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        Introduction

    



Most detectives spend their careers reconstructing the past.

Every interview asks the same question.

What happened?

Every witness remembers yesterday.

Every piece of evidence belongs to something that has already occurred.

That is how investigations work.

The future leaves nothing behind.

Detective Mara Vale has trusted that principle through every impossible case she has solved.

She has seen false confessions.

Manufactured memories.

Perfect lies.

But every mystery has shared one rule.

The crime always came first.

The evidence always followed.

Until a man walks into Central Precinct carrying tomorrow's newspaper.

He asks for Mara by name.

He refuses to explain how he obtained it.

Instead, he calmly reports a murder that will happen the following afternoon.

He knows the victim.

He knows the location.

He knows the weapon.

He knows the exact words the victim will speak moments before dying.

His statement is recorded.

Twenty-four hours later...

Every detail comes true.

Not almost.

Not approximately.

Exactly.

The witness could not have committed the murder.

He could not have seen it.

He could not have guessed it.

Yet somehow...

He remembered tomorrow.

For the first time in her career, Detective Mara Vale must investigate a crime whose only eyewitness seems to have seen the future.

Because if someone can remember tomorrow...

Someone else may already know how the story ends.

    

  

    
      Chapter 1



Tomorrow's Witness





    

    
      Detective Mara Vale hated arriving after the phones started ringing.

The first thirty minutes of the morning belonged to the building before it belonged to the city.

Coffee brewed somewhere down the hall.

Night-shift detectives finished reports they should have written two hours earlier.

Uniformed officers argued over bad vending machine coffee.

Nobody was in a hurry yet.

It was the only honest part of the day.

Mara carried her coffee toward Major Crimes without looking up.

"Morning."

Officer Lane was waiting beside her desk.

He wasn't smiling.

That was unusual.

"You've got one."

She set the coffee down.

"I usually do."

"This one's asking for you."

"Witness?"

Lane shook his head.

"Not exactly."

"Victim?"

"No."

"Lawyer?"

"No."

Mara finally looked at him.

"What is he?"

Lane handed her the intake sheet.

"I haven't figured that out."

She read the first line.

Name: Ethan Cross.

The second line made her stop.

Reason for Visit: Reporting tomorrow's homicide.

She read it again.

Then looked at Lane.

"Who wrote this?"

"Desk Sergeant Brooks."

"You've talked to him?"

"For about three minutes."

"And?"

"He isn't intoxicated."

"He isn't confused."

"He isn't trying to impress anyone."

Mara continued reading.

Victim: Evelyn Price.

Attorney.

Forty-eight.

Still alive.

The report included a final note in Brooks's handwriting.

Subject insists Detective Vale will ask the wrong first question.


Mara folded the paper.

"Did I?"

Lane frowned.

"Did you what?"

"Ask the wrong first question."

"I don't know."

"What was it?"

"He wouldn't tell me."

For the first time that morning...

Mara smiled.

Just a little.

"I think I already like him."

Lane laughed once.

"I knew you'd say that."

She picked up her coffee.

"What else?"

"He brought tomorrow's newspaper."

She stopped walking.

Neither detective spoke.

Lane had learned something over the past two investigations.

If Mara became completely still...

Something had just become interesting.

"He also brought a visitor badge."

"For tomorrow."

Mara looked toward Interview Room Three.

"Has anyone touched either one?"

"No."

"Good."

"Sarah?"

"Already on her way."

Lane opened the interview room door.

Ethan Cross looked up immediately.

He didn't stand.

He didn't wave.

He simply nodded once.

As though he had expected this exact moment.

Mara entered alone.

She closed the door behind her.

"I'm Detective Mara Vale."

"I know."

"I imagine you do."

She remained standing.

Not as a tactic.

As a choice.

People often revealed more before a detective sat down.

Ethan looked at the empty chair across from him.

Then back at Mara.

"You don't have to sit."

She raised an eyebrow.

"Why?"

"Because you'll only stay for four questions."

"And after that?"

"You'll leave to verify the newspaper."

Lane, watching through the glass, quietly stopped writing.

Mara remained standing.

"What makes you think I have four questions?"

Ethan answered without hesitation.

"You've already asked the first one."

The room became very quiet.

Mara looked at him for several seconds.

Then...

For the first time in nearly three years...

She did something Officer Lane had never seen her do.

She smiled.

Not because she believed Ethan.

Because he had just done something almost no one ever managed.

He had surprised her.

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



Tomorrow's Newspaper





    

    
      Officer Lane waited until Mara closed the interview room door.

"Well?"

She didn't answer immediately.

Instead, she handed him the intake sheet.

"Read the last line."

Lane looked down.

Subject insists Detective Vale will ask the wrong first question.


He smiled.

"You did."

"I did."

"You asked who he was."

"I should have asked something else."

Lane folded the paper.

"You don't know that."

"I don't."

She looked back through the observation glass.

"But he did."

That bothered her.

Not because he had been right.

Because he had expected her to be.

Sarah Nguyen arrived carrying two evidence cases.

She stopped beside Mara without looking into Interview Room Three.

"I'm guessing this one's unusual."

Lane answered.

"He brought tomorrow's newspaper."

Sarah looked at him.

"No."

"Apparently."

She nodded once.

"Then let's disappoint him."

Mara looked over.

"What?"

Sarah held up a pair of gloves.

"If he's expecting us to believe impossible things..."

"...we'll start by proving them ordinary."

That was exactly why Mara trusted Sarah.

Every impossible case deserved an ordinary beginning.

The newspaper lay beneath a document camera inside the forensic laboratory.

Sarah didn't read the murder story.

She started with the advertisements.

Lane watched.

"Seriously?"

She nodded.

"If someone forged this..."

"They'll spend all their effort on the headline."

She pointed to the grocery advertisement.

"Not this."

Fresh strawberries.

Three dollars and ninety-nine cents.

A hardware store promotion.

Half-price mulch.

A weekend furniture sale.

Nothing remarkable.

Sarah looked at Mara.

"These are expensive to fake."

"Why?"

"Because nobody thinks about them."

She continued turning pages.

Classified ads.

Crossword puzzle.

Comic strips.

Everything looked authentic.

Everything belonged to tomorrow.

Or appeared to.

Mara picked up the sports section.

"What game is tonight?"

Lane looked.

"Harbor City versus Westbrook."

She handed him the paper.

"Read the score."

He frowned.

"Harbor City wins."

"Twenty-seven to twenty."

"The game hasn't started."

"No."

Lane slowly lowered the page.

"They'd have to guess."

"They'd have to guess every statistic."

Passing yards.

Turnovers.

Attendance.

Weather delay.

Every detail had already been printed.

Mara wasn't interested in the score.

She was interested in the probability.

One lucky guess was possible.

Hundreds weren't.

Sarah interrupted them.

"I've got our first inconsistency."

Both detectives looked over.

She pointed to the weather page.

"Tomorrow's forecast."

Sunny.

High of seventy-eight.

Light winds from the northwest.

Lane shrugged.

"So?"

Sarah opened the National Weather Service prediction issued that morning.

Rain.

High of seventy-two.

Chance of thunderstorms.

Mara looked from one report to the other.

"They disagree."

"They do."

Sarah smiled faintly.

"Good."

Lane looked confused.

"Good?"

"If every page matched perfectly..."

"I'd be more worried."

She tapped the forecast.

"This gives us something to verify."

Not tomorrow.

Today.

The weather service would issue updated models throughout the afternoon.

By morning, one forecast would be wrong.

Or both.

For the first time, they had something measurable.

Mara returned to Interview Room Three.

Ethan hadn't moved.

The newspaper was gone.

Only the empty table remained between them.

She remained standing.

"You expected us to verify it."

"Yes."

"We're doing that."

"I know."

"You also expected us to find something wrong."

A flicker crossed his face.

Barely visible.

"You found the weather."

Mara didn't react.

She simply watched him.

"You smiled."

He looked down.

"I shouldn't have."

"Why?"

"Because now you'll ask the question."

"What question?"

Ethan slowly met her eyes.

"If the newspaper is really from tomorrow..."

"...why is tomorrow's weather wrong?"

The room fell silent.

Mara already knew her answer.

Because one of two things had to be true.

Either...

The newspaper wasn't from tomorrow.

Or...

Tomorrow hadn't happened yet.

And that possibility changed everything.
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Facts and Assumptions





    

    
      Detective Mara Vale never wrote theories first.

She wrote facts.

The notebook lay open on her desk.

A blank page.

She uncapped her pen.

Across the top, she wrote one word.

FACTS

Officer Lane walked in carrying two coffees.

"You've started the page."

"I have."

He set one cup beside her notebook.

"No assumptions yet?"

"Not one."

She smiled.

"That's usually a good sign."

Lane looked down.

Only four lines appeared.

Ethan Cross walked into Central Precinct at 5:42 a.m.

He possessed a newspaper dated tomorrow.

He possessed a courthouse visitor badge dated for tomorrow.

He voluntarily surrendered both items.

Lane nodded.

"Nothing impossible."

"Exactly."

She drew a horizontal line across the page.

Below it, she wrote another heading.

ASSUMPTIONS

The section remained empty.

Lane noticed.

"You aren't writing any?"

"Not yet."

"But you've got some."

"Of course."

"I just don't trust them."

Sarah entered the office carrying the first laboratory report.

"The paper."

Mara looked up.

"Already?"

Sarah nodded.

"I skipped lunch."

She handed over the report.

"The newspaper came from the same manufacturer that the Daily Chronicle uses."

Lane frowned.

"Only the same manufacturer?"

"Same production batch."

Silence.

"The same batch?"

Sarah pointed to the report.

"Paper mills stamp microscopic production codes into every commercial roll."

"This newspaper was printed on paper manufactured three days ago."

Mara looked at the notebook.

She wrote another line.

The newspaper paper stock was manufactured three days ago.

Not impossible.

Just measurable.

"Now the ink."

Sarah placed a second report on the desk.

"The printing ink is commercially available."

"No surprises?"

"No."

"The distribution fold?"

"Machine folded."

"The staples?"

"Factory staples."

Lane leaned back.

"So someone made an extraordinary newspaper..."

"...using completely ordinary materials."

Sarah smiled.

"That's one assumption."

Mara looked down.

Without speaking, she wrote beneath the second heading.

Someone manufactured the newspaper.

Then she crossed it out.

Lane noticed.

"You changed your mind."

"I removed an assumption."

"What replaced it?"

Mara turned to a fresh line.

We do not yet know where the newspaper was printed.

Sarah smiled.

"There she is."

Officer Harris hurried toward them.

"You'll want to see this."

He placed his tablet on the desk.

"The football game."

Harbor City.

Westbrook.

Tonight.

"I checked every sportsbook."

Mara looked up.

"And?"

"The betting line changed this morning."

"So?"

"The newspaper predicts Harbor City wins by seven."

Lane frowned.

"It does."

"The betting market now favors Harbor City..."

"...by seven."

Sarah looked puzzled.

"Could someone have guessed?"

Harris shook his head.

"The prediction in the newspaper was printed before the betting market shifted."

Mara didn't write.

She simply thought.

Facts.

Not conclusions.

An hour later, the National Weather Service issued an updated forecast.

Sarah walked back into Major Crimes holding her phone.

"The weather changed."

Lane smiled.

"The newspaper?"

Sarah nodded.

"Now they're identical."

Tomorrow's forecast.

Sunny.

Seventy-eight degrees.

Light northwest wind.

Exactly as printed.

The earlier government forecast had been revised.

Not the newspaper.

Mara slowly closed her notebook.

The paper hadn't become more believable.

The world had become more consistent with it.

There was a difference.

One she wasn't ready to explain.

Mara returned to Interview Room Three.

Ethan Cross looked up before she spoke.

"You verified the weather."

"We did."

"It changed."

"Yes."

He nodded.

"It usually does."

Mara sat this time.

Not because she trusted him.

Because she had more than four questions now.

She placed her notebook on the table between them.

He looked down at it.

"You have two lists."

"I do."

"You'll erase one before this is over."

Mara didn't respond.

"How do you know that?"

"Because you always do."

She held his gaze.

"No."

She turned the notebook toward him.

The page was still blank beneath ASSUMPTIONS.

"For this case..."

She capped her pen.

"I'm going to try something different."

For the first time since Ethan Cross walked into the precinct...

He looked genuinely uncertain.

It lasted less than a second.

But Mara saw it.

And she wrote one more line beneath FACTS.

Ethan Cross expected a different question.

She closed the notebook.

It wasn't proof.

Not yet.

But for the first time...

The witness had become the one caught by surprise.
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