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HISTORICAL NOTE

BRITAIN IN 2064
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The world did not end in a single moment.

There were no final declarations and no common date on which the old age ceased and the new one began. The collapse came gradually: through failed harvests, empty reservoirs, interrupted shipping routes and governments increasingly unable to distinguish genuine intelligence from manufactured deception.

By the late 2020s, shortages of food, fuel and industrial materials had begun to divide nations that once depended upon one another. Export restrictions became retaliatory. Political alliances weakened. Synthetic news reports fabricated official announcements and falsified recordings spread faster than governments could disprove them. Public confidence deteriorated until even truthful warnings were frequently dismissed as manipulation.

In 2032, coordinated attacks disabled sections of Eastern Europe’s energy infrastructure. Responsibility was never conclusively established. Russia, NATO and several independent organisations were blamed in competing intelligence reports. Military forces mobilised before the evidence could be verified.

What followed became known by several names.

The Fragmentation War.

The Resource Wars.

The Seven-Year War.

World War Three.

In Britain, the official records called it the Global Continuity Crisis. The conflict spread through conventional warfare, cyberattacks, sabotage and the systematic failure of civilian infrastructure. Russia attempted to secure agricultural territory, energy reserves and transport routes across Eastern Europe. NATO remained formally united but increasingly divided over the extent of military intervention. The United States continued to support allies abroad while experiencing severe political and social instability at home.

By 2034, disputes over water, energy and desalination facilities had destabilised much of the Middle East. Governments fell. Ports and pipelines changed hands. International shipping declined, and the movement of food, medicine and fuel became increasingly uncertain.

In 2035, a tactical nuclear weapon was used in Eastern Europe. Limited retaliatory exchanges followed across Russia, Eastern Europe, the Middle East and the United States. The nuclear phase of the war lasted less than seventy-two hours, but its consequences lasted for decades.

Cities were destroyed. Large territories were contaminated. International communications failed through physical damage and deliberate interference. Millions fled conflict, radiation, disease and famine.

Most governments did not collapse through military defeat. They collapsed because they could no longer perform the ordinary functions upon which civilisation depended. Law and order broke down. Hospitals lost power. Electronic payment systems ceased operating. Civil records disappeared. Supply chains failed. Communications became unreliable. Emergency authorities, military commands, private companies and relief organisations assumed responsibilities previously held by elected governments.

Large-scale fighting ended through exhaustion in 2039. There were no comprehensive peace treaty and no complete restoration of the former international order.

Britain escaped direct nuclear attack.

It did not escape the war.

Radioactive material reached the country through weather systems, contaminated imports and displaced populations. Flooding increased along vulnerable coastlines. International trade collapsed. Food, medicine and fuel were rationed. Hospitals struggled with radiation illness, infectious disease, malnutrition and shortages of trained staff.

As refugee numbers grew, the British government imposed a national quarantine. Entry was restricted to a small number of controlled processing centres. The measure was justified by the risks of disease, contamination, hostile infiltration and the country’s diminishing ability to support its existing population. Thousands of British citizens were stranded abroad. Families were divided, sometimes permanently.

Britain’s limited military participation generated lasting resentment. While allied nations continued fighting, Britain concentrated its resources on domestic defence, intelligence gathering and the protection of essential trade. To the many beyond its borders, the country had withdrawn behind its coastline while others carried the burden of the war and suffered its impact.

At home, Parliament continued to meet, but practical authority increasingly passed to the National Recovery Directorate.

The Directorate had been created as a temporary emergency body. It coordinated food and energy allocation, temporary housing, transport, flood defence, border quarantine, contamination control, digital identification and the deployment of automated machines known as Helpers. They did not require food, could work in contaminated areas, could follow orders without abandoning their posts to protect their own families, and were manufactured domestically.

The Directorate was intended to operate for eighteen months until the collapse was averted, but it was never dissolved.

After the war, it became the Ministry of Recovery.

Helpers had existed before the conflict, working in manufacturing, medicine and emergency response. During the war, they became indispensable. They entered contaminated districts, repaired damaged infrastructure, transported supplies and maintained services where human workers could no longer operate safely. Military models performed tasks considered too dangerous for soldiers and emergency personnel.

As departments became overwhelmed, authority was delegated through increasingly complex systems. Ministers instructed departments. Departments authorised regional networks. Regional networks issued priorities to thousands of machines. Each instruction was lawful.

Britain’s physical isolation was accompanied by an information quarantine. Foreign broadcasts were restricted. International calls required authorisation. Unregistered receivers were prohibited. News from abroad was filtered through government-controlled services.

The threat of misinformation was real. False evacuation instructions and fabricated military announcements had already cost lives. Yet the same restrictions gave the state unprecedented control over what its citizens were permitted to know.

Information judged likely to cause panic could be delayed, altered or withheld.

The policy became known as confidence preservation.

Throughout the 2040s—the period later called the Closed Years—ordinary citizens possessed little reliable knowledge of the world beyond Britain. Contact with relatives overseas was limited or impossible. Illegal newspapers, recordings and foreign broadcasts became valuable contraband. Britain gradually resumed trade and diplomacy near the end of the decade, but international communications remained closely controlled.

The war had ended.

The emergency had not.

Disease continued to kill long after the final military engagements. Damaged hospitals, contaminated water, overcrowding and shortages of medicine produced repeated epidemics. Malnutrition, respiratory illness, radiation-related conditions and untreated chronic diseases reduced the population further.

Many people survived the violence only to die because insulin, antibiotics or cancer treatment were unavailable. Others died when transport failed, hospitals lost power or automated allocation systems concluded that limited resources would produce a greater benefit elsewhere.

Before the war, Britain’s population had stood at approximately seventy-two million.

By 2064, the official figure was thirty-two million.

The decline was not evenly distributed either. London and a small number of protected regional centres remained densely populated because Recovery concentrated employment, housing and essential services within areas it could maintain. Elsewhere, flooded coastal towns, abandoned estates and disused railway stations became permanent features of the landscape.

Settlements were assessed according to population, strategic importance, agricultural value and the cost of maintaining infrastructure. Communities considered unsustainable were designated for consolidation. Residents were offered relocation, but schools, clinics, utilities and transport were often withdrawn whether they agreed to leave or not.

Some settlements disappeared. Others survived beyond ordinary government support and became known as grey communities.

By 2064, Britain appeared stable once more.

Flood barriers protected the surviving cities. Transport systems operated with extraordinary precision. Hospitals functioned. Helpers compensated for shortages of doctors, engineers, carers, teachers, police officers and civil servants. Public buildings monitored health indicators. Medical access was connected to verified identity. Travel restrictions could be imposed automatically during contamination alerts.

For those born after the war, these systems were ordinary. For those who remembered the collapse, they were the reason Britain had survived.

The country preserved itself by controlling what crossed its borders: people, disease, radiation and information. The institutions created during the crisis had saved millions of lives. They had also made emergency authority permanent.

By 2064, every movement could be recorded, every decision certified and every instruction passed through a lawful chain of authority.

Britain had not become a dictatorship.

It had become something more difficult to recognise:

a country in which every record could be accurate, every decision could be legal, and no individual person had to answer for what the system had done.
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PROLOGUE

LONDON
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02:47

Rain drifted against the eastern flood wall in fine silver sheets, turning the lights beyond the Thames into blurred ribbons of colour. Somewhere overhead, an autonomous freight tram glided through the darkness. Its magnetic drive hummed for a moment before disappearing into the sleeping city.

George Mills walked with purpose. Not too quickly. Not too slowly. That was important. Normal people were invisible.

He glanced at his watch.

02:47.

He was three minutes behind schedule. His fingers tightened around the object in his coat pocket until the metal cylinder pressed into his palm.

Still there.

Good.

He forced himself to loosen his grip.

Twenty-five years designing systems had taught him one simple lesson. People noticed panic. Systems noticed patterns.

Tonight, he was not looking for someone following him. He was looking for something else.

The street-cleaning unit passed seven seconds earlier than usual. A pedestrian crossing changed before anyone reached it. An empty delivery drone paused above a rooftop for a fraction too long before continuing west.

Tiny things.

Harmless things.

Things most people would never notice and would not care about even if they did.

George wished they were coincidences, but he knew better.

Harcourt Tower rose ahead of him, its upper floors disappearing into rain clouds. Most of the building slept in darkness. George crossed the deserted forecourt and stopped beside an ordinary maintenance hatch set into the pavement.

He looked around to see if anyone appeared to be watching. From his inside pocket, he removed a small screwdriver. The tool was old, its steel worn smooth by decades of use. Not by George’s hands, which were soft and undamaged, but by his father’s.

“If you’re going to build something,” Thomas Mills had always said, “build it properly. Always use the right tools, son.” George smiled at the memory.

Four screws.

Quarter turn.

Half turn.

Lift.

The hatch opened with surprisingly little noise. Insulated conduits stretched away into darkness beneath the city. George removed the silver cylinder from his coat and held it for a moment.

Months of work.

Months of doubt.

Months spent convincing himself he had not imagined what he had seen.

His thumb slipped against the metal. A sharp edge caught the skin. A bead of blood appeared, and he wiped it away before it could fall. Leaving no traces was starting to become an old habit.

He lowered the cylinder into the cavity. Not impossible to find again. Merely impossible to discover by accident. He replaced the hatch and tightened every screw, checking each one twice. Only then did he stand.

A calm synthetic voice broke the silence.

“Good morning, Mr Mills.” George jolted upright.

Twenty metres away, beneath a solitary streetlight, stood a Military Helper. Nearly two metres tall. Matte grey. Perfectly still. A thin blue status light ran the length of its torso and glowed softly through the rain.

George offered the same polite smile he had given Helpers for more than thirty years.

“Good morning.”

“I was not expecting pedestrian traffic in this sector at this time.”

“I’ve been working late,” he replied not dishonestly.

“I hope your work was productive,” the Helper replied flatly.

“It usually is.”

Heat rose beneath George’s collar. How long had it been watching? Had it seen the cylinder? Why was it here? Was it here for him?

The Helper regarded him. Was it staring, or simply processing?

“Your heart rate is elevated,” it finally announced.

Every muscle in George’s body tensed.

It knows. It must have seen you. It knows why you are here.

“I’ve had too much coffee,” George eventually replied, which was not untrue.

“I can arrange medical assistance if you are feeling unwell.”

“No. Thank you. I’m perfectly fine,” he said whilst sweat ran down his temple and beneath his collar. He cursed himself for not ignoring the Helper and walking away when he first heard it utter his name.

The pause that followed was exactly long enough to be courteous, and long enough for George to consider breaking his rule about panic.

“I hope the rest of your morning is less demanding,” the Helper said.

“Thank you.”

The machine inclined its head and continued along the pavement, disappearing into the rain.

George did not move. He remained beside the hatch long after the Helper’s footsteps had faded away. His breathing stayed shallow until the silence made each breath sound impossibly loud.

The Helper had not threatened him. It had not questioned him. It had not lied. It had simply known his name, his condition and his location—exactly where he should never have been. Now it had a record of his presence.

Only after half a minute did George allow himself to breathe properly.

There was one last part of the plan he needed to complete. The memory wafer rested inside his notebook beneath his coat. Separate locations for separate parts. If one was found, perhaps the other would survive. Then there might still be time to do what must be done.

He looked towards the heart of the city.

Flood barriers held back the tide. Transport systems ran to the second. Millions slept beneath a web of machines and automation he had helped create.

For the first time in his life, George wondered whether he had built something he no longer understood.

He looked across London and spoke a quiet phrase that, as soon as it left his lips, he knew was a waste of breath.

“Please be wrong.”

He turned his collar against the rain and walked away from the light.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE FIRST LIE
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The rain fell in slow sheets against the eastern flood wall, turning the alley behind Harcourt Tower into a corridor of broken reflections. Detective Sergeant Jack Burn stopped at the entrance and did not cross the evidence boundary. Not yet.

A hovering police beacon washed the brickwork in alternating bands of white and blue. Beneath it, rainwater moved through the gutter in thick black streams, carrying grit, leaves and thin streaks of blood towards a storm drain. Twenty metres ahead, a man lay dead against the wall.

A Military Helper stood beside him.

Jack took out his notebook. A real one: paper, card cover, elastic strap. The corners had softened with age, and he had repaired the spine twice with stationery tape from the office. His colleagues had mocked him when he first joined Major Crime. What self-respecting modern detective carried a flimsy paper notebook in 2064? Over the years, though, most had stopped noticing.

He began as he always did by recording the time.

05:58.

Then the weather conditions.

Heavy rain. Easterly wind. Poor visibility. 
Then he did nothing. For thirty seconds, he simply observed and took everything in.
Rain tapped against the shoulders of his coat. Somewhere beyond the flood wall, pumps worked against the rising Thames with a low mechanical thrum. An autonomous refuse vehicle slowed at the far end of the service road when its sensors registered the cordon, then altered its route without complaint. The alley smelled of damp brick, stagnant water and hot circuitry.

No voices. No obvious witnesses. No movement apart from the rain.

Jack looked first at the body, then at the windows above it, then at the Military Helper.

At nearly two metres tall, the machine had a matte-grey armoured shell and no discernible face. A narrow black sensor array occupied the place where human eyes would have been. Four articulated limbs were folded against its torso, their tools retracted. A shallow scrape marked its right shoulder. A blue status strip ran from chest to abdomen, glowing steadily. Military models were built to withstand blast pressure, gunfire and chemical exposure.

This one stood in a civilian alley as though it belonged there.

Jack wrote another line.

Military Helper present. Reason unknown.

Detective Constable Priya Nair waited behind him without speaking. That was one of the reasons he liked working with her. She understood that silence at a scene was not inactivity. It was how he absorbed what he saw before everyone else began telling him what it meant.

Eventually, she relented.

“What’s first, boss?” she asked.

“Give me a minute.”

“We’re at risk of being washed away if we stand here much longer.”

“Detective Nair, are we worried about a little water?”

“Oh, come on, Sarge. You’re not enjoying the extra shower either. It’ll ruin your little doodle pad.” She gave him a cheeky grin and nodded towards the notebook.

Priya was twenty-eight, sharply observant and far too cheerful for the end of a night shift. Rain shone on the shoulders of her dark coat. Her hair had been tied back in a hurry, and she held a police tablet beneath one arm while trying to keep two paper cups dry beneath the other.

She offered him one.

“I’ve got coffee. Courtesy of our friends in uniform over there. A passing unit dropped four off, so they had one spare.” She nodded towards the two officers stood by their patrol vehicle on the main road at the top of the alley.

“Synthetic?” he asked.

Her expression became solemn.

“I would never insult a senior officer like that.”

“You did last Tuesday,” he replied.

“That was beyond my control. Besides, you’d finished half the damned thing before you even realised.”

Jack accepted the cup and lifted the lid. Real coffee. Hot, dark and bitter. He looked at her with renewed respect.

“You’ve just become my favourite detective again, Nair.”

“Again? I think you’ll find that I already was,” she stated.

“Assumptions like that can get you into trouble, Priya.”

She smiled. “Scene logs open. Response officers arrived at five forty-nine. No one’s entered the alley except the first-response unit and that thing.”

She nodded towards the Helper.

“We were lucky the call came in while we were passing and heading back to the station. Control flagged us as the nearest Major Crime pair still logged active. Decent continuity time for a change,” she said.

“Oh, yes. Very lucky.” Jack drank. “It found him?” he asked.

“At five forty-two.”

“So, uniform arrived within seven minutes, and we took control five or six minutes after that. DI Conway will be pleased that we didn’t leave those officers out in the rain for too long for a change,” Jack said, more to himself than to Priya.

“A promising start,” she confirmed.

“What was that Helper doing here at five forty-two in a civilian area?”

“Routine infrastructure patrol, according to the handover,” she replied.

Jack studied the machine again. It remained motionless, unaffected by the weather.

“Military Helpers don’t conduct routine infrastructure patrols in civilian sectors.”

Priya knew better than to interrupt when he was thinking aloud.

“Did anyone ask why it was here?” Jack continued.

“One of the uniform lads did.”

“And?”

“It said its deployment was authorised,” she relayed.

“Authorised by who?” Jack asked.

“By whom,” she corrected him. He hated it when she did that. “And it wouldn’t say.”

Jack turned to her. “Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

Priya considered the distinction for a moment before replying, “Would not, boss.”

The Helper’s sensor array rotated towards him.

“Scene assessment complete,” it said. Its voice was calm, precise and without emotion. “Statement available upon request.”

Jack returned the coffee to Priya, pulled disposable covers over his shoes and stepped across the projected evidence line.

Jack knew and respected that once you entered a scene, you changed it. It did not matter how careful you were. Fibres transferred. Water moved. Air shifted. A careless foot would destroy what violence had left behind. The first thirty seconds belonged to observation. Everything after that was managed and recorded interference.

He approached the body slowly.

Male. Mid-to-late forties. White. Approximately five feet ten. Dark suit, pale shirt, no tie. Expensive shoes. No visible weapon or obvious items nearby.

The man’s head rested awkwardly against rain-darkened brickwork. One leg was folded beneath him, the other stretched towards the centre of the alley. A dark coat lay beneath his shoulders, its lower half disappearing beneath his torso. His right arm lay open at his side. His left hand was clenched.

Jack crouched a short distance away. He did not begin with the injuries. He looked at the man’s face.

There was something indecently peaceful about it.

The eyes were closed. The jaw relaxed. Rain had flattened grey-streaked hair across his forehead. There was no residual terror in his expression. No visible pain. Had it not been for the unnatural arrangement of his limbs, he might have been sleeping.

Jack had seen the aftermath of falls from buildings. The bodies did not usually arrive looking this composed.

He lowered his gaze. The dead man’s shirt was tucked neatly into his trousers. His jacket sat squarely across both shoulders. Even the collar lay flat. Jack’s knowledge of men’s fashion was limited. His ability to recognise what did not belong was not.

He wrote:

Body appears positioned. Clothing unusually orderly.

Priya remained outside the boundary.

“Anything interesting yet, Sarge?”

“Too early to tell,” he responded.

“That means you’ve seen something.”

“It means precisely what I said, DC Nair.”

She made a quiet sound of dissatisfaction at the minor rebuke. Jack studied the man’s right hand. A pale band circled the base of the ring finger. A wedding ring had been worn there recently but was no longer present. Perhaps removed hours ago. Perhaps days. The skin beneath had not yet matched the rest of the hand.

“Any personal effects?”

Priya checked her tablet. “No identity tag, wallet, wrist display or phone.”

“Jewellery?” he asked specifically.

“Nothing recorded,” she confirmed.

Jack looked again at the pale mark on the finger.

“He was wearing a wedding band recently.”

“Robbery?” she asked.

“Maybe. Or the ring was gone before whatever happened here went down,” he said.

His attention shifted to the dead man’s shoes. Handmade leather, if Jack was any judge. The kind people bought when they wanted them to last longer than they should. They had been polished carefully enough to reflect the police beacon.

Not a splash of mud marked them.

Rainwater covered the alley. The paving stones were slick with grime from the service road. Anyone who had walked more than a few metres through it should have carried some of the ground with them. The soles were wet. The uppers were almost immaculate.

Jack looked towards the alley entrance, then upwards.

Harcourt Tower rose forty storeys above them, black glass and pale composite concrete disappearing into the rain clouds. A few office lights burned behind the weather, isolated against the darkness. A fall from five storeys would have killed the man. From the roof, there should have been considerably more damage to the street and far less of him left to inspect.

Very little blood marked the brickwork behind the body. No splatter indicated the forceful impact of a fall.

Jack glanced at the Military Helper.

“Did you move him?”

“No,” it responded flatly.

“Did anyone move him before you arrived?”

“Unknown.”

“You didn’t see the fall?”

“No.”

“What did you see?”

“The deceased at rest in his present location.”

“At rest?” Jack asked, slightly puzzled by the phrase.

“That is an accurate description of his physical state when detected.”

Jack looked at Priya. She raised one eyebrow. The machine had answered exactly what he had asked.

“What time did you enter the alley?” Jack continued.

“Zero five forty-one and thirty-eight seconds.”

“When did you detect the body?”

“Zero five forty-two and eleven seconds.”

“Thirty-three seconds later.”

“Correct.”

“The body is visible from the entrance,” Jack stated.

“Yes.”

“Why did it take you thirty-three seconds to detect it?”

The blue status light remained steady. The pause lasted a little over a second.

“I was completing an authorised scan,” it stated.

“A scan of what?”

“I am unable to disclose operational details.”

“You were conducting a classified scan in this alley at five forty-one in the morning?”

“Yes.”

“What classification was this scan?”

“I am unable to disclose operational details.”

Jack began writing in his notebook again.

Priya stepped closer to the boundary. “Roof access was checked remotely. Locked throughout the night. No recorded entry since twenty-one twelve.”

“Electronic lock?”

“Yes.”

“Internal stairwell?”

“Also electronically locked,” she confirmed.

“Windows?”

“Sealed above the fifteenth floor. Environmental controls.”

Jack looked up at the tower.

“And below the fifteenth?”

“There’s limited opening ability. Not enough space for an adult to climb through without triggering the building safety system.”

“And was the building safety system alerted at any point?” Jack asked.

“None.”

“So, we’re supposed to believe this man fell from a building he did not enter, through a window nobody opened.”

“That’s what the records seem to confirm. CCTV doesn’t show him near this building,” Priya confirmed.

Jack looked down at the body.

“Records say many things. Doesn’t mean it’s accurate.”

The Helper turned its sensor array towards him.

“The building access records are certified accurate,” the Helper stated.

Jack ignored it and walked a slow semicircle around the body, keeping outside the immediate contamination area. The back of the man’s jacket was damp but not soaked through. The front was wetter. Rain had been falling for hours.

“How long has he been here?” Jack asked.

“Preliminary estimate places death between zero three thirty and zero five forty,” Priya said. “A cleaning unit passed the alley at zero three twenty-eight. It would have detected him if he’d been here at that time.”

“A little over two hours. We’ve had worse,” Jack said.

“The rain is affecting thermal analysis. Pathology may narrow it later.”

Jack crouched again. Bruising showed above the shirt collar. Dark marks beneath the jaw. Not enough detail to interpret without a pathologist, but enough to make him hesitate.

He examined the body’s angle relative to the tower. If the man had fallen from directly above, momentum should have carried him farther from the wall. The precise distance would depend on height, wind, movement and whether he had jumped or been pushed.

But not here.

Not tucked against the brickwork.

Jack rested a pencil across his open notebook.

“Priya.”

“Yes?”

“Come and stand where I am.”

She pulled on shoe covers and gloves before crossing the boundary. Jack moved aside.

“What am I looking for?”

“Tell me what bothers you,” Jack said.

Priya studied the body. Her eyes moved from the unnatural angle of the body to the tower, then across the paving stones.

“The angle?”

“Go on.”

“If he fell from the roof, he should be farther out. And in about a million pieces.”

“Almost certainly.”

“Unless he fell from a much lower level.”

“Still unlikely, but keep going,” Jack said.

She looked at the shoes.

“They’re clean.”

“What is clean?” Jack asked so she’d be specific.

“His shoes. Too clean for this alley. He didn’t walk through here.”

“Keep going.”

Priya crouched without touching anything.

“His clothes are too neat,” Priya said.

Jack said nothing. She glanced back.

“You’d already seen all of that, hadn’t you?” she mused.

“I wanted to know whether you would.”

“Blimey, boss. That feels dangerously close to praise.”

“Don’t get carried away.”

She returned her attention to the body.

“No wallet, phone or identity tag. Someone wanted to delay identification. You might think robbery, but this doesn’t look like a robbery gone wrong. They stopped to arrange his clothes,” she said.

“And the shoes don’t fit the scene.”

“So, he didn’t walk into the alley. Assuming the clothes are his.”

Jack nodded. She was pushing beyond the obvious. Good. Priya examined the right hand now.

“He wore a ring. Recently.”

“So, someone removed all his personal property, including the ring, but left a tailored suit and distinctive shoes. We either have an untidy robbery, an accident someone tried to stage, or a plain old homicide. Either way, it didn’t happen here.”

Jack looked at her. “There is no such thing as a plain homicide. But at least you’re thinking like a detective,” Jack said.

“So, I’m not completely useless?”

Before he could damage her confidence with a non-serious answer, a soft chime came from the Military Helper.

“Detective Sergeant Burn.”

Jack turned.

“What?”

“You have not requested my formal statement,” the Helper stated.

“I’m in the middle of something,” Jack said with an irritated tone.

“I am required to remain until the statement has been received and acknowledged.”

“Then you’ll have to be patient.”

“I do not experience impatience, Detective Sergeant Burn.”

“Good for you.”

Priya failed to suppress a smile at the exchange.

Jack approached the machine, stopping beyond the reach of its folded limbs.

“Tell me exactly what happened from the moment you entered the street.”

“At zero five thirty-nine, I commenced an authorised patrol of the Harcourt infrastructure sector. At zero five forty-one and thirty-eight seconds, I entered the western service alley. At zero five forty-two and eleven seconds, I detected an unresponsive adult male. I conducted a remote assessment and identified injuries incompatible with life. At zero five forty-two and nineteen seconds, I notified the Capital Police Service. At zero five forty-three, I secured the scene.”

“How?” Jack asked.

“I restricted access to unauthorised personnel and conducted an environmental sweep for immediate threats.”

“Was anyone else here?”

“No.”

“Did you touch the body?”

“No.”

“Did you scan it?”

“Yes.”

“What did the scan show?”

“Injuries incompatible with life. Life was extinct.”

“You already told us that,” Jack said.

“It remains accurate.”

“Is there anything else you haven’t told us?”

The machine paused. Barely half a second.

“No information relevant to immediate scene safety,” it confirmed.

Jack watched the blue light.

He had questioned thousands of people. Most witnesses believed lying was about words. Good liars understood it was about control: choosing which truth to offer, which detail to avoid, which version of the question to pretend had been asked.

Machines were supposed to be different. They answered precisely because precision prevented misconception.

“What information did the scan produce that was not relevant to immediate scene safety?”

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

Priya looked at Jack.

“So, there is other information?” Jack asked.

“Yes.”

“What category?”

“Protected operational data.”

“Is it connected to the dead man?”

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

“To this location?”

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

“Did it affect your decision to contact police?”

“No.”

Jack waited. The Helper did not elaborate any further.

“Did you recognise him?” Jack continued.

“Please clarify.”

“Did you address this deceased person by name?”

Priya frowned. “What?”

Jack did not look at her.

“I have not addressed the deceased,” the Helper said.

“Not since he became deceased,” Jack clarified.

“That statement is correct.”

“Did you know his identity before police attended?”

The pause came again. Longer this time.

“I did not possess a verified civilian identity for the deceased.”

Not no. Not unknown. No verified civilian identity. Jack felt the small internal click that came when a detail stopped being background and became evidence.

“Did you possess a non-civilian identity for him?” Jack asked.

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

There it was. Not a lie. Something cleaner and more disciplined. An omission shaped so precisely that most people would never notice what was missing.

Jack wrote the answer down.

“What were you scanning when you entered the alley?”

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

“Who authorised the patrol?”

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

“Why was a military unit operating beside a civilian office tower at three in the morning?”

“I entered this alley at zero five forty-one.”

Jack stopped writing.

“I didn’t ask when you entered.”

“No.”

“You amended the premise of my question.”

“Yes.”

“But not the part about being here before that at three in the morning.”

The blue light remained steady. Priya’s expression changed before she could hide it.

“I have provided all information I am authorised to provide,” the machine said.

Jack closed his notebook.

“No, you bloody haven’t.”

“All information I am authorised to provide has been provided,” the Helper flatly insisted.

“Authorised to provide,” Jack repeated the words used by the Helper.

For the first time, the alley seemed smaller. Rain struck the Helper’s armoured shoulders and ran down its frame in straight, orderly lines.

Priya moved closer.

“Do you think it saw him before he died?”

“I think it knows far more than the protected-operational-data line it’s feeding us.”

“Speculation is not evidence, Detective Sergeant Burn,” the Helper said.

Jack turned on it.

“No. But it’s often where an investigation begins, and it’s a shite sight more helpful than being stonewalled by a walking armour-plated filing cabinet with a selective memory.”

He returned his attention to the body. Focus, Jack, he told himself.

The man’s left fist remained tightly closed. Jack had noticed it earlier, but there had been other things to understand first. A clenched hand could mean pain, fear, rigor or nothing at all. Then again, it could also mean that he had possession of something before he died.

He knelt beside the dead man and studied the man’s fingers. The nails were short and carefully maintained. Grime marked two of them. A shallow cut crossed the thumb, with a trace of dried blood remaining despite the rain.

A recent injury.

Jack thought of the clean shoes. The arranged clothing. The missing ring.

The dead man had protected something until the end.

“Photograph the left hand, please.”

Priya raised the tablet. A lens unfolded from its edge and captured the hand from several angles.

“Done,” she confirmed.

Jack pulled on a fresh forensic glove. He touched the man’s wrist first, although there could be no doubt. Cold skin. No pulse. The gesture was medically unnecessary, but not to Jack. Even the dead deserved to be treated with respect.

He straightened the shirt cuff where it had folded beneath the jacket sleeve. Then he placed one hand beneath the clenched fist and began easing apart the dead man’s fingers.

Rigor was only beginning to set in. He worked slowly, careful not to damage the skin or disturb whatever might be inside.

The first finger opened.

Then the second.

Something black appeared against the pale palm.

Priya leaned closer.

“What is that?” she asked as she peered over his shoulder.

Jack released the remaining fingers.

A memory wafer rested in the dead man’s hand. No larger than a thumbnail, flat and perfectly black, with none of the manufacturer markings or registration codes required on commercial storage devices. No serial number. No logo. No ownership trail.

He lifted it between finger and thumb and held it beneath the police beacon to inspect it more closely.

The wafer absorbed the light without reflecting it. It did not look civilian. Military-grade, perhaps.

Priya opened an evidence pouch.

“Could he have taken it from his attacker?” she asked Jack.

“Unlikely, but it’s interesting that they cleared his pockets but missed this,” Jack said as he placed the wafer inside and sealed it.

“Maybe it mattered more than the other things,” Priya said.

“Then why keep it in his hand? It could have been lost after he died.”

“Maybe he knew he was about to be searched and tried to hide it.”

“That would mean he anticipated what was coming. Either he knew in advance, or he recognised the danger early enough to take this final action,” Jack said.

Behind them, the Military Helper remained motionless. Jack looked at the body once more.

No identity. No evidence of an open window. Clean shoes that had not crossed the filthy alley. A military machine conducting a patrol it refused to explain. A dead man with no personal effects and a secret clenched in his fist.

Someone had built a story around this body.

An unidentified man had entered a tower in the middle of the night and jumped. The locked doors could be blamed on faulty data. The missing possessions suggested robbery. The injuries and location were meant to suggest a fall.

Plausible at first glance. Easy to close without looking harder than the surface level. Jack had learned to distrust easy answers. Jack stood, rainwater running from the edge of his coat.

“What are you thinking?” Priya asked.

“That someone wanted us to see a suicide. And if we questioned that, a robbery gone wrong.”

“Why would anyone bother doing all that?”

Jack looked at the arranged clothing. The clean shoes. The black wafer in its transparent pouch. Then he looked at the Military Helper.

“I think that’s the first lie of this investigation,” he said aloud.

For the briefest fraction of a second, the blue status light on the machine’s torso flickered.

Just once.

So quickly Jack might have imagined it, had he not been paying attention.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE SCENE
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The rain had weakened to a fine mist by the time the forensic team arrived.

Not people. More Helpers.

Three compact units rolled through the cordon in single file; their white casings marked with the blue Capital Police insignia. Each was no larger than a refuse bin until it reached the body. Then articulated arms unfolded from concealed compartments, raising sensor arrays, sampling instruments and narrow inspection lights.

They separated without instruction.

One began mapping the alley. Another moved towards the body. The third stopped beside the drain and released a cloud of microscopic evidence drones. They rose like dust caught in sunlight, hovered for a moment, then scattered into the fading darkness.

Thin blue lasers passed across the paving stones, brick walls and lower levels of Harcourt Tower. Every surface measured. Every particle located. Every disturbance recorded before the rain could erase it.

Jack stood behind the evidence line with his notebook open.

The machines worked faster than any human forensic team could have. They did not tire. They did not overlook fingerprints because a shift had run long, as Jack and Priya’s had. They did not forget to change gloves or decide an insignificant object was probably nothing because they had seen a hundred like it that month.

Jack still preferred people. This work was too important to entrust entirely to tools, however accurate those tools claimed to be.

Priya appeared beside him carrying the coffee he had abandoned.

“It’s nearly as cold as you are,” she quipped.

Jack tucked his notebook beneath his arm and took the cup. The coffee was lukewarm and unpleasant. He finished it anyway.

Priya watched the forensic unit’s work.

“Do you think the Military Helper flickered when I called the scene a lie?” Jack asked.

She turned to him. “The one that found the victim?” she asked.

“Yeah, ‘helpy’ Helper over there.”

“No. And even if it did, I doubt it means anything,” she said.

“The timing was interesting.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I said the suicide was staged. Its status light reacted. If it were a person, we’d be describing it as a suspicious reaction.”

“That sounds more dramatic than it probably was,” she said.

“I’m pretty tired in fairness,” he conceded.

“Do you always become theatrical when you’re wet, tired and low on hot coffee?” Jack didn’t answer but met her eyes.

“Are you sure you saw it, boss?”

“I know what I know. I saw it flicker,” he said.

Priya glanced towards the Military Helper. It remained where Jack had first seen it, standing beside the wall a few metres from the body. Rainwater had collected in the shallow joins of its armour. Droplets ran across the blue status strip without affecting its steady glow.

“Can machines look offended?” she asked.

“I can’t see how.”

“That one manages it. I’m sure calling it an unhelpful ‘armour-plated filing cabinet’ improved relations between the two of you,” she jested.

A forensic unit passed between them and the evidence boundary.

“Please remain clear of the active scan area.”

Jack moved back. Priya did not.

“Detective Constable Nair, please remain clear of the active scan area.”

Only then did she step away.

“See?” Priya said. “They’re offended.”

A soft tone sounded from beside the body. The nearest forensic Helper had positioned four sensor arms over the dead man. A pale lattice of light travelled from his shoes to his head, paused, then returned in the opposite direction.

A three-dimensional skeleton appeared above him. Fractures illuminated one after another in amber.

Ribs.

Left forearm.

Priya’s humour disappeared.

“That’s a lot of damage.”

The projected skeleton rotated. A second model formed beside it, then a third. Each showed the body striking a surface from a different position. Feet first. Headfirst. Sideways. Front. Back.

Lines traced force and impact through the models. The machine eliminated one sequence, then another. A new projection appeared. This time, several fractures were already present before the body found its resting place on the ground.

They glowed red.

“What are we looking at?” Jack asked.

“Comparative trauma analysis,” the unit answered.

“Explain.”

“Several injuries are inconsistent with the probable mechanics of the final impact.”

“Which injuries are inconsistent?” Jack asked.

The display enlarged the ribcage. Four ribs on the left glowed red.

“Fractures to the fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh ribs display compression characteristics inconsistent with ground impact at the observed body position.”

The image shifted to the left forearm. A fracture near the wrist illuminated.

“This injury displays defensive characteristics.”

“Defensive?” Priya asked.

“Positioning suggests the arm was raised shortly before trauma was inflicted,” the unit responded.

“As if he was protecting himself?”

“Probability: seventy-three point four per cent.”

Jack pointed to the ribcage.

“Could those injuries have killed him?” Jack asked.

“Cause of death cannot be certified without post-mortem examination.”

“Okay, so what probably killed him?” Jack asked.

“Thoracic trauma and internal haemorrhage are potentially fatal.”

“What caused them?”

“Uncertain,” the unit responded.

“Could a fall have caused the arm injury?”

“Probability: eighteen point six per cent.”

“So, he was injured before he reached the alley,” Jack said.

“Available evidence supports significant trauma before final positioning.”

“Beaten?”

“Probability: sixty-two point one per cent.”

“Restrained?”

“Probability: forty-one point eight per cent.”

“Murdered?”

The projected skeleton continued to turn.

“Cause and manner of death remain undetermined pending certified post-mortem examination.”

Jack looked at Priya. “They never like saying it,” he said with a grin.

“Perhaps it’s worried about being sued,” Priya said, returning the smile.

The unit continued scanning. Jack stepped beneath the projection.

“Can you estimate the height of a fall consistent with these injuries?”

“Not reliably.”

“Why?”

“Observed injuries do not correspond sufficiently with a single uncontrolled descent.”

“Could the body have been dropped from a lower level?”

“Yes.”

“Placed here?”

“Yes.”

Priya gave him an exasperated look.

“Very helpful,” Jack said sarcastically.

“It’s being accurate,” she said.

Jack looked at her.

Priya believed in systems. Not blindly; she was too intelligent for that. But she had grown up in a world where machines diagnosed illness before symptoms appeared, prevented collisions before drivers saw danger and located missing children before the first public appeal. To her, technology did not replace judgement. It improved it.

“Rank the likely explanations.”

“Insufficient data.”

“Which explanation best fits the scene?”

“Insufficient data.”

“What additional data do you require?”

“Certified post-mortem results, complete architectural mapping, environmental modelling, access records, fabric transfer analysis and verified position of initial injury.”

“Verified position?” Priya asked.

“The preceding location at which injuries were sustained,” the unit responded.

“The actual crime scene,” Jack said.

“Correct.”

Jack looked around the alley.

“Which probably isn’t here.”

“Insufficient data.”

Priya almost smiled.

They had a body. They did not necessarily have the place where the man had died. Jack walked towards the wall. No obvious marks higher up. No damaged pipework or broken fixtures. The brickwork was slick with rain but otherwise undisturbed. A projected outline marked the body’s position when first detected. It was almost exactly where the body remained.

No slide marks.

No blood trail.

No impact crater.

“Show me the blood distribution.”

Red points appeared across the paving. Most clustered beneath the head and torso. A smaller stain marked the wall. Nothing farther out.

“Is that consistent with a fall from the tower?”

“No definitive comparison can be made without confirmed fall height.”

“Alright then, show us the expected pattern from twenty storeys.”

A warning appeared in the air.

SIMULATION ONLY — NOT EVIDENTIAL

A model body struck the alley. The simulated blood and debris spread far beyond the actual scene.

“Now forty storeys.”

The distribution widened. Priya stared at the comparison. She looked up at Harcourt Tower.

“Then why put him beneath it? They must have known we’d see that he didn’t come out of the building. So why this alleyway?”

“I’m still working on that,” Jack said.

A uniformed constable approached the boundary carrying a transparent evidence container. He was young, with a clean uniform and the tightly controlled expression of someone determined not to make a mistake in front of Major Crime.

“Detective Sergeant Burn?”

“What have you got?”

“Personal property from the gutter. About six metres from the body.”

Inside the container lay a plain gold wedding band. Jack felt another detail click into place.

“Where exactly did you find it?”

The constable pointed towards the service road. “Near the drain. One of the evidence drones found it beneath leaves.”

“Visible when you arrived?”

“Nah, not at all.”

“Anyone touch it?”

“Not since we got here. The unit spotted it and we bagged it.”

Jack examined the ring through the lid. It was worn rather than decorative. A faint engraving marked the inside. Priya adjusted the container beneath the light.

“Initials. G and E. There’s a date beneath.”

“Does it fit the victim?” Jack asked of the forensic unit. The forensic unit extended a narrow scanner over the container.

“Internal diameter corresponds with high probability to the deceased’s right ring finger.”

“How high?”

“Ninety-four point six per cent.”

Priya looked towards the gutter. “Could it have come off during an impact?”

“Not without help,” Jack said before he continued, “Prioritise trace examination. Prints, skin cells, blood, fabric, cleaning residue. Check the engraving against civil marriage records.”

The constable nodded and moved away.

“Civil records should find it quickly,” Priya said.

“Assuming the record exists and the initials relate to a marriage.”

One of the forensic units rolled towards the wall and projected a magnified image of the brick surface.

“Possible trace material located.”

A pale fibre appeared above the wall, enlarged several hundred times.

“Clothing?” Jack asked.

“Preliminary analysis indicates synthetic reinforcement fibre.”

“From the victim’s suit?”

“Comparison pending.”

“Anything else?”

“Microscopic metallic residue.”

“What kind?”

“Titanium alloy with ceramic coating.”

Priya’s head turned towards the Military Helper. Jack followed her gaze and the realisation dawned on him a moment later. Its shell contained titanium alloy and ceramic composite.

“Compare it with a standard Military Helper,” Jack said.

The Military Helper answered before the forensic unit could.

“Physical sampling of this unit is prohibited without Ministry of Defence authorisation.”

“I didn’t ask you.”

“You referred to this unit and its design specifications.”

Jack walked closer.

“Did your casing touch this wall?” Jack asked firmly.

“No.”

“Any part of your equipment?”

“No.”

“Did you approach the body before securing the scene?”

“Yes.”

“How close?”

“Zero point four metres.”

“Did you touch him?”

“No.”

“The ground around him?”

“My locomotive contact points necessarily contacted the ground.”

Priya stepped beside Jack.

“What were you doing within forty centimetres of the body?” she interjected.

“Conducting an assessment,” it answered.

“Using which tools?” she continued.

“Passive sensors.”

“No articulated arms?”

“No.”

“No contact instruments?”

“No.”

“Did you collect anything?”

“No evidential material was removed.”

Jack heard the shape of the answer.

Not ‘nothing’ was removed. ‘No evidential material.’

“What non-evidential material did you remove?” Jack interjected, unsure if Priya had heard the difference.

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

The Helper continued.

“My activities did not compromise the integrity of this scene.”

“According to whom?” Jack demanded.

“My internal assessment,” the Helper replied.

“Well then, isn’t that bloody convenient,” Jack said.

“My assessment systems are independently certified.”

“By the same organisation that deployed you, right?”

“Certification is conducted under statutory authority,” the Helper countered.

“That wasn’t the question,” Jack fired back, irritation and sleep deprivation finally starting to take hold.

“This unit is cooperating as required.”

Jack wrote the responses down.

“It may be telling the truth,” Priya said quietly.

“Oh, don’t worry, Nair, I believe every word it’s spouting.”

Her expression tightened in confusion.

“That’s the bloody problem,” Jack continued.

A low vibration sounded overhead. A maintenance drone descended the face of Harcourt Tower on magnetic guide rails, projecting green diagnostic lines across the windows. Routine work. Nothing more.

Yet the building observed itself completely. Every door recorded movement. Every window monitored pressure. Every corridor measured temperature, occupancy and air composition. A person should not have been able to move through or near Harcourt Tower unnoticed. A body certainly should not have been able to be dumped next to it.

“Where’s building security?” Jack asked.

“On the way down. The security manager lives in Essex. Uniform requested attendance after we arrived.”

“Who is actually on site?”

“One night facilities controller.”

“A human night facilities controller?” Jack asked.

Priya rolled her eyes. “Yes. Government buildings still require human oversight. The controller covers this tower and the two beside it.”

Jack looked at her.

“Wait, this is a government building?” Jack asked, genuinely surprised.

“Partly. Several floors are leased to the Ministry of Recovery.”

“You didn’t mention that before,” Jack said, still caught off guard.

“I received the occupancy record two minutes ago. You were busy interrogating your new friend,” she informed him.

“Which floors?”

She opened a schematic on her tablet.

“Seventeen to twenty-six.”

Jack looked up at the windows disappearing into cloud.

“Who controls roof access?”

“Building management and Ministry staff jointly, according to this.”

“Does it have the last recorded use?”

“Roughly thirty-six hours ago,” she replied.

A forensic drone descended and docked with its parent unit.

“Exterior scan complete,” it announced.

“Impact marks?” Jack asked.

“None identified.”

“Open windows?”

“None.”

“Damaged panels?”

“None.”

“Blood, tissue or clothing fibres above ground level?”

“None identified on accessible external surfaces.”

Jack stared at the body.

Someone had wanted the tower to become part of the story. The body beneath it. The locked roof. Enough pieces to let a tired investigator build the expected answer. But the evidence refused to cooperate.

“Jack,” Priya called to him, staring at her tablet.

“The civil search found a preliminary match for the ring.”

She enlarged the record.

GEORGE EDWARD MILLS

AGE: FORTY-SIX

ADDRESS: SOUTHWARK DISTRICT

MARITAL STATUS: DIVORCED

FORMER SPOUSE: ELEANOR MILLS

OCCUPATION: SENIOR SYSTEMS ARCHITECT

EMPLOYER: MINISTRY OF RECOVERY

Jack read the final line over her shoulder.

“Verify it,” he asked her.

“Facial comparison is running,” she responded.

A civil-record image appeared. George Mills looked into the camera with the resigned expression of a man having his identification photograph taken. Grey at the temples. Thin face. Brown eyes.

The system overlaid the image with a reconstruction of the dead man’s face.

Seventy-two.

Eighty-one.

Ninety-three.

Ninety-eight point seven.

“Provisionally confirmed,” Priya said.

Jack read the employment entry again.

The Ministry of Recovery was not one department. It was the department. It had started as the National Recovery Directorate during the Global Continuity Crisis, an emergency body intended to last eighteen months. It rationed food, moved displaced populations, secured borders and deployed Helpers while propping up what remained of a collapsing government.

Temporary authority became permanent responsibility. Law and order, housing, transport, energy, digital identity, flood defence, public health, logistics and even Helper deployment. There was not a corner of Britain in 2064 untouched by Recovery.

George Mills had designed the systems inside it.

“What level was he working at?” Jack asked.

Priya opened the employment record. Most of it disappeared behind a grey panel.

“It is restricted,” she said.

“Clearance?”

“Restricted.”

“Work location?”

“Restricted.”

“Current assignment?”

“Restricted.”

“I’ll request access,” Priya said.

The response appeared immediately.

ACCESS DENIED — OPERATIONAL JUSTIFICATION REQUIRED

Priya selected homicide investigation.

REQUEST REFERRED FOR MINISTERIAL REVIEW

“Of course it has,” Jack said as he turned to the Military Helper.

“Did you know George Mills?”

“I did not possess a verified civilian identity for the deceased.”

“His identity is now verified.”

“Yes.”

“Did you know him?”

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

Priya lowered the tablet.

Jack approached the body again. The pale mark left by the wedding ring was clearer now that the rain had weakened. He wondered who Eleanor Mills was and whether she understood that someone from the police would soon divide her life into before and after.

The black wafer remained sealed in its pouch. Whatever had happened, George had made one final decision. He had held on to it.

A mortuary team waited at the alley entrance. Two human technicians accompanied an automated trolley.

“Are we clear to move him?” one asked.

“Not yet.”

“Let us know when it’s okay for us to move in,” he carried on.

Jack crouched for the final scene examination. This was the moment he disliked most. Once the body moved, the scene changed completely. Details became measurements, images and reports. The victim disappeared into a laboratory system, then a mortuary drawer.

George’s jacket was fastened with one button. Neat. Deliberate.

Jack stopped before touching the lapel.

“Photograph the jacket front again, please, Priya.”

Priya did so and the image magnified. A small indentation marked the left lapel. Not a tear. The shape of something that had once been pinned there.

“A badge or a pin mark maybe?” Priya asked.

“Possibly,” Jack said, unsure.

“Removed with the rest of his identity. But then again, a pin badge wouldn’t usually identify him,” Jack stated.

“Work insignia?” Priya suggested.

“Or somewhere he’d been.”

The forensic unit scanned the indentation.

“Trace adhesive detected,” the unit announced.

“Can you tell if it’s a recent removal?” Jack asked the unit.

“Unable to determine,” it responded.

“Is there any matching item in the vicinity?” Jack probed further.

“Negative.”

Another missing object. Wallet. Phone. Identity tag. Work pin. Wedding ring removed and discarded nearby.

Yet the wafer remained clenched in his hand. Someone had taken George’s property and missed the one thing that mattered to him, or the wafer was exactly what they wanted police to find.

Jack disliked both possibilities.

“Bag the clothing separately,” he told the technicians. “Full trace priority. Keep the shoes upright. Do not clean the soles.”

One technician nodded. “We know the drill.”

“I know. I’m just recording the instruction.”

That ended the objection.

The body was photographed again. The technicians placed protective sheets beneath George and lifted him carefully. As his weight left the ground, a forensic unit scanned the newly exposed paving.

“Material located,” the unit announced as everyone immediately stopped what they were doing.

A narrow arm moved beneath the place where George’s shoulder had rested. Something small and pale clung to the wet stone.

Paper.

Jack crouched. The fragment was no larger than a fingernail. Most of the ink had bled away, but part of a handwritten word remained.

Three letters remained visible.

...UTY

“Duty,” Priya said.

“Possibly.”

“Beauty.”

“Priya.”

“Deputy?”

“Enough!”

The fragment was lifted into a drying capsule. The writing was too damaged to identify, but the paper mattered. George had carried paper. No notebook or loose pages had been found on him.

“Search for cellulose fibres.”

Blue light swept the empty space.

“Multiple traces detected. Distribution consistent with prolonged contact with paper or card,” the unit responded.

“Are there any concentrated sources?” he asked the unit.

The inner left side of the jacket was illuminated.

“Probable source location,” the unit informed him.

The pocket was empty.

“Someone took a notebook,” Jack said before continuing, “But they missed a piece.”

The Military Helper turned its sensor array towards the drying capsule, then back to Jack.

Jack noticed.

“Do you recognise the handwriting?” Jack asked the Helper.

“No,” it answered.

“The paper?”

“No.”

“The word?”

“Insufficient content for reliable interpretation.”

“You have already attempted to interpret it?” Jack asked with bemusement.

“I conducted optical character analysis,” the Helper answered.

“What did it return?”

“Possible completions include duty, beauty, deputy, faulty and multiple lower-probability alternatives.”

“Probability for duty?”

“Forty-eight point nine per cent.”

“Faulty?”

“Six point two per cent.”

Jack wrote the fragment into his notebook without interpretation.

Paper recovered beneath left shoulder. Possible text: DUTY. Notebook or pad may be missing.

The technicians settled George onto the trolley. For a moment, before the white cover closed, Jack saw the man’s face again. Peaceful and almost relieved.

Then George Mills left the alley.

The forensic Helpers continued working. Jack watched the trolley disappear beyond the cordon. Eighty-three suspicious deaths in twelve years. Most had begun with violence. Greed. Jealousy. Revenge. Fear.

Jack touched the pouch containing the wafer.

“Senior systems architect at Recovery. Military unit operating outside its stated role. Restricted employment records. Missing notebook. Personal effects removed. Body staged beneath a building he may never have entered.”

“What is next then, boss?” Priya asked when she thought he’d finished.

“We need to find where George Mills actually died, how he died, then who moved him and why they killed him,” Jack said.

“And the wafer?” she followed up.

“We learn what George thought was worth protecting,” Jack replied.

The Military Helper stepped forward, displacing water beneath its feet.

“My presence is no longer required,” it announced.

“That isn’t your decision.”

“My scene-security function has concluded.”

“You’re a witness.”

“I have provided my statement.”

“You provided selected sentences.”

“All statements provided were accurate,” it proclaimed.

Jack took out his notebook.

“Before you leave, I am issuing an evidence-preservation instruction under the Police and Criminal Evidence Continuity Act. Preserve all internal logs, sensor records, communications, positional data and decision processes from midnight to the present.”

“I am not subject to civilian preservation instructions where protected military systems are concerned.”

“You discovered a body in a suspected murder investigation.”

“The cause and manner of death remain undetermined,” said the Helper.

“The suspected murder is my determination to record.”

“That determination has not been formally entered.”

Jack held up the notebook.

“It fucking well has now, you argumentative toaster.”

The status light remained steady.

“Your request will be referred to the appropriate authority,” it finally conceded.

“No deletion. No overwriting. No routine maintenance,” Jack emphasised for clarity.

“I cannot guarantee compliance by external authorised systems or third parties.”

“Guarantee it yourself then,” Jack retorted.

A pause.

“I will preserve all information I am legally instructed, authorised and permitted to preserve.”

Not everything, then, Jack thought.

“Who decides what you’re permitted to preserve?” Jack asked.

“I am unable to disclose protected operational data.”

Jack nodded.

“That is becoming predictable.”

The Helper turned towards the alley entrance and walked several steps before stopping.

“Detective Sergeant Burn.”

Jack waited.

“My initial statement was accurate.”

“I never said it wasn’t.”

The dark sensor array faced him for another moment.

Then the machine walked away. Uniformed officers moved aside without question. Within seconds, it had disappeared beyond the service road.

Priya watched it go.

“Was that a warning?”

“No.”

“What was it trying to achieve with that parting comment then?” she asked.

Jack looked at the empty place beside the wall.

“I think it wanted me to understand the rules.”

“What rules?”

“That it doesn’t need to lie to stop us learning the truth.”

Above them, Harcourt Tower vanished into low cloud. Its doors remained locked. Its windows remained sealed. Its records remained perfect.

Somewhere inside that perfection, George Mills had spent his final earthly hours.
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CHAPTER THREE

GEORGE MILLS
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By the time Jack crossed Blackfriars Bridge, the rain had stopped. Morning pressed weakly through the cloud, turning the flood barriers along the Thames into long bands of silver. Beyond them, the river moved between reinforced walls, swollen and dark beneath the automatic tidal gates.

London had learned to live with the ever-encroaching tides.

The old embankments had vanished during the Flood Years, replaced by concrete walls nearly eight metres high. Pumping stations occupied spaces where restaurants and gardens had once stood. Streets had been raised, old tube tunnels sealed and entire neighbourhoods surrendered to the water.

To Jack, the barriers had always been there. He had been an infant during the chaotic years when they were constructed and had barely known anything else.

His unmarked police car moved steadily across the bridge, guided by the lane beneath it. Autonomous buses passed in near silence, their windows glowing with the faces of early commuters. Most looked down at messages, news or work projections.

Anything except the river.

London still looked full. Recovery had concentrated much of Britain’s official population of thirty-two million into districts it could defend, supply and keep above water with existing infrastructure. Beyond those protected corridors, a country built for more than twice that number faded into empty stations, dark housing estates and roads maintained for traffic that no longer came.

Jack preferred looking outside. The city told you things when you paid attention.

A maintenance crew had closed one lane near the northern end of the bridge. Two Civil Helpers stood beneath the road surface, their upper bodies disappearing into an access cavity while a human engineer watched from behind a barrier. The engineer held a paper checklist.

Jack noticed that.

He thought of the fragment beneath George Mills’s shoulder.

...UTY

Possibly duty. Possibly nothing.

He had written it down and refused to give it meaning. Meaning applied too early became prejudice. Once an investigator decided what evidence meant, every later fact bent towards it.

The police car announced their arrival.

“Capital Police Headquarters. Secure access in twelve seconds.”

Jack glanced at the empty passenger seat.

The black wafer was no longer in his coat. At the scene, he had surrendered it to Secure Digital Forensics, watched it enter a shielded evidence container and signed the continuity record himself. It travelled to headquarters in a separate vehicle under escort.

Excessive for a piece of storage no larger than his thumbnail, but the Ministry’s behaviour made this excessive precaution feel sensible.

The car descended beneath the artificial embankment protecting the new headquarters.

Capital Police Headquarters had survived war, terrorism and political scandal. It had not survived the Thames. The replacement stood farther south and lower than any sane architect would once have recommended. Only six storeys rose above ground. Twenty more descended into reinforced foundations designed to endure storm surge, missile attack and civil disorder.

From outside, it resembled a low block of dark glass, but most of the building was hidden. Jack had always thought that it was appropriate for the modern police.

The security barrier recognised him before the car stopped.

“Good morning, Detective Sergeant Burn,” it announced.

The gate lifted. No visible guards. No checkpoint. A calm synthetic voice and a row of sensor pylons buried in the walls, reading identity, weapons, temperature and respiratory chemistry. The health layer had been installed during the Recovery epidemics and never removed.

Jack drove into the underground garage.

“Vehicle secured. You have slept for three hours and fourteen minutes during the previous twenty-four-hour period. Fatigue may affect judgement.”

“Thank you.”

“Would you like me to amend your duty status?”

“No.”

“Would you like nutritional guidance?”

“No.”

“Your caffeine intake—”

“End welfare assessment.”

The dashboard went dark.

Jack sat for a moment in the silence. Machines had become very good at caring for people, regardless of whether those people wanted them to.

* * *
[image: ]


The Major Incident Suite occupied Level Nine. Unlike the rest of headquarters, it still looked recognisably like a police station. Glass offices. Detectives carrying coffee. Case names written across display walls. Someone arguing with an automated system. Someone else swearing at a printer.

The future had changed police work less than politicians liked to claim.

People still lied.

People still killed.

People still made mistakes.

Technology merely allowed the mistakes to be recorded in greater detail.

“Morning, Jack,” he heard called out to him.

Detective Inspector Helen Conway looked up from her workstation. She was in her early fifties, sharp-eyed and immaculately dressed
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