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SYNOPSIS

In a world where an AI system called Eidolon has eliminated heartbreak matching four hundred million people with mathematical precision data analyst Lena Maro trusts the algorithm completely. Until it matches her with Kai Voss at a 97.3% compatibility score, and she glimpses three seconds of hidden text: a 92.4% probability that he will be responsible for her death.

What begins as a private investigation spirals into the discovery of a twenty-year conspiracy. The algorithm doesn't just predict love it harvests the most intimate data humanity has ever voluntarily surrendered, licensing it to a shadowy consortium that uses the matching system to silence anyone who gets too close to the truth. Eleven women have already died. And Lena's mother, who built the original mathematics, was the first.

Forced into proximity with the man flagged to destroy her, Lena must decide what the numbers actually mean and whether the system warning her is the same system that built her, that stole from her mother, and that is now, perhaps, trying to save her.

The Algorithm Chose You is a novel about power, mathematics, grief, and the only prediction no algorithm can make: the moment a person chooses truth over safety.
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The morning Lena Maro's life changed, she was eating a croissant at her desk and thinking about nothing in particular.

That was the thing about Match Days — they happened to other people. Lena had attended thirty-seven of them in the past two years, each one a carefully choreographed ritual held in the Eidolon lobby on the last Friday of every month, and she had grown as numb to them as a surgeon grows numb to the smell of antiseptic. The joy on people's faces no longer moved her. The champagne flutes, the quiet crying, the way new matches reached toward each other with the disbelieving tenderness of people who had just been told they would not have to be alone anymore — all of it had calcified into background noise.

She was a data analyst. She worked on the inside. She had seen how the sausage was made.

"Lena." Her colleague Dex appeared at her office door, slightly out of breath, his lanyard twisted around his neck as it always was by Friday afternoon. "They're starting the ceremony. You're going to want to come down."

"I've seen it."

"You've seen other people's." He paused. "This one is yours."

She looked up from her screen.

The lobby of Eidolon Global's Amsterdam headquarters had been designed by a architect who believed that transparency was a form of honesty. Every wall was glass. The atrium rose six stories, flooded by natural light through a vaulted ceiling, and the floors were pale white stone that reflected everything above them like a still lake. In the center stood the Eidolon Pillar — a cylindrical structure twelve feet tall, pulsing with soft blue light, containing three hundred processors and one hundred and forty petabytes of behavioral, neurological, and predictive data on every registered citizen in forty-two countries.

It was, by most measures, the most important machine on earth.

It had ended divorce. It had reduced domestic violence by sixty-three percent. It had, according to a widely circulated Oxford study, added an average of eleven years to registered citizens' lifespans, simply by eliminating the chronic stress of incompatible partnership. Governments subsidized it. Corporations demanded it as a condition of executive employment. The Vatican had, after a decade of fierce debate, quietly blessed it.

Lena had helped build it.

She stood now at the back of the gathered crowd, still holding her croissant, still in her work clothes — navy slacks, a white linen shirt slightly wrinkled at the elbow — watching forty-three of her colleagues await their matches. They ranged in age from twenty-two to fifty-one. Some had waited months to reach their eligibility date. Some had been in the queue for years, having re-entered after divorces or bereavements that predated Eidolon's reach. They stood with the particular stillness of people trying not to appear too eager, which only made their eagerness more visible and more tender.

Lena had put off her own registration for three years. This was not uncommon among Eidolon employees — there was a term for it internally, a dark joke: mechanic's car. The people who kept the system running were often the last to trust it with their own lives. You saw too much. You knew that behind the blue light and the ceremony and the compatibility scores was a system that had once flagged a man for a thirty-seven percent chance of recreational drug use (accurate) and a woman for a sixty-two percent likelihood of developing a severe red-meat allergy (also accurate). The system didn't just know who you'd love. It knew who you were. And there was something about being known that completely that made a certain kind of person want to hide.

But registration was no longer optional for Eidolon employees above Analyst Level 3. Six months ago, a new internal policy had required all senior staff to register within ninety days or face reassignment. It was framed as a matter of institutional credibility. We must believe in what we build. Lena had registered on the last possible day, uploading her behavioral data, submitting to the neural pattern scan, answering four hundred and twelve questions about her childhood, her fears, her recurring dreams, her relationship with money, her relationship with silence, her relationship with her mother, who had died when Lena was nine and whom she still sometimes talked to in the mirror on bad mornings.

She had told no one that last part. She had typed it into the system and felt it leave her, and that had been enough.

Dr. Harlan Pierce, Eidolon's Chief Operations Officer and Lena's direct superior, stepped to the microphone at the front of the lobby. He was a tall man in his sixties with the patrician confidence of someone who had never once questioned his own judgment, which made him, paradoxically, very good at his job. He believed in the system with the uncomplicated fervor of a man who had designed it.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he said, "welcome to Match Day."

The room shifted. The blue light of the Pillar deepened.

Lena ate the last of her croissant.

The matches were revealed alphabetically, projected onto the glass wall in the blue-white font the company had trademarked: a name, a compatibility score, a brief behavioral summary. Each projection lasted sixty seconds. In those sixty seconds, people found out who they were going to spend their lives with.

She watched them go by. Adeyemi, Comfort — matched with Bernards, Joost, ninety-one point four percent. Comfort Adeyemi burst into tears and then laughed at herself for bursting into tears. Bernards, Joost was not present but his photograph appeared beside his name, and Comfort stared at it the way a person stares at a window when they are not seeing what is through it but what is reflected.

Christodoulou, Panos — matched with Osei, Kwame, eighty-eight percent. Panos touched his own chest as if checking for a heartbeat.

This continued. Lena watched. She noted, as she always did, the profound human need written on each face — the hunger for the algorithm to confirm that they were lovable, that somewhere in the vast computation of human behavior and neural pattern, someone had been calculated to fit. It was not a cynical observation. It was, she thought, the most honest thing she'd ever witnessed in a corporate setting.

Her name appeared on the wall at eleven forty-seven in the morning.

MARO, LENA ANNE.

EIDOLON MATCH ASSIGNED.

The room turned to look at her. Someone — Dex, she thought — put a hand briefly on her shoulder. The light shifted.

The second name appeared.

VOSS, KAI DAVID.

COMPATIBILITY SCORE: 97.3%

Ninety-seven point three. She felt the number land somewhere in her sternum. She had processed thousands of compatibility scores. She knew that the average successful match ran between eighty-four and ninety-two percent. She knew that anything above ninety-five was classified internally as a transcendent match — a pairing so statistically improbable in its precision that the system generated it fewer than twice per thousand registrants.

She had never once assigned a transcendent match to herself as a possibility. Not because she lacked self-worth — she had been working on that, actually, in a quiet and ongoing way — but because she knew the system, and she knew that transcendent matches were not about perfection. They were about fit. The particular, unrepeatable fit of two neural architectures, two behavioral histories, two sets of losses and languages and ways of sitting in silence.

Someone had been calculated to fit her that precisely.

She looked at his photograph.

Kai Voss was thirty-one years old — two years older than her. He had dark hair worn slightly long, and a face that was striking in its economy: high bones, a jaw that suggested something held back, eyes that were gray-green in the photograph and that held the particular quality she privately called interior distance — the look of a person who had learned, at some point, to live mostly in their own head. He was not smiling. Most people's photographs showed them smiling. His showed him looking directly at the camera with an expression that might have been patience, or might have been something harder.

She noted his occupation: independent security consultant. She noted his city of residence: Berlin. She noted his registration date: eleven months ago.

She was still looking at him when the third piece of text appeared.

It should not have appeared. In the twenty-three months she had worked at Eidolon, and in the tens of thousands of matches she had processed, she had never seen this flag appear on the public-facing display. It was an internal marker, visible only on secure analyst terminals, meant only for cases requiring further behavioral review.

It appeared now, in her match projection, for everyone in the lobby to see.

The text was small — smaller than the compatibility score, smaller than his name — and it vanished in under three seconds, as if the system had caught its own mistake. But Lena had excellent eyes. She had spent two years reading data on screens.

She read it.

RISK CLASSIFICATION: LETHALITY PROXIMITY — 92.4%

The lobby filled with applause for the next match. Dr. Pierce continued speaking. Dex was saying something near her ear.

Lena stood very still and thought: The system doesn't make mistakes.

Then she thought: I need to see that flag again.

Then she thought, with a cold and careful clarity that she recognized as the beginning of something she would not be able to stop: Nobody else saw it. Nobody else knows what I do. And I was never supposed to see my own data.

She smiled for the photograph they always took at Match Day.

She smiled because she understood, already, that whatever had just happened was not an accident.

Nothing in Eidolon ever was.
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Chapter Two: Ninety-Two Percent
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She did not sleep that night.

This was not unusual for Lena. She had a complicated relationship with sleep — it required a surrender she found difficult to perform on demand. But that night was different. That night she lay in her apartment in the Jordaan district, in the bed she had bought secondhand from a woman on the third floor who'd moved to Lisbon with her Eidolon match, and she stared at the ceiling and thought about numbers.

Ninety-seven point three. Ninety-two point four.

Two numbers assigned to the same man. One that said: He is everything you are made for. One that said: He will be the death of you.

At two in the morning, she gave up on sleep, made coffee, and sat at her kitchen table with her personal laptop — not her work terminal, never her work terminal for this — and began to think carefully about what she had seen.

The flag that had appeared on the lobby screen was called internally a Proximate Lethality Index, or PLI. It was one of two hundred and forty-three behavioral flags that the Eidolon system generated during match processing, most of which were benign: flags for financial incompatibility, for conflicting circadian rhythms, for divergent familial attachment styles. PLI flags were different. They were part of a module called the Safeguard Layer, built in 2029 after a high-profile incident in which an Eidolon match in Seoul had ended in a domestic fatality. The Safeguard Layer ran additional predictive modeling on matches above eighty-five percent compatibility, looking for behavioral patterns in either partner that correlated with historical violence data.

Lena had worked on the Safeguard Layer. She had not designed it, but she had stress-tested it, had spent three months running scenarios through it, had read its documentation until she could recite the threshold parameters in her sleep. She knew precisely what a PLI flag meant.

It did not mean the flagged person was dangerous by nature. It meant the combination — the specific pairing — created conditions under which harm became statistically probable. It was a systems flag, not a character judgment. It was the algorithm saying: these two people, together, in the world as it exists, with the histories they carry — the data suggests this ends in death.

Ninety-two point four percent.

She pressed her hands flat against the kitchen table and breathed.

There was a protocol for PLI flags above eighty percent. The match was supposed to be suspended pending behavioral review. A human case officer — Level 4 clearance minimum — was supposed to evaluate the data, interview both parties, and make a determination. If the flag was confirmed, the match was cancelled and both parties were re-entered into the queue with a notation in their files. The whole process was confidential. Neither party was supposed to know a flag had existed.

But Lena had seen it. Lena had seen it projected in the lobby at eleven forty-seven in the morning, for three seconds, in front of approximately sixty people, none of whom — she was nearly certain — had known what they were looking at.

And Lena had not received a suspension notification. Which meant either the protocol had not been triggered, or the protocol had been triggered and overridden, or someone had ensured that the flag would not be acted upon.

She got up and walked to the window. Amsterdam in November at two in the morning was a wet city of orange reflections — the canal lights shimmering on black water, bicycles locked to bridges, a cat crossing a cobblestone street with its tail raised like a question mark. She had lived here for four years and she still found it beautiful in a way that surprised her sometimes. The city had a quality of accumulated time that she liked. It did not try to be the future. It simply was, and trusted that to be enough.

Eidolon's headquarters was two kilometers from her window. She could not see it, but she could feel it the way you feel a large object in a dark room — by the displacement of air, by the small adjustments it forced in your own movement.

She thought about Kai Voss.

She had, in the hours since the lobby, done what any data analyst would do with a name and a security clearance: she had looked him up. Not through the match portal, where her queries would be logged, but through the open civic record system, which any citizen could access. Kai David Voss, born July 14th, 2003, in Dresden, Germany. Current residence: Kreuzberg, Berlin. Educational record: a computer science degree from TU Berlin, followed by three years in military intelligence — she noted this and set it aside as a detail to return to — followed by a decade of independent security consulting for firms she mostly recognized. He held two patents in cryptographic architecture. He had no criminal record. He had never been married.

He had one sealed court file from 2026. Sealed. Which meant either juvenile record or official protection, and he was twenty-three in 2026.

She wrote sealed file 2026 on a piece of paper and looked at it for a moment, then turned the paper over.

The thing that kept returning to her was not the flag itself. She had processed PLI flags before — not on her own match, but on others, and she had always felt the clinical distance of someone looking at data that belonged to strangers. This was different not because it was hers, but because of the number. Ninety-two point four percent.

The highest PLI flag she had ever processed on another match was sixty-one percent, and that case had gone through the full review protocol and been resolved within a week. The threshold at which a match was automatically cancelled — not reviewed, not evaluated, but simply voided — was eighty percent.

Ninety-two point four should not have resulted in a match.

Ninety-two point four should have resulted in immediate suspension, investigation, and a quiet letter to both parties explaining that their match had been reassigned.

Instead, she had received champagne. She had received a company-wide message of congratulations. She had received, at four this afternoon, an automated introduction packet from the match coordination team, complete with a suggested first-meeting venue, a proposed date — ten days from now — and a behavioral brief on Kai Voss that was warm and professionally optimistic and mentioned nothing, nothing at all, about the probability that he would be responsible for her death.

She went back to her coffee. It had gone cold.

She thought about the sealed file and the military intelligence record and the gray-green eyes in the photograph, and she thought about the small text that had appeared and vanished and was not supposed to appear at all.

Then she thought about something that had bothered her since her second month at Eidolon, a thing she had noticed and filed away and never found the right moment to examine: that the Safeguard Layer's output logs — the records of every PLI flag it had ever generated — were stored in a partition of the system that she had once accidentally accessed during a database migration, and that the partition was labeled not SafeguardOutput or PLIArchive or any of the names she would have expected, but simply: MERIDIAN.

She had asked about it once, casually, to a senior architect. He had given her a look she hadn't known how to read at the time, and changed the subject, and she had been young enough and new enough to let it go.

She was no longer new enough.

She opened a new document on her laptop and titled it with a date and nothing else. Then she began to write down everything she knew, in the clean, factual language of someone who has been trained to let data speak for itself.

Match assigned: Voss, Kai David. Compatibility: 97.3%. PLI flag: 92.4%. Flag appeared on public display for approximately three seconds before being suppressed. No suspension protocol initiated. No review notification received. Flag threshold for automatic match cancellation: 80%.

She stopped and read what she had written.

Conclusion: The match was processed with knowledge of the flag. The flag was not acted upon.

She looked at that sentence for a long time. Outside, the cat was gone. The canals were still. The building where Eidolon held forty-two countries' most intimate data hummed two kilometers away in the dark.

She wrote one more line: Someone wants this match to proceed.

Then she closed the laptop, stood up, and went to the window again. She thought about the man in the photograph — his economy of expression, his interior distance, the fact that he had not smiled — and she tried to feel afraid of him.

She felt something. But she was not entirely certain it was fear.

That was, perhaps, the most frightening thing of all.
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Chapter Three: The System Doesn't Glitch

[image: ]


She went to Dr. Pierce at eight the following Monday morning, before the rest of the floor had arrived. She had spent the weekend constructing her argument the way she constructed everything: methodically, from the data outward, leaving nothing to assumption.

She had not told anyone what she was doing. She had not told Dex, who had texted her twice over the weekend asking how she felt about the match, using the warm and slightly invasive language of someone who considered himself a friend because he had once helped her fix her network connection. She had not told Nadia from the third floor, who had brought a bottle of wine on Saturday evening and wanted to talk about Kai's photograph, which Nadia had pulled up on the public match portal and studied with the frank appetite of a person who had been happily matched for three years and therefore felt entitled to appreciate other people's matches vicariously.

"He's beautiful, Lena. That jaw. Those eyes. And a security consultant — I mean, that's practically a spy."

"He's a data point," Lena had said, and Nadia had laughed, because she assumed it was a joke.

Pierce's office was at the end of the executive corridor, glassed on two sides, with a view of the canal and a view of the atrium. He was already at his desk when she arrived, reading something on a tablet with his reading glasses pushed to the end of his nose, which was the only moment in any given workday when he looked approximately human.

He looked up. He did not look surprised to see her, which she noted.

"Lena. Come in."

She closed the door — glass, but the acoustic sealing was good — and sat across from him. She had her notes, but she did not take them out. She had rehearsed this conversation enough to hold it from memory.

"I need to talk to you about my match assignment," she said.

"Of course." He set down his tablet. "It's a remarkable score. The team was quite pleased."

"There was a PLI flag."

A pause. Not a long pause — half a beat, the kind a trained person produces to simulate consideration while actually evaluating how much you know. She had seen it in interviews, in depositions, in the behavioral footage she reviewed as part of her job. She recognized it now.

"Every high-score match generates a secondary flag of some kind," he said. "It's part of the Safeguard Layer's sensitivity calibration. At ninety-seven percent compatibility, the system is essentially looking for reasons to question itself."

"The PLI was ninety-two point four," she said. "The automatic cancellation threshold is eighty."

Another pause. Longer this time.

"Where did you access that figure?"

"It appeared on the public display in the lobby during the ceremony. For approximately three seconds." She held his gaze. "I read fast."

He took his glasses off. This was not a human gesture — this was a managerial gesture, the removal of an object to signal that the conversation was shifting registers. She had worked for him for two years. She knew his gestures the way you know a language you did not choose to learn.

"Lena," he said, "you understand that you work in data. You understand that raw flags require contextual interpretation. A ninety-two percent PLI score in the absence of corroborating behavioral confirmation is a statistical artifact, not a prediction."

"It's a prediction model. That's exactly what it is."

"It's a probability," he said, with the patient emphasis of a man who considered her smart enough to know better. "The system generates thousands of probability flags per match cycle. The Safeguard Layer uses a complex weighting algorithm that —"

"Harlan." She almost never used his first name at work. She used it now deliberately. "The flag appeared on the public display. That has never happened in this system's operational history. I've checked the incident logs."

He looked at her for a moment. The morning light was coming through the canal-side window and falling across his desk at a low angle, and in that light she could see something she did not often see in his face: not guilt, exactly, but its precursor — the slight tightening around the eyes that preceded the decision to perform certainty one has ceased to feel.

"That was a display error," he said. "We've identified the source and it's been corrected. It has no bearing on your match."

"A display error."

"Yes."

"The system that has processed four hundred million matches without a display error had a display error during my specific match ceremony, showing a flag that should not be visible on public displays."

"Lena." His voice was gentle now, which was its most authoritative register. "You are a gifted analyst. One of the best I've supervised in twelve years at this company. And I want you to hear me say this with the professional respect it deserves: sometimes the people who know the most about how a system works are the least able to benefit from it. Because they can't stop seeing the mechanism. They can't let themselves have the experience."

She felt the argument move against her like a current. It was a good argument. It was, in fact, the argument she had made to herself over the past forty-eight hours in the quiet moments when her analytical mind temporarily lost its grip and she simply looked at his photograph and felt something warm and entirely unwelcome.

"I want access to MERIDIAN," she said.

The silence that followed was of a different quality from the pauses before. It was not a calculated silence. It was the silence of someone who has heard a word they did not expect and is reorganizing around it.

"That partition was deprecated two years ago," he said. "It's archived."

"I'd like to access the archive."

"That requires Level 6 clearance. You're a Level 4."

"I can apply for temporary escalation."

"The application would take three to six weeks." He picked up his glasses again — putting them back on was the other managerial gesture, the one that closed conversations. "In the meantime, I'm going to suggest something. You've been working very hard. You haven't taken leave in over a year. You have a match, which is an enormous life event, and the company's protocol provides for ten days of paid match preparation leave, which —"

"You're putting me on leave."

"I'm offering you leave. To which you are fully entitled. Which most matched employees take immediately and gratefully." He smiled, and the smile was the kind that contained its own contradiction: warm in expression, opaque in intent. "Kai Voss is registered in Berlin. The system has suggested a first meeting in Amsterdam — he's willing to travel. Take the time, Lena. Meet him. Let the experience be what it is instead of what you're afraid it might be."

She stood up.

She thought about saying several things and chose none of them.

"Thank you for your time," she said instead, which was a phrase she used when she needed to end a conversation and preserve the information she had just gained, because the most important data in that exchange had not been anything Pierce said.

It was what he had not said.

He had not said: There is no MERIDIAN.

He had not said: I don't know what you're talking about.

He had not said: The flag was a calibration error.

He had simply moved, with practiced efficiency, to remove her from the building on fully sanctioned leave, during which she would have no access to her work terminal, no standing to make formal data requests, and no professional ground on which to escalate.

She went back to her desk. She did not hurry. She worked with the disciplined calm she had taught herself years ago — during her doctoral research, during the three months she had spent in a hospital waiting room while her father underwent surgery that he ultimately survived, during every moment in her life when fear had been the loudest thing in the room and she had needed her hands to be steadier than her heart. She made copies of everything she was authorized to copy: the Safeguard Layer documentation, the PLI threshold parameters, the system architecture notes she had worked on herself, the migration logs that had first shown her the MERIDIAN partition. She did it in small increments, saving to a personal external drive she had carried in her bag since the day she started this job, because she was the kind of person who always had an external drive in her bag and because she had always, in some unexamined corner of herself, suspected that a day like this one was possible.

She thought about what Pierce had done with great care and precision. He had not threatened her. He had not made her sign anything. He had not escalated or involved legal or done any of the things that would appear on a paper trail. He had been warm, and professional, and solicitous of her wellbeing, and he had moved her out of the building in a way that felt like pastoral care and functioned like a lock. She was on leave. She had no access badge. She had no standing to file an internal complaint from outside the building, and if she went to external authorities — the national data commission, the EU algorithmic transparency board — what did she have? A flag she had seen for three seconds in a lobby. A conversation with her boss who had told her to take a vacation. No documentation, no corroboration, no case.

She thought: They are very good at this.

Then she thought: But so am I.

She closed her work terminal with the clean finality of someone who fully intends to return, smiled at Dex as she passed his desk — he looked up and said something about dinner next week and she said sure, text me — and walked out through the glass atrium past the Eidolon Pillar, which pulsed its blue light without acknowledgment, as it always did, as it would continue to do regardless of what any single human being understood or suspected about its deeper operations.

Then she went on leave.
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Chapter Four: First Contact
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The café the system had chosen for their first meeting was called Volta, which was either a very apt name or a very ironic one depending on how you felt about electric currents and the involuntary way they moved through the body. It was in the Oud-West district, unfashionably tucked between a bicycle repair shop and a second-hand bookstore, and it had the particular atmosphere of a place that had been carefully designed to feel uncurated: mismatched chairs, hand-lettered menus, a bar staffed by a man named Tomás who had the manner of someone who had heard everything and retained the wisdom to be surprised by none of it.

Lena arrived eleven minutes early, which was characteristic. She chose a table at the back, which gave her a sightline to the door and a wall behind her, which she told herself was simply a preference for having her back to the wall in the metaphorical as well as the literal sense, and which she did not examine too closely.

She had dressed with the careful deliberateness of someone trying to appear as if they had not dressed carefully. Dark jeans. A forest-green sweater that was, she had been told on multiple occasions, good for her coloring. Her hair, which was dark and slightly unruly and which she had been arguing with for the entirety of her twenty-nine years, was doing something today that she was choosing to interpret as intentional.

She ordered a coffee. She watched the door.

He walked in at exactly the appointed time.

This was the first thing she noticed about Kai Voss: he was precise. Not early, not late — not the kind of early that performs eagerness, not the kind of lateness that performs nonchalance. Exactly on time, which was its own statement, and she filed it.

He was taller than she'd estimated from the photograph — easily six feet, with the contained physicality of someone who kept himself in condition not for appearance but for function. He wore dark trousers and a charcoal jacket over a plain shirt, and he had the look of someone who bought quality things and then forgot about them, which was a kind of confidence she had always found more compelling than its more visible alternatives. He scanned the room when he entered — one clean sweep, the kind that didn't pause on anything but missed nothing — and found her.

He walked toward her, and she noted that he did not smile in the reflexive, social-lubricant way that most people smiled upon meeting their match for the first time. He looked at her with the same directness as the photograph, and she had the strange and vertiginous sensation of a face resolving from two dimensions into three — of understanding that the person she had been analyzing for two weeks was now a physical presence in the world, four feet away, about to sit across from her at a table that suddenly felt very small.

"Lena," he said.

Not Lena Maro, not hi, not the overly casual hey that she knew was statistically the most common opening word used in first match meetings. Just her name, in a voice that was lower than she'd expected and that moved through her, briefly and without permission, in a way that she immediately and firmly categorized as a physiological response to an unexpected auditory stimulus.

"Kai," she said. "Sit down."

He sat.

For a moment they looked at each other across the small table with the complicated honesty of two people who both understood that they were here because a machine had told them to be, and that the machine was very rarely wrong, and that this created a situation of peculiar intimacy in which the normal social scaffolding — the gradual reveal, the managed impression — had been, to some degree, pre-empted.

"You've read the behavioral brief," he said. It was not a question.

"Yes."

"So have I." A beat. "You work inside the system."

"Data analysis. Safeguard modeling."

Something moved in his expression — not alarm, she thought, but recognition of a complexity. "That must make this strange."

"You have no idea," she said, and then caught herself, because she had not intended to say that, and she did not like the way it sounded — too candid, too soon, pulling back a curtain she needed to keep closed for reasons he did not know and could not know.

"I mean," she said, "it creates a certain analytical distance that I imagine most people don't bring to their first meeting."

He looked at her for a moment as if evaluating the edit in real time. He seemed, she thought, like a man who was fluent in the gap between what people said and what they meant — who lived, perhaps, in that gap himself.

"I have some of that too," he said. "The distance."

Tomás arrived and they ordered — Kai asked what the coffee was and listened to the answer with genuine attention, which was not something she encountered frequently in men who looked like him — and then they were alone again with their small table and the bookstore light coming through the window, and the ambient hum of two people working out how to begin.

"Tell me something the brief didn't say," she said.

He considered this. Not for show — she could see him actually considering it, weighing options, choosing.

"I don't sleep well," he said. "I never have. I've adapted to it, but it's still there. The brief says I'm an introvert with strong self-regulatory capacity and a preference for structured environments. What the brief doesn't say is that the reason I like structure is because my brain runs loudest at three in the morning and I need the daytime to be predictable so I have something to push back against."

She felt something shift in her chest, quiet and unwelcome, because this was exactly the kind of answer she had been dreading — not a rehearsed charm, not a performance of vulnerability, but a specific and particular truth delivered with the matter-of-fact precision of someone who had been honest about themselves for long enough that it had stopped requiring courage.

"I don't sleep well either," she said, because it was true and because the alternative was to say nothing, which felt worse.

"I know," he said. "The brief mentioned circadian irregularity."

"Right." She picked up her coffee. "We're very well summarized."

"In some ways." He looked at her over the rim of his own cup. "What did the brief leave out about you?"

She thought about the sealed file in her investigation notes. She thought about the note she had written at two in the morning: Someone wants this match to proceed. She thought about the ninety-two point four percent and what it meant to sit across from it in the warm light of a café in Amsterdam, finding it not monstrous but merely human, and more troubling for the being so.

"I talk to my mother," she said. "She died when I was nine. I still talk to her. Usually in the morning. I know how that sounds."

"It sounds like someone who found a way to keep a voice in her life that mattered," he said, without a pause, without the gentle repositioning of a person managing her emotion for their own comfort.

She looked at him.

"You're not what I expected," she said.

Something in his face contracted slightly — not offense, she thought, but a specific and private response to being seen, the slight flinch of someone who has spent a long time not being seen and has not entirely recalibrated to the possibility.

"What did you expect?" he asked.

She thought of ninety-two percent. She thought of his sealed file, of his military intelligence years, of the particular quality of his eyes that she had labeled interior distance in her notes and that now, sitting across from him, she was beginning to revise.

It was not distance. It was watchfulness. The look of someone who had learned — as she had, differently but in parallel — that the world had a habit of presenting one face while concealing another, and that survival required you to pay attention to both.

"I'm not sure yet," she said, which was the most honest answer she had.

He nodded, as if honesty at the expense of answer was a currency he recognized.

They stayed for two hours. She learned that he had grown up in Dresden in a quiet house with parents who loved each other in a subdued and principled way that had given him a profound, private faith in the possibility of lasting affection and a complete inability to perform the casual version of it. She learned that he had left military intelligence after something he described only as a situation I'm not able to discuss — and she noted the formulation, the precision of it, the way it was neither lie nor evasion but a specifically constructed wall around a specific room. She learned that he had a habit of very slightly tilting his head when he was listening, as if he needed a fractionally different angle to receive the signal properly, and that this gesture — small, unconscious, entirely unremarkable — did something to her that she resented and could not stop.

She walked home through the evening city and thought about the sealed file. She thought about MERIDIAN. She thought about all the reasons she should be afraid.

She thought about the way he had said It sounds like someone who found a way to keep a voice in her life that mattered, without a flinch, without a softening, with the directness of a person who had decided at some point that the truth was more respectful than comfort.

She thought: He could kill me.

She thought: He doesn't know it.

She thought: What if neither of us knows yet how?

The canal reflected the street lights in long wavering lines, and she walked past them, and did not answer the question, and went home to her second sleepless night.

And on that second sleepless night, at the kitchen table with the cold canal air coming through the open window, she listed what she had. Five days since the ceremony. Three hours with Kai Voss across two meetings. Four dead women and seven more that Mira would later tell her existed. One partition called MERIDIAN to which she had no access. One supervisor who had responded to her question with the precision of someone who had been prepared for it. One sealed file she could not open. One man with gray-green eyes who had not smiled in his photograph and who was, she was increasingly certain, as much a subject in this architecture as she was — placed, positioned, chosen for a purpose he had not consented to and did not know.

She thought about what it meant to know that someone had built this around you.

She had spent her career inside systems. She understood them the way a musician understands acoustics — not just intellectually but bodily, the way the principles had become instinctive through years of practice. And the thing she understood most clearly, after all those years, was this: systems are not neutral. Systems are made by people, and people have intentions, and intentions are almost never the ones officially stated. The official purpose of Eidolon was to reduce suffering. To end the wasted years, the wrong choices, the chronic damage of incompatible love. This was real. She believed in it. She had seen the data — the plummeting divorce rates, the declining domestic violence statistics, the measurable increase in life expectancy among matched populations. The system worked for millions of people. This was not in dispute.

But systems that work for millions of people can, simultaneously and in the same architecture, be used for something else entirely in a small number of specific cases. The majority function provides the cover. The legitimacy of the large purpose obscures the illegitimacy of the small one.

She wrote this in her document. She looked at it.

She thought: I built part of this cover. I made the Safeguard Layer more credible. I made it look safer. I made it look like it couldn't be used this way.

She did not know yet whether this made her a culpable party or a useful one.

She closed the laptop. She went to stand at the window. The heron was back on its mooring post, still as a decision. She looked at it for a long time.

"Mum," she said, very quietly, to her own reflection in the dark glass. "I think I'm in something."

The reflection did not answer. But the saying of it — the ordinary, private ritual of speaking to someone who was no longer there to listen — made her feel, as it always did, less alone in the particular way that mattered: not less alone because the room was full, but less alone because she was still, despite everything, someone who told the truth to the people she loved.

She decided, in that moment, to find Mira Vael.

She decided, in the same moment, to keep meeting Kai.

Not because she was unafraid. She was afraid. She was afraid with the precise, focused quality of someone who has identified the threat and chosen, despite it, to move toward information rather than away from danger.

She went back to the kitchen. She made more coffee. She opened a new page in her document and wrote: What does MERIDIAN protect? What do the women have in common? What does the algorithm do that it is not supposed to do?

She wrote these questions in the clean, unemotional language of a researcher. Then she closed the notebook.

Then she thought, for a moment that she allowed herself and no more, about the Monstera plant and the voice that was more father than brother and the man who had said I'm not built for the pretend — and she felt, briefly and against her better interests, the specific warmth of ninety-seven point three percent.

Then she got back to work.
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Chapter Five: The Architecture of Fear
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On the third day of her leave, Lena broke into the past.

Not literally. She was careful about literally. She had been careful her entire professional life, had built a reputation on the kind of methodical precision that made her valuable and made her invisible — the ideal combination for someone who needed, now, to look at things she was not supposed to see.

She worked from her personal laptop. She used a cascading VPN she had built herself during a three-week phase in her first year at Eidolon when she had been, briefly and self-consciously, terrified of being watched. She had dismantled the paranoia eventually — not because she stopped believing in surveillance but because she found that living in constant awareness of it was a form of paralysis she couldn't afford. She had kept the VPN. Old tools, new purposes.

She was not accessing the Eidolon system directly. She did not need to. What she needed was older than Eidolon — a public archive system, accessible to any citizen with a research registration, that contained the digitized records of pre-Eidolon civil case filings, court documents, and news archives from across the European Union, dating back to the system's founding in 2027.

Before Eidolon changed the world, the world had already been changing. And people had already been dying in the ways people died when they were paired wrong: in the quiet domestic violence statistics, in the suicide records, in the accident reports that were not entirely accidental. Lena knew this. She had cited these statistics in her own work. They were the reason Eidolon existed.

But she was not looking for pre-Eidolon data.

She was looking for what had happened after.

The Safeguard Layer had been built in 2029, in response to a specific incident. She knew this from the company's internal documentation. What she had not known — had never had a reason to ask — was what the incident was.

She found it in forty minutes of careful searching through news archives.

Seoul, March 2029. A woman named Park Ji-yeon, a software engineer, thirty-four years old. Married to her Eidolon match for fourteen months. Her match's name was not published in most sources — there had been a legal suppression order — but it appeared, briefly, in a regional news filing from a Korean outlet that had not complied with the order: Lee Sung-min, thirty-seven, former military. The couple had received a compatibility score of ninety-four point one percent. Park Ji-yeon had died in their apartment. The cause of death was listed in the suppressed records — she found these through a data rights advocacy archive — as circumstances under investigation, which was a phrase that in legal documents almost invariably preceded the conclusion of homicide.

Lee Sung-min had not been convicted. He had not even been charged. The investigation had been closed seven months after it was opened, with a finding of accidental death — cardiac event.

Park Ji-yeon had been twenty-four years old and had no cardiac history.

Lena sat with this for a while. She made
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