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Chapter One

The First Refusal
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Birmingham, England — Monday, 16 February 2032 — 6.43 a.m.

The email arrived at 6.43 on a Monday morning.

Alistair Fenwick stared at the time.

He had begun to dislike that particular minute.

Five years earlier, an email received at precisely the same time had led him towards the Civic Partnership Foundation, a missing appendix and an investigation that had altered his understanding of the country.

Six weeks earlier, another message had brought him the National Civic Infrastructure Programme and the agreement that now stood at the centre of a national political crisis.

This morning's message contained neither a warning nor a confidential attachment.

It was a complaint.

The subject line read:

MY MOTHER HAS BEEN REMOVED FROM THE SYSTEM

Fenwick opened it.

Mr Fenwick,

I read your article on Saturday.

You said people should be able to challenge decisions made about them.

My mother has been told she is no longer eligible for the support she has received for the past three years. The council says her records have been transferred to the national platform and the decision was made automatically.

The council says it cannot change the decision.

The company operating the platform says it cannot discuss individual cases.

The department responsible for the programme says eligibility decisions remain the responsibility of local authorities.

Nobody will tell us who actually decided.

My mother is seventy-eight. She has difficulty walking. She lives alone.

I have been trying to sort this out for eleven days.

Please tell me what we are supposed to do.

Yours sincerely,

Thomas Bell

Fenwick read the message twice.

Then he opened a fresh document.

He typed the name at the top.

THOMAS BELL — ELIGIBILITY DECISION — FEBRUARY 2032

Beneath it, he wrote:

Who made the decision?

He looked at the question.

It was the same question that had appeared beneath the headline of Saturday's investigation.

But it looked different when attached to a seventy-eight-year-old woman who could no longer obtain the support she needed.

The national crisis had been described in terms of constitutional safeguards, institutional independence, procurement failures, disputed appointments and contaminated administrative records.

Those things mattered.

Fenwick had spent years demonstrating why they mattered.

Yet the public did not experience government as a series of constitutional principles.

People experienced it when a payment arrived, a school place was allocated, a hospital appointment was arranged or a council officer answered a question.

They experienced it when something went wrong.

And increasingly, something was going wrong.

He checked the sender's address.

A personal account.

No organisational affiliation.

No indication of political involvement.

He began a reply.

Mr Bell,

Thank you for contacting me. I cannot promise that I can resolve your mother's case, but I would like to understand what has happened.

Please send copies of the decision notice and any correspondence you have received, removing information you do not wish to share. Please also confirm whether your mother is happy for you to discuss her circumstances with me.

I will treat the material confidentially unless we agree otherwise.

Alistair Fenwick

He read the message before sending it.

Then he added:

If your mother is currently without essential support, please do not wait for my investigation before seeking urgent assistance through the council's safeguarding arrangements.

He pressed send.

The kettle clicked off.

Outside, Birmingham was grey and wet.

The garden fence still needed repairing.

Some things, apparently, remained beyond the reach of national reform.

His telephone vibrated.

Ellie.

Have you read the responses to Saturday's article?

He typed:

Some of them.

You need to look at the ones from people describing actual decisions.

I'm doing that now.

Good. Because the argument is changing.

He looked at her message.

Then replied:

How?

The answer came immediately.

People aren't asking who controls the system any more. They're asking how to get out of it.

Fenwick put down the phone.

For several seconds, he sat without moving.

Then he wrote a second question beneath the first.

What happens when nobody has the authority to put a mistake right?

He had a feeling the answer would take considerably longer to establish than anyone wanted.

London — 8.12 a.m.

Rebecca Shaw had not been home before midnight for four consecutive nights.

She had also stopped counting the number of times somebody had described the national review as an opportunity.

An opportunity to restore confidence.

An opportunity to strengthen safeguards.

An opportunity to demonstrate institutional resilience.

She had heard all three phrases before breakfast.

None explained why the latest audit contained forty-three thousand decisions whose authorisation histories could not be reconstructed with sufficient certainty.

She sat in a Cabinet Office meeting room, studying a spreadsheet on her laptop.

The figures had changed overnight.

Not because new decisions had been made.

Because investigators had discovered that several categories of record had been counted twice.

The original total had been larger.

That should have been reassuring.

It was not.

The corrected figure still represented thousands of administrative decisions affecting real people.

And the review had not yet examined every participating authority.

James Ashcroft entered carrying two folders.

He looked older than he had six weeks earlier.

Rebecca suspected she did too.

"Morning," he said.

"Is it?"

"Technically."

He placed the folders on the table.

"How far have we got?"

"Thirty-one authorities have completed the initial data reconciliation. Nineteen have submitted partial returns. Twelve are disputing the methodology."

"And the rest?"

"Still establishing what records they hold."

Ashcroft sat down.

"How many decisions are potentially affected?"

"Forty-three thousand and eighteen."

He looked at her.

"Yesterday it was fifty-one thousand."

"Duplicate records."

"Good."

"Not necessarily."

She turned the screen towards him.

"The duplicates were generated when local decisions were synchronised with the national platform. In several cases, the platform recorded a revised eligibility outcome without retaining a reliable link to the original authorisation."

"Could the local authority have made the decision?"

"Yes."

"Could the platform have applied an agreed rule?"

"Yes."

"Could an unauthorised rule change have produced the outcome?"

"Possibly."

Ashcroft removed his glasses.

"Can we distinguish between them?"

"Not consistently."

He looked at the spreadsheet.

For a moment, Rebecca saw the man she had known five years earlier.

The senior civil servant who believed that properly documented decisions could survive political pressure, administrative confusion and ministerial impatience.

He had not entirely abandoned that belief.

But it had become more demanding.

"What are you recommending?" he asked.

"Immediate preservation of the affected records. Independent verification of the eligibility rules. A temporary review process for decisions where the authorisation trail is incomplete."

"How temporary?"

"Until the affected authorities can establish lawful responsibility."

"That could take months."

"Yes."

"And what happens to people waiting for decisions?"

Rebecca hesitated.

That was the difficulty.

Stopping the platform might prevent further questionable outcomes.

It might also interrupt services on which thousands of people depended.

Continuing without adequate safeguards risked allowing the same failures to persist.

Neither option was acceptable.

"We need a distinction," she said.

"Between?"

"Keeping essential services operating and treating every existing administrative outcome as valid."

Ashcroft considered that.

"Explain."

"Where the authority cannot establish who authorised an adverse decision, it should not simply assume the platform's record is correct. There must be a route for a human review, with interim support considered where necessary."

"Who conducts the review?"

"The authority legally responsible for the service."

"And if it says the decision belongs to the platform?"

"Then we require it to identify the legal basis for that claim."

Ashcroft gave a tired smile.

"That will be unpopular."

"I know."

"Some authorities have reorganised their departments around these systems. They may no longer have the staff or expertise to reconstruct individual decisions."

"Then the government will have to help them rebuild that capacity."

"With what money?"

Rebecca looked at him.

"That's a ministerial question."

"It will become ours by lunchtime."

He opened the first folder.

Inside was a briefing from the Prime Minister's office.

The heading read:

NATIONAL ACCOUNTABILITY AND SERVICE CONTINUITY REVIEW — MINISTERIAL DECISION REQUIRED

Rebecca scanned the recommendations.

The government was considering emergency funding for local authorities, a statutory framework for independent record examination and a temporary suspension of certain accreditation-based appointments.

All three proposals were defensible.

All three would be opposed.

Some objections would be legitimate.

Others would come from organisations that had benefited from the arrangements under investigation.

Ashcroft watched her read.

"The Prime Minister wants options by noon."

"Andrew Whitaker wants options," Rebecca said, "or reassurance?"

"Options."

"That's something."

"He also wants to know whether Parliament can be told that the government has regained control."

Rebecca looked up.

"Has it?"

Ashcroft said nothing.

She closed the folder.

"Then we shouldn't tell Parliament that it has."

He nodded.

"Agreed."

For a moment, the room was quiet.

Then Rebecca opened her notebook.

On the first page were the three principles she had written after the previous week's emergency meetings.

THE RECORD MUST SHOW WHO DECIDED.

THE DECISION MUST REST ON LAWFUL AUTHORITY.

THE PEOPLE AFFECTED MUST BE ABLE TO CHALLENGE IT.

She turned the notebook towards Ashcroft.

"This is where we begin."

He read the sentences.

Then looked at her.

"Principles are easier to agree than procedures."

"I know."

"Procedures are easier to write than implement."

"I know that too."

"And implementation is where people begin looking for exceptions."

Rebecca held his gaze.

"Then we need to be particularly careful about the exceptions."

Ashcroft closed the folder.

"Prepare the advice."

She nodded.

He stood to leave, then stopped.

"Rebecca?"

"Yes?"

"One more thing."

He hesitated.

"The Prime Minister has been asked to consider appointing a single national commissioner with authority to direct the recovery programme."

Rebecca looked at him.

"Direct it in what sense?"

"That hasn't been settled."

"Across departments?"

"Potentially."

"Local authorities?"

"Possibly."

"Independent bodies?"

Ashcroft did not answer immediately.

Rebecca understood.

She looked down at the notebook.

A national commissioner.

A single authority.

Emergency powers to overcome administrative obstruction.

It was exactly the sort of proposal that might sound reasonable during a crisis.

It was also the sort of proposal that could recreate the problem they were trying to solve.

"James," she said quietly, "we cannot restore accountability by concentrating it somewhere nobody can challenge."

"I know."

"Does the Prime Minister?"

Ashcroft picked up his folders.

"That's what we need to establish."

Leicester — 9.26 a.m.

Aisha Rahman had received three invitations to join a national campaign before nine o'clock.

She had declined all three.

The first organisation wanted her to endorse a petition demanding the immediate resignation of the government.

The second wanted her to speak at a demonstration outside Parliament.

The third described itself as the Committee for National Restoration.

Its introductory email contained seventeen demands.

Eleven were constitutional.

Four concerned immigration.

Two were sufficiently vague that Aisha could not determine what their authors actually wanted.

She deleted the message.

Then reopened it.

There was something familiar about the language.

Not the political position.

The method.

The authors spoke of a national emergency.

They insisted that ordinary procedures were no longer adequate.

They argued that elected institutions had failed so completely that a new authority must be established to act on behalf of the people.

Aisha had spent years challenging people who believed that their interpretation of the public good entitled them to govern without consent.

She had no intention of endorsing another version of the same argument simply because its authors claimed to be defending democracy.

Her colleague knocked on the office door.

"There's someone downstairs to see you."

"Who?"

"He says his name is Daniel Mercer."

Aisha looked up.

"The journalist?"

"Apparently."

"Did he make an appointment?"

"No."

She sighed.

"Of course he didn't."

"Shall I tell him you're unavailable?"

Aisha considered it.

Then shook her head.

"Give me five minutes."

She closed the campaign email.

On the desk beside her lay a copy of Saturday's Midlands Chronicle.

Fenwick's headline was visible above the fold.

BRITAIN'S HIDDEN DECISIONS

She had agreed with much of the article.

But there was one thing she believed Fenwick had underestimated.

Once people lost confidence in legitimate authority, they did not necessarily become more democratic.

Some became frightened.

Some withdrew.

And some began looking for someone who promised to make decisions for them.

That was the danger now.

The networks exposed by Fenwick's investigation had weakened public trust.

The response to that exposure could weaken it further.

She opened a notebook and wrote:

Accountability is not the same as punishment.

Beneath it:

Reform is not the same as replacement.

Then a third sentence:

The people must retain the right to disagree with those claiming to save them.

She looked at the three lines.

The country needed a movement.

But not one built around obedience.

Not one that demanded unquestioning loyalty.

Not one that treated every opponent as an enemy.

It needed something much more difficult.

A public willing to insist on lawful authority without surrendering its own judgement.

Aisha closed the notebook.

Then went downstairs to meet Daniel Mercer.

London — 10.41 a.m.

Dr Samir Qureshi had received no invitation to the morning's government meetings.

He had expected that.

The Civic Renewal Network was now under scrutiny from investigators, journalists and parliamentary committees.

Some of its former partners had suspended their involvement.

Others had issued carefully worded statements explaining that participation in policy discussions did not imply endorsement of every proposal advanced by other participants.

Qureshi agreed with that distinction.

He had relied upon it himself.

But he also knew that the network's influence had depended on relationships that were becoming increasingly difficult to defend.

His office was quiet.

Eleanor Price had not arrived.

She had sent a message the previous evening saying she would be taking several days away from work.

There had been no explanation.

Qureshi suspected he understood.

On his desk lay a newspaper.

Fenwick's investigation.

He had read it twice.

The article was irritatingly careful.

It distinguished between administrative failures and deliberate misconduct.

It acknowledged that some organisations had acted lawfully.

It identified areas where evidence remained incomplete.

And it refused to attribute every failure to a single political strategy.

That made it more damaging.

A sensational accusation could be challenged.

A documented failure was harder to dismiss.

His telephone rang.

Farid Mansour.

Qureshi watched the screen for several seconds before answering.

"Farid."

"Have you seen the government's proposals?"

"Not the final version."

"They're preparing to dismantle the programme."

"That's not what I've heard."

"They'll begin with appointments. Then accreditation. Then the regional partnerships."

"Some arrangements require review."

"Review?"

Mansour's voice sharpened.

"Samir, they're using administrative errors as a justification for destroying years of institutional work."

"Some of those errors affected lawful decision-making."

"Every large system produces errors."

"Not every system makes it impossible to establish who authorised a decision."

There was silence.

Then Mansour said, "You've begun speaking like them."

Qureshi looked towards the map on his wall.

Five years earlier, he had believed that Britain's institutions could be changed through patient persuasion, strategic appointments and the gradual adoption of shared administrative standards.

He had regarded democratic resistance as an obstacle to stability.

He had persuaded himself that the long-term direction of government should not depend entirely on the temporary preferences of elected politicians.

But the investigation had revealed something he had not properly considered.

Once institutions became dependent on arrangements they could not easily reverse, those arrangements could be used by people whose objectives differed from his own.

He had wanted permanence.

Others had wanted control.

He had once believed the distinction was manageable.

He was no longer certain.

"What are you proposing?" he asked.

"A coordinated response."

"Through whom?"

"Our remaining partners."

"Which partners?"

Mansour hesitated.

"People who understand what's at stake."

"Names, Farid."

Another silence.

Then Mansour said, "There's a meeting tonight."

"Where?"

"I'll send you the details."

"Who's attending?"

"You'll know when you arrive."

Qureshi looked at the newspaper again.

Fenwick's final paragraph was underlined in pencil.

Correcting the records will be necessary. Correcting the decisions will be harder.

He had not underlined it himself.

Eleanor must have done so before leaving.

"Farid," he said, "I won't attend a meeting without knowing who is involved and what is being proposed."

"You used to understand the importance of discretion."

"I still do."

"Then what's changed?"

Qureshi considered the question.

For years, he had answered questions about institutional authority with arguments about efficiency, continuity and long-term stability.

He had rarely considered what happened when the people exercising that authority could no longer be identified.

Now the question was unavoidable.

"Discretion," he said, "is not the same as secrecy about responsibility."

Mansour gave a short laugh.

"You really have changed."

"Perhaps."

"Then you may find that events no longer wait for you."

The line went dead.

Qureshi remained seated.

For the first time in years, he had the uncomfortable sense that he was no longer helping to determine the direction of events.

He was watching something he had helped construct move beyond his control.

His telephone vibrated.

A message from an unknown number.

THE RECOVERY MUST FAIL BEFORE THE TRANSITION CAN SUCCEED.

Below it was an address.

And a time.

Qureshi read the message again.

Then he opened a blank email.

He addressed it to Rebecca Shaw.

For several moments, he did not type.

He understood what contacting her might mean.

Questions.

Interviews.

Documents.

Possibly an investigation into his own conduct.

He also understood what silence might permit.

Finally, he began.

Ms Shaw,

There are matters concerning the Civic Renewal Network's strategic discussions that I believe the national review should examine.

I cannot yet establish the full extent of the arrangements involved.

But I am concerned that certain individuals intend to exploit the present crisis to advance proposals that have never been subjected to democratic scrutiny.

I am prepared to provide information through an appropriate lawful process.

He stopped.

Read the message.

Then added:

I would also expect my own involvement to be examined.

He pressed send.

Outside, traffic moved steadily through Westminster.

The city continued.

Parliament continued.

The machinery of government continued.

But somewhere beneath its ordinary activity, people were beginning to make decisions about the country's future.

Some intended to restore accountability.

Others intended to replace one form of unaccountable authority with another.

And the difference between them was becoming the central question of the age.

Birmingham — 12.17 p.m.

Alistair Fenwick received a reply from Thomas Bell.

There were six attachments.

Three council letters.

Two emails from the national platform operator.

And a scanned notice informing his mother that her support arrangements had been reassessed.

Fenwick opened the notice.

The decision date was 4 February.

The authorising officer field contained a reference number.

The review field was blank.

At the bottom was a sentence.

This determination has been issued in accordance with the applicable national eligibility framework.

Fenwick stared at it.

He had seen similar wording hundreds of times.

He opened the first council letter.

It explained that the authority could not alter a nationally validated outcome without approval from the platform administrator.

The second letter, from the platform operator, explained that eligibility remained a matter for the relevant local authority.

The third directed Thomas Bell to a complaints procedure.

The procedure required him to identify the body responsible for the decision.

Fenwick leaned back.

There it was.

Not a secret meeting.

Not a constitutional manifesto.

Not a dramatic declaration of political power.

A woman had lost access to support.

Her son had asked for an explanation.

And the machinery of government had directed him in a circle.

Fenwick reached for his notebook.

On the page beneath Thomas Bell's name, he wrote:

THE FIRST REFUSAL

He paused.

Then crossed out refusal.

The problem was not that someone had refused to help.

The problem was that nobody accepted the authority to do so.

He wrote a new heading.

THE FIRST RETURN

Underneath it:

Return the decision to someone who can lawfully make it.

He looked at the words.

For five years, he had investigated how authority could be transferred, obscured and protected from challenge.

Now he understood where the next investigation had to begin.

Not with a theory of how the entire country might be repaired.

With one decision.

One record.

One person who had the right to an answer.

He picked up the telephone and called Priya Malik.

She answered almost immediately.

"Alistair."

"I've found our next story."

"Please tell me it doesn't involve another missing schedule."

"No."

"Good."

"It involves a woman who's been removed from a support programme."

Priya was quiet.

Then she asked, "What happened?"

"Nobody can establish who made the decision."

"Can it be reversed?"

"That's what I intend to find out."

"And if it can't?"

Fenwick looked towards the window.

Beyond the rain, Birmingham was carrying on with its ordinary Monday.

People were going to work.

Children were leaving school.

Buses were moving through the streets.

Hospitals were treating patients.

Council offices were answering telephones.

The country had not stopped functioning.

That was why the crisis was so difficult to see.

"Then," he said, "we need to find out who made it impossible."

Priya considered that.

"Come in," she said. "Bring the documents."

Fenwick closed his notebook.

For the first time since Saturday's article, he felt that the investigation had a clear direction.

The country would not recover its accountability through a single speech, election, inquiry or emergency law.

It would recover it, if it recovered at all, by restoring the connection between decisions and responsibility.

One institution at a time.

One record at a time.

One person at a time.

He put on his coat.

Outside, the rain had stopped.
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Chapter Two

The Cost of Reversal

[image: ]


London, England — Monday, 16 February 2032 — 1.08 p.m.

The first objection arrived before the proposal had been formally circulated.

Rebecca Shaw found that unsurprising.

The second arrived seven minutes later.

By half past one, eleven organisations had contacted the Cabinet Office expressing concern about the government's proposed accountability measures.

By two o'clock, the number had reached twenty-three.

Rebecca had read every submission.

Some raised legitimate questions about service continuity, contractual obligations and the financial consequences of changing established administrative arrangements.

Others were less concerned with the public consequences than with the possibility of losing influence.

The difficulty was distinguishing between them.

She sat at the end of a long conference table while representatives from the Treasury, the Cabinet Office, the Department for Communities and several national service organisations assembled around her.

James Ashcroft occupied the chair opposite.

Between them lay a document bearing the heading:

NATIONAL ACCOUNTABILITY AND SERVICE CONTINUITY REVIEW

INTERIM RECOVERY OPTIONS

16 FEBRUARY 2032

Rebecca had written much of it herself.

She was beginning to wish she had chosen a different career.

A Treasury official named Caroline Hughes opened the discussion.

"We need to establish the financial exposure before recommending any suspension of existing arrangements."

Rebecca nodded.

"Agreed."

"Your paper proposes restoring local decision-making authority where the national platform cannot demonstrate a reliable authorisation history."

"Correct."

"Do you understand how many services now depend on those platforms?"

"Yes."

"Then you'll appreciate that reversal isn't simply a matter of changing a procedure."

"I haven't suggested that it is."

Hughes opened her folder.

"Several authorities no longer maintain independent administrative systems. Their staff have been transferred, their records consolidated and their contractual obligations extended. Reconstructing separate arrangements could cost hundreds of millions of pounds."

"Possibly."

"Possibly?"

"The figure depends on which functions require separation, which can remain shared and which decisions can be brought back under accountable control without replacing the underlying technology."

Hughes looked at her.

"You're proposing to separate the technology from the authority."

"Where necessary."

"That's not how the contracts were written."

Rebecca paused.

"No," she said. "It isn't."

The room fell quiet.

Ashcroft leaned forward.

"Perhaps we should begin with the distinction that matters."

He looked around the table.

"Nobody is proposing that every shared service should be dismantled. Shared systems can be efficient, lawful and beneficial. The concern is whether those systems have made it impossible to identify who is responsible for particular decisions."

A representative from the Department for Communities raised his hand.

"Local authorities remain legally responsible for their statutory functions."

"In principle," Rebecca said.

"In law."

"Yes. But in practice, some have been informed that they cannot alter an outcome without approval from a platform administrator."

"That may be a contractual restriction."

"Then we need to establish whether the contract is being interpreted in a way that prevents the authority from exercising its lawful responsibilities."

Hughes closed her folder.

"And if it is?"

Rebecca looked at her.

"Then the contract must not be allowed to override the law."

Nobody answered immediately.

The proposition was simple.

Its consequences were not.

At the far end of the table, a senior procurement adviser cleared his throat.

"There may be compensation claims."

"From whom?" Ashcroft asked.

"Service providers. Infrastructure partners. Organisations that have invested in the programme on the basis of long-term agreements."

"Invested in what, precisely?"

"Systems, staff, facilities and contractual capacity."

"Those investments deserve proper consideration," Ashcroft said. "But they cannot establish an entitlement to exercise public authority without adequate accountability."

The adviser shifted in his seat.

"I'm not suggesting otherwise."

"Good."

Rebecca opened the next page.

"The immediate recommendation is limited. We identify categories of adverse decisions for which the authorisation trail is incomplete. We require the responsible authority to provide an accessible human review. We preserve existing records and prevent further changes to the relevant rules without documented approval."

"And who pays for that?" Hughes asked.

"The government will need to establish an interim funding mechanism."

"Which means the Treasury."

"Yes."

Hughes gave a humourless smile.

"At least we're being clear."

Rebecca turned to the final recommendation.

"The larger issue is institutional dependence. We need an independent assessment of whether authorities can withdraw from national arrangements without unacceptable disruption to essential services."

The procurement adviser shook his head.

"That could undermine confidence in the entire programme."

Rebecca looked at him.

"Confidence in what?"

"The national infrastructure."

"Then perhaps the infrastructure should be capable of demonstrating that participation is genuinely voluntary where the agreements say it is."

"These are complex arrangements."

"I know."

"They cannot simply be unwound."

"That is exactly why we need to understand them."

Hughes studied the paper.

"You're describing a process that could take years."

Rebecca nodded.

"Yes."

"Possibly longer than the present government remains in office."

"Yes."

"And you expect ministers to support it?"

Ashcroft answered before Rebecca could.

"They may not have a choice."

Hughes looked towards him.

"Politically?"

"Constitutionally."

He folded his hands.

"If government cannot establish who is responsible for the exercise of public authority, it has a problem that cannot be resolved by waiting for the next election."

The room was silent.

Then Hughes asked the question everyone had been avoiding.

"What happens if the cost of restoring accountability is greater than the cost of maintaining the existing arrangements?"

Rebecca considered her answer.

"The cost of maintaining them includes the consequences of decisions nobody can properly explain or challenge."

"That isn't a figure I can put into a budget."

"No," Rebecca said. "But it's a cost the public is already paying."

Birmingham — 2.46 p.m.

Thomas Bell had expected a journalist to ask questions.

He had not expected Alistair Fenwick to spend twenty minutes explaining what he could not promise.

They sat in a small meeting room at the Midlands Chronicle.

Thomas was forty-seven, a maintenance supervisor at a manufacturing company on the outskirts of Birmingham. He had taken the afternoon off work and arrived carrying a blue plastic folder.

Inside were the letters concerning his mother.

Fenwick had arranged the documents in date order.

Priya Malik sat beside him, taking notes.

"Before we go any further," Fenwick said, "I want to be clear about something. We can investigate the decision and ask questions on your mother's behalf, with her permission. But we cannot compel the council to change its position."

Thomas nodded.

"I understand."

"And we won't publish personal information without discussing it with you and your mother first."

"She wants people to know."

"That's her decision. We still need to make sure she understands what publication would involve."

Thomas looked at the folder.

"She's frightened."

Fenwick waited.

"Not about the newspaper. About what happens next."

"What support was she receiving?"

"Help at home. Someone came in four mornings a week. They helped her wash, checked she'd eaten and made sure she was managing."

"And that stopped?"

"Not immediately. First they reduced it to two mornings. Then we got the reassessment notice."

"Did anyone visit her?"

"No."

"Telephone assessment?"

"Not that I know of."

"Was she asked to provide updated information?"

Thomas opened the folder.

"That's what I kept asking."

He handed Fenwick a letter.

The council had explained that eligibility had been reassessed using information available through the National Civic Infrastructure Programme's integrated service records.

The decision had been validated against the current eligibility framework.

There was no named assessor.

Fenwick read the letter carefully.

"Did your mother have any change in circumstances?"

"She's become less mobile."

"Anything that might suggest she needed less support?"

"No."

"Was she receiving support from another service?"

"Not that would replace this."

Priya leaned forward.

"Have you appealed?"

"I tried."

"What happened?"

"They said I had to request a review through the national portal."

"And did you?"

"Yes."

"What did the portal say?"

Thomas took out his telephone.

He opened an email and passed it across the table.

Fenwick read:

Your request cannot be processed because the responsible decision-making authority has not been identified.

He looked at Priya.

She had stopped writing.

Thomas gave a small, exhausted laugh.

"That's the part I don't understand."

Fenwick handed back the phone.

"Neither do I."

"I thought the council made decisions about care."

"Normally, the council has legal responsibilities for assessing and arranging adult social care. We need to establish exactly what happened here."

"So why won't they change it?"

"That's one of the questions we're going to ask."

Thomas looked down.

"I don't want anyone losing their job."

"That's not what we're trying to achieve."

"I just want someone to come and see her."

Fenwick was quiet.

Thomas continued.

"She worked all her life. Paid her taxes. Looked after my dad when he was ill. Never asked for anything she didn't need."

His voice tightened.

"And now I spend every evening trying to work out which organisation I'm supposed to complain to."

Priya put down her pen.

"Is she safe at home at the moment?"

"My sister and I are taking turns. We've arranged some private help, but we can't keep paying for it indefinitely."

"Have you contacted the council's adult safeguarding team?"

"Yes. They said someone would call back."

"Has anyone?"

"Not yet."

Fenwick made a note.

He had spent much of his career investigating the relationship between political influence and public administration.

He had interviewed ministers, senior civil servants, lawyers and executives.

He had read thousands of pages of procurement documents and governance agreements.

Yet the most important question in the room was not about a constitutional theory.

It was whether somebody would visit an elderly woman who needed help.

"Thomas," he said, "with your mother's permission, I'd like to ask the council for a formal explanation of the decision-making process."

"All right."

"I'd also like to speak to the company operating the platform."

"Good luck."

Fenwick smiled faintly.

"I've been told that before."

Thomas closed the folder.

"Do you think this is happening to other people?"

Fenwick looked at Priya.

She answered.

"We don't know how many cases are similar. That's something we're investigating."

Thomas nodded.

Then he asked a question Fenwick had not anticipated.

"If they fix Mum's case, will they fix everyone else's?"

Fenwick considered it.

"Not automatically."

"Then what happens?"

"Someone has to establish whether the problem is isolated or part of a wider failure."

"And if it's wider?"

"Then every affected decision may need to be examined."

Thomas looked at the documents.

"That sounds like an enormous job."

"It is."

"Will anyone actually do it?"

Fenwick could not give him an answer.

That troubled him more than he wanted to admit.

Westminster — 4.18 p.m.

Prime Minister Andrew Whitaker had received four versions of the same briefing.

The first described the government's recovery proposals as necessary.

The second described them as potentially destabilising.

The third warned of substantial financial liabilities.

The fourth recommended delaying any announcement until the national review had produced a more complete assessment.

Whitaker had read them all.

He was tired of advice that explained the consequences of every possible decision without identifying which consequences the country could reasonably accept.

His private secretary entered.

"James Ashcroft and Rebecca Shaw are here, Prime Minister."

"Send them in."

Ashcroft entered first.

Rebecca followed, carrying a folder.

Whitaker gestured towards the chairs.

"Thank you for coming."

They sat.

He looked at Rebecca.

"I understand you've had a difficult afternoon."

"Productive, Prime Minister."

"That wasn't the word the Treasury used."

"No."

He smiled briefly.

Then his expression became serious.

"I've read your recommendations."

"Yes, Prime Minister."

"You want an independent review process for decisions with incomplete authorisation records."

"Yes."

"You want the affected authorities to retain responsibility for providing remedies."

"Correct."

"And you want an assessment of whether national service agreements have made withdrawal practically impossible."

"Yes."

Whitaker leaned back.

"How much will it cost?"

"We cannot give you a reliable total yet."

"An estimate?"

"Potentially substantial, depending on the scope of remediation and the extent of contractual restructuring."

"That's not going to satisfy Parliament."

"No."

"Or the Treasury."

"No."

He studied her.

"You're remarkably comfortable giving me answers I don't want."

Rebecca said nothing.

Ashcroft intervened.

"Prime Minister, the immediate measures are more limited than the long-term review. We can begin preserving records and establishing human review routes without committing to wholesale dismantling of the infrastructure."

Whitaker turned towards him.

"And the providers?"

"They will need to cooperate with lawful requests for records and technical information."

"Some are threatening litigation."

"Then we must ensure the process is properly authorised and proportionate."

Whitaker tapped the folder.

"There's another proposal."

Rebecca knew which one.

"The national commissioner," she said.

"Yes."

He looked at her.

"I've been advised that a single commissioner could cut through departmental disputes and direct the recovery process."

"Depending on the powers."

"The suggestion is that the commissioner should have authority across participating departments and agencies."

"And local authorities?"

"Potentially."

Rebecca waited.

Whitaker noticed.

"You object."

"I have concerns."

"Explain them."

"The crisis has partly arisen because authority became concentrated in arrangements that were difficult to challenge. Creating another body with extensive powers and weak oversight could reproduce the same problem."

"We need someone who can make decisions."

"Yes. But we also need to know which decisions that person is entitled to make, who can review them and how their authority can be withdrawn."

Whitaker looked towards Ashcroft.

"Do you agree?"

"I do."

The Prime Minister sighed.

"Then what do you propose instead?"

Rebecca opened her folder.

"A statutory recovery framework with clearly defined responsibilities. An independent oversight panel, public reporting requirements, judicially reviewable decisions and a fixed timetable for reconsidering any exceptional powers."

"That sounds slower."

"It may be."

"We don't have the luxury of unlimited time."

"No, Prime Minister. But speed without accountability is how some of these arrangements became entrenched."

Whitaker looked down at the papers.

He understood the argument.

He also understood the political pressure.

His government was being accused of having permitted a national system to develop beyond effective democratic supervision.

Opposition parties were demanding resignations.

Local authorities were warning of service failures.

Providers were threatening legal action.

And members of his own party were calling for extraordinary powers to restore control.

Every option carried risks.

"What would you do?" he asked.

Rebecca hesitated.

"Prime Minister?"

"If you were sitting here. What would you do first?"

She considered the question.

"I would tell Parliament what we know."

"Which is?"

"That some decisions cannot currently be traced to a sufficiently reliable authorisation record. That the government is investigating how those failures arose. That essential services will continue. And that affected individuals must have a meaningful route to challenge decisions."

"And what wouldn't you say?"

"That the problem has been solved."

Whitaker looked at her for a long moment.

Then he nodded.

"Prepare the statement."

Ashcroft leaned forward.

"Prime Minister, there is one further matter."

Whitaker looked at him.

"Dr Samir Qureshi has contacted Rebecca."

The Prime Minister's expression changed.

"Qureshi?"

"Yes."

"What does he want?"

"To provide information about discussions within the Civic Renewal Network."

"Why now?"

"We don't know."

Whitaker sat back.

"Can we trust him?"

Rebecca answered.

"We should not make that assumption."

"Then why speak to him?"

"Because information can be relevant even when the person providing it has reasons to protect himself."

Whitaker considered that.

"Make sure the appropriate investigators are involved."

"Of course."

"And Rebecca?"

"Prime Minister?"

"Don't let this become a private negotiation."

"It won't."

He closed the folder.

"Good."

Then he added, almost to himself:

"We've had quite enough private negotiations."

London — 6.32 p.m.

Farid Mansour stood at the window of a private meeting room overlooking a narrow street in central London.

Eight people were seated behind him.

They had been waiting for twenty minutes.

Qureshi had not arrived.

Mansour checked his telephone.

No reply.

He put it away.

"Shall we begin?" asked a man at the table.

Mansour turned.

"Yes."

The man was Ibrahim Khalid.

He had spent years building relationships with organisations that regarded the Civic Renewal Network as a useful route into national policy discussions.

He had always understood that political influence depended on patience.

He was beginning to believe that patience had become a liability.

"The government is moving faster than expected," Khalid said.

"Not yet," Mansour replied.

"They're preparing emergency legislation."

"They're preparing proposals."

"Those proposals could remove our people from the accreditation bodies."

"Some of them."

"And the technical committees."

"Possibly."

Khalid leaned forward.

"Farid, we spent years establishing those arrangements."

"I know."

"Then why are we sitting here discussing the difference between proposals and legislation?"

Mansour regarded him calmly.

"Because the difference matters."

He walked towards the table.

"The government is vulnerable. It has admitted that thousands of decisions cannot be reliably explained. It faces financial exposure, public anger and institutional uncertainty."

"Which means it can act against us."

"Or it can be persuaded that dismantling the existing system would make the crisis worse."

A woman at the table spoke.

"That argument is already being made by service providers."

"Exactly."

"But some of those providers have legitimate concerns."

"Of course they do."

Mansour sat down.

"That is why the argument will be effective."

Khalid looked at him.

"What are you proposing?"

"Nothing unlawful."

"That's not an answer."

"It is an important condition."

Mansour opened a folder.

Inside was a draft public statement.

It warned that abrupt changes to national administrative systems could threaten essential services.

It called for an independent assessment before any contractual restructuring.

It urged ministers to preserve technical continuity while reviewing governance arrangements.

Every proposition was defensible.

That was what made the document useful.

Khalid read it.

"This doesn't protect our position."

"It protects the argument that the existing infrastructure must remain operational."

"For how long?"

"As long as the government cannot establish a credible alternative."

The woman frowned.

"Are you suggesting we should oppose reforms even where failures have been demonstrated?"

"I'm suggesting that the public should understand the risks of disruption."

"That's not the same thing."

Mansour looked at her.

"No. It isn't."

She closed the folder.

"Then we should be careful not to confuse them."

Khalid gave an impatient sigh.

"We're losing time."

Mansour turned towards him.

"Time is not our greatest problem."

"What is?"

"Legitimacy."

He looked around the table.

"For years, we advanced our arguments through consultations, professional bodies and institutional partnerships. We relied on the appearance of ordinary administrative reform."

"Because much of it was ordinary reform," the woman said.

"Yes."

Mansour nodded.

"But some of us believed those arrangements could support a more permanent constitutional settlement."

Nobody spoke.

He continued.

"That possibility is now being examined publicly. If we respond with panic, we confirm every suspicion raised against us."

Khalid folded his arms.

"And if we do nothing?"

"Then we lose the initiative."

Mansour placed a second document on the table.

Its heading read:

CIVIC STABILITY AND CONSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY

A FRAMEWORK FOR NATIONAL RECOVERY

The woman read the title.

"Another framework?"

"A proposal for preserving essential institutional arrangements during the recovery."

"Who drafted it?"

"A small working group."

"Which working group?"

Mansour hesitated.

Khalid noticed.

"Farid."

Mansour looked towards the window.

"People who understand that the present government may not survive the crisis."

The woman stood.

"I want to know who wrote it."

"You'll receive the full document."

"Before or after we're expected to endorse it?"

Mansour said nothing.

She gathered her papers.

"Then I think this meeting is finished for me."

Khalid watched her leave.

When the door closed, he turned back to Mansour.

"You're losing people."

Mansour looked at the empty chair.

"People who cannot tolerate uncertainty are rarely useful during a transition."

Khalid lowered his voice.

"Or perhaps they're beginning to understand that nobody knows who is directing it."

Mansour looked at him.

For the first time that evening, his composure slipped.

Only slightly.

But enough.

Birmingham — 8.14 p.m.

The newsroom had become quiet.

Most of the staff had gone home.

Priya Malik remained at her desk, reviewing a draft request for information concerning the national eligibility platform.

Fenwick stood beside the window.

He had spent the afternoon contacting the local authority, the platform operator and two independent specialists in public administration.

The council had acknowledged receipt of his questions.

The operator had referred him to its media relations team.

One specialist had agreed to examine the documents.

The other had warned him that the problem might be more widespread than anyone realised.

He had not yet established whether Thomas Bell's mother had been denied support because of a software error, an incorrect eligibility rule, a flawed assessment or an administrative misunderstanding.

He had established something else.

The documents did not provide a clear route for challenging the decision.

Priya looked up.

"You're still here."

"So are you."

"I'm editing."

"I'm thinking."

"That's usually expensive."

Fenwick smiled.

She closed her laptop.

"How's the Bell case?"

"Still unresolved."

"Anything we can publish?"

"Not yet."

"Good."

He looked at her.

"You sound pleased."

"I'm pleased you're not rushing."

She stood and walked towards the window.

Outside, headlights moved through the wet streets.

"Do you remember what you said after the first investigation?" she asked.

"Which part?"

"That exposing a failure doesn't necessarily repair it."

"Yes."

"I think we're about to find out how true that is."

Fenwick nodded.

Priya continued.

"The government will announce reforms. The opposition will demand more. The providers will defend their contracts. Campaigners will argue about who is responsible."

"And the people affected?"

"Will still need someone to make decisions."

Fenwick looked towards the newsroom.

For years, he had believed that the greatest difficulty was uncovering information powerful people preferred to keep hidden.

Now he was beginning to suspect that exposing the truth was only the beginning.

Once the public understood what had happened, someone had to decide what came next.

And those decisions would create new winners, new losers and new opportunities for influence.

He returned to his desk.

A message had arrived from Ellie.

Have you eaten?

He smiled.

Not yet.

Dad.

I'm working.

That's not an answer.

He typed:

I'm coming home.

Then he stopped.

Home.

For much of his professional life, the word had meant a place where he slept between investigations.

He had promised himself that would change.

Perhaps the country was not the only thing that needed rebuilding.

He sent the message.

Priya watched him put on his coat.

"Leaving before nine?"

"Apparently."

"Should I call someone?"

"Very funny."

He picked up his notebook.

On the last page were the questions he had written that morning.

Who made the decision?

Who can reverse it?

Who is responsible when nobody accepts responsibility?

He looked at them.

Then added one more.

WHO BENEFITS IF THE RECOVERY FAILS?

He closed the notebook.

Across the country, people were beginning to demand that the systems governing their lives should once again answer to them.

But others were already preparing to turn the demand for recovery into another opportunity to accumulate power.

Fenwick understood the danger.

The country had survived the first surrender.

It was struggling to escape the captivity that followed.

Now it faced a final test.

Whether it could recover its institutions without surrendering them again.

And somewhere in London, a group of people had begun planning for the possibility that it could not.
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Chapter Three

The Witness
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London, England — Tuesday, 17 February 2032 — 7.18 a.m.

Dr Samir Qureshi had spent much of the night deciding what he was prepared to admit.

By morning, he had concluded that the question itself was dishonest.

The issue was not what he was prepared to admit.

It was what he knew.

And what he had chosen not to know.

He sat at his kitchen table with a folder open beside his untouched breakfast. Outside, the streets of north London were beginning to fill with commuters. A delivery van stopped opposite his house. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked.

Ordinary sounds.

Ordinary lives.

He had spent years arguing that the country needed institutions capable of operating beyond the immediate pressures of electoral politics.

He still believed that public administration required continuity.

He still believed that governments sometimes sacrificed long-term stability for short-term popularity.

But those beliefs had gradually become entangled with another proposition.

That certain people understood the country's future better than the people entitled to decide it.

He had not always recognised the distinction.

Now he could see it everywhere.

On the table lay three documents.

The first was the Civic Renewal Network's original strategic development plan.

The second was a memorandum concerning appointments to national accreditation bodies.

The third was a paper he had received the previous evening.

CIVIC STABILITY AND CONSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY

A FRAMEWORK FOR NATIONAL RECOVERY

He had not been invited to contribute to it.

That troubled him.

For years, Farid Mansour had treated Qureshi as an essential participant in discussions about institutional reform.

Now Mansour was circulating proposals without consulting him.

Perhaps the relationship had changed.

Perhaps it had always been less equal than Qureshi believed.

He opened the third document.

Its language was carefully chosen.

The authors proposed a temporary national stability mechanism to preserve essential administrative services during the government's recovery programme.

They argued that the existing network of accredited providers possessed technical expertise that could not be replaced quickly.

They recommended an independent continuity council composed of representatives from government, professional organisations and strategic service partners.

So far, the proposals were not extraordinary.

Then came the appointments section.

The council's initial membership would be nominated by organisations already recognised under the national programme.

Its decisions would be binding on participating bodies for the duration of the recovery period.

Its mandate could be extended where withdrawal was judged likely to threaten essential services.

Qureshi read the final provision again.

There was no clear limit.

No requirement for renewed parliamentary approval.

No independent mechanism for determining when the emergency had ended.

He recognised the structure.

It was the same method he had spent years refining.

Establish a practical necessity.

Create an administrative mechanism.

Transfer responsibility to a specialist body.

Make withdrawal difficult.

Then allow the institution's continued existence to become the strongest argument for preserving it.

He had once considered that an elegant approach to reform.

Now he saw what it could become.

A system that justified its own authority.

His telephone vibrated.

A message from Eleanor Price.

Samir, I need to know whether you have spoken to the Cabinet Office.

He stared at the screen.

Then replied:

I have contacted Rebecca Shaw.

The response came almost immediately.

Have you given her documents?

Not yet.

A pause.

Then:

Please don't attend any private meetings with Farid. There are things you haven't been told.

Qureshi read the message twice.

He typed:

What things?

There was no reply.

He waited.

Five minutes passed.

Then ten.

Finally, another message appeared.

I have retained copies. I am seeking legal advice before providing them to investigators.

Qureshi put down the telephone.

He had known Eleanor for years.

She was cautious, meticulous and unusually resistant to pressure.

If she had retained documents, she believed they mattered.

He looked at the three folders.

Then opened his laptop.

He began preparing a chronological account.

Not an explanation.

Not a defence.

An account.

He wrote the date of his first involvement with the Civic Renewal Network.

He listed the committees he had attended.

The proposals he had endorsed.

The appointments he had supported.

The discussions in which he had participated.

And the occasions when he had heard arguments for insulating public institutions from ordinary democratic control.

At the bottom of the first page, he wrote:

I did not believe that every proposal advanced within the network was improper.

He considered the sentence.

Then added:

I did, however, recognise that some participants intended to use lawful administrative arrangements to achieve political outcomes that had not been openly presented to the public.

He stopped typing.

For several seconds, he stared at the words.

They were accurate.

That was what made them difficult.

London — 9.06 a.m.

Rebecca Shaw had requested that the meeting take place in a formal interview room.

James Ashcroft had agreed.

The legal team had insisted.

The investigators had gone further.

They wanted Qureshi's approach documented from the outset, with clear arrangements for preserving evidence and determining whether any information he provided required referral to a criminal investigation.

Rebecca accepted every condition.

She was not interested in an informal conversation that might later become impossible to use.

At nine o'clock, she met Ashcroft outside the room.

"He's confirmed?" she asked.

"Ten thirty."

"Legal representation?"

"He's been advised to obtain it."

"Has he?"

"We don't know."

Rebecca looked at the folder in Ashcroft's hand.

"What's that?"

"His initial written statement."

She took it.

The document was fourteen pages long.

It described the development of the Civic Renewal Network, the evolution of its strategic objectives and the growing influence of Farid Mansour.

Rebecca read the first two pages.

Then stopped.

"James."

"I know."

"He's acknowledging that he understood some of the constitutional objectives."

"Yes."

"That's more than he's ever admitted publicly."

Ashcroft nodded.

"Which is why we need to be careful."

She turned another page.

Qureshi described discussions about accreditation, technical standards and the relationship between national service agreements and elected authorities.

He distinguished between proposals he considered legitimate and those he now believed had been designed to make institutional arrangements resistant to democratic reversal.

Rebecca reached a paragraph concerning the strategic appointments framework.

She read it twice.

Then looked up.

"He's claiming that Mansour had access to a separate nominations list."

"Apparently."

"Who prepared it?"

"He doesn't say."

"Who approved it?"

"He doesn't say that either."

"Does he know?"

"That's one of the questions."

Rebecca closed the folder.

"Then we shouldn't assume he's telling us everything."

"No."

Ashcroft glanced towards the interview room.

"There's something else."

"What?"

"The Prime Minister's office has asked whether Qureshi's cooperation could be mentioned in today's parliamentary statement."

Rebecca stared at him.

"Absolutely not."

"I've advised against it."

"Until the information has been examined, we don't know whether he's a witness, a participant in wrongdoing, or both."

"Agreed."

"And we certainly shouldn't give the impression that cooperation amounts to immunity."

Ashcroft nodded.

"I'll make that clear."

Rebecca looked down at the statement again.

For years, Qureshi had operated near the boundary between policy advice and political influence.

He had been articulate.

Patient.

Careful with language.

He had understood the difference between a formal decision and the arrangements that shaped it.

Now he was offering to explain how those arrangements had been constructed.

That could be valuable.

It could also be a carefully managed attempt to preserve his reputation while placing responsibility elsewhere.

She opened her notebook.

At the top of a fresh page, she wrote:

QURESHI — EVIDENCE, NOT ASSURANCES

Beneath it:

What did he know?

When did he know it?

What did he do?

What did he fail to disclose?

She looked at the questions.

Then added one more.

What can be independently verified?

Birmingham — 10.24 a.m.

Alistair Fenwick was halfway through a telephone call when Priya Malik appeared at his desk.

She held a printed email.

He raised a hand, asking her to wait.

"Thank you," he said into the telephone. "I understand that the council is reviewing the matter. What I'm asking is whether the original decision was made by a named officer or generated through the national eligibility system."

He listened.

"Yes."

Another pause.

"No, I'm not asking you to disclose personal information without consent. I have written authorisation from the family."

He listened again.

"Then could you confirm which organisation is legally responsible for the decision?"

A longer silence.

Fenwick picked up his pen.

"I see."

He wrote something down.

"Thank you for your time."

He ended the call.

Priya placed the email in front of him.

"You're going to want this."

Fenwick read the heading.

NATIONAL SERVICE PLATFORM — DECISION RULE VERSION HISTORY

He looked up.

"Where did it come from?"

"An independent technical specialist. She's reviewed the material we sent yesterday."

"Already?"

"She said the issue was serious enough to prioritise."

Fenwick read the first paragraph.

The specialist had identified an inconsistency between the eligibility framework referenced in Thomas Bell's mother's decision notice and the version recorded as operational on the date of the decision.

The difference might be administrative.

It might reflect a delayed update.

Or it might indicate that the decision had been processed using a rule set that was not properly recorded in the authority's approval history.

Fenwick read the paragraph again.

"Has she established which?"

"No."

"Can she?"

"Not without access to the underlying system logs."

Fenwick turned the page.

The specialist had included a list of questions.

Who approved the rule change?

When was it implemented?

Which authority authorised its application?

Were affected decisions reviewed after the discrepancy was identified?

Fenwick looked at Priya.

"These are the questions we've been asking."

"Yes."

"But now we have a technical reason to ask them."

"Exactly."

He sat back.

"What did the council say?"

Priya glanced at his notes.

"That's what I was going to ask you."

Fenwick looked down.

The council had confirmed that it remained legally responsible for the service.

It had also confirmed that its officers could request a review through the national platform.

But it had not identified who possessed authority to amend the disputed eligibility outcome.

"They're looking into it," he said.

Priya raised an eyebrow.

"Meaning?"

"Meaning they haven't answered."

She sat down opposite him.

"Alistair, we need to separate two stories."

He nodded.

"The individual case and the wider system."

"Yes. Thomas Bell's mother needs an urgent review. We can't treat her circumstances merely as evidence for a national investigation."

"I know."

"And we need to establish whether the rule discrepancy actually affected her decision."

"Agreed."

Priya folded her arms.

"Then what's next?"

Fenwick looked at the specialist's report.

"An independent examination of the rule history."

"Can we get the logs?"

"Not directly."

"Could the family request them?"

"Possibly, but the relevant records may contain information beyond their personal data. We need legal advice about the proper route."

Priya nodded.

"And the wider question?"

Fenwick tapped the report.

"If the platform was applying rules that local authorities couldn't independently verify, then the problem isn't simply whether a decision was wrong."

"What is it?"

"Whether the authorities responsible for those decisions ever had effective control over the rules being used."

Priya was quiet.

Then she said, "That sounds familiar."

Fenwick nodded.

It did.

Five years earlier, he had investigated how public institutions could become dependent on organisations that shaped decisions without formally making them.

Now the same question had returned in a different form.

Not through a missing appendix.

Not through an undisclosed appointment.

Through a software rule.

He looked at the printed email.

"Who wrote this?"

"Dr Helen Ward. Independent systems auditor. Previously worked on public-sector digital governance."

"Has she agreed to be quoted?"

"Not yet."

"Ask her."

Priya stood.

"And Alistair?"

"Yes?"

"There's another message."

She handed him a second sheet.

It was from a parliamentary researcher.

The subject line read:

CIVIC RENEWAL NETWORK — POSSIBLE WITNESS COOPERATION

Fenwick read it.

Then looked up.

"Qureshi?"

Priya nodded.

"Apparently he's approached the Cabinet Office."

Fenwick stared at the message.

For several seconds, neither spoke.

Then Priya asked, "What do you think?"

Fenwick considered the man he had spent years investigating.

Qureshi had always been careful.

He rarely made claims he could not defend.

He understood the value of ambiguity.

And he had spent much of his career persuading others that institutional permanence was a virtue.

"He's either frightened," Fenwick said, "or he's decided the people around him have become more dangerous than the people investigating him."

"Could be both."

"Yes."

Priya looked at the email.

"Do we contact him?"

"Not yet."

"Why?"

"Because if he's providing evidence through a formal process, I don't want to interfere with it."

"And if he's trying to manage the story?"

Fenwick picked up his notebook.

"Then we'll need to establish what he's leaving out."

London — 10.37 a.m.

Qureshi arrived carrying a leather briefcase.

He wore a dark suit and a plain blue tie.

Rebecca had expected him to appear composed.

He did.

But there was something different about his manner.

He looked tired.

Not dramatically.

Not theatrically.

Simply tired.

A legal adviser greeted him and explained the purpose of the meeting.

Qureshi listened without interruption.

He confirmed that he understood the information he provided could be examined by investigators and might be relevant to proceedings concerning his own conduct.

He had brought a solicitor.

Rebecca was relieved.

It made the boundaries clearer.

When everyone was seated, the lead investigator, Margaret Ellis, began.

"Dr Qureshi, thank you for attending. Before we discuss the documents you've brought, I want to establish why you contacted the Cabinet Office."

Qureshi folded his hands.

"Because I believe some individuals associated with the Civic Renewal Network are attempting to exploit the present crisis."

"In what way?"

"By proposing new institutional arrangements that would preserve their influence under the appearance of national recovery."

"Is that different from what the network has previously advocated?"

Qureshi paused.

"In some respects."

"Which respects?"

"The proposals are more explicit about limiting the ability of elected authorities to reverse administrative decisions."

Ellis made a note.

"Have you supported such limitations?"

Qureshi looked at her.

"Yes."

Rebecca remained still.

Ellis continued.

"In what circumstances?"

"I supported arrangements intended to preserve continuity in essential public services. I believed that certain technical and administrative standards should not be subject to frequent political changes."

"Did you also support arrangements designed to prevent elected authorities from changing policy?"

Qureshi hesitated.

"I supported arrangements that made changes more difficult."

"That's not quite the same question."

"No."

"Then please answer it."

Qureshi looked down at the table.

"At times, yes."

Nobody spoke.

Ellis allowed the silence to continue.

Then she asked, "Did you believe those arrangements were democratically legitimate?"

"At the time, I believed they could be justified through existing legal procedures."

"That wasn't my question."

Qureshi looked up.

"I believed that lawful adoption gave them legitimacy."

"And now?"

"I no longer believe legality alone is sufficient if the practical effect is to remove meaningful democratic choice."

Ellis wrote something down.

"Why has your position changed?"

Qureshi considered the question.

"Because I have seen how the arrangements can be used."

"By whom?"

"Farid Mansour. Ibrahim Khalid. Others."

"Others whose names you know?"

"Some."

"Will you identify them?"

"Yes, where I can do so accurately."

Ellis nodded.

"Let's begin with the documents."

Qureshi opened his briefcase.

He removed three folders.

The first contained meeting agendas and minutes.

The second contained correspondence concerning accreditation and appointments.

The third contained strategic discussion papers.

He placed them on the table.

Rebecca looked at the third folder.

"Is that the constitutional transition material?"

"Some of it."

"Is it complete?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because not every discussion was documented."

"Who retained the missing material?"

Qureshi hesitated.

"Possibly Farid Mansour."

"Possibly?"

"I cannot establish what records he retained."

Rebecca made a note.

Ellis opened the first folder.

"Dr Qureshi, I want to ask about the appointments framework associated with Schedule F."

Qureshi's expression tightened.

"Yes."

"Who prepared the nominations list?"

"There were several drafts."

"Who prepared the version circulated to the strategic group?"

"Farid Mansour's office coordinated it."

"Who approved it?"

Qureshi paused.

"I did not see a formal approval."

"Was it used?"

"I believe parts of it informed subsequent discussions."

"That's a qualified answer."

"It's the most accurate one I can give."

Ellis looked at him.

"Did you recommend any individuals for appointment?"

"Yes."

"How many?"

"I would need to check the correspondence."

"Approximately?"

"Seven or eight."

"Did you declare your relationships with those individuals?"

"Not in every case."

Rebecca looked up.

Qureshi met her gaze.

"I understand the significance of that."

She did not answer.

Ellis continued.

"Did any of those individuals subsequently receive appointments?"

"Some did."

"To bodies involved in accreditation or technical standards?"

"Yes."

"Did you benefit financially?"

"Not directly."

"Indirectly?"

Qureshi hesitated.

"My consultancy received fees for advisory work associated with some participating organisations."

"Which organisations?"

"I have brought the relevant records."

Ellis looked towards his solicitor.

The solicitor nodded.

Qureshi continued.

"I want to be clear. I am not claiming that every appointment was improper or that every organisation involved acted unlawfully."

"Neither are we," Ellis replied.

"But there were relationships that should have been examined more closely."

"Did you know that at the time?"

Qureshi looked down.

"Yes."

Ellis waited.

Then she asked, "Why didn't you raise the concerns?"

For the first time, Qureshi seemed unable to find an immediate answer.

He looked at the folders.

Then at Rebecca.

Finally, he said, "Because I believed the broader objective justified the arrangements."

Rebecca felt something settle inside her.

Not satisfaction.

Not anger.

Recognition.

For years, she had tried to understand how intelligent, experienced people could participate in systems that gradually weakened the safeguards they were supposed to protect.

She had expected explanations involving pressure, confusion, conflicting responsibilities or administrative necessity.

Those things had played a part.

But Qureshi had just identified another.

He had believed the outcome mattered more than the process.

Ellis leaned forward.

"And do you still believe that?"

Qureshi shook his head.

"No."

"Why?"

He looked towards the window.

"Because I no longer trust the people who intend to inherit the authority we helped create."

Ellis considered him.

"Dr Qureshi, accountability cannot depend on whether you approve of the people exercising power."

Qureshi looked back at her.

"I know."

"Do you?"

He did not answer immediately.

Then he said, "I am beginning to."

Leicester — 12.48 p.m.

Daniel Mercer had expected Aisha Rahman to be cautious.

He had not expected her to challenge the premise of his proposed article before he had finished explaining it.

They sat in a quiet meeting room at her chambers.

Mercer had placed his notebook on the table.

Aisha had not offered him a quotation.

"You're describing a national movement to restore democracy," she said.

"Yes."

"Who leads it?"

"At present, several organisations are discussing cooperation."

"Which organisations?"

He named three.

Aisha recognised two.

The third was the Committee for National Restoration.

She shook her head.

"Then you need to examine them more carefully."

Mercer looked surprised.

"Why?"

"Because their proposals include transferring exceptional authority to a body whose membership would not be directly accountable to Parliament."

"They argue that the existing institutions have failed."

"That doesn't establish their right to replace them."

"They say the public needs decisive leadership."

"Decisive leadership is not a substitute for lawful authority."

Mercer made a note.

Aisha watched him.

"Daniel, what is the purpose of your article?"

"To examine the growing demand for constitutional reform."

"Good."

"And the people organising it."

"Also good."

"But you think I'm approaching it incorrectly."

"I think you're assuming that everyone who opposes an unaccountable system necessarily supports accountability."

Mercer looked at her.

"Don't they?"

"No."

She leaned forward.

"Some people want to restore public control. Others want to acquire the power that has become available. They may use the same language."

"How do we distinguish them?"

"Ask whether they are prepared to be challenged."

Mercer considered that.

Aisha continued.

"Ask who appoints their leaders. Ask whether their decisions can be reviewed. Ask what happens when people disagree with them. Ask whether their powers expire."

"And if they refuse to answer?"

"Then you have your story."

Mercer closed his notebook.

"Would you support a national campaign for constitutional accountability?"

"Possibly."

"Under what conditions?"

"It would need to defend the rights of people who disagree with it. It would need transparent leadership, lawful methods and a clear commitment to restoring authority to accountable institutions."

"That's a demanding list."

"It should be."

He smiled.

"You don't make campaigning sound easy."

"It isn't."

"Do you think the country can recover?"

Aisha looked towards the window.

Outside, people moved along the street carrying shopping bags, briefcases and umbrellas.

Ordinary lives.

Ordinary disagreements.

A society that continued to function despite the failures of those entrusted with governing it.

"Yes," she said.

"But recovery will require something more difficult than identifying villains."

"What?"

"Accepting that institutions belong to everyone, including people whose views we dislike."

Mercer wrote the sentence down.

Aisha waited.

Then she added, "And accepting that no political victory gives its winners permanent ownership of the country."

London — 2.16 p.m.

The interview had lasted nearly four hours.

Qureshi had provided documents, identified participants and described meetings that had never appeared in official records.

Margaret Ellis had asked careful questions.

Rebecca had spoken only when necessary.

Ashcroft had remained silent for much of the session.

At the end, Ellis closed her notebook.

"Dr Qureshi, we will need to examine these documents before determining what further questions to ask."

"I understand."

"You may be contacted for another interview."

"Of course."

"Please preserve all relevant records."

"I will."

"And do not discuss the substance of this interview with other potential witnesses except as advised by your solicitor."

Qureshi nodded.

His solicitor gathered the papers.

Rebecca watched him stand.

For a moment, she thought he might leave without speaking.

Instead, he turned towards her.

"Ms Shaw."

"Dr Qureshi."

"I understand that you have no reason to trust me."

"Trust isn't the basis on which we're examining your information."

He nodded.

"Quite."

He hesitated.

"There's one matter I haven't fully explained."

Ellis looked up.

"What matter?"

Qureshi glanced towards his solicitor.

The solicitor said, "If it's relevant, you should raise it through the interview."

Qureshi remained standing.

"Farid Mansour has been discussing a new national recovery framework."

"We're aware of proposals concerning continuity arrangements," Rebecca said.

"This is different."

"In what way?"

"The framework would establish a temporary authority to oversee the existing infrastructure during the recovery."

"That possibility has been raised publicly."

"Not this version."

Ellis reopened her notebook.

"What distinguishes it?"

Qureshi looked
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