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Series-consistent tone: quiet,
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Office That Wasn’t There

The building did not appear on any map Arthur Bell owned.

He stood across the street from it anyway, hat brim low, coat collar turned up against a morning that had no right to be this cold. The street itself was ordinary—too ordinary. A narrow run of brick-fronted offices near Chancery Lane, the kind of place where men lost years and nobody thought to ask where they’d gone.

The plaque beside the door read:

Municipal Records Review Office

Established 1911

Bell frowned. He was certain it hadn’t been there last week.

He crossed the street slowly, each step measured, listening to the city breathe around him. Horses clopped past. A motorcar coughed and stalled at the corner. Somewhere, a clerk laughed too loudly. London was awake, functioning, and incurious—as always.

Bell tried the door.

Unlocked.

Inside, the air smelled of paper and boiled tea. Rows of filing cabinets lined the walls, metal drawers labeled in precise black script. A long desk sat at the far end, neat to the point of suspicion. No dust. No personal effects. No evidence that anyone had ever worked there long enough to make a mess.

A man stood behind the desk.

Middle-aged. Thin. Unremarkable in every way that mattered. He looked up as Bell entered, already holding a ledger.

“You’re early,” the man said.

Bell did not correct him. “Am I?”

The man smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “You usually are.”

Bell glanced around. “What is this place?”

The man’s fingers tightened slightly on the ledger. “A corrective.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’ll get.”

Bell stepped closer to the desk. The ledger was thick, its spine cracked from use. Names filled the pages—columns of dates, annotations in different inks. Some entries were crossed out. Others were marked with a small red dot.

Bell recognized one of the names.

His own.

“You’ve made a mistake,” Bell said quietly.

The man closed the ledger. “No. We corrected one.”

Bell felt the familiar weight settle in his chest—the sense he’d come too late to stop something he hadn’t known was happening.

Outside, the city went on pretending.

Inside, the books were being balanced.

And Arthur Bell had just been entered into the wrong column.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Ledger Rule

Bell did not leave the building immediately.

That alone told him something was wrong.

Normally, his instincts pushed him out of places like this—rooms that smelled of control rather than violence, of decisions made far from the street. But here, his feet stayed planted, as if the floor itself had learned his weight.

“You said I was early,” Bell said. “For what?”

The man behind the desk adjusted his spectacles. They were unnecessary—plain glass, no prescription—but Bell suspected they served another purpose. A signal. A uniform.

“For review,” the man said. “Everyone comes up for review eventually.”

Bell’s eyes drifted back to the filing cabinets. “And if they don’t come voluntarily?”

“Then they’re reviewed retroactively.”

“That sounds messy.”

“It is,” the man agreed, too quickly.

Bell circled the desk. The man did not follow him with his eyes. That was deliberate. People who watched too closely betrayed fear. This one had learned not to.

“You have my name,” Bell said. “Which means someone put it there.”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

The man opened the ledger again, flipped several pages with care. “The ledger doesn’t record sources.”

“So it records outcomes.”

“Corrections,” the man said. “Outcomes imply intention.”

Bell stopped beside a filing cabinet marked CIVIC IRREGULARITIES — CLOSED. He pulled one drawer open.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
PHIL SINGER

FALSE POSITI

G \
- BOOK NINE






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





