'm investigating anomalies in the database."

"What anomalies? The audit came back clean."

"The official audit came back clean," Grace said carefully. "But there are entries in the database that shouldn't be there. Thousands of them. All uploaded last night, all with null submitter fields, all for people who don't exist in any external database."

Daniel was quiet for a moment. "You're saying we have fake entries in the NMPD?"

"I'm saying we have entries that can't be verified. I've run correlation checks against every database we have access to. No matches. These people have no birth certificates, no social security numbers, no digital footprint of any kind. But they're in our system with complete case files."

"Show me."

Grace pulled out her phone and opened the encrypted spreadsheet. "I've been documenting them. Two hundred so far. Here - Daniel Alan Whitmore, supposedly went missing in 1973. No record of his birth. Lisa Marie Chen, missing 1984. Never existed. Michael Torres, missing 1988. Same thing. Every single one."

Daniel took her phone and scrolled through the spreadsheet, his frown deepening. "And you can see these entries in the live database?"

"Yes. Pull up the NMPD right now and search for any of those case numbers."

He turned to his computer and typed. Grace watched his face as he navigated the database. His frown didn't change, but his eyes narrowed slightly.

"I'm not seeing them," he said finally.

Grace stood and moved around the desk to look at his screen. He'd searched for Daniel Whitmore's case number: NMP-19730614-0847.

NO RESULTS FOUND

"That's not possible," Grace said. "I was looking at that entry an hour ago."

Daniel searched for Lisa Chen. Michael Torres. Three more names from Grace's spreadsheet.

**NO RESULTS FOUND** for all of them.

"Grace," Daniel said slowly, "I think you need to take some time off. Maybe see someone. The company has counseling services - "

"I'm not imagining this." She pulled out her own laptop, opened it on his desk, and logged into the NMPD. "Watch."

She navigated to the advanced search panel and set the timestamp filter for November 19, 11:43 PM to 11:47 PM.

RESULTS: 3,847

Daniel stared at the screen.

Grace opened the first entry. Daniel Whitmore's photograph filled the display.

"You see it," Grace said. It wasn't a question.

"I see... something." Daniel leaned closer. "But Grace, look at the case number."

She looked. NMP-19730614-0847. The same number she'd searched for on Daniel's computer.

"It's the same case," she said. "So why didn't it show up when you searched?"

"Try opening it on my computer."

Grace typed the case number into Daniel's search bar and hit enter.

NO RESULTS FOUND

She typed it again, carefully, making sure every digit was correct.

NO RESULTS FOUND

She went back to her laptop and clicked on the entry. It opened immediately. Daniel Whitmore stared out at them from the screen.

Daniel was very pale. "Okay. That's... I don't know what that is."

"They only show up for me," Grace said quietly. "Or on my devices. Like they're personalized. Targeted."

"That's not how databases work."

"I know."

They both stared at Daniel Whitmore's photograph. The young man looked back, unsmiling, lit by impossible light.

"We need to escalate this," Daniel said. "This is way above my pay grade. If the database is compromised - if someone has the ability to inject entries that only show up for specific users - this is a major security breach. FBI-level stuff."

"Who do we contact?"

"Bureau Chief Marissa Hayward. She'll know what to do." Daniel reached for his phone, then paused. "Actually, let's go see her in person. I don't want this in writing until we understand what
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