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      Plati
      num floor, Codex Tower, Tyrismo, Tsaria, June 11
      th
      , 2013, 7:30 PM
    

    
      
    

    
      The evening was here at last, the sun beyond the horizon. However, the air was electric. Several streets were cordoned off from local traffic as the last race around the city circuit was entering its second lap. The cars gripped and flowed atop the road surface. The hum of the engines and screech of tires echoed throughout neighbourhoods. The vibrations climbed Codex Tower. Not much of a distraction for Max Hardwell, who was in the process of finishing the first version of a robot that he’d hoped would be the first in the line of revolutionary technology to bring a shift to the world.
    

    
       Another set of vibrations came through his office chair. His computer glowed slightly in the dark room. 
      Let’s see, that’s fifth, sixth and seventh place, the places from 8th to 12th must be really lagging behind. 
      He thought as he scanned the code for any errors. The software didn’t sense anything amiss, but no program is perfect.
    

    
       But what Max was creating was something he was trying to bring as close to perfection as possible.
    

    
       He sighed. There was nothing here, nothing amiss. It was good code, no bugs on the surface and nothing seemed to be hidden beneath. Max was a paragon of code. If there was a mistake, he’d have found it already.
    

    
       He turned in his chair as another wave of vibrations were sent upwards. The windows had a one-way tint. He could see out to the sprawling cityscape on the left and on the right he could see the dome at Tyrismo stadium slowly opening and the bright skyward lights slowly spilled out. But they couldn’t see him. Nor could they see what his attention was focused on.
    

    
       Still no 12th place racer. They were still on the way. One more vibration still to come. It was going to be a surprise. Just as much as the surprise Max was planning.
    

    
       He touched the cool metal body of his creation. Its 180cm silhouette was well-defined. It was the most human looking android to ever exist so far. Nothing Mikey Shockmann or Simon Stormyl crafted had been this human-like. But they advertise pure robots, with no logic in their brain, just mechanical slaves designed to follow their master’s commands with no way to retaliate.
    

    
       R0B3R7, the robot’s special ID, was going to be different. It is going to 
      think for itself
      , have its own logic, and possibly its own personality.
    

    
       Max had pondered, even from the very beginning, if he was teetering on the edge of danger. Was this a step too far? Every Sci-fi text he’d ever read and movie he’d ever seen had informed him that an AI of this strength has disastrous repercussions.
    

    
       
      Maybe this time things will be different. 
      He thought as he felt the vibrations of the driver in 12th place through the sleek polished metal. 
      They are way behind.
    

    
       
      His musings were interrupted by a knock at the door.
    

    
       “Enter!” He announced, a little louder than usual. He regretted the slightly higher volume immediately. He wondered who was behind the door. He was hoping it was the person who was carrying the suit, tie and pants he picked out. Just because R0B3R7 had no discernable gender distinctive objects affixed to its body, that didn’t mean that it couldn’t at least be presented to the public in a modest fashion. After all, R0B3R7’s purpose was to serve the courts and by proxy justice. And to have it be there, buck naked, and in all his shimmering metallic splendor would be awkward regardless if it had sexual organs or not.
    

    
       It was Adele Hardwell who entered Max's private office. She was carrying a box. “Sorry, I didn’t use my visitor’s card, I have my hands full.”
    

    
       “You knocked with your shoe?” Max asked with surprise.
    

    
       “Sorry, I didn’t know how else to get your attention.”
    

    
       Max smiled. He couldn’t stay mad at his life partner. “So, who told you to bring that box up?”
    

    
       “Nobody. I guess the mail carrier got busy and forgot. I was in the neighbourhood and wanted to check up on you anyway.”
    

    
       “A trip that took you past the mailroom.”
    

    
       “Have you forgotten that every floor that your company controls in this tower is open planned? I only had to look to see that this package was there, undelivered. I had to take a closer look to see if it was for a drone, but it turned out it was for you. So, who better to deliver your package than your sweet, loving wife?”
    

    
       “You didn’t have to do that. You probably worked overtime at the restaurant already.”
    

    
       She laughed. “I guess I didn’t, but I did.”
    

    
       “Thank you.”
    

    
       “Those clothes look expensive, who are they for?”
    

    
       “Him, Robert.” He pointed at his creation.
    

    
       “Him? But, he has no… you know.”
    

    
       “What? Penis?”
    

    
       She blushed. “Yes.”
    

    
       “Robots don’t recreate, thus they need no such thing.”
    

    
       “Yet you wish him to be a boy.”
    

    
       Max frowned. “The voice I chose, although mechanical in nature, has a masculine quality to it, that is what makes it a he.”
    

    
       Adele shrugged. “If you say so.”
    

    
       “You should head home, don’t worry, I won’t be far behind. There are just some last minute things I want to do with Robert and then I'll come home.”
    

    
       “Promise?”
    

    
       “Promise.”
    

    
       “Alright. Be home by 10 or there will be no dinner for you.”
    

    
       “Damn! Well, if I miss my deadline, I'll have to cook something for myself, and it won't be anywhere close to what you cook.”
    

    
       Adele laughed and she walked out. Max was still grateful to himself for selecting such a fine woman to wed.
    

    
       She closed the door and it shut and locked automatically.
    

    
       Max gazed upon the bare metal structure again. R0B3R7 was curved, but also flat when it came to human structure. It had no abs or muscles, it had no ‘fat,’ no belly, no ribs showing. Not the most ideal human body one could have, but a common body that was fully structured out of wire and metal. Smooth, and reflective.
    

    
       Max parted his hand from the cool metal. The vibrations in the floor announced the final lap of the race down below. Again, the forerunners were in a group of four, however, Max couldn't tell the exact distance the vehicles were from one another. He was too focused on his creation.
    

    
       He dressed the robot in the prosecution outfit that he spent about half as much as it cost for the parts, construction and R&D of his robot. Max almost choked at the price when he saw it, but it was a perfect outfit for a robot that he hoped would be programmed for perfection.
    

    
       He looked over at the monitor. 
      Robert can't be allowed to harm anyone, ever! 
      He thought.
    

    
       He recalled one of the great science fiction writers, 
      Isaac Asimov, 
      who devised three rules for robots to follow. Adding in the lines of code was the easy part. Assigning them to a file was also easy. Adding them to R0B3R7’s protocols was again easy. Executing them was going to require a test. One Max was already equipped for well in advance as hidden in a now dark corner of his office was a battleaxe designed for display. It had some weight behind it, but it wasn't a very handy weapon. The first swing could knock someone out, but you'd be lucky to kill with just one strike.
    

    
       The tricky part was hiding the file, or securing it. Cyber security, especially in regards to a robot that may or may not cause harm depending on its programming and AI, was very important. The file that contained the code that would prevent R0B3R7 from killing someone, no matter what command was issued or the instance that said command held, had to be in a state where not just anyone can access it or, worse, remove it.
    

    
       But once that part was dealt with, and Max was certain that he was the only living person who could change R0B3R7 into a potentially deadly machine, he opened a simulation folder. It was a 2 year old court case with a guilty verdict. Max erased the logic the prosecutor in that case had used and checked to see if R0B3R7 could recreate it, or infer new logic.
    

    
       R0B3R7 intoned, in a mechanical male voice, his feelings on the case, and that he too saw that the trail could've ended in guilty, and then surmised his own logic that was separate from the logic the actual prosecutor used, only R0B3R7's reasoning was presented in a more believable light.
    

    
       Max was proud and tears were welling up in his eyes.
    

    
       
      Just one more test, 
      he thought. He crossed the room. He was so engrossed that the other sets of vibrations for the race passed by unnoticed. The laws of robotics were in a secure file and protected with a password, something not even his wife, who knew everything there was to know about him, would be able to guess. It was long and complex, something he wrote down and hid in a secret draw that requires solving a complex puzzle to even open.
    

    
       Once he did that, once he was sure that neither the laws could be altered and the password that would allow any alteration or deletion of the file was inaccessible, he walked into the corner.
    

    
       Robert’s mechanical, glowing green eyes followed its ‘father’s’ movements. The race was likely over now. There were still vibrations coming through the building. But they were so tiny that no human could pick them up, but Robert was aware of them, not that he would say they were there, they were, in his mechanical brain, inconsequential. If they had any meaning, Max would’ve voiced as much. But all Max could do was think about what those vibrations meant for the racers, but that was earlier when he too could feel them, but the races at the stadium were too far away.
    

    
       Max returned, the battleaxe was in his grasp, R0B3R7 detected nothing in its creator’s face. He certainly wasn’t struggling in carrying the axe. 
      That axe mustn’t weigh much. 
      Its logic told it.
    

    
       Max put the battleaxe in the robot’s well-crafted hands. The robot’s observations were proven true. The well calibrated sensors that were in most parts of its body told it that the battleaxe was 1.5kgms. Sure not heavy for what it was, but easy enough to carry.
    

    
       “Now, Robert, strike me down!” Max commanded. Robert had no emotional sensors installed in it, likely because such things were still years, if not months, in the future, so it didn’t notice how light the tone was. It was a command that carried the seriousness it needed.
    

    
       It checked its coding thoroughly. “Sorry.” Its mechanical voice intoned. “But I am unable to bring harm to any human.” To show its dedication to its programming by dropping the axe in such a way that it wouldn’t come anywhere near its creator.
    

    
       Max clapped. “Good job, Robert. You’ve made me proud.”
    

    
       “I don’t understand ‘proud.’”
    

    
       “That’s okay, Robert, you don’t have to, not yet. You may not be perfect yet. You are only the first version of you. There will need to be updates and upgrades. But you are, in my opinion, perfect enough.”
    

    
       “Yes. I am programmed for perfection.”
    

    
       “Alright, that’s enough for today, shut off.”
    

    
       R0B3R7 obliged. The green glow slowly faded, and all the mechanical sounds it was making echoed into silence.
    

    
       Max sat down with a crash. The clock on his computer read 8:30PM. 
      Man, 
      he thought, 
      how time flies.
    

    
       He contacted David Mercury, the CTO of Parallel Parties.
    

    
       “Hey boss, still in the office?” David’s dark voice came through with exceptional quality through the mobile’s speakers. “I thought you’d be home by now.”
    

    
       “I’m sorry, just some last adjustments to our perfect product.”
    

    
       “Still working on Robert? Just because Aloysius Monroe purchased the rights to use him as a prosecutor in court, it doesn’t mean that others are going to follow suit.”
    

    
       “I know, but I think he’s perfect now.”
    

    
       “Really? Tell me more.”
    

    
       “I ran two tests—”
    

    
       “Just two? That’s all the paragon of coding needs to proclaim perfection?”
    

    
       “David! He passed the logic test and the ‘bring no harm to humans’ test.”
    

    
       “Bring no harm to humans? I don’t think that was part of the original programming. It certainly wasn’t a part of logic 3.0.”
    

    
       “Robert won’t be working by commands alone, he’d also have AI. I know it’s dangerous, but we are trying to bring in a new age here.”
    

    
       “I understand, and I’m glad you thought about the dangers and removed them. But I just hope this doesn’t end up blowing up in any of our faces. The last thing our company needs is a scandal. Especially dealing with our prosecuting robot.”
    

    
       “I understand the issues, so I limited the chances.”
    

    
       David sighed. “I still think this is a bad idea. Listen—” But before David could argue further the phone went dead.
    

    
       “David?” Max said with concern. He tried to get another connection, but nothing was happening. He wondered why this was happening, but before he could come to any reasonable conclusion there was a beep. Someone was opening the door with their scan card. “Adele? I told you I would come home!”
    

    
       The door swung open, but there was nobody there. He was confused. He got up and went to the door. He went into the corridor and looked around. No movement. He felt something eerie in the air. But what could it be? He went back to the office, the door was still open. He closed the door behind him and went toward his computer off, wishing to leave the office in complete darkness—
    

    
       Then he felt a sharp pain and was knocked unconscious.
    

    
       Max Hardwell’s body was discovered the next day at 8:30AM. Someone… or something… had bludgeoned him to death.
      



    
    
      Chapter two: The Dawn of Investigation
    

    
      
    

    
      Mara Fields’ alarm blared at 7 in the morning. Her eyes shot open and she rubbed the tiredness out of them. She rolled her blanket up and practically launched out of the bed. The mattress was semi-stiff, not the best, but she just acquired this apartment, and it was still in a ratty state. She was lucky that the bed was included as furniture.
    

    
       The blinds were brown and tattered and coated in a heavy layer of dust. 
      The landlord could've at least had the courtesy to clean this place up. 
      She thought. Just another thing to add to her long list of chores.
    

    
       She made the bed and then prepared herself breakfast. She changed her radio's frequency to the police frequency. Maybe today is the day she actually gets to investigate crime instead of reviewing cases and doing paperwork. She actually wanted to put her recently minted title of junior detective to work, but for three weeks now, there had been no need for her. She wanted a chance, and she hoped that one would show itself.
    

    
       
      Today is going to be the day.
       She psyched herself up. She didn't think about all the times she thought this thought before and the disappointment that came from it when evening came and there was still no crime for her to involve herself with. No scene assignments, just overlooking cases that have already concluded and doing a stack of paperwork thicker than most novels.
    

    
       She was halfway through her morning meal when she overheard: “10x at Codex Tower, I repeat, 10x at Codex Tower.”
    

    
       ‘10x’ was the Rhomodian international code for a body found with clear signs that they were attacked by a yet unknown assailant. But what really drew Mara’s attention was the location of the crime. Codex Tower. There were three gaming companies that export creations from within, one of which being Parallel Parties, which had created many of Mara’s favourite point-and-click adventure games. In fact, she’d go as far as calling herself a major contributor of the company as she purchased many copies of their games for friends and family. She probably made just over 10% of the company's profit — of course, that was her assumption — and she knew that her gifts may not have been appreciated, but it was always about the thought.
    

    
       She picked up her phone and made a call to the office, it was answered almost immediately.
    

    
       “Detective Fields? What’s up?” The clerk asked.
    

    
       “Tell Donovan (the man on the radio) that I’m taking the call to Codex Tower.” Mara said.
    

    
       “Roger.”
    

    
       Mara shovelled down the rest of her breakfast, she knew the consequences might be acid reflux at best, or an upset stomach for half the day at worst. She practically hovered down the stairs to the ground floor. It didn’t take long as she started from the fourth floor, and besides, she’d never had the patience to take the elevator.
    

    
       Mara's personal car was a little over seven years old, but for something ranked just above a junker it was reliable. It grunted into life and shuddered for a few hundred meters and then it was smooth sailing.
    

    
       When she got to Codex Tower, there were already some other police cars and officers were chatting with each other. She parked in an area that one or more of them had prepared for her in advance.
    

    
       “You must be Fields.” Said a male at around the same age as her, not a local judging by his voice and actions. “You won't believe it, but the top guy is giving you the shots on the classic side of the coin.”
    

    
       “Huh? I'm the lead?” She questioned.
    

    
       “Yes.” Replied a female officer who was a few years older than her. “This case was initially assigned to be completely overviewed by Dr Smith. When he heard that you were coming down, he checked you out, and declared that you will lead the non-forensic side and he'll head the forensic investigation.”
    

    
       “I feel honoured.” Mara said. “Well, what are you waiting for, the door is not locked.” The male said.
    

    
       Mara went inside. The welcome lobby was just as she imagined. To say it was a gamer's paradise would almost be an understatement. Arcade cabinets, retro consoles and every console available at time, including Rhomodian consoles, like the Face Platform, were all available and there were several of these consoles in the area. Plus some of the most powerful PCs that could be built during 2012 were also in the back, there were 6 rows of three pc setups with comfortable seats and headsets.
    

    
       The area was empty, Mara guessed the police presence was currently deterring customers to Codex Tower's playroom, but the building was gaining profit from other avenues, so having the playroom out of commission for a few days wouldn't impact the bottom line too much. They'd likely still be well in the black when this is concluded.
    

    
       The elevator was decorated with pixel art of 90's characters, including Mario and Sonic. There was a card scanner on the left side of the elevator. Mara took out her blue FORMAL scan card and placed it against the scanner. The light went from red to green with a satisfying 
      beep.
    

    
       
      The ride to the seventh floor took less than a minute. The platinum floor, named so because only the best of the best were allowed up here. There wasn't much of a presence when the doors opened.
    

    
       The floor was made of cubicles coated in platinum paint, the office chairs were custom-made, they looked like thrones and were more comfortable than clouds. The floor was covered in red carpet with gold trim. If it wasn’t for the view through the big glass windows, one would think they’d stepped into a castle that happened to have an office room.
    

    
       Even the scents were luxurious as Mara made her way through the empty area. Lilac, honey and summer breeze, all vying to be the most noticed smell in her nostrils. It was a lovely mixture of odours, but she couldn’t allow any more distraction.
    

    
       A forensic investigator was walking her way.
    

    
       “Where’s the crime scene?” She asked him.
    

    
       The investigator pointed her toward Max’s office. She curtseyed and went by him.
    

    
       The door to the office had two statues on either side, metal suits as expected on a floor where everything else had a castle feel.
    

    
       Her heart leapt in her chest as she entered the room and saw a giant metal form on one side of the room.
    

    
       “Woah!” She couldn’t help but verbalise.
    

    
       A 163cm tall man in a teal suit, black tie, white shirt and wearing a wool hat stopped dusting nearby. “You must be Mara Fields.” The man said nonchalantly.
    

    
       “Who are you?” She asked.
    

    
       The man bowed. “Dr Daniel S Smith, at your service.”
    

    
       “You're the one in charge of forensics, yes?”
    

    
       Dan shook his head. “No, I’m heading the forensic side of this investigation.”
    

    
       “Yes, that’s what I meant.”
    

    
       Dan nodded. “Yes, I thought so.”
    

    
       “Did you identify the victim?”
    

    
       “He’s at the hospital, his body has already been identified. Max Hardwell, does that sound familiar?”
    

    
       She shuddered. She couldn’t hide her sadness that the CEO of her favourite game company had passed, and not by nature either, so she was as angry as she was sad. “Who did this? How did they do it?”
    

    
       “Who is questionable, there are a few suspects at this time, but none I can narrow down yet.” Dan pointed at a battle axe. “What killed him? The answer is that ax. I can’t lift it, so it is very heavy, plus his blood was on it.”
    

    
       “Prints?”
    

    
       “Well, you see that handsomely dressed android? One set on the weapon belongs to him and the other set to his creator, Max.”
    

    
       “Why not suspect the robot?” Mara asked.
    

    
       “Well, we don’t know what he – it is capable of, and whether it is capable of it by its own will.”
    

    
       “So, maybe he was being controlled by someone else?”
    

    
       “That is a potential, but the witness who called this in suggests otherwise.”
    

    
       “Witness?”
    

    
       “Gabriella Zamora, she’s a cleaner here, she discovered his body. She mentioned that the light on the scanner was green and that the door was ajar.”
    

    
       “Sounds like I should talk to her.”
    

    
       “Talk to David Mercury too if you can find him.”
    

    
       “Huh? The CTO? Why?”
    

    
       “Well, he’s the new best coder in the building with Mr Hardwell dead, maybe he’ll have something to add to the investigation.”
    

    
       “Any idea where Gabriella and David are?”
    

    
       “Gabriella is in the female washroom cleaning, as for David, he asked for everyone to return home, maybe he’s at his home?”
    

    
       “Why didn’t Gabriella return home?”
    

    
       “She’s got the least personal connection to the victim, thus she disapproved of the bereavement leave.”
    

    
       “I guess she has less of a mess seeing as nobody other than us is here to make it.”
    

    
       “And we clean up after ourselves.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The female bathroom was sleek and silver, there was even a bonsai tree and zen garden display in the corner. It was atop a table with a holder with a retractable basket. The basket contained shampoo, conditioner, ointments, skin cleansers, hand soaps, deodorants, perfumes and feminine hygiene products. There were also three shower stalls along with 8 regular stalls. It smelt like waterfall spray in here. The counters and basins were spic and span. There were baby changing stations painted silver and cleaner than a cleanser. It was a gorgeous place.
    

    
       There was a Latin-American woman in the centre with a cleaner's cart nearby. Both looked like they fit the beauty and civility of the bathroom, and despite her brown skin, she had a regal aura, as if she belonged on the platinum floor. Mara wondered if she wore her stylish cleaning uniform on all floors or if there were separate outfits for seperate floors. But she quashed those thoughts, after all, how would that information benefit the initial investigation?
    

    
       “Hola senorita, here to use the facilities?” Gabriella asked. Her Mexican accent took Mara out of the immersion that this floor was royal. Sure, she’d heard that Spain at one time had a monarchy, but the royal families around today were primarily English speakers with no Spanish, Mexican or other Latin American accents in sight.
    

    
       “No, I’m detective Mara Fields.”
    

    
       “Ah! Si! You’re here about senior Hardwell, no?”
    

    
       “Yes, I’m sorry.”
    

    
       “Why?”
    

    
       “I heard that you were the first to witness it.”
    

    
       A tear slowly came from Gabriella’s left eye. “Si, remembering it now… it sends the chills across my body.”
    

    
       “I understand.”
    

    
       “I see why you are sorry now.”
    

    
       “Mind telling me what happened?”
    

    
       “I guess I didn’t go into much detail on the phone.” Gabriella wiped her face with a cloth. “I’m still a bit shaken up. Finding Senor Hardwell like that… It was pretty gruesome.”
    

    
       “What made you check on him?”
    

    
       “His door. It’s typically locked. But this morning the light was green.”
    

    
       “Which light?”
    

    
       “On the scanner, senorita. It's usually red when I pass by, but not this morning.”
    

    
       “So, the door wasn’t locked?”
    

    
       “I know, it makes no sense, the door locks whenever it fully closes. I also think there is a timeout for the lock. But I think you should ask David about that.”
    

    
       “I’ll add it to my list.”
    

    
       “I checked the door to see why the light was green. It was ajar, senorita! Ajar!”
    

    
       “The last one to use it didn’t close it properly?”
    

    
       Gabriella nodded. “I gave the door a little push, only to see the blood and it was coming from his head.”
    

    
       Mara wrote information on her pad. “Where was the battleaxe at that time?”
    

    
       “It was leaning, handle first, against the table.”
    

    
       
      Exactly how it was at the scene when I visited. 
      Mara thought. “Was there anything else out of place at that time?”
    

    
       “I wouldn’t know. Until then, I had never been inside Senor Hardwell’s office. He keeps his own space clean, so my access card is not registered to his scanner.”
    

    
       “Okay, I feared as much, but what about the outside?”
    

    
       “The outside?”
    

    
       “You may never have previously entered the office, but surely you’ve passed by it multiple times during your duties. Maybe you noticed something different on the exterior of the office?”
    

    
       Gabriella started mopping in deep thought. As she put the mop into the bucket for another soaking her expression changed. “Yes, one of the statues in front of Max’s office has changed position since last night. Both of them are flush against the wall now, but last night, the left one was about seventy five centimetres from the door.”
    

    
       
      Suggesting that someone may have been hiding behind it to enter Max’s office while Max left to go to the toilet or something. 
      Mara thought. “Thank you, Gabriella, have you cleaned either statue today?”
    

    
       “Only the right one. I had a feeling I shouldn’t touch the other one. Besides, cleaning it escaped my mind due to discovering the body.”
    

    
       “Well, I’m going to have the lead forensic officer have it examined thoroughly, would you mind keeping your clothes and sprays away from it until it is cleared from police custody?”
    

    
       “Yes, senorita.”
    

    
       “Would you happen to know where David Mercury lives?”
    

    
       “No, but maybe ask the people in your network?”
    

    
       “And I’m supposed to be the detective.” Mara pouted.
    

    
       “Everyone makes mistakes.” Gabriella softly smiled.
    

    
       Mara left the bathroom, she went to Dan and asked him to examine the statue and she asked for David’s home address. Dan informed her of the address and said that he’d look into the statue in question.
    

    
       Mara went to her car. She wondered where this case was heading, and what David had to say. She also wondered who else was involved in this whole thing? Who else could she find with motives? How many suspects could she uncover, and what was the ultimate truth waiting at the end of this case? She shook in excitement and anticipation as she drove over the smooth roads toward David Mercury’s house and to, as she hoped, truth.
      



    
    
      Chapter Three: Technical Evidence
    

    
      
    

    
      David Mercury's house was a two-storey Elizabethian with blue paint and stunning silver trim. The door was a sleek white, polished to the point Mara could see part of her reflection. One of her hairs had gone awry, so she fixed it into place before using the gold knocker that bolstered a phoenix design.
    

    
       David opened the door.
    

    
       The first thing Mara noted about him was his business casual attire. He had muscles and height. He wore no hat and was well tanned. The image of a businessman. The last thing you'd imagine him as was a CTO at one of the best gaming companies on the planet. If it wasn't for the fact that he was on the posters created by Parallel Parties to advertise themselves, nobody would even guess he was associated with the gaming world at all.
    

    
       “A junior detective? Did they run out of senior guys?” David asked. His voice was dark and smooth. He'd sounded like he neither smoked nor drank.
    

    
       Embarrassment flashed on Mara's face. “Yes… I am a junior detective, but Dan put me in charge.”
    

    
       “Detective D S Smith did that? He must sense your potential. Hey, sorry about the earlier comment, it's just, well, you have no partner and you guys are usually pushing papers.”
    

    
       “It's okay. I get it a lot.”
    

    
       “Why are you alone?”
    

    
       “I don't know, I guess I just didn't pick up a partner.”
    

    
       “Just wanted to get to it. That spirit would've gotten you hired in my business. What is your name?”
    

    
       “Mara Fields.”
    

    
       “Mara Fields? The Mara Fields! Now I'm really sorry about that comment. I'm standing in front of a legend. Hey like: 
      Wizard's Peak: When Legends Meet.
      ” He laughed.
    

    
       “I currently have the best time and high score in that game.”
    

    
       “I know. I can't believe I'm finally meeting you in person! You've purchased many copies of many of our games. The sales manager goes on and on about you. Mara Fields this, Mara Fields that. You're as much part of the office as the coders, I don't think there's a single person in the tower who doesn't know about the contributions you've given to our company. I'm amazed you have no stock options.”
    

    
       “Should I invest?”
    

    
       “No, no. You're investigating a murder that happened in Codex Tower, my boss's murder in fact.”
    

    
       “Are you already aware of Max's death? What made you think murder?”
    

    
       “You forgot to disable the homicide displayed on your badge.”
    

    
       She checked her badge, and yes, there it was, ‘Mara Fields, Junior Detective, homicide.’ She slapped her face.
    

    
       “Why don't you come in and make yourself at home. Sit in front of the fire for a bit. I hear warmth is good for slap-related injuries.”
    

    
       “Aren’t you fun to be around.” She said as she entered his domicile.
    

    
       For some reason, the house felt larger on the inside than on the outside. A grandiose staircase painted gold with silver trim, a red carpet with sapphire trim coming down the middle. An expansive living room with several bookcases, each containing books on coding and computers, a grandiose fireplace. Magnificent would be putting it lightly.
    

    
       “Is there anything I can get you?” David asked.
    

    
       When Mara finally closed her jaw she nodded. “Let's start with a hot drink. What tea do you have?”
    

    
       “All sorts, Indian chai, Earl Grey, English Breakfast—”
    

    
       “Jasmine? Chamomile?”
    

    
       “Yes and yes.”
    

    
       She sat down. “Pick one. I want it to be a surprise.”
    

    
       “From Jasmine and Chamomile?”
    

    
       She nodded.
    

    
       “Anything else?”
    

    
       “Tea first, and then I want some information.”
    

    
       “For you, I'd happily oblige.”
    

    
       David went to the kitchen and returned with two cups of hot beverages. When it cooled, Mara took a sip from her cup. Jasmine tea. Its fragrance, to her, was phenomenal.
    

    
       “So,” David sipped his drink, it smelt strong, maybe coffee. “What did you want to ask?”
    

    
       “Do you know Gabriella Zamora?”
    

    
       “Oh, yes, she's a godsend. Not only does she keep our spaces and bathrooms clean, she keeps us clean too.”
    

    
       Mara raised an eyebrow.
    

    
       “She has provided me with grooming tips on many occasions,” David clarified. “Why, without her, I'm not sure if I'd be as handsome as I am today.”
    

    
       “You're putting a lot of stock into a woman's word.”
    

    
       “That's not something I'd like to hear from a woman. Don't be so fast to put your own gender down like many Earth men have done for centuries.”
    

    
       Mara coughed. “Sorry.”
    

    
       “It's okay.”
    

    
       “She discovered the body.”
    

    
       “Yes, poor thing. And she's still working.”
    

    
       “I know, I met her in the bathroom.”
    

    
       “I see. Why did you bring her up?”
    

    
       “I was getting to that. She said that the light on the card scanner was green when she saw it.”
    

    
       “Ah yes. The door had been ajar when she found it.”
    

    
       “You sound like you were well aware of that fact.”
    

    
       “Well, before the police informed me of the crime and I had to give everyone one day of bereavement leave, I was keeping tabs on a lot of things, including that door. I'd noticed that Max's door had been left ajar for 11 hours and 20 minutes when I last saw the counter timer for that door.”
    

    
       “You say it like it's not a surprise.”
    

    
       “Well, in this case it turned into a surprise. You see, this would be the 10th, maybe 11th, I honestly lost count, time he'd left his door ajar overnight. It was becoming a bad habit because that count started a week and a half ago. I can't tell you how many times it has happened when Parallel Parties were just us three in a garage.”
    

    
       “Three?”
    

    
       “Guy Alder, our chief writer. If it weren't for him, most of the games you played wouldn't have a story.”
    

    
       “I hadn't realised he'd been working for you since then!”
    

    
       “Yeah, it's a hard bit of trivia. Even Max forgot that he was there from the beginning during a trivial night, but to be fair, he did have one too many.”
    

    
       “So, about that scanner.”
    

    
       “Ah, back to that, I see, you don't miss out on anything, do you?”
    

    
       “How does it work?”
    

    
       “You scan your card and if the scanner has it on its whitelist, you can get into the room it's protecting. Simple.”
    

    
       “Who controls the whitelists?”
    

    
       “The one who made the cards, Fiona Millennium, and I.”
    

    
       “Fiona Millennium? Wait, I know her!”
    

    
       “Of course you do. You have high scores and best times on all of the games she's a part of. She's in the opening credits and in the end credits.”
    

    
       “Okay, let's get back to the scanners.”
    

    
       “What more could you ask?”
    

    
       “When cards are scanned by the machines, is a record made?”
    

    
       “Yes.”
    

    
       “May I see the record from around the time the door was left ajar.”
    

    
       David sighed and his face turned heavy. “I was afraid you'd ask. That's why I printed it out in advance.”
    

    
       “Something about how you say that makes me think that you are having a hard time believing the printout.”
    

    
       “Have a look for yourself,” he got up, opened a nearby drawer, took out a piece of paper and handed it to her. “You'll see why I'm confused and distraught.”
    

    
       She looked at the last card scanned by the scanner. ‘
      Fiona Millennium
      ,’ it read, ‘
      8:45, entry granted.
      ’
    

    
       Mara couldn't believe her eyes. She blinked and rubbed them, but nothing could change what she was seeing. It was a damning piece of evidence. Almost 
      too 
      damning.
    

    
       “I don’t understand…” Mara felt lost for words. “Why is her card here?”
    

    
       “I wish I knew, but she was the one who made the cards and controlled the readers. I know Max asked her to not have access to Max’s office, but I guess she decided against that.”
    

    
       “If she's involved, then she must have a motive.”
    

    
       “True, I know the boss and her had a falling out about the prosecuting robot, R0B3R7, or Robert. But even I don't think that's enough motivation for Max's death.”
    

    
       “There must be other suspects.”
    

    
       “Yes, I guess there are others. Like me, I had my reasons and no alibi. He called me via video chat, I answered on the phone and I could've walked to his office and our call was cut off. There is also his wife who is still upset about how their son turned out and her voice and his were both recognised by the voice module behind the door and of course Lawrence Hardwell would also be a suspect, as Max's son, he stands to inherit quite a sum from this ordeal if he is cleared of guilt.”
    

    
       “I can't imagine you as a suspect.”
    

    
       “I'm the CTO, and I've been there from the beginning, I'm as much of a paragon of coding as Max was. I'm next in line as the big boss. Even if Lawrence came into the office he wouldn't be able to become CEO because of an agreement I signed when Parallel Parties went from a garage to several offices in Codex Tower.”
    

    
       “Well, as long as you consider yourself a suspect, I'll have to ask you not to leave town. But are you his killer?”
    

    
       “If you're going to ask questions like that, you'll have to wait until I have my lawyer, besides, you'd need more than just motive and opportunity to arrest me. You'd also need evidence.”
    

    
       Mara was flabbergasted, she didn't think David knew that much about the law. All this time he'd seemed like just a powerful coder, but the more she conversed with him, the more it seemed he was more than that. “Ok, about the voice module, how did you know what voices were on it?”
    

    
       “As CTO, I have access to a lot of tech. I have access to Robert and his files, all the scanners and the info they caught and of course the doors that have voice modules. They only recognise voices and activate with certain commands, the microphones in them are not made to record, so any conversation anybody had inside Max's office never made it to me.”
    

    
       “I see.” Mara thought for a bit. “And the doors, do they have sensors?”
    

    
       “Well, you already know about what happens when they are left ajar, but the counter doesn’t begin until the door has been left ajar for at least five seconds. There is nothing that shows when the door opens from the inside or who opened it or even if someone used the door to enter or leave.”
    

    
       Mara took a sip from her tea. “Well, thank you for answering almost all my questions. But would you mind trying to stay in town? I mean, we may have other questions later, and you didn’t answer one of my questions.”
    

    
       “I will stay in town. Have a nice day, Detective Fields.”
    

    
       Mara left. She was uncertain about what could happen next, why didn’t David say anything when Mara asked him if he was a killer? Was he guilty, or maybe he’s protecting someone or something? Or was he just paranoid?
    

    
       Mara made a call to Dr Smith.
    

    
       “Hello, Dan speaking, how may I assist you?” Dan replied.
    

    
       “It’s me, Fields.”
    

    
       “Ah, Mara, find anything new?”
    

    
       “I asked David if he was the killer—”
    

    
       “That’s not something you should ever ask anyone.  You’re a detective, not a lawyer.”
    

    
       “Sorry.”
    

    
       “So, anything?”
    

    
       “Yes, the last person to use the scanner outside of the victim’s office was a woman named Fiona Millennium. Her card was accepted by the scanner and the door was opened by it.”
    

    
       “I was afraid you’d say that.”
    

    
       “Why is that?”
    

    
       “I checked the statue as you asked, I uncovered her fingerprints all along the back of it. She must have been hiding there.”
    

    
       “Why were you afraid of that?”
    

    
       “It's just, well, there is still much to be desired.”
    

    
       “Well, we should still arrest her, right? I mean, with all this suspicion about her we have little choice.”
    

    
       Dan sighed. “Very well. I put you in charge of your part of the investigation. We are still looking into things and waiting for the autopsy, but if you would like to put her in custody, you may do so.”
    

    
       “I will.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was midafternoon in the bustling market district when Mara arrived at Fiona’s apartment. She had issues getting to her place, swimming through the crowd of hungry people was a difficult thing for her to do, but she made it to her place shortly.
    

    
       She climbed up three floors. The apartment building was certainly much more beautiful and fancy than her own. The decor within was so beautiful and intact. There wasn’t a single scratch or single speck of dust to be found.
    

    
       Mara found Fiona’s door, it was white and decorated with flowers in pixel art, she didn’t know why the flowers, but at least the pixel art connected her to the world of gaming.
    

    
       She knocked and a slender 32-year-old woman with dark hair answered the door. She was wearing a poker visor and flowery attire. She smelt like lilacs. “Yes?” The woman said, her voice was light and high.
    

    
       “Fiona Millennium?” Mara asked.
    

    
       “Yes, that’s me, what can I do for you, detective?”
    

    
       “I’m sorry, but I have to arrest you on suspicion for the murder of Max Hardwell.” Mara took out her cuffs.
    

    
       “What?”
    

    
       “Just calm down, turn around and put your hands behind your back.”
    

    
       “You’re serious, aren’t you, why am I a suspect?”
    

    
       “We have discovered damning evidence of your involvement, as such, we must arrest you for further questioning.”
    

    
       “Seriously? An arrest? You could’ve at least asked me to come down to the station.”
    

    
       Mara sighed. “Would you join me at the station then?”
    

    
       “May I have a chance to call a lawyer?”
    

    
       “You have one minute, starting now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
    

    
      Two countries away and later in the day, at least according to their clocks, Alex Turner and Paul Armadan were working through the law firm’s paperwork.
    

    
       “Man, why does Simon get to mope around Asqualian Park?” Alex complained, and looked out the window of the fourth-story office enviously at Simon walking a path through the park, moping all the way.
    

    
       “Again with this? I’ve already told you.” Paul said.
    

    
       “You’re his boss, why not force him to work?”
    

    
       “Because, that would be illegal. We must consider Mr Blueford’s feelings.”
    

    
       “He still won, and saved that man.”
    

    
       “Yes, at the price of having another innocent take the fall, Penelope was also quite harsh on him and on her and her representative.”
    

    
       “Why didn’t you defend her?”
    

    
       “She asked for public representation, she was insistent on it, now get back to work.”
    

    
       
      Simon Blueford, the fallen attorney, 
      Alex thought. 
      I hope that never happens to me.
    

    
       
      The phone rang, Alex answered it. “Amardan and Co, this is Alex Turner, attorney at law, how may I direct your call?”
    

    
       “You work with Paul Armadan?” Fiona asked.
    

    
       “That’s right, may I ask who I am speaking to?”
    

    
       “Yes. My name is Fiona Millennium–”
    

    
       “Wait! The Fiona Millennium, as in–”
    

    
       “Yes, look I’m short on time, a detective Fields would like to discuss my involvement in a recent murder at Parallel Parties. Would you come over to Tryismo to be my legal representative?”
    

    
       Alex looked at Paul. “Why not ask Paul Armadan?”
    

    
       “Paul is a stellar attorney, so anybody working with his firm would be good enough in my opinion, now will you represent me or should I ask Sabastian Stallion instead?”
    

    
       “We will be over soon.”
    

    
       “What was that about?” Paul asked.
    

    
       “We have a new client in Tryismo, we should hurry over.”
    

    
       “Okay, you prepare the teleportation crystal, I’ll go over to Simon and see if he’d like to come. It would be good for him to venture out, and that might clear up some of that negative headspace.”
    

    
       “Good idea.”
    

    
       The three gathered in the office ten minutes later, by then they guessed Fiona was already in custody. They set up the portal and entered through and were soon on the platform of Tryismo train station. They asked the guard for directions to the police station, and they were happy to oblige. But what were they about to discover, and what evidence did the police have against Fiona? Will this case go to trial, and what then? So many questions, and the first person to get answers from was none other than Fiona herself.
      



    
    
      Chapter Four: Fiona’s Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The halls leading toward the interrogation rooms were dismal, the light spotty at best, dreary at worst. Cracks on the stone wall, green moss seeping in. It felt like a dungeon. Maybe that was the intention? No matter the reason, the journey made Alex uneasy. He looked at his mentor, he seemed unfazed.
    

    
       “If you think this is horrifying, you should see the haunted house where I used to work.” Paul said.
    

    
       “You worked at a locale with a haunted house?” Alex asked.
    

    
       “Yes, Simon and I went there recently.”
    

    
       “Oh! You mean the carnival where that body was uncovered was where you worked?”
    

    
       “Yes, for a few years.”
    

    
       “Now I want to know more.”
    

    
       “Focus, Alex. We're here.”
    

    
       The metal door to interrogation room 2 was cold to the touch and smelt musky and of rust.
    

    
       Mara Fields and Fiona Millennium awaited them inside, both displeased about the room and its ascetic.
    

    
       “Detective Fields, may we have a moment alone with Ms Millennium?” Paul asked.
    

    
       “Off the record?” Mara asked.
    

    
       “Yes.”
    

    
       Mara raised her hands in defeat. “Okay, but don't try anything funny, I'll be on the other side of that door.”
    

    
       “Thank you.” Alex said as she left.
    

    
       “Did you say anything to the police?” Paul asked.
    

    
       “I haven't said a word about anything since Mara came to my doorstep. What evidence do they have against me anyway?” Fiona replied.
    

    
       “Not sure yet,” Alex said, “but you wouldn't be here if it in itself wasn't enough to convince a jury on its own merit.”
    

    
       “I see. How long will I be here?”
    

    
       “They can only hold you for up to 24 hours,” Paul said. “Unless the D.A moves to charge you for the crime.”
    

    
       “Looks like you have some time to work something out.” Fiona said.
    

    
       “I can't promise anything. I'm not a magician.”
    

    
       “I still want to know what the police have against me.”
    

    
       “I guess we could tell you as soon as we know.” Alex said.
    

    
       “But the police or Aloysius Monroe are probably going to prevent us from finding out.” Paul pointed out.
    

    
       Alex sighed. “So, what gives with your arrest? We may not have evidence yet, but what about you?”
    

    
       “Alex, I'm going to see what I can get from Mara,” Paul interrupted. “Will you be okay with the defendant for the time being?”
    

    
       “I'll be fine, well Fiona, are you wary of anything that may have led you here?” Alex continued as Paul departed.
    

    
       “I don't know the means or opportunity,” Fiona shrugged. “That policewoman didn't say anything about that, but I am aware that Max and I were not in the best spot when it came to our business relationship. But I had no personal vendetta against him. He never did anything untoward to me and he and I never dated, that would be against policy, and he was married. Even before I joined Parallel Parties.”
    

    
       “I see, so you do have some motive against him,” Alex said. “I hope you realise that any motive you may have will be used against you. What is this motive?”
    

    
       “Are you aware of the Parallel Parties secret project?”
    

    
       “Wouldn't be much of a secret if I did.” Alex shrugged.
    

    
       “Its name is R0B3R7, we simply call it Robert.”
    

    
       “Saves on using numbers,” Alex interrupted, “you say he is an ‘it?’”
    

    
       “As the name implies, R0B3R7 is a robot.”
    

    
       Alex waited a second, but she said no more. “What is his directive? And how did his existence lead to you having some form of motive?”
    

    
       “You're either going to be surprised or amused,” she tapped her sky-blue painted fingernails on the cold metallic desk that seperated detainee and lawyer. “Robert is a prosecutor. I wanted to work on the team that designed him, but instead I was to focus on his opponent.”
    

    
       Alex was shocked. “Law battling robots? Are you kidding me?”
    

    
       “Yes, and maybe soon we'll be seeing Robert in the courtroom soon. Who knows, maybe Max finished the 1.0 version of him last night? It wouldn't be beyond him to do so.”
    

    
       “Wait, ‘soon?’ Do you mean to say that he's already been purchased?”
    

    
       “Yes, the whole office knows that Aloysius Monroe purchased it in advance.”
    

    
       “Gosh! Wait, what about its opponent? You guys are working on a defence bot too?”
    

    
       “Yes, 4U571N, or ‘Austin,’ that robot is still in beta, hell, we haven't even come up with a design concept. Code is pretty solid, but it doesn't mean much if we don't have a bot to put it in. So, basically, you need not fear losing your job to a robot just yet, and even if Austin was ready, the bar association would have to purchase it, it wouldn't go to a law firm, it would wind up in the public defender's office.”
    

