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Introduction

The microfilm reader purred like a patient animal, light spilling in a tight rectangle
across the table and onto Lena Archer’s hands. She had always loved the contradiction
of it—the hum of a machine resurrecting the dead weight of paper, bringing back the
cadence of lives flattened into ink. In the dim of the university archive, the air smelled
of foxed paper and lemon oil. Beyond the window, a late November drizzle stippled the
glass and blurred the lights of the northeastern town she’d never quite left.

Lena’s life, at least on paper, didn’t invite drama. She taught a seminar on forensic
linguistics twice a week, graded with a pencil she sharpened old-fashioned and
precise, and spent the rest of her hours in the stacks or the lab, teasing meaning from
commas and misprints that other people didn’t see. The archive was her tempo: the
metronome of the microfilm reels, the clink of the pencil cup, the low ceiling that kept
everyone speaking softly. She cataloged court transcripts and translated letters from
Czech and Turkish donors no one had gotten around to indexing. Her friends joked she
specialized in ghosts with paperwork.

Sometimes the ghosts had names she knew. On the far shelf was a banker’s box that
didn’t belong in a university archive, filled with clippings and photocopies she hadn’t
returned to the family who’d loaned them. The top folder bore three letters in her own
blocky hand—MIR. Her college roommate had vanished the spring of their junior year,
her memorial posted by the student paper with a photo that captured everything Lena
couldn’t explain: the tilt of a grin, the dare in her eyes, the blank where answers
should have been. No body, no closure, just a plea for information and a candlelight
vigil that went out in the rain. Years later, the ache was quieter, but whenever Lena
handled an obituary she thought of the one she’d read for someone who might not
have died.

She wasn’t hunting for anything tonight. The local paper had donated a second run of
bound volumes, and the library’s scanner balked at margins, so she’d resorted to
microfilm to fill what their digital database called “missing.” Missing, in Lena’s world,
usually meant misfiled or mislabeled, never erased. She fed the reel and clicked
through the frames with the practiced flicker of a pianist’s hands, the parade of lives
both banal and beautiful: a florist, an elementary school teacher, a man who built
boats in a garage and taught his granddaughter to tie a bowline. She checked the
typographic markers automatically—dates, em dashes, funeral homes—and jotted
notes to herself in neat columns.

Two obituaries in a row made her pause. In both, the line listing birth and death years
used a figure dash, not the em or en the paper’s stylebook preferred. It was a trivial
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detail but a rare one; only a handful of fonts even rendered it. Stranger, there was a
double space after the word beloved—another lapse copy editors were trained not to
let through. She could hear her own lecture voice: anomalies often cluster. But these
were fifteen years apart, attributed to different funeral homes, written by different
staff writers whose voices she recognized from their quirks with semicolons. Across
decades, the same uncorrected ticks? Unlikely.

She rolled the reel back and stopped at a third, then a fourth, then a fifth example. In
the margins of the microfilm header—numbers the county printed before the
frames—someone had keyed in a tiny two-letter code that didn’t match the usual
county abbreviations. PV. She almost laughed at herself. Parochial Village? Private
viewing? Pure coincidence? She’d learned the hard way not to force pattern onto
noise. Still, the itch along her scalp didn’t subside. She opened the university’s
digitized index and cross-checked one of the names against an external genealogy
site. The cross-posted record was missing a donation the obituary mentioned, and the
funeral home in the online listing had been replaced with a different provider entirely.

Rain tapped faster at the window. Lena leaned closer, magnification dial cool under
her fingers, and traced the spacing with the point of her pencil as if she could measure
intent with graphite. The figure dash. The double space. The PV in the header. The
omission replicated in the online version. She pulled the bound volume from the cart
to compare the print. The inked paper confirmed the dash and the spacing. Someone
had changed the digital copy, not the print. A soft pressure built behind her
eyes—recognition arriving and refusing to resolve.

Her phone buzzed face down, the screen lighting her knuckles. She ignored it. She ran
a quick search on the local obituaries for a month she’d once scanned for a class
assignment and clicked three random names. Two of them had the same typographic
slip and the same small code stamped into the film leader. It meant nothing; it meant
too much. Lena glanced toward the dark hallway, where the sensor lights had already
gone to sleep, and then back at the machine. She drew a small square around one line
in her notes, the only shape that ever meant stop in her private symbology.

On the screen, a fifth obituary slid into focus. The same dash. The same space. The
same initials in the margin, a whisper bracketed by numbers. Lena lifted her pencil
from the page and held it there, hovering between a mark and a refusal. For the first
time in years, in the quiet that felt like a held breath, she had the sensation that
something was looking back through the glass. And threaded through the rustle of
paper and rain, she caught the smallest of repeating anomalies, precise as a
signature, hiding in plain sight.
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CHAPTER ONE: The First Anomaly

The pencil moved like a divining rod in Lena Archer’s hand, tracing a line that
shouldn’t have existed. On the microfilm screen, the obituary of a retired math
teacher stretched across three frames, the text crisp as a courthouse stamp. Lena had
been scrolling through the March 1998 issue of the Northfield Gazette more out of
habit than anything else. A local history project, dusty as the pages themselves. But
the paper’s style guide had been bedrock: em dashes for parentheticals, single space
after periods, a two-column grid that never varied. And yet here were the quirks, small
but insistent, like an accent you stop hearing only after someone points it out.

She nudged the magnification dial and leaned into the machine’s faint hum. The first
obituary used a figure dash—thin, tight, utilitarian—where the Gazette almost always
used the longer em. In the second entry, fifteen years later, the same dash. In the
third, a double space after the word beloved, the kind of amateur mistake a harried
copy editor would catch and fix before the first cup of coffee cooled. The triple
coincidence of dash, double space, and a two-letter code—PV—stamped into the film
leader at the margin, tiny as a punctuation mark itself. PV could stand for anything.
Parish Volunteer? Private Viewing? It might as well be a smudge.

Except it appeared in six obituaries across two decades, all from the same paper, all
using the same odd spacing and the same thin dash. Lena flipped back to the bound
volume they’d scanned from, the paper’s spine groaning as she opened it to the same
date as the first obituary. The print was dense but clean, the ink laid down with
letterpress precision. The dash was different here—an em, properly wide and
authoritative. So was the spacing. The discrepancies were only in the microfilm and
the digitized copy the paper had donated to the archive. The digital files had been
altered. The physical volumes remained pristine.

A dry laugh escaped her. “You're seeing ghosts,” she whispered, but her fingers were
already moving, sketching a tidy chart in her notebook—date, column, dash, double
space, initials. Another pattern threaded through the obituaries themselves. Each one
marked the death of someone with no surviving immediate family, according to the
notice. In two, the funeral home listed in the Gazette’s printed version had been
replaced online with a different provider. The same provider. A corporate outfit out of
Delaware called Pinnacle Services. Their name didn’t ring a bell. The paper had never
used them, as far as she knew. And yet there it was on the county’s genealogy site,
scrubbed into the record where a local mortuary had once been.

Lena paused, pulse tapping in her throat. She had built a career on anomalies. A
comma in a confession that flipped the meaning. A typo in a will that cost an
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inheritance. The phrase not the user wrote but the system introduced. In forensic
linguistics, the mistake was the tell. Patterns didn’t cluster by accident. She selected
another name at random, this one a florist who died in 2002. Cross-checked against
the genealogy site. Same provider substitution. Same dash. Same double space. She
clicked back to the Gazette’s digital archive. The florist’s obituary was gone from the
paper’s online index, replaced by a single line: Record not found. But the microfilm
held it. The bound volume held it. The digital county ledger did not.

The archive’s motion sensor clicked off. Darkness pressed in, softening the edges of
the stacks. Lena reached up and tapped the plastic dome, flooding the table again
with the rectangle of light. She knew how this looked. A clerk tasked with migrating
decades of paper to pixels might cut corners. A corporate provider might offer a bulk
discount and muscle into a small paper’s workflow. Maybe Pinnacle had bought the
Gazette’s funeral notices stream and standardized the metadata to suit their system.
Maybe PV stood for Pinnacle View. She had seen sloppier migrations. She had seen
worse. But she had never seen a migration that introduced a specific, consistent
typographic error across years of unrelated obituaries and substituted the same
vendor every time, and only for people without immediate family.

She took three screenshots, annotated them with the date and frame number, and
sent them to her university email. Then she slid a different reel into the reader, this
one from the neighboring county’s paper, same era, also recently donated. Ten
minutes of scrolling yielded two more obituaries with the same thin dash and the
double space after beloved. The initials in the margin were different—TR instead of
PV—but the pattern held. If she hadn’t been looking for it, she would have scrolled
past. It was designed to be missed.

Lena sat back, the vinyl chair sighing under her weight. Her mind reached for rational
scaffolding. A software bug in the OCR process. A template copied across multiple
files. A freelancer who didn’t know the house style and made the same mistake
everywhere. She could write a query to the library’s IT department, ask them to run a
script against the full Gazette collection. She could email the genealogy site and ask
why Pinnacle Services seemed to have monopolized the town’s obituaries for a
decade. She could walk down the hall to her office and print a proof and ask her
department head to look it over, just to have another pair of eyes. But her instincts
whispered: this wasn’t a bug. It was a signature.

A buzz against the table. Her phone’s screen lit up with a text from Marcus Hale, the
name faintly familiar—a reporter she’d met at a conference years ago, sharp suit and
sharper questions. They hadn’t spoken since. The message was two words and a
question mark: Any luck? She frowned. Luck with what? She hadn’t spoken to a
reporter in months. Before she could answer, a second text slid in: Sorry. Wrong
number. Then, a beat later: Actually, maybe not. You're the archivist at Northfield,
right? I'm looking into something that might interest you. Worth a coffee? She ignored
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it. Reporters meant exposure, and exposure meant noise. Right now, she wanted
silence.

She turned back to the microfilm, more carefully now. She had a system. She set her
notebook into a grid, filling in the metadata. Funeral home. Date of death. Date of
notice. Column width. Font size. Any repeating mark in the margin. When she found
the PV in the header of one reel, she noticed something else: the county archive used
a different system for numbering their microfilm reels, a prefix that indicated the year
and the batch. But in the film leader, just before the frame where the obituary began,
there was a code that didn't match the reel’s printed label. A tiny string of characters.
She leaned in until her breath fogged the scanner’s glass.

PV-1998-11-03-004

Not a catalog number. A date. November 3, 1998. The fourth obituary in a run. The
date matched the third frame she’d been looking at. The initials in the
margin—PV—were the same as in the header. So: a code embedded into the film itself,
keyed to the obituary. That wasn’t a mistake. No OCR bot put a code in a film leader.
Someone had keyed it manually, or the film had been exposed with that code baked
in. And the code matched the thin dash and the double space. It was a marker. A
signal. For what, she couldn’t say yet. But the fact that it was there at all turned the
suspicious into the impossible. This was a deliberate insertion.

Her phone buzzed again. Not a text. An email, with the subject line only: Notice. She
opened it. It was a death notice, formatted like the Gazette’s, for a man named Harold
Finch, died two days ago. The tone was official, the text clinical. But the sender was an
address she didn’t recognize, and there was no attachment, no link, just the block of
text pasted directly into the body. She scanned it for the anomalies, heart ticking
faster. There they were: the thin dash in the birth/death line, the double space after
beloved, the initials PV tucked into the header margin. She checked the Gazette’s site.
No obituary for Harold Finch. She checked the genealogy site. No record at all. The
man had no online footprint beyond a LinkedIn profile that hadn’t been updated in
three years.

Lena sat up straight. Harold Finch wasn’t a name from the microfilm. He was current.
He was fresh. And he had been sent to her, as if someone knew she was looking. She
typed a quick reply: Who is this? Send again. Then she stood and walked to the
window. Rain slid down the glass in quick silver threads. Outside, the campus was a
sketch of itself, orange lights haloed in mist, a lone figure crossing the quad with a
black umbrella. The figure paused and looked up at the library. Or perhaps it was just
a pause. She couldn’t be sure. She stepped back from the window and pulled the
blinds anyway.

She returned to her desk and started a new file. She copied the text of the Harold
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Finch notice and pasted it into a document, then opened the Gazette’s style guide PDF
and found the section on punctuation. The em dash was their standard. The thin dash,
the figure dash, was not used. She copied that into her notes too. Then she pulled a
list of every obituary from the past month that had been posted in the Gazette’s online
edition, cross-referencing it with the genealogy site and the county clerk’s docket.
Eight obituaries total. Three matched the pattern. Thin dash. Double space. Pinnacle
Services. One of those was Harold Finch, who didn’t exist in the Gazette’s own index,
only in the email and the county clerk’s docket. The other two had been cross-posted
to genealogy sites with the Pinnacle provider.

She sat back and stared at the screen. If she was right, this was not a migration error.
This was a pattern deliberately embedded into obituaries to mark people who, for lack
of a better phrase, were being erased from the record. Not killed—she didn’t have
evidence of that—but removed. Their paper trail replaced with a different provider,
their names disappearing from indexes, their deaths coded with a thin dash that could
pass for a font glitch. If she was wrong, she would have to write a letter to IT and
apologize for a paranoid email. But if she was right, the question wasn’t what. The
question was why. And who stood to benefit.

She took three screenshots of the Harold Finch notice and the corresponding gaps in
the Gazette index, attached them to a new email, and sent it to herself. Then she
backed up the file to a thumb drive and locked it in her desk drawer. She closed the
bound volume and slid it back onto the cart. She turned off the microfilm reader and
watched the rectangle of light collapse into a single orange dot, then vanish. The
archive settled around her. Somewhere in the stacks, the HVAC kicked in, a low
breath. She gathered her notebook and turned toward the door.

At the far end of the aisle, the motion sensor stayed dark. Someone was standing
there, just beyond its range. A shape in a coat. Or perhaps it was a coat draped over a
cart. She didn’t call out. She didn’t move. The shape did not move either. She watched
it for a long, still moment, listening to the soft hiss of rain beyond the glass. Then she
took a step backward, quiet as she could, and reached for the light switch. The archive
plunged into darkness, and the shape disappeared into the same.

She left through the staff door and pulled it shut, waiting for the lock to click. Out in
the drizzle, the air smelled like wet leaves. The path to the parking lot was lit by low
lamps, each haloed and humming. Her car was three rows over, a small gray
hatchback she’d owned since graduate school. As she approached, she clicked the fob.
The lights blinked once. The doors unlocked with a soft thump. She glanced back
toward the library. The windows were dark except for the security lights in the lobby.
The shape she had seen—if it had been a shape at all—was gone.

She slid into the driver’'s seat and tossed her bag onto the passenger side. Her thumb
hovered over the screen of her phone. The email from Marcus Hale was still there, the
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wrong number text still open. She typed: | think | found something. It's not for email.
Are you in town? She hesitated, then hit send. She would regret this. She knew she
would regret this. But the pattern had hooked into her the way a rare word hooks into
a linguist—an impossibility you can’t unsee.

She started the car and pulled out of the lot, windshield wipers beating time against
the rain. At the gate, the security guard gave her a lazy wave. She waved back, turned
onto the street, and noticed a black sedan idling two cars behind her. Tinted windows,
no markings. It could have been a ride-share waiting for a passenger. It could have
been anything. She signaled, turned left at the next light, and watched in the rearview
mirror as the sedan continued straight, disappearing into the wet night.

She let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. Her apartment was ten
minutes away. A kettle, a blanket, a spreadsheet. A way to make the pattern make
sense without turning it into a story. She had always trusted process. Process was
what separated a hunch from a fact. And if the fact proved out, then the story would
write itself. She just needed to look a little closer. She needed to understand who the
thin dash was for.

At home, she locked the door, kicked off her shoes, and set the kettle. While it boiled,
she opened her laptop and pulled up the spreadsheet she’d started in the car. She
listed every obituary that matched the pattern. She added Harold Finch, though his
notice had only appeared in the anonymous email. Then she compared the dates. The
PV code appeared most frequently between 1998 and 2008. After that, it tapered off.
The Pinnacle Services provider spiked after 2008 and stayed steady. It was as if the
program had changed methods. From a visible code to an invisible one. From a thin
dash to a corporate shell.

The kettle whistled. She poured the water over a bag of black tea and watched the
color bleed into the mug. She set the mug on the counter and turned back to the
laptop. She needed to cross-reference the names. If the pattern marked erasures, then
the people behind it would have needed a reason to erase them. No immediate family
meant no one to notice. But there were always friends, colleagues, neighbors. She
pulled up a random name from the list—Clara Ennis, died 2006. She searched for Clara
Ennis online and found a single mention in a local historical society newsletter, a brief
note about a volunteer who left town without saying goodbye.

Lena put down the mug. She typed Clara Ennis into the genealogy site and found the
Pinnacle listing. She toggled back to the Gazette. No obituary in their digital archive.
She found the microfilm frame. There it was: the thin dash, the double space, the PV in
the margin. She copied the code into her spreadsheet: PV-2006-02-12-001. The date
matched the notice. The code tied the notice to the film. The Pinnacle listing tied the
film to a corporate provider. And the name Clara Ennis tied the notice to a person who
had apparently dropped out of the world with no ripple.
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She sat at her small table and began to write questions. Why replace a local funeral
home with a provider that didn’t exist in town? Why rely on a typographic marker?
What did PV stand for? How far back did it go? How far forward? Who had access to
the Gazette’s templates? Who had access to the county’s genealogy database? She
stopped writing when she realized her hand was shaking. Not from fear. From the cold
clarity that came when a pattern resolved into meaning.

She picked up her phone and opened the text from Marcus Hale again. She typed: |
have evidence of a pattern in obituaries that correlates with record removal. It goes
back at least twenty years. | think someone is erasing people. She hesitated, then
deleted the last sentence. It sounded like a conspiracy theory. It sounded like fiction.
She rewrote it, short and hard: There’s a code in obituaries. It's being used to hide
removals. Can you meet tomorrow? She hit send and set the phone face down.

The apartment was quiet except for the click of the radiator. Outside, the rain had
eased to a fine mist. She thought of the figure in the archive aisle, the way it had
stood so still. She thought of Harold Finch, erased in three places at once. She thought
of Clara Ennis, leaving no ripples. She thought of her roommate, Miriam, who had
vanished without a body. She closed the spreadsheet and opened a new one. She
labeled it Miriam. She typed the name and stared at it until the screen dimmed. Then
she closed the laptop, drank her tea, and turned off the light.
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