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Introduction — A Work of Fiction (That Could Happen)

This book is a work of fiction. Every character, organisation, place, and event in these pages is invented, and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental. The story imagines a Britain in 2035 under a harsh, bureaucratic regime and follows a small, improvised resistance that fights with courage, cunning and community.

At the same time, the novel asks a deliberately uncomfortable question: how might familiar tools — surveillance, paperwork, logistics, social pressure — be turned into instruments of control? The scenario is speculative, not predictive. It draws on widely available technologies and social dynamics (surveillance systems, data-driven administration, emergency powers, economic pressure, propaganda, and civil fragmentation) and then asks how those elements could be abused in a democracy under strain. That is the premise of the story: not that any particular future is inevitable, but that the ingredients for authoritarian harm exist in many modern systems, and they become dangerous when combined with fear and political collapse.

Why a fictional “could happen”?

Fiction lets us explore moral choices, systemic vulnerabilities and human resilience without pretending to be reportage. By imagining an extreme but internally consistent scenario, the book aims to:

	Illuminate how ordinary administrative systems and technology — when weaponised — can produce extraordinary harm.

	Show how communities respond: with small acts of care, forms of non-violent resistance, and sometimes desperate, risky choices.

	Encourage readers to ask practical questions: how do we protect civic institutions, preserve ordinary kindness, and keep public systems accountable?


What this book is not

	It is not a blueprint for real-world violence or illegal activity. No part of the story should be taken as operational advice.

	It does not claim to describe any existing government or forecast a specific political outcome.

	It does not endorse hurting civilians or celebrating cruelty. The novel explores ethical ambiguity and the cost of resistance; it centres human dignity and the importance of accountability.


Content & trigger notes

The story contains scenes of state repression, detention, forced disappearance, and violence (described but generally not graphically). If you are sensitive to those topics, please consider that some chapters include:

	Detentions and forced removals

	Surveillance, coercion and psychological warfare

	Civil unrest and tactical skirmishes


A reader’s invitation

Read this book as a thought experiment and a human story. It’s an invitation to consider how fragile institutions and ordinary kindness can be, why civic norms matter, and what it means to keep names alive in a world that sometimes prefers neat records to messy lives. Above all: this is fiction — written to provoke thought and compassion, not fear.

Chapter 1 – The Last Broadcast
London hadn’t heard silence like this in a thousand years.

No traffic. No distant sirens. No midnight trains on the Victoria Line. Just the low mechanical hum of surveillance drones patrolling the skyline like patient vultures, scanning the streets below for signs of movement — forbidden movement.

Brixton was no longer Brixton. It was Sector 17-B now — part of the Southern Administrative Zone of the Islamic Republic of Britannia.

On the top floor of a boarded-up textile warehouse, a man in his late forties crouched beside a blackout window, watching the patrols move like clockwork below.

Adam Braddock.
Former MI5 Counter-Terror Chief.
Officially declared dead three years ago.
His reflection stared back at him in the cracked glass — greying at the temple, beard now unshaven. Civilian clothes. No insignia. No tech. Nothing that could be tracked.

Exactly as he intended.

The adhan — the evening call to prayer — boomed through the district from the newly-converted Brixton Central Mosque, once known to the old world as the Electric Avenue Market. Loudspeakers replaced streetlamps. Arabic script replaced traffic signs. Armoured patrols replaced police cars.

Britannia was gone.
This was Year Three of the Republic.
And tonight — someone was about to break the silence.

A tiny red light blinked on Adam’s ear.

She’s live.

Against every new law, against the death penalty for broadcast treason, a stolen FM signal crackled onto the emergency frequency.

“—this is the real voice of Britain — if you can hear this... you are not alone.”

Adam’s jaw clenched.

She was back.

The broadcast cut through the night — raw, unstable — like a ghost from the old world.

“London is not theirs. This is not the end. You are not powerless. You are simply waiting.”

There it was — hope — the most illegal sound in the country.

Patrols froze. Drones paused mid-air.

Then all hell began to wake.

The broadcast leapt from radio to radio like sparks on dry heather. Emergency bands, construction site walkies, scavenged car stereos wired to solar bricks — anywhere there was an antenna and a stubborn heart. Windows clicked shut. Curtains slit to needles. People leaned in.

“—if you can hear me, mark your walls with chalk after curfew. Green circle, top left. That’s the sign. We are mapping you. We are counting you. We are—”

The voice fractured as the regime’s signal scrubbers came online, pushing white noise across the spectrum in savage sweeps. Adam counted under his breath.

“One... two... three... jam.”

Right on cue, the drones shifted pattern. Three peeled off their grid and arrowed toward the South Circular, gliding in a hawk-dive that made the hairs on his neck stand up. The big one — a Khidr-12 gunship, composite skin the colour of rain — swung from its loiter point and began a slow, commanding circle over Sector 17-B like a lid on a boiling pot.

“—you are not alone—”

The warehouse floor trembled. Somewhere down on Atlantic Road, a motor whined to life — wrong hour, wrong sound — a generator, maybe, or a low-power transmitter. Adam’s hand went to the inside pocket of his jacket and found the old habit his body still remembered: the folding map, brittle with tape, marked in pencil and tea stains. Not GPS. Nothing that could betray him.

He traced the pencil lines as the drones banked. The sweep pattern meant a triangulation arc starting at the bridge, pulling south-west. He closed his eyes, saw the backstreets like he’d drawn them: cold, rain-dark lanes threading past shuttered cafés and the skeletal remains of a Tesco Metro turned ration depot.

The gunship’s floodlight flared on, a pale sun that turned the drizzle to glass. Loudspeakers boomed in Arabic and English: “Cease illegal transmission. This area is under enforcement.”

Adam breathed through his nose and forced his pulse steady. The voice on the air — he knew that ruinous rasp of courage. He’d heard it once before, the day the old Parliament Channel died and the last free anchors signed off. She’d come on after them, a pirate heart streaking across dead air: “We’re still here.”

Back then he’d told himself he wouldn’t get involved. Back then he was still pretending to be dead.

Now the drones had her.

He slid away from the window, crossed the warehouse in six quiet strides and knelt by the workbench. The canvas roll unspooled under his fingers: lock picks, a fibre optic scope the width of a shoelace, a pry bar wrapped in bicycle inner tube, a stubby radio with its aerial removed, and a pistol he hadn’t named — never name them — compact, oiled, burn-scar along the slide from a job in Birmingham he didn’t think about.

He hesitated over the pistol, then clipped it inside his waistband. In a world where noise was guilt, even a suppressed shot was a flare in the dark. Better to avoid being seen at all.

He slipped into the stairwell and ghosted down the steps, the concrete breathing back cold. On the second floor he paused, ear to the metal door. Two men argued in whispers on the landing below — neighbours turned watchmen by ration books. He went up instead, stepped through a broken pane onto the fire escape, and dropped three levels into an alley that stank of wet cardboard and oranges long turned to mush.

Out on the main road the floodlight swept again. Adam kept to the line of shadow under the rail bridge and moved, a steady, workmanlike pace that suggested permission. Too fast and you were prey. Too slow and you were prey. The trick was always that middle walk — the one that says: I belong.

He cut through a car park where weeds had split the tarmac into islands and paused at the edge of a wall. The FM transmission was dying; the jammers had squeezed the band down to a wail and then a static nothing. But the gunship didn’t leave. It tightened its circle. It had them close.

He remembered a training hall in Thames House, the dry scrape of a felt pen on a whiteboard, a young technical lead talking about metadata and leaks. “You don’t find the voice,” she’d said, “you find the echo. Heat, power spikes, door opens, kettle boiled. Nobody talks into a mic without moving something else.”

Adam looked for the echo. A street heater flickered under a tarpaulin and died — not that. Two figures hurried into an underpass and didn’t take the turn to the shelter — not them. Then he saw it: a sliver of light on the top floor of a terrace house that had been blind since the second winter — a quick pulse and then black. And on the roof, the faintest sway of a jury-rigged line sagging between two chimney stacks.

Got you.

He crossed the road in a lull of the floodlight and slipped into the terrace row through a side gate whose latch had learned to expect him. The back gardens were a tangle of rusting trampolines and raised beds gone to seed. He moved past a rain barrel, gloved hand on brick, counting windows. One, two, three — the blind one. He palmed the pry bar, worked the sash, and slid into a kitchen that smelled of damp and cumin and the sour of old bread.

Footsteps above. Fast. He killed his breath, listened.

A whisper in a woman’s voice: “End. End, end—”

Another voice — younger, male: “They’re on top of us.”

Adam padded to the bottom of the stairwell and flattened himself in the wedge where plaster met shadow. Dust kissed his lips. The woman came first, half-carrying a metal flight case and a coil of cable that wanted to knock on every banister. She was smaller than her voice — hair cropped under a wool cap, eyes luminous with adrenaline.

Behind her came a boy on the north side of twenty with a backpack that looked heavier than his body could afford. He saw Adam first, froze, hand going instinctively toward the strap where a knife hilt showed.

“Easy,” Adam said, voice a level whisper that could have been a neighbour at two in the morning. “Two drones left on your arc. One big bird above. You can make the back alley if you don’t argue with me.”

“Who—” the woman started.

“Adam,” he said. “Floorboard squeaks on step four; weight your heel. If you go out front, you die.”

The boy’s mouth curled with defiance, but the woman — the voice — measured Adam, and in her eyes he saw it: the relentless arithmetic of survival. She nodded once, and the three of them slid down the remaining steps like smoke.

In the kitchen, Adam reached past her to kill the gas pilot — habit — then led them through the utility room to a door that had never learned to close right. Rain hissed on the concrete outside. Overhead, the floodlight slowed. The gunship’s engine note deepened.

“They’re reading heat,” the woman said.

“They’re reading everything,” Adam said. “Names later. Move now.”

They went along the fence line, low, hedgerow to hedgerow, as the drone spotlight stitched light across the gardens. A voice boomed again from above: “Stay where you are. A search is in progress. Failure to comply is a capital offense.”

They reached a brick wall fretted with ivy. Adam set the pry bar, hipped up, and swung his leg over, then turned and took the flight case. It weighed like a child. He lowered it to the other side, then offered the woman his hand. Her palm was cold and strong; he felt calluses, old rope burns. The boy scrambled after, too fast, caught a loose brick, and clattered stone onto stone.

The drone pivoted like a finger. The floodlight burned the alley to daylight. Adam yanked the boy down behind the rubbish bins as a high, thin whine grew into a sawing buzz — the Badr-3 tracker micro-drones coming to sniff the alley.

“Electronics,” Adam said, urgent but quiet. “Kill them. Everything that pings.”

The boy fumbled with the pack zip. The woman was faster; she reached inside the flight case, flicked three toggles in a practiced sequence, and the transmitter died with a little sigh like a sleeping baby. Adam slid the pistol into his hand, not to shoot — to hold steady.

The first tracker scissored into the alley, black as a beetle, rotors a blur, nose glowing with infrared. It hesitated at the heat pool where the house boiler vented. The second slipped past the first and nosed toward the bins.

Adam tapped the boy’s wrist and held up two fingers.

“Count them,” he breathed. “Always count.”

The gunship’s floodlight washed on, washed off. The trackers made a grid of their own light, faint and cold. They passed within two metres. Adam kept his eyes on the far wall, not the machines — learned that in Basra years ago: don’t look the dragon in the eye if you want to be a shadow.

The trackers drifted on.

The boy’s breath exploded in a tiny laugh of terror. The woman squeezed his arm. Adam chopped the air once: Not yet.

From the street beyond the alley came boots — four, no, six — moving in two-by. The door at the end of the terrace creaked. A man’s voice muttered into a throat mic. The patrol would sweep the houses and the gardens, then the alleys. They had three minutes. Four if the sergeant was lazy. One if he was the kind who wanted a promotion.

“This way,” Adam said, and angled them down the alley, hugging the wall, stepping into the depressions where water gathered and his footprints would be washed into nothing by the steady, scrubbing rain.

They crossed behind a yard where a swing hung motionless and then reached a gate that looked like no one had loved it in years. Adam eased it open, dragged them into a narrow service passage lined with grease-stained bricks, and took them down into the old bones of the city — utility runs, drainage slots, the black-veined places where memory lived when governments changed their nameplates.

He shut the gate with a breath of noise and listened until the boots had passed.

Only then did they stop.

The woman set the flight case on a milk crate and rested both palms on the lid. A tremor ran up through her arms, not of fear, but of an overclocked body right at the redline. She swallowed it.

“You’ve done this before,” she said to Adam.

He nodded.

“You heard me.”

“I heard you.” He let himself look at her properly now. Mid-thirties, maybe; could pass for older in darkness, younger in daylight. A scar notched one eyebrow. She had the kind of face propaganda hates — grounded, unglamorous, stubborn. “You need to break your pattern,” he added, gesturing at the case. “You’ve been waking the same neighbourhoods too often. They will ring-fence you.”

“We had to reach the hospitals,” she said. “They cut the antibiotics again.”

The boy — he couldn’t stop glancing back up the alley, like his courage was a wind-blown thing that kept trying to leave him. He unshouldered the pack and crouched. “Who are you?” he asked.

Adam thought about the name on the last passport he’d burned and the name on the headstone he’d bought himself in the second year to give people something to grieve. He thought about the corner of the city where he was still known as the man who fixes things and the handful of dead who knew him as something else.

“Adam,” he said again. “Local.”

The woman smiled, and in it was the plain gratitude of a person who adds the number of lives and gets one more than expected.

“Leah,” she said. “This is Raf.”

Raf tried to stand taller. “Technical,” he said, as if it were a rank.

The rain played a slow song on the brick over their heads. The rumble of the gunship moved on, then returned, then held — the way a beast sniffed a burrow it couldn’t quite reach.

“You can’t go back to that house,” Adam said. “They’ll torch the row before they admit they lost you.”

“We never go back,” Leah said. “We ghost.”

“Ghosts don’t carry flight cases,” Adam said, nodding at the transmitter. “That’s a kidney’s worth of heat.”

Raf bristled. “It’s our only rig. We lost the other two last month.”

“Then we hide this one where they won’t look.”

Leah glanced at the black mouth of the service tunnel beyond the milk crate. “You have somewhere in mind.”

Adam did. He had been building it in small, careful hours for three years: a trickle network of spaces and caches that didn’t look like caches, circuits that didn’t look like circuits, ways to move that didn’t look like moving. He had not meant to share it. Independence was safety. But the voice on the radio had reached him in the marrow and pulled. He’d spent a career listening to lies; when he heard a true thing, he knew.

“Follow me,” he said.

They went deeper, running the path by touch and memory. Twice they froze in alcoves while patrols rattled past overhead, once while a cart clattered by — a ration run — the smell of diesel tangling with wet stone. At a rusting junction box that looked like it had been dead since the ‘90s, Adam knelt and pulled the faceplate. Inside, wires that weren’t wires blinked alive for him alone: two pins, a short, a long. He keyed them. Somewhere in the wall, a bolt slid.

Leah’s eyebrows went up. “You always were ‘local,’ then.”

“Don’t write it down,” Adam said, and shouldered the door.

They entered a space the size of a single garage, laid out with the kind of crisp minimalism that was either training or pathology: two camp cots, a steel table, a kettle, a chemical toilet, a crate of blankets and ration tins, a metal locker stamped with a faded HM Government stencil that had seen three regimes and outlived them. On the far wall, a chalkboard map of the Southern Administrative Zone filled the space like a nervous system. Red slashes, green circles, blue triangles unmarred by key or legend.

Leah’s eyes moved over the marks and then to him, asking a question she didn’t voice.

“Nothing’s labelled,” he said. “If they ever get in, they can’t use what they find.”

Raf hovered at the threshold, like stepping into this pocket of dry order might cost him something he couldn’t name. Then he came across and set the backpack down with a thump.

“We could broadcast from here,” he said, eyes shining.

“You could not,” Adam said, too quickly. He softened it by starting the kettle. “This is where you don’t die.”

Leah eased the flight case onto the table and flipped the latches with a reverent touch. Inside lay a transmitter built like a poem out of junkyard syllables: scavenged boards, a copper coil wound from stripped house wire, a cooling fan rescued from a computer graveyard, screws all non-matching. It wasn’t pretty. It was perfect.

“You built that?” Adam asked.

“City did,” Leah said. “I just put its bones in the right order.”

He poured three mugs of water when the boil peeped, dropped in tea bags that had been used enough to be barely brown, and slid them over. For thirty seconds the room smelled like old England.

On the chalk map, he circled a few of the green symbols with the tip of the chalk, very lightly. “Your sign,” he said. “You’re mapping sympathisers.”

Leah nodded, cupping the mug by its sides. “Households that haven’t turned on their neighbours. Kitchens where kids still keep books. Two in a row is a street worth saving.”

“And the red,” Adam said.

“Enforcers. Collaborators. Places where the loudspeakers start before the call to prayer ends.” Her mouth twitched at some private memory that wasn’t a smile. “You marked them too.”

He had. The difference was year and paper. He’d started when the Republic was still being voted for on a tide of fear and fatigue, before the hard men in long coats closed the doors they’d promised to open. Back when the slogans were softer. Back when you could lie to yourself that this was a correction, not a conquest.

He set the chalk down. “You’ll need to go quiet for a while,” he said. “Let them starve for you.”

“They starve better than we do,” Raf muttered.

Leah’s eyes stayed on Adam. “You think stopping now helps.”

“I think changing helps,” Adam said. “You gave them a shape tonight. They’ll kill for it. Don’t be the same shape twice.”

She took that in and turned it around. He watched her do it, recognizing the intelligence not of a classroom but of a hundred small wars — strikes, walkouts, safe-house lists, the grim logistics of feeding people when a state says no. He saw the moment she left the transmitter behind and stepped up into the larger thing that had to be done.

“What is this place, really?” she asked, gesturing not at the room but at the map, the pins, the hidden locks. “Who are you really?”

He could say he was no one. But he had dragged them in here. He had crossed a line he’d kept for three years. He owed truth, even if it was shaped.

“I used to work the other side of doors,” he said. “Now I build ones they can’t find.” He looked at the chalk again, at the green circles like tiny vows. “If you want to keep speaking to people, we need to turn your broadcast into a corridor. A thing people can walk.”

Leah tilted her head. “A corridor to where?”

“To each other,” Adam said. He tapped three blue triangles that formed a crooked path towards the river. “To places we can hold.”

Raf’s bravado cracked enough to let wonder show. “You mean like... cells.”

“I mean like neighbourhoods,” Adam said. “Cells die. Streets live.”

Above them, a siren started its sullen hymn again, further away now, then closer, then away — the search moving outward in brittle rings. Somewhere, somebody’s door would come off its hinges. Somewhere, a pair of hands would go behind a head and the slow, empty ride to the detention ferry would begin. The Republic punished by dispersion — move the dissident six boroughs away, torch his history, salt the ground. In the silence they left behind, lies grew like mould.

Leah put her mug down without drinking. “We can’t just go to ground,” she said. “Not after tonight. People heard us.”

“Then make them see,” Adam said. “Not you. What you made.”

Raf scratched under his wool hat. “We made noise.”

“You made a count,” Adam said, pointing at the greens again. “Counts become queues. Queues become crowds. Crowds become... dangerous.”

Leah breathed a laugh. “Crowds got us here.”

“Crowds got taken here,” Adam said. “By people who learned the old lesson too well: that a hungry crowd will trade its future for a full tin.” He kept his voice quiet. Anger lived in him like coals; you cooked with it, or you burned down your own house. “We need a different crowd.”

Leah looked at the flight case as if it were a baby that had to be renamed. “All right,” she said. “We go dark. We move the rig. We—” She stopped, every sense sharpening. “You hear that?”

Adam did. Not the gunship this time. A ground engine, low and indelicate, built for torque not speed. He killed the light with a finger and went to the door, ear to the cold metal. Outside in the service passage, the engine idled and then sighed into shutdown. The echo told him the vehicle was close — uncomfortably close. Boots, but not the rhythm of the earlier patrol. This was a smaller team, not marching, not trying to be heard.

He held up three fingers. Three men. Then lifted one and crooked it. Leader hangs back. Leah and Raf were suddenly motionless silhouettes — good. He slid the pistol out, not for bravado. For certainty.

A key rattled in the outer grate.

Leah’s eyes went to the open faceplate by the wall. She flicked the casing back into place and palmed the chalk map into a sheet of plastic like the habit of years. Raf reached for the transmitter case out of reflex. Adam shook his head once. Do not move the baby while they’re watching. Raf froze, his hands inches above the latches like a priest mid-blessing.

The outer grate squealed. Footsteps shuffled, careful. A cough, buttoned small. A knuckle tapped the brick in a code nobody in this room had written.

Leah breathed, “Us?”

Adam shook his head. The knock was wrong — almost right, like a copied accent.

The bolt on the hidden door had a sister catch inside the wall, hand-height. Adam’s palm found it, and he put his shoulder to the steel — not to open, to anchor. You didn’t let strangers open your home. You made them work for it. You learned a lot watching someone strain against a door: patience, temper, intent.

A voice came, pitched to slip under doors. “Delivery for A. Finn.”

Nobody reacted — except Adam’s heart, which put its hand up like a child at school. A. Finn was the name he used to receive circuit parts from an old Midlands friend who never put a return address twice. He hadn’t told anyone that name in London. He hadn’t said it in months.

“How did you get this far without getting killed?” he asked through the door, conversational.

A pause, then the voice again. “We look like we belong.”

Leah’s mouth tugged at one corner: his own line.

Adam considered the gun, the bolt, the map. He considered the fact that the knock was almost right. He considered the alternative: if he was wrong, they’d find this place by morning anyway, wrenching it out of Leah and Raf one tendon at a time.

He slid the bolt back and opened the door six inches.

Two silhouettes filled the frame. Both were hooded in rain gear bleached by years. One held a plastic tote by its handles, the cheap kind that broke under anything heavier than faith. The other had his hands visible and very still, showing he’d learned to live.

The nearer one pushed the tote forward an inch. Inside, under a layer of damp newspaper, nested an assortment of ordinary sins: tins of beans, a jar of coffee, two packs of paracetamol, and tucked against the side, the corner of a metal cube wrapped in cloth.

“A gift,” the man said. “From a friend up north. Says you’re too careful.”

“What friend?” Adam asked.

The man tilted his head toward the wrapped cube. “The kind who writes letters on aluminium.”

For the first time since the broadcast, Adam felt the floor move under him — that old vertigo of being seen by someone you couldn’t see. He set the pistol on the table where both visitors could register it, then reached into the tote and unwrapped the cloth. An aluminium panel lay inside, etched with acid, lines looping and scrawling into a map of circuits and words. In the corner, the scratch of a signature that wasn’t a name: the fox. Years ago, during the collapse, a coder in the Midlands had started sending embedded messages across scrap metal, a folk encryption that moved in markets and backroom workshops. Adam had once traded a panel for a generator. He’d once hidden a man with bloody knuckles because a panel had told him to.

He looked at the fox’s mark and felt his shoulders lower by a degree. He gestured the visitors in.

Leah shot him a look that said are you sure and this is your house. He nodded. The two men entered, shoulders dripping rain, eyes moving in the particular way of people who had learned the world not from maps but from ambushes.

“You have a name?” Adam asked.

“Call me Ishaan,” the first said, pushing his hood back. His beard was peppered grey; his eyes were bright and tired. The second lifted his hood too and nodded. “Qasim,” he said. He had the watchfulness of a medic or a bomb tech — someone calibrated to the moment before rupture.

Leah flinched at the names — not because of the names, Adam saw, but because of an old inheritance that the regime had poisoned: how to tell foe from friend when uniforms were bought and sold. Ishaan read it and saved them all time.

“We’re not them,” he said, and the them was the regime and the collaborators and the ones who had made a religion of hunger. He reached into his coat slowly and produced a small leather pouch. From it he drew a necklace — a tiny silver medallion tarnished by wear: a lion and a unicorn rampant over a shield. He set it on the table. “My mother took this off her neck when the statues went down,” he said. “It won’t get my head cut off. But it won’t get me fed either. What will is this.” He tapped the aluminium panel. “The fox says you’re building corridors.”

Leah and Raf both looked at Adam then, not for permission, but for confirmation that they hadn’t imagined the last ten minutes.

“Corridors, streets,” Adam said. “Places to stand.”

Qasim exhaled like he’d been holding air for hours. “Then we brought the right thing.” He pulled back the damp newspaper lining the tote and revealed the metal cube fully. It was heavier than it looked — a battery, or not just a battery. He slid it onto the table and popped a clasp. Inside lay a tight nest of ultracaps, potted in resin, wired to a charge controller the size of a matchbox. No serials. No manufacturer ID. Just work.

“Two kilowatt-hours,” Qasim said. “Takes solar, takes hand-crank, steals induction if you lay it on a tram line. No signature worth spitting at. You can push that rig”—he nodded at the flight case—“for twenty minutes and walk it before they triangulate.”

Raf made a sound that wasn’t speech. To a man whose job was trying to speak across silence, twenty minutes was a kingdom.

Leah touched the edge of the cube like she was checking it for pain. “How many?”

“Enough to make you think bigger,” Ishaan said. “But we don’t dump them on you and walk away. That’s not how we get to the other side.”

“The other side of what?” Raf said. His voice had the stubbornness of small survivors. He’d grown up in this. His imagination had to push through barbed wire to reach anything but today.

“The other side of their story,” Ishaan said simply. He stepped closer to the chalk map and put his finger between a red slash and a tiny green circle, not touching either. “They have a story: that this is order, and you are chaos. Our job is not just to break their machines.” He paused, eyes on Adam. “It is to break their story.”

Adam felt the old part of his mind tick like a safe dial. He’d heard the same thing put differently in rooms with carpets and water jugs and discreet bodyguards: control the narrative. But it was cleaner here in the wet dark. Truer. Less a tactic than an oath.

“What do you need from us?” Leah asked.

Ishaan glanced at Qasim, then at Adam. “A place to federate. The fox says you have rooms. We have batteries. They have guns and loudspeakers and ferries to nowhere.” His hands pushed air into shape. “We make lantern nights.”

Raf perked. “Lantern nights?”

“Blackouts of obedience,” Qasim said, mouth tight but hopeful. “One street at a time. No lights at the mosque-loudspeakers. No lights at the ration depots. But warm windows at the houses with the circles.” He nodded at the green marks. “In the black, people will come.”

Leah was already five moves ahead, eyes flicking across the map as if it were a chessboard with unorthodox rules



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	Depot Corner — big audience, good cover: Leah + Raf.

	Rail Flyover at Jesmond — constant foot traffic: Qasim + Sister Agnes (she had the keys to half the city and the face to use them).

	Market Square — the loudest lies and the most eyes: Adam + Knox.






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	Get inside — a small infiltration unit would use the old canals under the city, the route Knox had found years ago while fixing a water gate, and approach the Ledger’s ground floor service entrance. Inside would be a crawl of corridors and the server room where the black boxes fed the central ledger.

	Expose — at the same time, Leah and a team in the market would broadcast live through the apparatus of a city: market speakers, train platform PAs, church bells wired, the distributed net they'd used for Amina. But instead of one voice, they would link dozens—families at their windows, stallkeepers, schoolchildren—so the Ledger’s own systems would be fed with human testimony as the hub tried to process names. If the Ledger counted and reconciled and printed closure, the city would show, in real time, how wrong the reconciliations were: faces of people declared dead speaking back.

	Deny — Qasim and a covert logistics cell would run diversionary transits: mislabelled pallets and manifest errors fed into the spoke network, forcing manual reconciliations and physical delays. If the ledger tried to hide the hub’s straining, its spokes would cough and stall, creating clocks to be used by the infiltration team.
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