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CHAPTER VI – INHIBITION
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10:17 A.M. — THE DAY AFTER LANGFORD’S MURDER
The room is deliberately stripped down. No clock. A black notebook rests on the table. It isn’t bulky. It doesn’t look official. But it’s open.

There’s also an old recorder sitting in plain sight on the table.

Arthur Reed is not handcuffed.

That was Nathan’s explicit decision.

No one explained it to him, but the message is clear: they don’t consider him dangerous.
Or they want him to believe that.
On the other side of the one-way mirror, in the adjacent room, Sheriff Dalton and Riley watch in silence.

They don’t intervene.
They don’t speak.
They simply observe as something begins to take shape—something that still has no form.

Arthur Reed sits upright. He doesn’t ask for a lawyer. He didn’t protest. He studies the room as if trying to memorize it.

Nathan enters alone.

He closes the door without hurry.
He sits across from him. Presses the REC button on the recorder.
He doesn’t speak for several seconds.

The silence isn’t neglect.
It’s measurement.
The steady hum of the tape running is the only thing breaking the silence.

“Mr. Reed,” he finally says, “before we begin, I want to make something clear.”

Reed looks up.

Nathan takes the notebook. He doesn’t look at the pages yet.

“Mr. Reed, this is not a conversation about guilt.”

Reed holds his gaze.

“This is a conversation about precision. After all, it’s very likely you were the last person to see Dr. Langford alive. Do you understand what that means? I assume you do.”

“There’s also Stella Thorne, the nurse—she’s always with Dr. Langford during the night shift,” Reed quickly adds.

Nathan watches him for a few seconds and writes a time at the top of the page: 09:14 PM.

“Well, we’ll get to the nurse. At 09:14 PM, Langford was alive.”

He doesn’t say how he knows.

“I want you to describe yesterday with as much detail as possible—sensory detail. No conclusions. No summaries. Temperature. Smells. Sounds. And the people you interacted with.”

Reed doesn’t respond immediately.

His eyes shift slightly to the right, as if searching for an image.

Nathan notices. It’s a minimal gesture.

But it’s not deep memory.

It’s construction.

“—It was a bit cold,” he begins.

“How cold is a bit cold?” Nathan interrupts softly.

Reed blinks. He wasn’t expecting quantifiable precision.

“I don’t know... ten, fifteen degrees.”

Nathan writes something down.

Reed continues. He talks about the engine. The fatigue in his shoulders. The radio playing at low volume.

The narration is neat.
Too neat.
He doesn’t stumble.
He doesn’t hesitate over images.
He hesitates over measurements.

When he mentions his arrival at the hospital, his tone speeds up. He wants to get through that part quickly.

Nathan doesn’t interrupt. He’s observing something else: Reed hasn’t mentioned a single person. Not one face. Not one exchanged glance. It’s a day without witnesses.

“Now,” Nathan says without looking up from the notebook, “describe it again—but start with the most uncomfortable moment of yesterday.”

Reed frowns. The gesture isn’t theatrical. It’s genuine disorientation.

“There wasn’t anything uncomfortable.”

There’s no anger in the response. There’s caution.

Nathan looks up and holds his gaze.

“That’s statistically improbable.”

Reed blinks more frequently. He doesn’t know how to argue against a statistic he doesn’t know.

“Every day has friction,” Nathan continues. “Something that disrupts the pattern. A different sound. An intrusive thought. A minor mistake.”

Reed moistens his lips with the tip of his tongue.

“I don’t remember anything uncomfortable.”

The sentence comes out slower than the previous ones.
It’s not automatic.
It’s defensive.

“Dr. Langford wouldn’t agree with you.”

Nathan writes a single word in the notebook:

Inhibition.

It wasn’t a conviction. But it was a crack.

For Nathan, inhibition was the short circuit between what Arthur remembered and what he chose to say. Arthur was spending mental energy deciding what not to say. It could be guilt—but it could also simply be fear of being accused.

Reed watches the movement of the pen.

He can’t read what was written.

That unsettles him more than any accusation.

09:41 PM (Night of Langford’s murder)

Nathan snapped the lighter shut with a dry click.

Sheriff Dalton doubled over, bracing his hands on his knees, still fighting the nausea.

Nathan didn’t look at the bodies again.
Not because the horror didn’t affect him, but because he had already seen enough.
He turned his head slightly toward the morgue’s side door, then looked back at Dalton.

“Sheriff, get a hold of yourself!” Nathan’s voice cracked through the air like a whip—cold, commanding.

Dalton forced himself upright.

“Riley, I need you to start looking for clues. Sheriff—who’s working at this hour in the hospital? Who else knew we were coming?”

“No one. I called the nurse when I got into the patrol car. Stella. I told her to let Langford know we were on our way.”

“And her?”

“She said yes. That she’d be waiting for us at the entrance.”

Nathan and Riley exchanged a glance.

“Where is Stella now?” Riley asked.

Dalton looked at her, and for the first time, something other than horror crossed his face: late understanding.

Nathan continued.

“Send one of your men to find her. Her house, her car—track her down. And have someone check the Foxhole too. I need to know if Harry, the bartender, stayed in the bar after we left.”

“You don’t seriously think Harry did this?” the sheriff shot back.

Riley, still scanning the scene with her flashlight, searching for something that didn’t belong, stepped in:

“Sheriff, we just need to know if he has an alibi so we can rule him out. That’s all.”

Nathan added nothing.
But he was already tightening the circle.
The lights came back on. The room—and the hospital—flooded with light again.

Nathan approached the chair where Langford sat.

He didn’t look at his face.
He looked at his hands and arms.
No defensive wounds.

That made him frown.

“He didn’t fight,” he murmured.

Riley looked up.

“Excuse me?”

“If someone comes in and attacks you, you resist. You fight back.”

The sheriff didn’t respond.

Nathan moved toward a small side table.

Two disposable cups.

One empty.
The other still holding lukewarm coffee.
Nathan touched the rim.

Still warm.

He glanced at the wall clock.

09:45 PM.

“How long did you say it took us to get here?” he asked.

“Ten minutes,” Dalton replied.

Nathan said nothing.

But someone had been there just minutes before they walked in.

10:30 A.M. (Interrogation)
Nathan set the pen aside. He didn’t write anything else.
He fixed his gaze on a point on the wall, just above Arthur’s shoulder, as if he had momentarily lost interest in him.

The silence stretched.

It wasn’t empty.
It was pressure.
Reed began fidgeting with the seam of his pants.

“Arthur,” Nathan said, still looking at the wall, “you smoke.”

Reed blinked, caught off guard.

“Yeah... well, I’m trying to quit. What does that have to do with anything?”

Nathan lowered his gaze to Reed’s hands.

“Hand-rolled cigarettes. Your fingers have that characteristic yellow stain—index and middle finger of your right hand.”

Reed looked at his own fingers, almost reflexively.

“When you came in, your hands were shaking. Not like someone who’s scared. Like someone deprived of something.”

Arthur didn’t respond.

“I’ll bet you haven’t slept since we left you in this room... what was it—” Nathan glanced at his watch, “several hours ago.”

Silence.

Nathan looked at him for the first time in several seconds.

“How about I get you a cigarette and a glass of water?”

Reed nodded, confused.

“Perfect. I’ll be right back.”

Nathan stepped out of the room.

On the other side of the glass, Dalton frowned.

“What are you doing, Crane? Going to bring him a blanket too?”

Nathan didn’t take his eyes off Reed, who was now staring at the door with restrained anticipation.

“I’m measuring how badly he needs something he doesn’t have.”

Dalton didn’t respond.

“Sheriff, does Reed have any missing relatives or close connections?”

—“His wife disappeared about two years ago. She was six—no, seven months pregnant. They were expecting a boy. They’d known each other since they were very young. Why do you ask?”

—“Just curious.”

Riley watched him closely. She knew it wasn’t.

Nathan walked to the coffee machine, poured a cup of hot coffee, and returned to the room.

Reed looked up when the door opened.

“No luck with the cigarette,” Nathan said, setting the cup in front of
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