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  Introduction


Beatrice “Bea” Hayes is the queen of clickbait. Celebrity pugs? Check. Outrageous reality stars? Double check. But when an encrypted email lands in her inbox, signed only Viper, Bea finds herself staring at the kind of story she thought she’d left behind—the dangerous kind.
The Vance family runs Aethelburg like royalty, with hospitals, charities, and gala events. Perfect. Untouchable. Or so it seems… until Bea starts digging. The more questions she asks, the more obstacles appear—including one Julian Thorne, a too-polished, too-charming fixer who makes intimidation look like an art form.
Armed with a cluttered apartment, a corkboard covered in red string, and a hacker friend who accepts pizza bribes, Bea is determined to uncover the truth. After all, she didn’t survive years of writing about celebrity pets just to back down now.
Because some secrets may be buried in paper and concrete, but Bea Hayes has never been good at letting things stay buried.
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  one
The Ten-Point Font of Damnation

Bea


The low, electric hum of The Chronicle’s newsroom was the soundtrack to my particular circle of hell. It was a symphony of dying fluorescent lights, the frantic clatter of a hundred keyboards, and the gurgle of the perpetually burnt coffee pot in the corner. My own contribution to the cacophony was a rhythmic, almost violent tapping as my fingers flew across the keys, chasing a deadline that was always just a little too close for comfort. The screen in front of me glowed with the lurid headline I’d just crafted: ‘You Won’t BELIEVE What This C-List Actor Named His Rescue Pug! (The Answer Will Restore Your Faith in Humanity… and Question His Sanity!)’
It was garbage. Pure, unadulterated, SEO-optimized garbage. But it was the kind of garbage that paid my rent. It kept the digital lights on at The Chronicle, an online publication that had long ago traded journalistic integrity for a steady stream of clicks. I was its most prolific, and most jaded, architect of inanity.
I took a long swallow of my own coffee, a lukewarm, bitter brew that tasted like regret and sat in a mug stained with the ghosts of a thousand other deadlines. My eyes scanned the analytics dashboard on my second monitor. The pug story was already climbing. Good. That would keep my editor, Silas Croft, off my back for at least another hour. I leaned back, the cheap mesh of my office chair groaning in protest, and allowed myself a moment to stare out the grimy window at the steel and glass canyons of Aethelburg. Somewhere out there, real stories were happening. Real people were living and dying, loving and betraying. And I was writing about a pug named ‘Sir Reginald Fluffington’.
A small, unobtrusive notification pinged at the top right of my screen. It wasn’t the familiar chime of our internal messaging system or the loud alert of a breaking news wire. It was a quiet, almost shy little sound from my encrypted email client, the one I kept for sources who were too paranoid for their own good. Usually, it was just low-level political aides leaking petty gossip about their bosses. Ninety-nine percent of it was unusable, the paranoid ramblings of the disgruntled. But that one percent… that was the juice. That was the tiny, flickering ember of the reporter I once thought I’d be.
I clicked it open, not expecting much. The sender was an alphanumeric scramble. The subject line was a single, cryptic word: ‘Viper’.
My finger hovered over the delete key. This had all the hallmarks of a waste of time. Probably another conspiracy nut who thought the city council was run by lizard people. Still, something made me pause. A flicker of professional curiosity that even three years of writing celebrity drivel couldn't completely extinguish. With a sigh that ruffled my bangs, I clicked the message open.
There was no greeting. No preamble. Just a short, dense block of text. It was written in a cold, precise style that was utterly devoid of the usual breathless hysteria of anonymous tipsters.
‘The Vance family’s philanthropic endeavors are a façade. Their legacy is built on a lie that has been buried for decades. They are not saints; they are predators. The proof is not in ones and zeros, not yet. It is buried in paper and concrete. They are untouchable, but they are not infallible. Look into their acquisitions from the late nineties. Look into the projects they abandoned. They are hiding something far worse than financial malfeasance. Be careful. They have silenced people for less.’
My breath caught in my throat. The Vance family. Not some city councilman or a washed-up actor. The Vances were Aethelburg royalty. Eleanor Vance, the matriarch, was practically a secular saint, her face beaming benevolently from the covers of magazines and the banners of a dozen different charities. They built hospitals, funded orphanages, and single-handedly revitalized entire districts of the city. To suggest they were anything other than paragons of virtue was like suggesting the sun rose in the west. It was absurd. It was slander. It was… a hell of a story.
My heart began to thud a heavy, frantic rhythm against my ribs. A cold tingle spread through my fingertips, the kind of feeling I hadn't experienced since journalism school, back when I still believed in the power of the truth. I read the message again, then a third time. Paper and concrete. Silenced people. This wasn’t just a tip; it was a declaration of war. The words on the screen seemed to hum with a dangerous energy, a ten-point font of damnation that could either make my career or end it. Probably both.
I instinctively checked the email’s headers. Triple-encrypted, routed through a dozen offshore servers. Untraceable. Whoever ‘Viper’ was, they were a professional. They knew what they were doing, and they knew the risks. A sudden, sharp image of Sir Reginald Fluffington flashed in my mind, and a wave of self-loathing washed over me. What was I doing with my life? While I was crafting puns about celebrity pets, a story like this was twisting in the dark, waiting for someone with the guts to drag it into the light.
My mind was made up before I even stood up. The chair squealed as I pushed back from my desk, my half-written pug article forgotten. There was only one person in this entire building who might, just might, understand. I saved a copy of the encrypted email to a secure drive, wiped the original from my inbox, and started walking toward the one corner of the newsroom that still smelled of ink and integrity.
Silas Croft’s office was an island of analog history in our sea of digital immediacy. The door was solid oak with a frosted glass panel that simply read ‘Editor’. It was the only door in the entire open-plan office. Pushing it open felt like stepping back in time. The air inside was thick with the scent of old books, pipe tobacco—a habit he’d supposedly kicked a decade ago but whose ghost still lingered—and the acidic tang of his signature red ink.
The walls were lined with bookshelves groaning under the weight of legal texts and bound volumes of old newspapers from a time when The Chronicle was printed on actual paper. Framed front pages hung crookedly, celebrating stories that had changed laws and toppled corrupt officials. It was a museum of what journalism used to be, and Silas was its weary, devoted curator.
He was hunched over his massive mahogany desk, a pair of reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. He wasn’t looking at a screen. He was marking up a physical printout with a beautiful, crimson fountain pen, its nib scratching softly against the paper. He didn’t look up when I entered.
‘If this is about needing an extension on the piece about the reality star’s questionable fashion choices, the answer is no, Bea’, he said, his voice a low rumble. ‘The internet’s appetite for schadenfreude waits for no one’.
‘It’s not about that’, I said, closing the door behind me. The click of the latch sounded unnaturally loud in the quiet room. ‘I have something else. Something real’.
That got his attention. He finally looked up, his grey eyes, magnified by the lenses, pinning me in place. Silas had the kind of gaze that could see right through the carefully constructed wall of cynicism I presented to the world. It was unnerving. He saw the J-school idealist I’d been when he hired me, and the disappointment of what I’d become.
‘Real?’ he repeated, a world of skepticism packed into that single word. He capped his fountain pen with a deliberate, final click. ‘Your definition of “real” has, shall we say, evolved over the years. Is it another “insider source” who turns out to be a disgruntled former dog-walker?’
The barb stung, mostly because it was true. My early attempts at serious journalism here had crashed and burned, leaving me with a reputation for sensationalism. ‘This is different, Silas’.
I walked to his desk, my heart hammering. This was it. The pitch. I felt a nervous energy I hadn't felt in years. ‘I got a tip. An anonymous one. Encrypted’.
He sighed, a long, weary sound, and leaned back in his creaking leather chair. ‘Anonymous and encrypted. My two favorite words. Let me guess, they have definitive proof that the mayor is secretly a colony of sentient badgers?’
‘It’s about the Vance family’.
The joke died on his lips. The weariness in his eyes sharpened into something else—focus. He sat up a little straighter. ‘Go on’.
I took a deep breath and laid it all out. I repeated the contents of the email, trying to mimic its cold, factual tone. I told him about the talk of a cover-up, the reference to buried secrets, the ominous warning about them silencing people.
When I finished, the silence in the room was heavy. Silas stared at me, his expression unreadable. He picked up a solid glass paperweight and turned it over and over in his large, ink-stained hands. The light from his desk lamp caught in the facets, scattering miniature rainbows across his desk.
‘The Vances’, he said finally, his voice soft. ‘Beatrice, do you have any idea what you’re talking about? This isn’t some pop star with a ghostwriter. The Vances are this city. Their lawyers have lawyers. Their PR team could spin a natural disaster into a heartwarming tale of community resilience. Accusing them of… of predation…’ He shook his head slowly. ‘You’re not just poking a bear. You’re trying to kick down the door to its cave with nothing but a keyboard and a hunch from a source named after a snake’.
‘I know the risks’, I said, my voice stronger than I felt. ‘But you didn’t read the email, Silas. The tone of it. It wasn’t crazy. It was cold. It was terrified. And it was specific. “Paper and concrete.” “Acquisitions from the late nineties.” Those are leads. Those are things we can check, quietly’.
‘We?’ He raised a bushy eyebrow. ‘There is no “we” in this, Bea. Not yet. If I let you pull this thread, you’ll be doing it on your own time. The Chronicle cannot be seen to be officially investigating the city’s most powerful family based on an email from a ghost. Our legal department would have a collective aneurysm. I’d have to fire them just to put them out of their misery’.
‘So you want me to just drop it? To go back to writing about pugs?’ The frustration was a hot knot in my chest. ‘Why did you hire me, Silas? Was it for this? To churn out clickbait until my soul shrivels up and dies?’
He held my gaze, his own softening for just a fraction of a second. I saw a flicker of the mentor he might have been in another time, at another paper. ‘I hired you because I saw a spark, Beatrice. I saw a reporter who was hungry and sharp and didn’t take no for an answer. I see that spark right now. It’s buried under a mountain of snark and disillusionment, but it’s there. And it’s the same spark that gets good reporters killed’.
He stood up and walked to the window, his back to me. He looked out at the same view I had, but I knew he was seeing something different. He was seeing the ghosts of stories past, the battles won and lost.
‘The Vances are a black hole’, he murmured, more to himself than to me. ‘They pull everything into their orbit. Politicians, police, the media… everyone. Going after them isn’t just journalism; it’s a suicide mission. And for what? An anonymous email that could be a prank, or worse, a trap designed by a rival to make us look like fools’.
‘Or it could be the truth’, I whispered. ‘It could be the most important story in this city’.
He turned around slowly. He walked back to his desk, picked up his red fountain pen, and unscrewed the cap. The gesture was deliberate, almost ceremonial.
‘Alright’, he said, the word hanging in the air between us. ‘Here’s the deal. You get one week. On your own time. No official resources. You dig into the public records, the old acquisitions, just like your “Viper” suggested. You find me one piece of concrete, verifiable evidence. One document they can’t explain away. One crack in the façade. You bring me something real, something I can take to the publisher and our lawyers without getting laughed out of the building’.
He pointed the nib of the pen at me. It looked like a tiny, elegant weapon. ‘But you listen to me, Bea. You are careful. You don’t use your Chronicle credentials. You don’t tell anyone what you’re doing. You are a ghost. And if you feel, for one second, that you’re in over your head, you pull back. You come to me. No story is worth your life. Do you understand me?’
A wave of pure, unadulterated adrenaline surged through me, washing away the years of cynicism in a single, powerful tide. It was a tentative green light, wrapped in a dozen warnings, but it was a green light nonetheless. He believed me. Or at least, he believed in the possibility enough to let me try.
‘I understand’, I said, my voice steady. ‘Thank you, Silas’.
‘Don’t thank me yet’, he grumbled, sitting back down and pulling the pug article printout towards him. ‘You still have a deadline. Sir Reginald Fluffington awaits. Now get out of my office. You’re letting the desperation from the newsroom in’.
I left his office with a smile on my face for the first time in months. It was a strange, unfamiliar feeling. The chaotic hum of the newsroom didn’t sound like hell anymore. It sounded like opportunity.
My apartment was a testament to a life lived in a state of organized chaos. Stacks of books on investigative journalism competed for space with precariously balanced towers of takeout containers. A wilting succulent sat on the windowsill, a monument to my good intentions and chronic neglect. The place smelled faintly of stale coffee and the ozone scent of overworked electronics. It was my sanctuary, my command center, my mess. And tonight, it was going to become a war room.
I dropped my bag by the door, kicked off my shoes, and went straight to the hall closet. Buried behind a vacuum cleaner I’d never used and a collection of old coats, I found it: a massive, four-by-three-foot corkboard, still in its plastic wrapping. I’d bought it years ago, in a fit of optimistic, post-J-school ambition, imagining it covered in the threads of a groundbreaking investigation. It had remained in the closet ever since, a silent rebuke to the career I’d actually ended up with.
I wrestled it out of the closet and into the living room, tearing off the plastic with a satisfying rip. The clean, earthy smell of cork filled the air. I propped it against the largest empty wall, the blank brown space staring back at me like a challenge. My Wall of Crazy. It was time to build it.
The first step was to give the enemy a face. I powered up my printer and did an image search for ‘Eleanor Vance’. Hundreds of photos appeared. Eleanor at a hospital ribbon-cutting. Eleanor embracing a child at a Vance-funded orphanage. Eleanor smiling regally at the annual ‘Gilded Cage’ Gala, the city’s premier charity event. In every photo, her silver hair was perfectly coiffed, her designer suits immaculate, her expression a masterclass in compassionate authority. She looked less like a CEO and more like a beloved queen. She looked untouchable.
I chose a photo where she was looking directly at the camera, her blue eyes sharp and intelligent, a polite but firm smile on her lips. It was a look that said, ‘I am in control’. I printed it in high-resolution color and pinned it dead center on the board. The first pin. It felt like a gunshot in the quiet apartment.
Eleanor Vance. Staring at me from my wall. The matriarch. The saint.
The Viper’s words echoed in my head. ‘They are not saints; they are predators.’
My fingers flew across the keyboard. I started digging, pulling up every public-facing document I could find. Corporate filings, charity reports, press releases, society pages. My printer whirred to life, spitting out page after page. I worked with a focused intensity I hadn’t felt in years, the world outside my small apartment ceasing to exist. The sun went down, casting long shadows across my floor, but I barely noticed. I was fueled by lukewarm coffee and a burgeoning sense of obsession.
I started pinning the documents to the board around Eleanor’s photo. A chart of the Vance Corporation’s main board of directors. A list of their major philanthropic donations for the last twenty years. Profiles of the other family members—the dutiful son, the rebellious daughter, all playing their parts in the grand performance of the perfect dynasty. Red yarn, another optimistic purchase from my J-school days, came out of a drawer. I started connecting the dots. Vance Corp to the Vance Foundation. The foundation to the hospital. The hospital to a medical research subsidiary.
As the hours bled into one another, the wall grew. It was no longer a blank slate; it was a sprawling, interconnected web of power and influence. The sheer scale of it was breathtaking. They had their fingers in everything: real estate, biotech, private security, media. Every string I pulled led to another, thicker string. Every name I pinned up was connected to a dozen other powerful figures in the city. It wasn’t a family business; it was an empire, meticulously constructed and fiercely guarded.
I stepped back to take it all in. The single photo of Eleanor was now surrounded by a chaotic galaxy of paper and red string. It looked exactly like the wall of a madwoman. My Wall of Crazy. And in the center of it all was her serene, smiling face, watching me.
And that’s when the first real pang of fear hit me. It wasn't a vague anxiety; it was a cold, sharp, physical thing that twisted in my gut. This was not some petty corruption case. This was a leviathan. I was a tiny fish nibbling at the fin of a great white shark, and I had just announced my presence. The email had been a dare, Silas’s approval a starting pistol, but this… this wall made it real. The faces staring back at me weren't just names in a database; they were people with immense resources, people who, according to my anonymous Viper, had silenced others for knowing too much.
My apartment, usually my cluttered sanctuary, suddenly felt small and exposed. Every creak of the old building sounded like a footstep in the hall. The shadow of a tree branch dancing on my window looked for a moment like a figure standing outside. I was alone. Completely and utterly alone, staring at the face of an enemy I couldn't possibly comprehend.
But then, another feeling bubbled up through the fear, something hot and fierce and utterly exhilarating. My heart was pounding, my palms were sweating, but I was alive. For the first time in a long, long time, I wasn't just churning out words for clicks. I was hunting. I was on the scent of something huge and dangerous and important. This was the work I was born to do.
I looked from the wall to my reflection in the dark window. I looked tired and a little wild-eyed, but there was a glint in my eye I hadn't seen in years. It was the spark Silas had talked about. The spark of a reporter with the biggest story of her life. The fear was still there, a cold knot in my stomach, but the exhilaration was winning. I had one week to find a crack in the empire. One week to prove the Viper was right.
I turned back to the wall, my wall. It was insane. It was terrifying. It was beautiful.
‘Okay, Eleanor’, I whispered to the smiling photograph. ‘Let’s see what you’re hiding’.






  
  two
A Man of Polished Steel

Julian


The world outside my window was a silent, sprawling circuit board, and I was perched in the gods' own view. From the forty-second floor of the Thorne & Associates headquarters, the city of Aethelburg wasn't a place of people, but of patterns. The steady, pulsing flow of traffic was a river of light, the grid of streets a perfect, logical design. My office was a reflection of this ideal. Everything was monochrome and glass, from the polished obsidian of my desk to the severe grey of the leather chairs that faced it. There were no photographs. No personal effects. The only art was the city itself, framed by the floor-to-ceiling window. It was a sterile, controlled environment, designed for clarity of thought. It was my sanctuary of order in a world of chaos I was paid to manage. 
A soft, deferential chime sounded from the intercom on my desk. 'Mr. Thorne? Ms. Vance is here to see you'.
My fingers, which had been steepled before me, came to rest on the cool, black surface. 'Send her in, Maria'.
I stood, not out of mere courtesy, but out of a deep, instinctual protocol. I smoothed the front of my charcoal grey suit, a garment tailored to be so perfectly unobtrusive it was practically invisible. The door opened with a faint, hydraulic hiss, and Eleanor Vance entered. The sterile air of my office seemed to warm by several degrees, to thicken with the weight of her presence. She was not a large woman, but she occupied a space with the gravitational pull of a small star. Her silver hair was swept into an elegant chignon, and she wore a cobalt blue dress that was both severe and exquisitely feminine. Diamonds glittered at her ears and throat, cold and brilliant, like chips of a distant constellation.
'Julian', she said, her voice a low, melodious instrument that had calmed nervous donors and terrified corporate rivals in equal measure. 'You've redecorated. It’s even more… minimalist than I remember'.
'Clutter is the enemy of focus, Eleanor', I replied, gesturing to one of the grey chairs. 'Please'.
She didn't sit. Instead, she walked to the window, her gaze sweeping over the city that was, in so many ways, her creation. She ran a single, manicured finger along the cool glass, leaving no print. 'Our family built so much of this. Hospitals. Libraries. Entire districts brought back from the brink of decay. A legacy is a fragile thing, Julian. It takes generations to build and only a moment of carelessness to shatter'.
She turned to face me, her blue eyes, so often described in the press as 'kind', were now sharp and pragmatic. They were the eyes of a CEO, a queen, a predator. 'We have a moment of carelessness on our hands'.
I remained impassive, my expression a carefully maintained mask of professional neutrality. This was the dance. She would frame the problem in the grand, abstract terms of legacy and philanthropy, and I would translate it into the specific, concrete language of action. 'A name?'
'Beatrice Hayes', she said, the name tasting like an unpleasantness on her tongue. 'She writes for that online… publication. The Chronicle. It's a dreadful little rag that specializes in celebrity gossip and manufactured outrage'.
I knew of it. And of her. Bea Hayes. Her byline was synonymous with a certain brand of high-snark, low-substance journalism. Clever, sometimes vicious, but ultimately frivolous. An annoyance, not a threat. 'I'm aware of her work. Has she written something concerning the family?'
'Not yet', Eleanor said, and the words hung in the air with chilling finality. 'But she is beginning to ask questions. The wrong questions. About acquisitions from decades ago. She's received a tip, we believe. An anonymous one'.
My mind was already working, processing the variables, building the strategic model. Anonymous tip. Old acquisitions. A gossip columnist suddenly trying her hand at investigative reporting. It was an unstable chemical equation, one that could either fizzle out or explode spectacularly. Eleanor did not pay me to wait for the explosion.
'She is a bottom-feeder, Julian', Eleanor continued, her voice losing its melodic quality and taking on a hard, flinty edge. 'But even a piranha can strip a body to the bone if left unchecked. She is ambitious and, from what I'm told, she has a reckless streak. A dangerous combination'.
'What would you have me do?' I asked, my tone even.
'Neutralize her', she said, the word as clean and sterile as my office. It was a term we both understood perfectly. It did not mean harm. It meant discredit. It meant demoralize. It meant making the story so toxic, so radioactive with professional humiliation, that she would not only drop it, but she would never dare to touch anything related to the Vance family again. 'I want you to handle this with absolute discretion. No footprints. No overt threats. I want her to believe she has simply failed, that the story was never there, that she was foolish for even trying. The family's name must not be connected to this in any way'.
She walked towards me, stopping just a few feet away. She reached out and adjusted my tie, a small, maternal gesture that felt more like a king knighting a favored general. 'You are the guardian of our legacy, Julian. My husband, your father's mentor, always said you had a gift for seeing the whole board. For protecting the king without anyone ever knowing the king was in danger'.
The mention of my father was a calculated move. A reminder of my history, my loyalty. It was unnecessary, but effective. 'I understand', I said. 'Consider it handled. I'll need access to any internal threat assessments on The Chronicle's staff'.
'You'll have everything you need within the hour', she said, her smile returning, the warmth flowing back into her voice. 'I knew I could count on you'.
She turned and left as gracefully as she had arrived, the door hissing shut behind her, leaving me alone once more in my silent, orderly world. I stood for a long moment, looking out at the city. Beatrice Hayes. A minor variable, a gnat buzzing at the windowpane of a skyscraper. But Eleanor was right. Even the smallest crack could compromise the integrity of the entire structure. My job was to be the sealant. To find the crack and fill it so completely that no one would ever know it had been there. I walked to my desk, the file already forming in my mind, the strategy taking shape. The first step was simple: find out what she's looking for. And then, make sure she never finds it.

      ***Bea
The Aethelburg City Archives smelled like dust and forgotten time. It was a scent I associated with the truth, or at least the raw, paper-based ingredients of it. The air was thick with the slow decay of acid-heavy paper and the faint, musty perfume of binding glue. Sunlight struggled through tall, grimy arched windows, illuminating dancing motes of dust in its pale beams. It was a cathedral of bureaucracy, and I was here to pray for a miracle.
My miracle had a name: Vance Acquisitions, 1995-1999. According to the Viper's email, the truth was in 'paper and concrete'. This was the paper. I'd spent the better part of a day on my laptop, cross-referencing old business registries and identifying a handful of shell corporations and subsidiaries the Vance Corporation had absorbed in the late nineties. One of them, a biotech research firm called 'Prometheus Labs', had been dissolved almost immediately after its acquisition. It was a ghost, a corporate footnote. It was perfect.
The clerk behind the massive wooden counter looked as old as the building itself. He had a face like a crumpled paper bag and the weary, put-upon air of a man who had seen it all and was impressed by none of it. He peered at my request slip over a pair of bifocals that had been taped together at the bridge.
'Prometheus Labs?' he rasped, his voice dry as old parchment. 'Property and transfer deeds?' He squinted at me. 'That's Level C access. You a city planner? Historical society?'
'Freelance researcher', I said, giving him the bland, non-threatening smile I reserved for gatekeepers. I wasn’t using my Chronicle credentials, just as Silas had warned. I was nobody. Just a curious citizen. 'Working on a book about Aethelburg's industrial history'.
He grunted, a sound of profound disbelief, but shuffled off into the towering stacks behind him, a dim figure disappearing into a canyon of forgotten facts. The waiting was the worst part. I tapped my fingers on the worn, polished wood of the counter, my gaze sweeping the cavernous room. A few other researchers were scattered at the long tables, heads bowed in silent reverence over crumbling maps and heavy ledgers. The only sounds were the rustle of turning pages and the distant hum of the building's ancient ventilation system. It was peaceful. Too peaceful. My nerves were a tight knot in my stomach, a combination of anticipation and the lingering fear from my late-night session with my Wall of Crazy.
The clerk returned a few minutes later, empty-handed. My heart sank.
'Files are restricted', he announced flatly. 'Sealed by municipal ordinance 74-B, subsection 12'.
'Restricted?' I repeated, my voice sharp with frustration. 'But they're property deeds. That's public record. What on earth is ordinance 74-B?'
'It’s the regulation that says you can't see those files', he said, with the unassailable logic of a lifelong bureaucrat. 'Says here they were sealed pending a zoning review that never concluded. Stuck in limbo'.
'For over twenty years?' This was wrong. This was a wall. A paper wall, but a wall nonetheless. 'There has to be a way to petition for access. A supervisor I can talk to—'
'I'm afraid that won't be possible'.
The voice came from behind me. It was smooth, calm, and deeply resonant, a baritone that seemed to cut through the dusty silence of the archives with effortless precision. I turned around.
He was tall, dressed in a suit that probably cost more than my car. It was a perfect, tailored shield of dark grey wool, crisp and immaculate. He had dark hair, cut with military precision, and a face that was a study in handsome, symmetrical lines. But it was his eyes that held me. They were a cool, intelligent hazel, and they were looking at me with an expression of polite, disarming interest. He held a slim leather briefcase in one hand and an air of absolute, unshakable confidence.
'Ordinance 74-B is quite clear', he continued, his voice low, almost intimate, as if we were the only two people in the room. 'It was enacted to protect proprietary commercial data during protracted municipal reviews. Since the review for the old industrial sector was never officially closed, the seal remains in perpetuity. It's an unfortunate legislative loose end'.
He delivered this information with the easy authority of a man who had not just read the rulebook, but had probably helped write it. I stared at him, my mind racing. Who was this guy? A lawyer? He hadn't been here a moment ago. It was as if he'd materialized out of the dusty air itself.
'And you are?' I asked, my tone clipped.
A charming smile touched his lips, but it didn't reach his eyes. 'Just a concerned citizen, like yourself. I happened to overhear. I've had my own frustrations with the city's labyrinthine bureaucracy. I'm Julian Thorne'.
He offered a hand. The name meant nothing to me then, just a name. I ignored his hand. 'So you just pop up to quote obscure city ordinances to strangers?'
'Only when I see someone about to waste their afternoon fighting a battle they can't win', he said, his smile unwavering as he smoothly retracted his hand. 'The clerk is right. There's no one here who can help you. The petition process to unseal those records would take months, maybe years, and would almost certainly fail. It's a dead end'.
Every word was polite. Every sentence was reasonable. And every syllable was a brick in the wall he was building right in front of me. He wasn't just a concerned citizen. He was a sentinel. He was here for me. The realization hit me like a splash of ice water. The fear I'd felt in my apartment returned, sharp and cold, but this time it was mixed with a hot surge of anger.
'Thank you for the unsolicited legal advice, Mr. Thorne', I said, my voice dripping with false sweetness. 'But I prefer to fight my own battles'.
I turned back to the clerk, who was watching our exchange with renewed, if weary, interest. 'I'd still like to file that petition'.
The clerk looked from me to the polished man in the suit, then sighed. 'Form 11-34. You can get it from the front desk. Good luck'. He shuffled away, clearly eager to be rid of the situation.
I spun on my heel and marched past Julian Thorne, the scent of his expensive cologne—something clean and sharp, like sandalwood and steel—assaulting my senses. I could feel his eyes on my back, a calm, knowing gaze that made my skin prickle. He hadn't raised his voice. He hadn't threatened me. He had simply appeared and, with a few well-chosen words, completely and utterly blocked my path. He was an immovable object, dressed in a bespoke suit. And I had a sinking feeling this was only the beginning.
I burst out of the heavy oak doors of the archives and into the bright, indifferent sunlight of the city square. I took a deep, gulping breath of exhaust-tinged air, trying to quell the angry, frustrated tremor in my hands. The cool, quiet dust of the archives had been replaced by the roar of traffic and the chatter of pedestrians, but the silence of my failure was deafening. I had hit my first wall. A solid, polite, well-dressed wall named Julian Thorne.
'A frustrating experience, isn't it?'
I whirled around. He was standing there, on the top step, his briefcase held loosely at his side. He'd followed me out. The charming, helpful mask was gone. His expression was still calm, but it was colder now, more analytical. He was watching me the way a scientist watches a specimen under a microscope.
'What do you want?' I snapped, my voice louder than I intended. A few passersby glanced our way.
'I want to offer you some friendly advice, Ms. Hayes', he said, his voice still maddeningly level. He took a step down, then another, closing the distance between us until he was standing on the same step. He was closer now, too close. I had to tilt my head back to meet his gaze, and I hated him for it. 'Some historical rabbit holes are best left unexplored. They're filled with nothing but dust and disappointment'.
'I didn't tell you my name', I said, my heart starting to hammer against my ribs. It was a stupid thing to say, a weak parry, but his sudden appearance, his knowledge, it was all throwing me off balance.
'You didn't have to', he said, a flicker of something almost like pity in his eyes. 'Beatrice Hayes. Star columnist for The Chronicle's online edition. Specialty: articles with numbered lists and incendiary headlines. Your piece on the C-list actor's pug was particularly inspired. Did it, in fact, restore anyone's faith in humanity?'
The words were a physical blow. He wasn't just blocking me; he was deconstructing me, laying my professional life bare on the steps of the city archives and finding it wanting. The hot flush of humiliation burned my cheeks.
'Who are you?' I demanded, my voice low and tight. 'Who do you work for?'
'I work for people who value their privacy', he said simply. 'People who have contributed more to this city than you could possibly comprehend. People who don't appreciate being targeted by ambitious, second-rate journalists looking for a shortcut to a Pulitzer'.
The insult was so precise, so unnervingly accurate to the secret, hopeful ambition I harbored, that it stole the air from my lungs. He saw right through me. He saw the clickbait writer who was desperate to be something more, and he was using it as a weapon.
'And I suppose you're their well-dressed errand boy?' I shot back, finding my voice, lacing it with as much scorn as I could muster. 'The guy they send to do the dirty work so they don't have to get their own manicured hands messy? What's your official title? Vice President of Intimidation? Director of Ominous Warnings?'
A corner of his mouth twitched, the first genuine crack in his polished façade. 'My title is irrelevant. My function is to solve problems. And right now, Ms. Hayes, you are becoming a problem'.
'Because I'm asking questions?' I took a step closer, invading his space for a change. 'Because I'm looking into things that powerful people want to stay buried? That's not a problem. That's my job. Or it would be, if I wasn't writing about celebrity pets to pay the bills. A fact you seem to have researched thoroughly'.
'Research is everything', he countered, his voice dropping again, becoming a low, confidential murmur that was somehow more menacing than a shout. The scent of him, sandalwood and steel, was stronger now. It was clean and masculine and it made me furious. 'You, for instance. You're driven. You're smart. But you're also impatient. You look for the sensational angle, the quick hit. You'll follow a lead from an unverifiable source into a place you don't understand, assuming your righteous indignation is a shield. It isn't. It's a target'.
We stood there, locked in a battle of wills on the public steps, the city swirling around us, unseen. His analysis of me was so sharp, so brutally correct, that it was all I could do to keep my own shield of anger from shattering. He was right. I was impatient. I was in over my head. And that made me angrier than ever.
'And you', I said, my voice shaking with a mixture of rage and something else, something I refused to name. 'You're just a loyal dog, aren't you? Happy to stand guard, to threaten and obstruct, all for a paycheck and a pat on the head from your wealthy masters. You talk about my methods, but what about your morals? Or did you check those at the door when you took the job?'
For the first time, a flicker of genuine emotion crossed his face. A flash of something hard and cold in his hazel eyes. I'd hit a nerve. The knowledge was a small, bitter victory.
'My morals are my own concern', he said, his voice now clipped and devoid of any pretense of charm. 'Let me be perfectly clear, since my friendly advice seems to have been misinterpreted. This is not a game. You are out of your depth. The story you think you're chasing doesn't exist. Drop it. Go back to writing about pugs. It's what you're good at'.
He held my gaze for one long, crackling moment. The animosity between us was a living thing, a palpable force. But underneath it
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