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The Man Who Knew Too Much

Rain had been falling over Aldermarsh for eleven straight days, and Detective Inspector Naomi Kestrel had stopped noticing the sound of it against her office window somewhere around day six. The precinct smelled of wet wool and burnt coffee, a smell she associated with every winter she’d spent in this building, and she sat now with her boots propped on an open drawer, reading the same paragraph of a witness statement for the fourth time without absorbing a single word of it. Her mind kept drifting to the boathouse on Candlewick Pier, though she hadn’t been there yet. She wouldn’t be, not for another hour. But something about the call that morning had already lodged itself under her ribs like a splinter she couldn’t quite reach.

The Room, as everyone in the department called it, was not officially a room at all but a designation — Special Investigations Unit Four, four detectives and a caseload that consisted entirely of the cases nobody else wanted, the ones that didn’t fit the shape of ordinary crime. Confessions that made no sense. Deaths that satisfied every forensic requirement except the requirement of being possible. Naomi had built the unit’s reputation over eleven years by refusing to accept the easy answer, and in exchange the department had given her exactly the kind of cases that punished anyone who tried. She had learned, slowly and at some personal cost, that the truth rarely announced itself. It hid inside the details everyone else agreed to overlook.

Her sergeant, Theo Bragg, knocked twice on the doorframe before letting himself in, which was his way of pretending he waited for permission. He was thirty-one, restless in the particular way of young detectives who hadn’t yet learned that patience was a weapon, and he held a manila folder against his chest like it might try to escape. “You’re going to want to see this before we head down to the pier,” he said. “Front desk just took a walk-in. Man confessed to the Candlewick murder. Full detail. Wouldn’t stop talking, actually — Sergeant Diaz had to ask him twice to slow down so she could write it all.”

Naomi lowered her boots to the floor. “We don’t have a Candlewick murder yet. The body was called in forty minutes ago.”

“I know,” Theo said. “That’s the part that’s bothering me too.”

She followed him downstairs to the intake room, the ordinary one, not the Room proper, and through the narrow window in the door she looked in at the man who had walked into a police station of his own free will to confess to a killing that had not yet been announced on any radio, in any bulletin, to any member of the public. He was perhaps fifty, dressed in a grey cardigan with a button missing at the cuff, and he sat with his hands folded on the table in front of him in the posture of a man waiting for a train he expected to be late. There was no lawyer beside him. He had not asked for one. His name, according to the intake sheet, was Thomas Wren, and he worked as a private tutor, mathematics mostly, for children whose parents could afford to worry about long division in a house with a fireplace.

“Mr. Wren,” Naomi said, closing the door behind her and taking the seat across from him. Theo remained standing near the wall, arms folded, watching the way she had trained him to watch — not the suspect’s words, but the space around them. “I’m Detective Inspector Kestrel. I understand you’d like to talk to someone about Victor Holt.”

“I killed him,” Thomas Wren said, without hesitation, without the tremor she might have expected from a man saying such a sentence for the first time. “I want that on the record before anything else. I went to his boathouse office last night, a little before nine, and I killed Victor Holt with the iron doorstop that sits beside his bookshelf. I don’t want a lawyer. I don’t want to waste anyone’s time pretending I didn’t.”

Naomi studied him for a long moment before she answered, because the strangeness of the room had already begun to settle over her, quiet and cold as the rain outside. A confession volunteered before the discovery was public was not unheard of — sometimes it meant a killer panicking, sometimes it meant someone who had heard rumors from a neighbor faster than the department could manage its own paperwork. But something in the stillness of this particular man, in the careful, rehearsed cadence of his sentences, told her this was neither. “Walk me through it,” she said. “From the beginning. Don’t skip anything, even the parts that seem unimportant to you.”

He nodded, as though he had been waiting for exactly this instruction. “I went to see him about a debt. My daughter’s been sick for over a year now, and I borrowed against terms I couldn’t actually meet, and Victor had been patient longer than a man like him usually is, which should have told me something. I went to ask for another extension. He said no. We argued near the window that looks out over the water, and I picked up the doorstop from beside the second bookshelf, the iron one shaped like a fox, and I hit him once, above his left ear. He fell against the edge of his desk and didn’t get back up. I checked his pulse. There wasn’t one. I left the doorstop on the floor beside him, not back on the shelf, and I walked out through the side door that doesn’t lock properly, the one facing the water, not the front entrance facing the road.”

Theo shifted his weight almost imperceptibly against the wall, and Naomi understood why. The details were specific — too specific for a man inventing a story from rumor, and far too specific for a man who had simply heard that Victor Holt was dead and decided, for reasons of his own, to claim responsibility for it. A doorstop shaped like a fox. A side door that stuck. The precise location of a wound. These were not details a person guessed. They were details a person remembered, or details a person had been told by someone who remembered them, and Naomi filed that second possibility away carefully, the way she filed away every possibility she wasn’t yet ready to discard.

“Where were you between six and nine last night, before you went to the boathouse?” she asked, keeping her voice level, unhurried, the tone she used when she wanted a person to relax into a story rather than defend one.

“At the community center on Birch Street. I teach an evening class there, basic arithmetic for adults preparing for their citizenship exams. It runs from six to eight-thirty. I left straight after and walked to the pier.”

“And someone can confirm that.”

“Twelve people can confirm that,” Thomas Wren said, and for the first time something flickered behind his eyes, something that might have been the beginning of fear, though whether it was fear of being disbelieved or fear of being believed too easily, Naomi couldn’t yet say. “I’m not trying to hide anything, Detective. I’m telling you exactly what happened.”

She left him with a uniformed officer and stepped into the hallway, where Theo followed her with the particular urgency of a man who had just watched an entire theory collapse and rebuild itself in the space of four minutes. “If his class runs until eight-thirty,” he said, “and Birch Street is—”

“Nineteen minutes from the pier on foot, in good weather, without traffic,” Naomi finished. “I know the distance. I used to live two streets over from that community center.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose, feeling the particular headache that arrived whenever a case offered her too much information too quickly, information that fit together almost too neatly, like a key cut for the wrong lock but forced into it anyway. “Get his class list. Get the community center’s sign-in sheet if they keep one. And get me everything Candlewick uniforms have logged from the scene so far, before we go down there ourselves.”

––––––––
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The boathouse on Candlewick Pier had belonged to Victor Holt for nineteen years, according to the property records Theo pulled up on the drive over, though the word boathouse undersold what the building had become. It was two stories of dark timber and green-tinged glass, converted from an actual boat storage facility into an office suite that Victor used to conduct the kind of lending business that never advertised in newspapers because it never needed to. Naomi had heard his name before, in the careful, sideways manner people mentioned men like him — never accused of anything specific, always spoken of with a certain wary respect, the sort reserved for people who knew things about other people and chose, so far, not to use that knowledge.

The rain had eased to a mist by the time they arrived, and the pier itself was cordoned with tape that snapped weakly in the wind coming off the water. Dr. Elias Faro, the medical examiner, was crouched beside the body when Naomi ducked under the tape, his kit open beside him, his glasses fogged at the edges from the temperature difference between the cold air and his own breath. He looked up at her with the expression of a man who had already found something worth mentioning and was debating how to phrase it.

“Blunt force trauma, single blow, left temporal region,” he said, before she’d even finished crossing the room. “Consistent with a heavy, dense object — something with an edge but not a blade. No defensive wounds on the hands, which tells me he either didn’t see it coming or didn’t believe it was coming until it was too late to matter.” He gestured toward the iron doorstop lying on the floor a few feet from the body, positioned exactly where Thomas Wren had said it would be. “That’s almost certainly your weapon. Shape’s a match for the wound pattern, and there’s residue I’ll confirm back at the lab, but I’d be surprised if it came back negative.”

Naomi crouched beside the body of Victor Holt
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Chapter 2

Everyone Who Wanted Him Dead
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Chapter 3

The Paper Trail
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Chapter 4

What the Dead Man Left Behind
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Chapter 5

The Room the Truth Was Built In
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