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Chapter 1: Weekend Thoughts






Rain began on Friday night and kept falling. Beth sat cross-legged on her futon with her laptop on her knees, watching water run down the only window in her studio. The glass blurred the streetlights, turning them into orange smears in the dark.

Her spreadsheet took up the whole screen. She had tracked rows of data for weeks, and they all pointed to the same impossible answer.

VLH Consulting. Principal owner: Valerie Hendricks.

Beth had searched for the company online at least a dozen times since Friday afternoon, hoping to find something different. Maybe a different Valerie Hendricks, a cousin, or just someone with the same name running a wealth management firm. But every search showed the same professional headshot: Valerie in a navy suit, perfect hair, confident smile. The same woman who invited Beth for coffee. The same woman who had worked at DataCorp for fifteen years.

Beth’s phone buzzed on the cushion next to her. Her dad was calling from Cedar Rapids. She let it go to voicemail, planning to call him tomorrow when she could act like everything was fine.

The apartment felt cold. The radiator clanked and hissed but never really warmed the room. Beth pulled her blanket closer and scrolled through the data again. She counted forty-three ghost transactions in her sample, all with the same pattern. Each one vanished after exactly 4.7 seconds and ended up in accounts tied to VLH Consulting.

If that sample reflected the whole system, and Beth trusted her math enough to think it did, there could be thousands more. Maybe even tens of thousands.

She closed her laptop and set it gently on the floor. Her hands shook.

This had to be a mistake, some kind of misunderstanding. Valerie Hendricks was a senior person at DataCorp. She drove a Mercedes and wore clothes that probably cost more than Beth’s rent. People like that didn’t steal.

But the numbers were clear. Beth had checked her work three times. The pattern was obvious: small amounts taken from consumer accounts, held for a moment in a temporary buffer, then sent to VLH Consulting accounts. It was elegant, efficient, and almost invisible.

Beth stood and walked to her tiny kitchen, which was really just a counter with a microwave and a hot plate. She filled her kettle and set it to boil. Tea seemed like something people did when everything was falling apart, though Beth never understood why. Maybe it was the ritual, or just the distraction of waiting for water to heat.

Outside, a A car alarm sounded outside. Beth watched through the window as someone struggled with their keys and finally turned off the noise. The street grew quiet again, with only the rain and the occasional splash of tires in puddles.ttle whistled. Beth poured water over a tea bag in her favorite mug—ceramic, handmade by her aunt, with a wonky handle that didn't quite match the rest. The steam fogged her glasses. She took them off and wiped them on her shirt.

What was she supposed to do with this information? Go to her supervisor? Glen had already brushed her off once, saying the ghost transactions were just a known timing issue. Now she understood why: someone important wanted them ignored.

Should she go to HR? What would she even say? That she suspected a senior executive of stealing, based on data she collected on her own time, using access she probably shouldn’t have had?

Beth sat back on the futon, holding the too-hot mug in her hands. The tea was some mint blend her old college roommate left behind when she moved out. It tasted like toothpaste.

Through the wall, her neighbor’s TV droned with the late-night news, the volume too loud. Beth could hear the weather forecast: more rain tomorrow, a cold front coming from Canada.

She pulled her laptop onto her knees and opened a new document. She needed to think this through step by step, just like her dad taught her to troubleshoot problems at the shop: define the issue, gather evidence, test your hypothesis, and document everything.

Issue: Unauthorized financial transactions appear to be systematically moving money from DataCorp customer accounts to accounts controlled by Valerie Hendricks.

Evidence: Transaction logs showing repeated 4.7-second transfers. VLH Consulting business registration. Database access patterns. The whole architecture of how the money moved.

Hypothesis: This is deliberate theft, not a system error.

Beth typed quickly, organBeth typed quickly, trying to organize her thoughts. She needed more data and a better sense of the full scope. Most of all, she needed documentation that no one could question or ignore.ck through the database. Not during work hours—she couldn't risk Glen or anyone else asking what she was doing. She'd work from home, use her remote access. Document everything in a way that couldn't be argued with.

The rain grew heavier, beating against the window. Beth’s reflection stared back at her from the dark glass: pale face, messy hair in a ponytail, old college sweatshirt with a coffee stain on the sleeve. She looked exactly like what she was—a twenty-six-year-old programmer in over her head.

But she'd fBut she had found something real, something that mattered. She couldn’t just act like she hadn’t seen it.aved the document and created a new folder on her desktop. She titled it "Database Analysis - Personal Project" and moved all her files there. Then she encrypted the whole folder with a password only she would know: the serial number from the first computer her dad ever let her take apart, back when she was twelve and convinced she could make it run faster.

She finished the awful tea and rinsed the mug in the sink. Outside, the rain kept falling. Beth checked the weather app on her phone: rain all weekend. Figures.

Her dad's voicemail notification sat at the top of her screen. She tapped it, listened to his voice—warm and slightly worried. "Hey kiddo, just checking in. Haven't heard from you in a few days. Call me when you get a chance. Love you."

Beth felt her throat tighten. She couldn’t tell him about this—not yet. Not until she understood what she was facing. Her dad taught her to be honest and do the right thing, even when it was hard. But he also taught her to be smart about it.

She opened her work calendar on the laptop. Monday, she had two meetings: a team standup in the morning and a project review in the afternoon. Normal work. She would focus on that and act like everything was fine. In her spare time, she would build her case.

That’s what this was now—not just a curiosity or interesting patterns in the data. This was evidence of a crime, and Beth needed to document it carefully before telling anyone.

She just wished she knew who to tell.

The radiator clanked again, making her jump. Beth closed her laptop and lay back on the futon, pulling the blanket up to her chin. Through the wall, her neighbor’s TV switched to an infomercial—someone selling kitchen knives that could cut through anything.

Beth closed her eyes and tried not to picture Valerie Hendricks in her expensive suit, perfect smile, and penthouse overlooking the harbor. She tried not to think about what would happen if someone with so much to lose found out a nobody programmer from Iowa had discovered her secret.

The rain kept falling. Beth listened to it until she finally fell asleep, her laptop still glowing on the floor next to her.








  
  
Chapter 2: Building the Case






Monday morning came too early. Beth's alarm screamed at six-thirty, pulling her out of dreams where numbers chased her through empty buildings. She fumbled for her phone, silenced it, and lay there staring at the ceiling.

The rain had finally stopped, leaving everything gray and damp. Beth showered in lukewarm water since her building's hot water was unreliable. She put on the same black pants and blue sweater she wore every Monday. Her work wardrobe was small: four pairs of pants, six shirts, two cardigans. She rotated them on a schedule.








