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THE VOICE
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CHAPTER ONE
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At 3:07 in the morning, Daniel Wren called Lena Mercer.

Lena knew the name before she answered because Gideon had left it glowing on the screen between them.

UNKNOWN CALLER would have been easier.

Instead, the display showed a contact card that did not exist in her phone.

DANIEL WREN

Beneath it was a number with a Virginia area code.

Gideon sat upright beside her.

Neither of them spoke.

The phone rang a second time.

Lena answered on speaker.

"Mercer."

For half a second there was only static.

Then a man's voice said, "Detective, you're investigating the wrong murder."

Gideon stopped breathing.

Lena looked at him.

Daniel Wren had been dead seven years.

The voice continued.

"Ask Gideon what I heard before I died."

Lena kept her own voice level.

"Who is this?"

A soft exhale.

"He'll ask the wrong question first. He always does."

Gideon's face changed.

Lena saw recognition there.

"Daniel?" Gideon said.

The caller laughed once.

"No."

Then the line went dead.

Lena looked at the screen.

Call duration: twenty-three seconds.

Gideon reached for the phone.

She pulled it away.

"Evidence."

"I know."

"Your hand says otherwise."

He stood and crossed the loft barefoot, stopping at the long window overlooking River North.

The city was black glass and scattered lights.

Three nights earlier a synthetic Rebecca Holloway had called him and asked what Daniel Wren heard before he died.

Now Daniel Wren had called Lena.

The sequence was deliberate.

Not haunting.

Not random.

A conversation.

Lena opened the recording app. She had started it before answering.

"Again?"

Gideon nodded.

She played the call.

Daniel's dead voice filled the room.

You're investigating the wrong murder.

Gideon closed his eyes.

"You knew his voice," Lena said.

"Interviews. Eleven hours."

"Enough to clone."

"More than enough."

She replayed the laugh.

"But that line about the wrong question?"

"Could be learned."

"From where?"

Gideon looked at her.

"From someone who knew me when Daniel was alive."

Lena's phone buzzed again.

This time it was Marcus Bell.

She answered.

"Please tell me you're only awake because you have terrible judgment."

Bell said, "I have a body."

Lena was already reaching for her clothes.

"Where?"

"Storage facility in Cicero. Retired federal evidence clerk. Looks like suicide."

"Why are you calling me?"

Bell was quiet for a beat.

"Because his phone says the last person who called him was Helen Briggs."

Gideon turned from the window.

Lena felt the room become colder.

Helen Briggs had been dead eighteen months.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Owen Rusk had rented storage unit 418 for eleven years and told his wife it contained fishing gear.

It did not.

Lena stood beneath fluorescent lights while crime-scene technicians photographed the contents.

Metal shelves ran down both walls.

Evidence boxes.

Old hard drives.

Cassette tapes.

MiniDV cassettes.

Two banker boxes labeled with federal case numbers that had been blacked out in permanent marker.

And Owen Rusk.

He hung from a nylon strap looped over the overhead door track.

His shoes were six inches above the concrete.

Vivian Cho stood beside the body, studying the neck.

"You have a problem," she said.

Lena looked around.

"I have several. Pick one."

"He didn't hang himself."

Bell glanced up from Rusk's phone.

"Fastest autopsy in Cook County history."

"I didn't say cause of death. I said he didn't hang himself."

Vivian pointed without touching.

"Ligature position is wrong for the way he's suspended. Bruising on both upper arms. Somebody held him."

Gideon stood outside the taped perimeter.

Lena had not invited him inside.

He had learned to recognize this as progress.

"Phone?" she asked Bell.

Bell held it up in an evidence bag.

"One incoming at two forty-one. Contact displays Helen Briggs. No number. Call lasted fifty-one seconds."

"Any recording?"

"Not on device. Carrier records requested."

Gideon said, "Rusk worked evidence intake?"

Bell nodded.

"FBI field office. Twenty-seven years. Retired four years ago."

"Virginia?"

"Chicago. But he did two temporary assignments to Washington."

Gideon stared at the shelves.

"When?"

Bell checked.

"One was seven years ago."

Lena looked at Gideon.

Rebecca Holloway again.

"What exactly did Rusk handle?"

Bell scrolled.

"Media intake. Audio, video, digital devices. Chain-of-custody reconciliation."

Gideon gave a humorless laugh.

"Of course he did."

Lena stepped closer to the shelves.

"This isn't fishing gear."

"No."

"Why keep federal evidence at a private storage unit?"

Gideon answered.

"Because he was afraid someone would make it disappear."

Lena looked back at the body.

"Or because he was the one making it disappear."

Gideon nodded.

"Also possible."

A technician called from the rear shelf.

"Detective?"

Lena joined her.

The woman held a small padded envelope with gloved hands.

On the front, written in block letters:

IF HELEN CALLS, OPEN THIS.

Underneath, in different handwriting:

IF SHE IS DEAD, RUN.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The envelope contained a key and a photograph.

The photograph was eight years old.

Gideon knew that because Rebecca Holloway was alive in it.

She stood in a federal evidence room beside Owen Rusk and Helen Briggs.

All three were looking away from the camera toward someone outside frame.

Rebecca's expression was not fear.

It was irritation.

He remembered that expression.

It usually meant somebody had told her something technically true and practically dishonest.

Lena slid the photograph beneath an evidence camera.

"Recognize the room?"

"Washington field annex. Basement media intake."

"Been there?"

"Twice."

"With Rebecca?"

"No."

Bell pointed at a machine behind them.

"What is that?"

Gideon leaned closer.

A rack-mounted system stood against the wall with a handwritten label taped across one drive bay.

ORPHEUS

"I don't know."

Lena looked at him.

"That answer still makes me nervous."

"It should make you happy."

"Why?"

"Evidence of personal growth."

Bell snorted.

The key was brass, modern, stamped with a six-digit number.

No manufacturer visible.

Vivian entered the temporary command room, pulling off gloves.

"Rusk was sedated before he was suspended."

"What with?" Lena asked.

"Something I'll name after toxicology. More importantly, he has petechial hemorrhaging inconsistent with the strap placement and a small pressure injury over his mouth."

"Smothered?"

"Possibly. Then staged."

Gideon's gaze stayed on Rebecca's photograph.

Vivian noticed.

"Her again?"

"Her again."

"She is becoming inconvenient for a dead woman."

Lena said, "Viv."

"What? She would probably agree."

Gideon almost smiled.

Bell's computer chimed.

Carrier data.

He opened the record.

"Rusk's last call didn't come from Virginia. Didn't come from anywhere useful. Routed through seven VoIP relays and a compromised business exchange."

"Caller ID injection," Lena said.

"Yep."

"Any origin?"

"Working it."

Gideon touched the edge of the photograph.

"Helen knew Rusk."

"Apparently."

"And whoever made the call knew he would respond to her voice."

Lena nodded.

"Which means the call wasn't just a lure."

"It was leverage."

Bell looked at the envelope.

"If Helen calls, open this."

Gideon said, "Maybe Helen planned for the impossible before she died."

Lena looked at him.

"Or someone wants us to believe she did."

The key lay between them.

A key to something Rusk had hidden.

A dead woman's voice had told him when to use it.

And Rusk had died before he could.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The key belonged to a private safe-deposit company in the Loop.

Not a bank.

Banks kept records people could subpoena.

This place advertised discretion as if it were an architectural feature.

Bell obtained a warrant before lunch.

Box 614 contained no cash.

No jewelry.

No passport.

Only a portable hard drive wrapped in anti-static plastic and a folded sheet of yellow legal paper.

The paper held one sentence in Owen Rusk's handwriting.

Copies survive people. People survive institutions less often.

Lena read it twice.

"Cheerful man."

Gideon stared at the drive.

"He expected someone to come for this."

"Maybe he expected us."

"No."

"Why not?"

"He didn't trust institutions. You are an institution."

"That sounded personal."

"You have a badge."

"You used to have one."

"Which is how I know."

Digital forensics imaged the drive before opening anything.

The directory structure was sparse.

Thirty-seven folders.

Each named for a person.

Some living.

Most dead.

Rebecca Holloway.

Daniel Wren.

Helen Briggs.

Claire Donnelly.

Samuel Harrow.

Caroline Avery.

Nathaniel Vale.

Names from four investigations.

Names from Gideon's life.

Bell stopped scrolling.

"This is your greatest hits album from hell."

Gideon said nothing.

Lena looked toward the forensic analyst.

"Open Rebecca."

The folder contained audio.

Interviews.

Voicemails.

Television clips.

Lecture recordings.

Two private messages Gideon had never heard.

A text file listed duration, source quality and phonetic coverage.

At the bottom:

MODEL READINESS: 98.7%

The number matched the confidence score from the unseen operator's screen, though Gideon did not know that.

Lena did not need a computer-science degree.

"Voice model."

The analyst nodded.

"Training set. A very good one."

"How old?"

"Some source files date back more than a decade. The model artifacts are newer. Last eighteen months, maybe less."

Gideon looked at the list of thirty-seven names.

"Someone built a library of dead people."

The analyst corrected him.

"Someone built a library of voices."

Gideon looked at Rebecca's folder.

"Same thing, if you use it wrong."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FIVE
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The first night of the case ended at a diner because Bell refused to let homicide become a fasting program.

Vivian arrived still wearing hospital shoes and took one look at the four of them around the booth.

"This is either a task force or the world's least cheerful breakfast club."

"Both," Bell said.

Lena had the Rusk drive open on her tablet, though the screen was turned facedown beside her coffee.

Gideon stared at the jukebox in the corner.

"What?" Lena asked.

"Nothing."

"You have been staring at the jukebox for three minutes."

"It contains voices of dead musicians."

Bell set down his fork.

"Please don't make diners creepy. I need diners."

Vivian looked at Gideon.

"You know the calls are fake."

"Yes."

"Your nervous system doesn't."

He looked at her.

"Medical opinion?"

"Human opinion. Slightly more expensive."

She sipped coffee.

"Grief is associative. Voice is one of the strongest cues we have. Smell is worse, but nobody has invented synthetic dead-person perfume at scale yet."

Bell said, "Do not give anyone ideas."

Lena reached across the table and turned Gideon's coffee cup so the handle faced him.

Small movement.

Ordinary.

He noticed anyway.

The case was built around artificial intimacy.

Dead people using private phrases.

A machine pretending memory made it trustworthy.

Across from him, Lena was not pretending anything.

She was tired, irritated and eating his toast because she had finished hers.

He found the distinction unexpectedly important.

Vivian watched him notice.

"There," she said.

"What?"

"Nothing."

Lena looked between them.

"I hate both of you."

Bell raised his mug.

"To living people."

Nobody laughed.

They drank anyway.
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CHAPTER SIX
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At four that afternoon, Evelyn Shaw called her father and said, "Before you ask, I'm fine."

Gideon closed his eyes.

"What happened?"

"You skipped the part where you pretend to believe me."

"What happened?"

"I got a voicemail."

Lena, across the conference table, looked up.

Gideon put the call on speaker.

"From whom?"

Evelyn hesitated.

"Claire Donnelly."

Lena's face hardened.

Claire Donnelly had been the first victim in The Last Quiet Room case.

Evelyn had never met her.

"What did it say?" Lena asked.

"Hi, Detective. Nice to hear your voice too."

"Evelyn."

"It said, 'Your father isn't the story. Ask who taught the dead to speak.' Then it hung up."

Gideon's grip tightened on the phone.

"Where are you?"

"Newsroom."

"Stay there."

"I'm thirty-one, Dad."

"Twenty-four."

"Emotionally thirty-one."

"Stay there."

"Fine. But I already traced the callback number."

Lena rubbed her forehead.

"Of course you did."

Evelyn continued.

"It belongs to a company called Verity Voice Systems."

Bell began typing.

"Verity Voice," he said. "Chicago office. Speech authentication, deepfake detection, forensic audio. Federal contracts."

Lena looked at Gideon.

"Who taught the dead to speak."

Gideon read the company profile Bell had opened.

Founder and chief executive:

Calder Pike

Former digital evidence contractor for the Department of Justice.

Former consultant to the FBI.

Seven years ago, he had been assigned to Washington media intake.

On the screen beside Pike's professional photograph was an old procurement document.

Project name:

ORPHEUS AUDIO INTEGRITY PILOT

Gideon looked at the photograph from Rusk's storage unit.

The rack behind Rebecca.

The handwritten label.

ORPHEUS.

Lena stood.

"Let's go meet the man who teaches dead people to make phone calls."
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