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    For everyone who's been told to accept the report, trust the system, and move on—and for the ones who kept asking for the raw feed.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "An alibi is a story with paperwork.Truth is what survives the timestamp."
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Tessa Granger was halfway through a lukewarm coffee when Dispatch sent the address and the tone shifted from routine to tight.

“Hartwell Center,” the operator said. “Twelve-story office building. Caller reports a body on the eighth floor. Security on scene. Caller says their system recorded everything.”

Recorded everything. Tessa had heard variations of that line for years, usually said with the kind of confidence that didn’t survive first contact with reality. Cameras missed angles. People moved in blind spots. Time stamps drifted. A clean digital trail had a way of making everyone relax too early, like the case would solve itself if you stared at enough screens.

She grabbed her coat, checked that her badge was clipped where it belonged, and headed out.

Downtown was already dressed for business—glass, steel, clean sidewalks, the kind of streets that smelled like fresh pavement and expensive cologne. Hartwell Center sat mid-block like it had been engineered to look harmless. Newer construction, polished stone at the base, mirrored windows that reflected the city back at itself. The building didn’t shout money. It whispered it.

Two patrol cars idled by the curb. A uniform stood near the revolving doors, posture rigid, eyes scanning like he expected someone to sprint out carrying a briefcase full of guilt.

Tessa parked, stepped into the cold, and walked up with her hands visible, calm and professional. Panic had its place. The front of a crime scene wasn’t it.

“Detective Granger,” the uniform said, recognition flickering across his face. “Glad you’re here.”

“Who called it in?” she asked.

“Building security,” he said. “Guy inside says the system caught it. Like... the whole thing.”

Tessa didn’t react. She let the words land and stay there, like weights on the table. “Show me.”

The lobby felt like a bank that wanted to cosplay as a hotel. Bright, quiet, spotless. A long reception desk sat to the right with a polished metal logo mounted behind it: HARTWELL CENTER. The air was warm and conditioned and smelled faintly of citrus cleaner. If someone was dead upstairs, you couldn’t tell from the atmosphere down here. No chaos. No crowd. No raised voices. The place held itself together like it had practice.

Two people waited near a seating area that looked staged for a brochure: a man in a charcoal suit with a security earpiece, and a woman in a blazer who kept glancing between her phone and the elevators. The woman’s hands shook just enough that Tessa clocked it immediately.

The man in charcoal stepped forward as soon as he saw her.

“Detective,” he said. “Miles Kline. Director of Security.”

He said it like it was a title people recognized in their sleep. He had the look of someone who liked systems because systems followed rules, at least on paper. Mid-forties. Clean shave. Tidy haircut. Calm voice that made you think he’d rehearsed being calm.

“Detective Tessa Granger,” she said, offering her card by habit. “You called 911?”

“I did,” Kline said. “One of our tenants reported a disturbance on eight. We responded and found... the victim. I notified your department and secured the floor.”

“Who found him?”

Kline hesitated, just for a beat, like the moment was ruining his day in a way he couldn’t fix.

“A tenant employee,” he said. “I can give you the name once we’re upstairs. I’m trying to limit who’s talking to who down here.”

Tessa looked past him. The elevator bank was a smooth wall of brushed metal doors with a digital directory above. A small camera dome sat in the ceiling, angled to capture faces. Another camera near the reception desk. Another near the revolving doors. Hartwell Center didn’t blink.

“Walk me through the basics,” Tessa said. “Victim identity?”

“Caleb Voss,” Kline replied.

That name carried a different kind of weight. Like the sort of person who existed behind other people’s decisions. The kind of person who made problems disappear until someone realized the problem hadn’t disappeared, it had moved.

Tessa kept her face neutral. “You’re sure.”

“I verified with his driver’s license and his tenant file,” Kline said. “Suite 803. Voss Consulting.”

“And you’re telling me your system saw everything,” Tessa said, using his language back at him.

Kline nodded once, like he’d been waiting for that moment. “Our security system recorded the entire hour. Every badge access, every elevator trip, every door event. We have cameras in the lobby, elevators, and corridors. Our upgrade went live recently, and we ran a scheduled test window this morning.”

“A test window,” Tessa repeated.

Kline’s eyes sharpened with relief, like he was finally talking about something he could control. “Yes. A one-hour diagnostic. It forces compliance—every door requires a badge, elevators log destinations, cameras tag movement events. That’s why I’m confident. That’s why I told Dispatch the system saw everything.”

The woman near the elevators cleared her throat, like she’d been holding back words until her patience ran out.

“I’m Dana Hargrove,” she said. “Property manager for the building. Ownership asked me to cooperate fully. We’re prepared to provide any records you need.”

Ownership asked. Tessa filed it away.

“Appreciate it,” she said. “Right now I need access and space.”

Dana nodded quickly, lips pressed tight. “Of course.”

Tessa turned back to Kline. “Who has access to your security room?”

Kline blinked, thrown by the question. “My staff and building management. Also the vendor technician today. During the test window we had a vendor on site.”

“Name?”

“Rafi Mendel,” Kline said. “He’s in our control room now, pulling exports for your techs.”

“Good,” Tessa said. “I’ll want raw footage and raw logs, not clips someone already packaged.”

Kline’s jaw tightened. “We can provide exports—”

“I said raw,” Tessa cut in, “If you’re confident your system caught everything, you won’t mind me seeing what the system actually recorded, before anyone touches it.”

Kline held her stare. Then he nodded once. “Understood.”

The elevator chimed softly, doors parting. A uniform stepped out and nodded to Tessa like he’d been waiting for her to arrive before anything moved forward.

“Eighth floor’s secured,” he said. “We’ve got tape at the corridor entrance. No one in or out.”

Tessa stepped into the elevator with Kline beside her and the uniform behind. Dana stayed in the lobby, watching them go like the building was her responsibility and she couldn’t follow where the real responsibility lived.

The doors slid closed with a smooth whisper.

As the elevator rose, Tessa watched her reflection in the brushed metal panel—tired eyes, steady face, the kind of expression you built over years of seeing the worst version of people. She thought about the phrase again: saw everything.

People loved to believe in perfect records. They loved it because it meant the truth was somewhere outside them, stored safely in a machine, waiting to be retrieved. It made everyone feel clean.

The elevator slowed.

A soft ding.

The doors opened to the eighth floor corridor, brighter than it should’ve been, with office carpet and framed abstract art and a faint hum of ventilation. Yellow tape stretched across the hallway like a warning and a promise. A uniform stood at the threshold, arms folded, eyes alert. Beyond him, down the corridor, Suite 803’s frosted glass door waited with its sleek number plate and its quiet, corporate confidence.

Kline stepped out first and pointed to a ceiling camera without even looking up, like he knew every inch of his domain.

“Corridor cameras cover this entire stretch,” he said. “During the test window, they tagged movement events automatically. We also have badge logs for every entry. That’s why I said what I said. This building doesn’t miss.”

Tessa took one step forward, letting the hallway’s silence wrap around her. Somewhere behind that frosted glass, a man lay dead. Somewhere inside the building’s memory, a timeline existed that someone wanted her to trust.

She looked at the camera, then at the door, and then back at Kline.

“Show me everything,” she said. “And then show me what doesn’t make sense.”
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Tessa ducked under the tape and moved with the practiced pace that told everyone watching she owned the hallway now. The uniforms stepped back without being asked. Kline stayed close, a half-step off her shoulder, like he needed to narrate the building into behaving.

Suite 803 sat near the middle of the corridor, its frosted glass door framed in brushed aluminum. The nameplate read Voss Consulting in clean lettering that looked expensive for no reason. There was a keypad beside the handle, and a small green light that meant the lock was armed and proud of itself.

A uniform posted outside the door spoke first. “Ma’am, this is where we found him. Door was locked when security arrived. They used their master access to enter.”

Tessa glanced at the keypad. “Master access logs too?”

Kline answered like it was a test question he’d been studying for. “Every access attempt logs. Staff and management credentials are tracked, too.”

Tessa turned her eyes to the frosted glass. Shapes moved inside, blurred by the frosting—crime scene techs setting up, a photographer shifting position, someone kneeling. The room’s overhead lights were on, bright enough to feel clinical even through a door.

“Who found him?” she asked again.

The uniform nodded toward a woman standing a few feet back, hands clasped tight at her waist like she was holding herself together. She looked early thirties, business casual, hair pulled into a neat ponytail, face drained the way people looked when their day turned into something they couldn’t unsee.

“This is Lauren Pike,” he said. “Employee in Suite 805. She called security.”

Lauren’s eyes locked on Tessa with that wide, fixed stare of someone begging you to tell her what to do next. Kline said her name softly, almost like he was trying to keep her from unraveling.

Tessa walked over, keeping her voice even. “Lauren, I’m Detective Granger. I’m going to ask a few questions. If you need a second, say so.”

Lauren swallowed hard. “I’m okay. I’m just... I don’t even know how to explain what I saw.”

“Start with why you came over here,” Tessa said. “Why Suite 803.”

Lauren’s hands tightened. “Mr. Voss emailed my boss around ten. He said he needed a signature on a document, something urgent, and he wanted it done before noon. My boss was in a meeting and told me to take it over.”

“Did you know him?”

“Not personally,” Lauren said. “We knew his name. Everybody did. He was... he walked around like he belonged in every room.”

Tessa let that sit. “What time did you come to the door?”

Lauren blinked, thinking. “Eleven twenty-something. I remember because I’d just looked at my phone. It was 11:24.”

“Did you see anyone in the hall?”

Lauren shook her head. “No. It was quiet. Too quiet.”

Tessa didn’t correct her choice of words. She didn’t need to. The building had a way of swallowing sound. “What happened next?”

“I knocked,” Lauren said. “No answer. I knocked again, harder. I called out his name because I thought maybe he had headphones on or something. Still nothing. Then I tried the handle, and it didn’t move. Locked.”

“And you left?”

Lauren nodded. “I went back to my office, told my boss he wasn’t answering. My boss told me to go again in ten minutes. I waited, then came back.”

Tessa tracked it. “Second time, what changed?”

Lauren’s voice lowered. “The light under the door. I saw it. The light was on inside. It wasn’t on the first time.”

That detail tightened something behind Tessa’s eyes. “You’re sure.”

“Yes,” Lauren said quickly. “The first time the glass looked darker. The second time I could see movement shadows. I thought he was finally at his desk.”

“You knocked again.”

Lauren’s face creased, like the moment replayed sharp. “Yeah. I knocked. I called his name. I pressed my ear to the glass like an idiot. I didn’t hear anything. No typing. No phone. No music. Nothing. Just this... thick quiet. It made my stomach turn.”

“What made you call security?” Tessa asked.

Lauren hesitated, then pushed through. “His phone started vibrating. I heard it. A buzzing sound, like it was on a table. It kept going, over and over, and he still didn’t answer the door. I got this feeling something was wrong, like my body decided before my brain did.”

Tessa nodded. That part sounded real. People tried to explain instincts like they were opinions, and they weren’t. They were warnings.

“So you called Kline.”

“I went down the hall,” Lauren said. “Security office is around the corner. I told the guard and they came back with Mr. Kline.”

Tessa looked at Kline. “You came here at what time?”

Kline didn’t miss a beat. “Approximately 11:45.”

“Door locked?”

“Yes,” he said. “I tried the tenant call system. No response. I attempted to reach Mr. Voss by phone. It rang. No response.”

“And then you used master access.”

Kline nodded. “We have protocols. Welfare check. Tenant not responding, unusual circumstance, persistent phone alerts. I used my credential to unlock the door.”

Tessa’s eyes went back to Lauren. “When the door opened, what did you see?”

Lauren’s breath hitched. “I saw him on the floor, on the other side of his desk. I thought he’d fainted. Then I saw the blood, and my legs got weak. I backed up fast. I started saying his name, like that would fix it, and then Mr. Kline told me to move away and called 911.”

Tessa watched Lauren’s face while she spoke. The fear was still there, and it hadn’t turned into performance. Good. It didn’t make her innocent of anything, but it made her useful as a witness.

“Did anyone else enter before police arrived?” Tessa asked.

Kline answered. “My team. One guard. Building management remained downstairs. We kept the corridor clear.”

“Names,” Tessa said.

“I’ll provide them,” Kline replied.

Tessa turned back to the door. “I want to see the scene.”

The crime scene tech at the door stepped aside. Tessa slipped gloves on, pushed the frosted glass open, and stepped into a room that looked like it was designed to impress people who valued calm.

Suite 803 was modern and sterile in the way high-end offices always were—glass desk, minimalist chairs, a framed skyline print on the wall, a small bar cart that held expensive bottles no one ever poured for themselves. The air had that faint metal-and-cleaner smell that came with death and someone trying to scrub it out.

Caleb Voss lay on his side behind the desk, one arm bent at an unnatural angle, suit jacket twisted like he’d been pulled or he’d fallen hard. Blood pooled near his shoulder and stained the carpet in a dark shape that didn’t belong in a room this clean. His phone was on the floor near his hand, screen lit with missed calls stacked like accusations.

The ME’s investigator, Sonia Redd, looked up from her crouch and gave Tessa a quick nod. “Detective.”

“Tessa,” she said. “What are we looking at?”

Sonia glanced at the wound site without touching anything. “Single stab wound, upper chest/shoulder area. Depth suggests intent and strength. No obvious defensive wounds visible from here, but we’ll confirm at autopsy.”

Tessa’s gaze moved around the room. The desk surface looked too neat. A closed laptop. A pen aligned with a legal pad. A framed photo turned slightly face down, like someone didn’t want to look at it.

She pointed with a gloved finger. “Door lock mechanism—anything forced?”

A tech answered from the doorway. “No damage so far. Electronic lock looks intact.”

Tessa stepped closer to the desk, careful with her footing. She noted the chair was tucked in like someone had pushed it back to stand, then never sat down again. The room didn’t scream struggle. It screamed control.

She looked at Kline through the open doorway. “You said your system logged everything during a scheduled test window.”

Kline straightened a fraction, proud again. “Yes. It’s the most complete data set we’ve ever had.”

Tessa let her eyes drift back to Voss’s phone. Missed calls. One number repeated.

She read it off quietly, more to herself than anyone else. “Someone kept trying to reach him.”

Sonia stood, careful. “Time of death is going to matter. Based on lividity and temperature, I’ll give you a preliminary range, but you’re going to want the full report.”

Tessa nodded. “Give me your best guess for now.”

Sonia named a window, and it landed right where Tessa didn’t want it to land—inside the hour Kline had been selling like a guarantee.

Tessa exhaled through her nose, eyes narrowing at the idea of a murder happening during an hour that claimed to track everyone’s movement perfectly.

She stepped back toward the doorway and faced Kline fully. “Take me to your control room. I want to see what your system ‘saw,’ and I want to see it with my own eyes, right now, before anyone packages it into a story.”

Kline’s mouth tightened again, and Tessa read it as the first real sign he understood what she was implying.

The building could record everything.

That didn’t mean it recorded the truth.

“Follow me,” Kline said, and started down the corridor like he was walking toward a courtroom exhibit.

Tessa followed, already certain of one thing: if this case was built to look airtight, the lie wouldn’t be loud. It would be quiet, technical, and hiding inside the details people trusted most.
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Kline led Tessa down a side corridor that looked like it belonged to the building’s skeleton. The carpet gave way to a harder floor. The lighting shifted cooler. The walls lost their art and picked up utility doors with small metal placards.

“Security’s this way,” he said, voice steady, as if the route itself proved competence.

Tessa followed, letting the distance from Suite 803 settle in her chest. Death scenes carried a gravity that traveled with you, even when you walked away from the body. You could leave the room, but you never left what you saw.

They reached a door with an access reader and a small camera over the frame. Kline swiped his badge, entered a code, and pressed his thumb to a biometric pad. The door clicked, heavy and deliberate, and swung inward.

The security control room felt like a cockpit for a building that wanted to be its own city. Monitors lined the front wall in a grid, each one playing a different angle: lobby, elevator cabs, corridors, loading dock, stairwell landings. Another set of screens displayed dashboards and logs with tables of timestamps and badge IDs, the kind of data people believed in because it looked orderly.

Two guards sat at a console, posture alert but eyes tired. A third man stood near a rolling cart with a laptop open and cables snaking into a wall port. He looked younger than the guards, early thirties maybe, with a careful, technical stillness. His badge was clipped to his belt instead of his collar, and his hands moved with the precise confidence of someone who spent his life making machines behave.

Kline gestured. “Detective Granger, this is Rafi Mendel. Vendor technician from Sentinel Systems.”

Rafi turned, offered a quick nod, and kept his expression neutral in a way that told Tessa he had learned to be neutral on purpose.

“Detective,” Rafi said. “I’m sorry about the circumstances.”

“You’re on site for an upgrade?” Tessa asked.

“Post-upgrade support,” Rafi replied. “We pushed the new access control module last week. Today was the first scheduled diagnostic under full load. That’s why you’ve got more data than usual.”

Kline moved to the central console, hands hovering over the keyboard like the equipment was an extension of his body. “The diagnostic window is the reason I told Dispatch the system caught everything.”

Tessa looked at him. “Show me the window.”

Rafi stepped in smoothly, tapping keys. “I can pull the test summary and the live event stream. Do you want exports or do you want to watch it here first?”

“Here first,” Tessa said. “Then I want raw data copied for our techs. I want original files, device logs, and whatever the system recorded before a human decided what was important.”

Rafi nodded like he expected that. “Understood.”

One of the guards slid his chair aside to make room. Kline took the seat without hesitation. Tessa stayed standing. Standing kept her in charge and kept her from relaxing into someone else’s story.

Rafi brought up a timeline view. A thick band across the top marked a one-hour window in a different color.

“Test mode,” Rafi said. “It began at 11:00 and ended at 12:00. During that hour, the system enforces strict logging. Access events get higher retention priority, and the cameras flag motion events for quick retrieval.”

Tessa leaned in. The screen filled with lines of data: badge scans, door IDs, elevator calls, camera motion tags. Each entry came with a timestamp down to the second.

Rafi clicked another tab. The building’s floor plan appeared, dotted with small icons that represented access points. As he scrubbed through time, icons flashed to indicate movement.

“It’s basically a replay,” Rafi said. “Door opens, elevator call, camera sees motion, the system correlates it.”

Kline’s voice carried a note of satisfaction. “During test mode, nobody moves without leaving a trail.”

Tessa kept her eyes on the screen. “People still move. The question is what the trail means.”

Rafi paused, then continued, careful with his tone. “The correlation is strong. It’s designed for exactly this kind of reconstruction.”

“Then reconstruct it,” Tessa said. “Start with Suite 803. Show me the door events.”

Rafi typed, filtered. A list popped up: Suite 803 — Door Events. It showed entries for earlier in the morning, a couple of accesses that looked routine, and then a clean gap during the critical hour.

Kline leaned forward. “That door never opened during the test window.”

Tessa turned her head slightly. “You’re saying the victim was killed inside a locked office that never opened.”

“That’s what the data indicates,” Kline said. “Which means the killer didn’t enter.”

“Or the entry didn’t log,” Tessa replied.

Rafi lifted his eyebrows a fraction. “During test mode, door events are high priority. Missing logs are uncommon.”

“Uncommon is a word people hide behind,” Tessa said. She pointed to the list. “What about master access? Your credential opened the door for the welfare check.”

Rafi searched again and brought up a single entry: 11:46:13 — Master Access Granted — Credential: MKLINE.

Kline nodded. “That’s when we entered.”

Tessa looked at the time. “Show me the corridor camera for the minute before and after.”

Rafi pulled up the footage. The corridor played on a monitor: the frosted glass of Suite 803, the clean hallway, the camera angle that promised clarity. Tessa watched herself appear in the feed later in the sequence, watched Kline and his guards approach the door, watched Kline key in access. It looked exactly like a building security reel was supposed to look.

She pointed at the timestamp in the corner. “Is that the camera’s time or the system’s time?”

Rafi hesitated, then answered. “That’s the system overlay. The camera has its own internal clock, but the export stamps it with the server time.”

“Bring me the raw camera file,” Tessa said. “I want the native metadata, not the overlay.”

Rafi nodded again, opened another panel, and started pulling the file set. “I can do that.”

Tessa watched the monitor as the corridor replay continued. She didn’t see anyone slip into Suite 803. She didn’t see anyone hover near the door. The hallway looked sterile and empty, like the building itself had edited out the messy part.

Kline spoke, reading her attention as approval. “You can run every camera. You can run every badge. Everybody in this building has a documented location during that hour. We already started a preliminary tenant check.”

“And you already told yourself what that means,” Tessa said.

Kline’s posture stiffened. “It means you’re not chasing a person in the dark. It means we can give you a list of where everyone was.”

“A list that tells me where everyone wanted the record to place them,” Tessa replied.

Rafi cleared his throat quietly, eyes still on the keyboard. “I can show you the occupant map. It’s based on access and camera correlation. It’s not perfect, but it’s good.”

“Show me,” Tessa said.

Rafi pulled up a new screen. A table filled most of it, with tenant names on the left and locations on the right. Conference rooms, suites, lobby, mezzanine café, basement server room, stairwell landing. Each entry had multiple confirmations: badge scan, camera tag, elevator destination.

Kline leaned back, as if the system’s order had calmed him. “This is the hour you want. Eleven to twelve. Everybody is somewhere, and it isn’t Suite 803.”

Tessa scanned the names. She didn’t know them yet, but she recognized patterns the way she recognized faces in crowds. Clusters formed. People who traveled together. People who stayed put. People who moved once, then stopped moving.

She pointed at one line. “Who is this?”

Rafi read it. “Fintech tenant, Hartwell Eight Capital. Conference Room 8B.”

“Four people in the same conference room for a full hour,” Tessa said. “What corroborates it?”

Rafi clicked. “Their badges hit the conference room reader at 10:58. Camera tag shows them entering. No door events after that until 12:01.”

Tessa nodded slowly and moved down the list. “This one.”

“Therapy practice,” Rafi said. “Suite 602. Client appointment logged.”

Tessa kept her eyes on the screen. “Client appointment logs are not security logs.”

Rafi’s lips pressed together. “That’s a tenant record, separate from ours.”

“Then keep tenant records separate,” Tessa said. “I’m building a case, not a brochure.”

Kline tried to keep his voice even. “Detective, the security data gives you a starting point. It narrows your suspects.”

“It narrows what the building claims happened,” Tessa replied. “Claims can be engineered.”

Rafi glanced at her, a quick look that held something like caution. “Engineered how?”

Tessa rested her hand on the edge of the console, steady. “Someone who wanted to kill during a test window would want the test window to become their alibi. That means the system matters as much as the knife.”

Kline bristled at the word knife, like it insulted his room. “We don’t even know it was a knife.”

Sonia’s voice came through Tessa’s memory, calm and clinical, and she didn’t argue the point. “Fine. The weapon. The method. The entry. The only thing I know for sure is Caleb Voss didn’t die of natural causes.”

Rafi tapped a key and brought up an error log. He stared at it, then magnified it.

Tessa saw the change in his shoulders before she saw what he saw.

“What is it?” she asked.

Rafi pointed to a line. “Minor time correction event on one camera stream. It’s small. It’s usually harmless.”

Tessa leaned in. The line showed a correction during the test window. A fraction of a second, then another, then a larger adjustment.

Kline scoffed softly. “That happens. Cameras drift. The server corrects them.”

“During test mode?” Tessa asked.

Rafi didn’t answer immediately. His eyes stayed on the log. “It can.”

Tessa looked up at the wall of monitors. The building watched itself in a hundred angles, each one confident it was telling the truth.

“Pull the raw file and the native timestamp,” she said. “Then show me the door event stream for Suite 803 again, with every system message attached.”

Rafi started working faster, and the guards stopped pretending they weren’t listening.

Kline’s jaw tightened. “Detective, you’re assuming a malfunction.”

“I’m assuming a gap,” Tessa said. “A malfunction is one way to get it. A person with access is another.”

Kline’s eyes sharpened. “You think someone hacked our system.”

“I think someone used it,” Tessa said. “One way or another, this building helped.”

Rafi opened a folder and began extracting files. “I’ll package the raw camera data and the access control logs. You’ll get the server audit trail too.”

“Good,” Tessa said. “And I want the admin access history for the last thirty days. Every login, every permission change, every configuration tweak.”

Kline stood, agitation controlled but visible. “That’s sensitive information.”

“It’s also evidence,” Tessa replied. “Your sensitivity can wait.”

For a moment, the room was quiet except for the hum of electronics and the soft clicking of keys. The control room felt less like a cockpit and more like a confession booth, with the monitors as witnesses that never blinked.

Tessa watched Rafi’s cursor move and saw a new event populate in the access stream, pulled from deeper in the logs. It wasn’t a door open. It wasn’t a badge scan. It was a system note tied to Suite 803, brief and technical, easy to ignore if you were hunting for a clean narrative.

Her eyes narrowed. “Stop.”

Rafi froze. “What?”

Tessa pointed. “That line. Expand it.”

Rafi clicked. The note opened into a longer entry: a status change event on the lock controller, logged during the test hour, flagged as a routine synchronization. The timing sat inside the window Sonia had given her.

Kline leaned in, reading fast. “That’s maintenance chatter. It doesn’t mean anything.”

Tessa kept her voice level. “It means the door talked to the system during the hour it claims nothing happened.”

Rafi swallowed once. “It could be a heartbeat.”

“It could be,” Tessa agreed. “It could also be the only sound a lie makes when it thinks nobody’s listening.”

She straightened, feeling the case shift from messy death to engineered certainty.

Kline looked at her, the confidence in his face thinning. “What are you saying?”

Tessa met his eyes. “I’m saying your perfect hour just gave me a reason to doubt it.”

She turned toward the door, already moving in her mind through the next steps, the interviews, the tenant list, the building access, the people who had every reason to believe the system would protect them.

“Get me a full roster of every tenant and every employee who was in the building between ten and one,” she said. “Names, suite numbers, phone numbers, and badge IDs. I want it in my hands before I leave.”

Kline hesitated, then nodded, forced into compliance by the weight of the moment.

Tessa headed out of the control room, back toward the clean corridors and the locked glass doors, and she felt the hook settle deep.

Somebody had built an alibi out of a system.

Now she had to figure out who had the nerve to kill a man in the one hour everybody trusted most.
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Tessa left the control room with Kline trailing and two uniforms falling in behind them like a moving boundary. The eighth-floor corridor still held the same quiet, but now it felt less like calm and more like pressure. People in expensive buildings didn’t scream when something went wrong. They swallowed it and waited for professionals to make it disappear.

Suite 803 waited at the center of it all, frosted glass, brushed metal, a clean nameplate that didn’t know it had become evidence.

Inside, the room looked staged in the way wealth sometimes did—minimalist, intentional, nothing out of place unless you counted the dead man.

Caleb Voss lay behind the desk like he’d been placed there for a photo. Suit still neat except for the twist at the shoulders. Tie still knotted. No chair knocked over, no scattered papers, no obvious fight. Just blood on carpet and a silence so controlled it felt deliberate.

Sonia Redd stood near the body, gloved hands resting at her sides, eyes scanning. She didn’t look shocked. She looked focused, which is what you wanted from the person who told you what happened when nobody else was watching.

“Anything new?” Tessa asked.

“More of the same,” Sonia said. “Clean wound, controlled scene. I’d love to tell you it was a struggle, but I’m not seeing it.”

Tessa crouched near the edge of the desk, careful not to step into the darkened stain. Caleb’s phone sat on the carpet, screen dimmed now, but the missed-call stack was still there when she tapped it awake. One number appeared again and again like someone had been calling to confirm he was unreachable.

She looked at his hand. No torn nails. No scraped knuckles. If he fought, it was brief, or it wasn’t physical.

“Door?” she asked, eyes lifting to the glass.

Kline answered before the tech could. “Locked. The lock shows no forced entry. The alarm was armed when we entered.”

Tessa stood and turned her head slightly, letting the words pass through the filter she trusted more than any system. “Armed when you entered,” she repeated.

Kline nodded, trying to sound helpful instead of defensive. “Yes. The tenant alarm panel is right there by the door. It was set.”

Tessa walked to the entry, stopping just inside the threshold. The alarm keypad sat on the wall, its small display glowing a steady green. Armed. Normal. Like nothing had happened.

“What’s the protocol?” she asked.

Kline pointed. “Normally, tenant arms and disarms. Security has emergency override in specific circumstances. Welfare checks, fire alarms, emergencies.”

“And you used the override,” Tessa said.

“Yes,” Kline replied. “I had to.”

Tessa glanced at the keypad. “Then your credentials should show a disarm event.”

“They will,” Kline said quickly. “Everything logs.”

Tessa didn’t respond. She kept her eyes on the door itself—glass panel, metal frame, no scratches, no pried edges. A door designed to look transparent while keeping people out.

She moved deeper into the office and let her gaze sweep the room like she was reading a story written in objects.

The desk was too perfect. Laptop closed and aligned. Legal pad placed square. Pen straight. A small desktop clock pointed toward the chair. A framed photo faced down, as if someone turned it away or as if Caleb did, too often, and finally left it that way.

A bar cart stood against the wall, bottles lined up, untouched. One glass sat clean on a coaster, like it had been set there to suggest a meeting without proving there was one.

On the far side, the office wall was glass from waist to ceiling, giving a clear view out into the corridor. It was the kind of design people loved because it made them feel safe in a modern way. It also made them feel watched, whether they admitted it or not.

“Glass walls,” Tessa said, mostly to herself.

Kline heard it anyway and leaned into the pride again. “Exactly. Corridor camera has a clean angle. Anybody enters this suite, we’ll see it.”

Tessa looked at the glass and then at the camera dome in the corridor beyond it. “If the camera wants to see it.”

One of the crime scene techs lifted a small evidence tent and slid it near the desk. “Detective, we’ve got minimal prints so far. Mostly the usual—desk edges, door handle, the alarm keypad. We’re swabbing for touch DNA.”

Tessa nodded. “Any signs he met someone?”

The tech glanced at the desk. “Hard to say. No second chair moved. No cups with fresh residue yet. We’ll test.”

Sonia crouched near Caleb’s shoulder. “There’s something else.”

Tessa stepped closer. “What.”

Sonia pointed with two fingers, careful. “His jacket collar is slightly folded under, like someone grabbed him from behind or helped move him. It’s subtle. Could be him falling, could be contact.”

Tessa stared at the collar. A small thing. The kind of thing that got ignored when people wanted the case to be neat.

“He’s behind his desk,” Tessa said. “Not in front of it. If he collapsed, he’d usually fall where he was. If he was attacked, he might stumble, grab something, leave a mess.”

Kline shifted. “There’s blood.”

“There’s blood,” Tessa agreed. “But there’s no chaos.”

She walked toward the desk chair. It was pushed in almost perfectly, like Caleb had stood up and pushed it in out of habit. Or like someone wanted it to look like that. She pulled it slightly, listened for the soft scrape of wheels.

The chair rolled easily, no snagging. No signs of a quick shove or a struggle against it.

“Corporate fixer,” Tessa said aloud, letting the label land. “People don’t get that title because they’re loved.”

Kline tried to keep his voice neutral. “He had disputes. We’ve had complaints about him from other tenants. He wasn’t... popular.”

“Popular doesn’t matter,” Tessa said. “Power matters.”

She looked at Caleb’s face. His eyes were half-open, unfocused, fixed on a point beyond the desk as if he’d been surprised and then had no time to process. If he saw the person coming, he didn’t have time to react.

Tessa stood and walked back to the door, then turned and traced the room with her eyes again, forcing herself to take in what it did and didn’t say.

Locked door. Armed alarm. No forced entry. A clean, staged-looking office. A body placed where it would be found easily, behind the desk, hidden from the corridor’s casual glance but centered enough for a camera angle.

The room didn’t feel like a moment of violence. It felt like a message written in controlled handwriting.

She looked at Kline. “Who has access to this suite besides Voss?”

Kline blinked, then began listing, like it was a form he’d filled out before. “Voss has primary access. His assistant—off-site, I believe. Building management has master. Security has emergency override. Maintenance has limited access during scheduled work orders. Vendor tech has access to system controls, not physical keys.”

Tessa held his gaze. “And this building ran a test hour where everything was tracked.”

Kline nodded. “Yes.”

“Then somebody chose the best possible time to kill him,” Tessa said, voice even, and felt the sentence tighten the room.

Kline’s confidence flickered. “Or... it happened outside the hour.”

Sonia looked up. “Time-of-death will tell you that. But based on what I’m seeing, it’s not going to give you comfort.”

Tessa moved toward Caleb’s desk and finally flipped the framed photo up, careful with her glove.

It showed Caleb with two other people, dressed formally, smiling like they’d just signed something that made them all richer. The smile wasn’t warmth. It was victory.

Tessa studied the other faces, memorizing them. She knew that in cases like this, the victim wasn’t the only person who mattered. The victim was a door, and behind that door were the people who’d needed him alive until they didn’t.

She set the photo back down and looked at the alarm keypad again, the steady green light that said everything was fine.

Nothing was fine.

“Get me the complete access history for this suite,” Tessa said. “Last thirty days, and then isolate the last forty-eight hours. I want door events, alarm events, and any maintenance notes tied to this lock.”

Kline nodded, too quickly. “We’ll provide it.”

Tessa leaned closer to the doorframe and stared at the lock. It sat there like a polite piece of technology, like it couldn’t lie.

But tech didn’t lie on its own.

People lied through it.

Tessa straightened, eyes narrowing as she made the next move in her head—tenant interviews, access control, admin permissions, the vendor’s audit trail, and the one-hour window everyone wanted to treat like a shield.

“Start pulling tenant names,” she said to Kline. “Everyone who was in this building during that hour. I want them lined up. And I want their alibis in their own words, not your dashboard’s.”

Kline hesitated. “Detective—”

Tessa cut him off without raising her voice. “You gave me a system. Now give me people.”

She looked down at Caleb Voss one more time, the body that sat too clean in a room too controlled, and she understood the kind of killer she was dealing with.

This wasn’t rage.

This was design.
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Tessa stepped out of Suite 803 and let the door swing closed behind her, leaving the bright, controlled room sealed up again like the building wanted to pretend it could contain what had happened. The corridor felt tighter now, even with the tape up, because everyone on that floor understood the same thing: a man like Caleb Voss did not die quietly unless somebody planned it that way.

She turned to the uniform at the tape line. “Hold this hallway. Anybody who tries to cross without my say-so gets turned around, even if they have a suit and a smile.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Kline stood a few feet away, hands clasped behind his back like he was at a presentation instead of a homicide. Tessa kept her voice even, but she aimed each word like it mattered.

“Take me to a conference room,” she said. “I want space, I want quiet, and I want your tenant roster printed, plus badge IDs. Everybody who scanned into this building today from ten to one.”

Kline nodded. “We have a management suite on seven. It’s private.”

“Then we’re going there,” she said. “And while we walk, you’re going to tell me who Caleb Voss really was, in plain language, without the corporate gloss.”

Kline’s mouth tightened, but he moved. “He was a consultant.”

Tessa walked beside him, letting him feel the pressure of her silence. The elevator doors opened, and they stepped in. The patrol officer stayed outside, watching the corridor like it was a crack in a dam.

As the elevator descended, Kline tried again. “Voss was retained by companies in distress. He handled disputes, negotiations, restructuring—”

“He handled leverage,” Tessa said. “He handled people’s worst days for money.”

Kline glanced at her, then away. “That is a fair way to put it.”

“Who hated him enough to want him gone?” Tessa asked.

Kline exhaled through his nose, a controlled sound. “A lot of people disliked him. Tenants complained. He pushed for compliance, demanded documents, pushed deadlines. He acted like building rules did not apply to him.”

“So he moved like he owned space,” Tessa said. “That gets you enemies.”

“And it gets you watched,” Kline added, almost automatically, then seemed to realize what he’d said.

Tessa filed that away, because people gave you truth when their mouths moved faster than their caution.

They stepped onto the seventh floor and walked into a management suite with clean furniture and a long table that looked built for quiet conflicts. Kline gestured to a chair, then moved to a printer station and started pulling paperwork like he’d been waiting for permission to behave.

Tessa sat, placed her notebook on the table, and called her partner.

Detective Jalen Ortiz picked up on the second ring. “Tell me you found a body and a confession.”

“I found a body,” Tessa said. “Confession will cost extra.”

“Where.”

“Hartwell Center. Eighth floor. Caleb Voss in Suite 803.”

Ortiz whistled softly. “Corporate fixer Voss?”

“That one,” she said. “Locked door, armed alarm, scene feels built for a camera. Building security keeps saying the system saw everything.”

Ortiz paused. “That means somebody wants you to trust the system.”

“Exactly,” Tessa replied. “Get here. I want your eyes on the logs and your instincts on the tenants.”

“I’m ten minutes out,” Ortiz said. “Anything I should bring besides caffeine and a bad attitude?”

“Bring patience,” Tessa told him. “This building runs on quiet money. Quiet money buys quiet lies.”

She hung up and looked up as Kline set a stack of papers on the table like he was presenting a quarterly report.

“Tenant roster,” he said. “Floor directory, suite assignments, and on-site contact names.”

Tessa slid it toward herself and started scanning. Each line held a potential story, a potential motive, and a potential excuse delivered with a polite voice.

Hartwell Eight Capital. Blakely & Hume Law. Shoreline Property Management. Meridian Therapy Group. A nonprofit called Civic Bridge. A compliance firm. A private wealth advisor. A payroll services company. Enough professions to hide a war behind spreadsheets.

“Now the badge IDs,” she said.

Kline produced a second stack. “Everyone who entered the building between ten and one, with scan timestamps at the lobby turnstiles. The security test window started at eleven.”

Tessa ran a finger down the list and circled names that repeated, names that showed multiple entries, names that showed a single scan and then silence. She did not trust any pattern yet, but patterns told you where to look first.

“How many people in the building during the test hour?” she asked.

Kline glanced at a screen and gave a number.

Tessa nodded. “I want them in groups. Tenants first. Building staff second. Vendor personnel third. Anybody with master access gets a star next to their name.”

Kline’s eyes flickered at the word master, like it offended him. “We can identify staff credentials.”

“Do it,” she said.

Kline shifted to a laptop, logged in, and started working. His fingers moved confidently, fast enough to show familiarity, careful enough to show worry.

Tessa studied him while he worked. He looked like a man who loved control because control kept him safe. People like that did reckless things when they felt control slipping, and they justified it as protection.

“Who besides you can override a tenant alarm?” she asked.

Kline kept his eyes on the screen. “Two supervisors, one senior guard. The override is credential-based and logged.”

“And who can view and export footage?” Tessa asked.

Kline answered quickly. “My team. Building management has limited view. Vendor has access during support windows.”

“Support window equals opportunity,” Tessa said.

Kline’s jaw tightened. “Vendor access is audited.”

“Then the audit trail will be easy,” Tessa replied. “That should make you happy.”

A tight silence formed, and Tessa let it sit. Silence made people fill the air with details.

Kline cleared his throat. “Detective, I understand your approach. I do. I just want to be clear that this building has strong controls.”

“Strong controls create strong confidence,” Tessa said. “Strong confidence makes people careless.”

Kline opened his mouth, then closed it. He returned to the keyboard.

Tessa’s phone buzzed. A message from her captain: Call me when you can.

That meant pressure was already moving toward her, the kind that arrived in a suit and pretended it was just concern for public trust.

She typed back: On scene. Will call soon.

Then she pushed her attention back to what she could control, which was the work.

“Print the access history for Suite 803,” she said. “Last two days. Door events, alarm events, and any lock-controller status messages.”

Kline hesitated. “That report can be dense.”

“I like dense,” she replied. “Dense is where mistakes hide.”

He printed it anyway. The pages came out warm, and Tessa flipped through them. Timestamps, codes, system events, an entry for Kline’s welfare-check access, an alarm disarm and rearm sequence that looked clean on paper.

Clean on paper was still paper.

“Who else had a scheduled reason to be near Suite 803 today?” she asked.

Kline thought for a moment. “Maintenance had a work order on eight last week. Today, nothing scheduled near that suite.”

“Pull work orders for the month,” she said. “Work orders, key checkouts, and any after-hours access.”

Kline started to protest, then stopped himself and kept working.

A knock at the door broke the rhythm. A uniform stepped in. “Detective, your witness is asking if she can leave. The woman who found him.”

“Lauren Pike,” Tessa said, standing. “Bring her in here.”

Lauren entered slowly, eyes darting around the room like she was bracing for blame. Tessa kept her tone steady and gave her a chair.

“Lauren, you did the right thing calling security,” Tessa said. “I need you to run your timeline again, from the top, with one detail added. During that security test hour, did you badge into anywhere, ride an elevator, open any doors that needed a scan?”

Lauren blinked. “My office suite has a badge reader.”

“And did you scan?” Tessa asked.

“Yes,” Lauren said. “When I came back from the copier room.”

“What time?”

Lauren swallowed and looked down at her phone like it might rescue her. “Eleven fourteen. My boss asked for the file, and I— I had to go print it.”

Tessa nodded. “Good. And the copier room, where is it?”

“Inside our suite,” Lauren said. “We keep it locked because of client records.”

Tessa looked at Kline. “Your system will show that door event.”

Kline nodded. “It should.”

Tessa turned back to Lauren. “When you came to Suite 803 the first time, did you see anyone in the hall, even briefly? A person moving fast, a door closing, an elevator chime, anything that felt slightly off?”

Lauren shook her head. “It felt empty.”

“Empty can be real,” Tessa said. “Empty can also be manufactured. So I’m going to ask you something that might sound strange. Did you notice the lights in the corridor, any flicker, any camera indicator, anything that looked like the building was glitching?”

Lauren frowned. “I... I saw a small red light on one of the cameras blinking, but I thought that meant it was working.”

Tessa held her gaze. “It can. It can also mean it is recording an event.”

Lauren’s eyes widened slightly. “Am I in trouble?”

“You are a witness,” Tessa said. “Your job is to remember. Mine is to sort truth from noise.”

Lauren nodded, breathing a little easier.

Ortiz stepped in a moment later, coat half-open, eyes already scanning the room like he was counting exits. He took in Lauren, Kline, and the paperwork on the table, then looked at Tessa.

“This the quiet money place?” he asked.

Tessa stood and met his eyes. “Yeah. And it wants the case to solve itself.”

Ortiz sat, glanced at Kline, then at the access logs. “Let me guess. The system claims everybody stayed clean.”

Kline started to speak, but Tessa cut in smoothly. “The system claims a lot. We’re going to make people talk anyway.”

She slid the tenant roster toward Ortiz and tapped the stack of Suite 803 logs.

“Start with these,” she said. “Look for anything that feels too perfect. Then we go upstairs and start pulling alibis out of mouths instead of screens.”

Ortiz nodded, already flipping pages. “Perfect usually means somebody arranged it.”

Tessa looked at the list of names again, at the building that carried itself like a polished promise, and at the locked-room scene that had been presented like a display.

Somebody had designed an hour of certainty.

Now she had to find the person who believed certainty could replace truth.
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Ortiz read the Suite 803 log stack like he had a grudge against paper. He moved fast, eyes steady, pen circling entries that looked too clean, too orderly, too eager to make sense.

“This line here,” he said, tapping the page. “Alarm disarm and rearm sequence looks like a textbook demo. Whoever did it knew the steps.”

Tessa leaned over his shoulder. Kline stood by the printer station, posture tight, listening like every word was an accusation aimed at his job title.

“Textbook can still be real,” Kline said.

“Textbook can also be performance,” Tessa replied, then looked at Ortiz. “What else.”

Ortiz flipped a page and pointed again. “Suite access shows routine entries earlier in the week, then a clean gap during the test window. That gap reads like somebody wanted the system to swear on a bible.”

Kline’s eyes narrowed. “Test mode makes gaps meaningful. Everything is logged.”

Tessa held his gaze. “Everything the system decides to log gets logged. That leaves room for a person to decide what the system decides.”

Kline started to respond, then stopped. His restraint looked forced.

Lauren sat rigid in her chair, hands clasped, watching the detectives talk about her timeline like it was a math problem that could fail if she blinked wrong. Tessa kept her attention on her anyway, because witnesses were human, and humans were always the first thing technology tried to erase.

“Lauren,” Tessa said, “I want one more detail. When you came back the second time and you saw the office light on, did you hear anything besides the phone buzzing. Footsteps. A chair. A door latch. Elevator chime. Anything.”

Lauren thought hard. “I heard the elevator ding down the hall,” she said slowly. “I assumed it was normal. People go up and down all day.”

“Which elevator,” Ortiz asked.

“The main one,” Lauren said. “The service elevator is further down, past the stairwell.”

Tessa looked at Kline. “Does your system log elevator dings, or only calls and destinations.”

“Calls and destinations,” Kline replied. “And the camera inside the car.”

“Then we pull elevator logs for 11:10 to 11:50,” Tessa said. “Every trip. Every car. Every destination. Every related camera feed.”

Kline nodded again, compliance building in layers as he realized her patience had edges.

Ortiz slid the roster toward himself and drew a clean line through a block of names. “Who has physical keys besides building management.”

Kline gave the answer like he wished he could take it back. “Security supervisors. Maintenance supervisor. Property manager. Key control is logged.”

Tessa watched his face as he said it. He believed in the word logged like it was a shield.

“Logged where,” Ortiz asked.

Kline glanced toward the door, then back. “Key checkout book. Electronic log as well.”

“Paper and electronic,” Ortiz said. “Good. Two systems means two chances to catch a mismatch.”

Tessa stood. “We head back up. Lauren, you’re staying with an officer until we finish your statement. Ortiz, you and I start alibi interviews on eight. Kline, you bring your vendor tech and your raw exports. I want the corridor camera files as they exist on the devices, and I want them copied in front of me.”

Kline’s mouth tightened. “That will take time.”

“It will take as long as it takes,” Tessa replied. “A dead man already took up everybody’s day.”

They moved as a unit back toward the elevator. Tessa felt the building watching them from its cameras, felt the tension in the polished quiet, felt the invisible circle tighten as word spread behind closed doors.

On the eighth floor, the corridor looked unchanged, yet the air felt different because the lie had started to show seams. The tape still held the hallway. The uniforms still held their positions. The office doors still sat shut like mouths that refused to speak.

Kline stopped under a camera dome and pointed up. “This camera covers the approach to Suite 803. It has a full view of the corridor.”

Tessa looked up at it, then at the small indicator light. “Full view depends on full honesty.”

Rafi arrived a moment later, laptop in hand, cable bag over his shoulder. He moved with brisk efficiency, eyes flicking between the corridor and the nearest access panel.

“I pulled a preliminary set of raw files,” he said. “Native camera streams plus server overlays. You’ll get both.”

“Show me here,” Tessa said. “Start with the corridor camera outside 803, from 11:00 to 12:00.”

Rafi set the laptop on a rolling cart, plugged into a wall port, and pulled up the feed. The corridor appeared on screen, bright and empty, with the timestamp overlay in the corner like a promise.

Tessa watched the whole stretch like she was watching a card trick. She paid attention to the shadows, the reflections in glass, the way light behaved on metal. She watched for anything human and found almost nothing, which made her uneasy for a reason she did not need to explain.

Ortiz leaned in. “It looks too calm.”

Tessa nodded. “Calm can be real. Calm can be curated.”

Rafi scrubbed through, stopping at moments when the system flagged motion. The flags appeared at predictable points: a tenant leaving a suite, a guard walking the corridor, Kline and his team approaching the door for the welfare check.

The story the building wanted to tell was clean. Everyone stayed where the system said they stayed. Nobody drifted toward Suite 803. Nothing happened until security arrived.

Tessa leaned closer, eyes locked on the upper edge of frame where the corridor lighting washed into the camera lens.

“Pause,” she said.

Rafi stopped. “What did you see.”

Tessa pointed to the timestamp. “Run it forward one second at a time.”

Rafi did, and the overlay ticked forward. The corridor stayed the same, but Tessa caught a tiny jump, subtle enough that most people would call it a normal glitch. The time on screen shifted by a fraction, then corrected itself.

“Stop again,” Tessa said.

Ortiz stared at the overlay. “That was a time correction.”

Kline frowned. “Cameras drift.”

Rafi hesitated, then spoke carefully. “Drift happens. Corrections happen. During test mode, synchronization is more aggressive.”

Tessa looked at him. “More aggressive synchronization means the system pushes time, and that means time becomes a tool.”

Kline’s voice sharpened. “Time is time.”

“Time is whatever the system says it is when people trust the system more than their eyes,” Tessa replied.

Rafi opened a metadata panel and pulled up the native file details. “This stream was packaged by the server at export. The camera’s internal time differs slightly.”

“How slightly,” Ortiz asked.

Rafi looked at the numbers. “A few seconds.”

Tessa felt the hook tighten again. Seconds mattered inside a locked-room hour built on precision. Seconds were where a killer could slip a door open and let the system cover it with confidence.

She turned away from the laptop and looked down the corridor. Office doors lined both sides, each one holding a person with a story. Every tenant could give her an alibi. Every tenant could also borrow one.

“Start the interviews,” she said to Ortiz. “We go door to door. We get people on record with their own mouths. We ask where they were from eleven to twelve, who saw them, what they touched, what doors they scanned, what elevators they rode.”

Ortiz nodded, already moving. “Who first.”

Tessa looked at the roster in her hand and picked the one that felt most likely to hide something behind polished language.

“Blakely & Hume,” she said. “Lawyers live inside narratives. If somebody engineered this hour, a lawyer’s office will smell it.”

They approached the suite door. The badge reader waited, silent and obedient. A nameplate shined like it had never known fear.

Ortiz knocked, firm and controlled.

After a moment, the door opened, and a man in a tailored suit appeared, expression measured, eyes bright with the kind of calm that came from believing he could talk his way out of gravity.

“Can I help you,” he said.

Tessa lifted her badge and held it steady. “Detective Granger. Homicide. We need a few minutes.”

The man’s gaze flicked down the hall, then back to her. “Of course. This building has been buzzing.”

Tessa stepped forward just enough to own the doorway. “It will buzz louder once people realize the system’s story has gaps.”

The man’s smile held, yet his eyes changed, and Tessa felt it like a shift in pressure.

He believed in the alibi hour.

He believed it would keep him safe.

Tessa walked in, and the door closed behind her with the soft click of expensive privacy.
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Miles Kline carried himself like the building’s pulse lived in his pocket. He walked Tessa and Ortiz back toward the security control room with a calm that felt rehearsed, and the farther they got from Suite 803, the more his confidence returned. The hallway cameras followed them, silent and steady, and Tessa could almost feel Kline drawing comfort from the fact that every step they took became a timestamp in his system.

Inside the control room, the monitors glowed with a hundred angles of the same polished world. The lobby looked pristine. The elevator cabs looked empty. The corridors looked clean enough to eat off, and the calm on those screens felt like an argument someone wanted to win.

Rafi Mendel shifted his laptop onto the console, cables already running, ready to serve whatever story got asked for first. The guards sat up straighter when Ortiz entered, like he brought heat with him that the room did not want.

Kline pulled up a dashboard and turned it toward Tessa with the same posture a man used when he believed he held the winning evidence.

“This is the window,” he said. “The diagnostic. We call it a test hour. It’s scheduled, documented, and it forces activity logging across every access point.”

Tessa stayed standing again. She kept her hands loose at her sides and her eyes on the screen. Standing kept her from getting lulled by clean graphics and tidy charts.

“Start at the beginning,” she said. “Explain it like I don’t care about the sales pitch.”

Kline didn’t like that framing, but he pushed through. “At 11:00, the system switches into diagnostic mode. It increases event sensitivity, requires badge confirmation for doors that can be set to ‘soft access,’ and it forces elevator destination control. The cameras flag movement events more aggressively, and the system correlates badge scans with camera tags and elevator stops. That correlation produces an occupant map.”

He clicked, and the occupant map filled the screen, a list of names and suites with locations assigned in tidy rows. A person could look at it and feel relief, because it looked like certainty.

Ortiz leaned in and read the header. “So you’re telling us everybody’s movement is logged.”

“Correct,” Kline said.

“Everybody,” Ortiz repeated, and his tone carried skepticism without disrespect. “Including the person who killed Caleb Voss.”

Kline’s expression tightened, then smoothed. “If someone moved through a badge-required point, took an elevator, entered a suite, exited a suite, or passed through a camera zone, there will be a record. During the test hour, it’s comprehensive.”

Tessa looked at the location list. “Show me the building entry points from 10:30 through 12:30.”

Kline clicked again. A table of lobby turnstile scans appeared, the kind of list that made people feel safe because it reduced the chaos of humans to a line of data.

“This is everyone who entered,” Kline said. “Name, badge ID, time, turnstile lane, and camera confirmation.”

Tessa scanned the names and
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