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Epigraph
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The building learned people by repetition.

It learned their weight first—the particular way a step pressed into the floor, how long it lingered before lifting again. It learned posture next, the slope of shoulders, the angle of a pause at the door. Voices came later, absorbed slowly, flattened by walls that had heard too many of them to care about tone.

By the time anyone noticed, the building already knew who stayed.

Arthur Madsen had been in it long enough that his movements no longer registered as events. He belonged to the place in the way furniture did—not permanent, not loved, but expected. When he entered in the mornings, the lights came on in sections ahead of him, triggered by motion sensors that assumed continuity. Someone had been here yesterday. Someone would be here tomorrow. The system saw no reason to ask why.

The lobby doors opened at 6:47 a.m., right on time. They always did. The mechanisms were serviced regularly, logged, inspected, and signed off. Reliability was their virtue. They did not surprise anyone.

Arthur stepped inside, shook the rain from his coat, and nodded once at the desk clerk, who nodded back without looking up. Their exchange required no language. Presence was enough.

Upstairs, the homicide floor waited in its usual state of half-wakefulness. Fluorescent lights hummed into reluctant brightness. A printer coughed itself awake. The air smelled faintly of old paper and newer coffee, both having given up something essential in the process of being useful.

Arthur set his coat on the back of his chair and stood for a moment before sitting, hands resting on the desk, fingers spread as if he were steadying something that might move on its own. The desk was exactly as he’d left it the night before. The same manila folder. The same legal pad. The same blinking cursor in a report field that would not fill itself.

He liked that part—the waiting cursor. It didn’t accuse. It didn’t rush. It just existed, patient and unjudging, as long as you didn’t ask it to mean anything.

Arthur sat.

Outside, the city continued without reference to him. Buses ran late. Someone argued with a barista. A man on a corner checked his watch and decided not to cross the street yet. All of it happened beyond the building’s walls, beyond the reach of anything that could be logged or stamped or assigned a number.

Inside, time behaved differently. It stacked instead of flowing. It accumulated in layers—cases closed, cases unresolved, cases that never became cases at all. The building remembered those best. Not the crimes, but the absences. The reports never filed. The questions that stopped just short of being asked.

Arthur took a sip of coffee and stared at the blank screen.

The light above his desk flickered once—not a failure, just a hesitation. The kind that made you wonder whether something had almost happened and then thought better of it.

He didn’t look up.

By the time the doors opened downstairs again, Arthur Madsen would already be part of the day’s record, whether he chose to write anything down or not.

The building would remember either way.

The light steadied.

And somewhere between arrival and acknowledgment, the first line was waiting—unwritten, unnumbered, already present.
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The homicide floor smelled of hot plastic and stale coffee. Under the fluorescents, Arthur Madsen worked through a report whose narrative field was still blank.

His desk held a bowed folder, a legal pad and an evidence bag somebody had left there without explanation. He moved it aside and returned to the report.

Around him the bullpen had the usual low-grade churn. Phones rang and were silenced, printers complained and spat out pages, a desk drawer slammed in irritation. Someone laughed once—one sharp bark of amusement—and then the laughter got swallowed up, as if the building didn’t like it.

To Arthur’s left, Detective Rosa Ibarra had one foot hooked around the leg of her chair, spinning it slightly with a restless ankle while she scrolled through something on her screen. She wore her hair back tight, no loose strands to give anyone an excuse to mistake her for soft. A paper cup—coffee, probably—sat untouched on the corner of her desk like an abandoned alibi.

“Madsen,” a voice called from near the elevators.

Arthur capped his coffee and turned.

At the edge of the homicide floor stood Officer DeSoto—late twenties, earnest face, eyes too alert for this building. He held a small stack of forms, and his shoulders had the slightly raised posture of someone who expected to be corrected. He lifted the papers like a shield.

“Detective Madsen,” DeSoto said, louder than necessary, then softened as if remembering this wasn’t patrol roll call. “Uh. You got a minute?”

Arthur walked back toward his desk at the same pace he did everything—steady, no urgency, no invitation. “Depends what it costs.”

“A man downstairs is asking for homicide,” DeSoto said. “He won't tell Intake why.”

Arthur set his coffee on the corner of his desk, the lid making a small plastic squeak against the wood. He didn’t sit. “Front desk always says that.”

“He's calm,” DeSoto added. “Not intoxicated. Just waiting.”

Arthur waited. People always led with mood when they didn’t want to lead with content.

DeSoto cleared his throat. “He says he wants to report a murder.”

Ibarra's chair stopped moving.

Arthur looked at DeSoto’s papers. Intake forms, maybe. The kind with checkboxes that pretended life came in categories. “Did he say where?”

DeSoto shook his head. “Says he'll tell a detective. Keeps using the word ‘report.’ He's been sitting there patiently for twenty minutes.”

Arthur’s phone rang again. Nobody reached for it. The ring kept going, bright and indifferent.

Arthur reached for his coat.

Ibarra was already on her feet. “Want me?”

Arthur slid one arm into the coat, the fabric whispering against his shirt. “No,” he said, but not firmly enough to be an order.

DeSoto took a half-step backward to clear space, then pointed toward the elevators. “He’s at the front. Name’s Jonah Kline. That’s what he gave.”

Arthur joined DeSoto at the elevators without hurrying.

As the elevator doors began to slide open with their slow, reluctant groan, Arthur stepped forward and said, “All right,” and the word landed like a stamp just as the lobby floor indicator lit up.

* * *
[image: ]


The elevator opened onto the lobby, where floor wax barely masked the rain tracked in from outside. Behind the front desk's glass were chained pens, clipboards and a sign demanding identification.

Arthur stepped out first. DeSoto followed half a pace behind, as if he were escorting something volatile.

The man was already there.

He sat in one of the molded plastic chairs bolted to the floor, hands folded loosely in his lap, posture upright but relaxed. Mid-forties, maybe. Brown jacket zipped halfway, collared shirt beneath it, clean but not new. Hair neatly cut, no attempt at style. Shoes scuffed at the toes in the way of someone who walked more than he drove.

He looked up as Arthur approached—not startled, not relieved. Just attentive. Like he’d been waiting for his number to be called.

Arthur felt, briefly, the same sensation he got when he opened the wrong file and found a photograph that didn’t belong to the case. Not alarm. Misalignment.

The desk clerk, Lani Park, glanced between Arthur and the man, then tapped her keyboard with a fingernail. “Detective Madsen,” she said, voice carefully neutral. “This is the gentleman I mentioned.”

Arthur stopped a few feet away. He didn’t offer a hand. He rarely did. “You’re Jonah Kline.”

The man stood immediately, smooth and unhurried, as if the movement had been rehearsed but not practiced. He was about Arthur’s height. Maybe a little thinner.

“Yes,” Jonah said. His voice was even, pleasant without warmth. “Thank you for coming down.”

Arthur acknowledged the thanks. “You wanted to report something.”

“Yes.”

“What?”

Jonah didn’t rush to fill the space. He looked at Arthur’s face—not his badge, not his gun, but his eyes—like he was checking whether Arthur was the person he’d been told to expect.

“I want to report a murder,” Jonah said.

The words landed flat, without drama. No drop in voice. No emphasis.

Behind the glass, Park’s fingers stilled on the keyboard.

Arthur asked, “Who was murdered?”

Jonah tilted his head slightly, as if the question had been anticipated but still required calibration. “That hasn’t happened yet.”

Arthur didn’t move. He felt DeSoto shift behind him, weight transferring from one foot to the other.

“Say that again,” Arthur said.

“The murder hasn’t happened yet,” Jonah repeated, exactly the same way. Same tone, same cadence.

Arthur exhaled through his nose. He’d heard this shape of conversation before. Different words, same outline. “Okay,” he said. “Then what you want is to make a report about a possible crime.”

“No,” Jonah said, gently. “I want to report the murder.”

Arthur glanced at Park. She met his eyes, then looked away quickly, as if she’d just been reminded she wasn’t supposed to be part of this.

“Sir,” Arthur said, turning back, “if no one is dead—”

“No one is dead yet,” Jonah said.

Arthur held up a hand. Not aggressive. Just a pause. “Let’s slow this down.”

“Of course.”

Arthur pointed toward the chair Jonah had just vacated. “Sit.”

Jonah sat.

Arthur stayed standing.

“All right,” Arthur said. “Start from the beginning.”

Jonah folded his hands again. His fingers were clean, nails trimmed short. No tremor. “The murder will occur tonight,” he said. “In an apartment on the east side. The victim will be a man. Middle-aged. Lives alone.”

Arthur waited. Jonah waited too, patient, as if the rest were already on file.

“Cause of death?” Arthur asked.

“Blunt force trauma,” Jonah said. “Head. Secondary injuries from the fall.”

DeSoto made a small sound in his throat and stopped himself.

“You said ‘will.’ You're talking about something that hasn't happened.”

Jonah smiled faintly. Not amused. Just acknowledging the shape of the conversation. “No.”

Arthur leaned one hip against the desk, casual on purpose. “How do you know this?”

Jonah looked down at his hands, then back up. “Because I’m the one who will do it.”

The lobby didn’t react the way movies said it should. No gasps. No alarms. Just the hum of the lights and the distant sound of a printer spitting out paper somewhere upstairs.

Arthur kept his hands away from his cuffs. “You're saying you intend to kill someone.”

“You’re saying you intend to kill someone,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Who?”

Jonah’s gaze didn’t flicker. “I’m not prepared to share his name yet.”

Arthur straightened. “Then we’re done.”

Jonah shook his head once. “We’re not.”

“You can report a threat before anyone is hurt,” Arthur said. “But you can't make it a completed murder by declaring one.”

“I’m not threatening anyone,” Jonah said. “I’m informing you.”

“In fact,” Jonah continued, “I came here specifically so you would know.”

Arthur let the silence fall hard this time. He could feel Park listening. DeSoto too. Everyone pretended not to, which meant everyone was.

“You understand,” Arthur said slowly, “that if you’re serious, I can have you evaluated. Today.”

“Yes.”

“You understand I can detain you if I believe you’re an imminent threat.”

“Yes.”

“And you still walked in.”

“Yes.”

Arthur studied him properly now. Not the clothes. Not the posture. The absence of tells. No fidgeting. No defensiveness. No urgency to persuade.

“You said ‘report,’” Arthur said. “Why that word?”

Jonah considered this. “Because I want it recorded,” he said. “Accurately.”

“Come with me,” Arthur said.

Jonah stood immediately.

Arthur turned toward the elevators, already moving. He didn’t look back to see if Jonah followed.

He did.

The elevator carried them to the homicide floor. Jonah stood quietly beside Arthur, hands folded, while the numbers lit in sequence.

Arthur took him to an empty intake desk near the bullpen, where other officers could see them.

Arthur stopped at the nearest empty desk and set his coffee down where the ring would mark the laminate. He pulled out a chair with his foot and nodded to it.

“Sit,” he said.

Jonah sat.

Arthur remained standing, flipped open a fresh intake form, and clipped it to a board. The paper was stiff, faintly glossy, the boxes laid out with bureaucratic optimism. He clicked his pen once.

“Full name,” Arthur said.

“Jonah Matthew Kline.”

Arthur wrote it. “Date of birth.”

Jonah supplied his date of birth, address, telephone number and occupation without hesitation. Arthur entered each answer.

Arthur reached the section labeled INCIDENT DETAILS and paused, pen hovering.

“Tell me what you’re reporting,” he said.

Jonah leaned back slightly, not casual—considerate. “The murder will take place in an apartment building on Harker Street,” he said. “Second floor. The building has a blue awning with a tear on the right side.”

Arthur wrote Harker St. then stopped himself. He drew a line through it. “How do you know that?”

Jonah’s eyes flicked to the form, then back to Arthur. “I’ve been there.”

“When?”

“Recently.”

Arthur wrote nothing. “Continue.”

“The apartment is at the end of the hall,” Jonah said. “Unit 2F. The door sticks unless you lift it slightly when you turn the knob.”

Arthur wrote the unit number before he could stop himself.

“Stop,” Arthur said.

Jonah stopped.

Arthur lowered his voice, not to whisper but to narrow the channel. “You understand what intake is?”

“Yes.”

“This is where you give me information I can log,” Arthur said. “Not a story.”

“I am giving you information,” Jonah said. “It can be logged.”

Arthur’s jaw tightened. “You’re describing a location with specificity that suggests access.”

“Yes.”

“Are you saying you’ve been inside that apartment?” Arthur asked.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Last week.”

Arthur wrote last week and felt a pulse of irritation. “Why?”

“To understand the space.”

Arthur snapped the pen cap on, then off again. “You don’t understand how this works.”

Jonah’s mouth curved, barely. “I think I do.”

Arthur leaned in, forearms braced on the desk, the intake form between them like a truce nobody respected. “You can’t just walk in here and narrate a crime into existence.”

“I’m not narrating,” Jonah said. “I’m accounting.”

Arthur stared at him. “For what?”

“For what will happen after,” Jonah said. “What you’ll need to know.”

Arthur felt the room tilt—not spin, just incline. “You’re assuming I won’t stop you.”

“Yes.”

Arthur straightened. “Why?”

“Because if you could,” Jonah said, “you already would have.”

Arthur capped his pen. “We’re going to reset. Answer questions I can verify.”

“All right.”

Arthur picked the pen back up. “Victim’s name.”

Jonah shook his head. “Not yet.”

Arthur didn’t look up. “Then we’re done with intake.”

Jonah’s voice stayed even. “If we stop here, you won’t have a record of what I told you.”

Arthur’s pen paused again. He hated
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