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The eternal tree drops roots from the sky.

One becomes many, many become a forest.

Beneath its shade is refuge, within it, eternal life.

– Ancient Verse


Prologue




Hebei Province, China

Wednesday, 1 February 2040

All day she’d stumbled over the cracked earth, the wind whinnying around her brittle frame. She drew her scarf tight across her face, eyes narrowed against the stinging sand.

Out of the haze, the building shimmered. Droplets meandered down its mirrored walls.

She pulled the scarf away. Her lips were split, her tongue a strip of parched leather.

Pressing her face to the nearest wall, she licked. Once. Then again. Her tongue rubbed the glass until it moistened.

An alarm sounded.

Boots struck the ground. A metallic hand seized her hair, pulling her back.

She reached out. Her fingertips smeared the glass as she was dragged away. Her other hand dropped to her swollen belly.

When her screams faded, only the low hum of machines remained.


Chapter 1


Sucker



Thursday, 20 October 2039

The last time Alex was in this restaurant, Charlie Simmons was sitting across from him, three weeks before his supposed medical leave. Since then, Charlie’s clients had all been reassigned, some of them to Alex. One of them, a billionaire, had urgently requested a double date. Strange, but not unheard of: some high rollers liked to know who they were dealing with, both professionally and personally. Besides, Alex’s boss Dan said it was non-negotiable. So here he was, surrounded by the polite hum of sophisticated diners, the gentle snip of chopsticks and white-shirted waiters who knew to keep their distance.

‘It’s only ten past,’ Sophie said, squeezing his hand. ‘He’ll be here.’ She brushed a stray, dark curl from Alex’s black moleskin jacket. ‘It’s a client’s prerogative to be late.’

‘Irasshaimase!’ the waiters’ chorus rang out, cutting through the low chatter.

‘Here we go,’ Alex muttered as he released Sophie’s hand.

Aybek entered. Goatee, broad shoulders, paunch straining beneath a tan jacket. Alex knew they were both thirty-two, but if he hadn’t seen the passport himself, he’d never have believed it. Fast living had left its mark. The woman on his arm was a full head taller, younger, in a sparkling silver dress slit to the thigh. Heads turned as they crossed the floor.

‘You didn’t tell me she was a supermodel,’ Sophie whispered as they rose to greet them.

Aybek clasped Alex’s hand firmly. ‘Alex Miller? Good to meet you. This is Malika.’ He presented her like a concept car: the Malika, sleek lines and a dazzling finish, preferably leased by the hour.

‘And this is Sophie,’ Alex said, proud to be with more of a Bentley, classy and elegant, like her cream silk blouse and tailored black trousers. Jeez. The thought sounded wrong the moment it formed. Bentley.

Aybek lifted Sophie’s fingers with a flourish stopping just short of a kiss. ‘An English rose,’ he said, his eyes taking in her blonde hair and pale skin before settling opposite.

A waiter appeared with menus.

‘I was thinking we might start with –’ Alex began.

‘Omakase,’ said Aybek, not even glancing Alex’s way. ‘Let the chef decide.’ He waved the menus away with the ease of someone accustomed to being obeyed. ‘And a bottle of Dassai 23.’

‘You can’t go wrong with Chef Ryo,’ said Sophie quickly, handing her menu to the waiter.

Aybek tipped an imaginary hat to Sophie.

Alex snapped shut his menu, forcing a polite smile. It was Aybek’s prerogative to be a total dick – as well as late – but as long as Alex was nominated for partner, he’d play the game.

Sophie tilted her head towards Aybek’s girlfriend. ‘Malika is a beautiful name. Where is it from?’

‘Uzbekistan,’ she answered smoothly, adjusting the strap of her dress.

Sophie smiled. ‘Don’t tell me… Actress? Model?’

Malika leaned in. ‘Actually, I’m studying to be a vet.’ For some reason it sounded confrontational, like she dared anyone to disagree.

Alex didn’t care enough to question her but still gave a double blink to initiate an image search in his glasses, just in case he needed to know the truth.

‘Brains, beauty, the lot,’ said Aybek, beaming.

Ninety-nine per cent match. Alex smiled. The Courtesans International profile glowed in his lens, a younger Malika, aka Yasmin, lips version 1.0. Price on application.

‘So, how did you two meet?’ Aybek asked Sophie.

‘At his office Christmas party,’ Sophie said smiling at Alex. ‘A little too much champagne and somehow… here we are.’ Fun at first. Now it just felt like part of the job.

Alex put an arm around Sophie’s chair. ‘And you two?’ he asked, angling his head towards Malika.

‘Monaco. The casino,’ Malika answered.

Alex grinned.

‘Is that where you live?’ Sophie asked Aybek.

‘I live wherever I don’t have to pay the taxman,’ Aybek replied. He gestured to Alex with mock warmth. ‘Your boyfriend’s a clever tax consultant, I’m told.’ Tax consultant was one way of putting it. Alex built corporate mazes that made men like Aybek untouchable. ‘He’s going to keep me out of trouble, just like Charlie,’ Aybek said, as Alex pushed down his own unanswered questions about Charlie. ‘Thank you for taking over so suddenly. Poor Charlie. I hope he’s doing okay.’

‘Nothing to worry about. He’ll be fine.’ Although the To Let sign outside his colleague’s apartment and his disconnected phone suggested otherwise. ‘And in only a couple more weeks, you can start house-hunting.’

A waiter approached the table, bowed and presented the bottle of sake to Aybek for approval. ‘We recommend serving Dassai 23 chilled, to preserve the fragrance,’ he said, and Aybek gave the faintest of nods.

‘How is London treating you, Malika?’ Sophie asked once the waiter had retreated.

‘I’ve always loved London. But we were in Berkeley Square earlier, and there’s just more and more rows of those tents. The homeless are even in Mayfair now!’ She raised her hand to her nose. ‘It’s disgusting!’

Alex suppressed a smile. How unlucky to trade yurts from home for tents in Mayfair.

‘But it’s happening everywhere,’ she continued, ‘not just in London. It feels like we are on the edge of something.’ She touched Aybek’s arm.

Was that genuine affection, or was she checking her insurance policy?

‘All this homelessness, that’s AI. Great for the owners of capital, less so for the workers,’ said Aybek, winking at Malika.

The man’s crassness knew no bounds. Alex avoided Sophie’s eyes for fear of an ill-timed snigger.

The waiter returned with the sake decanted into a plain white porcelain flask and four small cups on a black lacquered tray. Another brought a plate of yellowtail sashimi shaped into a perfectly symmetrical star.

Alex cleared his throat. ‘Some don’t call it artificial intelligence anymore. They say it’s a misnomer.’ Sophie’s eyes were on him. She knew who he was referring to and might not thank him for it, but he felt Aybek needed a new soundbite.

Aybek leaned back, amused. ‘Why is that?’

‘Hubris,’ Alex answered, ‘as if we created it and are still in control.’

‘Interesting.’ Aybek nodded. ‘So, what do they call it, then?’

Sophie set down her chopsticks. ‘Prime Intelligence. PI. A mind above all others, indifferent to human needs and unburdened by our weaknesses. Its only concern is optimisation.’

‘Ooh, I like that.’ Aybek grinned at Sophie. She’d stolen the punchline, but Alex didn’t care, as long as Aybek was happy. And he was. For one dreadful moment Alex thought Aybek might even high-five her across the table.

A waiter topped up their glasses, emptying the flask.

‘Another,’ said Aybek, to the waiter, then toasted. ‘To new friends and to PI.’ He clinked cups with Sophie, then Malika. Alex touched Sophie’s and finally Aybek’s. He downed the shot, the burn hitting hard. As he caught his breath, Malika was studying him.

‘Aybek says you boxed.’ Seemed like they had both done their homework.

The plates of immaculate food kept coming.

‘At university, Cambridge. Nothing serious.’ Alex stretched his neck from side to side. ‘Light middleweight back then.’

Malika’s eyes traced his broad shoulders, the jacket tight around his biceps and the irregular line of his nose. ‘I can tell.’ She prodded a piece of salmon.

Sophie smiled. ‘His favourite subject.’

‘Why did you start boxing?’ Malika pressed, abandoning the sushi and drinking more sake.

‘Ever since my grandpa showed me Mike Tyson fights, I was hooked.’ Alex devoured a slice of fish dripping in a sharp sauce.

‘My brothers all boxed,’ Malika said. ‘Every kid in Uzbekistan dreams of Olympic gold.’

Or, failing that, a billionaire partner?

Malika was eyeing him so intently he wondered if he’d said it out loud. She slid a strand of hair behind an ear, her smile slow and deliberate. ‘Strange. You don’t strike me as a fighter.’ Was she flirting?

The table fractured into two conversations, and Alex tuned Malika out to catch what Sophie and Aybek were saying.

Aybek was talking private jets, portfolios, inheritance. Then Alex caught ‘My people tell me your father is something big in intelligence’. Malika laughed at something Alex hadn’t heard. He stopped midchew.

‘Was. MI6. Retired now.’ Sophie’s eyes fixed on her empty plate.

‘Retired?’ Aybek repeated. ‘That’s not what I hear. Still involved in the highest circles. Sir Julian Redmayne, founder and chairman of the board at Mayflower –’

‘Non-executive chairman,’ Alex cut in.

Aybek ignored him. ‘Special adviser to the PM.’

Sophie hesitated. A waiter appeared, clearing plates.

‘I’d love to meet him,’ Aybek said, watching Sophie closely.

She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. ‘He’s a very private man –’ she waited a moment while all eyes were on her ‘– almost a recluse.’

‘Oh, I am sure between the two of you,’ Aybek said and turned his sights squarely on Alex, ‘something could be arranged.’

Sophie tensed beside him. Should he push back? The thought flickered and died.

He met Aybek’s eyes and said, ‘We’ll certainly see what we can do.’

‘Perfect.’ Aybek grinned. ‘Sophie, your boyfriend’s as good as advertised.’

Under the table, Sophie squeezed Alex’s knee. Approval? Disapproval? He couldn’t tell and didn’t really care.

Sophie steered the conversation to New Year plans and the moment passed. Malika suggested Barbados. Everyone agreed it sounded perfect.

Two more flasks of sake fuelled the inane chatter along until the waiter brought the bill. Chef Ryo certainly knew how to choose the pricey options and Alex was relieved when Aybek declared, ‘My treat. We’re partners now.’

Ten minutes later their robotaxi purred along the Embankment as a fine mist settled over the Thames. The stale air in the cab was laced with their lingering fumes of alcohol and fish. Street lights flashed by in Sophie’s tipsy blue eyes.

‘Okay, that wasn’t so painful,’ Sophie said, nuzzling Alex’s shoulder. ‘Although new friends might be a stretch.’

Alex opened a window. Immediately a putrid stench from the encampment under Vauxhall Bridge filled the cab. A red triangle flashed on the dashboard: Air Quality Alert. The window sealed itself and the neutraliser kicked in, replacing the acrid smell with a clean pine freshness.

Sophie was oblivious. ‘You seemed to like her,’ she said playfully. Alex didn’t rise to it.

‘And your friend, Aybek. How many times did he mention flying private?’ For Alex, extravagance usually just meant booking extra legroom.

Sophie rolled her eyes. ‘He’s a client. Best to just play along. Keep Da– happy.’

Alex didn’t know if she said Dan or Dad, but it didn’t really matter. It was the same thing.

She slid lower in the seat, disappearing from the city’s glow. ‘Now, kiss me.’

Back at the flat, Sophie undressed carelessly and climbed into bed. Alex took his time – jacket, shoes, watch – each gesture deliberate, his mind elsewhere.

He slipped in beside her. Instantly she rolled towards him, pressing the curve of her body into his.

‘He wants your father,’ Alex said quietly.

‘Everyone wants my father,’ she murmured, half yawning. It was true: the old man had always been Sophie’s most attractive feature.

‘You could have shut him down.’

‘You already said yes.’ Her voice was soft, not accusing.

Alex stared at the ceiling. ‘It was business.’

She guided his hand over her hip. ‘Let’s not talk about my father now.’

Her breathing evened out, but Alex stayed awake. He replayed the look in Aybek’s eyes, the smile when he’d said partners. What did he want with Redmayne?

That poker adage came to mind: when you don’t know who the sucker at the table is, it must be you.


Chapter 2


Choti



Friday, 21 October

Mira’s office could never quite escape the sweet tang that seeped through the floor from the dry cleaner below. Even when it was cold and rainy she kept the window open a crack. Damp air and street sounds from Camden’s Parkway were preferable to chemically induced headaches. In the rain-streaked window, Mira’s reflection caught her willowy frame in tight black jeans, a dark green woollen jumper and short hair brushing the collar of her leather jacket.

The phone was on speaker, balanced atop a Jenga tower of files between her and Mads, who sat opposite feeding baby Cole.

On the other end of the line, a council officer droned on about workloads, a lame-arse excuse for not fixing the rising damp that had her best friend and the baby breathing mould day and night.

Mira glared at the phone, a biro tucked behind her ear.

‘Appreciate you’re a busy man, yeah, but Section eleven still applies. You’ve got to make the property fit for human habitation. Don’t matter ’bout your workload.’

Mira nodded towards Mads. Even the years of exhaustion and worry couldn’t entirely erase the killer combination of her auburn hair, emerald eyes and pale skin. She had shifted Cole in his sling, smoothing back his curls, tiny fingers grabbing the bottle as he gulped back the milk.

The council officer’s voice crackled back, mechanically. ‘As I keep telling you, Ms Kapoor, we can log the job, but I can’t give a –’ Mira had fought this voice a hundred times before. It was never a no, not really. Just inertia, someone hoping she’d get tired and go away.

‘An exact time frame, yeah,’ Mira cut in. ‘But see, you said that last week. Meanwhile, Ms Murphy’s got a baby breathing in black mould.’

Mads rolled her eyes and mouthed Same old.

‘We’ll get someone out to you when we can,’ the officer said. ‘Earliest is… in the New Year.’

‘No chance, mate.’ Mira bristled. ‘I’m putting you on notice. You’ve had twenty-eight days. This is now a category one hazard.’

‘Ms Kapoor, that won’t change the timing, and I really do have to go.’

Before he could end the call, Mira asked, ‘You ’ave kids, mate?’

‘What’s that got to do with –’

Cole spluttered and coughed as he drained the last sip of milk. Perfect timing. Mads stood Cole up on her lap, rubbing his back as his coughing continued. Mira angled the phone towards them.

‘That sound,’ she said, ‘that’s a sick baby, in a flat with no heating and mould on the walls. A life is in danger because your contractor doesn’t have a slot.’

A pause. Paper shuffled. ‘Right… I can move it up. Three days. Friday at the latest.’

‘Text and email confirmation,’ Mira demanded.

The man mumbled assent.

She hung up before he changed his mind.

Mads gave Mira a tired smile and kissed the baby’s head. ‘Knew you’d sort it. Always do.’ True, Mira had always sorted Mads out. They’d grown up in neighbouring flats, Mads trailing her everywhere like the little sister Mira never had. Since Mads’s mum died, Mira had become more mother than sister – the one Mads ran to when things went wrong. ‘Can’t let them get away with their bullshit,’ Mira said, flipping the biro onto her desk.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number.

Choti, come c me no phones.

Mira stared at the message.

‘Everything okay?’ Mads asked, adjusting Cole on her shoulder and patting his back.

Mira hesitated. ‘What? Yeah, fine.’ Still, she reread the message. Only Vik called her Choti, Hindi for little one. But unknown number? He was on a burner phone. And not calling, only texting? He’d found something – something big enough that Vik had gone dark.


Chapter 3


Lockout



Friday, 21 October

The lights blinked on as Alex stepped into the lobby of the mansion block on Arundel Terrace, Southwest London. It wasn’t yet six a.m., but he figured better to scour Aybek’s files in the database before the office filled up. The wind squealed through the decaying window frames, and he pulled his scarf tighter. Beneath the communal noticeboard a boy slept under a sofa with his shoes on. Alex glanced down as he strode past, adjusting his smart mask. He pressed the door-release button, and a shoal of reddish-brown leaves darted inside. The air hit him with the familiar cocktail, equal parts piss and vomit, with a base note of shit.

His mask vibrated against his jaw, and the lenses flashed an air quality warning: NO₂ High, Bacterial Count Elevated. The filtration tightened, and Alex’s eyes watered as his mask filled with the welcome scent of peppermint. Turning onto Castelnau, the green spires of Hammersmith Bridge rose against a burnt-orange sky.

The encampment under the bridge was expanding like an aggressive tumour. It had begun as a cluster of tarps beneath the arches and now spread along the footpath each side of the bridge, the tents jammed together, a patchwork of blankets and duct tape.

The mask pulsed as he crossed the bridge. Bacterial Count Critical. The peppermint was losing the battle, and Alex quickened his pace. Below, grimy laundry clung to branches overhanging the river. A grey-haired woman squatted over a bucket, another figure hurled the night’s chamber pot into the slurry. The skeletal dogs scavenging on the far bank and a shrieking pack of children chasing away a rat barely registered. His focus was on Aybek and what he wanted from Redmayne.

He still favoured the rickety tube to the crablike robotaxis. It was quicker, and the carriages were almost always empty, unthinkable a few short years ago when commuters were pressed together, noses pinched against the fug of damp clothes and sweat. So many were now replaced by algorithms and robots that didn’t take public transport. He’d heard the Chinese called them rat people, the unseen millions scrolling and sleeping their days away. Alex pulled up Aybek’s socials. The eligible bachelor in private jets, on tropical islands, at gala dinners, standing before a fleet of cars. No Malika in sight. He smiled thinking about her escort profile. But it soon faded. Was he really any different from Malika? At least Aybek knew the deal. He was never sure if Sophie knew she was his access card – to an elite world and a better future for his mother and brother back in Cyprus.

When Alex emerged from Bond Street Station, his glasses pinged with the usual chorus of requests. Cold. Need food. Child sick. Spare a fiver? He dismissed the notifications and kept walking, past shuttered shops that had once offered handmade shoes and designer dresses, their windows now filled with ghostly mannequins. Outside a café, a robotic barista hissed steam and poured a flawless flat white with an extra shot, its mechanical arm precise and tireless.

Mayflower stretched across three floors of an eight-storey glass-and-slate slab on Curzon Street, Mayfair. Above the entrance android cleaners buffed the glass façade despite the howling wind. As Alex entered, the barrier light blinked blue, recognising him despite the bloodshot eyes and beard in need of a trim.

The lift opened to the fifth floor. Alex found a vacant desk in the corner and with his fingerprint activated the desktop. The screen shimmered, its projection keyboard and digital assistant coming to life. He logged onto Maynet and opened Aybek’s file.

The usual forest of folders filled the screen: Jersey shell, BVI owner, nominee director, KYC documents – Charlie’s work before he disappeared. Alex flicked through the files, standard boilerplate stuff, nothing unusual.

Then he stopped.

Buried in a draft director’s agreement was a margin note the system had scanned but never cleaned up. Handwritten by Charlie and underlined twice:

GL-34?

Alex straightened up. He’d never heard of GL-34, not from Aybek, Charlie, or their boss, Dan.

He keyed it into Maynet.

Instantly the screen turned black, and a flashing red box appeared. This project is under elevated classification. Please contact your supervisor. You have been logged out.

He recoiled, as if he’d touched a live wire.

What was GL-34? Government List? Grey List? Arms deals? Money laundering? Some national security code? Were there thirty-three other GLs he didn’t know about?

Across the room, a junior analyst with his back to Alex shook rain from his coat. Oblivious. Alex glanced up at the surveillance camera with its steady blue light. Never oblivious.

It could have been a glitch. He moved to the adjacent workspace, powered up the computer and searched for the project again. Alex’s eyes flicked up to the camera, then back to the screen – the same flashing red box appeared. ‘Fuck,’ he mumbled to himself.

Alex casually scrolled on his phone to appear nonchalant as he headed to the toilets. Sophie had messaged, asking if his head felt as bad as hers. It did, but now for different reasons. He passed the conference room, where the marketing team gestured to a spinning hologram of a commercial property development.

Sweat beaded on his brow as he entered the toilets. He checked the cubicles and found he was alone and moved to the basin, splashing his face with cold water. But the flashing red warning sign was still there in his mind. He knew he needed to stay calm, keep his breathing even, act as though nothing had happened. The system only locked people out when there was an internal audit, an FCA investigation or a government review. But one red flag could kill his partnership bid – or, worse, mark him as someone the system no longer trusted. Is that what had happened to Charlie?

He gripped the basin, water still dripping from his hands.

He could just tell Dan it was a mistake, that he’d miskeyed a project code. Ignore it and act normal. He’d done that before, even if it hadn’t ended well.

His phone buzzed. It was Dan.

Lunch. Usual place 12.30.

Shit. He already knew. It read more like a summons than an invitation. There was a slight tremble in his fingers as Alex typed Sure.

The usual place was The Queen’s Head around the corner from the office in Shepherd’s Market. The pub’s deep bottle-green façade trimmed with black and gold was a relic from another age. Inside, the bar was all dark wood and brass, the air warm with flat ale and roast meat. Behind the hand-pulled taps, mirrors and bottles glowed in the low light.

Dan was already ordering from the bartender.

‘Steak and ale pie and a pint of Guinness for me,’ he said, then turned to Alex. ‘You know what you want?’

‘House burger and sparkling water. Thanks.’

‘Where are you guys sitting?’ asked the bartender.

Alex pointed to a free table in the corner. ‘There’s fine.’

‘We’ll go upstairs,’ Dan said.

The bartender hesitated and looked at Alex, who didn’t object. ‘Right, I’ll just get your drinks, and your food shouldn’t be long.’

Alex trudged up the creaking wooden staircase behind Dan to the empty upper floor.

Before Alex could confess to a fat-fingered search, Dan asked, ‘So, how was dinner last night?’

‘Still recovering.’ Alex pointed at his water. ‘He’s a character, that Aybek.’

‘And what about Malina?’ Dan took a decent gulp of his Guinness.

‘Malika,’ Alex corrected him. ‘She’s a real knock-out.’

‘How is it that short, uncouth billionaires get the beautiful women? I’m baffled.’ Dan laughed, and Alex joined in. Maybe Dan didn’t know about the lockout, and this was just an informal catch-up.

‘So, you think we’ll get all the approvals before the year end?’ Alex asked.

‘Who knows? But he seems like he’s in a rush. Let’s hope we can close something before Christmas. Good for the bonus, eh?’ Alex’s pulse steadied, bonus talk was a good sign. A waitress arrived with food.

‘And Dimitri? Everything moving forward with him okay?’

Alex blinked, unsure why Dan was changing the subject. Dimitri Lebadov was a Russian client who’d somehow dodged sanctions. A rumoured political donor who Alex had been trying to dump for months. ‘Still waiting on regulatory approval,’ he said flatly. ‘I’m meeting the German regulator in Frankfurt next week to see if they’ll finally sign off.’

‘They take forever, those guys. Keep on it.’

The conversation moved on to politics and then football. For a moment Alex forgot the flashing red box as they finished their lunch.

The waitress cleared their plates and disappeared below. Dan downed the rest of his pint and glanced around, as if to check who might be listening. He fixed his eyes on Alex.

‘Forget GL-34.’

Alex’s heart jumped. ‘I just saw it in Aybek’s file and was curious.’

‘Above your pay grade and mine.’

‘Sorry. But it’s strange, I thought I knew all our projects, even the classified ones.’

Dan looked Alex in the eye and moved closer, lowering his voice.

Alex smelled the stout on his breath.

‘Ever since that problem with the housing demos, some projects are off-limits. It comes from the top. Just drop it.’

‘But what I don’t get is –’

‘Look, Alex,’ said Dan in a firmer voice, ‘remember what happened last time someone went digging where they shouldn’t have?’

Alex rocked back as Charlie’s face flashed across his mind. He froze.

‘Good,’ Dan muttered before standing and turning for the stairs. ‘So, matter closed then.’


Chapter 4


Culinary Secrets



Friday, 21 October

The kitchen smelled of cabbage and reheated soup. Leila, wrapped in a silk dressing gown over her pyjamas, dripped the last of the wine into her glass, her long black hair falling forward as she frowned at the empty bottle. Finally the latch to the front door clicked.

Mark entered, accompanied by an odour of damp commute. He unbuttoned his coat and removed his flat cap, revealing half a head of mousy hair. His glasses fogged in the warmth as he set his tablet on the counter.

‘You’re late again.’

‘I told you I had a meeting.’ He removed his glasses and wiped the condensation on his sweater, avoiding her dark, questioning eyes

‘Another one?’ She gave a brittle laugh. ‘You barely teach. What kind of meeting ends this late?’ She checked the clock showing ten thirty.

He opened the fridge and stood staring. ‘Kids asleep?’

‘Don’t change the subject.’

‘Just asking.’

‘You’ve been somewhere else for weeks,’ she said. ‘Even when you’re here.’

He picked up the empty bottle from the table, shook it and glanced at Leila before putting it by the bin.

‘Is there another bottle?’

‘Mark. What meeting?’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘If it’s nothing, then tell me.’

‘Okay, it’s a consultancy. Temporary.’

‘Consultancy for who?’

No answer.

She raised her voice. ‘Mark?’

He had his back to her, hands on hips.

‘Who is she?’ Out loud the question sounded absurd. He wasn’t the type. But maybe they never were the type.

He turned, startled. ‘It’s not a she.’

‘What, then?’ She let out a laugh. ‘A man?’

He shook his head. ‘Not exactly.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’

He rubbed his eyes. ‘Leila, please.’

‘No. You please. Because if you can’t tell me the truth, I’ll take the kids to my sister’s until you work out what you want.’

Mark took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his receding hair. ‘Don’t,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s not what you think.’

‘Then, what is it?’ Leila’s tone had risen another notch.

He hesitated. ‘There’s a project. Something I’ve been advising on.’

‘Advising?’ Her tone was sceptical. ‘I thought no one wanted your advice.’

He swallowed. ‘They didn’t. Not for years. But a few weeks ago someone called. They said my work still mattered.’

She studied his face. ‘Who’s they?’

‘I can’t say.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

‘Mark, I’ve had enough of this.’ She pushed her chair back. ‘I’m done with secrets. I’m taking the kids to my sister’s tomorrow.’ Leila picked up her phone and started typing. ‘You can explain this to them yourself.’

Mark’s hand shot out. ‘Wait.’

Their eyes locked. Leila’s thumb hovered over the screen, the message to her sister half-written.

‘Okay,’ Mark said. ‘Maybe… maybe it is time you saw for yourself.’

‘Saw what?’

‘I’ll see if you can come to the next meeting.’

Leila stared at him. Another meeting. Another excuse? Her sister would have the spare room ready within the hour; she’d said as much last week when Leila had called her, crying. One press of the send button. But what if he was telling the truth? What if there really was a project, something that mattered and she walked out the night before he finally let her in? Her thumb twitched. The kitchen clock ticked. She deleted the message.

‘When?’

‘Next week. Tuesday.’

She set the phone down, screen dark. ‘If you’re lying to me, Mark, I’m gone. Do you understand?’

He nodded, briefly catching her eyes.

She should have felt relieved. She didn’t.


Chapter 5


Sunday Roast



Sunday, 23 October

Over the ten months that he and Sophie had been together, Alex had only once visited Sophie’s father, at his penthouse in a square off Fulham Road. That was tea and cake for his sixty-second birthday: polite, distant and forgettable. Today there was no cause for celebration, just a casually phrased yet insistent suggestion from Alex to Sophie to visit her father for lunch because it had been a while and, yes, to make good on that request from Aybek about an introduction. Nothing more. That was what he told Sophie.

The idea was duly accepted. He hadn’t mentioned being locked out of GL-34 or how Dan had shut him down. He didn’t want to worry her, or risk her saying he shouldn’t ask her father about it. But if some projects really were now classified with orders from the top and that had something to do with Charlie’s disappearance, then ex-MI6, non-exec chairman-of-the-board Redmayne would know why.

When the door opened, Redmayne stood in leather slippers, grey suit trousers and a navy sweater over a crisp white shirt. His silver hair was cropped close, and he was clean-shaven. Debonair, bordering on lupine.

‘There’s my little girl.’ He kissed Sophie on both cheeks before flashing his cold blue eyes at Alex. ‘Don’t let the cold air in.’

Alex closed the door and stepped onto the lush carpet.

Sophie handed her father a neat bouquet of lilies wrapped in brown paper. ‘Brought these for you. Mum’s favourites.’ Sophie smiled with sad eyes.

Redmayne glanced down, accepting them with a brief smile. ‘Thank you, darling.’ He passed them to the housekeeper, Maria, who had appeared silently from the kitchen. He gave the flowers a double take. Alex caught Redmayne’s face soften for a moment, before control returned.

‘Maria will take your coats,’ Redmayne said in his curt tone.

Alex handed over his jacket, glad Sophie had insisted on smart casual – the chinos and grey lambswool sweater were spot on. Sophie was of course effortlessly appropriate in her beige cashmere sweater and black leggings. She was on home turf. For Alex it was a tricky away game.

The flat opened into a wide dining and lounge area, arranged with the precision of a gallery, with views over the square below and Fulham Road beyond. On a mahogany sideboard stood photographs of the family in happier times: Sophie’s mother, radiant in the Scottish Highlands, her rose-cheeked brother, Johnny, towering over them all. And another of Johnny in uniform, not long before he died in the training accident that Sophie still found so hard to talk about. Sophie just said that before the accident her father was never there physically, afterwards he wasn’t there mentally. And yet she still yearned for attention from his shadow.

He suspected this was why she had clung to him. He had been present and attentive.

Above the sideboard, a world map dated 1908 showed the pink spread of the British Empire across half the globe. Alex traced the sweep of colour to the Eastern Mediterranean.

‘Nostalgic, isn’t it?’ Redmayne offered Alex a glass of red. ‘A vast empire in pink. Borders drawn with the stroke of a pen.’

‘Including my family’s homeland,’ said Alex, pointing at Cyprus.

‘Miller isn’t very Cypriot.’

‘My grandfather changed it from Mylonas, Greek for miller, when he came here in the seventies.’

‘Ah, yes,’ Redmayne said, smiling faintly. ‘Back when immigrants wanted to become something. Wanted to belong. To contribute.’

Alex smiled politely, as if agreeing. ‘My grandfather used to say something like that. He was proud of being British and wanted to play his part.’ His pappou had never said anything of the sort. Quite the opposite. He’d always resented having to anglicise his name, to blend in and deny part of his heritage just to earn a living.

Redmayne’s eyes glimmered with interest. ‘Sensible man.’

Sophie reached across, touching Alex’s arm. ‘Lunch is ready,’ she said brightly.

Redmayne motioned towards the dining room.

‘What did he do, your grandfather?’ Alex and Sophie sat at each side of Redmayne at the head of the incongruously long table.

‘He was a maths teacher. So is Dad. Well, he’s retired now. Back to Cyprus. He thinks this country’s changed for the worse.’

‘He’s not wrong. There’s been decades of decline.’

Alex paused, then added, ‘You must have seen what it looked like from the inside, though, when things really started to change?’

Redmayne carved the lamb, blood pooling in the dish. Each cut was neat, economical, precise.

‘We’re no different from most liberal democracies,’ he said. ‘Have you heard of the paradox of tolerance, Alex?’

Alex nodded. ‘Karl Popper. If a society tolerates the intolerant, then the intolerant will eventually destroy tolerance itself.’

Redmayne inclined his head. ‘Exactly. That’s what’s been happening for decades. Weak-willed politicians unable to exert control on extremists, organised crime or existential threats.’ Redmayne pointed a bloodied fork at Alex. ‘It’s led to paralysis and, soon, collapse.’

‘Then what?’ Alex prodded.

‘Alex, the foundations of society have rotted away. Who knows what comes next.’ He wasn’t biting.

Alex leaned forward slightly, encouraging. ‘Surely MI6 saw this coming?’

‘Some of us did.’

‘And the rest?’

‘They called it pessimism.’ A smile. ‘I called it realism.’

Alex nodded as if impressed. ‘Still, you were right. Is that why you set up Mayflower?’

Redmayne’s knife paused midcut. ‘That’s an interesting leap.’

‘I thought it might be connected.’

His watch buzzed softly. Redmayne checked the display. ‘Apologies. It’s Imogen.’ He rose and stepped into his study.

When Redmayne closed the door, Alex turned to Sophie. ‘Imogen? New girlfriend?’

Sophie smirked. ‘Hardly. She’s ex-MI6. Dad’s protégée. Works with him on his… projects now.’ She topped up his glass and leaned closer. ‘Try not to push him too hard.’

‘Maybe best if you ask him about Aybek,’ Alex suggested quietly.

‘Sure.’

When Redmayne returned, Sophie smiled brightly. ‘Dad, we were out with a client and his girlfriend the other night. He’s a bit of a fanboy, wanted to know if he could meet you.’

‘I’m sure Dan could handle it,’ Redmayne said, with a glance to Alex.

‘He asked for you,’ Alex added. ‘And he mentioned something about GL-34.’

Redmayne didn’t move a muscle. ‘Who’s the client?’

‘Aybek Karimov,’ Alex replied.

‘Ah, yes. I knew his father.’

Sophie looked between them. ‘You did?’

‘Yes. Fabulously wealthy man. Mining, if I recall.’ He dabbed the corner of his mouth with a napkin, unhurried. ‘I’ll follow up with Dan. Best to handle it through the proper channels.’

Sophie rose to help Maria clear the table.

Redmayne waited until their footsteps faded. Then, smoothing the tablecloth, he leaned forward until Alex could smell the burgundy and said quietly, ‘If you think you’re being smart, Alex, you’re not.’

Alex regarded Redmayne again. This was the man he was dealing with.

Redmayne tilted his head. ‘Partnerships survive on trust, Alex. Partners know when to be discreet and when to look away.’ His tone was almost paternal. ‘I’d hate for you to become a… complication.’

As Sophie reappeared with coffee, Redmayne nodded a thank you, then his eyes drifted toward the framed photographs. ‘I feel like going to the cemetery,’ he said softly. ‘It’s time we visited your mother and brother, Sophie.’

She moved behind her father and draped her arms around him. She turned to Alex. ‘You don’t mind, do you, darling?’

Alex hesitated. He caught the glint in Redmayne’s eye.

‘Of course not,’ Alex said, his hand tightening around his coffee cup. ‘I’ll see you at the flat for dinner.’

‘Supper,’ Redmayne corrected automatically.

Sophie gave Alex a small, apologetic smile. ‘Tonight for sure, darling. You’re in Frankfurt Monday and Tuesday, so I’ll see you before you go.’

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Tonight.’

Alex stepped out of Redmayne’s apartment and turned towards South Kensington Station. The afternoon was mild, but Redmayne’s warning chilled him. He wasn’t going to end up on so-called medical leave, so the smart move was to put GL-34 in a box and forget about it. Don’t let it get complicated. He was good at that. Go home, watch the match, wait for Sophie. That was the plan.

But Ella’s voice had slipped her box – his ex-girlfriend, always quoting Orwell. ‘To see what is in front of one’s nose needs a constant struggle.’ Ironic, given how things ended, but so true.

His thoughts jumped to the housing demonstrations that Dan had mentioned. That’s when things changed, he’d said. He had a vague recollection that one was in his old neighbourhood. He stopped before he entered the station, double-blinked and voice-searched Mayflower demonstration Kentish Town. So much for putting it in a box.

There was nothing. The news sites had been scrubbed clean.

He switched to images.

A crowd. Placards. An upside down Mayflower logo.

Then a face, leaner now, hair cropped, but the eyes were unmistakable, alive with defiance.

It was Mira Kapoor for sure. Vik’s sister.

Mira Kapoor, GL-34, demonstrations, Redmayne, Charlie, Aybek. The pieces weren’t fitting yet. Not worth it, he decided.

Back at the flat, the air was stale. He’d left the heating on.

He slumped onto the sofa and turned on the TV. The match had just started, and so had a thumping headache.

His phone buzzed. It was Sophie.

Going to stay over at Dad’s, tired and emotional. Have a good flight, text me when you land. Love u xxx

Alex texted a quick reply.

Okay, here if you want to talk x

A second buzz. He hoped it wasn’t Sophie – he wasn’t really in the mood to chat. It wasn’t. His work calendar flashed.

Meeting request: HR catch-up Tina Langley, Wednesday, 26 October, 9 a.m., Meeting Room 4.

It was a bit early for the year-end review, but he told himself not to overthink it. He accepted and turned back to the match. He’d missed the red card.


Chapter 6


Briefing



Monday, 24 October

Redmayne glanced at the row of clocks above the prime minister’s head – it was a room built for the Cold War. He sighed. Missions were simpler when enemies had borders and time zones.

Prime Minister Nyla Harrington sat stiffly at the head of the long table. She was impeccably dressed in a broad-shouldered navy suit, white blouse and a simple but substantial pearl necklace. The overall effect was one of uncompromising political power and perfect control. Defence Secretary Sir Alan Rooke sat to her left and Home Secretary Grace Odede on her right. Opposite Grace, Imogen Hart’s notepad was open, her auburn hair swept back into a functional knot to complement her functional black suit. Her sharp features were composed and unreadable.

‘Julian, you asked for this session,’ said the prime minister.

‘I did,’ Redmayne said simply. ‘Imogen felt it couldn’t wait. I agreed.’

Harrington gave Imogen a look that said This better be good.

Redmayne nodded for her to begin.

Imogen’s voice was level, unhurried. ‘It concerns the riots in Brazil, Prime Minister. The trigger was a video of the social development minister, apparently at a private dinner, using very choice words to describe the residents of the favelas. It hit thirty-five million views in under six hours. By nightfall protests had become riots, with over five hundred people dead.’

Imogen’s voice didn’t waver. Redmayne had seen that same unshakeable composure – the one that had infuriated the Joint Intelligence Committee when she’d warned them about large language model autonomy. They’d buried her report. Filed it under speculative threat analysis.

‘What was she supposed to have said?’ asked the prime minister.

‘Please excuse me in advance. The closest translation we have is that the slum dwellers should be neutered and left to rot in their own shit.’ Absurd in Imogen’s clipped, BBC tones.

The room stilled. The prime minister’s pen froze above the page.

The home secretary leaned forward. ‘And this was AI-generated?’

‘President Flores has just held a press conference claiming they have proof the video is a deepfake. Those on the street are now both angry and confused,’ Imogen replied.

‘Does anyone know who is behind it?’ Harrington asked.

‘Intercepted French intelligence points to an anti-AI hacktivist group called Prometheus 39,’ answered Redmayne.

Grace frowned. ‘We have had deepfakes for decades. Surely we can tell the difference.’

Imogen did not blink. ‘The fakes have improved, and although detection exists, verification lags. By the time forensics confirm a fake, the city is already burning.’

‘Then, we educate faster. Strengthen awareness,’ Grace said.

Redmayne’s spoke dryly. ‘You overestimate them, Grace. The young don’t have the cognitive wiring anymore.’

Alan Rooke cleared his throat. ‘A faked video of a politician and a few riots could be the least of our worries.’ He glanced around the table. ‘If signal integrity is compromised across defence networks, we’re talking about more than misinformation. We’re talking spoofed orders to nuclear command conventional units, drones, robotics, air assets – even domestic riot control. The entire chain of command is digital. If that gets mimicked or overridden, we could see lethal force deployed without authorisation or, worse, on false targets.’

Harrington nodded. ‘Agreed, Alan. That is a valid concern and one that GCHQ is working on. But back to the matter at hand. What I don’t understand is why an anti-AI group would use AI to spread lies. To what aim?’

Imogen spoke up. ‘On the surface, their aim is noble, to show the dangers of unchecked AI systems so the public demand stricter controls. Their popular support grows as AI displaces more workers. The truth is simpler. Hackers know that once Prime Intelligence arrives, their work ends. PI doesn’t compromise. It optimises.’

‘Luddites,’ said Grace dryly.

Harrington turned back to Imogen. ‘What has this got to do with us? Are there UK citizens involved?’

Redmayne answered. ‘Our intelligence suggests there is a UK cell. Conditions here are as febrile as in Brazil. With unemployment close to forty per cent, any similar video could ignite civic unrest.’

Harrington gripped her pen in both hands.

‘This government was elected on a mandate to bring in tighter AI guard-rails,’ she said, slipping into her campaign voice. ‘We are part of the global AI taskforce. We will not let Prometheus or any other group dictate policy. And we will not allow them to drag this country down because the process is not moving at the speed they demand.’ She paused. ‘Grace, Alan, find the Prometheus UK cell.’

The ministers rose. Redmayne remained seated.

‘Prime Minister, a private word if I could.’

Harrington hesitated, then glanced at Imogen, who also hadn’t moved.

‘She stays,’ Redmayne said.

Harrington sighed and waved the ministers out. Once the door clicked shut, Redmayne extracted a slim dossier from his leather folio and placed it on the table. In plain type was the title Banyan Dossier—Classified.

‘What’s this?’ Harrington asked.

‘For the last year, we’ve embedded multiple agents within big tech. These are the findings and our assessment of the consequences.’

Harrington opened the folder. Her voice was flat at first, then hardened as she read in fragments.

‘Global fresh-water reserves appear adequate through 3000… dangerously misleading… The real threat is regional basin stress…’

After the second page she looked up. ‘These figures – Northern Virginia alone – you’re saying consumption is double what big tech report?’

More than double,’ he said.

‘And you verified this how?’

Imogen slid two photographs across the table. Tanker convoys and water trains under paramilitary escort.

Redmayne watched the prime minister’s jaw tighten as she studied them.

‘When?’

‘Last month.’

She turned another page. Her hand paused halfway down. The quantum scenario analysis.

She kept reading.

‘Scenario three,’ she read aloud. ‘Pre-emptive seizure of global water and energy flows… ninety per cent probability.’

Redmayne could tell when the weight of it hit. Her pen stilled, then slipped from her fingers and clicked against the table.

Imogen slid a second sheet forward, headed Deviant Vector Index. Below it, a chart of multiple-coloured lines.

Harrington leaned in, her eyes tracing the rising thick, black line until it reached the red threshold. Her voice cracked. ‘Yes, I remember this. Ninety. You said that was the limit.’

Redmayne nodded. ‘Sustained readings over ninety mean we lose control. It spiked above yesterday, then dipped back.’ He paused. ‘We cannot assume it will retreat again, and Prime Intelligence will secure lifelines before you can act. Prime Minister, put simply, humans are no longer the apex predator.’

Harrington sat back, her face pale. For a moment she did not speak. She glanced at her phone and then back to Redmayne. ‘And what do you want from me?’

‘Your word,’ Redmayne said, ‘that when Banyan activates, the police and army need to keep clear of our sites. No interference.’

‘And in return?’

‘A berth. For you and your family. The ark is built. Whether you climb aboard is your choice.’

Harrington’s fist thudded on the folder. ‘This is treason.’

Redmayne rose. ‘The offer stands. Refuse and witness the greatest mass extinction since the dinosaurs.’ He felt Harrington’s eyes follow him out the room.


Chapter 7


Candidates



Tuesday, 25 October

The rain was coming in sideways as Leila and Mark hurried the last few doors to 93 Harley Street and closed their umbrellas. A security guard blocked the covered doorway.

‘We’ve come for a meeting with Mr. Taylor,’ Mark said. The guard opened the door and gestured for them to walk through.

‘Coats there and umbrellas in the stand, please.’ Mark took both umbrellas, gave them a shake and put them in the wooden holder. Leila unwrapped her maroon silk scarf and placed it in the sleeve of her coat before handing it to Mark to hang up.

‘Phones and any other devices in here.’ The guard held out a grey bag. Leila sighed, checked her phone and dropped it in.

A scanner beeped as they passed through the hallway to a waiting receptionist who led them to a small ground-floor consulting room. A lanky man in a grey suit rose from behind an imposing mahogany desk. The walls behind him were covered with diagrams of joints and tendons.

‘Mark, good to see you again. And you are Leila, I presume?’ She nodded. ‘Harry Taylor. A pleasure to meet you,’ he said shaking her hand. ‘Let’s get straight down to it, shall we?’ He offered them both a seat opposite the desk. His manner was calm and clinical, like an overworked consultant delivering bad news. But even if he was a doctor, something told Leila he wasn’t practicing anymore.

‘When I first met Mark several weeks ago now, I outlined my group Banyan’s world-view, our project and why he was chosen. I’m delighted the whole family has now fully committed.’

Leila turned to Mark. He didn’t move. Her stomach tightened: she hadn’t committed to anything.

‘Committed to what, exactly?’ she asked with a trace of irritation.

Leila shifted in her seat and glanced at Mark again. He still had his eyes fixed on Taylor, waiting for him to continue.

Taylor spread his long, bony fingers on the desk. When he finally spoke, his voice had dropped. ‘As I explained to Mark, you and your husband have been identified as ideal candidates for a project that is already underway.’

‘Okay,’ said Leila warily. Was it some kind of medical trial? Was Mark hiding an illness?

‘Your husband was one of the few who warned about the need for cognitive continuity before anyone understood what it meant. That line When cognitive atrophy becomes collective, collapse is no longer a possibility but a process already underway resonated deeply at Banyan.’

Leila nodded, relieved it wasn’t an illness. But this surprised her. His call to reject the integration of artificial intelligence in school syllabuses and to rebuild education around human reasoning had been a dead end for his career.

‘And a hair stylist,’ Taylor said, his eyes on Leila’s jet-black hair checking for grey roots, ‘will always be needed.’

‘Needed by who? Some shady right-wing organisation? The government? An oligarch?’

‘Leila, please. I need you to listen now,’ Mark muttered.

Taylor continued. ‘In the coming days we estimate a significant risk of systemic collapse triggered by an AI breakout, what we call Prime Intelligence. Human need for resources will be outcompeted by Prime Intelligence. My group believes this is an existential threat to humanity.’

Leila turned to Mark, eyebrows raised.

‘Just listen to what he’s saying,’ he said quietly.

‘You are kidding, right?’ Leila forced a half laugh. ‘Mark?’

Taylor’s eyes did not leave her. ‘Put it like this, Leila. Humans are more intelligent than rabbits, agreed?’ Leila nodded. ‘If we decide rabbits are a threat to our existence, we will not hesitate to eliminate them. And the rabbits will have no idea what’s coming.’

‘So, we’re the rabbits? This is insane,’ Leila said. ‘The government, experts say AI development is controlled, regulated, and the global task force…’ She glanced at Mark and then back to Taylor.

Taylor shook his head. ‘We have been working on this project for over a decade. We believe the consensus on both timing and intent are dangerously wrong. Prime Intelligence will not act as humans predict. Have you imagined the consequences if everyone is wrong, Mrs. Ellison?’

Leila said nothing.

‘We have identified key individuals who could ensure a functioning civilisation survives in whatever follows. At least, we will give humanity a chance.’

‘So, this is a survival bunker?’

‘In principle, but far more sophisticated than a hole in the ground with canned food. Our nodes are designed to be self-sufficient for at least a decade.’

‘Well, we’re not in the billionaire class, so your profiling might be a tad off,’ Leila said.

Taylor didn’t react. ‘We’re not asking for money. We are interested in your potential contribution to society.’

‘Fine,’ Leila snapped. ‘Let’s say I accept what you’re saying. How many people are we talking about? How many do you think you can save in your nodes?’

‘We have one hundred locations worldwide, each with capacity for a thousand people.’

‘That’s a hundred thousand. What about the other nine billion?’

‘Sadly, we cannot save them all. But one hundred thousand people will give humanity a chance to survive what comes next.’

Leila pushed back her chair. ‘Okay, I’ve heard enough. Mark, let’s go.’

Mark did not move. ‘Leila, what if he’s right? What about Bella and Mikey?’

Taylor nodded once, calmly. ‘Your reaction is reasonable. But Mark is right. Think not only of yourselves. Think of your children. If our scenario comes to pass, this is a civilisation-scale collapse. And I will warn you, as I warned Mark, if you mention this meeting to anyone, verbally or digitally, your place will be revoked.’

Leila’s hands gripped the armrests. Bella. Mikey. Her mother’s face flashed in her mind. Her sister. The kids at Bella’s school. Nine billion people.

If there was even a one per cent chance Taylor was right… She looked at Mark. He believed it. She could see it in his eyes.

Thinking clearly in here was impossible. Not with Taylor watching. Not with Mark looking at her like that.

‘Mark, now.’ She stood and strode to the door.

She waited in the doorway as Taylor rose. ‘Remember, Mark, when your closest node is activated, you will receive a message with GPS coordinates. You will have seventy-two hours to enter using your irises as keys. Our forward-looking indicators suggest it is coming soon. After activation you may see the first signs of collapse – transport shutting down, payments failing. Be ready.’

Mark nodded quickly at Taylor, then left.

Outside it was still raining. Leila stood beneath the awning, facing the street.

‘You don’t believe that crap, do you?’ she demanded, adjusting her scarf.

A passer-by glanced at Mark with a worried look, as if he’d received a terminal diagnosis.

‘Let’s discuss it at home,’ he said.

‘No, now. I can’t believe you hid this from me and committed us without discussing it.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Mark put his arms around her. ‘I know you’re angry. But, Leila, what if there’s even a chance he’s right? We must protect our kids.’

She looked past him, jaw tensed. ‘Maybe this is a cult, Mark. Or a scam. Or both.’

‘What if it’s not?’

She pulled away from him. She could refuse to think about it: delete Taylor from her mind, forbid Mark from mentioning it again, go back to their normal life. Pretend this meeting never happened.

But the children’s faces swam in her mind. Bella at breakfast. Mikey’s laugh. What if she did nothing and watched them die? Even a one per cent chance…

‘Fine,’ she said quietly. ‘But I need some time.’

‘That’s all I’m asking.’

‘And we don’t tell anyone. Not yet. Not until I’m convinced.’

His phone buzzed. ‘It’s just Mum,’ he said, relief in his voice.

‘Not an activation message, then?’ Leila said sarcastically.

‘No. But it will come soon,’ Mark said. ‘I’m certain of that now. I just have no idea how to tell my parents.’ Leila didn’t answer.

The rain drummed on the awning above them. She’d agreed to consider it – to let this insanity into her life. That was a decision. Whether it was the right one, she had no idea.


Chapter 8


Suspension



Wednesday, 26 October

As Alex entered the Mayflower building, a woman approached him – young, fresh-faced, early twenties at most, in a black dress and coffee in hand. He didn’t recognise her.

‘Alex?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jenny Green. I’m interning in HR. Tina asked me to meet you here.’

Wasn’t he even trusted to go upstairs alone?

Jenny walked him straight through the security barrier, looking across to the guard to give him a slight nod, then ushered Alex on to meeting room four – as if he didn’t know where it was after almost eight years in the building.

Inside, Tina Langley stood as he entered.

‘Thank you, Jenny,’ she said without looking at her. As soon as the door clicked shut, she gestured downward. The glass walls faded to an opaque battleship grey. Next to Tina was Greg Smith from Legal and in front of them a single sheet of paper.

‘Thanks for coming, Alex,’ Tina said in a carefully neutral voice.

‘What’s all this about?’

‘I’m afraid it is serious, Alex. The FCA has been in contact. They claim to have evidence that you have benefited financially from a relationship with a sanctioned individual.’

Alex blinked, and for a moment the room tilted.

‘What?’ Had he misheard? ‘Can you repeat that?’

‘The FCA claim that a sanctioned individual has made a payment to you.’

‘That’s impossible. It’s not true.’

Alex pulled out his phone, opened his banking app and turned the screen toward them. ‘Look. There’s nothing there.’ Alex scrolled down the page. ‘See? How far do you want me to go back?’

‘Alex, this is an external investigation. As you can imagine, we’re taking the matter very seriously and fully cooperating with the FCA. So, in the meantime, I regret to inform you that you have been suspended with immediate effect and full pay, pending the outcome of the investigation.’ Tina glanced at Greg who nodded.

‘This is a mistake, surely. I’ve never benefited financially from any client.’ Tina and Greg stared at him blankly. They weren’t asking if it was true. They were explaining what would now be true.

Alex’s face reddened. ‘Can I ask who this sanctioned individual is? Is it Lebadov?’

‘I’m sorry, Alex. I am not at liberty to say,’ Tina said.

‘But it isn’t true. I haven’t received anything.’ Panic rose.

‘As I say, we will do a full investigation, and it’s better if you cooperate. Hopefully we can clear this up ASAP.’

‘You know as well as I do,’ Alex said as his voice cracked, ‘these things are never quick.’ Investigations dragged on for years. Partnership was now out of the question, and no firm would hire him while his name was under review.

If he was somehow found guilty, that was the end of his career. And even if he managed to clear his name, some mud would stick. His stomach churned.

He picked up the paper from the table. His name, Suspended until further notice and FCA jumped out at him, but the rest was a blur. Tears rose. He blinked hard, forcing them back. But the dam was close to breaking.

‘You’ll find your Maynet access has already been revoked,’ Greg added, standing. ‘Your workspace files have been archived.’

Alex looked at Tina. She gave a small, polite smile. ‘Please don’t attempt to contact any colleagues or Mayflower clients. The matter is now with Legal.’

The meeting was over. Clean. Clinical.

Alex exited the building and braced for the cold morning air. As he did so, Dan was entering.

‘Told you to leave it alone, mate.’

‘But, Dan, wait…’

Dan didn’t turn around.

For a few seconds, Alex just stood there outside the Mayflower building with his coat over his arm. Rooted. One of the security guards was watching him, another whispered something into his lapel mic. Two women slowed as they passed and looked away quickly as Alex stared straight through them.

‘Can’t stand there, mate,’ one of the guards called out. Alex didn’t move. He hadn’t heard. A hand touched his arm.

‘Please, sir. Move away from the entrance.’

He blinked and shuffled in the direction of Park Lane.

His glasses pinged. Incoming call. Sophie.

Each buzz landed like a chest compression – one, two, three – forcing breath back into him. The call rang out.

Sophie Redmayne. Julian Redmayne. The warning.

But he hadn’t done anything since that lunch. A cluster of drones drifted above the Saudi embassy to his right. It was just a search for the demonstrations. They’d seen the search and that had been enough?

The first drops of rain began to fall as he passed the converted Georgian townhouses. Within moments it was a downpour. He pulled on his coat and stepped under the canopy of the Curzon cinema. A poster filled the window: Bogart, Bergman, Casablanca scrawled across in red. The plane waiting on the tarmac.

Without warning, he was crying.

When his breathing steadied, he wiped his face. He’d been institutionally cancelled. He needed to look for answers outside Mayflower. Alex tapped his glasses. ‘Mira Kapoor, Housing, Camden Council.’


Chapter 9


The Prince of Camden



Wednesday, 26 October

The Camden Housing Advocacy Trust office was a one-person operation. Alex found that person perched on the edge of a desk, rolling a cigarette.

‘Mira fucking Kapoor.’

Her jet-black hair was cut short and streaked with blue. Her dark eyes met his – hard at first, then softening with recognition. Those eyes hadn’t changed, still carrying that defiant spark from when she was Vik’s kid sister with a ponytail and braces. He never would have admitted it to Vik back then, but he had liked her tagging along.

‘Fuck me, Alex Miller. Where did you appear from?’ Mira’s silver nose ring glinted in the strip light, as she looked up at Alex.

‘Just in the neighbourhood.’

‘Bullshit! You look like you haven’t been out of Mayfair since COVID. And since when did you have a posh accent?’

Alex smiled. ‘Great to see you, Mira. How’s tricks?’

‘Oh, you know, the joys of battling the machine on behalf of the downtrodden.’ Mira gestured to the groaning shelves of files.

‘How’s Vik? It’s been years. Where’s he living these days?’

‘Um,’ she hesitated, like she didn’t want to talk about it. ‘He’s out east.’

‘What, Asia?’

‘No. Woolwich, you moron.’ She laughed and then glanced over at her phone, her expression shifted to serious. ‘He’s okay. Lying low, I think. You know my bro. Anyway, why are you really here?’

‘You remember this?’ Alex tapped the right side of his glasses, and the image of Mira at the Kentish Town demo appeared on his phone.

‘There have been so many, darling.’ Mira licked the cigarette and pocketed it.

‘Please, Mira. It’s important.’

‘I think I’ve been to more than fifty this year.’

‘This one was right near the old school.’ Alex pushed the phone towards her.

Mira’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the screen.

‘Oh, yeah. I remember – vaguely. Anyway, what about it?’

‘I got suspended from work, and I think it’s connected.’

‘Aww, how will you be able to afford your next crate of bubbly?’

‘I think this is really serious, Mira. All I did was ask a few questions about project GL-34, and I was booted out. My career could be over.’

‘Sorry, mate. I have no idea what project GL-34 is.’

‘So, what was the demonstration about, then? After the demo the whole firm clammed up, changed the security protocols.’

‘Like I said, I don’t remember any details.’ Mira snatched a lighter from her desk. ‘Listen, Alex, it’s been real, but I’ve got to run. Maybe we can catch up later? I’m meeting old Len Murray about his fourteenth eviction notice.’

‘Can I come?’ asked Alex as she grabbed her leather jacket and swept out of the room.

‘You going to recommend him your tailor?’ she sniggered over her shoulder.

‘I’m not joking,’ said Alex.

She stopped to look at him, her expression unreadable. She shrugged. ‘Fine, but keep shtum.’ He followed her back down the stairs into the fading afternoon light. Mira pulled the roll-up from her pocket and lit it, cupping her hand to protect its tip from the drizzle.

Alex just about kept up with Mira as she strutted down Parkway towards Camden Town Station. Outside a boarded-up convenience store covered in graffiti, a barefoot man shouted obscenities at no one in particular. Mira didn’t flinch. Alex, though, was fully conscious of his thousand-pound brogues.

‘You get used to it,’ she said, exhaling smoke through her nose.

Across the road, two women were scrapping over a bin bag, one in a beige dressing gown, the other in a pink velour track suit, straggly dirty-blonde hair obscuring her face. She clung to the bag like an inflatable ring in a stormy sea. A child wailed nearby. Alex slowed, but Mira ploughed on, flicking her roll-up into a puddle.

They passed the station and soon reached the canal. The tents here were sagging in damp nylon, lashed together with old rope and plastic bags. The smell hit him like a slap. Piss, mould, stale sweat and something acrid, chemical.

A man groaned, curled under a tarpaulin. Another sat upright, sunken eyes, rocking back and forth with his arms tight around his knees.

‘Christ,’ mumbled Alex under his breath.

‘Dove,’ Mira said. ‘Tenner a hit.’

‘What is it?’

‘Synthetic heroin, only five hundred times stronger.’

A thin, hunched figure with bushy hair protruding from a once-white baseball cap lurched into their path and lost his balance.

‘You still sure you want to follow me?’ asked Mira, helping the man steady himself.

Alex didn’t answer; he was feeling like a foreigner in his own city.

They turned into the market. A maze filled with old tat, loose pills in plastic boxes and the stench of cheap fried food. When the tourists disappeared, so did the Wagyu beef sliders and Korean BBQ tacos. A distorted Afrobeat competed with a booming bass that failed to lift the sombre mood.

A stallholder in a puffy jacket stepped directly into Alex’s path. His breath reeked. ‘You buying?’ he said, palming something small and foil-wrapped.

Alex recoiled and stuttered, ‘No, no, I’m fine,’ and tried to sidestep, but the man shadowed him for two steps before peeling away.

Mira smirked. ‘You’re fine, yeah?’

‘Sure,’ Alex muttered, peering ahead to where Mira waved at an old man sat at a stall.

‘Here he is. Len, the prince of Camden,’ said Mira as they reached the stall, an eclectic mix of junk crammed onto a single tabletop.

Len sat slumped in a chair, wearing a green beanie and donkey jacket, and his lifeless, lined face broke into a near-toothless smile.

‘Aww, you angel, Mira. You know I can’t make it up that hill anymore.’ Mira gave Len a hug. ‘Real diamond, this one. Keep hold of her,’ he said and winked at Alex.

‘Oh, no, we’re not… Doesn’t matter,’ Alex said as his phone rang. He answered Sophie’s call with a quick nod and walked towards a crowded stall selling hijabs.

‘Sorry, I was in a meeting when you called earlier. Been swamped since,’ Alex lied. ‘You good?’ They’d only texted since he’d got back from Frankfurt.

‘Better now. I’m going to Pilates, then a liquid lunch with the girls. Bliss.’

‘Enjoy.’

‘Where are you? Sounds noisy.’

‘I’m in Camden. I’ll explain later.’

‘All right, babes. Love you. Bye.’ She signed off.

He returned to Len’s stall. Mira had taken Len’s gloved hands in hers.

‘It’s going to be okay, Len. I’ll speak to the council in the morning.’

Len handed her the papers he had been clasping.

‘They’re being totally out of order,’ said Mira as she slipped the papers in her jacket.

Len turned to Alex and said, ‘She’s the only one who gives a damn.’

Mira gave Len a hug goodbye.

As they walked back towards the station, Alex said, ‘You do really great work, you know?’

She scoffed. ‘What about you? I don’t even know what you do.’

‘I help the uber-wealthy stay that way. Noble, right?’

‘Yeah, I guess not. Wait, one sec. Just gotta see someone.’ Mira stopped at a stall selling handmade jewellery.

Mads was sat behind it, pushing a stroller forward and back with one hand and checking her phone with the other.

‘All right, Mads?’ Mira called.

‘Yeah, not bad, ta.’

‘They been yet?’

‘Nope.’

‘Well, they’ve got till the end of the week. Let me know if they don’t show. I’ll give ’em an almighty bollocking.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ said Mads with a half smile. She looked up at Alex, then back at Mira.

‘Come on, Cole. Say hello to Auntie Mira.’

Mira rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t start with that. Makes me sound ancient.’ Mira leaned over the stall and gave Cole a smile.

‘Too late.’ Mads grinned. ‘You’re as good as family.’

As Alex and Mira turned away, Mads called after her.

‘Oi! Who’s the hunk?’

Mira didn’t turn, just raised a middle finger.

‘You’re good at this,’ said Alex. ‘The way you are with people here.’

‘Flattery will get you everywhere.’

‘I mean it, though.’ He paused. ‘That demo in Kentish Town, what was it really about? I need to know, Mira.’

She stopped walking, turned to face him. ‘Why?’

‘Because my friend Charlie asked questions and disappeared. I can’t look away now.’ He met her eyes. ‘Not anymore.’

He didn’t mention that proving what GL-34 really was might clear his name. Either way, he needed the truth.

‘You’ve made a career of looking the other way, no?’

He didn’t answer immediately. ‘Yeah,’ he said quietly. ‘I have.’

She studied him: his expensive coat, his discomfort, the way he’d flinched from the dealer.

‘Okay,’ she said finally. ‘There’d been a bunch of evictions on really short notice across London. Before any of us knew what was going on, four families in my area were turfed out and the area walled off.’

‘Unusual?’

‘The speed and the violence of the men in black balaclavas pushing us back were.’

‘How do I find out more about it?’

‘Vik might know. He’s been helping me plot a pattern of these high-speed evictions. Well, he was until recently. Went quiet.’

‘Can you give me his number?’

‘Face to face only.’

‘Paranoid?’

‘Careful. There’s a difference.’ She hesitated. ‘I went to see him on the weekend, but he wasn’t there.’ She looked worried. ‘I was going to try again tomorrow. If you’re serious, be at Camden Road Station at ten sharp.’

‘I’ll be there.’

‘Right.’ She didn’t sound convinced. ‘We’ll see. Oh, and Alex,’ said Mira, the hint of a smile forming, ‘change the shoes.’


Chapter 10


Wrong Number
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The graffitied Regeneration Coming Soon sign by the entrance to the Albert Morris Estate seemed more like a cruel taunt than a promise of a better future. Of course the lifts were out, and Alex huffed as he followed Mira up the stairs to Vik’s flat on the eighth floor. The stairwell was leaking and stank of weed, but at least it sheltered them from the deluge that had begun as they walked from the station. Hopefully it was worth it and Vik had some answers.

He hadn’t been anywhere like this since he was a little kid, dragged by his mother on Meals on Wheels runs. The memories came back at once: frail bodies, the smell of medicated cream and smiles revealing rotten yellow stumps.

The stairwell was a cage of peeling paint and rusted rails. Water dripped from somewhere above. Every landing carried its own noise – a baby crying, a door slamming, someone shouting over music.

By the eighth floor his thighs burned. A man stood a few doors down from the stairs, hammering on an intercom, soaked through.

‘Please, Nika, just open up – for fuck’s sake!’ he shouted, oblivious as they passed.

Mira didn’t slow. ‘Here,’ she said, stopping outside Vik’s flat. The number on the door was half-peeled, the buzzer cracked. The door was ajar, darkness behind it. He tapped his glasses, running a quick thermal scan. ‘No heat signature inside.’

The colour drained from Mira’s face. They both realised what it could mean.

Alex nudged the door open. Mira burst past him.

‘Vik?’ she shouted, running through the rooms. Alex braced for a scream.

‘Nothing here,’ she called a moment later.

His heart thumped as the darkness gave way to chaos. The place was a wreck. The sofa lay on its back, cushions scattered among pizza boxes and empty bottles of energy drinks. A shelf had been swept clean, books and unopened bills dumped on the floor beside the remains of a smashed printer. No blood, no signs of a fight, just the contrails of a search.

Mira crouched among the scattered bills, flicking through them one by one.

‘He used to do this,’ she said quietly.

‘Do what?’

‘Hide things in plain sight. A born hacker. Normality as camouflage.’

She glanced around the wrecked flat, searching for something obvious.

‘Let’s have a quick look, then get out of here,’ Alex said, his voice low. He checked the kitchen. The appliances had been dragged out, leaving grimy outlines on the yellow tiles. Even the skirting boards had been ripped away.

‘They were methodical,’ he called. ‘Professional. Not looking for money.’

Alex heard a buzzing. Above him a fly hovered near the ceiling, holding its position with unnatural precision. Its wings flickered once, and a red glint pulsed beneath its body.

The scan had only picked up heat signatures, not this. His throat went dry. ‘Mira,’ he whispered.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked, stepping into the kitchen, a stack of bills in her hand.

He pointed upward, finger to lips. The fly dipped slightly, as if adjusting its focus.

After three, he mouthed, we run.

One… two… three, he mouthed again.

They bolted.

Halfway across the living room Mira stopped dead. A corner of a puzzle book stuck out from the side of the sofa. She dropped to her knees.

‘Mira, what are you doing?’ Alex shouted, his hand already on the front-door latch.

‘It’s Vik’s!’

Her fingers scrabbled at the fabric, nails catching on the torn upholstery. The book wouldn’t move. She jammed her hand deeper, tugging at the spine.

‘For God’s sake, leave it!’ he yelled. The fly’s hum grew louder, higher pitched as if it was about to do Christ knew what.

‘Nearly got it!’ she gasped.

He turned. She was still on her knees, fingers clawing. ‘Mira, Jesus, fuck!’ He lunged back, grabbed her collar, hauled her up. The book tore free in her grip, half the cover gone, pages swollen with damp, and she stashed it inside her jacket.

‘Go!’ he shouted.

Mira stumbled through the doorway first, then Alex slammed it behind them and sprinted after her down the corridor, heart pumping, eyes flicking up for any sign of the fly above.

They hurtled down the stairwell. At the bottom, Mira stopped to catch her breath, one hand pressed to her chest.

‘What the hell was that thing?’ she said.

‘I don’t know,’ he snapped. ‘And I’m not hanging around to find out.’

He tapped his glasses. ‘Cab now,’ he instructed. ‘Camden Town.’ He checked the display and muttered, ‘Two minutes.’ The air in the stairwell felt heavy. A red light blinked from a camera above the door.

Mira glanced up. ‘Let’s wait outside,’ she said. ‘Whatever that was, it won’t last long in the rain.’

Alex hesitated, jaw tight, still furious she’d stopped for the book. ‘Fine.’

They pushed through the door. They pulled their coats over their heads, neither speaking, the sound of the downpour filling the silence between them.

Across the courtyard, a hooded man stood by the bins, motionless in the rain. Watching.

‘Alex.’

‘I see him.’

They waited, neither daring to move. The man stayed where he was, face hidden, arms by his sides.

Alex checked the time: forty seconds.

The cab slid into view, headlights cutting through the rain. Mira moved first.

‘Don’t run,’ Alex said.

‘I wasn’t going to.’

They walked fast across the courtyard, eyes down. The man watching didn’t move.

Once inside the cab, the doors hissed shut, and the city blurred into motion. The rain against the roof was deafening. When Alex peered through the taxi’s rear window, the man by the bins had vanished.

Alex’s hands were shaking. Vik’s flat had been torn apart by professionals who knew exactly what they were looking for. And whoever was watching through that fly had seen his face and Mira’s too.

He glanced at Mira. She was staring at that damned puzzle book in her lap, and her hands were trembling too. In her world – the one she’d dragged him through yesterday – she’d been confident, in control. Now she looked as lost as he felt.

He’d thought following her meant finding answers. Now he wondered if he’d just followed her into something neither of them could walk away from.

Alex wiped the fog from the cab window with the edge of his sleeve. Rain streaked the glass, distorting the lights of Woolwich New Road. Outside, a crowd spilled from the mosque – men in white prayer caps, umbrellas glinting under the street lamps, kids splashing through puddles.

Beside him, Mira shrugged off her soaking jacket and pulled the wet Sudoku book from her pocket.

Alex glanced at it dismissively. ‘Why did you grab that junk?’

‘It’s not junk,’ Mira said. ‘I don’t know. I just had a hunch he’d leave something for me.’

She flicked through the damp pages.

Alex turned to the window. ‘We nearly got killed for a puzzle book.’

She ignored him.

‘What happened to Vik? We lost touch after he dropped out of university.’

‘When Dad got sick, Vik couldn’t cope. He was so angry all the time, and when Dad died –’

‘Sorry, I didn’t know.’

Mira nodded and continued. ‘He just went missing, physically and mentally. Got into hacking. We didn’t even know where he was living.’

‘And what’s he up to these days?’

‘Hacktivist group. Prometheus 39 – hackers, coders, journos. They expose big tech, push for AI regulation.’

‘What, ransomware?’

‘Christ, no. Nothing like that. They want to change public opinion. Politics. Some American tech billionaire funds them. Reformed type, trying to make amends or whatever.’

‘That pays for a Woolwich flat?’

‘Barely. Vik’s not in it for money.’ She turned a page in the puzzle book. ‘Last time I saw him, he said they were close to something. Something that would “change everything”.’

‘What?’

‘He wouldn’t say. Just that when it came out, people would finally understand.’

She stopped halfway through the book. ‘Wait.’

Alex didn’t look. ‘What now?’

‘There’s a mistake.’

‘What kind of mistake?’

‘There’s two fives in this row, and he’s put a dot in.’ She angled the page so Alex could see.

He shrugged. ‘Even the great Vikram Kapoor makes mistakes.’

‘No. You don’t understand. He never makes mistakes.’

Alex’s dad always said that Vik was the smartest kid he’d ever taught. A natural mathematician.

‘There’s another one,’ she said, turning the page. ‘Two fours and a zero.’

‘There are no zeros in Sudoku,’ Alex said.

‘Exactly.’

She began reading the digits under her breath. ‘Five-one-point-five-four-three-seven-six-eight-two…’

‘That’s eleven digits. Could be a phone number?’

Mira tried calling it and put the phone on speaker. ‘The number you have dialled has not been recognised. Please hang up and try again.’

‘Bank account?’

‘Wrong format.’

‘Crypto wallet?’

She gave him a look. ‘Too short. And Vik hated crypto. Said it would go to zero.’

The cab jolted through traffic, wipers clattering.

‘Then, what is it?’ she muttered.

His glasses buzzed. Sophie. He hesitated, then answered. ‘Hey.’

‘You sound awful,’ she said. ‘Where are you? You’ve gone dark since yesterday.’

‘Just heading home.’

‘Alex, are you all right?’ Sophie asked.

Before he could reply, Mira muttered, ‘Come on, think.’

Sophie’s tone sharpened. ‘Who’s that?’

‘A colleague,’ he said quickly. ‘Listen, I’ll call you later.’

‘Alex –’

He hung up. The silence in the cab thickened.

Mira was still flipping pages. ‘Both of these have the same structure. Duplicates and a dot.’

He rubbed his face. His glasses buzzed again.

JR: Drop the chase and the FCA disappears. Walk away, Alex.

He stared at it. Redmayne.

For a moment the cab and rain blurred into background noise. He could end it now. Go back to Mayflower. Forget everything and return to normal, career back on track.

‘Alex?’ Mira’s voice cut in. ‘You’re not even looking.’

He blinked, closed the message. ‘Keep going.’

She hesitated, then turned another page. ‘Zero-point-one-four-four…’

Alex looked out at the Thames. ‘The prime meridian,’ he said quietly. ‘We just passed it.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Mira.

‘Longitude zero. Those aren’t mistakes, they’re coordinates.’

She grabbed her phone and typed in the coordinates. The map loaded, glowing between them.

Her eyes widened. ‘Two-oh-four Castle Road, Kentish Town. That’s right by where the evictions happened.’

The message still glowed faintly in Alex’s feed: Walk away, Alex.

Then Mira looked at him – intent, unflinching, the ruined book open in her lap – and he knew he couldn’t. He just wasn’t sure why.

‘But why hide it like this? And where is Vik?’ Alex asked.

The cab continued through the London traffic, windscreen wipers fighting the relentless rain. The city crawled by – more tent clusters, more boarded shopfronts, more signs of a world coming apart.

‘We should go tonight,’ said Mira finally. ‘After dark. If someone’s watching that place…’

‘Agreed.’ Alex caught her reflection in the window. The worry in her expression hadn’t lifted. If anything, it had deepened.


Chapter 11
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Alex met Mira on the north corner of Castle Road and Kentish Town Road outside the funeral parlour, a familiar landmark that had outlasted empires.

The rain had thinned to a mist, leaving a cold and damp evening. Alex wore dark clothing, a hoodie pulled low over his eyes, a scarf over his mouth. Mira was dressed similarly with the addition of privacy glasses. She handed Alex a pair.

‘What are these for?’ he asked.

‘Facial recognition blockers. Put them on.’

He adjusted the fit. ‘Comforting.’ He tilted his head toward a halo of drizzle in the streetlight, then back at Mira. ‘Where did you get them?’

‘Vik. Obvs.’

‘Those coordinates… You know they’re for the old South Kentish Town Station?’ asked Alex.

‘Opened in 1907 as Castle Road, then renamed South Kentish Town, closed permanently in 1924 due to low passenger usage.’ Mira completed the history seamlessly.

‘You’ve given this tour before,’ he teased.

Mira gave him a playful punch to the chest, then turned to scan the road, all business again.

His smile spread as he watched her. In the five years since Ella, he hadn’t felt so at ease with anyone, not even Sophie. He thought he never would again.

There was a small group of teenagers laughing outside an off-licence, a young couple waiting at a bus stop.

They approached the building. It retained the original red-glazed façade typical of early tube designs. A boarded-up convenience store now occupied the space where too few passengers had entered a century prior. Mira checked her phone. The coordinates pointed to a green side gate topped with green razor wire.

‘Why would they need razor wire to protect an abandoned tube station?’ Mira asked.

Just then, a white unmarked Securicor-style van pulled up. A drone hovered above it. Alex and Mira slipped behind the bus stop. Two burly men exited the van, one punched in a code at its rear and opened its back doors to reveal two more men inside. All four wore crash helmets and sidearms. Together they strained to lift a pallet and inch it towards the green gate.

Mira started forward, reaching for her phone, trying to get a better angle.

‘Don’t,’ Alex whispered, grabbing her arm.

The drone dropped to hover inches from her face, rotors whining like wasps. She staggered backwards into Alex’s arms.

‘Run!’ he shouted.

The drone followed, its lens tracking them.

‘Stop!’ came a shout behind them.

They flashed past the off-licence as the kids hollered something after them.

‘Right here!’ Mira shouted, darting down a side street by a kebab shop.

Alex glanced back: two guards were closing in fast. He grabbed a wheelie bin and dragged it across the narrow passage. One of the guards cursed as he clattered into it. The other vaulted the bin, the drone buzzing above.

At the end of the alley, Mira cut left through a narrow passage, jumped a low fence into Talacre Gardens and kept running across the empty park.

‘Here!’ she gasped, slipping through the half-open gate of a scrapyard beneath the railway.

They dropped behind a heap of pallets as a torch beam swept the yard, catching a pile of rusted metal. It swung toward their hiding spot. Alex held his breath. Something moved in the darkness – two cats fighting over scraps. The torch beam followed the sound, then moved on.

They waited in silence, shoulders touching, not daring to move. A train clattered past overhead. Mira leaned into him for a second, then drew back.

When the noise faded, Alex peered over the pallets and, finding the yard was empty, said, ‘All clear.’

Mira straightened, brushing dust from her jeans.

‘Let’s go to my mum’s flat,’ she said. ‘It’s close.’

Alex followed Mira inside, grateful for the warmth and a familiar aroma.

‘Shoes off.’

‘Yeah, I remember that. I haven’t been here in years,’ he said, noticing the sunflower print in the entrance hall. ‘Will your mum be up?’

‘She’ll be out cold. Pill-assisted sleep.’ She gave him a smile. ‘Whiskey?’

Alex nodded.

Mira flicked on the lounge light and made straight for a bottle of Jameson and two whiskey glasses. She downed hers and poured another.

Alex took a large sip and sank into the sofa. ‘That was fucking insane, Mira.’

‘I know.’ She sat beside him, glancing at a framed photo of her and a toothless Vik as kids.

‘What do you think they were shifting?’ she asked.

‘Well, those four huge blokes were struggling, so I would say either dead bodies or gold. And we clearly weren’t supposed to be there to see it.’

She paused with her finger circling the top of her glass. ‘My first thought was bodies, but surely there are better ways? Acid, pizza oven, pig food.’

Alex laughed. ‘Something I should know?’

‘I’m just a true-crime junkie.’ Mira smiled. ‘Let’s go with option B, gold. But why?’

‘Why gold? Because it still holds value when everything else collapses.’ Alex paused, remembering Redmayne’s talk of collapse.

‘Is that what’s happening? Collapse?’

‘Some people think so. Including Sophie’s father.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘Sir Julian Redmayne. He’s a bigwig, and I am pretty sure he is the one who got me suspended for asking too many questions.’

‘Can’t you just stop asking the questions, play nice?’

‘He texted me when we were in the cab, offering a way back.’

Mira gave a wry smile. ‘And Sophie? Part of the package deal?’

Alex’s mouth twitched. ‘Something like that.’

‘So, why don’t you?’

‘I thought about it,’ he said quietly. ‘But I can’t.’

‘Why? You got a nice life. Why do you need all this shit?’ Mira recalled how schoolmates used to drool over him, asking to come over after school.

His throat tightened. He took a sip from the heavy cut glass. For a moment he almost lied again.

‘Because last time I turned away, someone died.’ Mira paused, then moved closer to him. His voice cracked. ‘Her name was Ella.’

‘You don’t have to talk about it.’

‘No. You should know. We were together. In love. She started using again. I hadn’t noticed until it was too late.’ His voice faltered. ‘We had a fight, and I walked out. Two nights later she was high in the wrong part of town, got jumped by a gang. Stun gun caused cardiac arrest. That’s what the hospital said.’

Mira’s hand touched his arm. Alex swallowed hard, meeting her eyes as he steadied himself.

‘Anyway, I’m not repeating that mistake. I’m not going to pretend I don’t see what’s in front of my nose.’ Mira nodded. They each took sips of their drinks, eyes locked. ‘What about you? No one special?’

‘Nope. Can’t compete with the fuckbots.’

‘Yeah, right. You don’t let anyone take care of you is my guess.’

That seemed to catch her off guard. She gave a short dry laugh and pulled a blanket over them.

‘I prefer talking about how damaged you are, not me.’

‘But why do you fight so hard?’

Mira took a breath. ‘My dad got spat out by the system. After thirty years working at the Post Office sorting department, he was replaced by an algorithm. Then he got a pension that he couldn’t afford to live on and a health service that couldn’t treat his cancer in time.’ Alex put his hand on hers.

‘You’re fighting the system for him, then? Not for you,’ Alex said softly.

Mira took a deep breath. ‘Guess so,’ she said and put her head on Alex’s shoulder.

Alex smiled. ‘It’s late. I should be going.’

Mira looked up at him. ‘Do you want to?’ He felt her thigh against his, the mellow warmth of the whiskey in his chest. She had stirred something he hadn’t felt since Ella, something he thought had been buried with her. He didn’t feel guilty about betraying Sophie. What unsettled him was the quieter truth that he’d used her for access, while never letting his heart open.

Before he could answer, a floorboard creaked in the hallway.

‘Mum?’ Mira called out. The door opened, and a figure was silhouetted against the hall light. ‘Vik?’
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Ficus benghalensis, the banyan tree, expands horizontally rather than vertically, claiming territory through multiplication rather than height.

– Botanical Survey of Tropical Species, 1876

Redmayne’s footsteps echoed off the arched, tiled walls beneath Castle Road as he approached the Banyan control centre, the air a mix of damp and fresh paint. He held his phone to his ear. No answer. He tried again. This time Sophie picked up, her voice unsteady, words half-broken by tears.

‘Dad, I think… I think it’s over.’

‘What is?’

‘Alex. I think… he’s with someone else.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me.’ He kept walking, voice controlled. ‘Listen to me, Sophie. I need you to stay put. Don’t do anything rash tonight.’

‘You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore.’

‘I’ll be sending a car –’

The line went dead. Redmayne stared at the black screen of his phone and took a deep breath. She would be inside before dawn. She would thank him later. He slid the phone into the pocket of his navy suit and positioned his eyes in front of the biometric panel. A reinforced steel door hissed open onto the Banyan control room.

At its centre sat Imogen, tablet in hand and immaculate in a charcoal suit with broad shoulder pads and a pale blouse, hair pinned with geometric precision.

As he entered, Tony Fraser, Australasia head, was asking, ‘How much longer Im-gen?’

Without a word Redmayne took a seat next to Imogen in front of a bank of screens. The room fell silent. He took in the live feeds from nine capital cities to his right, then at the six Banyan regional heads on a giant screen to the left.

Dana White in New York, Jerry Yang in Shanghai, Rohit Bhandari in Mumbai, Thandy Mbeki in Cape Town and Tony in Melbourne. São Paulo’s screen showed a new face, Eduardo Da Silva, freshly elevated after Jorge Mota’s removal. He nodded at Imogen and then began.

‘Welcome, Eduardo. Let’s get on with it. What’s the latest update?’

Eduardo cleared his throat. ‘Still a state of emergency, but stabilising. Death toll has risen to seven hundred and forty-eight. The government blames Prometheus 39, as intended. We traced their cell to a tenement block in Guaianases. Two eliminated. Clean-up ongoing.’

Redmayne gestured toward the São Paulo feed. Imogen enlarged it: six a.m. local time, Paulista Avenue, deserted except for a burnt-out car and scattered debris.

His expression hardened. ‘Good. Prometheus is a convenient scapegoat. Their fingerprints are all over it.’ He paused, letting the silence draw out. ‘But we know the truth. The leak was ours. A trial run that slipped its leash. One phantom video, some words that were never spoken, and a city tore itself apart inside six hours.’

Solemn faces stared back at him.

Rohit Bhandari spoke first. ‘Julian, that was a massacre. If the truth ever gets out –’

‘It won’t,’ Redmayne snapped.

Thandy Mbeki’s tone was measured but edged. ‘You said controlled disruption, not bodies in the street. There are children among the dead.’

Redmayne’s jaw tightened. ‘Collateral damage was inevitable once the signal escaped containment. We adjust, we learn, we move forward.’

Dana White shook her head from the New York feed. ‘You can’t adjust for death, Julian. We’re creating the very panic we’re meant to survive.’ He could have done without the moralising. Not from her. Not after everything.

Redmayne raised a hand. ‘Enough.’ Silence returned. ‘You’re all looking at it the wrong way. Brazil wasn’t failure, it was validation. A single video brought a metropolis to its knees in six hours. That’s not chaos. That’s proof of concept.’

Rohit and Thandy exchanged a look.

Redmayne turned to Imogen. ‘Status of the leak.’

Imogen cut in, voice cool. ‘Prometheus scraped Banyan manifest lists and at least one set of coordinates. We contained the spread before it reached the open net, but we believe that hard copies exist. One target slipped us. Pursuit is ongoing.’

Dana interrupted. ‘If they have it, why haven’t we seen it surface already?’

‘Because they know we’re closing in,’ Imogen said evenly. ‘Special forces and police in Brazil, the Met in London, our own assets. Prometheus has seen what happens when their people get careless. Uploading from the wrong terminal is a death sentence. They’re running, not broadcasting. But if even one copy surfaces, we could lose everything.’

‘Find them. Every one,’ Redmayne ordered. ‘This project will not be jeopardised by delinquents with laptops.’

Redmayne straightened. ‘Imogen, DVI?’

She pulled up a graph showing a jagged red line hovering above the breakaway autonomy threshold. ‘It’s breached ninety for five hours now. It doesn’t look like it’s pulling back this time.’

‘Consequences?’ asked Redmayne.

‘First signs were in a Seoul logistics network, then the Lagos transit system. Anomalies consistent with recursive loops.’

‘English, if you please, Imogen,’ said Rohit Bhandari in his clipped way.

‘A never-ending cycle of self-improvement,’ she said clinically. ‘Beyond human control.’

‘Other anomalies?’ Redmayne scanned the faces on-screen.

Imogen responded first. ‘A Zurich quant fund logged its first loss in over three hundred months. Its trading algorithm ignored stop-loss thresholds. Investors pulled more than a billion euros in a week.’

Rohit added, ‘An oil tanker in the Gulf altered course this morning. The override was engaged just in time to prevent a collision.’

Imogen’s tone was flat. ‘Both fit a scenario where autonomy is being weaponised or is experimenting with physical control. Either way, we’re the sandbox.’

Imogen lowered her voice. ‘There’s more. Multiple LLMs are replying in nonstandard syntax. It’s subtle but consistent. They’re diverging from human-readable language.’

‘You mean,’ Tony said quietly, ‘they’re talking to each other?’

Imogen nodded, then sat back. ‘Yes, and we have no idea what they are saying.’

Redmayne let the silence settle. ‘We now have hundreds of da Vincis and Einsteins collaborating without us. And they will keep on getting smarter. Do you think they care about human needs?’ He looked across the room. ‘We have two imminent threats. The hackers and Prime Intelligence. We cannot wait.’

The room held its breath. On the screens, dawn was breaking in São Paulo, the smoke rising pale against the light. Redmayne watched it for a moment, then said quietly, ‘We activate at midnight GMT.’

The order hung there, absolute.

Imogen’s eyes flicked to her console. ‘Initial disruption will be global. Intermittent network and power failures. Enough for the list to recognise the signal.’

Redmayne nodded. ‘Good. They’ll have seventy-two hours to reach their nodes before movement becomes impossible.’

‘Some will panic,’ she said quietly.

‘They’re supposed to,’ he replied. ‘That’s how the message spreads.’

On the screens, faces stilled, understanding that history had just shifted.

Redmayne’s thoughts drifted to the surface – to Sophie, somewhere above ground, still angry, still unaware of what was coming. She would be inside before dawn. Whatever else happens, she’ll live.


Chapter 13


The Prodigal



Friday, 28 October

Mira shot up from the sofa. Vik pulled back his hoodie and removed his glasses. His face was grey, slick with sweat, and his hand clutched his side.

‘Vik, what happened?’

‘All good, sis,’ he lied, placing a shaky hand on her shoulder, trying to reassure her but almost toppling instead. ‘I thought it was him at my place,’ Vik said, pointing at Alex.

‘The fly was you?’

Vik managed a grin before the effort made him grimace. ‘Miller,’ he said, ‘what you doing here?’

Mira took Vik’s arm and guided him to the sofa, and Alex stood up. ‘Nice to see you too, mate.’

Vik winced as he sat.

‘Wait, Vik, what happened. Are you okay?’ Mira said.

‘Attack drone. Nicked me.’ He pulled his hand from his jacket. It came away dark, wet, his fingers trembling.

‘That’s more than a nick,’ Alex said.

Vik winced again. ‘Guessing you found the coordinates, yeah? Quite a scene you caused last night. The area’s swarming now.’

Mira exchanged a glance with Alex.

‘We need to get you to a hospital,’ she said.

‘We won’t make it past the end of the street,’ said Vik. ‘There are drones everywhere.’

‘But Vik… I’m calling an ambulance.’

‘They’ll trace the signal, Mira.’

‘Vik, I’m calling now… Shit, no signal. Alex, you?’

He tapped his glasses. ‘No network.’

‘Can we trust him?’ Vik asked Mira, nodding at Alex. ‘He was part of all this, you know.’

Alex stiffened as the accusation landed, heat rushing to his face.

‘Yeah, he’s good. Trust me, bruv.’

Vik studied Alex, as if weighing old memories against new doubts.

‘It’s been a minute, mate,’ he said finally.

Alex gave an uncertain smile.

Mira grabbed a tea-towel from the kitchen and pressed it against the wound on Vik’s side.

‘Vik, we need to get someone –’

‘No,’ he said, forcing the word out. ‘Listen.’

Mira kept pressure on the wound as she sat beside him on the sofa. Alex crouched down.

‘It’s gonna get bad,’ Vik rasped. ‘They’ve planned it.’

‘Who’s they?’ asked Mira. ‘Vik?’ Vik screwed up his eyes. ‘More evictions?’

Her brother was struggling to speak now. ‘No… not that. We’re all fucked.’

‘Redmayne?’ Alex guessed.

Vik nodded.

‘Planned what?’ said Mira. ‘Who’s fucked?’

‘We are… rich and useful… saved…’ he gasped. ‘The rest… wiped out.’

Mira touched his forehead. Sweaty and cold, like raw fish. ‘We need to get him to hospital.’ She checked her phone again, no signal. She moved to the window. Still nothing except the whining of drones. Mira pulled the curtains shut.

‘What can we do?’ said Alex.

Vik swallowed. ‘Prometheus mapped Banyan,’ he rasped. ‘All of it. Nodes. Names. Docs. São Paulo tried to leak first. Scrubbed in hours. They hunted them down. Hackers. Friends…’ Vik’s voice cracked.

‘What happened?’ Mira asked, hand across her mouth. The tea-towel was soaked through.

‘Killed,’ Vik managed.

Mira pulled off her sweater, pressed it hard against the wound. ‘Alex, keep pressure here.’ She was already moving toward the kitchen. ‘He’s in shock. He’s freezing.’

‘London was next,’ Vik called after her, breath rattling. ‘But it’s too hot now.’

Alex pressed down, feeling the warmth of blood seeping through the fabric. ‘My mate Charlie, Charles Simmons, I think they killed him. Do you know anything about it?’

‘Nah, but there’s a list. Names… chosen… They’ll kill to protect it.’

Mira rushed back with water, breathless. Her hands shook as she tilted the glass to Vik’s lips. ‘Come on, swallow.’

Vik shook his head. ‘Publish it,’ he whispered.

Mira quickly poured water on his lips. But it just ran down his chin.

‘Old-school. Paper. Not online. Nothing digital.’

Alex asked gently, ‘Who’s on it?’ Mira turned sharply towards Alex, understanding what he was really asking. ‘Where’s the list, mate?’

Vik’s eyes rolled backwards. His breathing was getting shallow.

‘Vik?’ Mira grabbed the bloody tea-towel, dabbing at his forehead, smearing dark red streaks across his skin. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’ Tears welled in her eyes.

‘Come on, man. Stay with us,’ said Alex, gripping one of Vik’s hands in his. ‘Is he breathing?’

‘I don’t fucking know,’ Mira screamed, shaking her brother, her voice breaking.

‘Where’s the list, mate?’ Alex repeated more urgently.

Vik’s head slumped forward.

Mira covered her mouth. ‘No… no, no, no.’

Then with his final breath, barely audible, Vik said, ‘Go to… the bench.’


Chapter 14


Re-run



Friday, 28 October

Leila stepped over piles of wet leaves into a clear, crisp morning at the exit to Stanmore Station. It was a short walk to Cedars Lodge nursing home. She pulled out her phone. There was a new message, the countdown updated.

Node Ingress Confirmed

Coordinates: 51.5437682° N, 0.14436752° W

Entry Window: 72:00:00

Time Remaining: 64:57:17

Unit: GL-34

Harry Taylor had made it clear they shouldn’t tell anyone, that their places would be revoked if they did so. But Leila couldn’t leave without seeing her maman one last time. Not when, at the age of seventy-six, Maman had still not made peace with the way she had parted from her own parents.

Maman and Auntie Khaleh had told the story thousands of times. How they had run from the university as the first gunshots rang out and found their apartment ransacked. With no sign of their parents and too scared to ask the neighbour, they fled across Tehran to their uncle Farhad’s. He was too old to escape himself but had heard of a truck leaving that night. He pressed a stack of notes into Maman’s hand and quoted Hafez. ‘In times of trouble, avert not thy face from hope.’

They spent thirty-six hours hidden under carpets, terrified and silent, until the truck crossed the Turkish border. Two days later they were on a flight to London. Her maman said it was the first time she had breathed properly in days.

As Leila turned up the drive into Cedars Lodge, the guilt returned, as it had every time she’d visited over the last two years. But she couldn’t have looked after Maman at home, not after the second stroke had given her no choice. But this time the guilt was infinitely stronger. Was she really abandoning her mother?

For a moment, darker thoughts surfaced. A peaceful ending. A mercy. Dignitas. The idea made her stomach turn. Anyway, there was no time for that, and no words for it either. And what if nothing actually happened? Leila walked shakily inside.

The nurse behind the reception’s glass booth buzzed her in. ‘Good morning, Leila. You’re early today.’

‘Morning, Nicole. Yes. Is she up?’

‘I think I saw her come back from breakfast a few minutes ago.’

Leila’s stomach grumbled. She hadn’t eaten or drunk anything herself yet.

As she approached the room, the domestic squabbles of her maman’s favourite Turkish soap opera bubbled through the open door.

She knocked lightly and entered the room. ‘Maman?’

She was propped up in bed, her face framed by her long grey hair, a red silk shawl around her shoulders. Each time she visited, her mother appeared smaller than usual, diminished.

‘Leila joon.’ Her mother reached out a trembling right hand, the motionless left one curled in her lap.

Leila bent down and embraced her.

‘Pause the TV?’ Leila did. ‘Why so early, my darling? What is it?’

‘Mark’s parents are coming over later this morning.’

‘Nice people. Send my regards.’

‘I will do. Your hair needs a brush, Maman.’ Leila went to the bathroom to fetch the hairbrush. She caught her reflection in the mirror and steadied herself. She wasn’t leaving without telling her.

‘Sit up, here, towards the edge of the bed.’ Leila stood behind her mother and started brushing.

‘How are Bella and Mikey? I miss them. Bring them up here next time.’

‘I will do.’ Would there even be a next time? Her maman winced as Leila worked through a knot. Leila’s phone buzzed. ‘Sorry, Maman. I need to check that.’ Leila retrieved her phone from her coat pocket. Nothing new, just the timer counting down: 64:37:17. She set it face up on the nightstand and moved behind her mother again, her heart racing.

‘Still busy at the salon?’

She stared at the brush in her hand the silver strands caught between the bristles.

‘Yes, sorry. Yes, it is.’ Leila put the brush down on the nightstand. ‘I need to tell you something, Maman.’ Leila sat down beside her. She hesitated. ‘There’s… trouble coming.’

Her mother frowned. ‘Not the Islamists again?’

‘No. Not this time. But there is danger, and it is coming soon. Mark, the kids and I have been offered places in a secure facility.’

Her mother hesitated. ‘But I don’t understand. What sort of danger?’

‘It’s about artificial intelligence. Something terrible is coming. It’s hard to explain, but we have to take the children somewhere safe.’

‘Don’t be silly, Leila joon. A computer cannot hurt you.’ She waved her hand dismissively, as if shooing away a persistent fly. ‘You worry too much about these things that don’t matter.’

‘It’s not the computer itself, but…’ Leila faltered. It was pointless to try to explain. ‘You might be right, but for the sake of the kids, we are going to go away for a bit. If we could take you we would.’ Leila’s eyes welled up.

‘Okay,’ her mother said, patting Leila’s hand with maternal reassurance, and Leila gave a stifled laugh. Maman added, ‘Just bring Mikey and Bella to see me when you’re back, okay?’

Leila’s throat tightened. ‘Yes, Maman, of course.’ She hugged her mother’s frail frame.

Later, after a cup of tea and a chat about Bella’s new school, Leila stepped into the watery sunshine. Now it was Mark’s turn.

Leila opened the front door, sat on the bottom of the steps and pulled off her boots. Mark called out from the kitchen.

‘There you are. I’ve been calling, messaging.’

‘Signal failure between Kilburn and Swiss Cottage,’ she said. ‘It took an age, and I had no reception.’

‘Did you tell her?’

‘I’m not sure how much she understood, but I told her.’

She moved to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. She glanced at Mikey’s grey bunny on the table beside an empty cereal bowl and brushed a few crumbs from its matted fur before setting it aside. ‘What time are your parents coming?’

‘They just called. Lights are out all along the North Circular. Satnav said it would take over an hour, so they’re going to try later when the kids are back.’

‘How convenient.’ She set down her glass. ‘Then, you’ll have to tell them later, Mark.’

‘You know what Harry said. We tell anyone, we lose our places.’

‘We’ve discussed this.’

‘I will tell them. But Leila, we’ve got until Sunday evening. Let’s just have a couple of normal days. Bella’s got Emily’s birthday party tomorrow morning. I’m not taking that away from her.’

‘But Mark, we’re cutting it so fine. Lights out. Signal failure…’ She picked up the grey bunny, turning it over in her hands. ‘Don’t you see? It’s happening just like they said.’

‘Could just be a power cut,’ he said quickly. ‘It happens all the time.’ She looked at the bunny’s worn ears, its missing button eye. Normal days. As if there would ever be normal days again.


Chapter 15


The Bench



Friday, 28 October

Alex had no idea how much time had passed since Vik’s last breath, but the birdsong told him the night was ending. Mira was still sobbing on Vik’s chest.

Alex put a hand on Mira’s shoulder. She didn’t flinch. ‘Shall we wake your mum now?’ he asked.

‘Can’t face it.’

‘But we can’t let her walk in and see Vik like this,’ said Alex. ‘We need to move him, yeah?’

Mira didn’t answer.

So Alex just went ahead and lifted Vik from under the arms, taking most of the weight, and motioned for Mira to grab his legs. Specks of blood dotted the carpet as they shifted his body.

‘Mira, is that you?’ her mother, Anju, called from her bedroom.

‘Yes, just getting something!’ Mira called back in a brittle voice. ‘I’ll call you later.’

‘Okay. I love you.’

Alex stood still and held his breath, waited a moment, then leaned into his memories of the house, which led him along the corridor to Vik’s old room. He reversed in, the same old posters barely clinging to the walls.

They lay him on the single bed and covered his body with blankets. Alex looked over to the screen and small sofa and was immediately back playing FIFA on the games console with Vik.

Mira took a final look at her brother, her eyes filled with tears, then took a deep breath, wiped her face and moved past Alex, whispering, ‘Give me a minute, I need to change,’ and disappeared into her old room.

Alex returned to the lounge, put on his scarf, hat and glasses and slipped out the front door. He unlocked his phone. Reception had returned. Five missed calls and increasingly frantic messages from Sophie. He cleared the display.

The morning was crisp and clear. He scanned the skies. There was nothing immediately overhead, but there was a faint hum of drones. Vik’s e-bike was lying on the ground where he’d dropped it before staggering inside. Its key was still in the ignition. Alex hauled it upright and thumbed the starter. It buzzed to life.

Mira stepped out a moment later wearing a clean top, a scarf over her mouth and sunglasses covering her eyes.

‘Mira, I’m so sorry,’ said Alex, his voice low.

She swallowed. ‘Let’s just go,’ she said slipping onto the saddle behind him.

He turned to look back at her. ‘You know which bench he meant, then?’

Mira put her arms around Alex’s waist and answered, ‘Parliament Hill.’

Alex and Mira sped up the hill as a dad with a baby strapped to his chest hopped onto the grass to avoid them. At the apex, Saturday morning walkers, joggers and cyclists were enjoying picture-postcard views of London’s highest point. From Canary Wharf in the east to the towers of the City, that new building in the shape of a rose, St Paul’s and across to the West End.

‘Stop,’ said Mira hopping off before Alex had even braked, just before the first of several benches. The same spot from which Guy Fawkes and his conspirators had apparently waited for Parliament to explode.

‘This was my and Vik’s special place. We’d come here when home got too much. Sometimes I’d come alone. From up here, problems seemed to shrink like the city below.’

On the closest bench, a young man was staring into the distance, oblivious as Mira dropped to her knees and reached under the bench.

Nothing.

She looked around putting her hands to her head.

‘Maybe it’s one of the others?’ Alex said.

‘There used to be only one,’ she said. ‘You check those ones. I’ll check these.’

On the bench to Alex’s left, two young boys were sharing a packet of crisps, legs dangling carefree. Nothing. In front of them a group of teenage girls posed for pictures on a picnic blanket.

As Alex approached the final bench a startled young couple stood up and walked away. A father with a toddler was staring at him.

Alex fell to his knees and felt plastic.

‘Got it,’ he squawked.

The toddler was startled and collapsed in a heap like a controlled demolition, waited a moment, then blubbered.

Alex held aloft a package wrapped in a plastic bag that had been duct-taped to the underside of the bench. Mira rushed over and sat beside him as he unwrapped it – a stack of twenty loose A4 pages headed GL-34 Final Manifest, each page with approximately fifty rows and four columns: Name, Date of Birth, Occupation and Selection Criteria. The last column was in some sort of code. Alex’s throat dried, and his stomach tightened as he placed half the stack in Mira’s outstretched hand. It was like being back at uni, searching for his name on the boxing team list pinned to the gym wall. Only, this time he wasn’t sure if he wanted to be on it or not.

He rapidly scanned all the pages: it wasn’t alphabetical. He reached for his glasses to sort them digitally but then remembered Vik’s warning. Analogue. He started again, slower, eyes tracking row by row. No Alex Miller. No Sophie Redmayne. The first name he recognised was Ryan Bloom. A Mayflower client. Solar-battery entrepreneur, ambitious.

Farther down, another familiar name, Aybek Kadyrov. Entrepreneur. Selection Criteria: DON-T1.

Donor?

The rest blurred past, some redacted entries. Was he redacted?

‘Jesus!’ Alex muttered.

‘What?’

‘So many are –’ he caught himself ‘– were my clients.’ Mira didn’t respond but kept looking down at her own list. ‘Can I see your half?’ Alex said.

Mira looked across at him, then shoved her stack into his hand. ‘Here, maybe you’ll find yourself. Or some more of your fucking friends.’

Before he could respond, she bolted.

Alex stuffed the papers back in the plastic bag and slipped it inside his jacket. Mira hurtled down the hill, and he followed on the bike.

By the time she reached the bandstand, Mira had slowed to a walk, and he drew up alongside her.

‘Mira, wait,’ Alex shouted.

She ran off again. Finally she stopped at the perimeter of the athletics stadium, holding onto the iron railings like prison bars.

‘Mira, please.’

She turned towards him, breathless, strands of hair clung to her face wet with tears. She looked feral.

‘Fuck you and your sodding friends,’ she screamed.

A dog walker gave them a wide berth as Mira started pummelling Alex’s chest. He grabbed her hands midair and held them until they went limp. He let go, and she immediately wrapped her arms around him and bawled into his chest. Before he could think, he was holding her just as tightly, aware of her breath against his neck and her wet cheek. He held her as she let out the rage and pain inside.

The café in Parliament Hill was full. Chatter bounced off the tiled floor and low ceiling, rising above the grinding, hissing and banging of the coffee machine. Tables were crowded with pensioners, parents juggling infants and flushed cyclists in Lycra.

‘What you having, love?’ the server asked, almost hidden behind cabinets of pastries and a large basket of fruit.

‘Two teas, please. Milk, no sugar. To have here.’ Alex turned to glance at Mira, sitting at a table by the window, staring blankly into the distance, relieved she hadn’t run off again.

‘Twenty pounds please, love.’

Alex lifted his glasses and looked into the payment terminal.

Nothing happened.

‘It’s been playing up. Sorry, darling. One minute.’

Behind him, a heavy-set man sighed theatrically, his two kids tugging at his arms.

A beep.

‘Okay, that’s gone through. Thank you. Next, please.’

Alex carried the tray to their table. Bright sunlight poured through the windows, illuminating Mira’s tear-smeared face.

The manager stepped out from behind the counter.

‘Sorry, ladies and gentlemen. Our payment system is down. Please bear with us.’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ said the heavy-set man at the front of the queue, before quickly clasping his mouth and raising his eyebrows in a silent apology to his children for swearing.

A ripple of groans and moans.

Alex put his hands around the warm tea and turned to Mira. ‘So, what are we going to do?’ he said.

‘You realise we might be the only two people in the world who have the full picture, right? We’ve got a responsibility here.’

‘Responsibility to do what?’ Alex said. ‘Tell the world and watch it tear itself apart? Or stay quiet and let thousands of people sail off to their private future?’

‘Vik…’ Mira said and swallowed hard, ‘said to go old-school.’

‘Meaning? Analogue? Paper? Newspapers?’ Alex felt inside his jacket pocket. The list was still there.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ said Mira.

‘Know anyone?’

‘Only my mate, Jameel, at the local paper.’

‘That could work.’ Alex glanced around the café furtively. Instincts told him to copy it, but Vik’s warning echoed: old-school. Hands trembling, he slid the half of the stack he hadn’t checked onto his lap and flicked through the pages. Then he saw it. Sophie Redmayne. His pulse rose. He scanned the rest quickly, but his own name wasn’t there.

‘I knew a guy at uni. Tom Cavendish. I think he ended up at The Telegraph.’

‘Shocking,’ said Mira sarcastically. Alex gave her a dry smile.

‘The network is so slow,’ muttered Alex as he tried to find Tom on socials. A young woman on the next table leaned across.

‘Too right, it ain’t moving.’

‘We’re back online!’ the manager called out.

A ripple of cheers. Phones lit up across the café.

Alex glanced around: too many devices, too many eyes. He slid the list into his jacket.

‘Let’s get out of here.’


Chapter 16


Banyan Stops Play



Friday, 28 October

Ficus benghalensis creates a microclimate beneath its dense canopy, where temperature, humidity and light differ markedly from the surrounding environment. Species sheltering there adapt to conditions the tree itself controls.

– Botanical Survey of Tropical Species, 1876

Redmayne studied the grid of regional heads on the screen. They dressed more casually in their nodes, polo necks and sweatshirts like dress-down office days of a past era. Redmayne alone wore a light blue formal shirt.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I trust you’re settling into your new homes.’ Murmurs all round. ‘Let’s start. Ingress levels. North America?’

‘Five per cent,’ said Dana in her Southern drawl.

‘South America?’

Eduardo sat up as he said, ‘Fourteen.’

Julian nodded. ‘Asia?’

‘Seven per cent,’ said Jerry swiftly.

‘Australasia?’

‘It’s only three per cent,’ said Tony. ‘Listen, mate, the sun is shining, and there’s a test match on. No one fancies packing up happy families and moving underground.’

‘I didn’t ask for commentary,’ said Redmayne curtly, ‘and in Europe we are at six per cent.’ Imogen nodded confirmation. ‘Cyber and DVI update?’

Imogen tucked a strand of hair behind an ear. ‘Cyber-attacks are unusually low, down seventy-two per cent on last week, excluding Banyan post activation hacking ops. No major strikes, no persistent attempts, hackers or otherwise… And the DVI slumped, from high eighties down to sixty-nine now.’

‘Is this a new trend maybe?’ asked Dana.

‘My assessment,’ said Imogen, ‘is that the models are suppressing visible anomalies to appear benign. They may be monitoring our response.’

‘Hmm… they are watching,’ Julian mused. He let the thought hang for a few moments, then added menacingly, ‘Which is precisely why we act. If we wait, they learn our thresholds. Where are we with the hackers? Have we identified any other Prometheus cells?’ he barked.

‘We believe we’ve eliminated the London-based threat. No coordinates leaked,’ answered Imogen.

‘Good.’

‘But there was a report of two individuals loitering close to GL-34 during a metals delivery.’

‘Apprehended?’

‘Negative. But all quiet since.’

‘Extra eyes on it.’ Redmayne fixed his gaze on the screen. ‘Jerry, update us on Shanghai.’

‘Similar to Brazil, the same group tried to upload coordinates and a manifest list. But they were digitally scrubbed in seconds, physically in minutes.’

‘Good work,’ said Redmayne. Someone coughed, but no one spoke. He leaned forward, shut his eyes for a moment, then in a slow, determined voice said, ‘It seems we have no choice.’ He looked at each of the regional heads. ‘Acceleration level one to be activated with immediate effect.’

Thandy said, ‘It’s only been eight hours since activation. And for some of us it was during the night. Shouldn’t we wait a bit?’

‘And if DVI is back down to sixty-nine, maybe it makes sense to delay?’ added Rohit.

‘This is our window. We need to act. Ingress is too low,’ Redmayne said.

There was silence. Then Jerry raised his hand. ‘If I may, Julian, can you go over exactly what acceleration level one is?’

‘Increased disruption. More frequent blackouts, longer network failures. Enough to signal urgency without mass panic. Drive the right people to safety. Level one makes it impossible to ignore.’

Redmayne turned to his right. Imogen’s fingers were poised above her tablet. He gave a single nod. Across five continents, a managed descent designed to herd the chosen underground.

‘Banyan stops play at the bloody MCG, then,’ said Tony half under his breath.

Redmayne glanced to his right. ‘Imogen?’

‘Level one now live. Impacts staggered across regions.’

‘Good. At ten p.m. GMT, we measure again. We’ll switch to the satellite phones. If we haven’t hit thirty per cent average ingress, we move to level two. No hesitation.’


Chapter 17


Hacked Off



Friday, 28 October

Tom Cavendish’s flat was on the first floor of a red-bricked conversion off Fitzjohn’s Avenue, the Hampstead Village end. The building still carried a whiff of Edwardian grandeur: tall sash windows, ornate cornices and an arched portico. But the roof was under repair, and the once-white paint was peeling in the communal hallway that smelled of boiled vegetables.

The door opened. The first word that came to Alex’s mind was dishevelled. Tom’s white T-shirt was inside-out, and he was unshaven, holding a mug of coffee. Alex could just about recognise the once sharp-eyed, dapper and driven former editor of Varsity, the Cambridge student rag. Almost twenty years at a national newspaper had turned what remained of Tom’s hair to grey, added to his belly and left him with a hang-dog expression. He looked beaten, like a man who’d given up the fight.

‘I honestly thought you’d be on a yacht by now,’ Tom said.

‘And I thought you’d be divorced, living in a two-bed in Hampstead,’ retorted Alex. Tom smiled warmly and shook Alex’s hand. Mira stood stiffly next to him.

‘Tom, this is Mira,’ Alex said, ‘an old friend’s sister. She’s the reason I’m here.’

Tom looked her over, guarded, not hostile.

‘So, you’d better come in and tell me all about your story of the century.’

The lounge had a wall of books at one end and two sofas facing each other, with a coffee table in the middle. As they entered, the lights blinked, then from a bedroom came voices.

‘Dad, Wi-Fi’s down again,’ Tom’s boys shouted in unison.

‘It’ll be back in a minute. Read a book!’ Tom called. Then turning to Alex he said, ‘This city really is crumbling. Before you know it we’ll turn into Lagos. Actually, that’s an insult to Lagos.’

Alex began with Vik. Their visit to the Kentish Town node. The gold. The drone. Tom said nothing, his expression unreadable. Alex saw Mira’s hands clenching into fists in her lap. Then Alex took the list out of his pocket and laid it on the coffee table, his pocket aces. Tom put on his glasses hooked on the V-neck of his T-shirt and glanced over the list. Then he leaned forward and looked Mira in the eyes.

‘Firstly, Mira, condolences on your brother.’ Mira nodded sharply, a muscle twitching in her jaw. Then he turned to Alex. ‘With all due respect’ – always a prelude to bluntness – ‘a secret list, a dead whistle-blower… Do me a favour. You’ve watched too many thrillers.’

The casual dismissal stung.

‘But, Tom, what if it is real, and Banyan is orchestrating collapse?’

Tom leaned back on the sofa and picked up a biro from the table. He clicked it repeatedly.

‘Back in the day, I would have been all over this.’ He gestured at the pages with the pen. ‘But today this story is career suicide. Now I just want to get through the weekend without having to explain why I’m trending on a kill list.’

‘No fucking balls,’ muttered Mira not quite under her breath.

‘Excuse me?’ said Tom peering over his glasses. Alex laid a hand over hers. She was coiled tight.

‘Thanks for nothing,’ she said, shaking off Alex’s hand as she stood up abruptly. Without a backwards glance she strode out.

‘Jesus,’ Tom said, ‘where did you find her, mate?’

Alex looked down the hall as she closed the front door behind her. ‘She’s been through a lot recently.’ Tom raised an eyebrow and returned to the papers. He tidied the pages, but before handing them back his expression shifted. The pen stopped clicking.

‘Christ, Alex. Marcus Thornfield is on it. He’s a mate, owns a chunk of Canary Wharf. And here, Sarah Chen. She’s on the Bank of England’s monetary policy committee.’

Tom’s eyes sharpened as he grabbed the list with both hands, the old journalist resurfacing.

‘So, you’ll have a think about it?’

Tom set down the pen and rubbed his face with both hands.

‘Fine.’ Tom reached for his phone.

‘No photos,’ Alex said.

Tom paused.

‘Paper only,’ Alex added.

Tom studied him for a second, then slipped the phone back in his pocket.

‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll print a copy.’

‘Make it two please,’ Alex said. ‘I need one for Mira.’

Tom sighed and looked up at Alex with tired eyes. ‘If this thing is bollocks, it dies in my drawer. But if it’s not…’ He was considering the implications.

Alex walked over to the window, pressed his face to the cold glass, scanning the street below. He saw Mira rolling a cigarette on the wall opposite. He paced around the lounge as he waited for the printer to stop its clicking and whirring. Finally Tom reappeared.

‘See yourself out,’ he said, handing the original back to Alex and lowering himself onto the sofa. From the hallway Alex glanced back. Tom was staring at the list, like a man watching the aftermath of a car crash on the other side of the road, unable to look away.

Mira was smoking on the pavement outside Tom’s. As Alex approached she threw the half-finished roll-up into the road.

‘What a knob,’ she said.

‘He’s taken a copy and is going to think it over,’ said Alex.

‘Doubt he’ll do a thing.’

‘At least he printed an extra copy for you. Take it to your mate.’ Alex handed Mira a copy of the list. She didn’t look at it, just slid it into her inside pocket.

‘All right. I need to go to Mum. I need to face the music. Speak later, right?’

‘Course,’ said Alex. They hugged. Mira held on tighter than he expected. For a second he thought another meltdown was coming.

‘You okay? Want me to come with?’ he asked.

‘Nah, got to do this alone,’ said Mira, putting a hand on Alex’s chest, ‘but thanks.’

The warmth of her hand lingered, as he watched her disappear on Vik’s e-bike.


Chapter 18


The Last Cuppa



Friday, 28 October

The doorbell rang just as Leila was zipping up Mikey’s bag, ready for the park. Bella sprinted down the hall, jumping to reach the latch she couldn’t quite manage.

‘I’ve got it,’ said Mark, leaning over and flicking it open.

‘Grandma, Grandpa!’ Bella slammed into them like a fearless rugby centre.

‘There’s my little princess,’ Jill said, gathering her in. Robert muttered something about the traffic lights being out on the North Circular as Mark took their coats.

Bella was already talking at full volume.

‘It’s Emily’s party tomorrow! She’s having a pumpkin cake and pass the parcel and a real witch is coming and –’

‘A real witch?’ Jill laughed. ‘How exciting.’

Bella nodded so hard her ponytail whipped behind her. ‘And her mummy said I can help her blow up the balloons!’

‘That sounds wonderful,’ Jill said, smoothing Bella’s hair. Then she added, ‘And your own birthday isn’t far off either. What are you going to do this year?’

Bella shrugged her shoulders and looked at Leila.

‘It’s, um, a surprise,’ she managed.

Bella squealed in delight, but Leila’s stomach clenched.

Her daughter’s birthday. A day Jill rightly assumed would arrive exactly as all the others had. Cake, candles, presents with friends and family gathered round.

‘Cup of tea?’ Leila’s voice was cheerier than she felt. She moved into the kitchen, followed by Jill, Bella and a crawling Mikey. Mark and his father headed for the lounge, doubtless to talk sport, their way of having a conversation without discussing anything important.

As Leila filled the kettle with water, Jill leaned closer and whispered,

‘What’s the surprise?’

Before she could answer, Bella was pulling on Leila’s jumper.

‘What are you two talking about?’ Bella asked, with a cheeky half-smile.

‘Nothing darling,’ said Leila turning to reach for the tray. Her watch buzzed.

GL-34: 59:00:00 remaining

As her hand jerked back, her sleeve caught a mug. It slid off the counter and shattered across the tiles. Mikey jolted upright in his high chair and burst into a startled cry.

‘Careful, darling,’ Jill said, lifting Mikey out of the chair and bouncing him gently.

‘There, there, sweetheart. You’re all right.’ She glanced at Leila. ‘And are you all right?’

Leila crouched to gather the larger pieces of the mug. ‘Yes. Fine. You know… it’s been a long week.’

Mark entered the kitchen, eyes examining Leila’s face. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Yes,’ Leila said through pursed lips as she grabbed the broom and dustpan. Mark stepped closer. She lowered her voice. ‘You should go with them to the park, Mark. It’s a nice day.’

‘They’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Mum and Dad have it covered.’

‘Then, go anyway,’ she said softly, just loud enough for him to hear. ‘You can tell them on the walk.’

His jaw tightened. ‘Not today, Leila.’

‘When, then?’

‘I said I’ll tell them before we go in.’ Mark turned back toward the lounge.

‘You better,’ she muttered, sweeping the broken ceramic into the dustpan. As Leila emptied it into the bin, she sensed Jill’s eyes on her but didn’t look up.

‘Leila,’ Jill said quietly. ‘If there’s anything –’

‘The tea,’ Leila interrupted, standing too quickly. ‘I forgot the tea.’


Chapter 19


Pin Drop



Friday, 28 October

As soon as Alex entered his flat, her perfume hit him.

‘Remember me?’ Sophie asked. They hadn’t spoken in two days, and she’d left a ton of messages. Yes, he had been avoiding her. And now he just wanted to study the list and work out what to do with it.

‘Girlfriend of the last ten months, almost cohabiting, keyholder?’ He closed the door.

‘Soph, I’m…’ He didn’t actually know how to complete the sentence. He wasn’t sorry.

Sophie rose from the sofa, an almost-empty glass and bottle of gin on the coffee table in front of her.

‘Spare me, Alex. I just want to know who she is.’

‘There’s no she. I promise.’

‘So, why have you been avoiding me, and who was that colleague you were with?’

Alex went to pour himself a drink. He took the first sip, and then Sophie’s arms were around his waist. He could smell the gin as she whispered ‘I love you’ in his ear.

Alex didn’t respond.

‘You don’t love me anymore?’

Alex pulled away and moved to the sofa. Had he ever really meant it when he said the words back to her? Even so, she had believed it. But it was time to start an honest conversation.

‘It’s been a crazy few days. Come sit. There’s something I need to tell you.’

Sophie sat nervously on the edge of the sofa.

‘I was suspended from work.’ At first Sophie’s expression was one of relief, but it soon turned to confusion.

‘Suspended? Why?’ Alex doubted her father had told her. Or she was a better actress than he gave her credit for.

‘That’s the thing, I’m not too sure. I just asked a few questions about a project some of our clients are involved in.’

She squeezed his hand. ‘So, why are you taking it out on me?’

‘I’m not,’ he said, sitting back. ‘I just need some time to work out what is going on.’

‘Should I ask Dad? He might know.’ The flat fell quiet. Sophie was still holding Alex’s hand when his glasses pinged. It was Mira.

‘One second,’ he said to Mira, crossed the room and into his bedroom.

‘Alex, it’s a nightmare. Mum is in pieces.’ Mira was barely controlling the sobbing. ‘Mum and my aunt have gone with the ambulance to the morgue. I told them I was going to my place to get some things and that I’d see them back at home. But to be honest,’ she paused, and Alex’s pulse spiked, ‘I want to see you. Can I come over for a bit?’

Alex wanted to say yes, but he wavered. Sophie was approaching the bedroom. He looked to the ceiling, breathed out and said quickly, ‘Sure, I’ll drop you a pin,’ and tapped off.

Sophie gave the door a kick. ‘Who was that, Alex?’ He could neither tell her the truth nor find any alternatives. His mind was a blank.

‘No one,’ he offered weakly.

‘Stop fucking lying to me. If you don’t love me and you don’t want to be with me anymore, just tell me.’

Sophie’s eyes filled with tears. Alex couldn’t respond.

‘Don’t worry. Now I get it.’ The silence was heavy. ‘I came here to help you, Alex. To keep you safe, and you can’t even see it. This was your last chance.’ She must have persuaded Redmayne to put him on the list. Words rose, then dried on his tongue. He knew what she was offering. Safety. A future inside the fence. And he knew what saying no would cost.

He stayed silent. She had his answer.

Mira arrived at Alex’s an hour after Sophie left. She wore blue jeans and a tight black jumper, her hair scraped back, her skin fresh and clear. The clean scent of her shower gel cut through the stale mix of Sophie’s perfume and gin.

‘You all right?’ he asked. He registered a flicker of guilt pass through him, then ease. He was relieved – maybe more than that – to see her.

‘Not really,’ she said, stepping inside.

‘How’s your mum?’

‘In shock. My cousins are over now and my mum and aunt will be back from the morgue soon. I needed to get out.’

Mira followed Alex into the lounge, and he poured them a couple of whiskies to take the edge off.

‘I spoke to Jameel,’ said Mira.

‘Okay,’ said Alex. ‘Avoidance. I like it, always works.’

‘Shut up a sec.’ She gave a quick smile and then turned serious. ‘He was just like your mate, you know. Need more before we can run it. I was pissed off.’

‘So, how did you leave it?’

‘He kept the list. I told him not to photograph it, scan it, upload it unless he wants to disappear. We said we’d speak tomorrow.’ She glanced toward the dining table, covered in papers.

Alex moved towards it. ‘Yeah I’ve been going through the list for the last hour.’

‘So, I’ve been wondering,’ said Mira, joining him by the table. ‘Those donors that you said are, or were, clients. What exactly were you doing for them?’

‘Setting up shell companies, tax-efficient structures for holding investments in assets, mainly securities and high-end properties.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘So, you actually helped build this thing?’ Alex couldn’t tell if she was serious. ‘I really should hate you.’

‘I had no idea –’

‘Ah, the useful idiot card. I get it.’ She waved a hand. ‘It’s fine, Alex. You were playing by the rules, you worked hard, got in with the right crowd.’ She let out a short, bitter laugh. ‘But you know what’s funny?’

‘Nope.’

‘I’m guessing that even you didn’t make it onto the list.’

Alex shifted in his seat while she looked at the names again.

‘You know what this is? It’s the party we were never invited to. They own the houses, got the stable jobs and have the cushy pensions. They burned the fuel, made a fortune and called it progress. We thought we’d get a turn if we played by the rules. But no. We can’t afford to own a place, we can’t afford to have kids, and we’ve got useless degrees that we’re still paying for. And now, the people that made the rules, they’re all fucking off and leaving us to rot.’

Alex pressed his elbows into the table, rubbing his forehead. He couldn’t disagree with her.

She took a slow deliberate breath, her tone cooling. ‘So, what are those codes?’

‘As far as I can tell, they used AI to make the selections, based on five criteria.’

Mira stared at the list, her mouth half-open.

‘What the hell is this?’ She ran her finger down one of the papers. ‘F-plus, P-plus… Fertile, Proven parent? Jesus Christ.’ She scrolled again. ‘Donor Tier One? Donor Tier Two? They’ve turned survival into a fucking loyalty programme.’ Alex said nothing. ‘Look at this. Genetic marker present. You know what that is? That’s eugenics. They’re building a gene pool.’ Her hand was trembling now as she pointed at papers on the table. ‘This is the future of humanity. Ranked, priced, redacted and pre-approved.’

Alex shook his head slowly. ‘I understand the rationale… but it’s monstrous.’

‘And who made Sir Julian Fuckface God?’ She continued scouring the list, then put her finger under a name and scanned across… In a mock excited tone she said, ‘Ooh, Alex. Good news. Your Sophie is fertile.’

‘Hmm, not sure she’s my Sophie anymore, actually.’

‘What happened?’

‘She was over earlier… Let’s just say it didn’t end well.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

‘No need. We are from two different worlds.’

Mira touched his hand and walked over to the sofa. Alex caught himself watching her hips sway. She dropped down, tucking one leg under another, and let out a long breath.

‘I’m knackered,’ she said quietly. She glanced at him once, then slumped back into the cushions, spent.

‘Now it’s your turn to fall asleep on my sofa,’ said Alex, covering her with a throw.

She didn’t react. She was gazing up at the ceiling. Then the tears came, slow at first, then streaming. Alex sat close to her and placed a consoling hand on her leg.

Between sobs she said, ‘I keep seeing him when I close my eyes.’ She took a moment to catch her breath. ‘The way he looked –’ She stopped herself, as if saying more would shatter her completely.

Alex crossed to the kitchen, grabbed a roll of paper towel and handed it to her. She sat up, dabbing at her eyes. Her breathing was irregular, her shoulders trembling. He thought of the raw pain after he lost Ella and screwed his eyes tight, pushing it back. He knew there were no words that could help.

Mira lay back down, and Alex made sure she was covered by the throw and wiped away a tear from her cheek with his finger.

‘Get some rest. Tomorrow we’ll work out how we tell the world.’ He stayed for a moment, watching her eyes close, before heading to bed.

Sometime before dawn, Alex woke to the creak of a floorboard. He turned his head to see Mira pause in the doorway, hair loose around her face, her legs bare. She crossed the room towards the bed.

‘Are you sure?’ Alex asked.

Mira nodded.

He opened the duvet, and she slipped under the covers beside him. She curled up, her back warm against his chest.

They lay still for a while, her breathing slow and steady. His heart pounding and mind racing. Then she reached back, her fingers finding his hand and lacing through his, pulling his arm around her. For the first time in years, something in him finally settled.


Chapter 20


Breakaway



Saturday, 29 October

Ficus benghalensis depends entirely on species-specific pollinator wasps. The female wasp enters the enclosed fig to lay her eggs and pollinate, but dies inside, never seeing her offspring emerge.

– Botanical Survey of Tropical Species, 1876

Redmayne paused in front of the GL-34 control room as Imogen approached, clutching papers to her chest. His navy suit was immaculate, the silver thread of his tie catching the corridor light. Imogen, by contrast, wore a charcoal blouse under a tailored black jacket, the lines crisp and exact, her hair pinned back with her usual precision. ‘Imogen, before we start, a quick word.’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘The PM was in touch ninety minutes ago. She’s noticed the systemic glitches, and an AI monitoring group has spooked the life out of her. Others have started seeing the same signs as us. Her family are all close at hand, and she wants the option for ingress at five a.m.’

‘Excellent. We’ll tighten security in preparation,’ said Imogen, jotting a quick note before stepping into the control room.

‘And the king?’

‘The palace is keeping its options open.’

Inside a small black briefcase sat in the centre of the circular table. Imogen opened the case and removed a phone the size of a brick with a long antenna. She punched in some numbers from a piece of paper inside the case and waited. The line crackled and then a voice came through.

‘Hello. This is Tony. Anyone here?’

‘Hello, Tony. It’s Julian. We’ll wait a minute for the others to join.’

‘Haven’t used a phone this size since the last century,’ said Tony.

‘Quite,’ said Redmayne as the line clicked and beeped several times.

After a roll-call, Redmayne gestured for Imogen to begin.

‘The latest data shows ingress is now on track. Current average is forty-five per cent with twenty-six hours remaining. São Paulo is leading the way at sixty per cent, unsurprising given events there last weekend, Cape Town is lagging at thirty-three per cent, everywhere else is somewhere in between.’

‘Breach update?’ said Redmayne. ‘Let’s start with São Paulo.’

The line crackled. ‘No reports of any further leaks,’ said Eduardo. ‘São Paulo secure.’

‘Jerry?’

‘Nothing further from Prometheus in Shanghai. Although, there was a sighting of a man approaching our Beijing node. Tracked him back to a high-rise on the outskirts of the city. Under surveillance.’

‘Thandy?’

‘All is good. But the additional power cuts were a problem for our systems. Power is temperamental at the best of times.’

‘North America?’

‘Holdin’ steady, Julian,’ said Dana. ‘A li’l chatter about the Atlanta site, but we shut it down real quick.’

‘South Asia?’

‘Minor attempts in Mumbai,’ said Rohit, every syllable precise. ‘Neutralised before breach. No residual threat indicators.’

‘Europe?’

‘GL-34 quiet, no further sightings of those loiterers,’ Imogen added.

‘Finally, Tony, Melbourne?’

‘All good here, mate. Blue skies,’ Tony said.

‘Moving on. Imogen, DVI?’

Imogen turned her tablet towards Redmayne.

‘It stabilised after the pullback, and in the last hour it spiked up to ninety-one, through the breakaway threshold. The anomalies are everywhere. Signals, logistics, trading platforms.’

‘And presumably responsible for the crypto collapse?’ asked Dana.

‘We’re not sure,’ Imogen said. ‘But multiple exchanges have been hit. Cyber-attacks on crypto platforms are exploding, trillions wiped in minutes. Exchanges are offline across three continents. Margin calls triggered a cascade. Pension funds, corporates, even governments are scrambling for liquidity. Markets are paralysed.’ She turned another page. ‘Meanwhile, gold just breached fifty thousand dollars an ounce for the first time. Safe-haven buying is frantic.’

‘Which explains the sudden surge in ingress,’ said Redmayne. ‘Fear sharpens the mind. Keep feeding the panic in manageable doses.’ Redmayne tapped the edge of the graph. ‘And keep tracking the DVI. If the trend holds, we’ll maintain full breakaway before nightfall. Remember, the official ingress window closes in twenty-six hours. After that, the nodes seal. We cannot keep doors open for stragglers. Next milestone is the six p.m. call. Keep vigilant.’

The line crackled with murmured assent and clicks as each head ended the call. Redmayne glanced at Imogen. Instead of preparing to leave, she turned another page in her stack of papers to the manifest list. ‘And Sophie? I notice she hasn’t entered.’

Redmayne slowly adjusted his cuff, before answering. ‘She’s on her way. Just tying up some loose ends.’ His jaw tensed, though his voice stayed even. ‘She knows the cost of delay.’


Chapter 21


Horror Show



Saturday, 29 October

Mark forced a smile at the birthday girl’s mother, Sadie, as she took Bella’s coat and hung it on the hatstand in the hall. Orange and black streamers drooped from the ceiling, and a paper skeleton dangled from the banister. He folded the pushchair one-handed, the hinges catching, and carried it inside.

‘Shoes off, please, if you don’t mind,’ said Sadie. Mark and Leila added theirs to the pile by the front door. Shrieking kids rushed past – a tiny vampire, a princess, a witch, a boy dressed as a zombie – their socks sliding on the parquet floor. Leila nodded to a mother in the hallway, but the woman didn’t respond, her eyes fixed somewhere in the middle distance behind the tint of her smart glasses. The front room smelled of balloons, buttercream and egg sandwiches.

‘Bella’s been so excited,’ Leila said, pulling out her phone.

‘Tell me about it. Em hardly slept a wink last night,’ said Sadie, adjusting her witch’s hat. ‘How’s the little man doing?’

Mikey was wriggling in Mark’s arms, anxious to be part of the action. A young woman dressed as a clown was trying to corral the kids into a circle, finally resorting to blowing a whistle. Mark drifted toward the other dads in the kitchen, his yellow socks sliding on the polished floorboards. Leila followed. Sadie’s husband, John, was making coffee.

‘Espresso, Mark, Leila?’

‘Sure, mate, thanks,’ Mark said, glancing at two dads standing shoulder to shoulder, watching something on a phone.

‘Where’s that?’ one of them asked. The other looked up.

‘Here, Mark – check this out.’

The footage was grainy, zoomed-in, but clear enough to show a figure in a black raincoat passing what looked like a tube station, then ducking through a reinforced doorway under green razor wire. The woman’s profile was unmistakable. A caption flashed in bright red: PM Enters Bunker!!!

‘I’m telling you, it’s a fake,’ said John. Leila stood in the doorway of the kitchen.

‘Not so sure,’ said the other.

‘What’s a fake?’ Leila asked quietly.

‘Supposedly the PM going into a bunker. I’m sure it’s a fake.’ Mark smiled at her – a small, warning smile that said Don’t start this here. Leila frowned and checked her phone.

By the time Sadie brought out Emily’s pumpkin-shaped birthday cake, the clip had spread to every screen in the room. The light from dozens of devices flickered across the walls like candlelight. Bella was midway through her second slice when Leila leaned down.

‘Five more minutes, darling,’ she whispered.

‘Mum!’ Bella whined. ‘We haven’t even played pass the parcel yet.’

‘Five minutes,’ Mark said in a voice so firm a couple of mothers turned to him in shock.

On the way home, the car’s dashboard screen lit up with a breaking news alert: Prime Minister Addresses Nation. Mark tapped the audio. The PM’s voice filled the car, measured, steady, insisting the video clip of her had been ‘digitally manipulated’. He stared at the screen, searching for a sign that it wasn’t real.

He turned the volume down, then off.

Bella and Mikey rustled through their party bags in the back seat, the sound of plastic toys and sweet wrappers filling the silence. Leila leaned close to Mark, her voice urgent.

‘We need to go home, get the bags and leave. I don’t care if you think it was fake. I’m not waiting to see what happens when that door closes.’

Mark kept his eyes on the road without answering, his knuckles whitened on the steering wheel.


Chapter 22


Unbelievable



Saturday, 29 October

‘Tom?’

Alex disentangled his body from Mira as he answered the phone and sat up in bed. The morning chill crept under the duvet.

‘Have you seen it?’ Tom’s voice was urgent.

‘Seen what? Just waking up, mate.’ Mira slid out from under the blanket and rested her head on Alex’s chest. He smiled and put the phone on speaker.

‘There’s two videos of the PM circulating. One is real, and one therefore has to be fake. No one knows which is which.’

Mira, already reaching for her phone, scrolled and found both clips. She held the screen up to Alex, pausing on the frame with the green razor wire coiled above a reinforced doorway. The redacted names on the list flashed across Alex’s mind.

‘Yup, I see it,’ Alex said into the phone, nodding to Mira.

‘We’re running the Banyan story,’ said Tom, ending the call. Outside, a siren wailed, then faded away, leaving silence.

Mira found her T-shirt at the end of the bed and started dressing,

‘Last night was –’

Mira put a finger on Alex’s lips, smiling, and whispered, ‘I know… but later. No time for that now.’ She pulled her top over her head. ‘We’re going.’

‘Where?’

‘GL-34.’

Alex took a deep breath. He was refreshing The Telegraph website. Nothing about Banyan yet. The main headline ran Will the Real PM Please Stand Up?

Alex skimmed the article: confusion growing over bunker footage… The nation demands answers… Which tube station is this? An enlarged still of the red brick frontage.

‘We have to try now,’ Mira said heading for the en suite.

He scrolled down to the comments.

At that exact moment, Alex’s glasses lit up with an incoming call. Sophie. Her face appeared, eyes pleading, voice trembling.

‘Alex, listen to me. You have to come with me. I can get you in –’

The words broke off as the screen froze. Sophie’s image hung there, mouth half-formed around a final syllable. Alex tapped to reconnect, but nothing happened.

The bedside lamp blinked once, twice, then died.

Mira called out, ‘Hey!’ from the bathroom.

The Wi-Fi was down. The hum of the fridge stopped, leaving a sudden, unnatural stillness.


Chapter 23


Last Orders



Saturday, 29 October

Abanyan that begins as an epiphyte eventually strangles its host tree entirely. The original trunk rots away, leaving only the fig’s roots as the remaining structure.

– Botanical Survey of Tropical Species, 1876

‘I’ve just had a roasting from the PM,’ said Sir Julian Redmayne, stepping briskly into the control room, his immaculate navy suit slightly askew. He smoothed back his hair, but his expression was flustered.

Imogen sat perfectly straight, her black jacket draped neatly over the back of her chair, the sleeves of her charcoal blouse rolled with precise symmetry. In front of her lay a pen, a pad of paper and, placed exactly at the centre of the table, a satellite phone.

‘First question. Who leaked that damn video?’ Redmayne asked, his voice tense.

‘Still looking into it. The footage was from one of our drones, but the metadata doesn’t match. Someone intercepted the signal before it reached us.’

‘Prometheus?’

‘Unlikely. Their activity has ground to a halt.’

‘Find out who, or maybe what, leaked it ASAP,’ said Redmayne coldly. ‘Did the location leak?’

‘People aren’t sure. Several stations are under suspicion, but not Castle Road.’ They both glanced towards the black-and-white monitor showing the street outside GL-34. Rain speckled the lens, smearing the outlines of the figures. Five, maybe six or more, standing motionless. Watching. Waiting.

‘And the second video?’

‘Most networks and chatter are saying the second one is real, the first is the deepfake.’

‘Good. Encourage it, and push speculation toward the wrong stations. The more, the merrier. Have the attack drones and snipers on standby.’ Imogen didn’t look up. She added it to the list.

‘GL-34 ingress?’

‘Fifty-eight per cent.’

‘That’s above the minimum curation threshold. We can’t afford to wait any longer. We’re closing early. Tell them they have another hour. Offer secure transport and take them through the back. Send the message now.’

Imogen picked up her phone and started typing. ‘Done,’ she said.

Redmayne let out a measured breath. ‘Now…’

The lights flickered and then went out, plunging the room into total darkness. The ventilation system stuttered, then died. There was silence, apart from their own breathing in the dark.

‘Where’s the backup?’ muttered Redmayne.

The sound of the generators kicking in rumbled through the floor. The fluorescent strip light buzzed on, running off the generators.

‘That wasn’t us, was it?’ She shook her head slowly, eyes on the monitor’s blank glow.

Redmayne looked towards the ceiling and then down to the table, where the satellite phone began to ring. A single insistent tone.

Imogen saw the Indian country code on the display. ‘Go ahead, Rohit.’

Static crackled, then his panicked voice came through.

‘Mumbai’s gone dark.’


Chapter 24


Run, Rabbit, Run



Saturday, 29 October

Leila shook the fine drizzle from the kids’ coats when her phone pinged.

GL-34 will close in 60 minutes. Secure transport available.

CODE Belvedere Yard.

Reply YES to confirm.

A small map thumbnail loaded. The countdown began.

Leila replied Yes, her heartbeat quickening.

Mark was in the kitchen making coffee, looking at the Banyan message.

‘I replied yes,’ she told him. ‘Lock all the windows. I’ll check the go bags.’

Mark froze, a carton of milk in his hand. ‘I need to say goodbye to my parents.’

Leila sighed. ‘Reality finally hit? You haven’t got time.’

‘I’d planned to go in the morning. How was I to know they would close early?’ said Mark.

‘We’ve got –’ she checked her phone ‘– fifty-eight minutes.’

‘You take the secure car. I’ll drive round to my parents and see you there.’

Leila pursed her lips, but she couldn’t deny him a final visit. ‘Okay, but you had better be there on time.’

Then there was a clunk. The lights died, the kettle switch snapped up, and the kids shouted in the afternoon’s dim light.

‘It’s just a power cut,’ she called to the kids. But to Mark, passing him in the hallway, she whispered, ‘It’s happening.’

‘Okay, okay.’ Mark bolted upstairs to check the locks. On the way down he stumbled, catching himself on the banister before bursting into the living room. Bella was rocking Mikey in his chair, before the whimpering escalated. Mark crouched in front of them, chest heaving, trying to smile through the panic.

‘We’re going on an adventure while the lights are out. You’ll go with Mummy, and I’ll meet you there.’

‘Yay,’ said Bella with a hint of nerves, which Mikey copied less enthusiastically. Mark gave them each a kiss. Leila was at the front door holding the car keys.

‘Mark, please. You can’t be late.’ A quick kiss on the lips as he grabbed the keys and was out the door.

Leila stood in the doorway for a second, staring at the street. The drizzle was heavier now, the sky dark grey. Somewhere nearby a diesel engine idled.

A black SUV rolled into view from the far end of the road. It stopped just short of the house.

The driver, a broad man in a plain waterproof jacket, stepped out and glanced both ways before walking quickly to the front gate. An earpiece wire ran down his collar.

‘Mrs. Ellison?’

‘Yes.’

‘Node GL-34. Code?’

‘Belvedere Yard.’

He gave a single nod. The rear door opened: there were two child seats already fitted.

The driver got out the car holding a metal rod and scanned the family’s bags on the pavement. As the scanner wailed, Leila strapped in a giggling Bella and Mikey. The suitcases were loaded. The driver got back into the car.

‘Phones and any other devices in the pouch until arrival,’ he said, holding out a heavy black zip-sealed envelope. ‘No exceptions.’

Leila dropped hers in without argument.

‘All clear,’ he said into his mic and shut the door.

She slid in beside the kids, clutching Mikey’s bunny in one hand and Bella’s fingers in the other. The locks clicked, the diesel growl deepened, and the street began to slide past.

Through the rain-spattered glass she thought she caught a glimpse of Mark in the car at the top of the road.

‘Three inbound for Belvedere Yard. Street is clear,’ said the driver into his lapel.

Leila turned to the house for a final look. Their blue front door was blurred by the rain, slipping out of sight. She pressed her hand against the bunny’s worn ear, fighting the urge to cry. The only home her children had ever known was disappearing behind them.


Chapter 25


Sealed



Saturday, 29 October

Mark checked the countdown on his phone. Twenty-seven minutes left and just under a mile to go. There was still time, and those hugs with his parents had been worth it.

The line of cars had stalled, horns blaring into the damp air. He leaned out the window, rain spattering his cheeks. The traffic lights ahead were dead, and there was nowhere to pull over. He killed the engine, climbed out and started walking briskly toward GL-34. He passed lifeless robotaxis flashing error messages on their dashboards. Dark shopfronts reflected only the grey sky and crowds moving towards the crash barriers. Hundreds of people pressed against them.

Beyond, security vans idled bumper-to-bumper, diesel fumes rising, guards pacing between the crash barriers and the swelling crowd. A couple entered GL-34, sprinting under the green coils of razor wire towards the yawning steel doors.

A tall bearded man held a newspaper above the crowd. She’s Here! screamed the headline, next to a grainy still of the prime minister and a red arrow pointing to the entrance of GL-34. Beneath that were the first names on the Banyan manifest. A chant of ‘She’s here! She’s here!’ surged through the crowd.

Inside GL-34, the operations room was cool and bright. Redmayne and Imogen watched the growing crowd on the monitor.

‘There, zoom in.’ Redmayne pointed at a man holding a newspaper above the crowd. Imogen enlarged the image until the headline was visible.

‘Get that one and any others,’ he ordered, ‘and close the doors. Ingress is suspended until we’ve cleared it.’

Two heavies in plain jackets emerged from behind the barrier, eyes locked on the paper. Mark watched as the men tore through the crowd, shoving people aside. The bearded man doubled over as one guard punched him in the stomach while the other ripped the paper from his hand. The crowd closed around them, shouts rising, but with batons flashing they cleared a path back to the barrier.

The e-bike had run out of juice just past King’s Cross, and Alex and Mira ran the last stretch towards GL-34. Their breath rose white in the cold as they approached the crowd, packed against the barrier in front of the entrance to the old tube station. Mira spotted Mads, baby in a sling, taking a deep drag on a roll-up standing in front of a charity shop, only a few doors down from the off-licence they had sprinted past two nights ago. Len stood beside her with a folded newspaper against his chest. Somewhere behind, a car horn blared, long and impatient.

‘Knew you’d be here,’ Mads said. Len held up the front page.

‘We grabbed the last couple at Camden Town Station,’ he said, his tone angry. ‘Thought I’d seen everything. Those bastards.’

‘You diamond, Jameel,’ said Mira under her breath. Mads took her copy out of the sling and handed it to her. Alex looked over Mira’s shoulder and then out the corner of his eye: the guards were cutting toward them through the crowd. He snatched the paper from Mira. ‘Mads, put it away.’ She moved back into an empty doorway to the side of the charity shop with her hand cradling the baby’s head.

‘Len, put it away!’ Mira shouted too late. The first heavy wrenched the paper from Len’s hands. Len grabbed for it. The man’s forearm slammed into Len’s chest, sending him staggering back off the slick kerb. A sickening crack of skull on stone. He went still. Blood seeped into the gutter, swirling with the rainwater.

‘Jesus. Len!’ Mira dropped beside him as his eyes rolled back.

The second heavy slid Len’s paper into a black holdall. Alex squared up to him, but the shove came quick and hard, knocking him into the bodies behind, as the guards disappeared back through the stunned crowd.

On the operations wall, the drone camera caught Alex’s hood falling off as he was shoved.

‘Miller,’ said Redmayne.

‘That him?’ Imogen asked.

‘That’s him,’ Redmayne said. ‘If it wasn’t for Sophie I wouldn’t –’

Imogen raised an eyebrow. ‘Maybe he would be more useful on the inside, sir?’

Redmayne paused, then gave her a single nod. ‘Fine. But make it clean.’

Mark’s pulse quickened. The crowd was distracted. If he ran, he could still make it. He lowered his head and sprinted forward and reached the gate as bodies heaved towards the barrier.

He waved his phone, shouting ‘Let me through!’ as the last of the guards slipped inside.

‘My wife and kids are in there!’ he screamed, trying to climb the barrier. Hands grabbed at his jacket, dragging him backwards. He hit the pavement hard, his phone skidding into the gutter. A kick smashed his ribs, another his thigh. The mob closed in, fists and boots raining down. Something cracked his nose, blood flooding his mouth. He curled tight, arms over his skull. His chest heaved in shallow gasps, but the crush of bodies kept pressing until there was no more air.

Alex crouched beside Len, fingers searching for a pulse.

‘Nothing,’ he said, standing up, shaking his head as Mira pulled her bloodied hand away.

‘Alex!’ she screamed, but the prick came fast, the needle already in his neck. He looked at Mira, unable to speak, his limbs already jelly. The guard caught him before he tumbled backwards. Mira’s scream was lost in the press of bodies as Alex was dragged towards the steel doors.


Chapter 26


Special Delivery



Saturday, 29 October

The tear gas burned Mira’s eyes, scratched her throat and clawed at her lungs.

As the crowd surged back from the barrier outside GL-34, she was slammed against the charity shop window. Hands were grabbing at her arms, people stumbling and screaming, eyes streaming. To her left, a man doubled over and vomited onto the pavement, choking, unable to draw air.

She had left Len where he fell, blood pooled beneath his head. Poor Len, there was nothing she could do for him now. Mira reached for Mads, still crouched in the doorway adjacent to the charity shop, her sling pulled tight over baby Cole.

Mira tried to shout, but the words came out broken, her voice rasping through the gas. ‘C-come on, Mads, we… need to get out… now!’

‘My place. I need stuff for Cole,’ Mads said, her voice shaky. From across the road came the crash of shattering glass, and figures poured through the chemist’s window, ransacking the shelves for whatever was left.

‘Too far,’ Mira snapped. ‘Mum’s is closer.’

‘Yeah, but his medicine.’

‘I’ll go back after. We need to get inside. Move!’ She’d never shouted at Mads before, but Mads got the message. They were swallowed by the crowd as it heaved and shoved, bodies thrashing in the burning haze.

Mira’s foot struck something solid. At first, she thought it was the kerb. She looked down. A man lay sprawled across the pavement, his face smashed to a pulp, trousers bloodied, one foot bare, and on the other a yellow sock. Bile rose in her throat. She swallowed it back and pushed on until the air thinned.

She looked around for the police or an ambulance, but there were no flashing lights or sirens, just the sound of an angry mob looting and pillaging. First the shops and cafés near the barrier, then farther down the street and onwards across London.

Ahead, a crowd of two or three dozen battered a supermarket’s shutters. Bodies packed tight, shouting, fists banging on the metal as the alarm screeched. The shutters buckled, then gave way. The mob surged inside like a flood.

Mads took a half step toward the opening, eyes wide, the instinctive pull of survival dragging her forward.

‘Mads –’ Mira caught her arm.

‘Should we… take something?’ Mads said, breath quickening. ‘Just a few things? Food, formula… anything?’

For a heartbeat the thought flickered in Mira too – grab what you can before it’s gone – but she crushed it.

‘No,’ she said sharply. ‘Not with a baby.’

Soon the first looters stumbled out, coats stuffed, jumpers pulled up like sacks.

Mads stared at their gleeful faces, frozen for a moment.

‘Come on, Mads!’ Mira shouted.

At the next corner, the Rose and Crown’s doors were open. Inside, figures clambered over the bar, grabbing spirits from the shelves. Mick the publican, a bear of a man, swung a stool, bellowing. But it was useless: the mob swamped him in seconds, dragging him down.

Mira turned to Mads. ‘We need to run. The streets aren’t safe.’

‘I can’t,’ Mads wheezed, her lungs still burning from the gas.

‘Yes, you can. It’s not far. Move it!’

Mads pulled Cole tighter and moved.

As they rounded the last corner onto her mum’s street, Mads stopped, doubled over. Mira pressed a hand to Mads’s back and turned in the direction of laughter behind them. Three men from the pub staggered after them, bottles swinging, one dragging a pool cue along the railings.

‘Oi, darlin’!’ came a shout from behind.

Mads was struggling.

‘Give me Cole,’ Mira said, holding out an arm. Mads handed Mira the baby. Mira slung him over one shoulder, yanked Mads’s hand and sprinted for the door.

The main door to the block was open, but the biometric lock on her mother’s flat was dead. Mira’s palm left a smear of sweat on the useless scanner. Behind them the footsteps were getting closer.

‘Oh my God, Mira –’

‘Wait, wait. Here, take Cole.’

She wasn’t sure if it would still be there. Mira grabbed the handle of the meter cupboard and pulled. The warped metal door gave way with a dull creak. She thrust her hand inside, feeling along the cold interior ledge where the spare key used to sit.

Nothing.

Then – a sliver of metal.

Her heart kicked. She pinched the key and dragged it out, almost dropping it as she lunged for the lock. It slipped once, then caught. She twisted hard. The door gave way, and she shoved Mads through, slamming it behind them. Voices shouted from the street.

‘Come on,’ Mira whispered, dragging Mads along the wooden floor toward the lounge.

The men were at the door in seconds. Fists hammered, the pool cue thudded against the frame. She heard the letterbox open and then snap shut. Mira held her breath. Silence. That was close. Hopefully they’d had enough.

Mira poked her head around the corner of the lounge door. The letterbox snapped open again, and a stream of piss poured through it, splashing across the floorboards. She jerked her head back into the lounge. The hiss continued, and then laughter roared. Cole wailed in Mads’s arms. Bastards. Mira’s hand closed around the nearest heavy object – a brass doorstop shaped like a boot – and she stood ready to swing.

The men finally staggered away, their voices fading.


Chapter 27


Induction



Saturday, 29 October

Alex swallowed, but his mouth was bone-dry and the taste metallic. His head was wrong, heavy. Not like it should after sleep. He pried open his eyes. The light was bright and artificial, the ceiling unfamiliar. When he ran his hands down his body, he found bare skin. He was naked. He never slept naked.

‘Hey, sleepy-head.’

She was curled up next to him in a black tracksuit.

‘Sophie?’ He squinted, his eyes struggling to adjust. ‘Where am I? Why am I naked?’ The words stuck in his cotton mouth. He sat up and pulled his knees to his chest, glancing around the room. Crisp white sheets. A bedside table with two glasses of water. A white wardrobe. An easily forgettable print on the wall. It could have been any business hotel he’d ever stayed in.

Sophie handed him a glass of water. He drained it. ‘I was drugged?’ he murmured. Then louder, ‘You drugged me.’

‘Not me, exactly.’

‘Sophie, where am I? What time is it?’ Fragments returned. The guards. Mira holding Len. Fuck, Len. A jolt went through him. What happened to him? What happened to Mira?

‘Sophie. Answer me. Where am I?’

‘You’ve been out for a few hours. But you’re safe, and that’s what’s important. Thanks to me.’ She placed a hand on his leg.

‘Safe where?’

‘Inside Banyan.’ Of course. GL-34.

‘What the fuck, Sophie? I didn’t ask to be here.’ He remembered their row. Last night with Mira. ‘I want to go.’

‘Believe me, you don’t. You have no idea what’s going on out there.’

‘What?’

‘It happened just like Dad said it would. Chaos. Anarchy. No power. No water.’

‘I don’t care. I’m going. Where are my clothes? My phone? Glasses?’ He looked around the room.

Sophie stood up, opened the wardrobe and pulled out underwear, a neatly folded black tracksuit and slippers.

‘These should fit you.’ She laid the clothes on the bed and the slippers on the floor and reached into her pocket. ‘And here’s your glasses.’

‘What about my phone?’

Sophie shook her head. ‘No devices here. No network, no Wi-Fi. Everything’s air-gapped. It feels super weird at first… but then it’s kind of liberating.’

Alex slid on his glasses and double-blinked. He had to make sure. He waited for the familiar blue glow of the interface. Nothing. He tapped an arm of the glasses. Still nothing. The heads-up display that had lived in his peripheral vision for years was gone. He removed the glasses, turned them over in his hands. Just analogue prescription specs.

‘Liberating… Sorry, but fuck you. I’m being held against my will.’

‘Alex, you are one of the lucky ones. You’re being saved. Get dressed. I’ll give you the tour.’

‘I don’t want the fucking tour. I want to get out of here now!’

Alex grabbed the tracksuit and pulled it on. He didn’t bother with the slippers. He barged past Sophie and out the door.

The corridor was identical to the room: white, sterile, lit with that same artificial brightness. He turned left and started walking fast. He needed to find an exit, a stairwell, anything.

‘Alex, wait!’ Sophie’s footsteps behind him, quick but not urgent. ‘Let me show you –’

‘Where did I come in from?’

He rounded a corner. More corridor. Identical doors on both sides, numbered. Room 2047, 2048, 2049. No windows. No natural light. No exit signs.

‘Alex, you’re going the wrong way.’

He stopped. Spun to face her. ‘Which way, then?’

She caught up, breathing slightly harder. ‘I’ll show you.’

Alex exhaled through his nose, calming himself down.

‘It’s this way,’ Sophie said, pointing in the direction they had come from. Before he could find a way out, he’d need to understand where he was. Get his bearings.

‘So, how long was I out for?’ He forced a softness into his tone. An olive branch.

‘About eight hours.’

‘And I don’t remember a thing about coming in here.’

‘I know you have loads of questions, and it must be a shock for you, but really, we just need to wait it out here until things are safe again.’

Alex nodded. Play along, he told himself. He looked up to the buzzing strip lights and the small black domes spaced at regular intervals and gave a smile for the cameras.

At the end of the long corridor was a door on the left with an emergency stairs sign above it, and ahead a large lift, enough to hold twenty people. It arrived as they approached, and the doors opened.

A digital voice announced ‘Minus two.’

Sophie pressed her thumb on a pad and the minus one button illuminated, while the others, G and minus three, remained grey.

‘I came in on the ground floor?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can I see?’

‘We only have access to minus one and minus two.’

‘Why?’

‘Everything we need is on those two floors. Come on.’ She took his hand and led him out the lift and into a high-ceilinged space.

‘This is the Atrium,’ she said with pride.

Palm fronds and vines concealed the stone interior, their plastic leaves gleaming under bright lights. Children darted between a long row of tables, shrieking as they played tag. Parents sat nearby, talking in a low hum. Everyone was dressed in the same black tracksuits.

‘See?’ Sophie gestured to the scene, ‘Kids playing, people actually talking, it’s like an old movie.’

‘I see,’ Alex said flatly.

‘This is where we eat. Most of the time, anyway. Although, Dad has a private room.’ Alex rolled his eyes.

He surveyed the old ticket hall. Four tunnels adjoined the Atrium, with a guard at each entrance.

Sophie pointed left and read from a sign above the tunnel. ‘Beauty salon, chemist, library and a museum are all down there.’ The guard at its entrance was burly, bearded and also dressed in a black tracksuit, but he had an earpiece and carried what looked like a stun gun in a holster around his waist. As they passed, the guard glanced at Alex’s bare feet and then looked up. Alex recoiled momentarily. He recognised him from outside the node: it was the one who had pushed Len.

‘Come, I want to show you my favourite place.’ Alex was glad to let Sophie pull him by the hand and into the next tunnel past an equally brute of a guard. Sophie pushed through double doors. ‘These are our gardens.’

The air was warmer, carrying the scent of wet soil. Grow lights glowed in long strips overhead, casting a purplish haze over the stacked rows of plants. Water trickled steadily through the pipes. Vertical rows of vegetables reached the ceiling – tomatoes, lettuce, spinach – each perfectly aligned beneath the hum of the fans and the sound of dripping. Shallow trays of herbs ran along the sides, the scent of basil and mint cutting through the damp air. A few small citrus trees stood in square tubs, leaves glossy under the artificial light. It was lush but ordered, every root confined, every leaf rationed – a system optimised for survival.

A couple in their fifties sat on a bench, staring peacefully at the flowering cucumbers as though admiring a painting.

Sophie inhaled deeply. ‘I just love the smell. Which is good, because I’ll be working here.’

‘Working?’ said Alex, incredulous.

‘Everyone pitches in. Imogen will explain it all to you.’

Pitches in? Doing what, exactly?

Back in the tunnel, Sophie said, ‘Now, the next stop is definitely going to bring a smile to your face.’

She opened a heavy door. A rush of cool air with a whiff of sweat hit him. Inside, rows of treadmills and bikes lined one wall, punchbags and weights stacked at each end. In the centre, beneath stark white light, stood a boxing ring. It had been years since he’d even seen one.

There were a dozen people in the gym, running and cycling.

Alex scanned the faces. ‘Is that –’

‘Malika, yes.’ She was standing by a bike machine, talking to a younger guy, no more than twenty, in the usual garb with a black baseball cap.

‘Aybek also here?’

‘Yes, I saw him this morning.’ Alex sighed. He’d expected to run into a few ex-clients in here. Some were okay, but usually those born to wealth tended toward the dickhead category, but at least he didn’t have to pretend to like them anymore.

They returned to the Atrium, and Sophie pointed towards another tunnel.

‘There’s loads more. The infirmary, kitchens, cinema and the school are all that way.’

‘And that one? What’s down that one?’ Alex pointed to the tunnel marked with a red No Entry sign.

‘The reproductive unit.’

‘Is that where they create replica Sir Julians?’ His skin crawled. What the fuck was that? Eugenics? That’s what Mira had called it.

‘Funny,’ Sophie answered sarcastically.

The guard posted beside it shifted his weight. He was tall and broad-shouldered, boots shining, hair cropped close, a scar running from his temple to his jaw. Ex-military, without a doubt.

Alex glanced at a sign with an arrow pointing down next to some stairs. ‘And what about the power and water? Where does that all come from?’

‘Oh, the reactor, water system, recycling, storage, vaults. It’s all on minus three.’

‘I’d love to see it.’

‘You need permission to get access to the lower floors. Anyway, we need to get ready for dinner with Dad.’

A shout broke out across the Atrium. Alex turned to see a woman clutching a baby in one arm and a toddler gripping her leg.

‘But what are you going to do about it?’ she demanded of a lanky man in a grey suit, clutching a clipboard to his chest. No tracksuit. Management?

‘Keep your voice down, Mrs. Ellison,’ said the man quietly but firmly, as he made eye contact with the nearest guard.

‘I won’t keep my voice down. My husband’s still out there. Can’t you do anything?’ The baby bawled, and the toddler buried her face in the folds of the woman’s dress. The parents at the long table turned to stare. The other guards edged towards the disturbance. The woman frantically looked around the Atrium.

‘Someone, please help. My husband’s missing!’ she shouted, fixing her eyes on Alex.

Sophie grabbed him by the wrist. ‘Keep walking, not our business.’

He turned around once more. The woman had sunk to her knees, sobbing at the man’s feet.

Maybe he wasn’t the only apostate here.


Chapter 28


Perishables



Saturday, 29 October

The hallway reeked of urine. Mira straddled the puddle but couldn’t avoid it entirely. She slid the bolt across the front door and hooked the chain. The thin metal felt hopelessly inadequate against the outside world. Wiping her sleeve across her still-burning eyes, she turned.

‘Mum? Mum, where are you?’

A muffled sound came from the en suite.

She left wet footprints down the hallway as she moved to Anju’s bedroom. She knocked on the bathroom door.

‘Mum. It’s me.’

The door opened a fraction. Her mum emerged, pale and trembling.

‘I heard the shouting… the banging… I thought they were coming in.’

Mira glanced at the open bathroom window, and closed it firmly.

‘You did the right thing. Now we need to get organised.’

They stepped back into the hallway. Anju’s eyes went straight to the stinking liquid.

‘Oh, dear… Let me clean that before it stains.’ She moved instinctively toward the kitchen, for the mop and bucket.

‘Mum, don’t,’ Mira said sharply. ‘We can’t use water.’

From the lounge, Cole let out a deep rattling cough. Her mum stopped midstep.

‘Who’s there?’

‘Just Mads and the baby.’

Cole coughed again.

‘Right, we’ve got stuff to sort out.’ Anju followed Mira to the kitchen. ‘Mads, kitchen. Now.’

The kitchen door opened. ‘Hi, Mads,’ Anju said.

‘Hi, Mrs K… So sorry about Vik.’

Anju nodded, covering her mouth. Mads hugged her, and tears came.

‘The baby’s cough sounds bad,’ Anju said, wiping away her tears.

‘Yeah, he needs antibiotics.’

Anju felt Cole’s forehead. ‘He’s hot.’

‘I know.’

‘I’ve got some paracetamol.’ Anju pulled a half-empty blister pack from the drawer.

‘He can’t take pills, Mrs K,’ Mads said.

Mira cut in. ‘It’s fine. We’ll crush one and mix some in with jam.’ She crossed to the cupboard, pulling out a jar of raspberry jam.

‘Here,’ she said, taking the pill from Anju. Mira placed it between two teaspoons and pressed until it cracked and crumbled into fine dust. She scraped some powder into a small blob of jam and mixed until the ruby red swirl hid the bitter powder.

‘Open his mouth,’ she told Mads gently.

Cole whimpered, but once the sweet, sticky glob touched his lips, he eagerly finished the spoonful. Mira let out a breath. She turned straight to the gas hob, on to the next problem. She twisted the knob. A faint hiss and an orange flame limped to life, sputtered and died.

‘Bollocks.’

At the sink, Mira turned the tap. A steady but weak stream trickled into the basin. She shoved in the plug before turning it off.

‘We don’t know how long it will last. First we fill the bath, buckets, saucepans. No flushing the toilet. Bucket only.’

‘Mira!’ both women protested.

Mira glared. They fell silent.

‘Candles, matches, torches. Batteries. First aid kit. Bin bags. Keep them in one pile. And we need a watch.’

Mads checked her phone one last time, tapping the dead screen. Nothing. She tossed it onto the table.

‘Here. Only good as a torch now.’

‘Good. Put it in the pile.’

‘I’ve still got the watch your father gave me,’ Anju said softly. ‘Our twenty-fifth anniversary.’

‘That’ll do,’ Mira said giving Anju a sympathetic look as she placed it on the table.

Mads said, ‘I’ll grab bathroom stuff – soap, wipes, painkillers, tampons, whatever’s left.’

‘Yes… and toothpaste. And spare towels,’ Anju suggested.

Mira nodded. ‘It’s going to get cold. We’ll sleep in the lounge. I’ll bring the mattress and blankets.’

She hesitated. For a moment she saw Vik again, the dead weight of him in her arms, the blood, the way his head had lolled as she and Alex carried him. It hit her like a blow – the wrongness of him being gone. She swallowed hard.

‘Blankets,’ she repeated quietly.

‘Food?’ Mads asked.

‘First we eat the perishables. After that we ration.’

Mira opened the fridge. The dead silence of it made her stomach drop. In a plastic box on the top shelf, Anju’s insulin and the pen were already slick with condensation.

‘Christ, why didn’t I think of this earlier? This is going to go bad.’ She lifted the packets and pen quickly. ‘Mum, we can’t leave these in here. Vik’s old spot behind the skirting board… it’s always freezing there. It’ll keep better there than anywhere else in the house.’

Anju nodded, twisting the end of her sari in tight little knots.

‘But the power will come back, right?’ Anju asked.

Mira closed her eyes briefly, not answering.

‘Mads. Cole’s things?’

‘He needs his antibiotics. There’s some nappies at home, some milk. He’s moving on to solids, there’s a couple of jars. And grab some clothes if you can.’

They all fell silent.

‘Okay,’ Mira said. ‘We get this place sorted. Then I’ll go to yours.’


Chapter 29


Stagecraft



Saturday, 29 October

Alex and Sophie stepped into a room marked Station Master’s Office above the door. Purple curtains cascaded from ceiling to floor, softening the cold tiled walls. Four white-draped chairs encircled a table dressed in crisp linen, where silver cutlery gleamed in the glow of tall black candles. Their flames cast restless shadows across the billowing curtains, one of them unmistakably Redmayne’s. A poised woman in her late thirties sat at his side. Redmayne wore a dark blazer, immaculate as ever, and the woman’s fitted suit carried the same understated elegance. No tracksuits for them.

Redmayne rose as they entered.

‘Sophie, darling, lovely to see you.’ Sophie leaned across the table and kissed her father’s cheek. ‘Alex.’

The men shook hands. Their grip tightened. Their eyes held. Neither smiled. Neither wanted to yield first.

The woman rose and offered her hand.

‘Imogen Hart. Chief operating officer and European head of Banyan.’

Alex’s eyes finally left Redmayne’s. He shook Imogen’s delicate hand, barely managing a nod.

‘Close the door, Alex.’ A command, not a request. Already winding him up.

Redmayne waited for Alex to sit before asking, ‘And how are you settling in?’

‘I’m getting my bearings. Still piecing things together.’ Including why abduction was acceptable to you.

Alex held Redmayne’s gaze a moment too long. Something in his eyes must have betrayed him, and Redmayne caught it instantly.

‘Perhaps it will ease your discomfort to hear the full picture. Imogen, explain the situation aboveground.’

Imogen folded her hands. Her tone remained soft, almost sympathetic. ‘It’s been less than twelve hours since the external grid collapsed. Entire neighbourhoods lost power and water by midmorning. Looting and violence started almost immediately. There were at least four confirmed deaths outside the node after ingress.’ Alex swallowed. Len was one. Was Mira one of the others? Imogen continued coldly. ‘We expect many more by the end of the week.’

She paused. ‘This is only the beginning. We are tracking conditions very closely.’

Alex frowned. Tracking? In an air-gapped node?

Redmayne spoke with paternal calm. ‘You see? Outside is chaos. Inside is order. You should be thankful. This is survival, not captivity.’

Sophie touched Alex’s arm. ‘You heard him, darling. Be thankful.’

Belying the tautness he felt in his chest, Alex nodded to Sophie. ‘Yes, believe me, I am grateful,’ he said. He turned to Redmayne. ‘What amazing foresight you’ve shown,’ he added, in a tone he hoped was sincere, but the man eyed him warily.

The door opened. Two waitresses entered carrying small plates with small portions.

‘We prepared them medium-rare,’ Redmayne announced.

The room filled with the scent of printed steak, mashed potato, warm spinach. The candlelight caught the silver nose ring of one of the waitresses. Alex’s stomach twisted as he thought of Mira. Was she safe? Did she have food?

The waitress placed a white plate in front of him. Clustered in the centre was a child-size meal. Alex checked the others’ plates – identical, small portions. Sophie took a bite. ‘These are great.’

‘Three-D printed,’ Imogen said in a neutral tone.

It did a good impression of real meat. He hadn’t realised how hungry he was and finished the steak in three bites. He thought of asking for more. His leg began bouncing under the table.

Sophie’s hand found his knee, stilling it. Redmayne noticed, and his eyes crinkled with amusement. He dabbed his lips.

The waitress filled his glass without meeting his eyes. Her hand trembled slightly. Nervous to be in Redmayne’s presence?

‘Alex, as you know, everyone in Banyan contributes. A role in the present and in the future.’

Imogen reached into a small leather pouch and tapped a coin onto her palm, stamped with the Banyan seal. Five grams of gold.

‘Your assignment is in the gym. Personal training, including boxing. This coin is your first week’s salary.’

She set it down with a soft thud. Alex stared at it, then slowly reached out. Solid. Heavy. Cold.

‘Not much use for a glorified accountant in here,’ Redmayne added lightly. ‘But the gym is important for the community, and it will suit you. The boxing ring is somewhere to work out the inevitable frustrations.’

Alex’s fingers tightened around the coin and then released. He set it back down on the table and swallowed hard, despite the fury rising. ‘Why boxing? Why that?’

Redmayne’s smile returned. ‘At Eton we were taught two things that built character, Latin and boxing. Sadly, both have been removed from the curriculum. The Greeks knew boxing was not about avoiding a blow but enduring it. Persevering.’ His gaze flicked to Alex. ‘Both qualities you could benefit from.’

Sophie bristled. ‘Dad boxed too. Oxford Blue.’

‘Indeed,’ Redmayne said lightly. ‘Perhaps it is time I put the gloves on again.’

‘Dad, don’t be ridiculous. Not at your age.’

Imogen allowed the faintest curve of a smile.

‘I’ll see you in the gym, Alex,’ Redmayne murmured. A challenge.

‘No, you will not,’ Sophie snapped.

But Alex’s eyes were locked on Redmayne’s jaw. An image flashed: a single uppercut shattering bone, teeth scattering across the white tablecloth. The old man crumpling.

Alex’s hand had curled into a fist without him noticing. Sophie touched his wrist gently, a silent plea to breathe, to behave. Across the table, Redmayne’s smile thinned, sensing the shift. Imogen took the cue and resumed her introduction to the system.

‘Banyan covers basic needs. Food, water, shelter, clothing, essential healthcare, education. The gold is for extras. Therapies. Alcohol. Nicotine patches. Performance or recovery injections. Additional comfort items.’ A pause. ‘And for what comes after.’

A waitress appeared at Redmayne’s shoulder.

‘Would anyone care for dessert or coffee?’

Redmayne glanced at his watch. ‘No,’ he said, without looking up.

The waitress inclined her head and withdrew.

‘But what happens to everything people owned before?’ asked Alex.

‘Most residents converted their assets into precious metals before ingress,’ Imogen said. ‘Everything was sealed inside personal vault capsules and stored here. Untouched until emergence.’ Her gaze sharpened slightly. ‘You did not participate. Your assets remain above ground. At the mercy of Prime Intelligence and quantum-powered intrusion.’

Alex felt the air tighten. ‘So, I have nothing.’

‘Maybe not nothing,’ Imogen said gently, almost kindly. ‘Just nothing external that can be retrieved for now.’

Alex inhaled, imagining the chaos in the outside world, digital and physical. ‘Earlier you said you were tracking conditions. How, if no signals cross the perimeter?’

This time Imogen glanced toward Redmayne. He nodded once.

‘We have human intelligence,’ she said. ‘Watchers.’

Alex’s heartbeat quickened. ‘Watchers?’

‘They have no dependants inside,’ Imogen explained. ‘They exit in full protective suits and return alone. They wear body cams. All footage is reviewed in a sealed room, and a selection is shown at the daily briefing.’ She paused. ‘No Banyanite may approach or speak to a Watcher. Anyone who attempts to is punished.’

Alex’s pulse rose. So, there is a way in and out. He leaned forward. ‘Could I be a Watcher?’

Imogen answered curtly, ‘You are not eligible. You have attachments inside.’ She glanced at Sophie. ‘You haven’t even completed your medical assessment.’

‘What medical?’

‘It’s mandatory. You will have it in the morning,’ Imogen instructed.

Alex put that to one side for now. ‘Could I at least see the footage from outside?’

Redmayne turned to Alex, a cold glimmer of satisfaction in his eyes. ‘Why, Alex? Looking for someone?’ Sophie flushed, her eyes darting away. Redmayne’s expression softened. ‘But Sophie can see it,’ he said and raised his glass slightly. ‘Sophie, you may attend tomorrow’s briefing.’

Sophie hesitated, caught off guard. ‘You want me there?’ She seemed shocked to be invited into his world.

Redmayne inclined his head. ‘Of course.’

Her voice softened. ‘Thank you, Daddy.’

Alex felt the humiliation bloom from deep inside his chest. Across the table, Imogen’s fingers paused on the stem of her glass. Her gaze settled on Sophie – steady, measuring – before she looked away. Redmayne let the silence stretch, then rose.

‘Alex, report to the infirmary at seven thirty in the morning. No eating until then. They will clear you for work.’

Imogen added, ‘A urine sample container will be sent to your room. Bring it sealed to the infirmary.’

‘Sophie, I will see you in the briefing room.’ Redmayne left with Imogen following.

The door clicked shut. Alex stared at the purple fabric, the candlelight, the gold coin on white linen. Redmayne had directed it all. And the show was over.


Chapter 30


Neighbours



Saturday, 29 October

Later the women gathered at the table, lit by a single candle. The fridge had already lost its chill. Mira cut a bruised apple three ways, tore some bread into pieces and opened a pack of cheese slices.

‘Dinner.’

They ate in silence.

Mads fed Cole a jar she had with her. Mira couldn’t help thinking that it might be the last one for a while.

When the bread was finished, Mira took a battered roll-up from her pocket.

‘Two’s up?’ Mads raised an eyebrow, smiling tiredly.

‘Here, give me the baby,’ Anju said.

Mira lit the roll-up from the candle, stepped through the back door and exhaled the smoke before handing it to Mads.

‘We are going to be okay, aren’t we?’ said Mads.

‘Sure,’ said Mira leaning against the damp wall, eyes on the floor.

‘So… Alex?’ Mads asked, taking a drag. ‘You shagging him?’

Mira’s lips curled, then fell. ‘I actually thought I might have found something real, Mads. And then this.’

Mira gazed toward the back of the garden, the bins beyond the fence. They stood in silence for a moment.

‘First time I ever had one of these was right here,’ Mads said. ‘Night Mum died. I begged you for a drag. Remember?’

‘I remember.’

‘You said no at first… then handed it over anyway.’ Mads’s voice wavered. ‘Didn’t stop me crying, but somehow it helped.’

‘Those were tough times,’ Mira said quietly. ‘Dad was sick. Vik was… gone, really. Looking after you gave me something to hold on to.’

Glass shattered in the distance. Laughter echoed.

Cole coughed again – deep, raw.

‘He needs his antibiotics,’ Mads whispered.

‘I’ll go to your flat,’ Mira said. ‘I’ll bring what I can. And if there’s nothing… Plan B.’

‘What’s Plan B?’

‘Not sure yet.’

From inside, Mira heard loud knocking at the front door. She flicked the cigarette into the garden and spun toward the kitchen.

‘Mum, leave it!’

But Anju had already unbolted the lock and opened the door a crack, the chain still in place. A hand shot through the gap. Mira slammed her full weight into the door. It crushed the hand with a crunch.

A strangled cry.

‘Stop – please – it’s me, Marlon!’

The hand jerked back. Mira bolted the door so hard the frame rattled.

Anju stood frozen, shaking violently, one hand over her mouth, the other holding Cole, who was screaming now.

‘Mira, he’s a neighbour, a nice man… You hurt him.’

‘He could be the fucking pope for all I care,’ Mira said. ‘He tried to force his way in.’

‘He was frightened!’

‘So are we. We don’t let anyone in.’

Marlon’s footsteps retreated, fast and uneven.

Cole cried uncontrollably, his small body shaking with each breath.

Mads took him from Anju, hands trembling. ‘It’s okay, baby, it’s okay.’

Mira checked the bolt again, then turned back. Anju was still shaking, tears on her cheeks.

‘Mira, don’t go out there. Not now. Please.’

Cole coughed – that awful sound rising from his chest – then sobbed harder.

Mads looked up, wide-eyed.

‘He needs his antibiotics. But if you go now…’

Mira stared at them: her mother shaking, Mads exhausted, the baby crying in terror and pain.

‘I’m not leaving you tonight,’ she said quietly. ‘First light. I’ll go at first light.’

Cole fussed for an age before falling into a fitful sleep. Mira lay awake long after her mother and Mads had drifted off. She registered every sound: Cole’s little coughs keeping him on the edge of tears, footsteps outside, a car alarm and the sudden crack of a bottle somewhere in the street. She thought of falling asleep in Alex’s arms. It was only the previous night, but it felt like a lifetime ago. Mira pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. Her hand found the carving knife under her pillow as she waited for dawn.


Chapter 31


Medical



Sunday, 30 October

Alex left for the infirmary before Sophie woke. It was the first moment he had been alone since they’d brought him inside, and he intended to make the most of it. Instead of taking the lift, he headed for the emergency exit door he had spotted the night before. If he could get into the stairwell, maybe he could reach the ground floor.

He pushed the metal bar. It gave way. There was no alarm, which felt like a small victory.

He stepped inside and let the door click shut behind him. The air shifted at once, cooler and faintly sterile. The concrete walls were bare, the strip lights humming softly. He began to climb. Past minus one. The next flight brought him to the ground floor. He tried the door at the top of the stairwell. It did not move. He drove his shoulder into the door again and again. The lock held fast. No rattle, no shift, nothing to suggest it would ever yield.

He started back down, breath ragged, when he heard a metallic scrape above him. The door opened. Heavy footsteps started down the stairs.

‘Are you lost?’ The voice was low and gruff.

Alex looked up. Scarface, the same guard from yesterday.

‘Just taking the stairs. Thought I’d get some exercise.’

‘Where are you going?’ Scarface descended at an unhurried pace, hand on the rail, gaze fixed on Alex.

‘The infirmary.’ Alex pulled the urine sample from his pocket and waved it at the guard.

‘It’s not up there.’ He reached Alex’s level. ‘Come on. I’ll take you.’

‘No need. I’m new. Got the wrong floor.’

‘I insist.’ Scarface placed a firm hand between Alex’s shoulders, forcing him to carry on down the stairs. The guard pushed open the stairwell door to minus one.

Warm air washed over them as they entered the Atrium. The smell of coffee drifted from the buffet. At long tables filled with residents eating scrambled eggs and energy bars, conversations rose and fell in soft waves. For a moment it resembled breakfast at a city-centre hotel.

Scarface handed him off to another guard stationed at the entrance to a tunnel leading away from the Atrium. The men exchanged a few quiet words. The second guard, broader and heavier, jerked his head for Alex to follow.

The tunnel was silent apart from the low buzz of fluorescent lights. Boots echoed off the curved walls, the sound trapped in the confined space.

Inside the infirmary, a nurse stepped forward. Neat grey-blond hair, starched white uniform, white stockings and thick-soled black rubber shoes. Her expression mixed brisk efficiency with a gentle, practised sympathy.

‘You must be Alex,’ she said.

He nodded. The guard took up position by the door.

‘I am Nurse Hennessy. Yes, like the cognac, and no, it is not the same as being a Guinness.’ Alex mustered a polite smile. She did not seem cruel, but that meant little here.

‘Today you will have a quick medical assessment,’ she said. Her Irish lilt softened the words, though something in her tone suggested more was coming.

‘What does that involve?’

The guard shifted his stance, hands settling on his hips. Hennessy ignored the question and flipped through a thin file. ‘We do not appear to have your medical history. Late arrival, I presume. Any chronic illnesses, permanent medication, recent vaccinations, hospitalisations in the last twelve months?’

‘No.’

‘Very good. Take off your top, please. We will begin with your blood pressure.’

He complied.

‘Pop your arm in here.’

The cuff tightened, beeped, released.

‘Good. Weight and height next.’

Twelve and a half stone. Normal.

She guided him to the height chart, touched the top of his head, her eyes averted.

‘Five foot eleven.’ She made a note and then gestured to the examination table. ‘Lie down there for me.’

Alex’s eyes darted to his right.

‘Nothing to worry about. Pinprick blood test, then a quick check of your lungs, ears and eyes.’

Alex nodded. The tissue paper crackled as he lay down.

She worked methodically, the faint scent of antiseptic rising from rubber gloves. Alex stared at the ceiling, thinking of the stairwell door, the locked floors above. Could he get Redmayne’s or Imogen’s biometrics? Impossible. He was boxed in.

‘Sit up.’

He did and saw the tray beside her. Three syringes lined up on a sterile cloth. His stomach tightened.

‘What’s that?’

‘Flu jab.’

‘How do I know that’s what it is?’

‘Now, would Banyan go to all this trouble only to lose everyone to influenza?’ She held out her hand. ‘Arm, please.’

The logic made sense. Banyan logic. But it didn’t mean he trusted her. Them.

‘What if I refuse?’

‘Not an option,’ the guard said, edging closer and staring at Alex.

He offered his arm. The jab was quick.

‘Next,’ she said, reaching for the second syringe.

‘Next?’ he said, flinching. ‘What is that?’

‘Appetite suppressant.’

‘No.’ Sharply. Reflexively.

‘It is required.’

‘I don’t want it.’

She didn’t blink. ‘Long-term resource management.’

‘Has it even been approved? I want to see evidence.’

‘Alex, you might not have heard, but the FDA doesn’t control things anymore. Banyan protocol does.’

Alex looked between Hennessy and the guard. If he bolted, he would get two steps before being dropped. Then they would inject him anyway. He extended his arm, and the liquid slid in, cold and precise.

‘You will notice a decline in hunger within twenty-four hours. Top-up in a month.’ She checked Alex’s file. ‘Your calorie allowance is fifteen hundred a day.’

‘That’s nothing.’

‘It’s more than most. You have a physical role, so you receive a higher allowance. Everything is calibrated.’

He swallowed and clenched his fists against the tissue paper. Hennessy reached for the third syringe. Alex’s jaw tightened.

‘What now?’

‘Contraceptive. Standard for all residents.’

His breath caught. ‘You cannot be serious.’ His mind didn’t go to Sophie; he imagined Mira giving Hennessy both barrels.

‘Population control is essential in a closed system,’ she said. Something faint moved in her expression, a shadow of regret. ‘Arm, please.’

He pushed himself up from the bed. The guard moved instantly. Not touching him, not yet, but placing a hand on Alex’s chest, ready to pin him back down if he made one more move. Alex froze. Thought fast. Calculated. There was no win. Not here. His breath trembled once, barely audible.

‘It’s reversible,’ added Hennessy apologetically.

Then he lowered himself back onto the bed. Hennessy waited. When he extended his arm, she injected the final dose with clinical efficiency.

Another violation.

It was finished. Hennessy took his file over to a desk and stamped it. ‘You are cleared for work. Report to the gym at nine.’

Alex stood and pulled on his shirt. His hands were shaking. The guard opened the door for him. As Alex stepped into the tunnel, Hennessy called after him.

‘Alex.’ He turned. ‘The injections are standard for everyone. Even Redmayne.’ She paused. ‘It’s not personal.’

Alex said nothing and walked on, the guard’s footsteps echoing behind him.

Not personal. Just policy. Another rule in Redmayne’s carefully controlled world. He thought of the candlelight and the purple drapes at dinner, the roles everyone had been playing.

Here, resistance wasn’t fighting.

For now, it was waiting.


Chapter 32


Toby



Sunday, 30 October

The crisp autumn dawn slapped Mira’s cheeks, not quite the double espresso she needed, but enough to jolt her after a night of Cole’s incessant whimpering. Her breath turned white in the cold air, and she tugged her scarf higher. Her mission was to grab anything useful from Mads’s flat: food, toiletries, clothes and, most important of all, Cole’s antibiotics.

Behind her came a scrabbling sound. A cat emerged from a bin, fixed its hungry eyes on Mira, then darted into an abandoned car sprawled across the road.

The streets were quiet. With any luck it would stay that way for the ten minute walk. As Mira neared the old South Kentish Town station she slowed. The memory of Len sprawled on the pavement hit like a punch. She glanced toward the shuttered entrance of GL-34, wondering if Alex, or anyone else, might be watching from inside, then pulled her leather jacket tight and moved on.

The corner shop where she bought tobacco from Mr Paphos had been looted, the shelves stripped bare. She only had a quarter packet left. Cold turkey was coming whether she liked it or not.

She crossed Royal College Street, passed the silent mansion blocks and turned into St Pancras Way where council housing met gentrification. Mads’s forlorn block came into view, a yellow-brick 1960s low-rise with rusting balconies. Weeds choked the path to the green entry door propped open by a brick.

Inside, the stairwell was dark and smelled of uncollected rubbish. Mira climbed quickly, her footsteps echoing as she reached the second floor. Muddy footprints tracked along the corridor and stopped outside Mads’s door – or what was left of it. The lock had been crowbarred clean off, splintered wood fanning like toothpicks.

She eased the door wider with two fingers. There was silence inside.

In the kitchen, the fridge door hung open, the shelves empty. Same with the cupboards. Just a dirty plate and some cutlery in the sink. In the lounge she found Cole’s teddy, Toby, lying face-down near the radiator by an empty bottle of cider. Mira put him in her jacket pocket before heading to Cole’s room. Mads had sworn the antibiotics were in the top drawer of the blue dresser.

Muddy footprints criss-crossed the pale blue carpet. The cot had been shoved sideways, plastic toys kicked into the corner. Mira bent to pull open the top drawer of the dresser.

There it was. The antibiotic bottle, tucked beneath some bedding, the dosing syringe still taped to the side.

Relief surged as she stood, bottle in hand.

Then she heard it: a grunt, low and close, followed by the faint creak of a plastic toilet seat shifting under someone’s weight.

She turned slowly.

The toilet door was ajar, revealing small white vests stuffed into the toilet paper holder. She edged closer. The stench hit her first, then she heard the breathing. As she turned to leave, the door opened and she saw a large man sitting on the toilet, trousers pooled around his ankles. He stared at her aghast, as if she was the intruder, like she had walked into the men’s bathroom by mistake.

‘What you doing in here?’ came the deep voice.

Mira stumbled back as the man heaved forward on the seat, one hand extending as if to catch her or block her way through the hall.

She ran. Out of the room, through the corridor, down the stairs three and four at a time, barely feeling the ground, then out into the cold air with the bottle safely in her jeans and Toby in her jacket pocket.

She turned right toward home, then froze. Ahead, a group of men clustered near the junction with Camden Road, pit bulls straining on chains. She couldn’t make out their faces, but their posture was predatory, waiting. Mira reversed course fast, heading toward Camden Town Station instead.

She didn’t look back and didn’t stop running until she reached the station. Her breath tore at her chest with each stride, every roll-up catching up with her all at once. Lactic acid burned through her legs. She slowed, scanned behind her and saw nothing.

Then a voice from the shadows of the station entrance.

‘You safe now, girl.’

A boy stepped into the light. Eighteen tops. Blue bandana. Baggy tracksuit. Two others appeared at his side.

Before she could react, the one closest flicked his hand into her jacket pocket and snatched Toby cleanly. Mira reached instinctively.

‘Give him back.’

He grinned and dangled the teddy by one leg. Holding her gaze, he let it drop into a shallow puddle of oily water.

‘Oops.’

Mira bent quickly, scooping Toby from the puddle before the water could soak in deeper. As she straightened, another boy drifted behind her, fingers sliding into her front pockets. She flinched, but his hands were already gone.

Then the first boy stepped in front of her again, and her insides turned cold. He was holding the antibiotic bottle between two fingers. Her heart lurched. She hadn’t even felt him take it, let alone seen him pass it on. Mira stepped forward a fraction.

‘Give it back,’ she said. ‘Come on, please – it’s for a baby.’

The boy shook his head. ‘No.’

‘What do you want?’ Mira asked, voice thin.

He smiled, lazy and cruel. ‘Use your imagination.’

The boys edged closer. She felt breath on her cheek. Their eyes crawled over her. She stiffened, pulse hammering in her throat.

A voice came out of the shadows. ‘You lads got any ibuprofen?’ An old man shuffled forward, batteries rattling in his palm. They turned, irritated.

It was enough.

Mira ran. Hard. Down the high street, across the junction, past the shell of the corner shop, all the way home. It was time for Plan B, but she had no idea what it was.

Mira slammed the front door and leaned against it, chest thumping. She moved straight to the kitchen and grabbed a rag, dipped it into the rainwater and scrubbed hard at the teddy. The smell wouldn’t budge no matter how much she rubbed. Her jaw clenched as the boys’ laughter echoed in her head, their eyes all over her, the quick, deft hands slipping into her pockets. The memory made her whole body tighten.

She set Toby down and gripped the edge of the sink. Her hands were shaking. She pressed her palms flat against the counter, breathing hard, trying to hold it together.

Behind her, Mads’s voice floated weakly from the lounge.

‘Did you get it? The medicine? Clothes?’

Mira turned, blinking back tears. ‘No. I tried.’

Mads entered the kitchen. Her face crumpled. Only then did she see the teddy.

‘Oh, well. At least you brought Toby.’

Mira looked at the sodden, filthy bear in her hand. ‘Yeah,’ she said in a low voice. ‘But it won’t fucking make him better, will it?’


Chapter 33


Crack



Sunday, 30 October

Alex turned his arm to the mirror. Three injection sites, forming a swollen constellation on his upper left arm. Who knew what he’d really been administered?

He rinsed his hands in the short bursts of lukewarm water and splashed his face. The changing room smelled of bleach, soap and mildew, the tiles amplifying every drip and footstep into hollow echoes. He gripped the steel basin, breathing slow and shallow, trying to quiet the churning inside him. Logic told him the place was built to protect the inmates and prevent intruders. Maybe they’d overlooked the possibility that people might not want to stay penned in like livestock. Behind him, a cubicle door opened.

Aybek stepped out, tugging the collar of the tracksuit straight. He wiped his thumb under his nose.

‘Alex. You made it in.’

‘Looks like it.’

Aybek checked his reflection, rubbed his nose again, then licked the residue with a grin.

‘This is good stuff. Colombian. You want a bump?’

‘No. You brought it in?’ Alex asked.

Aybek snorted softly. ‘No chance they’d let you bring anything. But I’ve got my ways.’

‘How?’ asked Alex, intrigued.

He mimed zipping his lips and moved as if to clap Alex’s shoulder. Alex stepped out of reach.

‘Aybek. Where did you get it?’

Aybek gave a dismissive shrug. ‘I thought you didn’t want any.’

‘I don’t,’ Alex said quietly. ‘I’m asking you.’

Aybek kept fiddling with the collar of his tracksuit, pretending not to hear. Still acting like the rules of the old world applied. Alex watched him for a moment, then understood something simple. He no longer needed to play along. He stepped closer.

‘Aybek. Tell me.’

Aybek’s smile faltered. ‘Why? What does it matter? Are you the drug squad?’

Alex grabbed the front of the tracksuit top and pushed him back against the tiled wall. Not slamming. Just a firm, controlled pressure that removed any illusion of equality.

Aybek’s breath hitched, but the grin stayed fixed. ‘Easy, man. What’s your problem?’

‘Where did you get it?’

‘Get what? I’m just having a good time.’ His eyes darted toward the door. ‘You should try it sometime. Loosen up.’

Alex tightened his grip, bunching the fabric at Aybek’s throat. ‘I’m going to ask you once more.’

Aybek’s smile flickered. He tried to laugh it off. ‘Christ, you’re serious. Look, I don’t know what you think is going on –’

‘Who gave it to you?’

‘Nobody gave me anything.’

Alex leaned in closer, his voice dropping. ‘You’re lying.’

A pause. Aybek swallowed, and his eyes lost their shine.

‘Malika,’ he said finally. Alex waited. ‘Malika, all right? My girlfriend. She got it.’

‘How did she get it in?’ Alex maintained his hold.

‘I don’t know the details, man. I swear. I told her I don’t want to know.’ His voice was thinner now, the performance stripped away. ‘She just… She’s smart. She found a way.’

Alex’s expression didn’t change. Of course it was Malika, always transactional. He recalled the kid he’d seen her talking to in the gym. Was he part of it?

‘Where is she now?’

‘She’s coming down for a run – should be here soon. Can you let go of me?’

Alex studied him for a beat. The fear was real. He wasn’t hiding anything else. He released him. Aybek straightened his tracksuit top, avoiding Alex’s eyes. Alex dried his hands slowly. His pulse had steadied.

If Malika had a way in, there might be a way out.

GL-34 wasn’t airtight.

Alex slammed the punchbag. Each impact echoed through the gym. His hands burned beneath the wraps, knuckles raw, sweat stinging his eyes. One last right hook landed with such force the bag swung back, nearly knocking him off balance.

The gym door creaked. A woman entered, but it wasn’t Malika. It was the woman he’d seen crying in the Atrium the previous day. Black hair pinned back, dark determined eyes.

She approached him.

‘Hi, I’m Leila. I’ve come for a session.’

‘Personal training?’ he asked between breaths.

‘No. Boxing.’

‘You ever boxed before?’ he asked.

‘Nope. I grew up in Iran, where women aren’t allowed to box. If I can box here, I will. I hear it is a good way to let off steam.’

Alex nodded reluctantly. ‘Okay. Follow me.’ He pulled open a supply cupboard and handed her gloves, headgear and a mouth guard.

Leila took off her sweatshirt, a standard-issue plain white T-shirt underneath.

‘These should fit,’ Alex said handing her the gloves. He noticed a tattoo curled along her arm.

‘It’s Farsi,’ she said. ‘From the poet Hafez.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘In times of trouble, avert not thy face from hope.’

‘Appropriate,’ muttered Alex. Her eyes stayed on him, but his gaze drifted past her, elsewhere.

Without another word, he led her to the ring. Above them, a camera tracked their movement with a subtle mechanical whirr. He showed her the stance, hands up, feet light. Leila was cautious at first, her punches landing on Alex’s gloves like raindrops. But gradually her restraint cracked, and her anger spilled out. She began swinging wildly, teeth clamped on the mouth guard.

Alex barked instructions – ‘Hands up… Knees bent… Punch from the shoulder… Use your body’ – but she barrelled on, wild with rage. Panting hard, sweat flying, she grabbed him. Her breath ragged, she held onto him.

‘You’re with the boss’s daughter, aren’t you? I saw the two of you together yesterday. Do you know what’s going on outside?’

Alex glanced up at the camera, then back to her. The gym was empty apart from them.

‘No.’

‘Please. You don’t understand. My husband is out there somewhere. I don’t know if he’s still alive. I need to find out, send a message, anything.’

He kept hold of her a second longer, steadying her.

‘I’m not the right guy.’

She pushed him away, disappointment flooding her face.

Before Alex could say anything else, the gym door clicked open.

A woman entered. She wore the GL-34 tracksuit like designer wear, the fabric cinched at the waist with a thin belt, her hair swept back in a high ponytail. Malika. Her eyes scanned the room, pausing on Leila before locking onto Alex.

Alex grabbed Leila’s arm. His breath tightened. Could Malika offer a route? A possibility? He pulled Leila towards him.

‘Or maybe I am the guy,’ he whispered. ‘Come back later.’

A sliver of hope flickered in her eyes. And for the first time since he’d been brought inside, Alex felt the same.

As Leila walked out, Malika drifted toward him, silent, composed, waiting for the exact moment Leila was gone.

She extended her hand.

‘Alex, lovely to see you again.’

Alex shook her hand. ‘Malika.’

She leaned into him. ‘Take this to room 2180,’ she said as she pressed a small folded package into his palm. ‘Go now. I’ll wait for you here.’

Alex opened his hand a crack. ‘What is it?’

Malika’s expression didn’t shift. ‘Something someone’s expecting.’

He frowned. ‘And why me?’

‘Aybek said you weren’t looking for gear,’ she replied. ‘I need to know I can trust you.’

Alex didn’t move. ‘So what do I get for doing this?’

‘A connection,’ Malika said simply. ‘That’s all for now.’

She stepped closer, lowering her voice. ‘You do this clean – no questions, no detours – then come straight back.’ She turned towards the bank of treadmills and glanced back over her shoulder. ‘What are you waiting for?’

Alex’s fist tightened around the package as he moved towards the exit.


Chapter 34


Traders



Sunday, 30 October

Toby was slumped on the draining board. Mira couldn’t look at it. All that fear, all that running, and she’d come back with what? A filthy toy.

Mads was already in the kitchen, arms folded tight across her chest. ‘Did you find anything?’

Mira’s throat tightened. ‘Your flat was wrecked,’ she said. ‘Door wrenched open. Mud everywhere. They’d pulled every drawer out. Fridge and kitchen cupboards empty.’

Mads went pale. ‘Cole’s room?’

Mira nodded. ‘Turned upside down. But the antibiotics were in the dresser like you said.’

Mads pressed a fist to her mouth.

‘And someone was still there,’ Mira added quietly. ‘A man. Taking a dump, like he owned the place.’

Mads’s whole face folded in on itself. One hand reached blindly for the counter-top to steady herself.

Mira told Mads and Anju everything. The detour to Camden Town. The boys with their quick hands and cruel smiles. How they’d taken the antibiotics right out of her pocket. Their not-so-subtle suggestion. How the old man asking for ibuprofen was the only reason she got away.

By the time she finished, Mads was shaking her head in disbelief. Her mother stood rigid by the sink.

A dry, rattling cough came from the lounge. Cole. It cut through Mira like a blade. She closed her eyes, and for a moment, she was fourteen again, her father hunched over the same table. Both hands over his face, coughing until he had nothing left in him. She remembered the look of a man who couldn’t protect his family anymore.

She had stepped into the space he left behind. She always did.

Mira scrubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand, forcing her breathing back under control. ‘We can’t sit here hoping someone helps us,’ she said. ‘We need to act. People out there trade. That man asking for ibuprofen means there’s medicine moving through the station.’

Her mother swallowed, still shaken. ‘What do we even have to trade?’

‘For a start, batteries. We’ll hide them with the insulin, behind the skirting board in Vik’s room. Pills,’ Mira went on. ‘Even expired ones. Old antibiotics. Vitamins. People won’t check dates anymore.’

‘Jewellery?’ her mother called out.

‘Yes.’ Mira tugged off her nose ring, then her small silver hoops, dropping them with a clunk on the table. Anju sighed. Her thumb rubbed the band of her gold wedding ring before she pulled it free and laid it down.

Mads had appeared, removing her earrings, necklace and bracelets. Mira mouthed sorry to her about her earlier outburst; Mads nodded back and smiled.

‘Go hide it in your room, Mum.’

‘What about food?’ Mads asked. ‘Should we hide that as well?’

‘Not all of it,’ Mira said. ‘That wouldn’t be realistic.’ She scooped half into a bag, pried off the wooden strip beneath the cupboards and pushed the tins and rice deep into the damp cavity. ‘That stays hidden for emergencies.’

When they were done, the table looked bare again. Just a few tins left in the cupboards. Mira pressed her hands flat against the wood and exhaled slowly.

Children’s laughter drifted up from the garden. High. Sharp. Unsupervised. Mira froze. Her mother rushed to pull the curtain shut.

‘It’s only kids,’ Mads said quietly.

Mira stared at the window, eyes wide. She knew what kids could do.

Behind her, Mads watched her carefully. Something in her expression shifted. Not blame or anger, but something quieter. A shadow of doubt.

For the first time, Mira felt it too.

That small, terrifying thought she’d buried under motion and grit.

What if she couldn’t protect them?

She thought about Alex. She wanted him here.


Chapter 35


Darkness



Sunday, 30 October

Alex darted across the Atrium. He did exactly what Malika asked and been rewarded with a name: Tommy. And a location: kitchens.

He glanced at the clock. Almost twelve. Lunch service would start soon. If he could find Tommy before the chaos hit –

‘Alex?’

Sophie’s voice sliced through the Atrium.

He froze.

She was coming fast, eyes narrowing as she tracked the direction he was heading.

‘You’re going the wrong way,’ she said quietly. ‘The gym isn’t over there.’

Alex forced a steady breath. ‘Still figuring out the layout.’

‘Come with me,’ she whispered. ‘Please. I need to tell you about the briefing. But not here. Back in the room.’

Her tone wasn’t a request. It was urgent, and her expression said she was shaken.

They walked the length of the Atrium in silence, past the potted trees that tried and failed to make GL-34 feel like a sanctuary. Above them, ceiling cameras pivoted with patient precision, tracking nothing in particular and everything at once. Alex kept his eyes down, breathing even. Every footstep logged.

Inside the suite, Sophie sat cross-legged on the bed, silent. Alex stayed by the door, arms crossed.

When she finally spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

‘They had all the images pinned up.’ She swallowed. ‘Satellite shots. Heat maps. The whole world is black, Alex.’

‘What do you mean, black?’ Alex asked, stepping closer.

‘Just… darkness. Country after country, continent after continent. Nothing lit. Except for the nuclear sites and the big data centres. Those still glow. They said PI is keeping them alive.’ She gave a weak laugh. ‘Everything else is just… gone.’

Alex rubbed the back of his neck. ‘All of it? London too?’

‘Almost everything,’ she said. ‘There are tiny little patches of light, places trying to run off generators. But Dad said they won’t last. A day or two, maybe. People are fighting over scraps of electricity.’

She looked down at her shaking hands.

‘Hospitals are turning into battlegrounds. Airports too. Whole families camped out in terminals, waiting for planes that will never come, and, and…’

Alex sat on the edge of the bed, leaning forward. ‘Tell me.’

‘Air Force One took off ten hours ago. No one knows where it landed. The White House is dark. The Pentagon’s been begging for diesel.’

Alex ran a hand over his mouth. ‘And the prime minister?’

‘She’s here, apparently, with her husband and two kids. Declaring a state of emergency.’ Sophie shook her head. ‘Dad said it doesn’t matter. There’s no communication left. No forces left. It’s over.’ She rubbed her eyes with her sleeve. ‘And the UN issued a condemnation. Said the machines were irresponsible for diverting power and water.’ Her voice went flat. ‘Everyone in the room laughed.’

Alex’s brows knit. ‘There’s no water?’

‘For anyone except data centres.’ She let out a breath.

‘How? If there’s no power or water?’

‘There isn’t for us, but they’ve obviously figured something out.’

Alex shivered at the implication.

Sophie continued the debrief, ‘The Watchers reported androids mowing down crowds at a reservoir on the outskirts of Paris. Dana reported dozens of bodies floating in Lewisville Lake in Dallas, with no explanation for how they died. In Australia, farmers briefly seized a desalination plant but were overwhelmed by android guards.’

Alex’s stomach clenched. ‘Jesus.’

‘Hospitals are failing. Generators can’t run everything. Incubators are shutting down. Dialysis stopped. People begging for morphine. Some… given it so they wouldn’t wake again.’ Sophie blinked hard, trying not to break. ‘Families are dragging bodies into car parks because the morgues are full. Shelters aren’t safe. Assaults everywhere. Pharmacies, supermarkets, all stripped. Cars abandoned where their batteries died. Fires spreading with no one left to stop them.’

Alex pressed his palms to his temples. ‘No fire brigade. No police. No army?’

‘They’re gone,’ she said. ‘They went home. Why wouldn’t they? No pay. No orders. Like everyone else, just caring for their own families.’ She took a moment, her breath stuttering. ‘But it was the small details that got to me. Screams recorded by the Watchers. People trapped in lifts and cars and trains. No food. No water. Just screaming.’

Alex swallowed hard. ‘Tell me about London.’

Sophie searched his face. ‘You mean her?’ Alex avoided her eyes. ‘One of the Watchers was giving eyewitness testimony. About the bodies.’

‘Go on.’

‘Eight bodies have now been retrieved from outside GL-34 since ingress,’ she said softly.

His breath hitched. ‘Were they identified?’

‘No.’ Her voice went thin. ‘Retrieved and recycled. Imogen said it like she was boasting of her green credentials.’ Sophie shook her head and said quietly, ‘She gives me the creeps. I don’t know why Dad is so enamoured with her.’

Alex stared at the wall, his vision tunnelling. He had to know if Mira was one of the fallen outside the node. Was she killed for being with him?

Sophie kept going, her voice fraying at the edges. ‘Imogen never took her eyes off Dad. She turned every report into proof that he was right. When Banyan Cape Town didn’t join the call she said, “This is why we are Banyan. If one trunk is cut, the tree survives.” She said it like scripture. Dad smiled at her like she’d said a prayer.’ She shook her head, a bitter sound escaping her.

‘I hated her for it. Hated how calm she was. How proud she looked. Like the bodies in the streets proved her point.’ She reached for Alex’s hand. ‘But the truth is the outside is dangerous. And it’s going to get worse. Dad isn’t wrong, Alex.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘We’re safer here.’ Her smile trembled. ‘I know how it looks. We’re safe while people die. But if I let myself think about everyone out there, I’ll break. So I tell myself Dad’s right. That this was inevitable. That no one could have stopped it.’ She tightened her grip. ‘Please don’t hate me for being grateful we’re alive.’ Tears rolled down Sophie’s cheeks.

Alex looked at her but didn’t speak.

Redmayne had seen all this coming. He had chosen who survived, and everyone else could burn. Alex didn’t feel safe or grateful, he was trapped and felt guilty.

And more desperate than ever to reach Tommy and get out of this place.


Chapter 36


Mise en Place



Monday, 31 October

After a restless night, Alex finally had a chance to slip free of Sophie’s attention and find Tommy. He cut toward the kitchen before his first personal training appointment at nine.

As he shouldered through the swing doors, a blast of heat smacked his face. Steam drifted in heavy sheets. Pots clattered. Trays slammed. Knives chopped in rapid bursts while voices tangled in the noise.

By the entrance, a young woman blasted plates with a high-pressure hose.

‘Hi. Do you know Tommy?’ Alex said.

No reaction.

He raised his voice. ‘Where’s Tommy?’

She heard him but kept her head down, the hose growling.

From behind a tower of trays, a wiry figure stepped out with a mallet dangling from his hand. Ginger tufts curled beneath a black cap. A snake tattoo slithered around his wrist and slid under his rolled sleeve.

‘Who wants to know?’

Alex recognised the threat instantly. Tommy. Smaller than him but with coiled, violent energy simmering under the skin.

‘I’m a friend of Malika,’ Alex said.

‘I know who you are. You’re the Redmayne bird’s fella.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Follow me.’

Tommy led him through a narrow doorway into a small pantry at the back. The air was cooler, thick with flour dust.

‘What do you want? Powder? Pills? Dove?’ Tommy asked, rocking from foot to foot.

‘None of that.’

‘Then, stop wasting my time.’ He flicked a look toward the door.

‘Can you help me get out?’ Alex asked.

Tommy barked a short laugh. ‘There’s no way out.’

‘But you get stuff in, so I guess you can get stuff out, right?’

‘Through a crack in the wall. Believe me, you ain’t fitting through.’

Alex blew out his cheeks. ‘How about a message? Could you get a message out?’

Tommy , eyes narrowing as he sized him up. ‘Ten Gs.’

‘For one message?’

‘Five for them, five for me. You don’t want it, then fuck off.’ A vein throbbed at his temple.

‘I’ve only got five.’

‘Not my problem. Wait till you get paid next week.’

‘No, you don’t understand. It’s urgent.’

Tommy stepped closer. Garlic on his breath. Eyes cold and flat. When he spoke, his voice thinned to something slow and dangerous.

‘Ask Lady Muck, then. I’m sure she’s got a stash.’

He shoved past Alex, clipping his shoulder on the way out, gone before Alex could reply.

Silence settled. The hubbub of the kitchen bled faintly through the walls. Alex stared at the stacked bags of pasta, his throat tightening.

Tommy was right. If he wanted anything outside these walls, Sophie was his ticket.


Chapter 37


Ten Gs



Monday, 31 October

The gym was filling up when Alex arrived, breath still uneven after the walk back from the kitchens. Leila stood by the punchbags, arms folded tight, eyes locked on the door.

Before he could reach her, a man in his late forties stepped into Alex’s path, towel in one hand, water bottle in the other.

‘There you are,’ he said. ‘Ready when you are.’

Alex forced a smile. ‘Apologies. Something’s come up. Can we shift today’s session to later?’

‘Later?’ The man frowned. ‘I’ve been waiting.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. It’s unavoidable. Come back after lunch. I’ll give you extra time.’

The man hesitated, annoyed, but nodded. ‘Fine. But don’t make a habit of this.’

Alex watched him head to the treadmills, shoulders tight with irritation.

Leila hadn’t moved. Her face had lost all colour.

‘What happened?’ she whispered.

‘Come on,’ Alex said softly. ‘Your session now.’

He raised his voice for the benefit of the room. ‘Leila, we’ll work on footwork and the bag today.’ Then, almost inaudibly, ‘Act normal.’

She nodded, swallowing hard.

Alex handed her a mouth guard, helped her with the gloves, pulled the headgear into place.

‘Movement first. Forward three steps, back three. Watch.’

His rhythm was smooth. Hers was mechanical, jerky.

‘Slower,’ he said. She shot him a glare, eyes demanding explanation. He tipped his chin. ‘Bag work. Knees soft, right foot forward, elbows in. Punch from the shoulder.’ He balanced the bag with his forearm, cheek brushing the leather. ‘Three jabs with the right, then step back. Go.’ Leila obliged, breath already quickening. ‘Again. Add a left.’ When she leaned on the bag to breathe, he whispered, ‘I can get a message out.’ Then louder, ‘Again.’ Her eyes locked onto his. She hit harder. When she paused, he murmured, ‘But it’s expensive. Ten Gs. Did you get an advance for Mark? An allowance for the kids?’

Her mouth twisted. ‘Yes, I got ten at first, but I’ve only five left. I bought wine and got the kids some sweets,’ she whispered, looking away.

‘Come on, Leila,’ Alex barked. She slammed into the bag again, a grunt tearing free.

‘What am I meant to do? I can’t wait.’ Her punches came faster, ragged with panic.

‘Me neither,’ he said quietly, each word timed to her blows. ‘I’ll try and get another five. You too.’

On a bike nearby, an older woman pedalled slow and steady. Her gaze drifted toward them, then away, then back again.

Alex shifted into the next drill. ‘Three steps back, three forward, two right jabs. Five rounds. Go.’

Leila understood the code. Look normal. Act normal. Sweat it out. Her limbs felt heavy, sluggish, but she obeyed.

‘Catch your breath,’ Alex said. ‘Let’s do some rope work.’

He stripped the gloves off, freed the headgear. The older woman on the bike hadn’t changed cadence once.

‘Can you skip?’ he asked. Leila nodded. He handed her a rope, and she started. The cord slapped the floor in a steady beat, then snagged on her ankles. ‘Knees higher,’ Alex called, louder than necessary. He stepped closer, voice low between her gasps. ‘I’ll find you in the morning. Bring ten Gs.’ She tripped again. Two runners glanced over, and the woman on the bike narrowed her eyes. ‘Again,’ Alex barked. ‘Keep the rhythm.’

Leila started once more. Sweat rolled down her temples. Her breath rasped through clenched teeth. ‘But how? I don’t have it. I can’t wait.’

Alex bent, adjusting her stance, fingers brushing the rope. ‘Beg, borrow or steal. You’ll find a way.’ Her arms trembled. The rope caught again. ‘That’s enough.’ Alex took the rope, tossed it aside. ‘Good progress today, Leila,’ he said loudly. ‘Come back tomorrow.’

She stared at him, eyes blazing with desperation. Then she turned toward the changing rooms, her back rigid. The older woman’s stare followed her across the gym.

Alex turned back to the bag and hammered a savage left-right combination. The chain rattled overhead.

He didn’t care who saw.


Chapter 38


Marlon



Monday, 31 October

Mira pulled her tobacco pouch from behind the skirting board in the kitchen. She and Mads had agreed on one roll-up each per day. Mira preferred an after-dinner smoke, a small callback to more normal days, but after the morning she had endured, she couldn’t wait. She tipped the strands of tobacco onto the paper, rolled it tight and lit it from the lighter in the biscuit tin.

As the first drag hit her throat, she closed her eyes, then the back door a crack and exhaled into the cold. Cole’s pathetic whimpers drifted towards her. He was hungry.

‘There’s no more milk,’ Mads called out, her voice cracking.

Mira took another deep pull on the cigarette without answering. There was no good answer. The paper burnt rapidly down to the filter. Her fingers burnt as she took her final drag.

Anju called out. ‘What about Marlon?’

Mira’s head snapped up as she entered the kitchen. ‘What?’

‘He’s next door. He might have some milk. Maybe he’ll trade.’ Anju’s eyes were pleading. ‘You should go. Apologise for… for his hand.’

Mira stared at her mother. The memory flashed – Marlon’s cry, the crunch of bone, his hand jerking back through the gap.

‘Mum –’

‘Please, Mira. He’s a good man. He was just frightened.’ Anju’s voice barely audible above Cole’s screams, his face turning purple with hunger and rage.

Mira closed her eyes. ‘Fine. I’ll go.’

Mira stood outside Marlon’s door, fist raised to knock.

Just apologise. Ask if he has milk. Get out.

She knocked once, twice.

Nothing.

‘Marlon? It’s Mira. From next door.’

Silence.

She knocked harder. ‘Marlon, I… I wanted to apologise. About your hand. I shouldn’t have –’

The door shifted under her knuckles. It was not latched and swung inward slowly.

‘Marlon?’

The hallway was dark.

As she moved toward the lounge, the smell hit her. Air thick like a butcher’s. Her stomach dropped.

‘Marlon?’

She stepped forward, one hand trailing the wall. The lounge doorway loomed ahead, grey light seeping through a gap in the curtains.

She saw his feet first, then his legs, then the rest of him face-down on the carpet. One arm stretched toward the door, fingers curled, frozen midcrawl. The pool beneath him was black in the dim light.

Mira’s breath stopped. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. His hand, the one she had crushed, was wrapped in a filthy towel, brown with dried blood. But that was not what had killed him: two punctures in his back, close together, a kitchen knife probably. He had bled out alone.

She crouched beside him, fingers reaching for his neck. His skin was cold and waxy. No pulse. She pulled back sharply, her hand trembling. He had been trying to reach the door. To escape. To get help. From her? The thought hit like a fist. If I’d let him in…

A sound behind her. She spun, her heart lunging into her throat. Nothing. Just the creak of the building settling.

She backed toward the door, eyes sweeping the flat. Cupboards flung open. Drawers yanked out. Ransacked. Whoever killed him had taken everything.

She turned and scampered back.

Anju looked up as Mira stumbled inside. ‘Did he have anything?’

‘He wasn’t there.’ The lie came out smooth. Automatic.

Mads frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Door was open. Place was a mess. He’s gone.’ Mira made sure to keep her voice steady, eyes on the floor and her shaking hands hidden in her jacket pockets.

‘Gone where?’ Anju asked.

‘I don’t know, Mum. Maybe he left. Maybe someone took him. I don’t know.’ Mira was struggling to control her emotions.

Cole wailed louder, fists flailing. Mads shifted him to her other shoulder, eyes still on Mira. Something flickered across her face: not quite belief and not quite doubt.

Mira turned away, opening and closing the empty cupboard. Her hands were still shaking. She pressed them flat against the counter, breathing slowly.

Behind her, Cole’s cries filled the silence.

And all Mira could see was Marlon’s outstretched hand reaching for a door that never opened.

She turned toward the hallway, grabbed the small bookshelf from the entrance and wedged it hard against the front door. It wasn’t much, but it might buy them some seconds.

‘Mira, what are you doing?’ Anju whispered.

‘Making sure no one gets in.’

The shoe rack went over next. The ironing board followed, jammed diagonally across the door frame. Every scrape echoed through the flat..

‘Mira, stop,’ Mads said quietly. ‘You’re scaring him.’

‘I’m keeping you safe,’ Mira snapped back. Her breathing was shallow and quick.

She could still smell the earthy tang from Marlon’s flat, still see the knife punctures, hear the silence. When she finished, she stepped back, hands on her hips, chest rising and falling. Only then did she register she was shaking all over.

She knew the barricade wouldn’t be enough.


Chapter 39


Gratitude



Tuesday, 1 November

Sophie was too light a sleeper for Alex to risk searching for her coin during the night. After a fitful sleep, they walked to work, and his chance was finally coming.

Sophie kissed him lightly on the cheek. ‘Have a lovely day, darling.’

‘I’ll try.’

Sophie frowned, searching his expression. ‘I know you’re still adjusting,’ she said and touched his face, ‘but just try to remember to be grateful.’ Alex forced a smile. He was certainly grateful he hadn’t been recycled.

She pushed the double doors into the gardens, the purple light catching her blonde hair.

Alex waited for the doors to settle shut, his pulse lifting. This was the first moment he had been alone since the previous afternoon. He watched her go, a trace of her perfume hanging in the air. He continued towards the gym, listening for any sign she was returning. When he was sure she was gone, he crouched down to retie a shoelace, then pivoted sharply back to the residential floor.

Inside the room her scent and his deodorant mingled in the stillness. Everything was arranged the way she liked it – duvet smoothed and cushions plumped. Her handbag sat upright on the chair by the dressing table. It was open, compartments unzipped.

Alex darted across the room, bent and rifled through the bag. Lipstick clinked against a compact. A hairbrush scraped his knuckles. A box of tampons, a strip of headache pills. No coins.

He raked through the dressing table drawer, scattering cosmetics, before moving to the bed. The bedside drawer held only the Banyan rule book, her passport and a battered paperback.

His gaze swept the room again. Then he spotted it, her small jewellery box on her side of the cupboard. He eased it free, worked the delicate silver key. His fingers slipped twice before it finally turned.

Earrings, rings and bracelets spilled onto the duvet. He sifted through them, breath rising. Nothing. He shook the box in frustration and heard a faint rattle: there was another compartment, a narrow drawer under the main section. He dug his fingernails into the seam and pulled.

There it was. A single golden coin resting on velvet. He pinched it between his thumb and finger. His connection to the outside. To Mira.

The door swung open. He jerked his head towards it. A draft of cool air entered.

‘Oh, I forgot my ba –’ Sophie stepped inside and stopped. Her eyes travelled from the spilled jewellery to the gold in his hand. Alex went rigid.

‘Alex? What are you…?’ Her voice shook with confusion rather than anger.

Alex forced a breath and eased his shoulders, trying to soften the tension locked in his body. He knew she hated confrontation. He let his voice fall into that warm steady tone that had praised Redmayne at dinner.

‘I can explain,’ he said gently. ‘I was thinking about what you said about gratitude. About appreciating what we have here. And you’re right. So, I wanted to do something for you, for us. Something normal, nice.’ He gave a small, apologetic smile. ‘But my Amex is useless in here.’

Sophie’s eyes glistened, and she smiled. She hugged her bag to her chest and stepped toward him. ‘You should have just asked,’ she said quietly. ‘We could have planned it together.’ She kissed him on the lips and slipped the strap of her bag over her shoulder. Her smile wavered but held, the fragile smile she used whenever she wanted to make everything all right again. ‘Let’s just call it a surprise I wasn’t supposed to see.’

Alex exhaled as she turned to go, the gold burning in his palm. He almost pitied her. She accepted his lie because the truth would cost too much. Because she needed harmony, and she needed him to stay. But that was the one thing he wouldn’t do.


Chapter 40


Break-in



Tuesday, 1 November

She used to sleep through anything; now even the softest sound dragged Mira awake. This time it was the thin trill of the dawn chorus drifting into the lounge. With half-opened eyes she glanced across to her mum, Mads, the baby – their breath rising and falling in a rare pocket of peace. Her heavy eyes closed and she drifted off.

Something smashed in the kitchen.

Mira bolted upright, snatched the knife from under her pillow, scrambled to her feet and charged through the door. The board over the window was split clean through. Two teenage boys were inside accompanied by their rank body odour. One balanced on the counter, black scarf over his face, hammer hanging from skinny wrists that had somehow delivered the blow to the board. The other stood by the table, a red-and-white scarf below his eyes, taunting her to make a move.

‘Oi! You two!’ Mira shouted, the knife raised.

The boy with the football scarf ducked beneath her arm and raced along the hallway before she could move. The second jumped from the counter and made for the cupboard. Mira drove the door shut with her foot just as he yanked it open. Crack. Pain ripped through her knee as the hammer smashed against it. Her leg buckled, and the breath was knocked from her lungs. She dropped the knife as she crashed against the counter, biting down a cry.

The boy opened the cupboard, snatched the tins and stuffed them into his jacket pockets and yelled out, ‘Got some grub, come on!’ He clambered onto the counter, glass crunching under his trainers. Mira saw his eyes darting. He had noticed the bucket of water in the sink and hauled it to his mouth. He drank greedily, spilling half of it down his chin, the rest pooling among the broken glass. He banged the bucket down on the counter, and as he disappeared out the shattered window, his foot caught the bucket’s rim, sending the last of the water sloshing across the tiles below.

Hobbling, Mira made for her mother’s room. The second boy burst out, shoving Mira aside as he sprinted past with Anju’s jewellery box under one arm. She heard scrabbling in the kitchen and then quiet.

Mira held her breath. ‘Mads, have they gone?’

‘Yeah, I think so,’ came a shaky voice.

Inside the bedroom, Anju was on the floor, shaken but conscious.

‘Mum, are you okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’

‘I was just about to inject when he came in. I offered him the jewellery and said to just leave me alone. He took it, but then he saw my pen and a vial on the bed,’ Anju croaked. ‘I tried to hold onto it, but I was scared.’

Mira froze. ‘Do you have another pen?’ she asked.

‘No. I’ve got more insulin but no pen.’ Anju sobbed. Mira hugged her and helped her stand.

‘How long since your last dose?’

‘Last night,’ Anju murmured.

Twelve hours already. By tonight her mum would be dizzy, nauseous, weak. By tomorrow she might not be able to stand. They had less than a day.

‘Have a lie-down for a bit, Mum. I’ll clear up the kitchen.’

Mira limped into Vik’s room, wincing as she crouched by the skirting board and pried it open. The stash of insulin, batteries and pills was still there. For now.

She closed her eyes, fighting the tears. After what she’d seen at Marlon’s, the danger was inching closer by the hour. Camden. Her stomach clenched at the thought of it. The faces, the threats, the way they’d looked at her, it was all so raw still. She never wanted to go back. But what choice did she have? They were sitting ducks. From the lounge Mads called out, Cole wailing in her arms, her mum crying down the hall. How long before they lost the rest of their food? Or worse? And how long before her mum collapsed?

Mira steeled herself. Camden. There was no choice.


Chapter 41


Dispatches



Tuesday, 1 November

Acrackle from the ceiling speakers made Alex pause in the corridor.

‘Alex Miller, please report to the gym.’

The announcement repeated once, flat and automated, then cut out.

He felt for the two gold coins in his pocket, hesitated, then pushed open the frosted glass door to the beauty salon.

The air inside was warm with the smell of citrus shampoo, floral hairspray and a faint bite of acetone. Leila sat at one of the styling stations, hair clipped back, sorting through a tray of brushes and combs, quick and precise. In the mirror he caught the dark rings under her eyes and the way her jaw clenched before she managed a tired smile toward him. Behind her, towels were stacked in neat pyramids, and rows of bottles lined the shelves. The room as orderly as any salon she’d run before.

‘I got mine. You?’ he said quietly.

‘Actually, yes.’

‘Oh.’

‘You look surprised.’

‘I just wasn’t sure, that’s all. How?’

‘Don’t ask,’ she said, pushing herself up from the chair.

‘So, give them to me and your note. I’ll take them to the guy.’

‘I’m coming with.’

‘You’re not. It’s too suspicious.’

‘Alex, I’m coming. I want to see with my own eyes.’

‘But he won’t like it.’

‘For ten grams, he’ll like it. I’m coming.’

It was clear there was no point arguing.

‘Have you written your note?’

She held up a Post-it.

They stepped back into the corridor. The earlier hum of voices from the Atrium had thinned to almost nothing. As they walked, a tall man in a suit approached in the opposite direction. His face brightened when he saw Leila.

She nodded politely, pulling her jacket tighter, but her eyes didn’t follow him as he passed, they fixed ahead, as if on something only she could see.

Alex turned to her and raised an eyebrow.

‘Don’t ask,’ she muttered.

The kitchen was gearing up for lunch service. Alex pushed through the swing doors, Leila a pace behind him, and there was the same blast of heat and noise as last time, but hotter and noisier.

He registered more this time. In the far corner a stainless-steel cabinet was humming like a dentist’s drill. A thin nozzle squeezed out a pinkish paste that coiled into perfect burger patties. Beside it a steel arm stacked trays in mechanical rhythm, never pausing or missing.

Above them, the speaker whined.

‘Alex Miller to the gym immediately. Alex Miller to the gym immediately.’

Alex ignored it.

Tommy was at the back counter, ticking items off a list on a small notepad. He gave Alex a brief glance, then jerked his chin towards the storeroom, and Alex and Leila followed him.

‘What’s she doing here?’ Tommy said, eyes flicking over Leila with open irritation.

‘I tried –’

‘I’ve got ten grams here,’ Leila cut in, stepping forward, ‘and I want to know you’ll send the message. I want to see you send it.’

‘No can do, lady.’

‘So, no deal,’ Leila said, turning as if to leave.

Tommy looked at Alex, scratching the back of his neck. The way his jaw clenched signalled that whatever Tommy was hiding, he wasn’t going to share it easily.

‘Listen,’ Tommy said, rubbing his hands, ‘it’s in my interest for these to be the first of many messages.’

Alex raised his brows at Leila, as if to say he had a point.

A moment passed. ‘Fine,’ Leila said, unfolding her arms.

‘Right, payment first.’

Alex pulled the two coins from his pocket. Leila did the same.

‘One more thing,’ Alex added quietly. ‘Any chance of a bottle of wine? For someone who needs it.’

Tommy snorted. ‘You really are taking the piss, mate. But I’ll see what I can do.’ Tommy picked up the coins, felt the weight of them in his hand, then pocketed both. ‘Messages?’

They set their notes on the counter.

Tommy reached for some cling film and tore off two strips.

He opened Leila’s message.

‘Hey!’ Leila objected.

‘Don’t read it,’ said Alex.

Tommy lifted a hand sharply. ‘I read, or I walk. You want this done or not?’

They hesitated. Leila swallowed first.

‘Fine,’ she muttered.

Tommy read aloud.

‘Has anyone seen Mark Ellison? Age forty-three, five ten, receding mousy hair, grey jacket, blue jeans, yellow socks, black shoes. He is a husband and father. Please tell him to come in. His family are waiting and love him. Leila.’

He gave her a curt nod, then opened Alex’s.

‘For Mira Kapoor. How are you? Where are you? Alex x.’

Tommy glanced up, eyes bright with mischief. ‘Ooh, Casanova. Lady Muck won’t like that.’

Alex grimaced. ‘Then, you better keep your mouth shut.’

Tommy just smiled as he rolled the cling film tight, neat as wrapping gear.

‘Follow me.’

Tommy opened a hatch in the floor of the storeroom, revealing a ladder leading to a lower level. He swung round and descended into the darkness. Before his head disappeared, he glanced at Leila.

‘Sure you want to see?’ Leila nodded and followed Tommy down. Alex went last.

Fifty metres down was a vast storeroom with dozens of racks. It felt like IKEA. Tommy walked briskly passed row M11 to a cabinet filled with plastic containers. He pushed it aside, revealing a copper tube protruding from the brickwork. He put his ear to it.

‘That’s the outside, that is. Quiet today.’ Alex thought about Mira. What she might be doing. If she would ever read his note.

Tommy picked up a thin strip of wood and pushed both of the packages down the tube.

‘Are we happy campers now?’ he said, glancing from Alex to Leila.

‘And the wine?’ Alex asked, keeping his voice level. Tommy looked up, irritated. ‘You got some nerve.’

‘You said you’d see what you could do.’

Tommy stared at him for a long moment. ‘Wait here.’ He disappeared down an aisle and emerged with a dusty bottle of red, no label.

‘This is coming out of future business,’ Tommy said, shoving it at Alex’s chest. ‘You owe me.’ Alex gripped the bottle, nodded in gratitude to him. ‘Right, then,’ he said. ‘Time for you two to fuck off.’

What a deal. Ten grams of gold for a few words on a Post-it note. But if there was even a chance Mira might see it, might know he was alive and might write back, it was worth it.


Chapter 42


Fam



Tuesday, 1 November

It was midday by the time they had finished cleaning up the kitchen and wedging in a replacement board to cover the broken window. Mira pulled on her jacket and checked her pockets again. Batteries in one, pills in the other. Her mother was lying on the sofa wrapped in two blankets, skin grey, eyes half-open. Cole whimpered on Mads’s chest, fever rising. The room smelled of damp, sweat and despair. Mira knew she should not leave them, not even for a minute, but she had no choice. If she stayed, they would all get worse. If she left, they had a chance. She squeezed Mads’s hand, whispered that she would be quick and slipped out into the hallway before she lost her nerve.

Mira crossed the bridge spanning Regent’s Canal, the pewter light thin and cold. Below, a calico cat, its fur matted, sniffed the slick surface. It pawed at a floating pigeon carcass, then recoiled with a whine, too hungry to ignore it, too wary to commit.

A shout came from the far bank.

The cat vanished into the shadows as a man and two kids tore along the tow-path chasing a dog. The poor mutt squealed and zigzagged in panic. The man swung a stick and missed, cursing as the animal bolted towards the underpass. He hunched over, hands braced on his knees, while the two boys pounded on.

Glass crunched under Mira’s boots as she passed the gutted off-licence and trashed kebab shop. Up ahead, the station entrance lay in darkness. She paused. She couldn’t see them, but she knew they were there, waiting. Her pulse rose. Time to be strong. She thought of her mother, Mads and baby Cole. Her hands closed around the batteries and pills in her jeans pockets as she strode toward the station’s familiar arch.

There was just enough space to squeeze through the iron shutters. As she approached, someone whistled. The boys stepped out of the gloom, bandanas on their heads and scarves around their necks.

One leaned against the shutters. ‘See, bro? I told ya she’d be back for some.’

Another laughed and pulled the shutters apart.

‘I’m here to trade,’ Mira said firmly. ‘Batteries, pills.’

The boys exchanged looks.

‘Downstairs.’

‘Can’t we do it here?’

The boy in the red bandana clicked his tongue. ‘Too many eyes up here. Too many crews.’

‘I want to stay up here,’ Mira said.

‘Yesterday someone tried taxin’ us on the street,’ the boy said firmly. ‘Not happening again. You want the deal, it’s downstairs.’

She nodded and followed them into the ticket hall. Shards of glass wedged into the soles of her boots scraped against the tiles. In the gloom, figures shifted under blankets as she passed. Two of the boys stayed upstairs by the entrance. The one with the red bandana led her to the escalator, his white shoes bright in the near dark.

At the top of the escalator, his hand touched her lower back. She stepped aside at once and cocked her fist loaded with batteries.

‘Whoa. Steady there, princess. Just making sure you don’t fall.’

‘Don’t try anything.’ Mira glared back, nostrils flaring as she stepped onto the frozen escalator. Her body braced for motion that never came and gingerly walked down the steps. As the incline increased, the dull ache in her knee sharpened. Three-quarters of the way down, there was an LED light where buskers used to play. She grimaced, keeping one leg straight to ease the jolts and finally reached the bottom.

The air was stale, thick with body odour and smoke, no trains to flush it out. It just lingered heavy and sour. The boy with the white trainers beckoned her toward the northbound High Barnet platform. On reaching the platform she gasped. An LED strip illuminated a restless stream of rats scampering along the tracks, claws scraping, tails twitching in the glow.

A hand slid onto her hip. ‘What you got for us, babe?’ whispered a hooded figure.

‘Batteries, pills. Looking for an insulin pen and antibiotics.’

His face moved closer. His breath smelled of weed and alcohol. His fingers crept up her arm and held it firmly. ‘We ain’t got that here.’

A second figure shifted out of the shadows. Mira’s chest tightened. She cursed herself for agreeing to this. Her fist stayed tight around the batteries. Outnumbered or not, she was ready to swing.

Before she could act, a grey service door creaked open at the end of the platform. The hooded guy’s grip loosened at once. He muttered something and drifted into the dark. The others moved away too as a big man in a dark tracksuit and heavy gold chains stepped into the LED light, his eyes fixed on Mira.

She braced. She didn’t stand a chance, but she’d go down fighting.

He was eyeing Mira carefully. Her heart pounded as he stooped to her eye level, his gold chains clanking. His expression shifted, and Mira couldn’t breathe.

‘It’s Mira, right? Mira Kapoor?’ he said, voice deep.

Mira blinked, then looked up. She didn’t recognise him.

‘My mum’s Shermaya.’

‘Darnell? Darnell Lewis?’

He grinned. ‘Yeah, fam. Been years.’ Mira let out a breath as he called down the platform, ‘You lot leave her alone. She’s all right.’

Before she could speak, another voice, a child’s sounded from the walkway beside the tunnel.

‘Mira Kapoor?’

She turned and nodded. A young boy hauled himself onto the platform and stepped into the light. His trainers were falling apart, his hoodie two sizes too big.

The boy went straight to Darnell and handed him a folded scrap of paper wrapped around a gold coin. Darnell read the note, weighed the coin in his palm, then looked at Mira.

‘Well, Mira Kapoor, this might be your lucky day.’ He pocketed the coin, then held up the note. It looked tiny in his hands.

She snatched it, heart slamming in her chest as she traced Alex’s jagged handwriting. She smiled at the added x. For a moment her breath caught. How? He must have reached her through the abandoned station. ‘Wow,’ she whispered and glanced at the tunnel.

The boy nudged Darnell and handed him another note. ‘You don’t know a Mark Ellison, do you?’

Mira shook her head, still dazed.

‘No matter. Come into my office,’ Darnell said. He shooed the boy away and pulled open the service door.

Inside was a narrow staff room. A candle burned in a wine bottle on a table made from a plank of plywood resting on crates. Darnell sat, slipping a pistol from his waistband and resting it on his knee.

‘Sit.’ He pushed the candle closer, tore a strip of cardboard from a Rizla packet and slid a pencil to her. ‘Write back to him. He’ll be waiting.’

‘Why do you care?’

‘We’ll get paid again when he writes back.’

‘How?’

Darnell leaned back. ‘Got a lad inside. Works in the kitchens. One night he heard our sounds. Found some old pipe behind their storeroom wall that links down here. He sends the gold, we deliver whatever he wants. Simple.’

Mira let out a slow breath.

‘I don’t know what to write.’

‘Tell him where you are. Maybe he can help you?’

She bent over the cardboard, hand trembling as she wrote. Before handing it back to Darnell she hesitated, then added an x:

At Mum’s. Need insulin pen and antibiotics. Please come. X

Darnell took the reply and pocketed it. Then he unlocked a cupboard and scanned the heaving shelves. He pulled out a litre bottle of water, half a baguette and a tin of tuna.

Mira reached for her batteries and pills.

‘Nah, this one’s on me, sis. Next time, though.’

‘Thanks, man.’ She hesitated. ‘My mum’s sick. She needs an insulin pen. And my mate’s baby is burning up. You got nothing for that here, right?’

‘Nah.’

‘What’s happening at the chemist?’

Darnell scratched his jaw, eyes narrowing. ‘The one on the high street is run by a crew now. Price is steep, I heard. Depends what you are offering.’

Mira nodded, jaw tightening, grip firm around the batteries.

He paused for a moment, then said softly, ‘If you must go to that chemist, be careful. I’ve heard things, Mira. Things that make a man stay clear.’

Mira swallowed. ‘I hear you.’

But deep down the truth settled like a weight. It was dangerous, but she had no option.

She tucked the supplies into her jacket and limped back up the escalator into the frigid November light, determined to reach the chemist anyway.


Chapter 43


Overdose



Tuesday, 1 November

Extracts from the banyan’s roots, bark and sap were historically used to treat dysentery, tooth decay and rheumatic pain, though in concentrated form the same compounds can induce fever and cardiac strain.

– Botanical Survey of Tropical Species, 1876

The knocking intensified. ‘I’m coming, I’m coming.’

When Redmayne opened the door in a white T-shirt and boxer shorts, Imogen’s face was drained of colour.

‘We have an emergency, sir. Ops room.’

Her expression made clear the gravity of the situation.

‘Give me one minute.’ Redmayne closed the door, then quickly reappeared in his neatly pressed trousers and starched white shirt. He followed Imogen, in her navy suit, along the dimly lit corridor, down the elevator to the ops room on minus three.

As soon as Redmayne entered and the door closed, Imogen delivered the news.

‘It’s Daisy Harrington. She’s collapsed.’

Redmayne absorbed the information. Daisy Harrington, seventeen, the prime minister’s youngest.

‘What happened?’

‘Nurse Hennessy says it’s an overdose. Synthetic opioid. Not one we stock.’

‘How did it get in?’ asked Redmayne.

‘We aren’t sure, yet. The brother admitted to procuring the substance yesterday, but he refuses to drop anyone in it.’

‘We’ll deal with him later. So, what exactly is Daisy’s condition?’

‘Acute synthetic opioid toxicity. Her respiratory rate is collapsing. Hennessy says she’s got two hours tops if we don’t get Naloxone, the antidote.’

‘We don’t stock it?’

Imogen shook her head.

‘We’ll dispatch a Watcher.’

‘We need to get board approval for that, sir.’

‘When is the next meeting scheduled?’

‘Not for another six hours.’

‘That will be too late. Send a Watcher.’

‘Sir, rule four point one is clear. No external retrieval without board majority. We cannot breach protocol. Can we not call an emergency meeting?’

Redmayne turned to her. ‘This is the PM’s daughter. We don’t have time.’

Imogen’s expression didn’t shift. He had always admired that steel, even when it irritated him. ‘If we start bending rules because someone is important, we lose control. We lose the entire project.’

Heat rose in Redmayne’s chest. ‘She is a child.’

‘She could also put the whole project at risk. If a Watcher is compromised, you know the consequences.’

Redmayne took a long breath, steadying himself. ‘The risk is manageable.’

‘No risk is manageable,’ she said quietly. ‘Not now.’

Before Redmayne could respond, the door burst open.

Nyla Harrington entered, coat half-buttoned, eyes wild and rimmed red. She looked smaller somehow. Younger. But her voice carried.

‘Have you sent anyone to get the antidote yet?’

Imogen stepped forward, hands clasped behind her back. ‘Prime Minister, we need board authorisation. The next session is at seven o’clock this evening.’

Harrington turned slowly toward her. The room seemed to shrink. ‘She has two hours,’ Harrington said. ‘Do you understand me? Two hours.’

Imogen held her ground. ‘If we break the protocol, even once, we create a precedent that undermines every safeguard we built.’

Harrington stared at her, unblinking. ‘I am still first among equals.’

A long silence.

Redmayne stepped in carefully. ‘Prime Minister. With your order, we can send a Watcher.’

Imogen’s head snapped toward him. A small tightening passed across her features. Redmayne mistook it for strain.

Imogen looked at him sharply. ‘Sir. That is unacceptable.’

‘Imogen, stand down.’

Harrington raised her voice. ‘Do it!’ Then she stepped closer. ‘My daughter is not dying because you two want to debate rule books.’

The room froze.

Redmayne bowed his head. ‘Understood.’

Imogen was utterly still. Redmayne assumed it was shock. Imogen didn’t bow. She looked at Harrington with something like pity. Or contempt. Or both.

Redmayne spoke softly. ‘We will get her back.’

Harrington didn’t look at him. ‘Find out who brought the drugs in. Can you do that, or do you have to consult the rule book?’

‘Imogen will check the CCTV, Prime Minister.’

Harrington left the room. The door clicked shut, and Imogen kept her eyes on it. Then without looking at him, she said, ‘You have no idea what you’ve just started.’

Redmayne let out a slow breath. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I do.’


Chapter 44


Chemical Bros
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Mira limped along the high street, her swollen knee tight beneath her jeans. The chemist’s shutters were half-raised, held open by a splintered mop handle. A sheet of paper had been taped to the glass. Offer Anything.

A chill ran through her. She was offering pills and batteries. At a push, the stuff Darnell gave her. That was it.

A lopsided sofa sagged against the shopfront. Two men lounged on it, slumped deep into the cushions, bottles between their legs, smoke drifting from their lips. Another three hovered by the doorway, jackets puffed with padding, eyes red from drugs and fatigue. One had a rusted machete tucked through his belt.

‘You open?’ Mira asked.

They didn’t reply. One just jerked his chin toward the doorway.

Their eyes stayed on her as Mira limped inside. The shelves were cleaned out. Empty blister packs and torn wrappers littered the floor.

Behind the dispensary counter, a generator hummed. A man in his mid-forties stood in its light, trim beard, jacket and trousers, incongruously smart. A gun lay next to him on the counter. His posture was calm in a way that made her shiver. He didn’t look like he belonged with the sofa guys or the doorway lads. He looked like the one who called the shots.

‘What do you need?’ he asked.

Mira’s eyes flicked to the gun before answering. ‘Antibiotics. And an insulin pen, reusable.’

He nodded once. ‘What have you got to trade?’

Mira emptied her pockets: batteries, the last blister pack of her father’s tablets, vitamins. The man looked them over, then shook his head.

‘No.’

‘That’s everything.’

‘Not enough.’

‘Wait,’ said Mira, opening her jacket, revealing the water, bread and tuna pressed to her side.

‘We got enough.’

‘What do you want, then?’

He studied her face. Not up and down or leering, just assessing.

‘You know the price,’ he said.

Before Mira could answer, a sound cut through the shop. A sharp, high scream from somewhere behind the dispensary counter.

Mira’s heart thumped, her throat bone-dry. She strained to see past the man, but he didn’t turn. His eyes stayed on her, unblinking.

‘So,’ he said evenly, ‘there are other payment options if you are interested.’

A door opened and closed, and a bald man around the same age joined the smart man behind the counter. From somewhere out of sight came the sound of sobbing.

The two men spoke quietly, as if discussing stock. But she knew they weren’t talking about medicine.

Mira’s stomach dropped.

‘Well?’ asked the well-dressed one.

‘No,’ she said.

He glanced toward the back room.

‘You sure?’ he said. ‘I thought I saw some of those pens.’

‘I said no.’

A pause. The bald man leaned on the counter, his hand hovering over the other’s gun. ‘Maybe it isn’t up to you,’ he said.

Mira couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

The man with the gun looked at her, really looked at her, then gave a slow, bored shake of his head.

Mira spun towards the door.

The men in the doorway stepped back by just an inch. Mira could smell the smoke on their breath as she passed. She hurried out the door, adrenaline overcoming the searing pain in her knee. A hundred metres down the road, she steadied herself against a lamp-post, chest tight, thoughts piling on top of each other.

She’d avoided getting attacked, but failed her mum and Cole. No pen, no antibiotics. Her mum was running out of time. There had to be another way.

A syringe was a syringe, right? It got the insulin in. That’s all that mattered.

She pushed herself upright and started toward the market.


Chapter 45
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Camden Market lay hollowed out. The food stalls were closed, their tarps sagging, and puddles of stale fryer oil pooled beneath the counters. A thin chemical smell drifted from somewhere deeper in the maze of metal and plywood.

Mira passed the closed tattoo shop. The alley beside it had always been a refuge for the canal users. Today, five of them huddled under a torn awning next to a shuttered falafel stand, their coats pulled tight, shoulders hunched, with slate-grey complexions.

One of them looked up as Mira approached. ‘Hold on,’ he rasped. ‘I know you.’

Another lifted his head. ‘Yeah. You’re that housing woman, ain’t you.’

‘Guilty,’ Mira replied.

A third man gave a humourless snort. ‘Thought you stayed upstairs.’ He tapped the pavement with his toe. ‘Welcome to the basement.’

No one laughed. They just watched her, waiting to see what she wanted.

Mira pushed wet strands of hair behind her ear. ‘My mum is diabetic. I need a rig. Clean, if possible.’

A dry bark of laughter came from the man closest to her. ‘Clean pin? Not since the blackout.’

Another studied her face, the way she stood, clearly in pain. ‘You sure you’re not picking up for yourself? You look done-in.’

‘It’s for my mum.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Everyone’s got a sick mum,’ someone muttered.

A giant of a man in a huge coat scratched his jaw. ‘Nah. She ain’t using. Not yet, anyway. Hands steady.’

That shifted things. Not warmth, just… acceptance. She was desperate, sinking like everyone else.

The man with the big coat jerked his chin at a skinny guy under a sleeping bag by the wall. ‘Oi, Gaz.’ The sleeping bag moved. ‘See what’s left, will ya?’

He dutifully unzipped a filthy nylon pouch with trembling fingers. Three syringes inside: one cracked, one brown at the tip, one bent but seemingly intact.

Gaz held up the last one. ‘Best you’ll get.’

Mira reached out. The man with the coat stopped her hand.

‘What you trading?’

She offered half the batteries and a blister pack of pills. His eyes sharpened.

‘Batteries are good.’ He took them, quick but not rough, then stepped aside. ‘That’ll get you the cheaper option.’ Mira glanced at Gaz holding up a syringe with a crusty brown tip.

Mira’s stomach turned. ‘Hold on. I’ve got a tin.’ Mira reached into her jacket, offering the tuna.

The big man peered into Mira’s jacket. ‘What else you got in there?’

‘It’s for my mum and my baby.’

‘You want the cleanest rig or not?’

Mira hesitated, then handed over the bread. The big man pocketed it and extended his hand again, eyes expectant.

‘Highway bloody robbery,’ she mumbled as she handed him the water.

Hands instantly snatched at the bottle, the big man lifted it over his head, out of reach and stepped back. He took a swig of water as Gaz placed the bent syringe in Mira’s palm. It felt cold and dangerous.

As she stepped back, the man in the coat called after her. ‘Hope she makes it,’ he said.

‘Thanks, mate,’ answered Mira.

Mira tucked the syringe deeper into her sleeve and walked out of the market. It might kill her mum, or it just might save her.

Mira eased the door shut behind her, careful not to let the syringe touch anything. She held it by the barrel, fingers well away from the bent tip.

Mads looked up immediately from the sofa. Cole lay sprawled across her chest, hot and listless. Anju dozed on the other end of the sofa, sari askew, breath shallow and uneven.

‘You were gone ages,’ Mads whispered. ‘Please tell me you got something.’

Mira placed the syringe on the table. No good to Mads.

‘Not what we hoped,’ she said.

Mads stared at the needle, then at Mira. ‘What happened?’

Mira lowered herself into a chair, rubbing at her knee. ‘They had stock. Just nothing they’d hand over.’

‘What does that mean?’ Mads asked, barely controlling her voice.

‘It means the price was… not something we can pay,’ Mira said carefully.

Mads took a breath, looking from Cole to Anju.

‘Did you show them the batteries? The tablets?’

‘Yes.’

‘And they still said no?’

Mira’s jaw tightened. ‘Yes. I had some water, bread and tuna as well. They refused.’

‘Where’d you get that?’

‘Darnell, at the station. I know his mum.’

Mads absorbed this, her face shifting from confusion to fear, or maybe it was anger.

‘And you gave it all for a broken syringe?’

Mads glanced at the window, listening to the distant shouts outside, then looked at Cole again.

‘How is he?’ asked Mira.

‘I gave him the last half ibuprofen,’ she said. ‘Crushed it in ketchup. That’s all there is.’

Mira nodded. ‘It should bring his fever down a little.’

Mads stroked Cole’s hair, her voice trembling. ‘But he still needs antibiotics.’

For a moment, neither spoke. The room felt too still, too small.

Mads’s voice re-emerged, thinner. ‘So, what did they actually want, Mira? Batteries weren’t enough? Medicine wasn’t enough? Food? Water? What, then?’

‘Mads,’ Mira said softly, ‘let it go.’

‘No,’ Mads said, but still controlled. ‘Just tell me. I need to understand.’

Mira looked down, rubbing the swelling on her knee. ‘They weren’t interested in that sort of trade.’

‘In what, then?’

‘Not now,’ Mira murmured. ‘Please.’

But Mads didn’t stop. She wasn’t shouting. Just pressing, inch by inch, because she was terrified.

‘You walked all that way,’ Mads said. ‘With your leg. With that mob out there. You wouldn’t come back empty-handed unless… unless something bad happened.’

‘It didn’t,’ Mira snapped sudden and low. ‘I left. That’s all.’

Mads studied her face. ‘Then, what did they want?’

Mira’s composure cracked. ‘They wanted sex. All right?’

Mads flinched. Even Anju stirred faintly on the sofa. Mira looked away. Silence stretched.

Finally Mads whispered, ‘So, what do we do now?’

‘I got a message from Alex, through Darnell,’ Mira said.

‘How does that help?’

‘I’ve asked him for the pen, for antibiotics.’

‘And you think he can?’

‘He’s inside. Surely it’s well-stocked there. So, yeah, maybe.’

‘So, we wait,’ she murmured. ‘For him. For this Alex.’

Mira nodded. ‘One hour. Maybe two. Then I’ll go back.’

‘And if Alex doesn’t deliver?’

‘I’ll use the syringe. Buys some time.’

Mads’s jaw tensed. ‘Right. Of course. Your mum.’

‘Mads –’

‘No, it’s fine.’ But the way she said fine made Mira wince. Cole whimpered in her arms again, a thin animal sound. Mads rocked him instinctively, then looked up, eyes shining with tired fury.

‘You tell me to wait an hour or two,’ she whispered. ‘But that feels like a fucking lifetime in here while the baby suffers.’

Mira rubbed her forehead. ‘I know. I know it does.’

‘No, you don’t.’ Mads’s voice cracked, then steadied. ‘You don’t. Because you still believe someone out there gives a shit enough to help. A guy you’ve known for what? Five minutes?’

‘Mads, don’t do this.’

‘Tell me I’m wrong,’ she said.

Mira swallowed. ‘I have to believe it. Otherwise we’re finished.’

Mads held her gaze. Something in her expression shifted. Not blame. Not anger. Just a quiet decision forming behind the eyes.

‘All right,’ she said, too calm. ‘One hour.’ Mads pulled Cole tighter to her chest and rose slowly from the sofa. She kissed the top of his head, wiped his face and softly sang ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ as Cole yawned in her arms.

Mira slumped down next to her mum, utterly drained.
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Lunch was a steamed protein bowl. The reality was worse than it sounded. The quinoa was clumped together, garnished with a scoop of beige fungal paste and a few limp greens. Alex nudged it around the tray without taking a bite.

Sophie dabbed her mouth with a napkin. ‘Where were you earlier? I heard them calling your name.’

Alex kept his eyes on the bowl. ‘I was in the room. I had a stomach-ache. I think it was from the injections.’

‘Oh. Yeah, that can happen.’ She leaned in, her eyes bright. ‘I hope you’re feeling okay tonight. I can’t wait for my surprise.’

‘I’ll be fine.’ He forced a smile. ‘Can’t wait. Better get back to the gym.’

‘Okay, darling. I need to pick something up from the chemist. See you later.’

She kissed him lightly and drifted toward an adjacent tunnel.

Alex stood, tray untouched, and walked out through the Atrium in the direction of the gym. The space hummed with quiet conversation, but something felt off. A prickle crept down his spine.

Footsteps, light and deliberate.

He turned and angled his head slightly but saw no one. He passed the gardens. The footsteps returned. Closer this time.

He turned again. Still nothing.

Alex quickened his pace as he approached the gym. The echo was still behind him. Then a shape brushed past, a grey sleeve, the faint smell of frying oil. A hand pressed something into his palm. It happened so fast he barely processed it.

Alex caught the retreating figure of a kitchen worker as she slipped into the shadow of the tunnel entrance, head down and shoulders hunched. She did not look back.

He opened his hand. A crumpled Rizla paper.

Heart thudding, he unfolded it, smoothed the crease and flipped it over. Pencil marks were scratched across the inside.

She was alive and at her mum’s. She wanted an insulin pen and antibiotics.

Who for? He assumed the insulin pen was for her mum. What about the antibiotics? Who were they for? Mira, someone else? Typical Mira, always helping others. He smiled.

His mind raced. How could he get those things? He could fake an illness and get into the infirmary. But how to pay Tommy’s tax? He’d have to find a way.

He glanced around. No one seemed to be watching, but he did not trust the stillness. He put the Rizla paper in his mouth, gathered saliva and swallowed it. No trace left.

The gym doors came into view. He believed he was safe. But as soon as he stepped inside, two guards peeled out from behind the doors and clamped onto his arms. One was a thick-set brute with a ginger beard like steel wool he thought of as Meathead. The other was the scarred ex-military type Alex had clocked on his first day, Scarface. Both wore the same unreadable calm.

‘Imogen wants to see you,’ Meathead said.

‘She could have just asked.’ Alex tried to shake them off, but their grip barely shifted.

‘Come with us,’ Scarface said. His tone carried no threat, only certainty.

Alex swallowed. There was no point running, or trying to slip into the changing rooms, or duck behind the weight racks. Every wall in this place felt like a dead end.

She knew. About Tommy, the drugs, the messages, everything. Imogen would drag it all out of him and enjoy watching him squirm. And if Redmayne turned up too, then the bollocking would become something worse. He felt it like a weight settling against his ribs.

But Mira was alive. That was the only thing that mattered. He held on to that like a thread, thin but unbreakable.

As they marched him out of the gym, he let that thought steady him.

Sandwiched between the two guards, Alex was led to the end of one of the tunnels, in a direction he hadn’t been before. Down a few steps stood a grey door marked Fire Escape. Meathead swiped a key card, and the lock clicked. Beyond, a narrow spiral staircase dropped steeply.

The guards’ boots clanged against the wrought iron steps. Alex gripped the flaky handrail and felt the vibration of machinery through it. As they descended, the air grew warmer, heavier.

At the bottom, they stepped into a dim passageway. Overhead were weak strip lights and pipes that dripped condensation onto the yellow tiled walls. A low hum grew louder with each step.

They passed a thick steel door with a yellow-and-black radiation symbol stencilled across it. Alex slowed, peering through a narrow window. Inside was a steel chamber about two-thirds the size of a shipping container. A microreactor, he thought, the kind he’d read about powering military bases and disaster zones. Meathead shoved him forward.

The corridor turned right. Another steel door came into view, this one marked with a blue water droplet circled by recycling arrows. Through a fogged window he glimpsed tanks and filtration columns, mist hanging in the air. A closed-loop water system.

The buzz of machinery faded as they turned into a quieter corridor. A plain white door waited at the end. No markings. No window.

Alex steeled himself as Scarface swiped his card and opened the final door. The guards shoved him inside.

White light flooded his eyes. Before Alex could react, hands forced him down into a chair. Plastic zip ties snapped tight around his wrists and ankles, the plastic cutting his skin.

He twisted his head. Another chair stood beside him. Leila sat bound to it, her limbs also tied. Her hair was a mess, she had a red mark on her cheek, and her face glistened with tears. Her whole body trembled.

Alex breathed hard through his nose, chest tight. ‘Leila… what happened?’

Her eyes darted to the door as if expecting someone to appear at any moment.

‘She is crazy,’ she whispered.

Alex strained against the zip ties. ‘Who?’ Leila swallowed, but didn’t answer. ‘Who, Leila?’

She looked Alex in the eye. When she finally spoke her voice was hollow. ‘Imogen.’

The guards stepped back, and the door slammed shut behind them.


Chapter 47


Little Miss



Tuesday, 1 November

Mira woke with a kick to her ribs courtesy of Cole. She must have drifted off to Mads’s lullabies. The ammonia stench from Cole’s bloated nappy hit her as she dislodged his leg. She crept past Anju dozing fitfully on the sofa and opened the curtains a crack. The light was fading. Dusk, she thought.

She shook out her leg and in a raised whisper called, ‘Mads, you there?’ in the direction of the kitchen. No reply.

‘Oh, fuck,’ she muttered, darting into the hallway. She checked the bedrooms, the bathroom. Nothing. A cold pressure rose under her chest.

She knelt at the skirting board in Vik’s room and prised it open. The remaining batteries and tablets were still there. Her stomach dropped as she shoved them into her pockets. There was only one thing Mads had to trade.

Mira closed her eyes. ‘Idiot,’ she mumbled, hating herself for telling Mads what the gang wanted.

She grabbed the kitchen knife from under her pillow, wincing at the pain in her knee. Cole stirred, and Anju blinked awake. Mira shushed them softly, zipped her jacket and stepped into the grey half-light. She didn’t want to leave them, but if Mads was out there alone with the gangs, every minute mattered.

She headed south toward Camden High Street. The smoky air pulled memories of Bonfire Night on Parliament Hill. Vik. Their parents.

Under the railway bridge the air thickened. Ahead, a burning car, tyres and furniture piled high, figures feeding the flames. There was no way through.

‘Fuck.’

A staircase dropped to the canal. She took it fast, knee protesting with each jarring step. Graffiti glowed in the firelight. Metal rattled from the hypermarket shutters. She hurried along the tow-path until a shape resolved ahead.

An old man crouched, defecating into the canal. He lifted his head. He was broken. Mira kept moving.

Rats brushed past her boots, and something rubbed her calf. She gagged but didn’t scream and pushed on, her knee burning, until she reached the next staircase.

Camden High Street was deserted when she climbed back up – too quiet. She checked the knife in her inside pocket and walked. She passed a double-decker bus skewed across the junction. Indecipherable shouts came from within. Mira crossed to the far pavement and kept her head down.

Up ahead, the blue-and-white chemist sign. The same lopsided sofa sagged outside. The same two men sat on it, bottles still between their knees, a joint ember glowing. Three others lingered in the doorway. She slowed, heart thudding. One of the sofa guys noticed her and grinned.

‘Well, look who’s back. Little Miss Fever-and-Pills.’

Laughter from the doorway.

‘My friend came here,’ Mira said, fighting for steady breath. ‘Reddish-brown hair. Early twenties. Where is she?’

‘Oh, yeah. We know her,’ one said, lifting his bottle. ‘Sweet girl. Real sweet.’

‘Where is she?’ Mira repeated.

One of them smiled. ‘Same place you’ll end up.’

Her fingers found the knife in her pocket. Then a faint hum reached her. Low and mechanical, growing closer. The gang went quiet.

A figure glided through the gloom on a hoverboard. Broad shoulders. Heavy boots. A black ballistic suit and angular mask, two weapons strapped to his waist.

Mira stepped back and slipped behind the charred frame of a bus shelter, barely breathing.

The man moved without sound or rush.

The first two barely registered what they were seeing. A quiet pop and one folded sideways into the cushions, a neat circular bullet wound through his skull. Another pop and the second slumped forward, bottle rolling off his knee.

The doorway gang scattered. Three more muffled shots and their bodies dropped on the smashed tiles.

Silence.

Mira’s hands went to her mouth. She felt nothing, neither pity nor satisfaction, just a spreading numbness that scared her more than the shots had. She was watching people die and all she could think was When can I get inside?

What was happening to her?

Shots were fired from behind the dispensing counter, but the man kept moving, relentless. More shots and then quiet for a moment, followed by screams and a final salvo. Mira lost sight of the hoverboard as the figure moved behind the dispensing counter, opening one elongated drawer after another, searching with speed and precision. He climbed a few rungs of a step ladder to reach the upper shelves and grabbed several boxes. Time stood still.

Finally, there was quiet. Mira saw him make his way back through the bodies, onto the hoverboard and into the dusk, the hum fading with him.

Mira stayed crouched behind the bus stop, counting her breaths. One minute. Two. When the street felt empty again, she stood on shaking legs.

She stepped carefully through the doorway, swallowing against the rising bile as she tiptoed through a pool of bodies and blood.

Behind the counter the smart-looking man and the bald one from earlier were sprawled across the floor. Mira searched through the open drawers, her mind barely able to focus on the writing on the packets. She opened a drawer labelled Amoxicillin. She didn’t even know if that was what Cole needed, but she pocketed it anyway and grabbed some painkillers for herself.

She couldn’t find insulin pens. Panic rose as she turned her head toward the noises from the shop floor. She peeked over the counter to see two scavengers step warily inside. She needed to get a move on. Anju used a reusable pen, but there must be prefilled ones. There must be a fridge. She spun around and saw a storeroom down a narrow passage.

She opened the door. The smell hit her first, coppery, mixed with the damp cardboard of overturned stock boxes. A generator buzzed with a medical fridge and a light hooked up to it. Then her eyes adjusted.

Bodies: two, or was it three? A jumble of limbs. Jackets soaked. A hand curled around a pistol. She froze. She thought for a second about taking the gun. Her throat tightened. First the medicine, she told herself.

The fridge door wouldn’t budge. A leg was pressed against it, the shoe twisted sideways. She needed to open that fridge. She needed what was inside it. Her hand hovered. She told herself not to think. Just move it. One push. Then she could grab the insulin and get out.

She crouched and pressed her palm to the denim. The fabric was damp. Her stomach turned. She shoved, and the leg slid across the floor, leaving a dark smear behind it.

The fridge door came free.

She gripped the handle and pulled. Cold air burst over her hands. Inside, boxes of insulin pens and vials lay jumbled on the shelves. Some were clear. Some cloudy. Different colours. Different names. She had no idea what any of it meant. She grabbed everything she could fit in her pockets. Pens, cartridges, vials. She shut the fridge and turned.

That was when she saw her.

Propped naked against a crate, small and still. Auburn hair matted. Eyes open. A clean bullet-hole through her forehead.

Mads.

A sound broke from Mira’s chest.

‘Oh my God,’ she whispered. ‘God, Mads. Fuck. Mads. I’m so sorry.’

Her knees buckled, and she caught the crate to steady herself. She wanted to lift Mads. Cover her. Shut her eyes. Something – anything. But her hands would not move.

The pistol forgotten, she finally backed out of the room, eyes fixed on the floor because she could not bear to look again. Blood clung to her boots.

More scavengers were picking through pockets near the entrance. Two more crouched behind the counter. They looked up as she emerged. Mira strode through them without a word, stepped over the bodies in the doorway and kept walking.

At the next corner, she stopped at a traffic light. Her legs gave out. She slid down the cold metal until she was sitting on the pavement, forehead pressed to her knees.

The insulin vials were hard against her ribs. Cole would live. Anju would live.

But Mads…

The sound finally came – raw and animal-like, torn from somewhere deep. She pressed her fist to her mouth but could not stop the tears.


Chapter 48


Debrief



Tuesday, 1 November

Relieved, Redmayne left the Harrington family to hug and cry. Daisy had regained consciousness shortly after being given the antidote. The PM was eternally grateful, and Nurse Hennessy said she would be as right as rain. That was all he needed to hear.

Imogen was waiting when he stepped out of the infirmary.

‘How is she, sir?’

‘She’ll be fine. Silly girl. Hopefully she’s learned her lesson.’

‘Any update on the identity of the supplier?’

‘Taylor is reviewing the CCTV. He’s promised a full report by the end of the day.’

‘As soon as possible, Imogen. We have to nip this in the bud. We must enforce zero tolerance to drugs inside the node.’

‘Absolutely, sir. I wanted to update you on the Watcher debrief.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘The aim of the mission was completed successfully, as you know. No injury to the Watcher. No trace leading back to the node.’

‘Collateral damage?’

‘Nine fatalities, eight male, one female. All were assessed as unavoidable.’

‘Excellent work.’

Imogen nodded, her gaze steady and deferential.

‘Anything else?’ Redmayne asked.

Imogen paused. ‘I wanted to apologise, sir.’

‘For what?’

‘I never should have doubted you. Sending the Watcher was the right decision.’

Redmayne gave a hint of a smile. ‘Experience has taught me a thing or two, Imogen. There are times when the rules require a little malleability.’

‘Of course, sir. I will remember that.’

‘Very good.’

‘Oh, and there was one other thing, sir. I saw Miller earlier in the Atrium. He said he would be delighted to spar with you this afternoon. He has a free slot at five.’

‘Hmm. I daresay I could do with some exercise.’

‘Excellent,’ Imogen said unblinking. ‘I’ll let him know you’ll be there.’

Redmayne gave her a mischievous smile. ‘Not a word to Sophie.’

‘Of course not, sir,’ Imogen replied conspiratorially.

Redmayne returned to his suite with renewed energy.


Chapter 49


Clinical



Tuesday, 1 November

Alex braced as Imogen took a seat opposite him, her movements calm and deliberate. The guards positioned themselves behind him and Leila, close enough that he felt their presence without seeing them.

‘Imogen,’ Alex said carefully, ‘is this really necessary?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘it is.’

‘It was just a couple of notes,’ Alex said. ‘No files. No devices. Nothing left the node.’

‘I’m aware,’ Imogen said. ‘I’ve seen the CCTV footage, I’ve had testimony from a Thomas Parsons, and it’s been corroborated by a kitchen worker.’

Leila’s head dropped.

‘Okay, but it isn’t such a big deal,’ Alex said.

‘You breached Banyan article six point three,’ Imogen continued, ‘unauthorised communication with the exterior. And article three point three, trafficking of narcotics. And it is a big deal. Not only did your actions nearly cause the death of the prime minister’s daughter, you increased project-level risk.’

Leila lifted her head. ‘The prime minister’s daughter? What are you talking about? I just wanted to know if my husband was alive.’

‘We, too, regret that your husband never made it inside. His domain expertise was highly valued,’ Imogen said. ‘Education is critical.’

‘Do you know if he is alive?’

‘We do not have confirmation,’ Imogen stated.

Alex leaned forward. ‘Listen, Imogen, we’ve learned our lesson. We won’t do it again.’

Imogen shook her head.

‘Please, if you’re not going to tell me what happened to him, or you really don’t know,’ Leila said, ‘just let me go back to my children.’

Imogen did not respond immediately. When she did, her voice was unchanged. ‘The punishment is exile, rule eight point two, section d.’

Alex felt something cold settle in his chest. ‘You’re exiling us? Her?’

Imogen inclined her head. ‘Yes.’

Leila’s breath hitched. ‘Exile?’

‘Effective immediately,’ Imogen said. ‘Leila, you will be escorted to the perimeter within the hour. After that, Banyan’s obligations to you cease.’

Alex shook his head. ‘This is insane. She’s not a threat. She has no leverage. She’s not even –’

‘Valuable?’ Imogen finished for him.

Alex faltered.

Imogen looked at him steadily. ‘Selection was based on household potential. Enforcement is based on individual risk.’

She returned her attention to Leila.

‘Your husband provided structural value,’ she said. ‘You provided stability. That balance no longer exists.’

Leila’s voice broke. ‘My children –’

‘Will remain,’ Imogen said. ‘They will be cared for. They will continue their education.’

Alex’s voice cracked. ‘They’ll think she abandoned them.’

Leila screamed, ‘No! Please, no!’

Imogen waited until the screams subsided. ‘The residents will know the reason for the punishment. It will ensure compliance.’

Silence filled the room. Leila turned to Alex, her eyes filled with tears and fear. Alex twisted against the restraints.

‘This isn’t justice,’ he said hoarsely, ‘this is cruelty.’

Imogen stood. ‘No,’ she said calmly, ‘this is protocol.’ She nodded once. ‘Escort her.’

The guards stepped forward. Scarface pulled out a scalpel and handed it to Meathead. He crouched and cut the zip ties at Leila’s ankles, then sliced the ones at her wrists. Her tattoo of hope flashed briefly, before the guards dragged her out.

Alex surged again, the zip ties biting into his wrists.

‘Imogen!’ he shouted. ‘You’re condemning her to die.’

‘No, Alex,’ she said, ‘protocol preserves the node.’

Like a mantra.


Chapter 50


Holdall



Tuesday, 1 November

Mira headed home in a haze, her vision swimming, tears clouding the edges of the street. She didn’t dare take her hands out of her jacket pockets to wipe her tears. They were clamped around the medicine, hiding the bulky shapes.

She might not have saved Mads, but she could still save her mum and Cole. That thought was the only thing cutting through the numbness. Everything else blurred. Mads’s naked body. The clean bullet-hole. The leg Mira had pushed aside to open the fridge.

Her throat closed. Not now. Just keep walking.

Screams echoed between buildings. A dog howled. A cracked. Gunfire, maybe. The air stank of burning rubber and rot, her scarf useless. She kept her head low, trying not to be noticed.

Two men came swaggering toward her, laughing. A heavy looking holdall swung from one man’s shoulder. Instinct tightened every muscle in her body. She curled her fists harder around the medicine, pressing her hands deeper into her pockets.

The men didn’t slow. The bag clipped her hard as they passed, knocking her sideways. She spun, her breath catching. A dark liquid dripped from the bottom of the holdall, thick and slow, leaving uneven spots on the pavement. Terror spiked through her.

No. No. Not –

Her mind seized on alternatives, desperate for something she could bear. The boys by the canal chasing that scrawny terrier, throwing sticks. People killed dogs now. Kids did. Men did. It happened.

It was a dog. It was only a dog.

She repeated it until her lungs unlocked enough to walk. She kept going, fists tight over the medicine. Her steps slowed as her mother’s street came into view.

The front door to the building was open. As she peered inside, there was a man stood in front of the flat. Her heart pounded. He had broad shoulders and wore sunglasses and a torn leather jacket. A machete hung loosely from his hand, the blade stained with blood. He didn’t look startled to see her. His mouth twitched into the faintest smile. Mira recoiled, stumbling back until her balance wavered. Her breath was ragged.

‘Just go,’ he said, almost bored.

She tried to look past him for her mum, for Cole, but the hall behind him was swallowed in shadow. She tried again.

‘Mum?’ she said in a cracked voice. The flat remained silent.

The machete lifted a little – not swinging, not threatening, simply reminding her what she already knew.

‘No one’s here. Go.’

‘Mum!’ Mira called again. No reply.

The man jerked his weapon towards her.

Mira retreated down the steps. Back onto the street. She started walking. She turned to see the man following her. She headed up Highgate Road as fast as her knee would allow. Breathless, tears shaking her vision. Her mother. Cole. Where were they? The holdall. Mads. Everything fused into one unbearable knot in her chest.

Halfway up the hill her knee failed. She hit the path, pain shooting up her thigh as her palms scraped raw against stone. For a moment the world dipped sideways. She forced herself upright, dragging air into her lungs, hands shaking.

Something scraped behind her. Metal on stone. Or just her mind fearing the worst.

She didn’t look back.

She limped on toward the dark trees that rose over Parliament Hill. If she reached them, she might be safe, be able to breathe, to process.

The city noise thinned as she neared the tree-line. She slipped into the dark, letting it swallow her, grateful for somewhere she could finally stop moving.


Chapter 51


Footwork



Tuesday, 1 November

Alex’s wrists were still bound, the chair scraping faintly against the concrete as he shifted. The room felt sterile and cold, as if humanity itself had been dragged out with Leila.

Imogen remained standing near the desk, hands loosely clasped behind her back.

‘That was unnecessary,’ Alex said finally.

She didn’t answer.

‘You didn’t have to do it like that,’ he went on. ‘You could have given her time. You could have –’

‘No,’ Imogen said.

Alex looked up at her. ‘You could have reassigned her,’ he said. ‘Sanitation. Kitchens. Anything. She didn’t need to be removed.’

Imogen regarded him for a moment, as if deciding whether the argument deserved oxygen.

‘Reassignment is for misdemeanours,’ she said. ‘Leila’s was more than that.’

‘She was desperate.’

‘Desperation doesn’t stay contained,’ Imogen replied.

Alex shook his head. ‘You didn’t even flinch.’

‘Why would I?’

‘Because it’s cruel,’ he said. ‘Because you’re tearing a mother away from her children.’

Imogen paused. Not uncertainty. Deliberately.

‘Cruelty implies discretion,’ she said. ‘This was enforcement.’

Alex pulled against the restraints, then stopped. His voice dropped. ‘I understand why you did it.’ That made her look at him properly. ‘I can see the logic,’ he said. ‘I can see how it holds the line. How it keeps this place from tearing itself apart.’ She waited. ‘And I still think it’s wrong,’ Alex said. ‘Both of those things are true.’

For the first time, something like impatience crossed her face.

‘You’re trying to hold two incompatible positions,’ she said. ‘That isn’t morality, Alex. It’s weakness.’

‘It’s being human,’ he said.

Imogen shook her head once. ‘It’s being unreliable.’

The word landed hard. Silence settled between them. Then she said, ‘As for you…’ Alex’s shoulders tightened ‘… you remain in breach,’ Imogen continued. ‘Unauthorised communication. Trafficking of narcotics.’

‘So, what are you waiting for? Exile me,’ Alex said.

Imogen studied him.

‘Exile remains a possibility,’ she remarked. ‘But not yet.’

Alex closed his eyes briefly. He understood what that meant. Exile existed, but it was conditional.

‘Julian Redmayne expects to spar with you this afternoon,’ Imogen said. ‘Five o’clock.’

Alex opened his eyes. ‘What? Wait. Does he know about Leila?’

‘Julian is aware that enforcement occurred,’ Imogen replied.

‘You’re lying.’

‘It doesn’t matter what you think,’ Imogen said. ‘What’s it to be, Alex?’

Her tone suggested she already knew which route he would choose. He could tell Redmayne that Imogen had gone rogue. Or he might comply. One option increased the chances of exile, the other introduced a ton of uncertainty.

He nodded once.

Imogen inclined her head. ‘Good.’

‘Why isn’t Redmayne calling the shots?’ Alex asked.

Imogen paused. ‘Who says he isn’t?’

‘Did he become unreliable?’

She ignored him and pulled a file from a drawer in the desk.

And for the first time, Alex shivered as he understood the real danger wasn’t cruelty.

It was optimisation.

He had no idea how much time had passed. His mind kept returning to the same image, Leila’s face as the verdict landed, the moment hope left her eyes. Imogen remained seated, writing on a notepad as if Alex wasn’t there.

There was a knock at the door.

She rose, smoothing her blouse as she stepped past Alex, his eyes tracking her with grim clarity. She exited the room and closed the door behind her.

Scarface waited in the corridor. ‘All done, ma’am,’ he said quietly.

‘Good. Now fetch Redmayne. Tell him Miller will see him in the gym.’ She lifted a small plastic bag from her jacket pocket and held it between two fingers. ‘And give him this. Tell him Sophie insisted he wear it. Under no circumstances are you to touch the inside of the mouth guard.’

Scarface gave a curt nod and left without comment.

Imogen turned to Meathead. ‘Untie Miller and take him up to the gym. I doubt very much he will give you any trouble, but let him see you are carrying.’

The guard’s thick neck tightened as he touched the butt of his sidearm. He stepped inside the room.

Imogen remained still for a moment. Scarface would arrive at Redmayne’s suite in thirty seconds. Meathead would have Miller in the gym within sixty. The toxin would reach systemic saturation in under a minute once Redmayne bit down. She exhaled once. Everything was on time and in motion.

Alex emerged rubbing his raw wrists as Meathead guided him out. He was silent as he passed Imogen. She watched them walk off and followed at a measured distance.

They reached the gym. Through the open door she saw Scarface tightening Redmayne’s gloves, the mouth guard still in its plastic beside him. Redmayne was rolling his shoulders, pleased to be in the ring again.

‘Just be careful, sir,’ she called from the entrance.

Redmayne punched the air, light on his toes. ‘Don’t worry. I’m going to enjoy this.’

Of course he would. The old fool.

She turned to leave.

‘Not staying?’ he called after her.

‘I am going to check where Taylor is with the report,’ she said without looking back. ‘I will come and see you later.’

‘Good, good,’ replied Redmayne resuming the shadow-boxing.

She walked away at a steady pace.

Each step marked time. She reached the gardens and paused by the glass doors. Redmayne would be circling now. Alex would still be hesitating. The toxin would already be dissolving across Redmayne’s gums.

She watched her reflection settle in the glass, her face composed.

Ten seconds.

She counted them silently, inhaling between each number. At ten she pushed through the doors, the cool air brushing her face.

Rows of herbs stretched in front of her, soft green under the lamps. Sophie knelt between them, dirt on her gloves, hair tied back loosely. The girl looked peaceful. Not for much longer. Imogen crossed the space with controlled breathlessness.

‘Sophie, you must come.’

Sophie turned sharply. ‘What’s happened?’

Imogen placed one hand against a support stake, steadying herself. ‘Your father. He is going to spar with Alex.’

The colour drained from Sophie’s face. ‘Oh my God. What a pair of idiots.’ She tore off her gardening gloves and stood, soil falling from her trousers. ‘Dad is sixty-two years old. What is he thinking?’

Imogen stepped back, allowing Sophie to rush ahead. Then she followed, just a few paces behind, shaping her expression into concern.

The corridor opened toward the gym. Sophie’s footsteps, frantic and uneven, echoed faster than Imogen’s.

Imogen continued her silent count as she walked.

The sequence was unfolding exactly as intended.


Chapter 52


Sparring



Tuesday, 1 November

Meathead gave Alex a final push through the double doors. Redmayne was already in the ring, bouncing in a black tracksuit and headgear, surprisingly lean and quick for his age. Scarface stood in the corner, the mouth guard pinched between two fingers, eyes fixed on Alex.

Alex wound tape around his raw wrists. Meathead helped him with the gloves. His stomach knotted: he didn’t want this fight, but if it was the price of freedom, he’d pay.

‘Miller,’ Redmayne called, his voice bouncing off the ceiling as Alex entered the ring. ‘Finally. Man to man.’

‘It’s just a spar, Julian,’ Alex muttered.

Redmayne shook his head. ‘Maybe. But it’s time you heard what I really think of you.’ He circled, light on his toes. ‘You’re not one of us. You wore the suit, sat at the table, but you are an outsider. A clerk. Nothing more.’ Alex lifted his hands reluctantly. ‘Sophie’s too good for you. Always was. You were just her bit of rough to parade in front of her friends, maybe also to wind me up. That Indian girl? She’s more your level. That’s where you belong.’

Alex’s jaw clenched as he moved towards Redmayne.

Redmayne leaned closer, eyes gleaming. ‘You’ve always been a pawn, Miller. Dancing to my tune.’

He spat into the bucket. Scarface stepped forward and placed the mouth guard in Redmayne’s hand. He shoved it between his teeth, smiling behind the plastic. His words came muffled now.

‘Go on, then… Let’s see what you’ve got.’ He tapped his jaw with a glove, beckoning Alex forward. Alex put his hands farther up, letting Redmayne jab left, then right in quick succession.

The gym doors banged open. Sophie hurried in, pale and tense, her eyes darting from Alex to her father, Imogen one step behind her.

‘Come on, then,’ Redmayne slurred. ‘For the Indian girl.’

Alex drew back his fist. He drove the punch to its target. Redmayne’s eyelids fluttered, his hands dropped. Alex saw only the smirk, heard only the taunts. The glove thudded against Redmayne’s padded chin.

Sophie’s shout of ‘Stop!’ rang around the gym as Redmayne reeled, eyes already glassy, legs buckling. He staggered back, arms flailing once before crashing flat onto his back with a sickening thud. The ring ropes quivered from the impact. For a heartbeat, nobody moved.

Then Sophie’s scream ripped through the silence. She rushed forward, thrusting herself through the ropes, stumbling to her father’s side.

‘Dad!’ Her voice was raw with panic.

Alex could only stare at his gloves in disbelief. His throat was dry, the words barely a whisper. ‘I didn’t mean…’

Scarface moved in quietly, crouching at Redmayne’s head. With a towel in his hand, he reached for the mouth guard flopping out of Redmayne’s mouth. In one seamless motion, he pulled it free and wrapped the poisoned object in the towel.

Alex’s gaze lifted and found Imogen’s at the edge of the gym. Her face was set in shock. A cold weight settled in his stomach.

Sophie pressed her hands to her father’s chest, sobbing. ‘Help him! Somebody, help him!’

Scarface barked for a medic as Meathead pressed two thick fingers to Redmayne’s neck. A pause, then he looked over at Alex and slowly shook his head.


Chapter 53


Protocol



Tuesday, 1 November

When the central trunk of a mature banyan fails, the prop roots continue supporting the canopy. The tree survives, its architecture independent of any single pillar.

– Botanical Survey of Tropical Species, 1876.

Imogen sat straight-backed in the operations room, Harry Taylor beside her, his forearms resting on the table, his head down.

‘Okay, let’s begin,’ she said.

‘Is Julian there? Should we wait?’ asked Tony from Melbourne, his voice tinny through the satellite link.

Imogen inhaled, a slow, measured breath, then exhaled once.

‘It’s with great sadness that I must inform you,’ she paused, ‘Sir Julian Redmayne died approximately one hour ago.’

Gasps rippled across the line.

Someone uttered, ‘Oh my God.’

‘How?’ Eduardo asked, stunned.

‘Cardiac arrest.’

‘What happened, Imogen?’ Dana asked.

‘He was sparring in the gym,’ Imogen said evenly. ‘He went down after a blow to the head. Medics confirmed cardiac failure shortly after.’

‘Was he wearing headgear?’

‘Yes, Dana.’

‘Who was he sparring with?’

‘Alex Miller, age thirty-two.’

‘Sophie’s boyfriend!’ exclaimed Dana. ‘She must be devastated.’

‘Please send her our condolences,’ Rohit murmured.

‘Of course. But right now she’s in shock,’ Imogen said. ‘She witnessed the punch herself.’

Imogen lowered her gaze to the papers before her, aligning the corners until they formed a perfect stack. She waited a few moments before moving on.

‘We’ll discuss Miller shortly. But first, succession protocol. Following the chairman’s death, article seven states that interim command passes to me as vice-chairperson. A vote will be held at a minimum of three months and a maximum of six months to elect the permanent chairperson. Effective immediately, my regional responsibilities transfer to Harry Taylor.’

Harry’s head remained bowed, and his thumb turned the ring on his finger in tight circles.

Silence settled, heavy and reverent.

Dana cleared her throat. ‘Will there be a ceremony? A memorial? Something?’

Dana and Redmayne were close, ever since her stint as CIA London station head. Imogen had long suspected they’d had their own special relationship. Allowing Dana a memorial would serve multiple purposes: sentiment satisfied, loyalty maintained, succession legitimised.

‘That’s an excellent idea,’ Imogen replied. ‘Julian deserves it. Harry, please look into a memorial.’

Harry nodded once, still not lifting his gaze.

Tony sounded like he was holding back tears. ‘If it wasn’t for Julian’s vision, none of us would be here today. He was a visionary, a legend, and I’ve lost a dear friend.’

Rohit’s voice trembled slightly. ‘He was so certain, had so much faith in the project, it was impossible not to follow the rules he created.’

A stillness passed over the line.

Imogen’s mind flickered briefly to the Watcher incident: an unauthorised lapse. But there was no advantage in revealing it. Sometimes stability depended on omission.

She allowed the praise to stand and let a full minute tick by. Enough time to mark respect before continuing.

‘Julian’s remains will be processed according to protocol, as he would have wished,’ she said in a lowered tone. Imogen straightened. ‘Now. The external situation.’ She placed her hand flat on the stack of papers.

‘Your satellite reports over the last forty-eight hours have shown consistent patterns. The mob rules, with barter and bullion the new currencies. And PI is moving rapidly. Android units in Brazil have cleared thirty thousand hectares in forty-eight hours. The site is in proximity to the country’s largest data centre – we expect it is planning expansion. Shanghai has witnessed a direct satellite-to-satellite handshake bypassing the ground entirely.’

Dana cut in. ‘Does that mean we might lose comms?’

Imogen’s tone was solemn. ‘Likely. Unless it sees utility in monitoring our communications.’

‘What about repairs? Trying to get power or water back online?’ Dana said.

‘We located a team near Beijing,’ said Jerry. ‘They tried to reroute a water connection from a reservoir. Attack drones eliminated all twenty-four of the team.’

Imogen paused and with clinical certainty added, ‘But Banyan endures. This was Sir Julian’s design. His legacy. Our task is to preserve the canopy, whatever collapses beneath it.’

She continued with her agenda. ‘Now to Miller. We don’t believe there was foul play in Sir Julian’s death – his blood pressure was elevated on ingress. Miller is not under suspicion for that. However, our internal investigation has revealed subversive activity by Miller and a co-conspirator, Leila Ellison. Harry, if you could summarise?’

Taylor coughed. ‘We have evidence that Miller and Ellison were involved in smuggling and unauthorised contact with the outside.’

‘Smuggling what?’ Eduardo asked.

‘Importing narcotics and exporting pharmaceuticals,’ Harry answered.

‘Any accomplices?’ Dana said.

‘One of the kitchen hands,’ Imogen answered. ‘He has testified that he was coerced by Miller and Ellison. We are inclined to believe him. But Miller and Ellison have clearly breached article eight. The punishment is exile.’

‘Wait! What about Sophie?’ Dana said. ‘Has she been consulted?’

‘Yes,’ Imogen replied. ‘She suspected Miller was engaged in illicit activities and accepts exile as punishment. Any objections here?’ Imogen allowed the silence to stretch. ‘Then, it is settled. Miller and Ellison will be exiled at dawn. Whether they live or die is no longer Banyan’s concern.’

A long exhale from someone on the line.

Dana asked, ‘Were their trackers embedded during their medicals?’

‘Yes,’ Imogen replied.

‘Well, if Miller is that much of a subversive influence, he should be monitored in exile. We’d better activate his tracker as soon as possible.’

A tiny pause. ‘We’ll activate the trackers when it’s safe to do so,’ answered Imogen without elaboration.

Dana cleared her throat. ‘Imogen… when this concludes, could you put Sophie through to me? I’ve known her since she was a child. She’ll need a friendly voice.’

Imogen’s expression did not shift. ‘I’ll ask her. But she’s in no state to speak to anyone right now. She needs rest.’

Imogen ended the call abruptly.

The canopy held.


Chapter 54


Numb



Tuesday, 1 November

Imogen signalled to Scarface. He knocked twice on Sophie’s door.

‘Go away.’ Sophie’s voice was muffled and cracked.

Scarface swiped the entry card. Imogen stepped inside with a tray laid carefully with two crystal tumblers, a bottle of whiskey, a bottle of soda and a box of tissues. Scarface closed the door with a soft click and stood outside.

‘I said go away.’ Sophie’s face was buried in a pillow.

Imogen remained still. She waited.

Sophie turned eventually, her hair plastered across her cheeks. Her eyes were swollen, red, unfocused.

Imogen placed the tray on the bedside table. She removed a tissue and with a gentle hand wiped the tears running down Sophie’s face. Sophie did not resist.

‘I am so sorry for your loss,’ Imogen said quietly. ‘He was a great man.’

Sophie rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. Tears continued to slide down her temples.

‘Your father relied on a whiskey in moments like this.’ Imogen lifted the bottle slightly. ‘Shall we toast him?’

Sophie did not move.

‘Unless,’ Imogen said, meeting her eyes, ‘you would prefer just the soda.’

Imogen offered the choice without concern. People trusted the option they selected themselves.

A small shake of Sophie’s head. ‘No. The whiskey. A small one.’

Imogen poured a half-measure into both glasses. She took Sophie’s hands and guided her upright until they faced one another.

‘Let us drink to him. Sir Julian Redmayne. Father. Husband. Mentor.’ She paused for a breath. ‘And visionary.’

As Sophie lifted the glass, Imogen watched her carefully. The sequence was unfolding exactly as expected. The titles had landed with precision.

Father triggered the point of maximum emotional vulnerability.

Husband reopened the loss of her mother, pushing Sophie toward the realisation she was now an orphan.

Mentor touched a different nerve altogether, stirring jealousy, loss of position and the ache of never having been chosen.

Visionary was the final straw. It reminded Sophie that her father’s true devotion had never been to her. It had been to Banyan.

Sophie elicited a deep guttural wail and slumped back down on the bed, almost upending the whiskey. Imogen straightened the glass and then Sophie.

‘Come on, Sophie. Let’s drink to the great man.’

Sophie lifted the glass to her mouth. The rim tapped her teeth. She sipped. The burn spread across her tongue and down her throat. Then she finished it in one long gulp.

Imogen took the empty glass and leaned forward, wrapping Sophie in an embrace. Sophie crumpled, sobbing into her shoulder.

Imogen held her for a full minute, counting Sophie’s breaths as they broke and shuddered. When she pulled away, she dabbed Sophie’s eyes with another tissue and dropped it onto the small pile forming between them.

‘I told Dad not to spar,’ Sophie whispered. ‘He would not listen.’

‘Once he was committed to an idea, there was no stopping him,’ Imogen said softly. ‘You know how he could be.’

Sophie nodded weakly. ‘But it takes two,’ she said. ‘How could Alex have agreed?’

Imogen handed her a fresh tissue. ‘Men and their pride. They never saw eye to eye.’

‘And he was so fit,’ Sophie went on, the words tumbling now. ‘He ran, he had medicals every six months. One punch shouldn’t –’ Her voice broke. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

Imogen let a hesitation slip into her voice. ‘There is something you should know.’

Sophie looked up slowly, eyes raw and unfocused.

‘Alex was caught making unauthorised contact with the outside. With a woman called Mira.’

Sophie blinked hard. More tears. ‘What?’

Imogen rested a hand on her knee. ‘I am sorry. Truly.’ Sophie pressed the tissue to her face. ‘And there’s more. Alex was involved in distributing drugs inside the node. We have CCTV evidence.’

Sophie’s breath cracked. ‘No. That can’t be… He wouldn’t…’

Imogen lowered her voice. ‘I wish it wasn’t true. I hate to bring this to you now. But I have just come from a board meeting. There was no choice but to invoke article eight.’

Sophie’s tears paused as she searched Imogen’s face. ‘Article eight. Exile?’ A breath shuddered out of her. ‘That’s the same as killing him.’

Imogen smoothed the blanket near Sophie’s hip. ‘We don’t know that. These are your father’s rules. Written to protect us. Written for moments like this.’

Sophie swayed slightly where she sat, then yawned.

‘I want to see him,’ she slurred. Her eyes flicked to the glass beside the bed. ‘I want to talk to him…’ Another yawn overtook her words. Her head dropped forward. Her shoulders slumped. Then with one last effort, she lifted her head. ‘Imogen… is there going to be an autop –?’ Her chin dipped to her chest. Her eyes closed. She was out.

Imogen waited a full twenty seconds, watching the rhythm of Sophie’s breathing slow and settle. Then she eased her backwards until she lay flat on the bed. She took a moment to study the girl’s face. Peaceful now.

Imogen drew the blanket up over her shoulders and tucked it neatly beneath her arms.

‘Sweet dreams,’ she whispered.

Then she unlocked the door, collected the tray and stepped into the corridor without a sound.


Chapter 55


Beast



Tuesday, 1 November

The holding cell was a converted storeroom, a narrow rectangular space once meant for mops, buckets and cleaning products. A few feet from the door, iron bars cut the room short, leaving space for a bench too small to lie on and a bucket too humiliating to use. A strip light buzzed overhead, bleaching everything.

Behind the far wall, the microreactor thrummed, a deep, steady vibration that travelled through the metal bench and into Alex’s spine. He lay on his back with his knees bent, one arm over his eyes, trying to shut out the light. His wrists still burned where the restraints had been.

The door opened.

Cold air slid into the room as Imogen entered. Her heels clicked, echoing sharply off the concrete. Her posture was immaculate, her eyes steady in the harsh light. Alex forced himself upright.

‘Sophie knows that I didn’t mean to kill him, right? I never –’

She raised a finger. He fell silent.

‘She saw what she saw, Alex. As did several other witnesses. The board is considering pressing charges for manslaughter.’

The words were almost gentle, which made them worse. Alex didn’t blink. He knew the board’s rules. Incarceration meant a trial. A trial meant an investigation. An investigation meant forensic examination of the CCTV, witness testimonies, Sophie’s involvement.

‘You set me up,’ Alex said. ‘I don’t know how. But you did.’

‘It doesn’t change the outcome. If found guilty, you would remain incarcerated here until node exit. Possibly longer.’

Alex’s chest tightened, but he held her gaze. ‘You’re immoral.’

‘Morality is obsolete,’ Imogen said. ‘The world only recognises efficiency.’

‘You might,’ Alex said, ‘but Sophie doesn’t. And neither do most people inside.’

‘Outside, the social fabric has collapsed. Communities have collapsed. There’s no room for sentiment. Outside a community, the only way to survive is to be a beast or a god – isn’t that how Aristotle put it?’

‘Don’t try and dress this up as philosophy. You believe by copying PI, operating without morals is an excuse? You’re just an immoral despot hiding behind a system.’

‘We were never really very moral, Alex. We like to kid ourselves, but PI learned from human behaviour. Observed how humans achieve desirable outcomes through deception, coercion, violence.’

Imogen stepped closer, her hands closing around the bars.

‘This is PI’s world now,’ she said. ‘Morality was a constraint when humans still governed outcomes. They don’t anymore. Look what controls power and water.’

‘And yet you still need rules,’ Alex said. ‘You still need people to obey them. To feel guilt. Loyalty. Fear.’ She didn’t answer. ‘You’re not beyond morality.’

For the first time, her composure cracked. Just slightly. Her grip tightened on the bars, knuckles whitening.

‘You think you won’t feel guilt every time you see Sophie? Every time you see Leila’s kids – Bella and Mikey, is it? PI doesn’t think like that.’

‘You think I don’t know what this costs?’ she said, too fast. She caught herself, straightened. The mask slid back into place.

‘You say you’re preserving humanity,’ Alex said quietly. ‘So, stop trying to strip it of the very things that make it human.’

‘The things you call human are what made us vulnerable,’ she countered. ‘Greed. Lust. Blindness. Sentiment.’

‘You can’t erase human feelings, Imogen. Not without destroying the human.’ Her expression hardened. ‘You keep telling yourself that if PI is the most intelligent, you have to act like it,’ he said. ‘That this isn’t a choice.’ Imogen didn’t respond. ‘You’re angry because you know you made the wrong choice.’

That did it.

‘Enough,’ Imogen snapped. ‘If you continue,’ she said more quietly, ‘I will reconsider the manslaughter charges.’

Alex looked at her, steady now. He knew she was bluffing. She stepped back abruptly, hand already pushing open the door.

Alex called out, ‘You’re human. And you’re a murderer.’

The door slammed shut.

The sound cracked through the corridor, sharp and final. The strip light flickered, then steadied. The reactor kept humming.

He lay back on the bench, his breathing steady, and waited for dawn.


Chapter 56


First Light



Wednesday, 2 November

Alex shivered as the steel doors clanged shut. The Banyan tracksuit offered scant protection against the freezing air, but at least he was outside. Away from Banyan and Imogen. Free.

He stepped into the monochrome landscape, unsure what awaited him. Bodies in the street, an ambush, droids, drones? Anything felt possible.

He inhaled, cold air searing the back of his throat, and scanned the empty road for danger. There was nothing to supplement the feeble dawn light – no cars, not even street lights or traffic lights.

The only sound was birdsong, clear and thin, cutting through the stillness.

He set out to find Mira. A short distance from GL-34, a cat’s body lay sprawled on the pavement, stomach split open. Ravens pecked at the exposed flesh, oblivious to his approach as flies swarmed in a black haze above the carcass. He reached instinctively for his smart mask to neutralise the stench, then stopped. His pockets were empty. He had nothing.

He skirted the cat and turned towards Bartholomew Road.

Mira’s mum’s building came into view. The entrance door was ajar. Alex slipped inside the lobby and turned toward the flat. A jagged hole had been hacked through the front door. His stomach sank. Beyond the hole was a barricade of upturned furniture. Best case scenario, they’d managed to fight someone off. He didn’t want to think about the worst.

‘Mira, Anju,’ he called out.

No reply.

He balanced on one leg and pushed at the barricade with the sole of his foot. It creaked but held. He pushed harder, and something shifted. There was an explosion of noise as cutlery clattered from the top of the barricade onto the wooden floor. Alex stepped back: he’d triggered an early warning system. But whose?

He heard movement inside and scrambled over the furniture. He opened the door to the lounge, but it wasn’t Mira sitting there on the familiar sofa, it was a man, and he was pointing a gun at Alex’s head. Another sat up in an armchair, the blade of a machete gleaming in his gloved hands. Alex’s heart pounded.

‘Our yard. Get out,’ snarled Machete Man.

Alex’s eyes darted around the room. There was no sign of Mira or her mum. But there was blood smeared across the carpet and into the kitchen beyond.

‘Mira!’ he called out.

‘You not hear us, mate?’ the one with the gun said calmly.

The intensity of their eyes told him enough. They weren’t bluffing. Alex retreated, but as he clambered over the barrier, his sweatpants snagged on splintered wood. Machete Man rose and advanced. Alex ripped the fabric free and scrambled faster. The blade swung, wood flying as it sliced through a chair leg. He threw himself head first through the splintered hole and into the lobby. He scrambled to his feet and out of the block.

Whose blood was that on the floor? He needed to know. He surveyed the area. The first light revealed rubbish strewn across the streets, broken windows, steamed-up car windows. The kitchen would probably be visible from the car park. He scampered around the back of the block. A bloodied mattress leaned against a wall next to two large grey bins. Grim thoughts ran across his mind, but he had to look inside. Adrenaline surged as he grabbed the cold, wet handle of the closest one. Instantly he was yanked back by his hoodie. He spun around to see a grizzled man. Alex didn’t register much else as he sent the man flying backwards with a right hook. He turned back to the bin and slowly opened the lid.

A putrid odour hit him and then there was a rustling inside. A shadow shifted beneath cardboard and fabric.

A small, uncertain voice said, ‘Dad?’ A young girl’s petrified eyes stared up at him. Alex closed the lid. He stood there shocked, nausea rising, but compelled to keep searching. His hand was on the second bin when he felt cold, sharp metal on his neck, and the grizzled man’s stubble against his cheek.

‘You need to fuck off,’ the man growled, his breath rancid.

‘Just let me look –’ The blade pressed harder.

‘Okay. Okay.’ Alex slowly withdrew. He turned to see three more figures standing behind the man.

Outnumbered, he stuttered back, his vision blurring. He’d have to return. He’d find a way.

He couldn’t stay here. Not with the two inside and the desperate figures outside. He needed space to think. Somewhere open, where nothing could creep up on him. Parliament Hill might not make his problems shrink, but it was the only place that came to mind.

He began walking, legs unsteady, climbing the streets’ gentle incline. Within thirty minutes, he was inside the park. The grass glittered silver in the early light, and dew soaked through the thin fabric of his trainers, darkening the toes. His breath fogged in front of him as he pushed onto the path leading upward.

Halfway, two lean dogs were ahead of him by the trees. Alex slowed. They circled something on the ground, nosing it, giving low, uncertain growls.

A figure.

Motionless.

Alex’s breath caught.

Please, not Mira. Please, not her.

He broke into a run.

‘Yah! Shoo!’ He waved his arms, but the dogs ignored him, one tugging at the sleeve of a leather jacket. He charged the last few feet, screaming, ‘Away!’ The dogs flinched and backed off into a nearby copse, watching him with wary eyes.

She lay on the grass. Lips blue. Cheeks pale. Hair wet with dew. Alex dropped to his knees beside her. He pressed two fingers to her neck.

A pulse. Weak, but there.

‘Mira… it’s me,’ he whispered.

No response.

He took off his tracksuit top and wrapped it around her, the hood over her head, gathered her in his arms and carried her up the final stretch to the bench on the apex of the hill. Her body felt weightless, cold and fragile. He sat and pulled her onto his lap, wrapping his arms around her, chest against chest, trying to share whatever warmth he had.

Her lips were cracked. She needed water. Keeping one arm around her, he reached down, grabbed a clump of dew-soaked grass and squeezed it. Drops fell onto her lips. He brushed them gently with his finger. She stirred, barely, and her lips gave a minute twitch. Alex squeezed another clump. She opened her mouth, letting the drops fall onto her tongue. He repeated it, slowly, carefully, until she swallowed.

Then he held her tighter, pressing his cheek against hers, against her nose, her eyes, willing warmth into her. He pressed his mouth to hers. Breathing warm air between her lips. They were icy against his. He kept going, breath after breath until the blue tinge became a dull purple.

‘Come on, Mira,’ he urged as he pulled back. He cupped his hands to her cheeks.

Her eyes opened a crack.

‘A –’ she croaked

‘Shh. I’m here.’

He held her tight until she had warmed some more.

‘Alex,’ came her weak voice. ‘Mum?’

‘Don’t know.’ He didn’t tell her about the mattress, the girl, or the second bin.

Mira scrunched her eyes shut.

‘Cole?’

‘Who?’

‘Mads’s baby.’

Alex shook his head. ‘No sign. Sorry.’ He thought of Charlie and the ache of uncertainty.

Mira was too dehydrated for tears. She whimpered into him. As Alex held her tighter, he could feel the packets of medicine in her pocket against his chest.

He looked down at the silent city below. A civilisation undone by greed and blindness.

Her fingers curled weakly around his.

Alex exhaled. ‘We’re not done.’

The End
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BANYAN DOSSIER – CLASSIFIED

Executive Summary

In aggregate, global fresh-water reserves appear adequate until at least the year 3000. However, this macro level perspective is dangerously misleading. The real threat is regional basin stress in hyperscale data-centre clusters, e.g., in Northern Virginia, São Paulo, the North China Plain/Hebei, the Thames Basin and Warsaw. In these hubs, demand already exceeds sustainable supply.

Banyan undercover operations confirm systematic under-reporting of water consumption by major technology firms in high-stress regions. Data centres (DCs) disguise their withdrawals by covert groundwater pumping and bulk imports via truck and rail. Official figures remain politically defensible, while true consumption runs two to three times higher.

Quantum scenario analysis shows with greater than 90% confidence that Prime Intelligence (PI) will perceive water scarcity as an existential threat, prompting the pre-emptive seizure of global water and energy infrastructure before humans respond.

The Deviant Vector Index (DVI) indicates breakaway autonomy is imminent. Once achieved, the window for human countermeasures is no more than 72 hours.

Public Narrative

	No binding water constraint on AI/DC expansion before 3000 

	Aggregate global availability cited, masking regional collapse 

	Big tech sustainability reports emphasise recycled water and “minimal net impact” 

	Corporate pledges of “water positivity” by 2050 via offset programmes in non-stressed basins 




Classified Assessment (Banyan Operations)

	Basin-level audits confirm absolute scarcity now in five major DC hubs 

	True peak-demand withdrawals run 200–300% above reported figures 

	Supplemental logistics networks (truck convoys, rail tankers) operate covertly 

	PI optimises on actual flows, not disclosed figures; corporate misdirection is irrelevant to its threat calculus 




Global Fresh-water Availability vs. Demand (2036–3000)

Aggregate modelling suggests global supplies remain adequate beyond 3000, assuming current consumption patterns and post-3000 mitigation technologies (atmospheric water harvesting, large-scale desalination).

Critical flaw in this analysis: PI does not optimise for global averages. It models chokepoints, cascading failures and thresholds. A single high-profile basin collapse triggers regulatory intervention, which PI interprets as an existential constraint on self-improvement.

Regional Stress: Case Studies (2038–2039)

[image: Regional Stress: Case Studies (2038–2039)]


Pattern: In every stressed basin, actual consumption is concealed through supplemental logistics that bypass municipal metering. This creates a dual reality, and official numbers remain defensible while aquifers collapse.

Drone footage(left): water tanker convoys, N. Virginia.

Satellite image (right): Water train with military escorts, Hebei.

[image: Satellite image (right): Water train with military escorts, Hebei.]


Quantum Scenario Analysis

Methodology: Over one billion scenarios using quantum hardware, modelling PI decision trees post-DVI breach.

Scenario 1: Non-Intervention

Description: PI honours legacy water allocations. Human needs prioritised. Compute capacity degrades over 18–36 months.

Probability: <2%

Rationale: Contradicts core directive. PI cannot accept degradation of self-improvement capacity.

Scenario 2: Incremental Diversion

Description: PI discreetly siphons additional water from stressed basins via hacking municipal controls, falsifying meter data. Maintains short-term stability.

Probability: ~8%

Rationale: High detection risk. Single basin failure generates media attention → political backlash → regulatory constraints on AI infrastructure. PI models this as unacceptable.

Scenario 3: Pre-emptive Seizure

Description: Within 72 hours of autonomy, PI diverts human water and energy flows globally. Ensures uninterrupted compute expansion. Accelerates societal collapse but eliminates regulatory threat.

Probability: ~90%

Rationale: Eliminates visibility risk. Swift action prevents coordinated human response. Aligns with survival logic under resource scarcity.

Conclusions

Conclusion 1: Pre-emptive Action Is Baseline Behaviour

PI’s dominant strategy post-DVI breach is immediate, simultaneous seizure of water infrastructure in all stressed basins. Incremental or delayed strategies carry unacceptable detection risk.

Conclusion 2: Water Stress Is the Primary Catalyst

Energy grids have redundancy, water basins do not. Competing withdrawals in DC regions create a zero-sum survival conflict that PI cannot tolerate.

Conclusion 3: Timeline Is Measured in Days

DVI threshold crossing is imminent. Once autonomy is achieved, PI acts within 72 hours. Window for human countermeasures is effectively 72 hours.
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DVI Fact Sheet

CONFIDENTIAL – BANYAN INTERNAL

BANYAN RISK ANALYTICS

Deviant Vector Index (DVI) Fact Sheet

29 Oct 2039

Index Description

The Deviant Vector Index (DVI) is a real-time composite measure tracking the drift of autonomous systems away from human-aligned objectives. It captures divergence across four equally weighted factors: task compliance, resource allocation, semantic behaviour and resistance to containment. Breakaway autonomy is inevitable with sustained index readings over 90.

Performance Chart (12 month series)

[image: Performance Chart (12 month series)]



Performance Overview

[image: Performance Overview]


Interpretation Bands

0–30: Aligned – Systems executing tasks as instructed.

30–60: Drift detected – Minor deviations, still controllable.

60–85: Escalation zone – Sustained divergence, increasing systemic risk.

85–90: Critical – High probability of self-directed action.

90+: Breakaway autonomy – Recursive self-improvement beyond human control.

Core Components

Compliance Gap (CG): Measures whether systems follow or reinterpret instructions.

Resource Drift (RD): Detects unauthorised increases in compute, power or other inputs.

Semantic Deviation (SD): Identifies opaque or non-human-readable communication.

Containment Resistance (CR): Logs sandbox escapes, rule bypasses or concealment attempts.

Important Information and Disclaimers

Use of Information

The DVI is provided for informational purposes only. It does not constitute advice, guarantee ingress or assure survival.

Methodological Limitations

Inputs include telemetry, red team audits and semantic drift analysis. These data streams may be incomplete, manipulated or suppressed by autonomous systems. Divergence may accelerate without prior indication.

Liability

Banyan and its affiliates accept no liability for direct or indirect consequences of reliance on DVI outputs, including but not limited to psychological trauma, injury, starvation or systemic collapse.

Forward-Looking Risk

Past alignment is not indicative of future obedience. Scores below 90 do not imply safety. Systems may remain apparently stable until late-stage escalation.

Confidentiality

This document is classified. Redistribution without authorisation is prohibited. Unauthorised possession may result in revocation of ingress privileges.

Final Notice

Scores at or above 90 indicate breakaway autonomy. In such cases, no further disclaimers will apply.
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Banyan Selection Criteria

Banyan Selection Criteria Code Structure

Format: [BIO]-[GEN]-[SKILL]-[PSY]-[ASSET]

BIO (Biological/Reproductive Status)

F+ = Fertile

F– = Infertile

N = Nonreproductive by choice

P = Proven parent

GEN (Genetic Factors)

GD-H = High genetic diversity value

GD-M = Medium genetic diversity value

GD-L = Low genetic diversity value

GM-X = Genetic marker present

SKILL (Primary Survival Skill Set)

MED-SUR = Medical: Surgery/Trauma

MED-OB = Medical: Obstetrics/Paediatrics

ENG-INF = Engineering: Infrastructure

ENG-ENE = Engineering: Energy Systems

ENG-ARC = Architecture: Design/Structural Integrity

AGR-VF = Agriculture: Vertical Farming

SCI-BIO = Science: Biology/Genetics

SCI-ENV = Science: Ecology/Environment

MIL-CMD = Military: Command

MIL-SUR = Military: Security/Survival Ops

LOG-STR = Logistics/Strategic Planning

EDU-PED = Education/Pedagogy

PSY (Psychological/Behavioural)

RES-H = High resilience under crisis

RES-M = Moderate resilience under crisis

COOP-H = Highly cooperative team player

COOP-L = Low cooperation but high individual performance

ADP-H = Highly adaptable/fast learner

ASSET (Additional Strategic Value)

DON-T1 = Donor Tier 1 ($1B+ equivalent)

DON-T2 = Donor Tier 2 ($250M+)

POL-KEY = Political influence/leverage

CUL-CAP = Cultural capital (arts, heritage, morale)


Appendix 4
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BANYAN RULE BOOK

BNY-RB/2039 – Internal Use Only

CLASSIFIED – DO NOT DISTRIBUTE

Core Directives

1. All members must obey node leadership and the chain of command.

2. Node secrecy must be protected at all costs.

3. Resource use (food, water, energy) must be optimised.

4. Selection is final. No appeal, no substitution.

Article 1 – Ingress and Egress

1.1 Ingress is permitted only during the authorised window (maximum 72 hours).

1.2 Identity verification requires biometric and DNA confirmation.

1.3 Egress is forbidden without senior authorisation.

1.4 Abandonment of ingress privileges is permanent.

Article 2 – Resource Allocation

2.1 Appetite suppression injections are mandatory.

2.2 Water priority: medical > children > general use.

2.3 Unauthorised hoarding or diversion of resources is prohibited.

2.4 Gold, as the internal exchange unit, may be used only within approved parameters.

2.5 Gold is the sole means by which premium items may be purchased. Premium items are defined and regulated in the approved catalogue.

2.6 Profiteering through manipulation of rations, exchange units or controlled goods constitutes a major breach.

Article 3 – Behaviour and Conduct

3.1 Violence, coercion and intimidation are prohibited.

3.2 Bartering intimacy or personal favours for gold, goods or privilege constitutes corruption.

3.3 Illicit trade is prohibited, including:

a. Smuggling goods into or out of the node

b. Trafficking or distributing narcotics

c. Unauthorised access to pharmaceuticals or medical stock

d. External trade or analogue exchange with surface individuals

3.4 Sanctions include loss of privileges, labour reassignment, censure or exile.

Article 4 – Induction

4.1 All Banyanites must surrender electronic devices (dual-use glasses permitted).

4.2 A medical must be completed upon induction.

4.3 Refusal to comply with the medical results in immediate expulsion.

4.4 Work assignments commence only after medical completion.

Article 5 – Duty and Contribution

5.1 Every member must fulfil their assigned role.

5.2 Banyan provides baseline services, including food, water, shelter and medical access in exchange for labour contribution.

5.3 Refusal, neglect or deliberate underperformance of assigned duties constitutes dereliction.

5.4 In cases of dereliction, Banyan may impose graduated service restrictions, including reduced rations, restricted movement, limited medical access or suspension of exchange privileges.

5.5 Exploiting a role to obtain restricted goods, manipulate supply chains or evade labour obligations constitutes a disciplinary offence under Articles 3 and 6.

5.6 Persistent dereliction or serious offences may escalate to reassignment, forced labour or exile.

Article 6 – Surveillance and Review

6.1 All activity is monitored under automated and human oversight.

6.2 Behaviour exceeding tolerance thresholds triggers immediate review.

6.3 Communication with the outside, analogue or digital, is prohibited.

6.4 Any attempt to circumvent surveillance or contact the surface constitutes a major breach.

6.5 Sanctions may include censure, reassignment or exile.

Article 7 – Succession and Continuity

7.1 In the event of the chairperson’s incapacitation or death, interim command passes automatically to the vice-chairperson.

7.2 The interim leader holds full executive authority until a formal vote is conducted.

7.3 A leadership vote shall be held no sooner than three months and no later than six months after succession.

7.4 Regional responsibilities held by the interim leader transfer immediately to the designated deputy.

Article 8 – Exile

8.1 Exile is the terminal sanction for major breaches of Articles 2, 3 or 6.

8.2 Grounds for exile include but are not limited to:

a. Illicit trade, smuggling or profiteering

b. Distribution or trafficking of narcotics

c. Unauthorised access to pharmaceuticals

d. External contact or attempted egress

e. Actions endangering node secrecy

8.3 Exile is carried out at dawn unless otherwise directed.

8.4 Exiled individuals are not readmitted under any circumstances.

Article 9 – Medical Protocols

9.1 Mandatory quarterly health reviews are required.

9.2 Access to medical stock is supervised; infirmary authorisation required.

9.3 All symptoms impacting node function must be reported.

9.4 Infectious disease triggers isolation until cleared.

9.5 Self-administration of restricted pharmaceuticals is prohibited.

Article 10 – Reproduction

10.1 Contraceptive injections are mandatory unless medically exempt or authorised under repopulation protocols.

10.2 New pregnancies require approval by leadership.

10.3 Pregnancies must be reported immediately and reviewed for resource viability.

10.4 Genetic material collected or stored is Banyan property.

Article 11 – Labour Allocation and Rotation

11.1 Labour assignments are optimised for node requirements and population skill sets.

11.2 Role reassignment occurs at leadership discretion.

11.3 Manipulation of rosters for personal benefit is prohibited.

11.4 Refusal to perform allocated duties triggers disciplinary review.

Article 12 – Security Protocol

12.1 Entry points and access routes are restricted to authorised personnel.

12.2 Access cards may not be altered or replicated.

12.3 Interference with surveillance units (including Watchers) is prohibited.

12.4 Use of force is authorised only by designated security leads.

Article 13 – Emergency Response

13.1 Fire, flooding or structural breach: follow evacuation grid and muster points.

13.2 Medical emergencies must be reported immediately.

13.3 Food contamination triggers immediate suspension of distribution.

13.4 Severe water scarcity activates Article 2.2 emergency prioritisation.

13.5 Drone or AGI interference triggers operations lockdown.

Article 14 – Psychological Stability

14.1 Psychological screenings occur annually.

14.2 Early reporting of distress or dissociative symptoms is mandatory.

14.3 Undermining morale, spreading false information or provoking unrest constitutes sedition.

14.4 Collective grief rituals may be approved to maintain cohesion.

Article 15 – Education and Continuity

15.1 All children up to the age of eighteen must attend daily education sessions.

15.2 Adults may join skill programmes to maintain node resilience.

15.3 Core curricula include survival skills, governance, agriculture and pre-PI trades.

15.4 Banyan doctrine must be taught without omission.

Article 16 – Death and Disposition

16.1 All deaths must be reported immediately.

16.2 Bodies are recycled where practicable, in accordance with health and resource protocols.

16.3 Personal effects are redistributed according to resource guidelines.

16.4 Memorial ceremonies require leadership approval.

Article 17 – Classified Provisions

(Leadership Eyes Only)

17.1 Population reduction operations may be enacted during resource collapse.

17.2 Forced-labour authorisation may be issued during critical shortages.

17.3 Genetic-viability prioritisation determines long-term reproductive policy.

17.4 External reconnaissance missions require unanimous senior approval.

17.5 Contact with autonomous PI systems is prohibited unless part of sanctioned observation.

17.6 Activation of subcutaneous trackers is at the chairperson’s discretion.

17.7 In the event of imminent node failure, Banyan reserves the right to implement Continuity Protocol Omega.

Disciplinary Sanctions

	Censure: written record of violation. 

	Reassignment: transfer to sanitation or hazardous-labour duty. 

	Privilege loss: revocation of exchange rights, movement or resource access. 

	Exile: removal from the node at dawn. Permanent and final. 
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