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        Introduction

    



Some voices are remembered because of what they said.

Others are remembered because they should no longer be speaking.

Detective Mara Vale has learned that evidence rarely arrives clean. A confession may be rehearsed. A witness may remember what someone taught them to remember. A document may appear to predict a crime because someone carefully arranged what would be found and when.

A voice feels different.

People trust voices because they seem personal. A voice carries rhythm, hesitation, breath, emotion, and history. It can sound frightened, angry, certain, or honest. It can make a stranger feel familiar. It can make a lie feel human.

But a voice can be copied.

It can be edited, rebuilt, scheduled, and placed inside a moment where it never existed. The words may belong to the speaker while the message belongs to someone else.

When forensic audio specialist Elias Voss appears to contact Mara before his own murder, the case begins with a question that seems simple:

Did he make the call?

The answer becomes harder when Elias denies contacting her, then dies inside a locked office less than two hours later.

After his death, the calls continue.

Each message reveals something new. Each recording points toward a suspect. Each voice sounds exactly like Elias.

But Mara knows that perfect evidence deserves the most suspicion.

Someone has prepared this investigation in advance. Someone knows which calls Mara will receive, what conclusions she will draw, and which innocent person will appear guilty when the recordings are played in the correct order.

To solve the case, Mara must separate the victim’s real warnings from the killer’s manufactured ones. She must determine where Elias’s voice ends and another person’s plan begins.

Because the dead man may have called twice.

But he is not the only person speaking.

    

  

    
      Part One



The First Call





    

    
      The first message reaches Mara before sunrise.

It gives her a name, an address, an entry code, and a warning about a death that has not yet happened. When she follows the instructions, she finds Elias Voss alive inside his office.

He denies contacting her.

The voice on the message is unmistakably his. The private access code is correct. The recording contains sounds connected to his work. Yet Elias insists someone has copied his voice and used it to bring Mara there.

Before she can determine who created the message, Elias is murdered.

Then his phone calls again.

The first call begins the investigation.

The second changes everything.

    

  

    
      Chapter 1



The Message Before the Murder





    

    
      The voicemail arrived at 6:41 on Monday morning.

Mara Vale was awake when her phone vibrated on the nightstand, but she did not reach for it immediately.

She had learned to distrust calls that came before sunrise.

At that hour, people rarely called to share good news. They called because someone was missing, someone was injured, or someone had found a body and needed another person to confirm that what they were seeing was real.

The phone stopped vibrating.

Mara remained still for several seconds, listening to the quiet inside her apartment.

Rain tapped softly against the bedroom window. A truck moved through the intersection below, its tires cutting through water. Somewhere in the building, a door opened and closed.

Her phone chimed.

One new voicemail.

She sat up and looked at the screen.

The number was unfamiliar, but the call had come from a local exchange.

Mara pressed play.

For the first three seconds, there was only breathing.

Not panicked breathing. Controlled breathing. The kind produced by someone trying not to sound afraid.

Then a man spoke.

“Detective Vale, my name is Elias Voss.”

His voice was low and precise. Each word arrived separately, as though he had considered it before allowing it to leave his mouth.

“I know you do not know me. I also know how this message will sound.”

A faint scraping noise followed. A chair moving across a hard floor, perhaps. Or something being dragged.

“If you are hearing this before eight o’clock, there may still be time.”

Mara glanced at the clock beside her bed.

6:43.

The man continued.

“By the time you hear this, someone may have already decided how I die.”

Mara stopped the message.

She replayed the sentence.

The same careful delivery. The same slight pause before the word die.

Not theatrical. Not emotional.

Prepared.

She resumed the recording.

“There is an office at 184 Calder Street. Third floor. Suite 306. The entry code is nine-one-four-six-two-two.”

Mara reached for the notebook she kept inside the nightstand and wrote the address and code.

“Do not call the police department before you arrive. Do not contact the building manager. Do not send anyone in your place.”

A second sound entered the recording.

A clock.

Four soft chimes, evenly spaced.

Then silence.

Elias Voss lowered his voice.

“There are recordings in the office. Some are genuine. Some are not.”

Mara leaned closer to the phone.

“You will be told that I made them. You will be told that my voice proves what happened.”

A pause.

“Do not believe the first recording.”

The message ended.

Mara stared at the screen.

Duration: one minute, nineteen seconds.

No request for protection. No direct accusation. No name of a possible threat.

Only an address, an entry code, and an instruction not to trust a recording.

She played it again from the beginning.

This time, she listened to what surrounded the voice.

The room had almost no echo. Small, furnished, likely enclosed. The scraping sound occurred six seconds after he identified himself. The clock chimed at 6:39 if the recording had been made immediately before the call.

Four chimes did not belong at 6:39.

Unless the clock was broken.

Unless it was not marking the hour.

Unless the sound had been added later.

Mara got out of bed.

Twenty-three minutes later, she parked across from 184 Calder Street.

The building was narrow and five stories tall, wedged between a closed insurance office and a coffee shop preparing to open. Its brick facade had darkened under the rain. A steel directory beside the front door listed twelve businesses.

Suite 306 carried no company name.

The front entrance was unlocked.

Mara stepped into a small lobby with gray tile floors and a security camera positioned above the elevator. A green light blinked beneath the lens.

She pressed the button for the third floor.

The elevator arrived empty.

As the doors closed, she checked the voicemail timestamp again.

6:41.

She had not called the number back.

That bothered her now.

Not because she believed the caller expected a response, but because people who wanted help usually stayed near the phone.

People who were expected to die sometimes did not.

The elevator opened onto a quiet hallway.

Suite 306 stood at the far end.

Mara approached carefully, listening for movement behind the door.

Nothing.

A keypad was mounted beside the handle.

She entered the six-digit code.

The lock released.

Mara pushed the door open several inches.

“Mr. Voss?”

A light was on inside.

She opened the door farther.

The office consisted of a reception area and two interior rooms. Acoustic panels covered the walls. Shelves held labeled cases, cables, microphones, and several pieces of audio equipment she did not recognize.

A man sat behind a desk in the larger room.

He was alive.

He looked up from a computer monitor with a startled expression.

Mid-forties. Thin face. Dark hair beginning to gray near the temples. White shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows.

His right hand moved toward a phone beside the keyboard.

Mara showed her badge.

“Elias Voss?”

The man looked at the badge, then at her.

“Yes.”

“Detective Mara Vale.”

His expression changed.

Not relief.

Confusion.

Mara remained near the doorway.

“You contacted me this morning.”

“No.”

“I received a voicemail from this number.”

She read the last four digits from her screen.

Elias looked toward the phone on his desk.

“That is my number.”

“The caller identified himself as Elias Voss.”

His gaze returned to her face.

“What did he say?”

“He gave me this address and the entry code.”

Elias stood so quickly that the chair struck the wall behind him.

“What code?”

“Nine-one-four-six-two-two.”

The color left his face.

Mara watched his hands.

No shaking. No reaching toward a weapon. No obvious attempt to flee.

But his breathing had changed.

“Who else knows that code?” she asked.

“No one.”

“Someone does.”

Elias stepped around the desk.

“Let me hear the message.”

Mara did not move.

“First, tell me why someone would use your name and number to bring a detective here.”

“I don’t know.”

“You appeared to recognize the code.”

“It is mine.”

“That does not answer the question.”

Elias stared at her phone.

“Please.”

Mara pressed play but kept the device in her hand.

The first sound filled the office.

Breathing.

Then the voice.

“Detective Vale, my name is Elias Voss.”

Elias stopped moving.

His face tightened as the message continued.

When the recording reached the four soft chimes, he closed his eyes.

Mara noticed.

The final warning played.

“Do not believe the first recording.”

Silence returned to the room.

Elias looked at her.

“That is my voice.”

“You are certain?”

“I work in forensic audio authentication. I have testified about voice identification in twenty-three criminal cases. I know my own voice.”

“Did you record it?”

“No.”

“Could someone have created it?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Editing. Synthesis. Voice cloning. A skilled person with enough clean samples could build something convincing.”

“Convincing enough to fool you?”

His hesitation lasted less than a second.

“Possibly.”

Mara looked toward the acoustic panels.

“You authenticate recordings for criminal cases?”

“And civil cases. Insurance investigations. Corporate disputes.”

“Have you ever testified for the police department?”

“Several times.”

“Have we met?”

“No.”

“Then why did the caller ask for me?”

“I don’t know.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because I don’t.”

Mara walked toward the desk.

The office phone showed no missed calls. A digital clock beside the monitor displayed 7:12.

On the wall behind Elias hung an older mechanical clock with a brass pendulum.

Its hands showed 7:08.

Four minutes slow.

Mara looked at its face.

“Does that clock chime?”

Elias followed her gaze.

“Every quarter hour.”

Mara played the section of the voicemail again.

Four soft chimes.

Elias listened.

“That is not my clock.”

“How can you tell?”

“Mine has a lower strike. Longer decay.”

“You recognized the sound before I asked.”

He did not answer.

Mara stepped closer to the wall clock.

A small plaque was fixed beneath it.

CALDER COUNTY COURTHOUSE
RESTORATION COMPLETED, 1998

She read the date twice.

“Where did you get this?”

“It was removed during a courthouse renovation.”

“When?”

“About six years ago.”

“And the chime in the recording?”

Elias looked toward his computer.

“I have heard it before.”

“Where?”

“In another recording.”

“What recording?”

He walked back behind the desk but did not sit.

“One I was hired to examine.”

“By whom?”

“I cannot tell you that.”

“You received a fabricated message in your own voice telling a homicide detective that someone has decided how you will die.”

His jaw tightened.

“The case is confidential.”

“So is a murder investigation.”

“No one has been murdered.”

“Not yet.”

The words landed harder than Mara intended.

Elias turned toward the window.

Rain streaked the glass, distorting the buildings across the street.

“There is a file,” he said.

“Where?”

“Not here.”

“What is in it?”

“A recording that should not exist.”

Mara waited.

Elias glanced at the office door.

“I need to make a call.”

“To whom?”

“My attorney.”

“You may call from here.”

“No.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“I said I need my attorney.”

He reached for a dark jacket hanging from the back of a chair.

Mara noticed a second phone resting beneath it.

Not the phone connected to the number that had called her.

A smaller device. Older. Powered off.

“Is that yours?”

Elias froze with the jacket in his hand.

“Yes.”

“How many phones do you have?”

“Two.”

“Why is that one turned off?”

“I use it for archived case contacts.”

“Turn it on.”

“You do not have a warrant.”

“You are correct.”

Mara watched him put the device into his jacket pocket.

“I am also the detective who arrived because a voice identical to yours predicted your death.”

Elias pulled on the jacket.

“You should leave.”

“You asked me to come.”

“No. Someone wanted you to believe I did.”

“That person knew your access code.”

“I will change it.”

“They knew your voice.”

“I will contact security.”

“They knew about a recording you recognized.”

He reached the office door.

Mara moved between him and the hallway.

“Where are you going?”

“To my attorney.”

“Give me the attorney’s name.”

“No.”

“Then give me the name of the case connected to the recording.”

His eyes shifted toward the wall clock.

There it was.

A decision.

Not whether to tell her.

Whether telling her would place him in more danger than staying silent.

Mara lowered her voice.

“You contacted me because you believed I would listen.”

“I did not contact you.”

“Your voice did.”

He looked at her for several seconds.

Then he said, “Owen Rusk.”

“Who is that?”

“A man convicted of murder.”

“When?”

“Eight years ago.”

“Your recording helped convict him?”

“Yes.”

“Was the recording genuine?”

Elias looked toward the office behind him.

“I thought it was.”

“And now?”

A sound came from the reception area.

A soft electronic tone.

Both of them turned.

The front door had locked.

Mara stepped into the reception area and tested the handle.

It did not move.

“Does it lock automatically?”

“Not from the inside.”

The lights flickered.

The computer monitor behind Elias went black.

Then the wall clock began to chime.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Four.

The exact sound from the voicemail filled the office.

Elias stared at it.

“That is impossible.”

The fourth chime faded.

Mara looked at her phone.

7:17.

Not the hour.

Not the quarter hour.

The mechanical clock stopped.

A new message appeared on her screen.

No caller ID.

No text.

Only an audio attachment.

Mara pressed play.

Elias Voss’s voice entered the room again.

This time, it spoke directly to him.

“You should have told her the truth.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



The Man Who Never Called





    

    
      Elias moved first.

He crossed the reception area and pulled the office door again, harder this time.

The lock held.

Mara replayed the new message.

“You should have told her the truth.”

Same voice. Same measured delivery. No visible distortion. No electronic stutter. Nothing that immediately separated it from the earlier voicemail.

Elias stared at the phone.

“When did that arrive?”

“Now.”

“From what number?”

“There isn’t one.”

“That is not possible.”

“You have said that twice.”

He turned toward the wall clock.

Its pendulum had stopped.

The hands remained fixed at 7:17.

Mara looked at the office lights. They were still on, though the computer monitor had gone dark. The keypad beside the front door displayed no numbers. Its screen was blank.

“Where is the circuit panel?”

“In the utility closet.”

“Show me.”

Elias led her past the reception desk to a narrow door near the rear wall. The closet held cleaning supplies, a network cabinet, and a small breaker panel.

Nothing appeared tripped.

Mara checked the network cabinet.

A row of green lights blinked steadily.

“You have backup power?”

“For the audio equipment and security system.”

“Who installed it?”

“The building contractor.”

“Name?”

“I don’t know.”

“You hired someone to secure your office, and you don’t know who did the work?”

“The building manager arranged it.”

Mara removed her phone and called dispatch.

The line connected immediately.

“Detective Vale. I need patrol and technical support at 184 Calder Street, third floor, Suite 306. Possible unlawful access and electronic interference. The office door is locked from the inside, and the keypad is disabled.”

Elias looked at her.

“You called them.”

“Yes.”

“The first message told you not to.”

“The first message also predicted your death. I am done following its instructions.”

She gave dispatch the building details and ended the call.

Elias stepped back into the office.

Mara followed.

“What truth?” she asked.

He did not answer.

“The message said you should have told me the truth.”

“I heard it.”

“So tell me.”

“I don’t know what it means.”

“You knew the name, Owen Rusk. You recognized the chime. You knew the recording was connected to an old case.”

“That does not mean I sent the messages.”

“I did not say you sent them.”

“You think I am staging this.”

“I think someone expected me to be standing here with you at 7:17.”

That stopped him.

Mara continued.

“The first voicemail brought me to your office. The second arrived only after I confronted you about the old case. Whoever sent it either knew what we were discussing or predicted the conversation closely enough to time the message.”

Elias looked toward the ceiling.

Mara followed his gaze.

A smoke detector sat above the reception desk. A camera lens was mounted in the corner near the entrance. Another small black dome hung above the door to the inner office.

“How many cameras are here?”

“Three.”

“Do they record audio?”

“No.”

“Are you certain?”

“I specified video only.”

“Can you access the feed?”

“Normally.”

He returned to the computer and pressed the power button.

The monitor remained black.

Mara touched the side.

Warm.

She checked the cables beneath the desk.

Connected.

Elias reached for a rack-mounted control unit beside the wall.

“Don’t.”

He stopped.

“Step away from the equipment.”

“This is my office.”

“And someone may be controlling it.”

He moved back.

Mara examined the desk more carefully.

Two monitors. A keyboard. An audio interface with four connected microphones. A set of studio headphones. Three external drives. One desk phone. A digital recorder no larger than a pack of cards.

A red light blinked on the recorder.

“Is that recording?”

Elias looked at it.

“No.”

“The light is on.”

“It was off when you arrived.”

Mara did not touch it.

“How is it activated?”

“Manually or through the workstation.”

“Can it start remotely?”

“Not unless someone has access to the system.”

“Who has access?”

“Only me.”

“You are going to have to stop saying that.”

He looked away.

Mara photographed the recorder from several angles.

“Do not touch anything until technical support arrives.”

Elias moved toward the window.

The glass was sealed. No latch. No balcony. Three floors below, traffic had begun to thicken along Calder Street.

Mara looked at the second phone in his jacket pocket.

“Put the older phone on the desk.”

“No.”

“Someone is sending messages in your voice. You are carrying a device you tried to hide. I need to know whether it is involved.”

“You need a warrant.”

“I can secure the device while I obtain one.”

“You have no basis to seize it.”

“I have a message predicting your death, a second message delivered while we were trapped inside your office, and a recording device that activated without your knowledge. That is a basis.”

Elias removed the phone slowly.

He set it on the desk.

“Do not turn it on,” he said.

“Why?”

“It may trigger something.”

Mara studied him.

“You said it was powered off.”

“It is.”

“Then what could it trigger?”

He did not answer.

Mara placed an evidence bag beside the phone but did not seal it yet.

“Start with Owen Rusk.”

Elias remained standing.

“He was convicted of killing a woman named Tessa Harland.”

“Relationship?”

“Former business partner.”

“Cause of death?”

“Blunt force trauma.”

“Where?”

“Her recording studio.”

Mara glanced around Elias’s office.

“What kind of recording studio?”

“Commercial audio. Voice work. Advertisements. Legal transcription. Private sessions.”

“And the evidence?”

“A call between Rusk and Harland was made two hours before her death.”

“What was on it?”

“An argument. He threatened her.”

“His exact words?”

Elias hesitated.

“I am not going to quote evidence from memory.”

“You testified about it.”

“Eight years ago.”

“You remember the clock chime, but not the threat?”

His expression tightened.

Mara waited.

Finally, he said, “He told her she had until midnight to fix what she had done.”

“That is not a murder threat.”

“The prosecution argued otherwise.”

“What had she done?”

“That was never established.”

“And you authenticated the call?”

“Yes.”

“Original recording?”

“A digital file recovered from Harland’s workstation.”

“Did you examine the device itself?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“The police lab had already imaged it.”

“So you received a copy.”

“A forensic copy.”

“Did you verify the chain of custody?”

“Yes.”

“Did anything appear unusual?”

“At the time, no.”

“And now?”

Elias looked at the stopped clock.

“Three months ago, I was hired to review another recording from an unrelated civil case.”

“By whom?”

“A defense consultant.”

“Name?”

“Martin Saye.”

Mara wrote it down.

“What did you find?”

“A background pattern. Low-frequency noise beneath the speech.”

“What kind of pattern?”

“A mechanical pulse produced by an old power regulator.”

“That matters because?”

“The same pattern appeared in the Rusk recording.”

“Could both recordings have been made in the same place?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“The civil recording was supposedly made in a hotel conference room. The Rusk call was supposedly recorded at Harland’s studio.”

“Supposedly.”

“Yes.”

“Meaning one or both locations were false.”

“Or the background noise was introduced during processing.”

“Accidentally?”

“No.”

Mara looked at the audio equipment surrounding them.

“Someone added room noise to make a recording seem authentic.”

“Possibly.”

“Did you report it?”

“I contacted the consultant.”

“And?”

“He disappeared.”

“People do not disappear.”

“He stopped answering. His office closed. His website vanished. His number was disconnected.”

“When?”

“Eleven weeks ago.”

“Did you contact police?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I had no proof of a crime.”

“You had evidence that a recording used in a murder conviction may have been altered.”

“I had a matching noise pattern. That is not the same thing.”

“It was enough to frighten you.”

Elias said nothing.

Mara looked at the front door.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway.

A voice called through the door.

“Police.”

Mara stepped closer.

“Detective Vale. The keypad is disabled. Try the building override.”

A second voice answered from the hallway. “Manager’s key won’t turn.”

Elias looked at her.

The lock clicked.

The door opened by itself.

Two uniformed officers stood outside with the building manager, a heavyset man holding a ring of keys.

No one moved for a moment.

Then Mara pointed toward the keypad.

“Do not touch it. Secure the hallway and keep everyone off this floor.”

The nearest officer nodded.

The building manager looked past her into the office.

“What happened?”

“You tell me. Who can remotely control this suite?”

“No one.”

Mara almost laughed.

Instead, she said, “I need the access logs, camera footage, contractor records, keypad manufacturer, and names of everyone with building-level permissions.”

The manager swallowed.

“I’ll have to call the owner.”

“Call now.”

Technical support arrived nine minutes later.

Mara briefed them in the hallway before allowing anyone inside. The recorder on Elias’s desk was still blinking red. The wall clock remained stopped. The computer monitor had not recovered.

A technician named Priya Nolen photographed the equipment and began isolating the network.

Mara stood beside her.

“Can you tell whether someone accessed the system remotely?”

“Eventually.”

“Can you tell whether that recorder captured us?”

Priya leaned toward the device without touching it.

“If it has internal storage, probably.”

“It activated during the incident.”

“Could be scheduled. Could be network-triggered. Could be local motion or sound activation.”

“Can someone transmit a message directly to my phone without showing a number?”

“Yes. A sender can conceal or spoof the source. The attachment itself may contain metadata.”

“How long?”

Priya gave her a look.

Mara corrected herself.

“Tell me what you can establish first.”

“Delivery route. File creation time. Codec history. Whether it was rendered on a known platform. Whether it contains edits.”

“Good.”

Elias stood near the window, silent.

Mara motioned for one of the officers to remain with him, then stepped into the hallway.

She called Daniel.

He answered on the third ring.

“You sound awake,” she said.

“I was pretending.”

“I need a case file.”

“What case?”

“Owen Rusk. Convicted eight years ago for the murder of Tessa Harland.”

There was a pause.

“You are at work before seven-thirty.”

“I received an invitation.”

“From whom?”

“A man who says he never sent it.”

Daniel exhaled.

“Of course.”

“I need the trial record, evidence list, audio exhibits, chain of custody, names of detectives, prosecutors, consultants, and anyone connected to forensic authentication.”

“Who authenticated it?”

“Elias Voss.”

“And where is he?”

Mara looked through the open office door.

Elias had taken a seat beside the desk. His second phone rested inside a clear evidence bag.

“Alive.”

“That sounded temporary.”

“It may be.”

Daniel became serious.

“What happened?”

“Someone used his voice to bring me here. Then sent another message while I was standing beside him.”

“Voice clone?”

“Maybe.”

“You believe him?”

“I believe he is hiding something.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Send me the case number if you get it.”

“I will.”

Mara ended the call and returned to the office.

Priya held up a gloved hand.

“Detective.”

“What?”

“The recorder was active.”

“How long?”

“Since 6:38 this morning.”

Three minutes before, the first voicemail reached Mara.

“Was it recording locally?”

“Yes.”

“Can you play it?”

“I can make a forensic copy first.”

“Do that.”

Elias stood.

“No.”

Everyone looked at him.

Mara said, “Sit down.”

“You cannot play that recording.”

“Why?”

“Because it may contain privileged material.”

“You said you were alone.”

“I was.”

“Then whose privilege are you protecting?”

Elias looked at the digital recorder.

His face had changed again.

Not fear this time.

Recognition.

Mara saw it.

“You know what is on it.”

“No.”

“You know what might be.”

He shook his head.

Priya removed the memory card and placed it into a write-blocking reader connected to her laptop.

A progress bar moved across the screen.

Mara watched Elias.

“Who were you talking to at 6:38?”

“No one.”

“Then what are you afraid we will hear?”

The file opened.

Priya put on headphones and listened.

Ten seconds passed.

Then twenty.

Her expression tightened.

She removed one side of the headphones.

“You need to hear this.”

Mara took them.

At first, there was only room tone.

A faint ventilation hum.

A chair scraping across a hard floor.

Then Elias’s voice.

“Detective Vale, my name is Elias Voss.”

Mara looked at him.

He stared back.

The recording continued.

“I know you do not know me. I also know how this message will sound.”

It was the first voicemail.

Not a copy played through a speaker.

The raw room recording.

Elias had been inside the office when the message was created.

Mara removed the headphones.

“You said you never recorded it.”

“I didn’t.”

“Your recorder captured your voice saying every word.”

“I was not here at 6:38.”

“You were sitting at that desk when I arrived.”

“I came in later.”

“What time?”

“Just before seven.”

“Building camera will show that.”

“Yes.”

“Then who was speaking in this office at 6:38?”

Elias looked toward the acoustic panels.

The file continued playing through the headphones resting on the desk.

His recorded voice reached the final line.

“Do not believe the first recording.”

A second voice followed.

Quiet. Close to the microphone.

Not Elias.

A woman.

“He won’t.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 3



Eight Twenty-Three





    

    
      No one spoke.

The woman’s voice lasted less than a second.

“He won’t.”

Then the recording returned to room tone.

Mara put the headphones back on.

She replayed the line.

Quiet. Controlled. Close enough to the recorder that the breath touched the microphone.

Not an accidental sound from the hallway. Not a voice leaking through a wall.

The woman had been inside the office.

Priya watched Mara’s face.

“What did you hear?”

“A second speaker.”

Elias stepped toward the desk.

“Play it aloud.”

Mara raised a hand.

“Stay where you are.”

“I need to hear it.”

“You said the recording might contain privileged material.”

“That was before.”

“Before you learned someone else was here?”

His mouth tightened.

Mara handed the headphones to Priya.

“Isolate the last five seconds. Preserve the original first.”

Priya nodded.

Elias remained beside the window.

Mara looked at the uniformed officer near him.

“Did he move while I was in the hallway?”

“No.”

“Touch anything?”

“No.”

She turned back to Elias.

“What time did you enter the building?”

“Six fifty-eight.”

“You are certain?”

“I checked my phone in the lobby.”

“Did you see anyone leave?”

“No.”

“Was the front entrance locked?”

“No.”

“Anyone in the elevator?”

“No.”

“Anyone on this floor?”

“No.”

“Was your office door locked?”

“Yes.”

“Any sign it had been forced?”

“No.”

“And your code worked?”

“Yes.”

“The same code sent to me.”

“Yes.”

Mara looked at the keypad.

“If someone entered before you, they either knew the code or bypassed the lock.”

Elias said nothing.

“Who is the woman?”

“I do not know.”

“You reacted before hearing her voice aloud.”

“I reacted because you said there was another speaker.”

“That is not what I saw.”

“What did you see?”

“Recognition.”

“You are wrong.”

“Then help me become less wrong.”

He looked away.

Priya worked at the laptop, filtering the sound.

The building manager stood in the hallway with one of the officers. He kept glancing toward the office as though he feared the walls might accuse him next.

Mara stepped outside.

“What is your name?”

“Carl Mendez.”

“You manage the building?”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“Four years.”

“Who has access to this floor before seven?”

“Tenants. Cleaning staff. Maintenance.”

“Names.”

“I can get them.”

“Get them now.”

He took out his phone.

Mara pointed toward the keypad.

“Does the system record every entry?”

“It should.”

“Should?”

“The tenants use individual codes. The system logs the suite and time.”

“Does it identify the person?”

“Only if they do not share codes.”

“Do they?”

“They are not supposed to.”

“That was not my question.”

Carl hesitated.

“Some probably do.”

“Can the logs be edited?”

“Not by me.”

“By whom?”

“The security company.”

“Which company?”

“Northline Access.”

“Local?”

“Yes.”

“Who installed the system?”

“They did.”

“Who services it?”

“Usually a technician named Dean Mercer.”

Mara wrote the name down.

“When was he last here?”

“I would have to check.”

“Check.”

Carl started calling someone.

Mara returned to the office.

Priya had separated the woman’s voice from the background. She played it through a small external speaker.

“He won’t.”

The words were clearer now.

The voice sounded calm, almost amused.

Elias went still.

Mara watched him.

“You know her.”

“No.”

“You did not breathe for four seconds.”

“That is not proof.”

“It is a question.”

“I do not know the woman.”

Priya replayed the line.

This time, Mara listened past the words.

There was a faint click before the woman spoke.

A second click after.

“Can you isolate that?”

Priya nodded.

“What is it?” Elias asked.

Mara ignored him.

Priya increased the gain.

Click.

“He won’t.”

Click.

The first click was sharp. Mechanical. The second softer.

“A switch?” Mara asked.

“Could be,” Priya said. “A recorder button. Microphone mute. Desk control.”

Elias looked toward the rack beside the workstation.

Mara followed his eyes.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You keep looking at that equipment.”

“It is an audio office.”

“Which device makes that sound?”

“Several could.”

“Show us.”

Elias approached slowly.

Mara allowed him to stop several feet from the rack.

He pointed to a rectangular unit beneath the audio interface.

“That switch controls the booth microphone.”

“What booth?”

“The small room behind the acoustic door.”

Mara looked toward the rear of the office.

A narrow door blended into the wall panels. She had assumed it was a storage closet.

“Open it.”

Elias did not move.

“Now.”

He crossed the room and pressed the latch.

The door opened inward.

The space beyond was barely large enough for one person. Acoustic foam covered the walls and ceiling. A microphone hung from an adjustable arm. A stool stood in the center.

No windows.

No second exit.

Mara remained at the threshold.

“Was this door open when you arrived?”

“No.”

“Locked?”

“It does not lock.”

“Did you check inside?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I had no reason to.”

“You work with sensitive evidence and entered a supposedly secure office after receiving no warning that someone had been inside.”

“I had not received the message.”

“You noticed nothing unusual?”

“No.”

Mara studied the booth.

A faint indentation marked the stool’s padded seat.

On the floor beside it lay a single clear plastic strip, narrow and curved.

Priya photographed it.

“What is that?” Mara asked.

Elias leaned closer.

“Protective backing from adhesive.”

“What kind?”

“Could be from a cable clip. Label. Mounting tab.”

“Was it there yesterday?”

“I do not know.”

Mara looked at the microphone.

“Could someone have used this booth to record your voice?”

“Not without me.”

“The recorder proves your voice was captured in this office at six thirty-eight.”

“I was not here.”

“Then someone played a recording through your equipment.”

“Or generated it.”

“Which would still require access.”

“Yes.”

Priya checked the microphone arm.

“There is residue here.”

Mara moved closer.

A small square of clean metal interrupted the dust near the joint.

“Something was attached,” Priya said. “Recently removed.”

“A camera?” Mara asked.

“Maybe. Or another microphone.”

Elias looked into the booth.

Mara saw fear return to his face.

Not the fear of being accused.

The fear of realizing how long someone might have been inside his private space.

Priya checked the audio cable.

“This microphone is live.”

Elias frowned.

“It should not be.”

“Why?”

“The booth channel is muted unless activated from the desk.”

Priya glanced at the workstation.

“It was active when the recorder started.”

“Could the woman have been inside the booth?” Mara asked.

“Yes,” Priya said.

Elias shook his head.

“She would have been trapped.”

“Not if she left before you arrived.”

“The office was locked.”

“So was the door when we were trapped inside. That did not stop someone from controlling it.”

Carl appeared in the doorway.

“I found the access report.”

Mara took the printed page from him.

The log listed entries for the front building door, elevator controls, and individual suites.

At 6:11, a cleaning code opened the building entrance.

At 6:14, the same code accessed the third floor.

At 6:16, Suite 306 opened using Elias’s private code.

At 6:52, the third-floor stairwell door opened.

At 6:58, Elias’s code opened Suite 306 again.

Mara pointed to the first entry.

“Who used the cleaning code?”

Carl checked his phone.

“Maribel Soto. She works for the contractor.”

“Is she still in the building?”

“I don’t know.”

“Call her.”

He did.

The call went directly to voicemail.

“What time does she normally leave?” Mara asked.

“Seven.”

“Where does she start?”

“Top floor and works down.”

“Then why did her code access the third floor at six fourteen?”

“I don’t know.”

Mara pointed to the stairwell entry.

“Whose code opened this at six fifty-two?”

Carl examined the report.

“It does not show a tenant code.”

“Why not?”

“Emergency release.”

“From which side?”

“Inside the stairwell.”

“Could someone exit the third floor through it?”

“Yes.”

“Would the camera see them?”

“There is a camera facing the stairwell door.”

“Show me the footage.”

Carl swallowed.

“The third-floor camera stopped recording at six forty-seven.”

“For how long?”

“It came back at seven oh-three.”

Mara looked at Elias.

He had entered at six fifty-eight.

The person who had been inside his office could have left through the stairwell while the camera was offline.

“Where is the cleaning staff assigned to this building?” Mara asked.

“Storage room in the basement.”

She looked at the nearest officer.

“Find Maribel Soto. Check the basement, stairwells, vacant suites, and service areas. Do not let anyone leave.”

The officer left.

Mara turned to Carl.

“Get me every camera angle from five thirty onward. Lobby, exterior, elevator, stairwells, loading area.”

Carl nodded and hurried away.

Priya examined the access log.

“Suite 306 was opened at six sixteen with his code.”

Mara looked at Elias.

“Who had it?”

“No one.”

“Did you write it down?”

“No.”

“Use it anywhere else?”

“No.”

“Birthday? Address? Repeated number?”

“No.”

“Then someone watched you enter it, recovered it from the security system, or you gave it to them.”

“I did not.”

“Who knew you were reviewing the Rusk recording?”

“Martin Saye.”

“The missing consultant.”

“Yes.”

“Anyone else?”

“My attorney.”

“Name.”

Elias hesitated.

“Lena Cross.”

Mara stared at him.

“The assistant district attorney?”

“She is not my personal attorney.”

“You said you needed to call your attorney.”

“I was going to call her.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“She handled the Rusk prosecution.”

“And you planned to contact the prosecutor whose conviction may depend on altered evidence.”

“She needed to know.”

“Did she already know?”

Elias did not answer.

“Did you tell her about the matching background noise?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“What did she say?”

“That I was mistaken.”

“Did she review your findings?”

“No.”

“Did she threaten you?”

“No.”

“Warn you?”

“She told me not to contact Rusk’s attorney until she could examine the original evidence.”

“Did she have access to your voice samples?”

“She questioned me during the trial. Those recordings are public.”

“Did she know this address?”

“Yes.”

“Your access code?”

“No.”

“Did she know about the courthouse clock?”

Elias’s eyes shifted again.

Mara saw the answer before he gave it.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“The Rusk recording contained a clock chime. She asked me about it during trial preparation.”

“The same chime from the voicemail?”

“I cannot be certain.”

“You recognized it immediately.”

“It sounded similar.”

“Where is the trial recording?”

“In the evidence archive.”

“Here?”

“No.”

“Then what recording did you hear it in recently?”

Elias remained silent.

Mara lowered her voice.

“You told me there was a file that should not exist.”

“Yes.”

“Where is it?”

He looked toward the older phone inside the evidence bag.

“On that device.”

Mara stepped closer.

“You said it was for archived contacts.”

“It also contains a copy.”

“Of the Rusk recording?”

“Not the version used at trial.”

“What version?”

“One without the threat.”

Mara felt the room tighten around the answer.

“The prosecution played a recording in which Rusk threatened Tessa Harland.”

“Yes.”

“And the file on your phone contains the same conversation without that statement.”

“Yes.”

“Which one is authentic?”

“I do not know.”

“You authenticated the version with the threat.”

“Yes.”

“Did you know the other version existed at the time?”

“No.”

“When did you receive it?”

“Three weeks ago.”

“From whom?”

“It was sent anonymously.”

“Along with a message?”

“Yes.”

“What did it say?”

Elias looked at Mara.

“Eight twenty-three.”

“Only that?”

“Yes.”

“What does it mean?”

“I don’t know.”

Mara studied him.

The answer sounded different from his earlier denials.

This time, she believed he truly did not know.

Her phone rang.

Unknown number.

Everyone looked toward it.

The time on the screen was 7:46.

Mara answered without speaking.

At first, there was only static.

Then Elias’s voice said, “You have thirty-seven minutes.”

The line disconnected.

Mara checked the call duration.

Four seconds.

Priya moved toward her.

“Did it display a number?”

“No.”

“What did it say?”

“You have thirty-seven minutes.”

Elias looked at the stopped wall clock.

“It is counting toward eight twenty-three.”

Mara calculated.

7:46 plus thirty-seven minutes.

Exactly.

She turned to Priya.

“Copy the phone now.”

Elias stepped between them.

“No.”

Mara looked at him.

“This is no longer optional.”

“You cannot turn it on.”

“Why?”

“Because the anonymous file is programmed to delete itself.”

“When?”

“At eight twenty-three.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 4



The Dead Man’s Number





    

    
      Mara looked at the bagged phone.

“How do you know it will delete itself?”

Elias glanced at the clock.

“The file came with a timer.”

“You opened it?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know more than you have told me.”

“I know what appeared on the screen.”

“What appeared?”

“A countdown.”

“To eight twenty-three?”

“Yes.”

“And you left the phone turned off.”

“I thought that would stop it.”

Priya shook her head.

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Elias looked at her.

“What does that mean?”

“If the deletion is tied to the device clock, powering it off could pause the timer. If it is tied to a server, the file may disappear as soon as the phone reconnects. If it uses a scheduled process, turning the phone on may trigger it immediately.”

“Can you recover it without powering on the device?” Mara asked.

“Possibly. Depends on the model, encryption, and whether the storage can be accessed directly.”

“How long?”

Priya looked at the clock, then at the evidence bag.

“Not thirty-seven minutes.”

“We have less now.”

“I know.”

Mara turned to Elias.

“What exactly did you do when you received the file?”

He rubbed one hand over his mouth.

“It arrived as a download link.”

“Through text?”

“Encrypted messaging.”

“Which application?”

“CipherLine.”

“Username?”

“I used an alias.”

“What alias?”

He hesitated.

“Orpheus.”

Mara wrote it down.

“Why?”

“I used the account to communicate with confidential sources.”

“In criminal cases?”

“Sometimes.”

“Did prosecutors know?”

“No.”

“Police?”

“No.”

“Your clients?”

“Some.”

“You maintained an undisclosed communication
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,

in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.



2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,

redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy

contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be

included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or

in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or

binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.



3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font

Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM

OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




