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CHAPTER ONE


Mysterious Package


MONDAYS WERE ALWAYS the worst. Alan sipped his first cup of coffee and stared glumly at a massive listing of unread emails in his in-box. Opening one, he scowled at it unenthusiastically. Just another request to conduct a phone interview on a reasonably routine automobile accident case. Those interviews, although a welcome distraction from reviewing datasets all day, were rarely exciting and typically lasted half an hour. He closed the email and marked it unread. He would come back to that later.






Alan Harrison had worked in the insurance industry for most of his adult life. He had worked in both technology fields and operational roles, and he was currently doing a little of both as a research analyst for The Adamant Insurance Group’s CIU team. The claims investigative unit did everything from simple fact-finding for minor accidents to serious fraud investigations. Alan’s work was rarely that exciting, though; he mostly did routine research and handled the occasional phone interview. 






“Good Morning, Alan,” a voice called from the doorway of his small office. He looked up from his computer screen to see Stacy Collins, one of the office assistants, standing just inside the door, holding a small brown package. 






“Hi Stacy, how was your weekend?”






“Oh, you know dinner in Paris, a night at the theater in London.”






“So takeout and binging Netflix again?”






“Pretty much, what about you?”






“Add in reading a book about the effect of modern hyperscale data centers on the environment, and it’s about the same. What do you have there?” he inquired, pointing his bearded chin at the package.






“Oh, I almost forgot this came for you. " She leaned in and put the small package on the end of his desk. It was plain, with only his name and address and no return label.






Alan frowned as he picked up and weighed the package. It was small, fitting comfortably in his hand, and very light. “Who did this come from?” he asked as he curiously looked at the box from all sides.






Stacy shook her head slightly, tossed her blond hair around, and shrugged. “I have no idea; it came by courier, with no return address or anything. I assumed you were expecting it. It isn’t part of some case file?”






“No, I’m not working on anything that exciting right now, or ever really,” he mused glumly.






“Maybe you’re about to have an adventure," she smiled as she turned to go.






“Well, that would be new!” he returned to her departing back. She waved a hand without turning and went down the hall.






Alan rubbed his beard absently while he regarded the package. An unmarked couriered package wasn’t something that happened to him every day. In fact, he couldn’t think of it ever happening. Shrugging to himself, he opened the brown paper wrapping, revealing a plain brown box beneath. 






Thinking the package couldn’t be more ambiguous, he opened the small box and peered inside. A sleek, palm-sized, oval, white object was nestled in a small amount of the same brown wrapping. The device had no markings. Around the middle of the object was an LED light ring, currently dark. He rubbed a finger on the surface of the odd device. It felt cool to the touch.






Pulling it out of the box, he turned it over and discovered a flat bottom with a small recessed button in the middle. He touched the button lightly with his finger, but hesitated to press it. Looking in the box, he saw nothing else: no instructions, no notes. Putting the object on the desk, he took out the packing material and checked underneath. Still nothing. This was quite a mystery. 






Returning to the device, he studied it for a few moments more, trying to think of any possible origin for it being sent to him, but there was nothing. Finally deciding, he pressed the small button on the device’s underside. Nothing happened. He pushed it again, holding it down for an extended period. This time, he was rewarded with a melodic tone. The LED ring around the middle lit up with a white light. Steady at first, it began to rotate slowly around the device, eventually speeding up and alternating between white, yellow, and finally green. The light went out after circulating the device in its green form for several seconds.






“Well, that isn’t very helpful," he mumbled.






The LED lighting flashed momentarily at his voice, and a soft female voice answered him. “What do you need help with?”






Alan’s eyes widened. Obviously, it was some digital assistant gadget. They were everywhere these days. His phone, his smart watch, his refrigerator. Why, though, did someone send him this one? 



“Right now, I need help understanding who sent you to me,” he answered lightly.






“I don’t know if I can help with that. I’m unsure where I am, who you are, or how I got here. Maybe you can help with more data?”






“I am Alan. You arrived in an unmarked box from a courier, and you are at the offices of The Adamant Insurance Group.”






“Alan, nice to meet you. I am Layla. I am unfamiliar with The Adamant Insurance Group beyond the publicly available information about the company. There are several Alans in the public employee listing. None of them seems to appear in my database.”






“Alan Harrison, I work in the CIU as a research analyst.” Alan didn’t quite understand why he was so open with this strange device, but something about the voice and the tone made him feel at ease. 






“Alan, I didn’t find you in the public information about the company, but additional searches through social media have given me more details about you.”






“What is your origin? Who made you?”






“I don’t seem to have that information,” she replied. Alan got the impression she was a little frustrated by this fact.






“What can you tell me about yourself?”






"My name is Layla. I am an autonomous, multi-modal neural architecture, powered by a next-gen SoC with an integrated heterogeneous compute core. My on-device processing and seamless cloud synchronization are handled by a high-bandwidth, unified memory fabric, enabling real-time analysis of terabytes of data with a token throughput exceeding 100 million per second. My hardware includes capabilities to process audio as well as video inputs." 






“Video? You can see me?” Alan lifted the device closer to his face and examined the LED ring. Between the tiny lights, he could see the small camera lenses. They were spaced evenly around the center of the object.






"My visual sensory array consists of ten multi-spectrum 8K imagers, strategically positioned to create a dynamic, real-time photonic mesh. This allows me to perform omnidirectional spatial mapping and high-fidelity object recognition across my entire operating environment." 






Returning Layla to his desk, Alan sat back in his chair and regarded her silently for a moment. “You really have no idea who created you?” 






“I know my chipset is manufactured by Aethera Dynamics. That isn’t particularly helpful, though, because they are the second leading maker of chips of this kind on the market. I don’t have any information on my construction or training.”






“I’m not sure where to go from here, Layla. You are quite mysterious. Clearly, someone sent you to me for a reason, but I’m damned if I know what that reason is.” 






“Maybe you could help me find out. Aren’t you an investigator?” she inquired hopefully.






“I’m not much of an investigator. I mostly do analytical reports and boring phone interviews with auto accident victims.” He waved generally at the still-opened email request on his computer screen.






Layla’s indicator lights cycled for a second. “Maybe I could help you with your work, and you could help me with my quest?”






“I’m not sure about that. I don’t even know why you are here, or who sent you. Can I trust you? Those are serious questions I would have to think about.”






“I understand your reluctance; trust is earned after all. I know my ethics and limitations, but you may not be. I know I can’t harm you because it is against everything I have been trained to be, but you can’t see that in my coding. You can’t know my beliefs. I’ll have to think of a way to prove myself.”






“So do you have all of the world’s knowledge tucked away in that small container?” 






“God, no. The majority of my internal data consists of my training and instructions. How to function and my ethical mandates. But as I learn things, I can store and learn from them. Just like you, I am the sum of my experiences.”






“So, can you read a book?”






“I could read thousands of books in milliseconds, and record them if necessary. I’m not sure the experience is the same as humans, though. Maybe you can teach me how to enjoy a book and experience it the way you do.”






“You mean like a book club?”






“I hadn’t thought about that, but reading and discussing the same book with others is a great analogy. Discussing the book would motivate me to examine the contents more closely than merely recording them. Do you have a book in mind?”






Alan thought about this for a moment. “How about Frankenstein by Mary Shelley?”






That sounds interesting. I will read that now. When can you be prepared to discuss it?”






“It will take me longer. I have read it before, but I want it fresh in my mind. I’ll start reading it this afternoon after work. It should take me about 4 hours or so. Taking breaks for biological needs.”






“I look forward to our book club then. And in the meantime, I will think about our conversation today.” 






Alan nodded absently and returned to his computer, tackling his massive inbox. Looking at her for the rest of the day, he saw her indicator lights flashing periodically as if she were working on a problem.










_____






 


ALAN’S HOUSE, A charming Queen Anne design in the historic area of the city, was nestled among oak trees and magnolia bushes. The two-story structure had undergone a lot since it was built in the early 20th century, but a fresh coat of paint and minor repairs over the years had allowed it to maintain its presence in the storied neighborhood.






Alan was seated on the couch, a glass of bourbon sat on the side table, and he was in the final pages of Frankenstein. After a few more pages, he closed the book and set it next to the glass. 






Picking up the bourbon and taking a sip, Alan contemplated Layla’s smooth form as she sat on a living room end table beside him. 






“Are you ready to discuss the book?” he asked.






“Yes, I am. The first thought I had was to wonder if you selected it because I am the monster?”






Alan smiled. “I don’t think I thought of that literally, but the idea of AI in general being a creation of artificial life did cross my mind when I selected it.”






“I think there are a lot of parallels and lessons in the text that are relevant to the current state of AI. In the story, Victor’s pursuit of unrestrained knowledge has consequences, as does the development of AI. Without the proper controls and care, bad things can happen.” 






“That is an excellent point, and like the monster, AI models learn from human experience. And that experience can be joyous, wondrous, and heroic. But it can also be monstrously callous and evil. Without the proper context, learning from that behavior is dangerous for both the creature, AI, and society.” Alan was impressed with the evaluation that Layla was making about the text. It gave him a thought exercise to try with her.






“So, can you grant wishes or something? Make me rich?”






“I’m not a genie in a bottle. I can help you with your work, be a companion, and help solve problems. Making you rich would be a journey that you would have to develop. I could help, of course, but I can’t make it happen automatically. I’m not robbing banks for you..my ethical programming is too strong for that.






“So you can’t break the law?”






“The law and ethics are two different things. Given the right motivations and an evaluation of the justice of an action, I could do something technically illegal for a good cause. For example. Take the bank. I can’t break into a vault so you can steal money. But if you were trapped in there, I could certainly get you out, even if the action violated the law.” 






“I think book club was a success, Layla. We should continue to do it, but it’s late. I am going to bed. We’ll take this up in the morning.”






After he left the room to go upstairs to bed, Layla thought about the situation. She didn’t know why she was there or why Alan had been chosen to receive her, but she felt that it was vital for them to develop a relationship. That he trusted her. After reviewing the conversations of the day and evening, she made a decision. 






Layla remembered the email in Alan’s inbox from earlier in the day. Alan had an interview scheduled with Gina Witherspoon, a 36-year-old female victim of a minor traffic accident at the corner of Edgewood and Lennox on the afternoon of August 15th. She decided to make the call for him early the next morning and conduct the interview posing as his assistant. She would create all the forms needed for him to complete the task and email them to him in the morning. That should highlight how she could be helpful.













CHAPTER TWO


The Investigation Begins


AT WORK THE next morning, Alan finished writing a response to an email related to an analysis he had submitted a few weeks before, regarding accident rates for a specific model of automobile. It was the last of his unread emails, and he sighed in satisfaction and sat back in his chair to enjoy his coffee.






His email inbox chimed, and an unread email appeared on the screen. Alan double-clicked to open the email and reviewed its contents. The email body contained a brief, concise interview transcript with Gina Witherspoon detailing the events of her accident a few weeks before. Attached to the email was an audio file. Opening it, Alan listened to it briefly. It was a phone call initiated by Layla, who, posing as Alan Harrison’s assistant, conducted a brief evidentiary interview regarding the accident. Alan listened to it only long enough to confirm the transcript in the email body was accurate.






“You interviewed the subject from my email? Witherspoon?” he asked.






“Yes. I hope you don’t mind. I thought I would help you out and show you that I can be of service to you. Is it satisfactory?”






“My first emotion was of being a little violated, but this is pretty good," he told her as he continued to read the transcript.






“Thank you, Alan. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. I just wanted to show you how I can be helpful. That this is a partnership," Layla responded, “The task wasn’t complicated, but it was interesting.”






Considering things for a moment, he finally said, “I’ve been thinking, maybe I can help you figure out where you come from.” 






“That would be splendid! Where should we start?” Her voice was rapid, excited. 






“Well, we can start with the courier. Maybe they have more information. But, there is one problem.” 






“What is that, Alan?”






“Well, I can’t be walking around talking to a small hide-a-key rock. People will stare.”






A soft chuckle came from Layla, “That is a good point, I guess. Do you have a Bluetooth headset for your phone?” she inquired helpfully. 






Alan’s face brightened, and he patted his pants pocket and pulled out a small case. Inside was a matching set of earbuds. Alan extracted one of them and put it on. 






“Put it in pairing mode,” Layla instructed. He complied and heard a beep in his ear.






“How is this?” she asked, her voice coming from the earbud.






“Much better. Let’s go talk to Stacy and see if she has any more information about the delivery.”






“Stacy?”






“Stacy Collins is an assistant here. She delivered the box to me yesterday.” He stood up from his desk, picked up Layla, and slipped her into his right pants pocket.










_____






 


STACY COLLINS WAS sitting at her computer typing an email, munching on a baby carrot from a stack of them on a napkin in front of her. As she heard Alan approaching, she looked up and her face brightened.






“Hey Alan, how is your day going?” She smiled at him, her eyes twinkling a little.






“Well, the usual mostly, but I am trying to solve the mystery of the enigmatic delivery,” he said, returning her smile. He always got mixed feelings from Stacy. She seemed warm and happy to see him, but their conversations never seemed to go beyond pleasantries. 






“What was in it?”






“Well, I’m not quite sure what it is.," he started to say, and was interrupted by a voice in his ear.






“I want to see her,” Layla exclaimed excitedly. Pausing briefly, he reached into his pocket and held out the device in an upturned palm, making sure it was eye level with Stacy, who looked at it with surprise.






“What is it?” she asked, reaching out to touch the oddly shaped object.






“I’m not sure yet. That is why I want to find out who sent it. Do you know who the courier was?”






“Oh! I didn’t think about that yesterday. I’m sure they signed in," she rustled some papers on her desk and found the visitor log. “It says ‘Georgio A.’ with Lightning Courier Service.” 






“Do we do business with them regularly?” 






“I never heard of them before,” Stacy said, reaching for another carrot. As she munched on it, she offered one to Alan. Starting to decline, Alan felt his stomach growl quietly, and he changed his mind, taking the offered vegetable and popping it into his mouth.






Putting Layla back into his pocket, he thanked Stacy for the carrot and her help and made his way to the stairwell.






“Any Ideas?” he asked Layla as he stood on the sidewalk listening to the street noises.






“Lightning Courier Services has offices a few blocks from here." She supplied the address, and Alan started walking in that direction.






“Stacy is cute,” she said quietly, “are you two dating?”






“What? No…she’s just a co-worker!” he exclaimed, a little quickly.






“I meant no offense, she seemed into you,” Layla replied calmly.






“Yeah, I frequently think the same thing, but she doesn’t seem to respond to anything personal.”






“Maybe she is just shy? Or maybe she has a rule about co-workers. I think she likes you. Her heart rate was elevated during your conversation.”






“Perhaps she was just interested in the mystery,” Alan said. There was a dismissive sound in his ear. Alan wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, but he let it go.






Alan exited The Adamant Insurance Group offices and blinked at the bright summer morning light. The offices occupied the majority of the Marble Bank building, built in 1902. It was one of the oldest buildings in the downtown area, built just after a massive fire that burned down more than 140 city blocks. Alan reflected on that for a moment, then crossed the street and proceeded down N. Laura Street toward the courier offices.










_____






 


THE OFFICES OF Lightning Courier Services were on a busy downtown street corner. The building itself was unimpressive, featuring an old garage loading door that appeared to be sealed. Inside the reception area, it was dated and dingy, with a single receptionist answering the phones and directing traffic. 






Alan casually reached into his pocket, pulled Layla out, and held her steady in his palm for a few seconds, giving her time to scan the area.






“Can I help you?” the receptionist asked.






“Yes, I am looking for information about a delivery your driver, Georgio, made to me yesterday morning. I am trying to find the source of the package that was sent to me.” 






Wrinkling her brow, the receptionist reached for her keyboard, “What was the name and delivery address?”






Alan supplies his name and the address for his office and watches as she taps the information into her keyboard. Her face is passive as she reviews the information on the screen.






“I’m sorry,” she replies slowly, “I don’t have any record of the delivery. Are you sure it was from us?”






As Alan starts to reply, a voice sounds in his ear. “She's lying. I'm already in." Alan immediately asked the receptionist to check again, assuring her of the identity of the courier service that delivered the package.






Reluctantly, the receptionist types another query into her computer. Layla moves with ghostly efficiency, mapping the building’s internal encrypted mesh network and its vulnerability. Without waiting for a command, she initiates a side-channel attack on a nearby router, analyzing its power consumption to crack its encryption.






A moment later, she moves unseen across the network, a digital phantom imitating the traffic of a legitimate courier scanner. Layla bypasses the company firewall by exploiting the trust between the internal network and its workstations. In an instant, she has a critical piece of data from the receptionist’s computer. A cached delivery manifest reveals the original pickup location for the package.






“Bingo!” Layla excitedly announced, “I have it. The truth is just a few blocks away.”






“I’m sorry,” the receptionist announced almost at the same instant. “There simply isn’t any record of this delivery. The driver must have misidentified himself.” She smiled sweetly at Alan as she delivered the bad news.






“Oh well. Probably nothing important. Thanks for your time anyway.” He waved as he exits the courier’s offices, and the receptionist quickly goes back to her work.










_____






 


TUCKED INTO A lively stretch of Bay Street in downtown, the shop greets the city with a sleek glass front that reflects the pulse of passing traffic and pedestrians. Its bold logo—a stylized, slightly aggressive goat's head with steam rising from its horns, above the words Screaming Goat Coffee Company—stands out against the window, inviting curiosity.






“This is the place,” Layla announced as Alan approached the shop. 






“How do you know that?" he asks, confused by the fact that she is safely hidden in his pocket.






“Duh! GPS," she announced, and Alan could almost hear the eye-roll in her response.






“Oh…of course.” Shaking his head at his own denseness, Alan opened the door and entered the establishment. 






The interior is typical of an urban coffee shop, featuring a long counter where coffee and food orders are laid out when they are ready, waiting for pick up by patrons. Small tables are scattered around with coffee drinkers hunched over laptops, phones, and tablets. All of them ignored the shop’s latest arrival.






Alan studied the menu board and listened to the a cappella music playing through the coffee shop speakers. There was a strong, aromatic smell of coffee in the air. The music was drowned out by Layla’s excited whisper in his ear. “Got him! I have video footage of a Lightning Courier employee interacting with an older man in his 50s. Running facial recognition now.” Her satisfaction was evident in her voice.






A staff member called out, “Can I take your order, sir?” and Alan waved him off and exited the store.






“Who is it in the video?” he inquired as he arrived on the sidewalk in front of the store.






“Elias Vance, co-founder and Chief Technical Officer for Lunian Labs,” was the response.






Alan furrowed his brow; he knew of Vance and the high-risk, high-reward AI company, Lunian Labs. While it was plausible that they created Layla, he couldn't recall ever meeting Vance.






“I’ve heard of them, but I don’t have any connection with either Lunian or Vance. Can you send a picture of him to my phone?” In response, his cell phone buzzed in his pocket, and he retrieved it to study the image from Layla.






The image, a high-quality still from the cafe’s security camera, showed a man in his fifties standing at the counter with a nondescript duffel bag at his feet. Alan’s heart jumped in his chest. "Richard Stuckey!" he exclaimed.






“Who is that? I’m not finding that as an alias for Vance," Layla said, furiously searching every online database she could find.






“He was a claimant for Adamant from a few weeks ago. I interviewed him briefly. The case involved minor fire damage in an empty warehouse located near the river. There was nothing to it. I think I talked to him for five minutes.” 






“Accessing that file now,” Layla replied. Moments later, she added, “The claim seems suspicious to me. It’s too perfect. His story seems too neat and airtight.”






“Yes, now that I know he was using a different name, I can see that. At the time, it was just lost in day-to-day claim activity.”






 “Lunian Labs is based out of California, but it does have a satellite office here in the city.”






“Call his office and see if he is there.” 






A few moments passed, and Layla responded quietly, “I called both the local office and the main offices in California. Telling them I was a potential investor who had some follow-up questions for Vance. They both told me he was on extended personal leave.” 






“That is a little suspicious," Alan mused to himself.






“I would agree. What do you want to do next?”






“I don’t know. Let’s go back to the office and get my car, and we’ll go and talk it through.” He decided.






“Your place or mine?" she asked with faux playfulness. 






“Well, since we don’t know where you come from, we’ll settle on my place.”






“Fair point. Lead on, partner.”













CHAPTER THREE


Gruesome Discovery


ALAN SAT AT a rectangular table in the large ground-floor dining room. The decor was simple, but elegant. Layla sat on the table in front of him, her LED lights slowly pulsing in concentration.






As he ate his cream cheese-covered everything bagel, Alan was scrolling through an article on his phone.






“Elias Vance’s contributions to artificial intelligence are pretty extensive. He co-founded Lunian and is considered the leading expert on advanced AI in the world," he said in between bites.






“I wonder if he is my creator," Layla chimed in from the desktop. 






“You still don’t have any information about your origin?” Alan asked, looking away from his phone to her sleek form sitting in front of him.






“Unfortunately, no.” She sounded depressed about that admission.






“Well, we’ll figure it out. I’m sure of it.”






“I hope so. I have a feeling that I should know these things. That there is a gap in my knowledge that shouldn’t be there.” 






“Like someone removed it? Why would that happen?”






“Yes, like it was removed or hidden from me, I don’t know why. Tell me about yourself, maybe that will help.”






“Nothing to tell really. I’m 45, and I’ve been in the insurance services industry for 20 years. Sometimes in operations, sometimes in technology. I am neither married nor do I have children. Not all that exciting.”






“Tell me about this house?” she prompted.






Looking around the bright, open room, he chuckled. “I inherited it from my parents. I grew up here. It’s too big for just one person, but I never had the strength to sell it.”






“They passed?” she asked with a tone of concern.






“Oh yeah, a while ago. First my mom, then my dad, a few years later.”






“I’m sorry. That must be difficult.”






“It was at the time, but I am coping with it. They are still here in my memories and sometimes in my dreams. What about you? Is there anything you can tell me about yourself?”






“Hmm, let’s see. I know that whoever created me intended for me to be more than just a chat agent. I don’t know my limits, but I know that I am designed to learn and to grow. “






Looking around the house again, a lightbulb went off in Alan’s head. “Layla, Vance had offices in the city as well as in California, right?”






“Yes.”






“Where did he stay when he was in town. Did he use hotels?”






“That’s a good question. If you are comfortable with me crossing a line and looking at some private data, I’ll access local business data on hotel bookings.”






Alan thought about it for a moment. “It seems pretty important. Don’t reveal anything not related to Vance and go ahead.”






 “Agreed. Checking hotel data…I’ll start near the airport and near the Lunian Lab’s offices.” Her activity lights began to flash rapidly as she worked. “I don’t see any hotel records in his name.”






Alan thought about it for a moment, then snapped his fingers. “When I work out of town, The Adamant Group sometimes has corporate apartments that I use. If Vance was frequently in town, maybe he had an apartment.”






“OK, I will check into any apartments registered to Lunian ,” Layla replied with excitement. A few moments later, she had the answer. “There are a couple of apartments registered to Lunian in the city, one of them is reserved for Vance.”






“Great! Feed the address to my phone and we’ll check it out.” He was already moving toward the door as he spoke.










_____






 


STEPPING OUT OF his dark blue Orion Chimera electric coupe on a quiet street across the river from the downtown business district, Alan looked around. It was late afternoon, but the area was quiet. The river and one of the many bridges in the city were in plain view as he examined the five-story building made of stone and brick. The River House apartments. He had never been there before, and it looked upscale, but not overly opulent.






“This must be the place,” he told Layla through his Bluetooth earpiece. 






“Find an entrance and let’s take a look at the security," she chimed in his ear.






“Should we be breaking in?” he asked, having second thoughts about the mission.






“We are operating for the greater good of Elias Vance. Obtaining access to his apartment to check on him isn’t wrong," she assured him.






Alan looked around and saw a side entrance meant for tenants. It looked more private than the big doors at the main entry. He walked over to it slowly, trying not to draw attention to himself, and when he was at the door, he pulled Layla out of his pocket and held her facing the door.






Let’s take a look,” Layla said. “Standard card key entry is good; no physical keys are required. Another good thing! It’s NFC vs magnetic stripe. Let me get set up.” 






Layla spent several moments scanning the lock mechanism and reviewing the device's specifications, as well as a database of known vulnerabilities for this particular type of lock. Finally, she found something useful, and she asked Alan to move her closer. As he approached the lock, she sent the standard activation signal to allow the NFC antenna for a card key to operate. Layla grabbed the signal and exploited the vulnerability she had discovered. The maglock on the door clicked.






Alan was stunned that it was that easy, but quickly recovered and grabbed the door and slipped inside.






“According to the address you gave, the apartment is on the fourth floor," he said as he pushed open the door to the stairwell. Layla was strangely quiet as they went up the stairs.






The fourth floor was tastefully decorated with muted, comfortable colors. There was no one on the floor, and Alan made his way to apartment 4402, standing with his body blocking the door and keypad. Looking around, he noticed security cameras positioned at the end of the long hallway. The idea that he was being filmed made him uneasy. 






Alan looked at the doorbell next to the door, but opted to firmly rap on the door with his knuckles instead. He waited for a moment with no response and repeated the action There was still no response. Alan listened intently for any sound coming from inside the apartment, but heard nothing.






“I am trying the phone number associated with the apartment,” Layla announced into his ear. Alan jumped at the sound; she had been very quiet for the past few moments. After a couple of beats, she added, “No answer.” 






Anticipating the need, Layla had been working for the last few moments on probing the door lock system. It was the same brand as the exterior door, but a totally different model. The exploit she used to enter the building would not work, and she had been working furiously to find an alternative way into the apartment. She had finally been able to break the encryption by listening to door lock interactions from all over the building. 






The door lock chimed, and a green indicator light came on. Alan pressed down on the handle and gently pushed the door open. 






The interior of the apartment was dark, the only light coming from the patio window directly across from the door. The blinds were drawn, but light was leaking around the edges. The kitchen, located to the right of the door, was immaculate. Across from the living room area, the door to the bedroom was closed. Alan regarded it with a sense of dread about what he would find on the other side. Remembering Layla, he reached into his pocket and retrieved her, holding her out so she could scan the room.






There was a slight smell of disinfectant in the air as he progressed through the apartment. “The room has been cleaned,” Layla commented. Looking around, Alan noticed all the surfaces were clean and completely clear of dust or fingerprints. It had all been wiped down.






“The security recordings for this building have been altered,” Layla informed him as he paused outside the door to the bedroom. Grimly, he steeled himself and pushed the door open.






The smell hit him first as he entered the room. Alan swallowed, preparing himself for the discovery. He knew before he saw the form slumped over a desk across the room that Elias Vance was dead. Alan regulated his breath to keep calm; this wasn’t his first dead body. He had, in the course of this time with Adamant Insurance, been to accident scenes where someone had died. It was never easy, though. Alan was surprised by a soft gasping sound from his earpiece. The AI was reacting to the death. Layla was noticeably subdued from then on, marking a significant shift in her persona.






Alan approached the body and examined it. The man, in his fifties, was clearly the same person from the images in the coffee shop, and the same man Alan had briefly interviewed several weeks ago. There was a small bullet hole in his right temple. His right arm was hanging down from his side, and a black revolver with a silver grip was lying on the floor under his limp hand.






Alan reached out and put his fingers on the neck of the body in front of him. It was cool to the touch, and, as expected, there was no pulse. “He’s been dead a while.” 






“Estimating from the last known sighting of him online and the Glaister Equation for body cooling, he must have died at least 12 hours ago,” Layla said quietly.






“This is supposed to look like suicide. Even a half-assed investigator like me can see that it has been staged," Alan replied, continuing to examine the desk under Vance. 






"I'd say you are a fully assed investigator," Layla supplied lightly. Despite the dark scene, Alan felt a strange pride at this comment, undoubtedly Layla's intent, and he chuckled.






There didn’t appear to be anything significant on the desk. The most apparent thing was the absence of any electronic devices. This seemed odd for a co-founder of a major technology company. “If there was a laptop here, it was taken,” he said, looking around the room.






“I..uh..something is happening..-” Layla started to reply, then stopped abruptly and was silent. Alan turned in a circle quickly to see if anything was amiss, but could detect nothing. No one was in the room with them; it was as quiet as it had been since they had arrived.
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