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      INTRODUCTION

The courthouse clock had been stopped for twenty years.

Its hands had always pointed to 8:23.

The time meant nothing until the woman confessed.

Detective Mara Vale stood inside the rear doors of Courtroom B as sunlight stretched across the newly restored floor. The room smelled of fresh polish, old wood, and damp plaster. Workers had repaired the walls, refinished the benches, and replaced the wiring, but they had left the clock above the judge’s bench exactly as it had been found.

Its hands pointed to 8:23.

Mara checked her watch.

10:46 a.m.

Around her, county officials, reporters, and invited guests filled the courtroom for its first public proceeding in two decades. They admired the carved railings and original witness stand. They photographed the judge’s bench. They spoke about preservation, renewal, and justice returning to the building.

No one looked at the clock.

Mara did.

A brass plaque mounted beneath it read:

ORIGINAL COURTROOM CLOCK
STOPPED DURING THE FINAL PROCEEDING

It did not explain what had happened at 8:23.

It did not explain why the courthouse had closed the following morning.

And it did not explain why someone had recently opened the clock’s sealed casing.

The courthouse clock had been stopped for twenty years.

Its hands had always pointed to 8:23.

The time meant nothing until the woman confessed.

Detective Mara Vale stood near the rear doors of Courtroom B and watched sunlight stretch across the newly restored floor. The room smelled of fresh polish, old wood, and plaster that had not fully dried.

Workers had repaired the walls, refinished the benches, and replaced the wiring. They had preserved the judge’s bench, the witness stand, and the clock above it.

Mara checked her watch.

10:46 a.m.

Around her, county officials, reporters, former judges, and invited guests filled the courtroom for its first public proceeding in two decades. Cameras flashed near the front rail. Conversations echoed beneath the high ceiling. Everyone seemed eager to celebrate the building’s return.

Mara was more interested in why it had closed.

The official explanation had changed several times over the years. Mold. Foundation damage. An electrical fire. Each report contradicted the one before it.

The courthouse had closed the morning after its final proceeding.

The clock had stopped the night before.

At 8:23.

“Detective Vale?”

Mara turned.

A thin man in a gray suit stood beside her. His red badge identified him as Owen Mercer, chairman of the courthouse restoration committee.

“You’re with the police department?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you here in an official capacity?”

“Not yet.”

His smile tightened.

Mara nodded toward the clock.

“Why wasn’t it repaired?”

Mercer followed her gaze.

“The committee decided to preserve it.”

“Because it stopped during the final proceeding?”

“That is part of the courthouse history.”

“What happened at 8:23?”

“I would have to check the records.”

“You chaired the restoration.”

“That does not make me an expert on every detail.”

Mara studied him.

The answer came too quickly.

Before she could press him, a microphone squealed near the judge’s bench. Conversations faded. People took their seats.

Retired Judge Elena Wren stepped toward the lectern.

She was eighty-two, silver-haired, and rigidly composed. She had presided over the courthouse’s final criminal proceeding twenty years earlier.

She had also signed the order closing the building.

Wren rested both hands on the lectern.

“When these doors closed,” she began, “many believed this courthouse would never open again.”

Mara watched the judge.

Wren did not look at the audience.

She looked at the empty witness chair.

A woman entered through the side door.

She wore a plain blue dress and black shoes. Her brown hair had been pulled tightly behind her head. She moved without hesitation, as though she had walked the route many times before.

No one announced her.

No one stopped her.

She crossed the courtroom, lifted the rope surrounding the original witness chair, and sat down.

Judge Wren stopped speaking.

The room fell silent.

The woman placed both hands on her knees.

“My name is Rachel Venn,” she said.

Her voice was calm.

“I understand that this statement is being recorded.”

A deputy moved toward her.

Mara raised one hand.

“Wait.”

Rachel stared ahead at an empty space beside the witness stand.

Then she spoke again.

“I killed Daniel Soren in this courtroom.”

A murmur passed through the benches.

Mara stepped forward.

“When?”

Rachel lifted her eyes toward the stopped clock.

“At 8:23 p.m.”

    

  

    
      Part One



The Crime That Comes Tomorrow





    

    
      A confession is supposed to follow a crime.

It is supposed to explain what happened, identify who was responsible, and give investigators something they can test against physical evidence.

Rachel Venn’s confession did none of those things.

There was no body.

There was no murder scene.

There was no damaged watch, no blood on a locked door, no blue thread beneath a dead man’s fingernails.

Judge Samuel Wren was still alive.

The weapon remained behind glass.

The predicted time of death was more than thirty-three hours away.

Yet Rachel had described the future crime with the detail of someone who had already stood inside it.

Her statement gave Mara everything an investigator usually fought to obtain: a suspect, a victim, a weapon, a location, a method, and a precise time.

It also gave her nothing she could trust.

Rachel might be planning the murder.

She might be warning them.

She might have been trained to repeat a story designed to become true.

Or someone might be using the confession to control where Mara placed the victim, how the police handled the evidence, and which decisions they made before the crime existed.

Every attempt to prevent the murder could become part of the plan.

Every detail could be a clue.

Every detail could also be an instruction.

Before the courthouse reopening, Mara had come looking for a hidden file connected to Adrian Holt.

Now, a woman had confessed to a murder scheduled for the following evening and repeated a private sentence that should have died unheard in an abandoned room.

The clock was already running.

To stop the crime, Mara first had to determine whether she was investigating a confession, a prediction, or the opening move of a murder that had begun before anyone was killed.

    

  

    
      Chapter 1



THE WITNESS BESIDE THE STAND





    

    
      For several seconds, no one moved.

Rachel Venn remained seated beside the witness stand, her hands resting flat against her knees. She looked neither frightened nor ashamed. Her attention stayed fixed on the courthouse clock above the judge’s bench.

Its hands pointed to 8:23.

Mara stepped into the center aisle.

“You said you killed Daniel Soren.”

“Yes.”

“In this courtroom?”

“Yes.”

“At 8:23 tonight?”

Rachel finally looked at her.

“That is when he died.”

The reporters nearest the front began speaking at once.

“Who is Daniel Soren?”

“Where is he now?”

“Did she say tonight?”

Phones rose above the benches. Camera shutters clicked. A man near the aisle started a live broadcast before the deputy stationed by the doors crossed the room and lowered the phone.

Mara turned toward him.

“Secure the courtroom.”

Judge Elena Wren moved away from the lectern.

“Detective, this is a public ceremony.”

“It has become a police matter.”

“There has been no crime.”

“A woman has described a murder scheduled to happen inside this building.”

Wren looked toward Rachel.

“She may be disturbed.”

“That does not make the threat harmless.”

Mara addressed the deputies.

“Close the doors. Identify everyone before they leave. Keep the press away from her.”

The room filled with objections.

Several reporters demanded clarification. Courthouse officials protested that the reopening ceremony could not be suspended without authorization. Guests stood in the aisles, uncertain whether they were witnesses, suspects, or simply trapped in a room where something impossible had been announced.

Mara raised her voice.

“Sit down and remain where you are.”

The authority in her tone settled the room more effectively than the deputies.

Rachel did not react.

Mara approached the witness stand but stopped outside the ceremonial rope.

“Rachel, I need you to look at me.”

Rachel’s eyes shifted from the clock.

“Do you understand where you are?”

“Courtroom B.”

“Do you know today’s date?”

Rachel gave the correct date.

“What time is it?”

Her gaze returned to the clock.

“Eight twenty-three.”

“No.”

Mara checked her watch.

“It is ten forty-seven in the morning.”

Rachel looked down at her hands.

“That isn’t right.”

“Why?”

“Because he is already dead.”

A murmur passed through the benches.

Mara moved closer.

“Who is Daniel Soren?”

“The man I killed.”

“How do you know him?”

“I don’t.”

“You know his name.”

“Yes.”

“You know where he died.”

“Yes.”

“But you have never met him?”

Rachel hesitated.

“I don’t remember meeting him.”

That was different.

Mara noticed Judge Wren watching from beside the bench. The retired judge’s face remained composed, but her attention had sharpened when Daniel’s name was spoken.

“Tell me what happened,” Mara said.

Rachel’s breathing slowed.

“He entered through the door behind the jury box.”

She pointed toward a narrow wooden door set into the side wall.

“He was alone.”

“What was he wearing?”

“A white shirt. Dark trousers.”

“A jacket?”

“No.”

“Tie?”

“Blue.”

“What kind of blue?”

Rachel closed her eyes.

“Dark. Almost black.”

Mara watched her carefully.

The answers came without effort. Rachel did not search for details or build them as she spoke. She described them as if she were looking at the scene again.

“What happened when he entered?”

“He looked at the clock.”

“Why?”

“He knew he was late.”

“Late for what?”

Rachel’s face tightened.

“I don’t know.”

“What did he say?”

“He asked who sent me.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That he already knew.”

“Did he know?”

“He became afraid.”

“How could you tell?”

“He stopped near the jury rail. His right hand moved toward his pocket.”

“Was he carrying a weapon?”

“No.”

“What was in his pocket?”

“His phone.”

“You saw it?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know?”

Rachel opened her eyes.

“I know.”

Mara let the silence remain between them.

Rachel’s certainty did not appear rehearsed. It appeared complete. That made it more troubling.

“Where were you standing?” Mara asked.

“Beside the witness chair.”

“The chair where you are sitting now?”

“Yes.”

“Why were you waiting here?”

“I needed him to confess.”

“Confess to what?”

Rachel’s mouth opened.

No answer came.

“Rachel?”

“I don’t know.”

“You remember the color of his tie, but you don’t remember why you wanted a confession?”

Her eyes filled with frustration.

“He knew what he had done.”

“What had he done?”

“I don’t know.”

Judge Wren spoke from behind Mara.

“This is becoming cruel.”

Mara turned.

“Do you know Daniel Soren?”

Wren held her gaze.

“I knew many people who worked in this courthouse.”

“That was not my question.”

“He served as a prosecutor here.”

“When?”

“Before the building closed.”

“Did he work in your courtroom?”

“Occasionally.”

Rachel turned toward Wren.

Her expression changed.

Not recognition.

Discomfort.

“Have you seen Judge Wren before?” Mara asked.

Rachel looked away.

“No.”

Wren returned to the lectern.

Mara filed the reaction away and continued.

“What happened after Daniel reached for his phone?”

“I told him not to call anyone.”

“Did he listen?”

“No.”

“What did you do?”

“I took the phone from him.”

“How?”

“He dropped it when I pushed him.”

“Where did you push him?”

“Toward the witness chair.”

Mara glanced at the dark wooden chair beside the stand.

It looked narrow and rigid, but otherwise ordinary.

“What happened next?”

“He struck the lower edge.”

“Which part of his body?”

“Below the ribs.”

Rachel placed two fingers against her left side.

“Here.”

“Did the impact kill him?”

“No.”

“What did?”

“The second wound.”

“How did that happen?”

“He tried to pull himself away. His hand caught beneath the chair.”

“Which hand?”

“His right.”

“What kind of wound?”

“A cut across the palm.”

“How deep?”

“Deep enough that he couldn’t hold the phone.”

The courtroom had gone quiet again.

Even the reporters had stopped whispering.

Mara studied Rachel’s face.

“You said the chair was the weapon.”

“Yes.”

“Was it broken?”

“No.”

“Was something attached to it?”

Rachel frowned.

“I don’t know.”

“Did you bring a weapon into the courthouse?”

“No.”

“Did Daniel?”

“No.”

“Then explain how a chair caused two penetrating injuries.”

Rachel pressed her hands together.

“The edge was sharp.”

“Which edge?”

“The lower one.”

“Did you sharpen it?”

“No.”

“Who did?”

“I don’t know.”

Mara did not look at the chair again.

Not yet.

She needed Rachel’s account before the room influenced it.

“After Daniel was injured, where did he fall?”

“Beside the stand.”

Rachel pointed to a section of floor less than three feet from her chair.

“On his back?”

“His right side.”

“Was he conscious?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Thirty-seven seconds.”

Mara’s eyes narrowed.

“How do you know?”

“I counted.”

“Why?”

“He was trying to speak.”

“What did he say?”

“I couldn’t hear him.”

“You were standing over him.”

“He wasn’t speaking to me.”

“Who was he speaking to?”

Rachel looked toward the judge’s bench.

Judge Wren’s expression remained still.

“Who?” Mara repeated.

“The person behind me.”

Mara looked at the empty space behind Rachel’s chair.

“Man or woman?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you see the person?”

“No.”

“Did you hear a voice?”

“Yes.”

“What did it say?”

Rachel’s breathing changed.

“Ask the question again.”

“What question?”

“The one that made him afraid.”

“Who said that?”

“The person behind me.”

“What did you ask Daniel?”

Rachel closed her eyes.

“Where is the record?”

A visible reaction passed through Judge Wren.

Mara turned toward her.

“What record?”

“I have no idea,” Wren said.

“You reacted.”

“To a strange statement made in my former courtroom.”

Rachel continued before Mara could press the judge.

“Daniel said there was no record.”

“Then what?” Mara asked.

“I asked him where Thomas was.”

“Who is Thomas?”

“I don’t know.”

“Thomas, what?”

Rachel shook her head.

“I don’t know.”

“What did Daniel say?”

“That Thomas was gone.”

“Dead?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Missing?”

“He didn’t say.”

“What happened after that?”

Rachel lowered her eyes.

“I watched him die.”

Mara waited.

Rachel’s fingers began to tremble.

It was the first physical sign that the confession was affecting her.

“Did you try to help him?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I wasn’t allowed.”

“Who stopped you?”

“The person asking the questions.”

“What questions?”

Rachel pressed her lips together.

“I don’t remember.”

“Did someone instruct you to kill Daniel?”

“No.”

“Did someone instruct you to confess?”

Rachel looked up sharply.

“No.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I had to tell the truth.”

“Before the murder happened?”

“It already happened.”

Mara crouched so their eyes were level.

“Listen carefully. There is no body beside the witness stand. There is no blood on the floor. Your dress is clean. It is morning, not night.”

Rachel looked down at the blue fabric covering her knees.

Her hand moved over the material.

Confusion entered her expression.

“It was there.”

“What was?”

“The blood.”

“Whose blood?”

“Daniel’s.”

“Where?”

“Across the front.”

Rachel rubbed the dress between her fingers.

“It was warm.”

Mara lowered her voice.

“Could this have been a dream?”

“No.”

“A recording?”

“No.”

“Did someone show you photographs?”

“No.”

“Did someone describe the murder?”

“No.”

“Then how can you remember an event that has not happened?”

Rachel met her eyes.

“I don’t know.”

It was the first honest uncertainty Mara had heard from her.

Near the rear of the courtroom, Priya Nair raised one hand to get Mara’s attention. She had been speaking quietly with courthouse security while searching on her phone.

Mara stood.

“Stay with her,” she told the deputy.

Rachel reached for Mara’s sleeve.

“You have to stop him.”

“Stop, Daniel?”

“No.”

“Then who?”

Rachel’s grip tightened.

“The person who comes after the confession.”

Mara pulled her sleeve free without force.

“We’ll talk about that next.”

She crossed the courtroom to Priya.

“What do we have?”

“Daniel Soren is sixty-one. Former assistant state attorney. He left public service nineteen years ago and now owns Soren Development Group.”

“Local?”

“Downtown.”

“Current address?”

“I have his office and home.”

“Any criminal history?”

“Nothing obvious.”

“Connection to Rachel?”

“None that I can find.”

“Call him.”

“I already did.”

Mara looked at her.

“And?”

“His assistant answered first. I told her the police needed to confirm his safety. She transferred me.”

“You spoke to him?”

“Yes.”

“Is he alive?”

“He was three minutes ago.”

Mara glanced toward Rachel.

She remained in the chair, watching them.

“What did Soren say?”

“At first, he thought I was calling about the courthouse reopening. Then I told him Rachel Venn had confessed to killing him.”

“How did he react?”

“He stopped speaking.”

“Did he know her?”

“He said no.”

“Did you believe him?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I never told him where she confessed.”

Mara waited.

Priya lowered her voice.

“He asked whether Rachel was sitting beside the witness stand.”

Across the room, Rachel’s eyes returned to the clock.

Mara looked toward Judge Wren.

The retired judge was watching Priya now.

“Where is Soren?” Mara asked.

“Still at his office.”

“Tell patrol to make contact. Quietly. Keep him there until we arrive.”

Priya typed the request.

Mara walked back toward Rachel.

The woman looked calmer than before.

“Daniel Soren is alive,” Mara said.

Rachel stared at her.

“No.”

“We just spoke to him.”

“That isn’t possible.”

“He is at his office.”

“No.”

“You did not kill him.”

Rachel rose from the chair.

The sudden movement made the deputy step forward.

Rachel did not notice him.

“I remember him dying.”

“He is alive.”

“I counted his last breath.”

“He is alive.”

Rachel looked down at her clean dress, then toward the empty floor beside the stand.

Her certainty began to fracture.

For a moment, Mara saw fear beneath it.

Then Rachel turned toward the stopped clock.

“Not yet,” she whispered.

“What does that mean?”

Rachel looked at Mara.

Her voice was barely audible.

“It means I confessed too early.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



THE MAN WHO IS STILL ALIVE





    

    
      Daniel Soren was trying to leave when Mara arrived.

He stood beside a black sedan in the underground garage of Soren Development Group, one hand gripping the driver’s door and the other holding a leather briefcase against his leg.

Two patrol officers waited several feet away.

Neither had drawn a weapon, but they had positioned themselves so Daniel could not drive past them without answering questions.

He was tall and lean, with silver beginning at his temples. His white shirt was open at the collar. A dark blue tie hung loose around his neck.

The clothing matched Rachel’s description.

Mara noticed that before she noticed anything else.

Daniel looked past her toward the garage entrance.

“Detective Vale?”

“Yes.”

“I already told your officer that I’m fine.”

“That is why we came to speak with you instead of notifying your family that you were dead.”

His expression tightened.

“I’m aware of what the woman said.”

“Rachel Venn.”

“I don’t know her.”

“You said that on the phone.”

“And I’m saying it again.”

Priya stopped beside Mara.

Daniel glanced at her with recognition.

“You’re the one who called.”

“I am.”

“You caused a scene in my office.”

“I asked whether you were safe.”

“You told my assistant someone had confessed to killing me.”

“Someone did.”

Daniel opened the rear door and placed his briefcase on the seat.

“I have a meeting.”

“Cancel it,” Mara said.

“You don’t have the authority to detain me.”

“Not yet.”

He studied her.

The garage lights reflected across the sedan’s roof. Somewhere on the next level, tires squealed against concrete.

Mara nodded toward the elevator.

“We can speak in your office, or we can do this here while your employees walk past.”

Daniel closed the car door.

“My office.”

He led them to a private elevator at the end of the garage.

His access card trembled slightly when he pressed it against the reader.

Mara said nothing.

The elevator opened.

Inside, Daniel pressed the button for the twelfth floor. He stood with his back against the wall, facing both detectives.

“Is Rachel under arrest?” he asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“She confessed to a crime that had not occurred.”

“She threatened to kill me.”

“She said she already had.”

“That distinction does not make me feel safer.”

“Then help us understand why she chose you.”

“I can’t.”

“You worked at the courthouse.”

“Twenty years ago.”

“Rachel confessed in that courthouse.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Priya watched him.

“She was sitting beside the witness stand.”

Daniel’s gaze moved to the elevator doors.

He recovered quickly, but not quickly enough.

Mara saw the muscles tighten along his jaw.

“Does that matter?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You asked Priya which chair Rachel was sitting in before she told you.”

“I assumed she was in the courtroom.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

The elevator doors opened.

Daniel stepped out without answering.

His offices occupied the entire floor. Glass walls separated conference rooms from a wide reception area. A gold sign displayed the company’s name above a stone desk.

The receptionist rose when she saw Daniel.

“Mr. Soren, your eleven-thirty call has been moved.”

“Cancel everything until noon.”

“You have the Calder meeting.”

“I said everything.”

The receptionist looked surprised.

Daniel continued toward a corner office.

Mara noticed the name.

“Calder meeting?”

Daniel stopped.

“A development project.”

“Where?”

“Calder Avenue.”

“Near the courthouse?”

“Several blocks away.”

“Who are you meeting?”

“A contractor.”

“Name?”

He faced her.

“Are you investigating my business now?”

“I’m asking about your schedule because a stranger described it.”

His confidence slipped.

Only for a moment.

Then he opened his office door.

The room overlooked the old courthouse district. Through the windows, the courthouse dome was visible between newer buildings.

Daniel crossed directly to the blinds and closed them.

Mara watched him.

“Don’t like the view?”

“The glare hits my desk in the morning.”

“It is almost eleven thirty.”

“The glare lasts until noon.”

She looked at the closed blinds.

Rachel had said Daniel entered the courtroom at 8:19 p.m.

She had known his height, his clothing, and the way his hand moved toward his pocket.

Those details could have been observed.

The blinds felt different.

Daniel sat behind his desk.

Mara and Priya remained standing.

“Start with Rachel Venn,” Mara said.

“I have never met her.”

“Have you spoken with her?”

“No.”

“Seen her photograph?”

“No.”

“Heard her name before today?”

“No.”

“Have you employed her?”

“No.”

“Has your company done business with Westbridge Claims Processing?”

Daniel paused.

“Why?”

“That is where she works.”

“We deal with many claims companies.”

“Westbridge specifically.”

“I would have to check.”

Priya opened her tablet.

“We already did. Westbridge processed three property claims for your company during the past two years.”

“That does not mean I know their employees.”

“Did you visit their office?”

“No.”

“Did anyone from Westbridge come here?”

“Possibly.”

“Rachel?”

“I said I don’t know her.”

Daniel’s voice sharpened.

Mara let the silence stretch.

People often rushed to fill silence when they believed the next question would be worse.

Daniel did not.

He had spent too many years in courtrooms.

“Rachel described you,” Mara said.

“My photograph is online.”

“She knew your height.”

“It is listed in old press profiles.”

“Your weight?”

His eyes shifted.

“What did she say?”

“One hundred eighty-seven pounds.”

Daniel looked toward Priya.

“That is absurd.”

“Is it accurate?” Mara asked.

“No.”

“How much do you weigh?”

“I don’t discuss my weight with strangers.”

“You aren’t being asked for a dating profile.”

Daniel leaned back.

“One eighty-five. Approximately.”

“When did you last weigh yourself?”

“This morning.”

“Why?”

“I weigh myself every morning.”

Rachel had been within two pounds.

That could still be a chance.

Mara continued.

“She said you wear glasses for reading.”

Daniel glanced at a pair folded beside his computer.

“They are on my desk.”

“She confessed before entering your office.”

“Then someone who has been here supplied the information.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“She said you take metoprolol.”

Daniel’s right hand moved toward the desk drawer.

He stopped before reaching it.

Mara noticed.

“Do you?”

“That is private medical information.”

“Is it accurate?”

Daniel stared at her.

“Yes.”

“How long have you taken it?”

“Several years.”

“Who knows?”

“My doctor. My wife. The pharmacy.”

“Employees?”

“No.”

“Your assistant?”

“No.”

“Is the medication in that drawer?”

He looked down.

The answer was clear before he spoke.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“In case I forget to take it at home.”

“Does that happen often?”

“No.”

“What time do you take it?”

“With breakfast.”

“Every day?”

“Yes.”

“What did you eat this morning?”

Daniel frowned.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Answer.”

“Oatmeal.”

“With?”

“Blueberries.”

“Coffee?”

“One cup.”

“Sugar?”

“No.”

Mara watched his reaction.

Rachel had not mentioned breakfast during the confession.

Not yet.

But the more Daniel resisted ordinary questions, the more Mara suspected that he was measuring every answer against information he feared Rachel possessed.

“Do you follow the same routine every morning?” she asked.

“More or less.”

“What time do you leave home?”

“Seven thirty.”

“What route do you take?”

“That varies.”

“Did it vary today?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Road construction.”

“Where?”

“Franklin Street.”

Priya looked down at her tablet.

“There is no active construction on Franklin.”

Daniel’s eyes hardened.

“Then the city finished early.”

Mara took one step closer to the desk.

“You were trying to leave when we arrived.”

“I told you I had a meeting.”

“The Calder meeting.”

“Yes.”

“Your receptionist said it had not been canceled.”

“That is usually what happens before a meeting.”

“Why did you tell her to cancel everything only after we entered the building?”

Daniel did not answer.

“Where were you actually going?”

“To the meeting.”

“Who was the contractor?”

“I don’t remember his name.”

“You were driving to meet someone whose name you don’t know?”

“My project manager arranged it.”

“Where?”

“A property on Calder.”

“Address?”

Daniel looked toward the closed blinds.

“I would need to check.”

Priya remained still.

“Your calendar shows the meeting at three,” she said.

Daniel turned toward her.

“How did you access my calendar?”

“Your assistant gave us your public schedule while confirming whether you were in the building.”

“That does not authorize you to read private appointments.”

“The appointment title was visible.”

Mara looked at the clock on Daniel’s wall.

11:34.

“You were leaving more than three hours early.”

“I had another stop.”

“Where?”

Daniel’s patience broke.

“I do not owe you a complete account of my day because a mentally unstable woman said my name in public.”

Mara did not raise her voice.

“She knew your medication. She knew your clothing. She knew which hand you used when reaching for your phone. She knew you would be wearing a blue tie. She knew you worked in the courthouse. And she described wounds to your body that have not happened yet.”

Daniel’s face changed at the last sentence.

“What wounds?”

Mara had deliberately withheld them.

“A penetrating injury beneath the left ribs,” she said. “A deep cut across your right palm.”

Daniel’s right hand closed.

“Have you had injuries in either place before?”

“No.”

“Show me your palm.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because this interview is over.”

Daniel stood.

His chair rolled backward and struck the credenza.

Mara did not move.

“Show me your right palm.”

“I said no.”

“You are not under arrest. You can refuse.”

“Then I refuse.”

“But I want you to understand what happens next. We document that a woman described a specific injury to your hand and you would not show us whether it already existed.”

Daniel stared at her.

Then he opened his right hand.

A pale scar crossed the center of his palm.

It ran from below the index finger toward the base of the thumb.

The shape closely matched the wound Rachel had described.

Priya stepped closer.

“How old is that scar?”

“Twenty years.”

Mara looked up.

“How did you get it?”

“Broken glass.”

“Where?”

“At home.”

“Was it treated?”

“Yes.”

“Which hospital?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Who was with you?”

“No one.”

“Was it before or after the courthouse closed?”

Daniel lowered his hand.

“I don’t remember the exact date.”

“You remember weighing one hundred eighty-five pounds this morning, but you cannot place an injury that left a permanent scar?”

“It happened a long time ago.”

“Rachel said the chair cut your right palm.”

“Rachel has seen a photograph.”

“Of the inside of your hand?”

Daniel glanced at Priya.

“Someone must have given her information.”

“That is what we are trying to establish.”

Mara moved toward the desk.

A framed photograph stood beside the computer. Daniel appeared with an older woman at a fundraising dinner. His right hand was hidden behind her back.

None of the other visible photographs showed his palm.

“Who knew how you got the scar?” Mara asked.

“My wife.”

“Anyone from the courthouse?”

“No.”

The answer came too quickly.

“Judge Wren?”

“No.”

“Owen Mercer?”

“No.”

“Thomas?”

Daniel froze.

Mara had not used a surname.

Rachel had not known one.

But the name struck him harder than the mention of the courthouse.

“Thomas who?” Daniel asked.

“You tell me.”

“I don’t know any Thomas connected to this.”

“Rachel asked where Thomas was.”

“That means nothing to me.”

“She said you answered that Thomas was gone.”

Daniel’s face had become pale.

“I was not in that courtroom.”

“Not today.”

“Ever.”

Mara studied him.

“You just said you worked there.”

“I meant I was never in the room with Rachel.”

“You don’t know when she claims the conversation occurred.”

Daniel realized the mistake.

He sat again.

“This is exactly why I should have an attorney.”

“You may call one.”

He did not reach for the phone.

Mara walked to the window and opened one section of the blinds.

The courthouse stood across the district.

Daniel remained behind his desk.

“Why did the courthouse close?” she asked.

“Mold.”

“That was one explanation.”

“It was the one given to employees.”

“What happened during the final proceeding?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Judge Wren gave the same answer.”

“Then perhaps it is true.”

“The clock stopped at 8:23.”

Daniel said nothing.

“Rachel said you died at 8:23.”

Still nothing.

“Does that time mean something to you?”

“No.”

Mara turned from the window.

Daniel’s left leg had begun to move beneath the desk. A short, repeated motion. Heel lifting. Lowering and lifting again.

His body was answering what his mouth would not.

“Did you attend the reopening ceremony this morning?” she asked.

“No.”

“Were you invited?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you go?”

“I had work.”

“You cleared the first hour of your schedule.”

“I changed my mind.”

“Why?”

Daniel looked toward the courthouse.

“I don’t like ceremonies.”

“You served there for several years.”

“That does not make the building important to me.”

“Then why did you ask whether the clock was still stopped?”

He looked at Priya.

“I didn’t.”

Priya’s expression remained neutral.

“You did.”

“I may have asked whether the courtroom looked the same.”

“You specifically asked about the clock.”

Daniel stood again and crossed to a cabinet near the wall.

He removed a bottle of water.

His hand shook when he opened it.

Mara watched him swallow.

“Metoprolol can be used for several conditions,” she said. “Which one do you have?”

Daniel lowered the bottle.

“My medical history is not relevant.”

“It is relevant because Rachel knew about it.”

“I have an irregular heartbeat.”

“Triggered by stress?”

“Sometimes.”

“Does the courthouse trigger it?”

He stared at her.

“No.”

“Then sit down.”

He remained standing.

Mara continued.

“Rachel also knew your schedule.”

“That is publicly available.”

“She said you entered Courtroom B at 8:19 tonight.”

Daniel’s fingers tightened around the bottle.

“She cannot know where I will be tonight.”

“Where will you be?”

“At home.”

“Your calendar says you are attending a development dinner at seven.”

“I canceled it.”

“When?”

“This morning.”

“Before or after Priya called?”

Daniel did not answer.

Priya checked her tablet.

“The event organizer still has you listed as attending.”

“They have not updated the list.”

“Where is the dinner?” Mara asked.

“The Maxwell Hotel.”

“How far is that from the courthouse?”

“I don’t know.”

“Six minutes,” Priya said.

Daniel put the water bottle down.

Mara returned to the desk.

“Rachel knew you would be nearby tonight. She knew what you would wear. She knew about your heart medication. She knew your exact weight within two pounds. She knew about the scar on your right hand.”

Daniel’s breathing became audible.

“And she knew the courthouse frightened you,” Mara said.

“It does not.”

“Then come back with us.”

His eyes lifted.

“To the courthouse?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

The answer came before she finished.

Mara waited.

Daniel looked toward the window, then the door.

“I have already told you I have nothing to do with this.”

“We can eliminate possibilities faster if you see Rachel.”

“I will not.”

“Why?”

“She threatened me.”

“She believes she killed you.”

“That is worse.”

“You could identify whether you have seen her.”

“I haven’t.”

“You said you never met her. That does not mean you never saw her.”

Daniel rubbed the scar on his palm with his thumb.

A habit.

Small and unconscious.

Mara wondered how many people had seen him do it.

“Did Rachel work in the courthouse twenty years ago?” he asked.

“She would have been a child.”

Daniel stopped rubbing the scar.

Mara saw the moment he understood what he had revealed.

“You know her age?” she asked.

“No.”

“You just asked whether she worked there twenty years ago.”

“You said she was connected to the courthouse.”

“No. I said she confessed there.”

Daniel looked toward Priya.

Neither detective helped him.

He walked behind his desk and opened a drawer.

Priya shifted her stance.

“Keep your hands where we can see them.”

Daniel withdrew a small calendar book and placed it on the desk.

“I write down every appointment.”

“Why?” Mara asked.

“Because electronic calendars change.”

He opened to that day.

The morning contained several meetings. The afternoon included the Calder appointment. The evening development dinner had been crossed out.

Beneath it, someone had written another entry in black ink.

8:00 P.M.
COURTHOUSE

Daniel stared at the page.

His face emptied.

“I didn’t write that.”

Mara leaned closer without touching the book.

The handwriting was neat and narrow.

“Who has access to this office?”

“My assistant. Cleaning staff.”

“Who has access to the drawer?”

“No one.”

“Is it locked?”

“Usually.”

“Was it locked today?”

Daniel looked at the keyhole.

“I thought so.”

“Did you open the calendar this morning?”

“Yes.”

“Was that entry there?”

“No.”

“You are certain?”

“Yes.”

“What time did you check?”

“Around eight.”

Mara looked at Priya.

“Photograph the page. Then have the crime scene collect the entire book.”

Daniel placed one hand over it.

“You are not taking my personal calendar.”

“You may give it voluntarily, or we can obtain a warrant.”

He looked at the courthouse entry again.

The resistance left him.

He removed his hand.

Mara read the entry once more.

Eight o’clock gave Daniel twenty-three minutes before Rachel’s predicted time of death.

“Do you still believe you have no connection to what happened this morning?” she asked.

“I believe someone is trying to frighten me.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“That is another answer I don’t believe.”

Daniel sat slowly.

For the first time, he looked older than sixty-one.

Mara pulled a chair across from him.

“What happened in that courthouse twenty years ago?”

“Nothing.”

“What happened to Thomas?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who is he?”

Daniel closed his eyes.

When he opened them, some of the fear had been replaced by calculation.

“I want an attorney.”

The interview was over.

For now.

Mara stood.

“You should remain with police protection.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“You were leaving when we arrived.”

“I won’t now.”

“You should not return home alone.”

“My wife is out of town.”

“Where?”

“Atlanta.”

“Who knows that?”

Daniel looked toward his closed office door.

“My assistant. A few colleagues.”

“Rachel knew?”

“I don’t know.”

Mara turned toward Priya.

“Arrange a protective detail. No electronic access to his schedule without review. Check the garage, his office, and the route between them.”

Daniel rose.

“Detective.”

Mara stopped at the door.

“Do not take Rachel back to the courthouse.”

“Why?”

He looked past her toward the closed blinds.

“Because she may remember more there.”

“More about you?”

Daniel did not answer.

Mara opened the door.

The receptionist stood outside, pretending to organize documents on a side table.

“Mr. Soren’s three o’clock appointment,” Mara said. “Who arranged it?”

The receptionist looked at Daniel.

He gave no instructions.

“I did,” she said.

“With whom?”

“A representative from Calder Preservation Partners.”

“Name?”

The receptionist checked her computer.

“There isn’t one.”

“You scheduled a meeting without a contact name?”

“They contacted us through the company website. Mr. Soren told me to accept it.”

“When?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

“Did they give an address?”

She opened the appointment details.

“Only Calder Street.”

“No number?”

“No.”

Mara looked back at Daniel.

“Why did you accept it?”

He stared at the calendar book on his desk.

“I thought I knew who sent it.”

“Who?”

Daniel’s right thumb moved across the scar in his palm.

“Thomas,” he said.

The receptionist looked confused.

Mara did not.

“You told us you didn’t know him.”

Daniel’s eyes remained on the courthouse beyond the blinds.

“I said I didn’t know where he was.”

“No. Rachel said that.”

Daniel stopped moving.

Mara let the mistake settle between them.

Then she stepped into the hallway.

Before the office door closed, Daniel spoke again.

“He cannot be the person behind this.”

Mara turned.

“Why not?”

Daniel’s face had lost what little color remained.

“Because Thomas Pike disappeared twenty years ago.”
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