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Prologue: The Spark
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Vivian Carter lingered near the rear of the crowded university auditorium, the tail end of the "AI in Business" panel buzzing around her like lingering static. Her vibrant tiger-print scarf, a signature flourish, was draped loosely over one shoulder, a splash of bold pattern against the muted tones of the academic setting. With a final, decisive click, she jotted one last insightful note on her sleek tablet, her brow furrowed in thought, before tucking the device securely into her spacious leather bag.

The panel discussion had just wrapped up, leaving a palpable hum of intellectual energy in its wake. The final speaker, the esteemed Professor Alistair Kessler, a man with a distinguished air and a neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard, was now holding court with a small knot of eager attendees near the brightly lit stage. Moments earlier, he and a poised, sharply dressed woman with an aura of quiet competence – Professor Lillian Cho, her dark hair pulled back in an elegant style – had engaged in a stimulating dialogue, dissecting the multifaceted applications of artificial intelligence in fields as diverse as predictive policing and corporate forecasting.

Vivian said softly, to herself, her eyes wide with a burgeoning sense of wonder, "So... if AI can actually delve into the complexities of data and predict emerging trends with real accuracy? It’s almost... perceptive."

As she stood contemplating this, Professor Alistair Kessler, having concluded his conversation with another attendee, turned his gaze, sweeping across the remaining audience. His eyes unexpectedly lingered on Vivian’s face, holding her gaze for a moment longer than mere politeness dictated. He extended his hand, a warm smile gracing his lips. "Indeed, it can, Mrs...?"

“Carter,” Vivian replied, returning his smile. “Vivian Carter.”

“Vivian Carter... Carter,” he repeated slowly, a note of thoughtful recognition in his voice.

“Yes,” Vivian said, smiling politely, a touch of pride entering her tone. “My daughter actually works here on campus. In security.”

Kessler’s expression shifted subtly, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his features. “Ah. Deputy Director of Security Nicole Carter.”

Vivian blinked, a hint of surprise in her eyes. “You know her?”

“I know of her,” he said carefully, choosing his words with precision. “Sharp. Determined. Doesn’t take surface answers at face value.” He paused, as if weighing something implicit. “The apple didn’t fall far from the tree, I see.”

Vivian chuckled softly, a warm sound. But Professor Kessler’s next words were delivered with a deliberate weight.

“What specifically brought you to the briefing this evening, Mrs. Carter? Such a diverse audience... always interesting to learn individual motivations.”

"Well," Vivian began, her enthusiasm evident, "I own a mystery dinner theatre in Old Town. We're always looking for fresh ideas, and I'm particularly interested in exploring the potential of using AI to create some truly dynamic and unpredictable murder mysteries.”

Kessler’s eyes lit up with a spark of academic interest. “Ah, a creative application! Well, there’s an introductory AI course running this term, just an overview. You might find it... enlightening.”

“Are you actually suggesting I enroll?” she asked, genuinely surprised by the unexpected suggestion.

“Only if you’re the kind of person who doesn’t like being left in the dark, Mrs. Carter,” he replied, his gaze holding a cryptic intensity for a fleeting moment before he offered another polite smile and moved on to greet another lingering attendee.

Voice off to the side, laced with familiar affection, "Mom!"

Nia, Vivian’s bright and energetic daughter, weaved her way through the thinning crowd, a cheerful wave directed at her mother. She was comfortably wrapped in her grandfather's old postal sweater, the blue & gray, a familiar and comforting sight.

"Thought I’d find you still lurking back here, trying to corner one last expert with your insatiable curiosity.", Nia says.

Vivian smiling, a touch of playful guilt in her expression, "Professor Kessler actually approached me, dear! Was my fascination that transparent?"

Nia grinning, playfully tugging at the sleeve of Vivian's jacket, "Only because I know you inside and out. Now, about that promised dinner... my stomach has been staging a silent protest since I received your text.”

Vivian laughed, a warm sound that cut through the remaining chatter, "Yes, yes, dinner is on. And I still maintain that the auto servicing company is entirely to blame for this impromptu chauffeur service. You were the closest rescue vehicle available! I wasn’t about to languish for two hours waiting for them to get downtown during rush hours to deliver me to my car."

Nia feigning mock offense, clutching her chest dramatically, "So, let me recap. I’m relegated to emergency transportation and a dinner date? The indignity!"

Vivian teasing, a mischievous glint in her eye, "You’re family, darling. That elevates you significantly above mere roadside assistance. Plus, it’s your absolute favorite little Italian restaurant. Consider it a perk of familial obligation, with complimentary garlic knots."

They began to stroll toward the auditorium exit as the last few attendees trickled out, their footsteps echoing softly in the emptying space.

Vivian gesturing back towards the now-vacant stage with a thoughtful expression, "You know, that email I received – ‘AI: Business Innovations Panel’ – I honestly didn’t anticipate the topic being quite so... intellectually stimulating. It really opened my eyes to a whole new realm of possibilities."

Nia, with a humorous tone, "So, does this newfound fascination mean you’re suddenly going to become a regular on the university panel circuit now?"

"Maybe more than just passively absorbing information. Professor Kessler mentioned an evening introductory AI course that starts next month.” Vivian says thoughtfully, “You already brave those late-night HR classes... perhaps it’s finally time I joined you in the hallowed halls of academia once more."

Nia, with a playfully raised eyebrow, a wide grin spreading across her face, "My fiercely independent mother voluntarily subjecting herself to the rigid structure of a classroom again? This, my dear Mother, I absolutely must witness firsthand! I’ll bring popcorn."

Vivian grinning mischievously, "You just wait, young lady. By the end of the semester, I might just end up building robots that serve us both dinner."

They dissolved into laughter, their voices mingling with the final echoes of the departing crowd as they stepped out of the brightly lit auditorium and into the cool, crisp embrace of the evening air, completely unaware that the seemingly innocent curiosity sparked tonight would soon ignite a chain of events more complex than either of them could possibly imagine.
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Chapter 1: AI Class ​
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Vivian Carter, her silver hair catching the last vestiges of twilight, exited the brightly lit AI classroom, a palpable energy radiating from her. Nia, her daughter, was waiting outside the door after finishing her own Human Resources class. 

They began walking towards the sprawling, mostly empty parking lot. The sun had dipped below the horizon, painting the western sky in dramatic streaks of fiery orange and soft violet. A gentle, cool breeze rustled the leaves in the towering oak trees lining the campus walkways, carrying the scent of damp earth and late-blooming jasmine. 

The parking lot, however, felt more isolated, the rows of parked cars casting long shadows under the dim, yellowish glow of the overhead lamps. Vivian, wrapped in a tiger-print jacket, was carrying a sleek black leather laptop bag slung over one shoulder. Nia, adjusting the straps of her purse and IPAD, her dark, springy curls bouncing with each step, walked beside her mother, a comfortable familiarity in their stride.

Vivian, excited, waving her free hand dramatically, "Nia, that was absolutely incredible! The way AI can meticulously analyze real-world crime trends and then construct logical, yet utterly baffling, mystery plots—it’s revolutionary! The possibilities are endless!"

Nia laughing, rolling her shoulders with a sigh of relief after a long day of lectures. "Mom, you’re acting like you just stumbled upon the secret formula for the perfect murder mystery, like you’ve cracked the Da Vinci Code of whodunits."

Vivian grinning, hugging her laptop bag closer to her chest as if it contained untold secrets "Because I just might have! Think about it, if AI can accurately predict patterns in human behavior, it can create mysteries with twists and turns that no one in the audience would ever see coming. We could even have dynamic endings that change based on real-time audience choices!"

Nia, raising a skeptical eyebrow, a playful smirk tugging at the corner of her lips, "So, what? You’re planning to replace all the poor, struggling writers in Hollywood with emotionless robots?"

Vivian mock gasp, clutching a hand dramatically to her chest, "Of course not, darling! That’s a preposterous notion! But just imagine the potential of combining cold, hard AI logic with warm, imaginative human creativity! It could elevate the entire theatrical experience. AI could craft intricate, multi-layered puzzles that would stump even the most seasoned mystery aficionados."

Nia skeptical, but a flicker of intrigue in her eyes "Right. And what happens when some genius, but morally bankrupt, criminal gets their grubby hands on this powerful AI and uses it to plan and execute actual, real-world crimes?"

Vivian smirking, playfully nudging Nia with her elbow, "Then perhaps they should just buy tickets to my murder dinner show instead of actually committing felonies. Better for their karma, and certainly better for my ticket sales."

Nia laughing, shaking her head in amusement at her mother’s unwavering enthusiasm "You are really, really into this AI thing, aren’t you?"

Vivian dramatically, lifting her sleek black leather laptop bag as if it held the very secrets of the universe, "Oh, honey. It’s not just about crafting a clever whodunit. It’s the future of entertainment as we know it!"

Nia stretching her arms above her head with a long, contented sigh, "The future of entertainment, in my humble opinion, is me finally getting home, pouring a generous glass of chilled Lambrusco Bianco, and turning on my aromatherapy diffuser. That’s the only entertainment I’m truly invested in analyzing right now."

Vivian feigning profound disappointment "Alas, you have no artistic vision, my dear."

Nia grinning, her dark eyes sparkling with amusement, "Nope. Just a deep and abiding appreciation for the simple pleasures: wine, a comfortably hot shower, and the soothing scent of lavender essential oil."

They continued to walk across the increasingly dim parking lot, their footsteps echoing softly on the asphalt. Vivian, her mind still buzzing with the possibilities of AI in storytelling, was lost in her own thoughts, occasionally mumbling fragmented ideas under her breath.

Vivian, thinking out loud, her brow furrowed in concentration, "What if AI could actually predict crimes before they even happened? Like, using complex data patterns to identify potential killers before they... before they act?"

Nia raising a hand, shaking her head emphatically "Nope. Absolutely not. That’s where it crosses the line from fascinating to downright creepy. We are venturing into ‘Minority Report’ territory, Mom."

Vivian grinning mischievously, "And you know what they say, Missy. Creepy is what sells tickets."

Suddenly, a sharp, jarring sound ripped through the relative quiet of the parking lot. A muffled cry, abruptly cut short, was followed by the distinct scuffing of shoes against the rough pavement. Then came a sickening, heavy thud, the unmistakable sound of a substantial weight impacting the ground.

Nia stopping abruptly mid-step, her fingers tightening instinctively around the strap of her purse, her eyes wide with alarm "Mom... did you just hear that?"

Vivian’s playful demeanor instantly vanishing, her gaze sharp and serious as she scanned the dimly lit rows of parked cars "Yeah. And it didn’t sound good at all."

A low groan followed – a pained, barely audible sound, like someone desperately struggling to draw breath. It seemed to be emanating from behind the long line of faculty parking spots, near the edge of the lot.

Nia, gripping her purse strap tighter, glancing nervously at Vivian, her voice hushed, "Nope. There is absolutely no way. We are not doing this, Mom. This is precisely how perfectly normal people become the first victims in every single horror movie ever made."

Vivian already stepping forward with a determined stride, clutching her sleek black leather laptop bag like a makeshift shield "Nia, are you seriously suggesting we just walk away when someone could be seriously hurt and in need of help?"

They cautiously rounded the corner of a large, dark-colored SUV and froze, the breath catching in their throats.

A man was slumped precariously against the side of a late-model sedan. He looked as though he was trying to regain his balance and stand, but his body was slowly sagging back down toward the cold, unforgiving pavement. A dark, ominous stain was rapidly spreading across the pristine white fabric of his dress shirt, blooming like a grotesque flower. His chest rose and fell in shallow, unsteady gasps, each breath seeming to be a monumental effort.

Vivian gasping softly, her concern overriding her initial shock as she rushed towards him "Sir?! Can you hear me? Are you alright?"

The man’s eyelids fluttered weakly, his face contorted in pain, but he didn’t respond, his eyes unfocused and glazed. Vivian suddenly recognized the familiar face – it was Professor Alistair Kessler, the very speaker who had so intrigued her several weeks ago.

Professor Kessler tried speaking. His voice was raspy and barely a whisper. “Research...its proof.”

Nia panicked, her voice trembling as she fumbled frantically through the contents of her purse. "I—Oh my God, oh my God... I need to call 911! Right now!"

Her hands shook uncontrollably as she tore through her bag, scattering its contents in her desperate search.

Vivian, her face etched with worry, pressed her hands firmly down on the spreading stain on Professor Kessler’s chest, her instincts taking over as she tried desperately to slow the flow of blood.

Vivian urgent, her voice strained with fear "Nia, now! Please, he’s losing far too much blood! Every second counts!"

Nia, frustrated, breathless, still frantically searching through her purse, "Where the hell is my phone?! I know it’s in here somewhere!"

She upended her purse onto the dimly lit pavement – keys jangled, a stick of chewing gum fell out of its wrapper, her heavy, full-sized perfume bottle landed with a soft thud, tubes of lip gloss scattered – everything but the one thing she desperately needed.

Vivian, desperate, looking up at her daughter, her voice laced with urgency, "Nia! Just call from my phone! It’s in my bag!"

Nia turned, her movements jerky with panic, and began to frantically dig through Vivian’s sleek black leather laptop bag. "Where? Where is it?"

Before Vivian could direct her, somewhere in the rows of parked cars, the powerful engine of a vehicle roared abruptly to life, followed by the unmistakable squeal of tires slicing through the tense silence of the night. Whoever had done this was making their escape.

Vivian looked up, her heart pounding in her chest, as the distant, mournful wail of approaching police sirens began to fill the air, growing louder with each passing second.

A wave of relief washed over both Vivian and Nia at the sound of approaching help. Vivian remained kneeling beside the still-unresponsive professor, her hands now stained crimson, while Nia stood up, her eyes scanning the entrance to the parking lot, trying to flag down the arriving officers. The harsh glare of the squad car headlights cast long, sharp, dancing shadows across the asphalt, illuminating the grim scene.

In that one surreal, horrifying moment, as the sirens wailed closer, Vivian felt a chilling stillness settle over Professor Kessler’s body beneath her hands. The blood was still flowing, a dark, viscous tide staining her hands, but the life of Professor Kessler had visibly drained away.
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Chapter 2: Confrontation
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The harsh beam of a tactical flashlight blinded Vivian and Nia as a uniformed officer barked orders; his voice was amplified by the tense silence of the parking lot. The red and blue flashing lights of the cruisers painted the scene in lurid, alternating hues, casting long, distorted shadows that danced across the asphalt. The metallic scent of blood hung heavy in the cool night air, mingling with the faint smell of exhaust fumes. Several officers fanned out, their hands hovering near the butts of their holstered firearms, their expressions grim and wary.

"Hands where we can see them! Now!" The closest officer shouted, gun drawn.

Vivian and Nia remained frozen in place, shock and disbelief warring on their faces. Vivian slowly raised her hands, her fingers trembling almost imperceptibly. Nia hesitated for a fraction of a second, her breath catching in her throat as she darted a panicked glance between her mother and the armed officers.

Nia whispering through clenched teeth, "Mom... what is happening? Why are they pointing guns at us?"

A uniformed officer, his face etched with professional detachment, knelt beside the slumped figure of Professor Kessler. He pressed two gloved fingers against the side of the man’s neck, his head tilted in concentration as he searched for a pulse. 

After a brief, agonizing moment, he looked up and shook his head grimly, just as a figure with a more authoritative air strode purposefully towards them – Detective Reyes.

Officer grimly, confirming the obvious " No pulse. He’s gone."

Detective Reyes approached the scene, flipping open a sleek black tablet. His sharp, intelligent eyes methodically scanned the immediate surroundings, taking in every detail.  Authoritative, his voice cutting through the tense silence, addressing the uniformed officer, "Alright, Johnson, Miller, check the ladies for weapons and secure their IDs. Davies, see if the victim has any identification on him."

Vivian and Nia were instructed to keep their hands raised as two officers, their movements swift and efficient, patted them down for any concealed weapons. Their driver’s licenses were retrieved and handed over to Detective Reyes, who glanced at them briefly, his expression unreadable.

Detective Reyes,  addressing Vivian and Nia, said in a direct and demanding tone, "Who are you, and what the hell happened here tonight?"

Nia’s voice was low and tight with indignation. "You have our IDs. You already know who we are."

Vivian spoke, her voice remarkably controlled despite the tremor in her hands.  "I’m Vivian Carter. This is my daughter, Nia. We just came out of our classes. As we got into the garage, we heard a commotion. We came over to see what was wrong, and—"

Nia cutting in, her voice shaking slightly but filled with urgent conviction, "The person who did this is getting away! We saw someone running through the parking lot, heading that way," she gestured vaguely towards the far exit, "right before you guys got here! We even heard a car speeding out of the lot!"

The uniformed officers exchanged skeptical glances, but none of them seemed particularly concerned by Nia’s frantic assertion. Her frustration began to simmer.

Officer #1, folding his arms across his chest, his gaze openly skeptical, "You just happened to stumble upon a dying man? In an empty parking lot at night? This doesn’t look good, ladies."

Vivian opened her mouth to argue their innocence, but before she could utter a word, Officer #3 gestured pointedly towards her bloodstained hands, his eyes narrowed with suspicion.

Officer #3, narrowing his gaze, "Why don’t you two explain why you're both hovering over a dead body with blood all over your hands?"

Vivian, exhaling slowly, trying to maintain a steady tone despite the rising panic, "We didn’t do this. We just—we found him like this. He... Professor Kessler... he was still alive, barely, when we first got here. I was trying to help him."

Detective Reyes, his tone measured but firm, his fingers flying across the screen of his tablet as he documented the scene, "So you knew the victim? Professor Kessler? Did he say anything before he died? Anything at all?"

Nia swallowed hard, her eyes darting nervously towards her mother before she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. "He said... 'Research. It’s proof."

A flicker of something crossed the detective’s face – a brief flash of interest, perhaps even concern. He continued to methodically document the scene on his tablet, then looked back at them, his expression carefully neutral.

Detective Reyes asks earnestly, "Did he say anything else? Did he name someone? Did he give you any indication of what happened?"

Vivian shaking her head slowly, her eyes filled with a genuine sadness. "No. He was barely conscious. He was holding on by a thread."

Reyes exhaled sharply, his gaze dropping to Kessler’s lifeless body before he gave a short, almost imperceptible nod to Officer #2.

WITNESS OR SUSPECT

"Bag their hands," Detective Reyes says in a take-charge tone.

Nia stiffening, her voice laced with disbelief and confusion, "Wait—what?! You can’t be serious!"

An officer, his movements deliberate and impersonal, pulled out two clear plastic evidence bags and stepped towards them with gloved hands.  "It’s standard procedure, ma’am. You have blood on your hands, and potentially other evidence. We need to preserve any potential evidence for forensic analysis."

Vivian nodded slowly, a reluctant understanding dawning in her eyes. She held out her hands, her fingers still slightly trembling, as the plastic bags were carefully slipped over them and secured at her wrists with evidence tape. Nia, however, looked utterly horrified, her eyes wide with disbelief and a growing sense of injustice.

Nia stammering, her voice rising in protest, "You think we did this? We just told you what happened! We were trying to help him!"

Detective Reyes, his tone calm but firm, brooking no argument, "And you’ll both have ample opportunity to tell your side of the story in much greater detail down at the station. But right now, you were found at the scene of a homicide, and you’re the only other individuals present. We have to follow the procedure. We have to be thorough."

The full weight of their predicament finally crashed down upon them. They weren't just witnesses; they were suspects.

Vivian exhaled slowly through her nose, consciously schooling her features into a mask of calm. She knew that arguing with the officers at this point would likely be counterproductive.

Vivian carefully choosing her words, her gaze meeting Reyes’s "Then by all means, be thorough, Detective. And perhaps focus your efforts on finding the person who actually committed this crime before you waste too much valuable time on two innocent bystanders."

Reyes met her steady gaze for a long moment, his sharp eyes studying her face, searching for any hint of deception. Then, without another word, he turned and gave a curt signal to the other officers to begin processing the crime scene. 

The air crackled with tension as Vivian and Nia stood there, their hands encased in plastic evidence bags, watching their worst nightmare unfold under the cold glare of the police lights.

––––––––
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CAMPUS SECURITY

Across the sprawling campus, Deputy Director of Security Nicole Carter strode purposefully towards her office after a grueling day of meetings and administrative tasks. As the head of Brookewood Haven University’s security, she was accustomed to dealing with a wide array of issues, from IT issues, disgruntled parents, and rowdy students to the occasional petty theft or faculty dispute. But as she rounded the corner of the science building and her eyes fell upon the flashing red and blue lights illuminating the usually quiet faculty parking lot, a knot of unease tightened in her stomach.

She quickened her pace, her hand instinctively brushing against the campus-issued radio clipped to her belt. The Brookwood Haven University polo shirt she wore instead of a standard uniform, tucked in with the same crisp precision she had maintained during her years as a Chief Warrant Officer in the Navy, felt suddenly constricting.

Something was profoundly wrong. No alerts had come through her campus security dispatch, no urgent text messages from her team – yet the local police were already on the scene, their presence radiating an ominous gravity. Why had campus security been bypassed? Why hadn't she been notified?

Nicole was tall and possessed a natural, quiet authority that commanded attention. Even before she spoke, people instinctively noticed her presence. 

As she moved swiftly towards the unfolding chaos, the acrid scent of burning rubber and engine oil from the parked cars filled her nostrils, a stark contrast to the usual clean air of the campus. It mingled with the distant, muffled sounds of campus nightlife – students laughing, music drifting from dorm windows. 

The flashing lights from the police cruisers cast eerie red and blue reflections against the slick asphalt, lending the scene a surreal, nightmarish quality. Her pulse pounded in her ears, a frantic drumbeat against the growing dread in her chest.

Nicole, her face a controlled mask hiding her frustration, her tall, athletic frame radiating confidence, strode through the cluster of uniformed officers. 

Her frustration shifts to confusion, then dread when she spots two familiar figures in the middle of the chaos—her mother and sister, standing with their hands bagged in plastic. 

Nicole’s heart slams against her ribs. "No. No, no, no—what is going on?"

The tension in the air is thick, buzzing with static from police radios and the low murmur of officers exchanging clipped orders. A uniformed officer shoots her a wary glance, but she doesn’t slow down.

Nicole, her voice cutting through the low murmur of police activity, "Carter. Deputy Director of Security. What the heck is going on here? And why are the local police the first responders? Why didn’t you contact Campus Security as soon as you came on the property?  We didn’t receive any notification of an incident on university grounds."

Detective Reyes is a man whose weathered face and tired eyes spoke of countless late nights. He turned slowly, his expression impassive as he sized her up, his gaze lingering for a moment on her security badge before he spoke, his tone dismissive.  "Not your jurisdiction, Carter. This is a homicide scene under active investigation by the Brookewood Haven Police Department."

Nicole’s jaw tightened, a muscle twitching near her temple, but she held her ground, her arms stiffly at her side. She cast a sharp glance at the surrounding police officers before her unwavering gaze returned to her family. The harsh, unforgiving glare from a nearby streetlamp cast deep shadows across her face, sharpening the lines of her expression.

Nicole challenging, her voice sharp with indignation. "It is my jurisdiction when it's my campus, Detective.” Her voice dropped, gaining a dangerous edge, “And it sure as hell is my jurisdiction when my own family is being treated like prime suspects in your murder investigation."  Nicole’s gaze flicked towards Vivian and Nia, who stood huddled together, their hands encased in clear plastic evidence bags, their faces etched with fear and confusion. Nicole gesturing towards them, her voice unwavering, "Why do my mother and sister have evidence bags? What possible justification do you have for treating them this way?"

Vivian exhaled in visible relief at the sight of her daughter’s arrival, her shoulders slumping slightly. But Nia, her youthful face tight with restrained anger, immediately jumped in, her frustration spilling over. She took a step forward, her hands balling into fists at her sides, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.  Angrily, her voice trembling as she motioned towards the grim scene, "Tell them, Nicole! Tell them we wouldn’t hurt anyone! We were trying to help him!"

Nicole’s gaze softened as she locked eyes with her mother, noting the slight tremor in Vivian’s fingers despite her outward composure. Her mother was trying to be strong, but Nicole could see the concern lurking beneath the surface. Nia, on the other hand, was a live wire, her emotions threatening to snap. Nicole took a deep, steadying breath in hopes of also calming Nia down, then turned back to Reyes, her voice measured but firm.

Nicole's voice was calm but demanding an explanation: "Detective, I want to know, on the record, why the local police were the first to respond to a potential crime scene on university property, and why campus security, my department, wasn’t even notified of an incident."

Reyes raised a skeptical eyebrow, clearly unaccustomed to being challenged by a university security officer, especially on his own crime scene.

Detective Reyes coolly, his tone laced with condescension, "Because, Deputy Director Carter, this is a murder investigation. A man is dead, the victim of a violent crime. And your family 'just happened to be here' when my officers arrived. That tends to raise a few red flags."

Nicole’s eyes flicked to the still form lying on the pavement – Professor Alistair Kessler, the eerie stillness of his body under the flashing police lights sent a shiver down her spine. The dark, spreading stain on his shirt, barely visible under the harsh artificial lighting, was a blunt testament to the violence he had endured. She knew him, not well, but enough to recognize his face from faculty meetings. This had just escalated from bad to a full-blown crisis.

Nicole carefully, her gaze flicking back to Reyes, her voice dangerously low, "You really think my mother and sister, two unarmed civilians, murdered Professor Alistair Kessler in the middle of a brightly lit parking lot and then just... stuck around to chat with the police?"

Reyes shrugged, his face remaining an impassive mask as he made a quick annotation on his tablet, then flipped the cover closed with a decisive snap. His expression remained unreadable, but Nicole, with her years of security experience, sensed that he wasn’t entirely convinced of their guilt either—he simply wasn’t ruling them out, not yet.  "Stranger things have happened, Deputy Director."

Nicole’s jaw clenched, her teeth grinding almost imperceptibly. She knew how this looked – two women, one with blood on her hands, beside a dead man. But she also knew, with a certainty that resonated deep within her, that her mother and sister were incapable of such violence.

Nicole turned back to Vivian and Nia, forcing her voice to remain steady and reassuring. The night air had grown colder, a damp chill seeping into their clothes, and the grim sounds of police officers shuffling evidence bags and snapping photographs punctuated the tense silence.  "Tell me exactly what happened. From the very beginning. Don’t leave out a single detail."

Vivian exhaled slowly, a weary sigh escaping her lips, and nodded, finally allowing herself to relinquish control of the situation to her capable daughter.

Vivian calmly, her voice measured despite the lingering shock, "We were walking to the car after my AI class. We heard a noise—like a struggle, a cry. When we got closer, we saw him, Nicole. Professor Kessler. He was still alive, barely. He said something... something before he died."

Nicole sharply, her gaze flicking between her mother and sister, "What did he say? Every word is crucial."

Nia glanced at her mother, her eyes wide and still filled with a lingering fear, before answering, her voice barely above a whisper.  "He said... 'Research. It’s proof.' And then... and then he just... stopped breathing."

Nicole took a deep, steadying breath, her mind already racing as she tried to piece together the fragmented information. She turned back to Reyes, her gaze direct and unwavering.

Nicole’s eyes flicked towards the campus security cameras mounted nearby, their unblinking lenses silently observing the scene. Her mind clicked into place, a plan forming. What transpired in this parking lot should have been captured on video.  Nicole was calm, but her voice carrying a pointed authority "Detective, before you jump to any conclusions, you’ll want to review the campus security footage. Every angle is covered in this area. I’ll pull it myself immediately."

Nicole turning back to Vivian and Nia, her voice firm and reassuring, "Listen to me, both of you. Cooperate fully with the officers. Answer their questions as best you can, but don’t volunteer anything. Don’t fight them on anything. I’m going to do everything in my power to get that footage to the police quickly, and once they see it, you’ll be cleared."

Detective Reyes, flatly, his expression unchanged, "I'll send one of my guys to the security office to get a copy of the footage once we’ve processed this scene. No need for you to interfere, Carter."

Nicole held his gaze for a long beat, her eyes conveying a silent promise. Then, with a curt nod, she turned and headed briskly towards the security office, her mind already formulating a plan. She knew one thing for certain: if the police were fixated on her family, they were wasting precious time looking in the wrong place. And if Reyes wasn’t going to take her seriously, then she needed to find someone who would.

She pulled out her phone, her fingers dialing a familiar number. The line rang once before a gruff voice answered.

Nicole low, her voice urgent and determined into the phone "Marcus. I need your help."
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Chapter 3: Digging Deeper
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The faint hum of the university’s lifeblood – the ventilation system circulating cool air, the distant whir of unseen machinery – barely registered as Nicole passed through her security department techs’ cubicles. Inside, the relentless fluorescent lights cast a cold, unwavering glow, illuminating the multifunctionality of the space her techs occupied: the cluttered desks, the haphazard stacks of equipment and cords.  

Inside her Deputy Director’s space, the office was much more organized.  It included a stand-up desk and multiple monitors.  

Nicole Carter sat rigidly in her high-backed chair. Her fingers drummed a restless rhythm against the smooth surface of the tabletop while she silently waited for her computer to complete the login. 

Nicole muttering to herself, her gaze fixed on the pixelated image of the parking lot, “Alright, Professor Kessler. You’re not the only one who knows how to research. Let’s see if I can unearth the real story for the police so that they can move on to actual suspects.”

With swift, precise clicks of the mouse, her fingers danced across the keyboard, navigating the university’s intricate digital network. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she fast-forwarded the security footage of the faculty parking lot, her internal clock pinpointing the estimated time of the murder based on the digital record of her mother’s AI class schedule – a new endeavor Vivian had embraced with characteristic enthusiasm. 

Nia, she knew, would have been out of her HR class fifteen minutes prior, likely pacing near the Tech building, impatiently waiting for their walk to the car. The well-trodden route from the building to the parking lot was a mere four-minute stroll. She thought about how scared Nia had been, but refocused her thoughts. The sooner she found the correct time, the sooner she could get her sister and mom released.

That narrow window of time became Nicole’s focus. Her sharp eyes darted between the multiple minimized screens, cross-referencing access logs, meticulously scrutinizing timestamps, desperately searching for any flicker of the truth hidden within the digital noise.

The main parking lot camera feed flickered erratically, then stabilized, displaying the scene from a cold, detached overhead angle. Nicole watched, a knot of dread tightening in her stomach, as the small figures of Vivian and Nia appeared in the frame, their movements imbued with a desperate urgency as they knelt beside the collapsing form of Professor Kessler, their attempts to offer aid heartbreakingly futile. But there was no sign, not even a fleeting shadow, of the violent struggle Nia had recounted, no indication of an attacker – only the tragic, irrefutable aftermath.

Nicole leaning closer to the monitor, her eyes narrowing with a growing sense of violation, “Where in the world is the rest of it? I know the adjacent camera angle should provide a different perspective, a wider view of the scene, but I keep seeing the exact same truncated sequence. A vital piece of the story has been removed."

She rewound the footage and played it again, her gaze unwavering, dissecting each pixel. Still, the missing portion remained stubbornly absent, a gaping digital void where crucial evidence should have been. 

Nicole froze the video, her eyes scanning every stationary object in the parking lot. She searched for the telltale sign of someone ducking behind the hulking metal bodies of parked cars, lurking near the unyielding concrete pillars, desperately trying to remain hidden from the cold, unblinking eye of the camera. 

Nothing. With a frustrating sigh that hitched in her throat, she allowed the video to advance a few frames, then froze it again, repeating the painstaking process several times, her hope dwindling with each fruitless scan. Then, a subtle anomaly at the very periphery of her vision snagged her attention, a digital whisper in the visual silence.

On the feed from the last camera angle near the parking lot exit, a dark, indistinct vehicle, its headlights conspicuously absent, silently rolled out of the parking garage, a little too fast,  at precisely the same time as the estimated attack. The data of the system logs confirmed that the gate’s automated arm had been raised using Professor Kessler’s unique access badge, but the driver remained frustratingly obscured. The harsh, unforgiving glare from a nearby streetlight washed out any clear identifying features, reducing the crucial detail to an overexposed, useless blur.

Nicole gritting her teeth, muttering under her breath, her frustration a tangible thing in the small office, “Someone used his access to get out. But who would be so brazen? Did the Professor have a clandestine meeting planned? An unexpected visitor before the attack? But if so, why would they flee the scene, leaving him for dead in the middle of the parking lot?”

A cold dread, sharp and visceral, coiled in her gut, a certainty that this was far more intricate, far more sinister, than a simple mugging that had gone tragically wrong. With swift, decisive clicks, her fingers flew across the keyboard, downloading the crucial segment of footage onto a secure drive and simultaneously sending a terse, encrypted WhatsApp message to Marcus.

Nicole texting Marcus, “You need to see this now. Someone deliberately wiped the struggle from the security footage. And a vehicle left the parking garage using Professor Kessler’s access badge right after it happened, driving without headlights.”

DETECTIVE TATE

The instant her thumb hit the send button, the distinct sound of approaching footsteps echoed from the hallway outside her office. A second later, the door creaked open, and Detective Marcus Tate stepped inside, his phone simultaneously emitting a soft ping to announce the arrival of her urgent message. 

Marcus, a towering figure easily clearing six foot four, still carried the broad shoulders and solid build of his college football days, a gentle spoken man with a keen, observant gaze. He glanced down at his phone, a flicker of concern crossing his features, before his eyes met Nicole’s, his expression unreadable.

It had been well over two years since Marcus Tate had last seen Nicole Carter, and the passage of time had only served to etch her striking beauty with a layer of formidable intensity. Their paths had separated after high school, both following in their father’s footsteps.  He went to college and then the police force. She went on to a distinguished career in the Navy. They had maintained a steady, comfortable companionship until a distance had grown between them two years prior, a silence born of Nicole’s injury and unspoken words. Receiving her unexpected, urgent phone call had been a genuine shock, a stark indicator of the gravity of the situation.

Marcus still holding up his phone, a hint of a wry, concerned smile playing on his lips. “Looks like I arrived just in time for the digital premiere. Alright, Carter. Lay it on me. Show me what you’ve unearthed.”

Nicole quickly filled Marcus in on the bare bones of the unfolding tragedy: the bewildering police interrogation of her mother and sister, the damningly incomplete security footage, and the chilling certainty that something was profoundly, dangerously wrong. 

Then, with a frustrated sigh, she rewound the parking lot footage once more, this time slowing it down to a painstaking crawl around the precise moment Professor Kessler collapsed. The glaring anomaly remained; the violent struggle Nia had vividly described was conspicuously absent, a digital ghost. The only visual evidence was Vivian kneeling beside the professor, her hands stained crimson, desperately trying to cradle his failing body.

Nicole, pointing at the screen, her voice tight with a mixture of frustration and disbelief, “This isn’t how it happened, Marcus. I know my mother and sister. They wouldn’t just stand there watching, and they certainly wouldn’t have hurt anyone like this.  Someone deliberately, expertly tampered with this footage. They erased the truth.”

Marcus leaned closer to the monitor; his brow furrowed in deep concentration as he watched the truncated sequence play out again. He noted the consistent timestamp, the unwavering progression of time, but then, a fleeting, almost imperceptible anomaly caught his trained eye – a brief, ghostly flash of headlights appearing and then instantly vanishing a fraction of a second before Kessler’s final collapse. His jaw tightened, a muscle twitching near his temple.

Marcus quietly, his voice edged with grim certainty, “You’re right, Nicole. Someone meticulously, professionally edited this. And they knew exactly what they were doing.”

He leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed over his broad chest, his mind already racing through the chilling implications. If someone had gone to such lengths to digitally manipulate security footage, it suggested a level of premeditation and coordination that went far beyond a spur-of-the-moment crime. It meant two terrifying possibilities: the killer had a skilled accomplice, and the cover-up was already in full swing.

Nicole firmly, turning to face him fully, her gaze unwavering, “You believe me, then? You don’t think I’m just being a protective daughter?”

Marcus sighing, rubbing the back of his neck with a weary gesture, his eyes meeting hers with a reassuring sincerity, “Yeah, Nicole. I believe you. I’ve known you for too long to think you’d jump to conclusions like this. But this changes everything. This isn’t just some random, senseless killing. It was planned, orchestrated, and someone with intimate knowledge of the university’s security systems – and the technical expertise to manipulate them – is deeply involved."
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