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CHAPTER ONE
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After Exposure

The river did not give the body back this time.

That alone was enough to make Arthur Bell uneasy.

He stood on the embankment just after dawn, watching the Thames move with its usual patience, carrying light and refuse with equal indifference. The fog had lifted early, revealing too much too soon. London preferred its truths blurred. Clear mornings made people careless.

Behind him, a small crowd had gathered — constables, reporters, men in coats that cost more than Bell’s monthly rent. No one looked at the water for long. They already knew it would not cooperate.

“There,” a constable said, pointing not to the river but to the pavement.

The body lay exactly where it had been meant to lie.

A man in his early forties, neatly dressed, shoes polished, coat buttoned despite the warmth. No blood. No visible injury. His face was calm in a way Bell had learned to distrust — not peace, but arrangement.

Someone had made sure he was found.

Bell crouched beside him, ignoring the murmurs. The ground was dry. The position deliberate. Hands folded loosely at the stomach, as if placed there after thought had been given to how it would look in print.

“Identity confirmed?” Bell asked.

The constable nodded. “Henry Colfax. Civil service. Department of Infrastructure Oversight.”

Bell absorbed that without reaction. Oversight was a word that had been getting more exercise lately.

“Witnesses?” he asked.

“Three,” the constable said. “All statements recorded. All consistent.”

That was worse.

Bell stood and stepped back, letting the scene widen. A camera shutter clicked. Someone cleared their throat with the gravity of a man about to be quoted.

“Arthur Bell?”

Bell turned.

The woman addressing him wore her authority comfortably. Mid-forties. Hair pinned with care that suggested intention rather than vanity. Her coat was practical, her shoes expensive, her eyes alert without being sharp.

“Margaret Ives,” she said, extending a hand. “Transparency and Accountability Office.”

Bell looked at the hand for a moment, then shook it.

“I wasn’t aware you’d be attending in person,” he said.

She smiled faintly. “We thought it important to demonstrate openness.”

Bell released her hand. “Bodies have a way of doing that on their own.”

She accepted the comment without flinching. “You’ve been asked to consult.”

“I haven’t agreed,” Bell said.

“No,” Ives replied. “But you came.”

Bell glanced back at the body. “I was invited to a public scene.”

“And?” she asked.

“And I don’t believe in coincidences,” Bell said.

They stood together for a moment, the city beginning its morning around them. Traffic resumed. A vendor shouted. Life reorganized itself with admirable efficiency.

“This death will be investigated transparently,” Ives said. “Every step documented. Every finding published.”

Bell met her eyes. “You’re saying that for me.”

“I’m saying it because it’s true,” she replied. “And because you’ll test it.”

Bell did not deny that.

They walked a few steps away, enough to speak without being overheard by people pretending not to listen.

“Colfax reported irregularities,” Ives said. “Not corruption. Not crimes. Structural weaknesses.”

“Those are harder to kill over,” Bell said.

“Harder to prosecute as well,” she replied. “Which is why this matters.”

Bell considered her. She was careful. Not evasive — that was different. She wanted him engaged. That, too, was different.

“You’re inviting scrutiny,” Bell said. “From me.”

“Yes.”

“And you know what happens to people who do that.”

“Yes,” Ives said again. “That’s why we’re inviting you publicly.”

Bell smiled without humor. “That’s new.”

“It’s necessary,” she replied. “The old way failed.”

Bell looked past her, toward the river. It flowed on, unconcerned with reforms.

“The old way didn’t fail,” he said. “It adapted.”

Ives followed his gaze. “So must we.”

There it was.

Not denial. Not apology.

Replacement.

Bell felt the familiar tightening behind his eyes — the sensation that came when a pattern began to suggest itself before it could be named.

“You’ll have full access,” Ives continued. “Records. Interviews. Timelines. Nothing sealed.”

“And if I find something you don’t like?” Bell asked.

“Then we address it,” she said smoothly.

Bell nodded once. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one available,” Ives replied.

A reporter approached, notebook ready, hunger barely disguised. Ives turned to intercept him with practiced ease, already shaping the narrative with posture alone.

Bell stepped away.

He walked the perimeter once more, noting details others missed — the angle of the body, the scuff near the heel, the faint crease in the coat sleeve that suggested it had been folded recently. None of it screamed violence. That was the point.

This death had been engineered to survive inspection.

As Bell prepared to leave, his phone vibrated in his pocket.

A single message.

You’re being generous with your time.

No signature.

Bell slipped the phone away and headed up the embankment steps. He did not look back.

By the time he reached the street, the scene below had become orderly. Officials speaking. Cameras recording. The story assembling itself neatly, like a file prepared in advance.

Bell paused, listening to the city resume its rhythm.

This was not a body meant to be buried.

It was a body meant to be processed.

And Arthur Bell had been invited — politely, publicly — to ensure it stayed that way.

He walked on, already aware of the trap’s elegance.

This time, the river had not been needed.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Terms of Access

Arthur Bell did not go home.

Home had become a place people assumed they could find him, which meant it was no longer useful. Instead, he walked until the city thinned into offices that pretended to sleep and streets that never quite did. He stopped at a café that stayed open for men who didn’t want to be seen lingering and ordered tea he would not drink.

The message replayed itself in his thoughts.

You’re being generous with your time.

It was not a threat. Not yet. It was a reminder — the sort delivered by people who believed reminders were sufficient.

Bell took a seat near the back, coat still on, back to the wall. He placed his phone face down on the table. The screen stayed dark. That, too, felt intentional.

When the man sat opposite him, Bell did not look surprised.

“I was hoping you’d pick somewhere quieter,” the man said.

Bell raised an eyebrow. “You followed me.”

“Briefly,” the man replied. “Then I anticipated.”

He was unremarkable by design. Late forties. Civil haircut. Suit that could survive any room without being remembered. Bell would have missed him ten years ago. That thought did not sit comfortably.

“You don’t work for her,” Bell said.

“No,” the man agreed. “She works around me.”

Bell leaned back. “That sounds like hierarchy.”

The man smiled faintly. “That sounds like experience.”

Bell waited.

“My name doesn’t matter,” the man continued. “But you and I have shared employers in the past. Indirectly.”

“Everyone has,” Bell said. “That’s the problem.”

The man nodded, conceding the point. “You’ve been granted unusual access.”

“I haven’t accepted it,” Bell replied.

“You will,” the man said, not unkindly. “Because refusal creates questions. Questions create narratives. Narratives create outcomes.”

Bell watched steam rise from his untouched cup. “And you’re here to help me avoid outcomes.”

“I’m here to help you choose one,” the man said.

Bell smiled. “That’s new language.”

“It’s new circumstances.”

The man slid a thin folder across the table. Bell did not touch it.

“Terms of access,” the man said. “Nothing onerous. Guidelines, really.”

Bell tapped the folder with one finger. “Guidelines are rules with good posture.”

The man did not argue.

“Open investigations remain confidential until cleared for release,” he said. “No private briefings. No selective disclosures. No speculation framed as analysis.”

“And if the analysis is accurate?” Bell asked.

“Accuracy isn’t the issue,” the man replied. “Sequence is.”

Bell finally opened the folder.

It was brief. That was deliberate. Long documents invited scrutiny. Short ones demanded compliance.

Bell scanned it once, then again.

“You’re not restricting my findings,” he said.

“No.”

“You’re restricting when they’re allowed to exist,” Bell continued.

The man inclined his head. “We prefer coherence.”

Bell closed the folder. “You prefer choreography.”

The man smiled slightly wider. “You’ve always had a talent for metaphor.”

Bell leaned forward. “This death doesn’t need choreography. It needs explanation.”

“And it will get one,” the man said. “Publicly. Responsibly.”

Bell studied him. “You think I’ll interfere.”

“I think you’ll complicate,” the man replied. “And complication makes people nervous.”

“Nervous people make mistakes,” Bell said.

“Yes,” the man agreed. “That’s precisely our concern.”

Silence settled between them. Outside, a delivery lorry rattled past. Somewhere nearby, a door slammed with unnecessary force.

“Henry Colfax,” Bell said at last. “Who was he afraid of?”

The man’s expression did not change, but something behind it shifted — a recalibration rather than a reaction.

“He wasn’t afraid,” the man said. “He was conscientious.”

Bell shook his head. “Conscientious men don’t die like that.”

“Conscientious men die all the time,” the man replied. “They simply don’t make noise about it.”

Bell stood. “Then we’re done.”

The man remained seated. “You haven’t signed.”

“I won’t,” Bell said.

“That’s unfortunate.”

Bell paused. “For whom?”

“For everyone,” the man replied. “Including you.”

Bell buttoned his coat. “You should reconsider your timing.”

The man looked up. “Why?”

“Because I haven’t started yet,” Bell said.

He turned to leave.

“Arthur,” the man said quietly.

Bell stopped but did not turn.

“You exposed a system once,” the man continued. “It survived. Barely. You’re now being invited to help design the next one.”

Bell glanced back. “Design implies choice.”

The man nodded. “That’s the illusion we’re offering.”

Bell left the café.

The street outside had changed character while they spoke. More cars. Fewer pedestrians. The hour when decisions were implemented quietly.

Bell walked without hurry. He felt the pressure now — not the blunt kind that bruised, but the careful kind that narrowed options while insisting they remained open.

His phone vibrated again.

Another message.

We’re not trying to stop you. We’re trying to keep you useful.

Bell deleted it without reply.

By the time he reached his rooms, night had settled into the bricks. He unlocked the door, stepped inside, and immediately knew he was not alone.

Nothing was disturbed.

That was the point.

A lamp had been turned on. A chair pulled out. On the desk, his copy of the public statement from the Transparency Office lay neatly folded — a document he did not remember bringing home.

Beside it sat the folder from the café.

Bell closed the door behind him and locked it.

They hadn’t forced entry. They hadn’t searched. They had staged presence.

Bell sat slowly, listening to the building breathe around him.

This was not intimidation.

It was calibration.

They were measuring how much pressure he could absorb before he bent — and how much force would be required if he didn’t.

Bell unfolded the statement.

Every word was correct.

Every omission intentional.

He reached for a pen and made a single mark in the margin — small, precise, easily overlooked.
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