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    For the ones who read past the summary page.
For every analyst, auditor, and career civil servant who has ever noticed a number that didn't add up, said so out loud, and kept saying so after the room went quiet — this book is for you, even though no one will ever put your name in a memo.
And for Diane, who always asks the harder question first.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "STEWARD does not evaluate intent. STEWARD evaluates cost. Intent is not a line item."
— from the original STEWARD Program Charter, Office of Management and Budget
"The paperwork is never wrong. It just isn't the whole file."
— unattributed, found scrawled in the margin of a budget analyst's desk copy of the Federal Acquisition Regulation
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Chapter One: The Missing Eleven Minutes
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OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET — NEW EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING, WASHINGTON, D.C.

The number on Dana Ellery’s third monitor had not changed in four minutes, and that was the problem.

She had been staring at a line item in the Defense Intelligence appropriations schedule long enough that the numerals had stopped looking like numbers and started looking like a word in a language she almost spoke. $340,662,000. Program element unlisted. Justification: redacted. Contracting authority: redacted. The kind of entry that used to mean somebody forgot to scrub a document before it left the SCIF, back when Dana had worn a uniform and carried a badge that opened doors instead of a badge that opened spreadsheets. Now it just meant STEWARD had flagged it, and flagging was the whole job.

She minimized the line item and pulled up the query window instead.

QUERY: STEWARD, RUN ID 88214-C — CASTLEROCK PROGRAM ELEMENT, FY27 JUSTIFICATION SUMMARY

The response populated in under two seconds, which still unsettled her a little, eighteen months into working alongside the thing. A human analyst — she had been one, on and off, for nine years — needed a day to pull program history, cross-reference obligations against outlays, and draft a defensible summary that wouldn’t get thrown back by a GS-15 with an axe to grind. STEWARD needed two seconds and gave her four paragraphs that were, infuriatingly, better than what most humans produced in a day.

COST-PER-ACTIONABLE-OUTPUT: CASTLEROCK RANKS IN THE BOTTOM 6TH PERCENTILE OF HUMINT PROGRAM ELEMENTS EVALUATED FY22–FY26. COMPARATIVE SIGINT/GEOINT COVERAGE OF DESIGNATED AREA OF INTEREST ACHIEVES 91% OF CASTLEROCK’S REPORTED COLLECTION VALUE AT 4% OF COST. RECOMMENDATION: ELIMINATE PROGRAM ELEMENT. REALLOCATE TO NATIONAL RECONNAISSANCE OFFICE COLLECTION TASKING, LINE 4471-B.

Dana read it twice. Then she did what she always did when STEWARD’s math looked too clean, which was pull the raw collection reporting behind the comparison, because a machine that measured everything in the currency of cost-per-output had no way to price the one thing CASTLEROCK’s four human assets actually sold, which was somebody’s stated intention before they acted on it. Satellites saw a truck move. CASTLEROCK saw a colonel decide to move it.

“You look like you’re arguing with it again,” said Nate DiFranco, sliding into the cubicle beside hers with two coffees, one of which he set down in front of her without being asked. Nine years apart in age and two grades apart in rank, and somehow he’d become the closest thing she had to a work friend, mostly because he was the only other person on the floor who still called it “arguing with it” instead of “reviewing the output.”

“I’m not arguing with it. I’m reading behind it.” She nodded at the screen. “It wants to zero out Castlerock.”

DiFranco whistled, low. “The whole network?”

“The whole network. Bottom six percent, apparently.”

“Bottom six percent of what, though. That’s the question nobody upstairs wants to be the one to ask, because the answer’s always some Steward algorithm nobody outside the contractor actually understands, and asking makes you the guy who doesn’t trust the math.” He took a sip of his coffee, made a face at it, drank more anyway. “You going to flag it?”

“I already flagged it in March.”

“And?”

“And it came back ‘under strategic review,’ which as far as I can tell is where Pentagon comptrollers send things they don’t want to say no to on paper.”

Dana had learned, over eighteen months, that “under strategic review” was STEWARD’s one soft edge — not a veto, because nothing overrode STEWARD’s recommendation stack without a documented justification that survived an audit, but a pause. A place a recommendation could sit while somebody with enough rank found a way to make the math say something else, or accepted that it wouldn’t and let the cut go through anyway, quietly, on a Friday, the way the Pentagon liked to announce things nobody wanted announced.

She was still looking at the screen when Tom Reyes appeared at the mouth of her cubicle row, moving fast in the way he always moved when he’d found something and hadn’t decided yet whether it scared him or just annoyed him. Twenty-six years old, three years into the job, sharper with a spreadsheet than anyone twice his age on the floor, and constitutionally unable to let an inconsistency sit unexamined, which Dana recognized because it was the same flaw she had, just with nine years more of practice hiding it.

“Dana. You got a second?”

“I’ve got as many seconds as it takes STEWARD to tell me to fire a HUMINT network I’ve spent two years arguing is load-bearing.” She turned her monitor slightly toward him. “What.”

Tom didn’t sit. He leaned on the cubicle wall and kept his voice at the register people used in open-plan offices when they’d decided something wasn’t for open-plan offices. “I pulled the funding history on Castlerock. All the way back. Cross-referenced it against Steward’s flag logic.” He paused, like he still couldn’t quite believe it himself. “There’s a gap.”

“What kind of gap.”

“The justification memo. The one that explains why four assets cost what they cost. It’s not in the system Steward’s pulling from. It’s referenced — document control number, the works — but the actual document isn’t there.” He was talking fast now, the way he always did when he’d found something. “So Steward’s scoring the whole program against everything except the one file that explains why it’s worth the money.”

Dana felt her stomach drop in the specific way it did in this job, not from finding something wrong but from finding something that had been made wrong, on purpose, by someone competent enough to do it cleanly. “That’s not a gap. That’s a redaction with the seams sanded off.”

“Same conclusion I came to.” Tom glanced down the row, an instinctive check that told Dana more than his words had. “So I’m pulling the physical file. Hard-copy retention rules mean it’s got to exist somewhere. Already filed the request.”

“Tom.” She kept her voice level, the tone she used with junior analysts who were about to do something she’d have done herself at their age and regretted. “If somebody scrubbed that document out of the query set STEWARD uses, they did it on purpose, and the kind of purpose that requires touching a classified repository is not the kind of purpose where you want to be the guy asking records management questions about it by name.”

“I’m not asking by name. I filed it as a routine FOIA-adjacent pull, standard budget reconciliation language. Nothing that flags.”

“Everything flags. That’s the whole point of the building we work in.”

Tom smiled, the quick, slightly reckless smile of somebody who’d heard the warning and filed it under things he’d worry about later. “I’ll let you know what comes back.”

She should have said something else. Later — weeks later, replaying this exact ninety seconds in a room with better locks on the door — she would decide there wasn’t anything else to say that would have landed, because Tom Reyes had the same disease she did, the compulsion to keep pulling a thread until the whole sweater came apart in your hands, and no amount of a colleague’s caution had ever cured that in anybody who had it. She said, “Let me know,” and went back to the redacted line item on her third monitor, and that was the last unremarkable conversation she ever had with him.

ADAMS MORGAN — WASHINGTON, D.C. — 7:15 P.M.

Dana walked home that evening the way she walked home most evenings, the fourteen blocks from the Farragut West stop functioning less as a commute than as a decompression chamber, the pressure of a day spent arguing with a machine that never raised its voice slowly equalizing against the ordinary noise of a city that didn’t care what STEWARD had decided about anything.

She’d learned the habit in the Army, in a different life, on a different continent — the mandatory decompression window between a mission debrief and whatever passed for normal life afterward, the requirement that you not walk directly from a briefing tent full of thermal imagery into a mess hall full of soldiers asking how your day was. Nobody made her decompress anymore. She did it anyway, out of a discipline that had outlived the uniform by nine years, because she had learned exactly once, early and expensively, what happened when she skipped it.

Her apartment was small and orderly, the apartment of someone who had spent six years living out of a duffel bag and never fully unlearned the habit of owning only what could be packed in under ten minutes. She made dinner she barely tasted, half-watching a news segment about a budget standoff that had nothing to do with Castlerock and everything to do with the general climate of a government that had decided, somewhere in the last two years, that an algorithm’s arithmetic was cleaner than a human being’s judgment and cheaper besides. She thought about Tom’s gap — the missing justification memo, the four-month-old access log entry, the comptroller override code that traced to nobody — and told herself, brushing her teeth well past midnight, that it was probably nothing. A filing error. A records clerk’s mistake, six months from being caught and quietly corrected.

She almost believed it. She had gotten very good, over nine years, at almost believing things she needed to almost believe in order to sleep, and it was a skill that had served her considerably better in a warzone than it was about to serve her in a budget office three miles from the White House.

OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET — 9:00 P.M.

Tom worked late that night, the way he worked late most nights, the OMB wing gone quiet enough by nine that the loudest sound was the HVAC cycling and the softer, more constant sound of a hundred machines like STEWARD running queries nobody had asked them to explain. He’d gotten the records management pull back at 6:40 — not the document itself, which required an in-person review in a reading room he’d need to schedule two weeks out, but the retention log, the paper trail of who had accessed the physical file and when.

The log showed three accesses in the file’s twenty-two-year history. The original authorization review. A routine five-year audit. And one access four months ago, sixteen days before STEWARD’s ranking model went live for a full production run against defense and intelligence line items, logged to a records clerk’s terminal but authorized under a comptroller override code Tom didn’t recognize.

He cross-referenced the override code against the comptroller’s office roster, found nothing, and was still looking — widening the search to include detailed staff, cleared contractors, anyone with delegated authority to pull a file like that — when his session logged an anomaly he didn’t have time to read before it closed on him, the terminal returning to the login screen the way it did during a scheduled maintenance window, except it wasn’t a scheduled maintenance window, and when he logged back in ninety seconds later the search history for the last eleven minutes of his session was gone.

Not deleted. Gone the way a redaction was gone — clean, no trace of removal, as if the eleven minutes had simply never been typed.

Tom Reyes sat very still for a moment, the way a man sits when he has just understood, all at once, that the building he works in is not entirely the building he thought it was. Then he did the only thing that made sense to a twenty-six-year-old analyst who had spent three years being told that the paper trail was the whole religion of the place: he wrote down, by hand, on a legal pad, everything he could remember about what he’d found, folded the pages into his jacket pocket, and left the building at 9:52 p.m., taking the Metro two stops before deciding — for reasons he did not write down anywhere, because there had been no more time to write anything down — to walk the rest of the way home.

WHITFIELD RESIDENCE — ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA — 1:14 A.M.

The phone woke Marcus Whitfield on the second ring, not the first, because he had trained himself years ago never to answer on the first ring of a call that came at this hour; a man who looked too ready looked like he’d been expecting it. He was fifty-eight years old, a light sleeper by habit rather than age, and he was sitting upright with the phone to his ear and his voice already level before his wife had finished stirring beside him.

“Whitfield.”

He listened for six seconds. His face, in the dark, did not change, which was either the product of thirty-one years in rooms where changing your face was a luxury nobody could afford, or something closer to the truth: that he had been waiting for exactly this call since the retention log access four months ago, the way a man who has set something in motion waits without quite admitting to himself that he’s waiting. The team had already had eyes on the boy for the better part of a week, ever since a routine flag had crossed a desk that reported, eventually, to Whitfield’s; tonight’s retention log pull had simply told them the runway was closing faster than anyone had planned for.

“Understood,” he said. “Where.”

Another few seconds.

“And the metro cameras?”

A pause, longer this time.

“Good. Route it through Arlington PD as a pedestrian fatality, vehicle unidentified, no witnesses. I don’t want NCIS or anyone federal within a mile of this until I say so, and I want the family notification handled by someone who knows how to do it without leaving paper. I’ll make calls in the morning.” He was already swinging his legs out of bed, already reaching for the light switch with the unhurried economy of a man executing a checklist he had run, in some form, before. “No. Nobody touches his terminal tonight. Tomorrow, through the proper channel, with the proper justification memo, so there’s a reason on file before there’s a question. Are we clear?”

He listened to the answer, said nothing further, and set the phone down on the nightstand with exactly as much care as he’d have used if it had been any other night. Beside him, his wife murmured his name, half-asleep, asking without asking. He told her it was work, which was true in every sense that mattered to the people who might one day ask her under oath what he’d said, and he went downstairs to sit in his study in the dark for a while, not because he needed to think — the thinking, such as it was, had already happened, incrementally, over four months of small and defensible decisions that had led without a single indefensible leap to this one — but because some part of him understood that a boy was dead who had done nothing except be good at his job, and even a man who believed, correctly, that he was protecting something worth protecting owed that fact a few minutes of silence before the morning arrived and the checklist resumed.

By six a.m. he had made four calls. By seven, the appropriate memo existed, backdated with a justification that would survive any audit anyone was likely to run, authorizing next-of-kin notification protocols and evidence handling for an active-duty-adjacent civilian employee under a classification framework that made the local police department’s involvement a formality rather than an investigation. It was, by any reasonable standard, good work. Whitfield had built a career on good work. He drank his coffee black, the way he always did, and went to the office at his usual hour, and if anyone on the seventh floor noticed that Marcus Whitfield looked exactly as unbothered as he looked on every other Tuesday, that was, in its way, the entire point.

WHITFIELD’S OFFICE — PENTAGON, COMPTROLLER’S SUITE — 8:00 A.M.

Whitfield read the incident report over his second cup of coffee, four sentences from a night-shift duty officer describing an OMB analyst’s death near his residence, filed in the routine morning digest alongside a dozen other items that had nothing to do with each other except the accident of having crossed a desk on the same day.

He read it twice, the way he read every item in the digest, a habit thirty-one years deep, and felt a professional coldness settle over him that he had learned, early in his career, to mistake for competence rather than name for what it actually was — the ability to look at a dead man’s four-sentence summary and think, immediately and without much guilt, about what it meant for a program a hundred pages away in a different file entirely.

He made a note to have someone quietly confirm the analyst’s clearance level and portfolio assignment, a small, ordinary act of due diligence that he told himself, closing the digest, was simply thoroughness — a word he was going to need, in the weeks ahead, considerably more often than he yet understood.

STEWARD PROGRAM OFFICE — EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT COMPLEX — 8:50 A.M.

Priya Nair had been at her desk since 7:30, which was early even by her standards, because the overnight batch run had flagged something she wanted to understand before the nine o’clock stand-up made her explain it to people who’d ask questions she didn’t have answers to yet.

CASTLEROCK — RECOMMENDATION STATUS CHANGED: ACTIVE ELIMINATION QUEUE → UNDER STRATEGIC REVIEW. TRIGGERING EVENT: MANUAL OVERRIDE, AUTHORIZATION CODE WHT-7. JUSTIFICATION ON FILE.

She’d seen status changes like this before — STEWARD’s recommendations moved in and out of strategic review constantly, usually because some agency had produced a countervailing analysis that met the documentation threshold to pause an automated cut pending human review. It was one of the system’s designed-in humilities, the one feature the engineering team had insisted on over the objections of people who wanted STEWARD’s outputs to be self-executing: nothing STEWARD recommended took effect without thirty days in review, and any authorized official could extend that window with a filed justification.

What made Priya sit up wasn’t the override. It was the timestamp. 1:47 a.m. And the justification on file — she pulled it, scanned it, read it a second time to be sure she wasn’t misreading a formatting quirk — was two sentences long, cited a “pending internal reassessment of collection value metrics,” and referenced no supporting document at all.

STEWARD had accepted it anyway. Because STEWARD wasn’t built to evaluate whether a justification was true. It was built to evaluate whether a justification existed, was filed by an authorized official, and met the minimum documentation threshold specified in its operating charter. Two sentences and a name met the threshold. That was the whole design, the thing Priya had spent four years of her professional life helping build and had told herself, more than once, was a feature and not a flaw: the machine didn’t lie, didn’t play politics, didn’t protect anyone. It only ever did exactly what it was told, by the rules it was given, and the rules had never required a justification to be good — only to be filed.

She was still looking at the timestamp — 1:47 a.m., an hour and change after whatever authority had generated that authorization code had apparently been awake and working — when her supervisor stopped at her desk with a folder under his arm and the flattened, careful voice of someone delivering news he’d been told to deliver a specific way.

“You knew Tom Reyes, over at OMB. Analyst, defense portfolio.”

Priya’s stomach did something slow and unpleasant. “I’ve met him. Working group on the Castlerock flag. Why.”

“He died last night. Hit and run, they’re saying, near his apartment in Columbia Heights.” Her supervisor’s face did not quite manage to stay flat through the whole sentence. “Nobody’s saying anything else yet. I just didn’t want you to hear it from someone in the hallway.”

Priya looked back at her screen, at the timestamp that no longer looked like an ordinary bureaucratic footnote, and did not say the thing that occurred to her first, because it occurred to her in a shape too formless yet to be spoken — not an accusation, nothing she could have defended if asked, just the small, cold recognition of two numbers sitting too close together in time. 1:47 a.m. And Tom Reyes, dead sometime in the dark hours of the same night, on a street he walked most nights without incident.

She closed the justification file. She did not delete it, and she did not flag it, and she told herself, in the practiced way of someone who had learned to live inside a system built entirely on defensible paper trails, that there would be a reasonable explanation, and that it was not her job to go looking for one that wasn’t there.

OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET — 9:40 A.M.

Dana heard it the way most of the floor heard it, in fragments, before anyone official said anything at all — a name passed cubicle to cubicle in the particular hush that meant something had actually happened rather than merely been rumored, DiFranco appearing at the mouth of her row with his face doing something she’d never seen it do before, and by the time he said the words out loud she had already, on some level beneath language, understood what he was going to say.

“Dana. It’s Tom.”

She didn’t ask what about Tom. She only looked at him and waited, the way you wait for a door to open onto a room you already know is empty, and when DiFranco told her — hit and run, last night, near his building, they think he was walking home — she found that the first thing she felt was not grief, not yet, grief would come later and stay considerably longer than she wanted it to, but a single flat, procedural thought that she would spend the rest of the year unable to be entirely ashamed of, because it turned out to be correct.

The grief arrived anyway, twenty minutes later, in the break room, alone, with the door shut and the lights off and her hand pressed flat against the counter the way you’d press it against something to keep it from shaking. Tom Reyes, twenty-six years old, who drank his coffee with too much sugar and kept a picture of his sister’s dog taped inside his cubicle wall and had asked her, less than eighteen hours ago, if she had a second. She let herself have exactly four minutes of it — not because four minutes was enough, but because it was what she could afford before someone came looking for her, and she had learned, in a different life, in a different uniform, that grief you couldn’t finish was still grief, and still counted, even cut short. Then she washed her face in the break room sink, and went back to her desk, and did not let herself cry again for three months.

That’s not an accident. That’s a document with the seams sanded off.

She sat back down at her desk. On her third monitor, the redacted line item was still open, $340,662,000, program element unlisted, justification redacted, and beside it, in a browser tab she hadn’t closed, STEWARD’s clean, dispassionate, arithmetically flawless recommendation to eliminate the one program in the entire federal intelligence apparatus that a twenty-six-year-old analyst had, less than eighteen hours ago, told her he had found a hole in.

She did not cry at her desk. She opened a new records request instead, addressed to the same office Tom had queried the day before, for the full digital export logs of his terminal session on the night he died, and hit submit before she let herself think about whether that was a reasonable thing to do the morning she learned a colleague was dead, because she had learned long ago that grief was a thing you were allowed to schedule but not a thing that was allowed to stop the work, and that harder, steadier version of herself already understood that this request, more than any eulogy she could write, was the only thing she had left to offer him.

The response came back forty minutes later.

REQUEST DENIED. TERMINAL UNDER ADMINISTRATIVE HOLD PENDING INTERNAL PERSONNEL REVIEW. RESUBMIT IN 30 DAYS.

Dana read it three times. Then she picked up her desk phone, put it back down, and sat with her hands flat on the desk, doing the thing she was best at in the world, which was noticing that a number did not add up. Thirty days was the standard hold period for a records request tied to an open investigation. It was not the standard hold period for an administrative personnel matter, which typically closed out in five to ten business days unless somebody with the authority to extend it had decided, quietly, that thirty days was exactly how long they needed.

Marcus Whitfield’s name meant nothing to her yet. Neither did Castlerock’s real shape, or Priya Nair’s, or the two sentences filed at 1:47 in the morning that had bought a dying program network thirty more days of life at the cost of a young man’s. She knew only that a request denied without justification produced evidence of its own, the same way a line item redacted without justification did, and that she had spent nine years learning to read exactly that kind of silence.

She opened a blank document and began, carefully, to write down everything she remembered Tom saying to her the day before, word for word, while it was still fresh enough to trust.
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Chapter Two: What the Building Erases
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OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET — PERSONNEL OFFICE — THE DAY BEFORE THE FUNERAL

The position backfill notice went out before the funeral did, which Dana understood, intellectually, was simply how a large organization worked — a headcount was a headcount, and a headcount left vacant too long got reallocated to a different division at the next budget cycle, and nobody in personnel was being cruel by moving fast, they were being exactly as efficient as the building had trained them to be.

She read the notice twice anyway, standing at the printer because her own was out of toner, watching a stranger three cubicles over pick it up off the tray without looking at it and set it in a folder with forty other pieces of routine paper. GS-9/11 Budget Analyst, Defense/Intelligence Portfolio, immediate opening. No mention of Tom’s name. No mention of how the position had opened. Just a grade, a series, and a start date, the entire shape of a person’s three years of work compressed into a line item with a vacancy code attached to it, filed and forgotten with the same clean indifference STEWARD applied to everything it touched.

“They’ll backfill it by the end of the month,” Hal Brennan told her, later that morning, appearing at her desk with two coffees the way DiFranco had a habit of doing, though Hal’s version came with considerably more silence attached and considerably less small talk. Fifty-four years old, a GS-14 who had turned down two promotions because he liked the work better than he liked managing people who did the work, and the kind of institutional memory that made him the person three different sections quietly asked before they asked their own chain of command. He had trained Dana himself, nine years ago, when she’d walked into this building in civilian clothes for the first time and understood, within a week, that she’d traded one bureaucracy’s language for another one and would need someone patient enough to teach her the difference between the two. “Some kid straight out of a graduate program who’s never heard Tom’s name and never will, because nobody’s going to put it in the onboarding packet. That’s not a criticism of the kid. That’s just how the building erases people. Quietly, efficiently, on schedule.” He set the coffee down. “I’ve watched it happen four times in thirty years. It doesn’t get easier to watch. I don’t think it’s supposed to.”

DANIEL P. REYES FUNERAL HOME — COLUMBIA HEIGHTS, WASHINGTON, D.C.

The wake was closed casket, which told Dana Ellery something before anyone said a word to her, because a hit-and-run at moderate speed on a residential street did not usually require a closed casket, and she had spent enough of her adult life around the aftermath of violence to know the difference between a family’s private grief and a mortician following instructions from someone who did not want the body examined too closely by anyone standing in line to pay respects.

She stood near the back of the room in a black dress she’d bought for a different funeral six years ago, watching Tom’s mother receive a line of mourners with the brittle composure of a woman who had not yet let herself understand what had happened, and thought about the last time she’d seen him alive, ninety seconds of conversation she had already gone over so many times in her head that the words had started to feel less like memory and more like scripture, fixed and unchangeable and impossible to add to.

“You didn’t have to come,” DiFranco said quietly, appearing at her elbow with two glasses of the watery punch someone had set out on a folding table. “I know you weren’t close close.”

“We were close enough.” She took the punch and didn’t drink it. “He told me something two days ago that I keep turning over.”

DiFranco’s eyebrows went up a fraction, but he didn’t ask, not here, not with Tom’s mother twenty feet away and a receiving line still moving. That was one of the things she liked about him — he had the instinct, rare on the floor, for knowing which questions belonged to which room.

She was still scanning the crowd, an old habit from a different career that she’d never quite managed to retire, when she noticed the man standing alone near the exit, not in line, not talking to anyone, wearing a suit that fit the way suits fit men who had them tailored rather than bought them off a rack. He wasn’t crying. He wasn’t checking his phone the way everyone else at the edges of a funeral did to give their hands something to do. He was watching the room the way she used to watch a room, cataloguing exits and faces, and when his eyes crossed hers for half a second before moving on, she felt the wordless recognition of one professional noticing another.

“Who’s that,” she murmured to DiFranco.

He followed her glance. “No idea. Pentagon, maybe, given the suit. Half these budget shops send somebody to funerals as a courtesy when an analyst dies on the job, even if they never met the guy.”

“Tom didn’t work for the Pentagon.”

“Tom worked on Pentagon money. Same thing, some days.” DiFranco shrugged, unbothered, and Dana let it go, because there wasn’t anything else to do with it yet except file it, the way she’d learned to file everything that didn’t quite fit — in a drawer in the back of her mind that had, over the last thirty-six hours, gotten considerably more crowded than she was comfortable with.

By the time she looked back toward the exit, the man in the tailored suit was gone.

CASTLEROCK LIAISON OFFICE — PENTAGON, THIRD FLOOR, RESTRICTED CORRIDOR — SAME DAY, 11:00 A.M.

Whitfield had not gone to the funeral. He had considered it — some part of him, the part that had sat in his study in the dark two nights ago, had wanted to stand in that room and see the boy’s mother’s face, as if witnessing the cost might function as a kind of accounting, a debit entered honestly against whatever credit he believed he was building. He had decided against it. A man in his position, appearing at the funeral of an analyst whose death was being handled as a routine traffic fatality, was the kind of detail that got remembered by exactly the wrong people at exactly the wrong moment, and Marcus Whitfield did not survive thirty-one years in this building by mistaking sentiment for strategy.

Instead he was three floors up, in a windowless room with a cipher lock and an air handler that ran a half-decibel louder than anywhere else on the corridor, reviewing the weekly Castlerock traffic with the two officers who ran it — Colonel Grant Massey, who had built the network from four informal contacts into a functioning liaison structure over nine years and treated it the way some men treated a family business, and a woman Whitfield knew only by her workname, Faulkner, who ran the actual handling and whose face Whitfield had seen exactly twice in six years of working with her.

“Bragin’s latest is on top,” Massey said, sliding a folder across the table. “He’s requesting an emergency meet. Says movement’s accelerated at the depot outside Rechitsa.”

Whitfield read it twice, the way he read everything that mattered, and felt a tightening in his chest that had nothing to do with age and everything to do with fourteen years of knowing exactly what a phrase like accelerated movement meant when it came out of Belvara. The depot outside Rechitsa had been a Soviet-era weapons storage site since before Bragin was born, decommissioned on paper in the nineties and never quite decommissioned in practice, sitting on a stockpile of material that successive Belvaran governments had neither the money to secure properly nor, depending on which government was in power that decade, the motivation to. For six years, Bragin — a facilities engineer with access to the depot’s maintenance logs and, more usefully, to the conversations of the men who ran it — had been the only asset in the U.S. intelligence apparatus with eyes inside that fence line. Satellites could count trucks. Bragin could tell you whose trucks they were, and where they were going, and why.

“Define accelerated,” Whitfield said.

“He’s not being specific yet, which is why he wants the meet instead of a written report. But he used the word buyer. Not customer, not transfer — buyer.” Massey’s jaw was tight. “That’s new language from him. Six years, he’s never used that word.”

Whitfield sat with that for a moment. On his desk three floors down, in the digital repository STEWARD queried every night to score program elements against a cost-per-actionable-output metric that treated a human being’s judgment as a line item, Castlerock currently ranked in the bottom six percent of everything the Defense Intelligence Agency ran. A machine built by people who had never sat in this room, reading a report from a man who had just used a word he’d never used before in six years of reporting, had looked at Bragin’s entire body of work and concluded that a satellite could do ninety-one percent of his job for four percent of his cost.

“Authorize the meet,” Whitfield said. “Full tradecraft, nothing rushed. If he’s using new words, I want to know what changed before I want to know anything else.”

“There’s a scheduling problem.” Faulkner spoke for the first time, her voice flattened in the way of someone who had learned not to editorialize in front of a comptroller. “The emergency meet protocol requires a burst authorization through the liaison channel, and that channel’s been running slower than usual the last two months. Something about a records reconciliation upstream.”

Whitfield knew, without needing to ask, exactly what that reconciliation was, because he had authorized a version of it himself four months ago, in a decision that had felt, at the time, like the only responsible way to buy Castlerock the runway it needed to survive a machine that could not be argued with, only slowed. He had not anticipated that the slowing would touch the burst authorization channel. He filed that away, a loose thread in a system he had built to have as few loose threads as possible, and told himself he would deal with it later, the way he had told himself several things over the last four months that he would deal with later.

“Route it through my office directly,” he said. “I’ll sign it personally. Get Bragin his meet inside seventy-two hours.”

Massey nodded and gathered the folder. As he stood, he glanced at Whitfield with something that might have been gratitude and might have been the loyalty of a man who had spent nine years believing his boss would move heaven and earth to protect the people he ran, and did not yet know how much heaven and earth had already been moved, two nights ago, on a street in Columbia Heights, in the name of exactly that protection.

“Sir,” Massey said, at the door. “For what it’s worth. I know what Castlerock’s ranking looks like on paper. I’ve seen the Steward output. I just want to say — I don’t know how you’ve kept us alive this long against a machine, but whatever you’re doing, it’s working.”

Whitfield looked at him for a moment longer than the comment strictly required. “Keep Bragin safe, Colonel. That’s the only part of this that’s actually working.”

PENTAGON CORRIDOR, E-RING — SAME DAY, 1:00 P.M.

Whitfield walked the long way back to his own office, a habit he’d developed years ago for exactly the reason he needed it today — the E-Ring’s outer corridor was public enough that no one would remark on his presence and long enough to think in, five uninterrupted minutes to organize a version of the day that felt, increasingly, difficult to hold in a single coherent shape. The corridor smelled the way it always did at this hour, old carpet and reheated coffee and the faint metallic note of a building that never fully stopped running, and the fluorescent light along this stretch had buzzed at the same pitch for as long as he’d worked here, a detail he’d stopped noticing years ago and noticed again now, for no reason he could name.

He passed a cluster of junior officers debating something about a budget submission, laughing at some joke he didn’t catch the beginning of, and felt, watching them, a distance opening between himself and a version of this building he’d once belonged to without effort — a distance that had nothing to do with rank and everything to do with the weight of a decision only he currently understood the shape of. Tom Reyes’s face, from the personnel photograph Cole’s office had circulated with the incident report, surfaced in his mind unbidden, a young man he had never met and was now responsible for in a way no organizational chart would ever record.

He reached his office, closed the door, and stood at the window for a full minute before sitting down at his desk, doing the only thing that still felt like it belonged entirely to him in a day that had otherwise gotten away from him completely: nothing at all, for sixty seconds, before the next decision demanded to be made.

STEWARD PROGRAM OFFICE — SAME DAY, 2:15 P.M.

Priya’s afternoon meeting had been on the calendar for a week — routine documentation review, the kind of housekeeping session that happened every time a program status changed and the change needed to be reflected across STEWARD’s audit trail so a future reviewer, or a future congressional staffer, or a future anyone, could reconstruct the reasoning behind a recommendation without having to interview every human who’d touched it. She liked these meetings, ordinarily. They were the part of the job that felt closest to what she’d told her parents she’d be doing when she took the position — not building a machine that decided things, but building the paper trail that kept the machine honest.

Her supervisor’s name was Aldrich Kern, a soft-spoken career civil servant twenty years her senior who had, as far as Priya could tell, never had an original political thought in his life and had survived four administrations precisely because of it. He slid a printout across the table.

“Castlerock’s strategic-review justification needs an addendum,” he said. “The original filing was thin — two sentences, no supporting document, which is technically sufficient under the charter but won’t hold up if anyone outside this office ever looks at it closely. I need you to draft language that reflects a more substantive internal reassessment. Cite the FY27 metrics review, reference the ongoing DIA program evaluation, that kind of thing.”

Priya looked at the printout. It was the same justification she’d flagged three days ago, filed at 1:47 in the morning, the night Tom Reyes died. “You want me to write a better reason. After the fact.”

“I want you to write an accurate reflection of the review that’s actually happening,” Kern said, in the tone of a man who had used that exact sentence enough times that it no longer cost him anything to say it. “The metrics review is real. The DIA program evaluation is real. I’m not asking you to invent anything. I’m asking you to make the file match the substance instead of the substance having to catch up to the file.”

It was, Priya thought, a genuinely elegant piece of institutional language, the kind of sentence that could survive an inspector general’s audit intact because every individual clause in it was, strictly speaking, true. The metrics review existed. The evaluation existed. What the sentence didn’t say, because Kern had no way of knowing it needed to be said, was that the original two-sentence justification had been filed at an hour when a young analyst asking questions about the exact same program had, within a handful of hours, stopped being able to ask questions about anything.

“When do you need it,” she said, because she had not yet decided what she thought about any of this clearly enough to say so out loud, and because twelve years of institutional life had taught her that the safest thing to do with a feeling you hadn’t finished having was to keep working until you had.

“End of week’s fine.” Kern stood, already thinking about his next meeting. “It’s routine, Priya. We do this every time a filing’s thin. You know that.”

She did know that. She had done it herself, a dozen times, on programs that mattered far less, and every time it had felt like exactly what Kern called it — routine, the ordinary business of keeping an audit trail defensible in a system designed by people who understood that defensibility and truth were not always the same animal, and who had built the difference into the charter on purpose, as a feature, because a machine that only accepted true justifications would have needed a way to verify truth, and nobody had ever solved that problem, so instead they’d built a machine that verified paperwork and called it good enough.

She drafted the addendum. She did it carefully, competently, citing the real metrics review and the real DIA evaluation exactly as Kern had asked, and she told herself, filing it that evening, that she was doing her job, which was true, and that it didn’t mean anything beyond that, which she was no longer sure was.

TOM REYES’S DESK — OFFICE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET — THREE DAYS AFTER THE FUNERAL

Facilities sent someone to box up Tom’s desk three days after the funeral, standard procedure, personal effects to the family, government equipment to IT, and Dana had volunteered to be present for it before she’d fully examined why, telling her section chief only that somebody who’d known him should be there, which was true, and which was also not the reason.

The boxing took less than a quarter hour. Dana counted the minutes anyway, without meaning to.

Most of it was exactly what she expected — a coffee mug from a college she recognized, a photo of Tom with two people who were probably his parents at what looked like a graduation, a paperback novel with a cracked spine tucked in the bottom drawer for slow afternoons that, she now understood, he’d never had many of. The facilities tech was efficient and incurious, moving through the desk with the practiced neutrality of someone who did this more often than the job posting probably admitted, and Dana stood a careful distance back, watching, until the tech lifted the desk blotter to check underneath — a habit, he told her, they’d learned to do after finding a decade of forgotten performance reviews under one once — and a single sheet of paper slid out from beneath it onto the floor.

The tech bent for it. Dana was faster, some old reflex from a career where being faster than the other person in the room had occasionally mattered, and she had it in her hand and half-read before she’d fully decided to pick it up at all.

It wasn’t the legal pad. She understood that immediately — this was typed, not handwritten, a single printed page that looked like it had been run off a shared printer in a hurry and slid under the blotter rather than filed, the way you hide something not from an investigation but from a glance. A list of dates. A list of document control numbers. And at the bottom, underlined twice in pen, four words that Dana would spend the next several weeks unable to stop hearing in what she imagined was Tom’s voice.

Ask Priya N. — access log.

“You okay?” the tech asked, watching her face.

“Fine,” Dana said, and folded the page once, carefully, and put it in her jacket pocket the exact way, she would realize only much later, that Tom himself had folded a different set of pages into his own jacket on the last ordinary night of his life. “Just — didn’t expect that. Sorry.”

The tech went back to the box. Dana stood very still for a moment in an office that, minutes ago, had still belonged to someone, and did the thing she had been trained to do years earlier in a different building, under a different chain of command, which was take a single fact she did not yet understand and hold it without reacting to it until she understood exactly what it was worth.

She did not know yet who Priya N. was. She would, by the end of the week, and by then she would understand that the four words in her pocket were not just a note Tom had left for himself and never gotten the chance to act on. They were a lead. The last one he’d ever leave anybody.

They were an assignment he had already given someone else, and never lived to follow up on.
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