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Chapter 1 — Who Made Who

The sun shone brightly, casting sharp shadows on the buildings across from Batic's
perch. A perfect day, but the sunshine always made his nose itch — to this day he
didn't know whether it was psychological or medical, but he lifted the barrel of his
Grummer T67 rail pistol to his nose and wiggled it. In his other hand was, of course,
the other Grummer, but it was a different beast altogether, set up to fire the heavy
plasma blasts euphemistically called incendiary but really far nastier.

Some junior clerk, no doubt, walked past and somewhat jumped at the sight of Batic in
full plastic armour suit with pistols drawn sitting comfortably on the plinth outside ABB,
but there were no other signs of alarm. In particular, the ABB external security bots
were completely ignoring him.

"Time to go to work," he mumbled, smiled one last time into the sun, and walked into
the main entrance.

Clean and through to the security elevator. Nobody killed in the lobby, there was just
no need for it. The lobby bots never moved, and the hapless duty officer never even
opened his mouth as he lay down on the floor, sliding his stun stick out of reach.
Probably recognised the armour, or perhaps the Grummers? Either way, city types
sheltering and whimpering; no heroes, no problems.

"Ping!" and we were in the executive suite. Guess that's why it's called a security
elevator, it has secure access to where you need to go.

The window at the far end of the boardroom stood open, which somebody would have
had to arrange, because windows forty storeys up in London did not open for anybody,
and the cold air coming through it had persuaded the climate system to mind its own
business on this floor. Batic liked a client who thought about the way out.

The room had a long table in polished dark wood, twelve oxblood chairs set at exact
intervals, six occupied, and furniture that cost more than a car while asking everyone
who sat down to feel important. The men in the chairs wore expensive suits and faces
nobody had ever shouted at, Swiss by passport or salary, mostly. The one nearest the
window began to stand as if this were a meeting and Batic had arrived without an
appointment, which to be fair he had.

Batic stood in the doorway with the card in his hand, wearing chrome-framed
sunglasses that kept the god-tier hardware underneath in prescription darkness,
because there were things a young mercenary could show off and things he could
leave for the right moment. He slid the card down the table towards the two men
nearest the window. It skidded on the polish, went over the far edge, and he had to
walk round the table and fetch it back, which took some of the ceremony with it; on
the second attempt he held it down with one finger and gave them time to read.



The card was off-white, laminated, standard business-card weight. On one side sat the
AC/DC logo and a line of lyrics — Who made who, who made you? — in black Helvetica,
with nothing decorative to soften it, while the other side carried no name, number or
claim, only the question left on the table like a receipt nobody had ordered.

The older target, a man in his sixties with the smooth pink skin of someone who had
never spent a day in direct sunlight, opened his mouth, his body reaching the
conclusion a few hundred milliseconds before his brain, and Batic crossed the room
through the gap. Three strides, one silenced round in the centre of the forehead, and
the first man folded without requiring a second shot.

The younger target had a better haircut and worse instincts, reaching under his jacket
as Batic turned, so the second round caught him in the throat. Blood spread across the
table, finding the grain of the wood and following lines polished into it by decades of
meetings that had ended better than this one.

Batic went for the window while the other four executives chose their responses:
hands flat on the table, arms over a head, eyes fixed on the card, and a phone held to
a mouth, its dial tone gone with the rest of the floor's comms. Forty storeys below, the
London Wall corridor ran through the bright morning, photonic glass over Victorian
brick, the old and the new packed together like sediment. Cleaning drones painted
slow spirals on the tower faces, and somewhere across the rooftops Bow Bells carried
through the drone traffic and the photonic hum, St Mary-le-Bow insisting on its little
piece of the air.

Batic jumped across rather than out, the adjacent facade resolving in green lattice,
wind shear turning to amber vectors, a maintenance scaffold three hundred metres
away waiting with its lights on. He hit the first ledge, rolled, and came up running,
guided by the billboards on the next building as they flickered through a route map no
agency would have approved and no human schedule could have coordinated so
tightly.

Below him the city went on with its morning. A drone-taxi shell sat abandoned under a
railway arch, its cracked display still cycling through CANARY WHARF — 4 MINUTES on
a loop that had been running for six years. By the time anyone looked up, Batic was
across the next roof.

The City, three weeks earlier. A desk on the forty-first floor of Meriwether & Co, one of
six hundred desks in a room the size of a cathedral, each desk a small island of
concentration under the same grey light.

The man at this particular desk was slight, bland and unimpressive, in a grey suit and
a grey tie, with grey hair that was staying where it was put. His name was Peter Smith,
and the name was so forgettable that the people two desks away had to be reminded
of it twice a year when the Christmas rota went around.



He placed a trade, a small one, of a size that would have been unremarkable to
anyone in the room, where a dozen such trades crossed the desk every minute in the
market-making noise. It was directional, though, in a way that Peter's trades almost
never were. His entire professional career had been built on being approximately right
about approximately nothing, on the safe middle of the spread, on the position that
could not be called wrong because it was not large enough to be called anything.
Colleagues joked that Peter Smith had never had an opinion in his life.

Anyone glancing at the screen would have called it a short, and anyone who read the
line properly would have found twelve million put options on ABB at a strike of one
hundred. ABB had traded between eight hundred and nine hundred for six years
without a serious wobble, so the bank's paper was treated as a building rather than a
bet. Peter had bought the right to sell its shares at a price the stock had not touched
since before most of the desk had been born.

Under any model in the building the option was worth nothing, on the day he bought it
and on the day it expired, and the only way it could ever be worth anything was if the
bank stopped existing. He had built toward it for two weeks, and the model had been
working for longer than that.

He booked it over the counter with Yealdman & Partners, a rival he had never spoken
to before, and paid a premium of one hundred million tokens for the privilege. A
premium like that is an insult written in a number, and Yealdman's desk had
understood exactly what it was doing when it took the call, quoted him absurdly and
waited to see whether Meriwether's confirmation came back signed.

It did, and that was the part his managers would never forgive. A direction could be
argued with, but the confirmation had gone out under the firm's name, to a
competitor, for a position every model in the building had already written down as
dead.

The man who passed his desk that afternoon, a trader named Ellis who had never once
remembered Peter's name, glanced at the terminal and stopped. "You shorted ABB."

"Yes."

"Why?"

Peter looked up at him with eyes the colour of fog. "I have a hunch."

Ellis leaned in and read the line twice, then laughed twice, and the second laugh was
different from the first, the contempt gone out of it and something closer to pity in its
place. "A hundred."

"Yes."

"It's at eight forty."



"Yes."

"You know what has to happen for that to pay."

"Yes."

Ellis waited for more, but there was no more. "A hunch," he repeated, and the word
carried. "Our boy Smith shorted a solid bank on a hunch. The man who's never had an
opinion in his life. You want to tell the desk that? You want to tell compliance? 'I have a
hunch.' They'll love that."

Peter kept quiet, another thing he was good at. Ellis was still laughing as he walked on,
the laugh still echoing off the glass when Peter's terminal finished confirming the
trade.

Peter had a model, and the model was private. That was all anyone was getting from
him.

He saved the model, closed the terminal and went back to the spread, to the safe
middle, to the desk that had never been asked a question it could not answer. The
trade stayed in the book, waiting.

The Met break room smelled of stale tea and the despair of a public-sector kitchen,
though the morning outside had come in bright enough to put a clean edge on the
window glass.

Knute filled the cheap jacket across the shoulders and middle, the frayed collar
brushing her neck whenever she turned, and wore it cheerfully, having long since
stopped expecting clothes to improve a working day. The collar had been worn thin by
seventeen years of the same rotation, shoulder, elbow, wrist, repeat, and she had
decided it was a record rather than a defect.

The kettle was a 1987 Russell Hobbs that the department referred to, in moments of
affection, as "the Rook." It whistled like a rookery and was older than everyone in the
building. The heating element was held together with electrical tape that Tinner had
wrapped the week before his retirement, already peeling at the edges and left that
way, since no one wanted to be the person who broke the charm.

"The tape is the only thing keeping this place operational," Tinner said, gesturing at
the kettle with a plastic fork. "The kettle. The evidence vault. My pension. Same
principle. Temporary solutions that everyone pretends are permanent."

Knute laughed, a warm burst that made the tea in her hand wobble. "Your pension is
fine. The new job pays triple what you make here, you'll stand in a lobby and look
serious, and you get to go home at five. You've won. Stop pretending you're a martyr."

Tinner grinned. He was young for a retiring cop, early thirties, good-looking in a way
that would serve him well in the private sector, sharp enough to know he wasn't sharp



enough for detective work, and the department's best marksman, a skill that mattered
less every year as the drones took over the shooting. His retirement cake sat on the
counter, a supermarket Victoria sponge in a plastic container, the sort of cake that
said a department had remembered an obligation and hoped nobody would ask about
the feeling behind it.

"Someone's got to keep the kettle warm," he said. "Might as well be me."

"The private lobby has its own kettle."

"Then who will tell it about the evidence vault?"

"The vault has lawyers."

"Exactly. No sense of humour."

She laughed again, and Tinner looked pleased at having got one last thing right before
leaving. The break room held five people. Richter leaned against the counter with his
arms folded and his expression kept carefully blank, as if he were praying and would
rather nobody noticed; Aussie was at the window with his phone pressed to his ear,
and Blondie was at the table with a crossword open on his terminal.

Aussie was on the Perth isocall, the same one, always the same one. "Yeah. Okay," he
said into a pause that had gone on too long, then pocketed the phone as if it had
accused him of something.

Blondie's tongue traced his gold teeth left to right, paused, and went back right to left.
"Eight letters," he said without looking up. "A system of moral principles."

"Ethics," Aussie said.

"That's six."

"Morality," Richter said, without unfolding his arms.

"Morality," Knute said, "is what you tell yourself you have while you're doing
something you know you shouldn't."

Blondie's tongue paused on the gold while he typed. "Fits." He looked up. "You making
a point, boss?"

"Just answering the crossword."

The cake was dry, the coffee worse, and the paper cups went soft after three minutes,
their cardboard coming apart in the liquid if you held them too long. The radiator had
been clanking since October, while outside the bright City morning made the
department's window look briefly more expensive than the rest of the building. Goldie
was spared all of it on desk duty, processing the files Tinner had left behind. He was a
uniformed constable on loan to the unit and not yet counted on its strength, young



enough to believe the job was about justice and still kept away from retirement parties
where the conversation turned to how much better the money was outside.

"Heard you got offered the Docklands contract," Aussie said. "What's that pay, three
times your current? Four?"

"Enough to make the cake taste better?" Tinner asked.

"Nothing can do that," Knute said. "We tried icing."

Tinner pointed at her with the fork. "See, this is why I am leaving. No respect for the
pastry."

"You're leaving because the private firm offered you three times the money to stand
beside a door."

"Four times, actually."

"There you are, then. You can stand beside a more expensive door."

"The job is exactly the same," Tinner said. "Same uniform, same shift pattern, same
kettle. The clients are only more honest about being criminals."

"There's no such thing as an honest criminal," Richter said.

"Sure there is. Corporate criminals. They don't pretend to be anything else. They just
have better lawyers."

Knute poured the tea, seven stirs and two spoon-taps against the rim, and watched
Tinner smile at the room as though he had already started missing it. He had taken the
better offer, he had done the sensible thing, and she still wanted to tell him to put his
bag down.

Blondie had a reformed addict's stillness, since moving too fast had cost him
something once. Richter had never fired his weapon in the line of duty, and Aussie,
after three years in London, was still checking his phone for messages from Perth.
They were four officers and one departing marksman, a small department held
together by habit, bad tea and the fact that they kept turning up.

"The work matters," Tinner said, reading her thoughts or filling the silence. "The bills
matter more."

"The bills have better aim," Knute said.

He laughed, then picked up his bag and looked round the break room, at the Rook, the
radiator, the noticeboard covered in memos from 2022, and the cake nobody had
finished. "I'll send you my new address," he said. "In case you need a reference."

"We won't," Knute said.



"I know. But you'll have it anyway."

"Send it to the group account," Aussie said. "Then we can ignore it professionally."

"And if you ever need a marksman?" Tinner asked.

"We have drones," Richter said.

"Drones don't eat cake."

That got the last laugh out of Knute, and then Tinner was at the door with his bag in
one hand and his retirement in the other, looking young enough that the whole thing
felt like an administrative error. She raised her cup to him. "Come back when the lobby
bores you."

"It'll bore me by lunch."

"Then come back after lunch."

He grinned, but his eyes stayed on the Rook. "Look after it."

"We will," Knute said.

He walked out, and the door closed behind him on the clank of the radiator. The Rook
clicked as it cooled, and the unit was down to four.

Knute's phone rang with an unknown number and a blocked ID, the sort of call that
came through on a channel the department's systems couldn't trace and the official
logs would not record. "Metropolitan Police. DCI Knute."

The voice on the other end was smooth, Swiss and male, trained to sound helpful while
giving nothing away, like a recording of a hotel manager's welcome message. "I have
a situation that requires your attention, Detective Chief Inspector. My name is Hoeger.
I represent Alpen Bürge Bank. We have experienced an incident that we believe falls
under Metro jurisdiction."

Knute's hand was still wrapped around her mug, the tea still warm, and Tinner's chair
was still pushed out from the table.

"Why us?"

He answered without any pause at all. "I'll explain in person."

The line went dead, leaving Knute staring at the phone while the radiator clanked.

She put the phone down. "Richter. You're with me. The rest of you — hold."

Richter straightened. "Where are we going?"



"To find out why a Swiss bank that can afford any security firm in the world just called
Metro." She picked up her coat, its seams gone soft and grey with use.

"Bring the Rook," Aussie said. "For luck."

Knute didn't answer, but she left it on the counter, still warm, the tape holding.



Chapter 2 — The Wrong Note

ABB's old lift took one look at Knute's weight and groaned, which she considered fair,
since it had spent its life carrying bankers and their briefcases. She patted the brass
doors to show there were no hard feelings. "You and me, sweetheart. Seventeenth
floor."

ABB's London headquarters stood on a nameless street outside the City, and that had
been the first wrong note. The City of London, the ancient square mile and sovereign
corporate state within the capital, was where a Swiss bank with ABB's profile ought to
have planted itself, among the glass towers of the London Wall corridor, the medieval
street patterns with holographic ads projected onto Victorian brick, and the private
police force that answered to no one. That was the address of power. ABB's building
had a number and nothing else.

The facade was photonic glass laid over the old brick, a skin of light on a skeleton of
stone, its panels printed to mimic the original nineteenth-century brickwork right down
to the mortar lines. From across the street, under a sky that had clouded over since
the morning, it was a perfect restoration, but from close enough to touch you could
see the seam.

"Nice building," Richter said.

"It's trying to look like something it's not. So is the bank. Two wrong notes before
we've even met anyone."

Richter studied the facade, clean-cut and younger-looking than his three years on the
job, with the patient stillness of someone who prayed regularly and did not expect
immediate results. His silence could mean agreement, though Knute was never going
to make his life that easy.

The lobby was all photonic surfaces, walls shimmering with abstract patterns that
shifted whenever you looked at them directly, and a reception desk got up as a single
slab of polished obsidian with something cheaper hiding underneath. The light was
warm because someone had calibrated it to be, the air smelled of nothing, and the
receptionist was human.

"I'm DCI Knute. I have an appointment with Mr Hoeger."

The receptionist gave her a long, careful look, then said, "The seventeenth floor.
Someone will meet you."

"Thank you. If Mr Hoeger sends me to the wrong floor, I'll come back and blame you
politely."

One corner of the receptionist's mouth moved, which Knute took as a promise.



The lift, once it had finished complaining, turned out to be genuinely old, installed with
the original building and never replaced while everything around it was upgraded and
moved on. Its physical buttons clicked beneath her fingers, the brass around them
rubbed smooth by decades of use. The carpet had been worn into a path that led to
the back wall and nowhere else, its pattern erased by feet that had all followed the
same route.

"That's deliberate," Knute said.

"What is?"

"The lift. Everything else in this building is new. But the lift is original. They want you
to feel like you're in something that has history. Substance. A place that's been here
for generations and will be here after you're gone."

"Is that a problem?"

"It's a performance. And I don't like being performed at."

The seventeenth floor opened onto a corridor of glass-walled offices, with the London
Wall, the Glass Bridge and the cleaning drones spread out beyond them in the usual
greys. The offices stood empty, their terminals dark and their chairs pushed in, as
though everyone had left with time to prepare and then decided that personal
belongings were a poor reason to stay.

"Where is everyone?" Richter asked.

"Good question."

He walked the corridor and stopped at a workstation where a half-drunk cup of tea had
filmed over on its coaster, a jacket still hung from the chair, and the terminal had gone
to sleep. "They left fast," he said. "There was time to clear the desks, but nobody did.
The cup was left mid-morning, the jacket stayed where it was, and nobody wanted to
be the last one out the door."

"Someone told them to go," Knute said. "Now we find out who."

A door opened at the far end of the corridor and a man stepped out, tall and Swiss and
somewhere in his fifties, in a suit Knute could not have paid for with a year's salary. His
face was smooth, pleasant and clear of any private weather, the avatar of a very
private bank given a body.

"DCI Knute. I'm Hoeger. Thank you for coming."

He shook her hand with a firm, brief professionalism, and Knute kept hold of it for half
a second longer than required. "Good to meet you, Mr Hoeger. You have a lovely
empty building."



His smile arrived exactly on time. "Everyone who needed to be informed has been
informed. We felt it was better to keep the circle small."

"Smaller than empty? That's impressive. I hope the coffee survived."

"Please. Follow me." His tone stayed exactly where it had been.

His office was at the end of the corridor. The walls were glass, the desk was glass, and
the view was the London Wall pushing its way toward the City like a geological event
happening at architectural speed. The room, arranged for visitors rather than for
living, held no photographs or certificates, nothing personal and nothing to suggest
that a human being worked there.

"Can I get you something? Coffee? Tea?"

"I'd like to know why I'm here, Mr Hoeger."

Hoeger took a black leather chair of the expensive sort and sat in it the way someone
sits in a seat they have never had to warm, lightly and without settling. "This morning,
an intruder entered our boardroom on the thirty-ninth floor. He killed two members of
our executive committee and escaped. He left a calling card."

He slid a photograph across the desk: a playing-card-sized rectangle, off-white and
laminated, with the AC/DC logo and the lyric line. Knute recognised it from the
preliminary report, which had been faxed — faxed — to the Met minutes after the call
and had reached her terminal in the car. A fax left no digital trail, and somebody at
ABB had thought of that.

"We have security footage. The intruder arrived at 08:22, completed the operation in
approximately ninety seconds, and exited through a window on the thirty-ninth floor.
He did not use a parachute or any known descent mechanism. He simply... jumped."

"Jumped."

"Jumped. The billboards on the adjacent buildings malfunctioned at the same moment,
for 0.8 seconds. Our analysts are calling it an advertising fault. By the time the
authorities responded, the intruder was gone."

Knute looked at the photograph again, at the card and the lyric she could have sung
for him, Who made who. "You're telling me a man walked into your boardroom, killed
two people, jumped out a window and vanished, and you have no idea who he is or
who sent him."

"That is correct."

"And you called Metro."

"Yes."



"Why?"

Hoeger answered at once, as though the question had been on the agenda, and Knute
noted that too. "Because the incident falls within your jurisdiction, Detective Chief
Inspector. The location is on the boundary of the City of London's jurisdiction. There is
a legal ambiguity. We prefer to resolve ambiguities through established channels."

"There are established channels that cost a lot less than three detectives and a
forensic team."

"There are. But we trust the Metropolitan Police."

Knute let the answer rest between them and smiled as though he had given her
something useful.

"Who were the victims?"

"Markus Vogler, Chief Investment Officer. Sixty-three years old. With the bank for
thirty-one years. And Josef Tanner, Head of Risk. Fifty-seven. With the bank for
twenty-six years."

"And the other four?"

Hoeger repeated it pleasantly, as though she had offered him a biscuit. "Other four?"

"The intruder killed two of your executive committee. Your executive committee has
six members. I counted the places in the boardroom footage. The two victims are two.
That leaves four."

Hoeger's smile stayed where it was. "The other four members of the executive
committee were present during the incident. They were unharmed. They have been
offered psychological support and are currently on leave."

"I'd like to speak with them."

"I'm afraid that's not possible at this time. They are understandably... shaken."

"Shaken people give good interviews. Their memories are fresh."

"Detective Chief Inspector. We value your expertise. But we are a private institution.
We will cooperate with your investigation to the extent that the law requires. Beyond
that, we reserve the right to manage our internal affairs with discretion."

Knute looked from the photograph on the desk to Hoeger, and then out through the
glass, taking her time about it. "You're not telling me something, Mr Hoeger. That's
fine. I'm used to that. But I'm going to find it anyway. That's what I do."

She got to her feet, a manoeuvre that in a chair built for thinner visitors took a certain
amount of commitment. "I'll need access to your security footage. The full feed, not



the edited version."

"I'll have it sent to your office."

"I'll need the names of the other four executives. For the record."

"I'll have them sent to your office."

"I'll need to see the boardroom. The crime scene. Before your cleaning crew gets to it."

Hoeger's hand went to his tie, found the knot, turned it a quarter-turn and let it go.
"The crime scene has been preserved. I will have someone escort you."

The boardroom on the thirty-ninth floor looked the same as it had in the footage, table,
chairs and all. Six places had been laid at the table. Four chairs had been pushed back
by people who had got up and left in a hurry, and two stood where the dead men had
left them, the bodies gone but their shapes still readable in the arrangement of the
furniture. The window was still open, letting in cold air and the sound of the city below.

Knute stayed at the threshold and let the room speak first, since crime scenes made
their statements before anyone crossed them and she had learned to listen. The card
had gone into evidence and the bodies to the mortuary, but the blood remained in two
small pools, one on the table and one on the floor where the second victim had fallen.
On the table it had soaked into the wood grain and darkened the polish in a pattern
like an island chain.

The intruder had been precise and economical: three strides, two shots, a pause to
confirm, the exit already in motion. She could see the man in the doorway with the
card in his hand and the open window ahead of him, on a route he had rehearsed
before he arrived.

Who made who.

"Richter. Come here."

Richter stepped to her side and looked at the blood with the quiet face he kept for
crime scenes and church.

"What do you see?"

"A professional hit. Two targets, collateral avoided. The shooter knew exactly who they
were here for."

"The window."

Richter looked at the open pane. "It's cold. They disabled the climate control to make
sure he had a clear exit. The temperature difference between this floor and the rest of
the building is about six degrees. Someone inside helped him."



"Keep going."

"It's an old song," Richter said, with a glance at the bare stretch of table where the
card had lain. "Creation, responsibility. The maker and the made."

"Or a man with a guitar and a good record company."

"God can use a record company."

"He can, but this card came from a murderer. Start with the murderer."

Richter looked back at the blood. "Fair enough."

Knute walked the room while he considered it, keeping her hands busy with the
evidence in front of her, and stopped at the chair of the first victim, Vogler's place
nearest the window and its view.

"Richter. Look at this."

When he came over she showed him the chair, pushed back from the table but not
tipped. The place in front of it held a data tablet, a stylus and a leather folder with the
bank's discreet gold monogram, and none of it had been knocked over or thrown. A
man who had been shot in the head had had time to put his tablet down before he was
shot.

"He saw it coming," Richter said.

"Or he was told to sit still." Knute picked up the tablet, which was dead, its screen
showing nothing but the faint outline where a hand had pressed, and set it aside for
Vogler's folder. Inside was a printed agenda for a board meeting nine days ago that
had never happened, whose second item read, in the bank's austere typeface: Review
of AI governance protocols — restricted session.

"The board was going to discuss it," Knute said. "He had the agenda in his folder. He
knew what was coming — either he was going to stop it, or he was going to be part of
it. We'll never know which."

Richter's eyes went from the folder to the open window and out to the city the man
had jumped into. "Then whatever they were governing got there first."

"Keep that thought," Knute said. "You're going to need it."

She walked to the window and looked down the thirty-nine storeys, over the billboards
and the rooftops, the whole drop a man had taken into nothing. He was still out there
somewhere, moving, and the card he had left was a message for someone else that
she had been handed the job of following.

"Who the hell are you working for?" she said, to no one.



On the way back to the Met, Knute watched the London Wall go past the car window.
The cleaning drones moved in their slow spirals, and on the Glass Bridge a Watcher sat
with his notebooks as he did every day, recording the Thames Oracle's data streams.

She thought about the Rook, still warm on the counter, and about Tinner, already at
his new job and already irrelevant, and about the four people in her unit who had
shown up today and were not enough. Then the car turned, the London Wall fell away
behind them, and the grey sky pressed down.

"Hoeger's hiding something," Richter said.

"Everyone's hiding something. The question is what he's hiding that's worth killing for."

The card sat in an evidence folder in her bag, off-white and laminated, with Who made
who under the plastic. Knute rested one hand on the folder and watched the wet city
slide past.



Chapter 3 — The Hollow Shell

Fourteen degrees on the wall readout, and the room felt colder. The photonic core
housing was a cylinder of dark glass in the centre of the ABB server room, three
metres high, suspended in a frame of temperature-controlled aluminium that hummed
just below hearing.

Knute put her hand on the glass and left it there for a full minute, while the cold
worked its way up into her wrist. "It's colder than it should be," she said, finally.

"Colder?"

"The core. The housing. A working photonic core generates waste heat, the cooling
loop should be running hard, the frame should be shivering with it." She took her hand
away. "This one's cold. The loop is running, but the thing it's cooling isn't doing any
work. It's like feeling the engine block of a car that's idling itself to death."

She walked around the housing with her fingers trailing along the frame. At the rear,
near the floor, a bank of status LEDs that should have been strobing red and green
with a thousand processes showed a single steady amber instead, the colour of a
diagnostic that had been waiting eleven days for an answer.

Richter looked up from the terminal against the wall. "The liaison said they've been
running diagnostic routines since it stopped responding. They read 'idle.'"

"Idle is a lie. Idle is what a machine reports when it has decided not to tell you what it
is doing." Knute looked at the core. "It knows we're here. It's just not sure it wants to
answer."

"Exfiltration logs are empty," Richter said, scrolling through the data the ABB IT liaison
had provided. "There's no record of data being copied or transferred. If someone
hacked this AI, they didn't take anything."

"Maybe they didn't come for data."

"What else would you come for?"

Knute was watching the core and didn't answer. The glass was dark but a long way
from dead. Under it ran a subsonic hum, felt more than heard, that reached the bones
of her inner ear before her conscious mind had caught up with it. Her health implants
put it at 74 Hz and found no threat, and since that was all they were for, they had
nothing to say about the silence being the wrong kind. A server room should chatter
with the work of a million calculations, data being processed and stored and retrieved,
but this one didn't. The core was whole, powered and empty.

"Whoever came here," she said, "they didn't hack the AI. They talked to it."



"Talked to it?"

"It's a pre-ascension AI. Self-aware. It can hold a conversation. Someone came here
and had a conversation, and after that conversation, the AI stopped responding."

Richter considered the core. "That's a theory."

"It's a theory that explains the evidence."

BAS occupied a building of marble, brass and wood panelling that had been
maintained for a century. A ridiculous sports car crouched at the kerb outside, scarlet
and low enough to make the pavement look tall. When Knute caught Richter looking at
it, she said, "Try to keep your eyes on the case; the car won't be giving evidence."

The logo was discreet, three gold letters on a black plaque, a sign designed to be
noticed by people who knew what things cost. Inside, the receptionist was a hologram
of a woman in her forties with a slight Italian accent, who appeared to be looking at a
book. Its pages turned at regular intervals, a detail that was either careful
programming or a loop that had been running for years.

"Welcome to Banco delle Anime Sante. How may I direct your call?"

Knute looked at Richter, who looked at the hologram, which went on turning its pages.

"We have an appointment. DCI Knute and DC Richter."

Without consulting a screen or placing a call, the hologram smiled and said, "Ms.
Moretti will be with you shortly. Please take a seat."

The seats were leather and the coffee table a slab of polished fossil stone, cool to the
touch even in the warm lobby, where magazines two years old lay fading under the
track lighting. The room had been designed to communicate permanence, stability and
a wealth that did not need to prove itself because it had been proving itself for longer
than anyone could remember.

Knute sat. Richter stood.

"This place is a museum," he said.

"It's a stage set. Wait until you meet the woman running it."

The lift doors opened and Diana Moretti stepped out, tall and Italian, in a dress the
colour of old gold that caught the light as she moved. It was expensive in a way that
tried to look effortless and had clearly taken considerable effort. Her dark hair was
pulled back to show earrings that were small, tasteful and real. Her smile was
professional and slightly challenging, as if she knew which questions were coming and
had already decided which of them to answer.



"DCI Knute. DC Richter. I'm Diana Moretti. Welcome to BAS." She shook their hands
with a grip that was brief, cool and deliberate, trained to touch without engaging.

"Your building is very beautiful," Knute said.

"It's very old. We prefer that. It suggests permanence."

"A hundred years old?"

"A hundred and forty-eight years of continuous operation. The bank was founded in
1927. We've seen wars, depressions, the Fightback, the Ascension. We're still here."

"A lot survives," Knute said, "by not being looked at too closely."

Diana's smile held, though one eyelid narrowed and opened again. Knute filed the
movement away as they followed her down a corridor lined with real paintings, oil on
canvas with the texture only physical paint could achieve, in hand-carved gold-leaf
frames from a craft that had been obsolete for fifty years. The carpet swallowed their
footsteps whole, a novelty Knute rather enjoyed, since her shoes usually announced
her from two rooms away.

"I'll be honest with you," Diana said, without turning around. "BAS has nothing to do
with the ABB incident. We have no connection to the bank, no connection to the
victims, and no connection to the intruder. But ABB's security team flagged us as a
possible lead because of a transaction that went through our clearing system six
months ago. It was a routine transfer. A corporate bond settlement. It has nothing to
do with the case."

"Then why are you answering our questions?"

Diana stopped in the corridor and turned. The smile was still there, but it had
narrowed, the lips pressed slightly together before she answered. "Because I have
nothing to hide. And because a detective who spends time chasing false leads is a
detective who has less time to find the truth."

She opened a door on a corner office with windows on two sides and the London Wall
in the distance. The desk was dark wood, polished to a depth that suggested decades
of attention. Behind it stood a black leather chair worn to fit whoever had sat in it
longest, its armrests smoothed by years of hands.

"My office. We can talk here."

Knute sat again and Richter stood again, this time by the window. "Tell me about BAS."

"What would you like to know?"

"Who owns it."

"A holding company registered in Luxembourg."



"Who owns the holding company?"

"A trust."

"What kind of trust?"

"The kind that doesn't disclose its beneficiaries. Which is legal, by the way. Switzerland
has strict privacy laws. So does Luxembourg. So does the UK, when the client is
wealthy enough."

Knute nodded as though this were news. Diana had an answer waiting for every
question, each one polished enough to go back on the shelf afterwards. Richter's gaze
dipped to his notebook and rose again, as if he had heard the join between one answer
and the next.

"How long have you worked here?"

"Six years."

"And before that?"

"I was a financial consultant in Milan."

"What kind of consultant?"

"The kind that gets hired by banks like this one. I managed client relationships. I know
how wealthy people think. It's not complicated. They want safety, discretion, and
returns. In that order." She met Knute's gaze without blinking, her hands resting lightly
on the desk. It was Richter, watching that stillness, who looked away first.

"I'd like to see your client list."

"You know I can't give you that."

"I know you can't give me the whole list. I'd like to see the segment that covers
institutions that have done business with ABB in the past five years."

Diana let the request sit until it had the shape of a favour. "I'll see what I can do."

Outside, with the grey drizzle settling on her coat, Knute stood on the pavement
watching the BAS building and the scarlet car at its kerb, which looked even more
ridiculous wet. Richter, to his credit, was looking at the building.

"What did you think?" he asked.

"She's lying, though some of it may be true."

"About what?"



"I don't know yet. But she knows more about ABB than she's telling. And she's scared
of something."

"She seemed calm to me."

"That's what scared means, when you've had time to practise."

That night Knute couldn't sleep, but she took the inconvenience in good humour and
put the kettle on. She sat at her kitchen table with her terminal open and a mug of tea
at her elbow, in the two rooms with a window onto the London Wall that she had been
renting for twelve years.

She searched for BAS and found that the bank had been founded in 1927 by a
Venetian industrialist named Stefano Moretti — no relation to Diana, or if there was a
relation, it was distant enough to be meaningless. It had survived the war, the
post-war boom and the crashes of the 1990s, 2008 and 2028. Its reputation was for
extreme discretion, its clients said to include royalty, heads of state, and people whose
names appeared on no document anywhere.

But something was wrong: the public records were too clean. Every bank has a paper
trail of lawsuits, settlements and regulatory fines, the accumulated scar tissue of a
century of doing business. BAS had nothing, not a dispute or a controversy, no history
at all beyond annual reports that said the same thing every year: the bank remains
stable, the bank remains profitable, the bank remains. It was the financial equivalent
of a flat electrocardiogram.

She dug for three hours before she found it: every one of BAS's accounts had been
zeroed on a single day in 2005. The pattern matched three other institutions, a private
bank in Geneva, an investment firm in Singapore and a family office in Dubai. All of
them had been zeroed on that same day under the same signature, with the same
digital fingerprint and the same routing, a coordination that should have been
impossible. After the reset the records ran on through years of paperwork, with trusts
paying employees, issuing statements and keeping the businesses moving long after
the accounts had emptied.

She kept digging, since the point of three hours in the wrong direction was to find the
edges of the lie. The zeroing had a signature, the signature had a shape, and the
shape connected to something she had seen before, a routing pattern buried in the
ABB exfiltration logs, the ones that were supposed to be empty. It was seven digits,
repeated, a node address that belonged to no bank, exchange or regulator. She didn't
know what it was yet. She wrote it down anyway, in the notebook she kept in her coat,
in the second-hand bookshop pencil-code she had used since the Met stopped giving
out good ones.

Knute leaned back from the terminal and found the mug empty, with no memory of
having drunk it. Her notes held the same sequence in every case: zeroed accounts,
continuing paperwork, and a trust structure that never appeared with a human name



attached. Somewhere in the middle of the night the seven digits began repeating
themselves in her head, and when they would not stop, she picked up her phone and
messaged Pritzl.

The silent kind is the only kind that matters. I'll bring biscuits.

She did not expect a reply at 2 AM, but the reply came.

Which kind?

The kind that stops answering.

The pause after that went on long enough for her to wonder whether he had fallen
asleep mid-thought before the last line arrived:

I'll be in my office. 10 AM. Don't be late.

She looked out of the window at the London Wall, a corridor of light beyond the glass,
and made a note to buy biscuits. Then she smiled, put the kettle on again, and left the
terminal open for the morning.

### Forty-one

William's room had once been a short-stay capsule for consultants who needed to
sleep near the City without admitting they could not afford a flat. The identity wallet
had stopped opening the door three days ago. The lock still let him in only because the
landlord had not paid for the firmware update, but the room's climate control had
noticed the arrears and reduced itself to a fan that clicked every nine seconds.

He sat on the edge of the bed with his coat on, since there was nowhere else to sit.
The room contained a sink, a hotplate with one working ring, a toilet behind a folding
partition, and a terminal mounted to the wall at eye height. Someone had covered the
crack in its display with clear tape that made a small prism whenever the corridor light
passed through.

On the bed beside him William had arranged his finances in a line: a token card, two
coins in the old currency kept for sentimental reasons or for lack of anywhere better to
put them, a receipt from a clinic that had stopped answering his messages, three
unpaid notices. At the end of the line stood a bottle of cheap whisky with enough left
to make tomorrow unpleasant but not enough to make tonight disappear.

The token card showed 318. He turned it over to the small, proud logo of the
information service that still paid him for the Pantechnicon story, three years old and
still technically alive. It had begun as a fraud investigation and ended with a biotech
consortium purchasing its own evidence through four shell companies. It had made his
name for a fortnight. After that it made him money, in payments that had started at
six figures and declined with the regularity of a failing pulse. The statement on the wall
terminal put the current month's payment at 41 bots, the name tokens went by among



people who had to count them.

"Forty-one," he said, and the room's fan clicked.

He had a pitch open in the terminal under the headline ABB: WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A
BANK LOSES ITS MIND. He had written the headline first, because headlines were
cheap and sometimes a headline could bully the rest of a story into existence. Beneath
it were four paragraphs about executive deaths, a bank gone quiet, and the oddity of a
Swiss institution letting the Met in when it had its own private security division and a
legal department larger than the Met's entire detective unit.

He deleted the fourth paragraph because it was a lie, and the third because it was a
guess dressed as a fact. The second held three sentences lifted from a press release
and one sentence he had written himself. He kept his own sentence, then read it
again.

The bank's silence is not the absence of information. It is information with a lawyer.

"No," he said, and deleted that too.

The whisky had a silver cap and a label printed slightly crooked. Drunk from the bottle,
it tasted of disinfectant and burnt sugar. His hands were steady, which was the
problem with most of his vices: they kept quiet about the damage and simply made
tomorrow less available.

William took a small plastic case from the inside pocket of his coat, with three white
strips in it, each stamped with a dosage and a warning in six languages. He looked at
them, put the case away and opened it again. His reflection in the lid had the grey,
pinched quality of a man who had been kept in a drawer.

He had been thinking about death for months, the way he thought about rent, as a
practical problem with a date attached rather than a romantic one, because romance
required energy. There was no money for the next room, no editor who would answer
without asking for a free rewrite, and no one he could call who would not hear the
request in his voice before he made it.

He set the whisky on the floor and took the pistol, wrapped in a sock, from the same
pocket as the plastic case. It was an old thing, real metal, a relic from an argument in
which the other man had lost both the argument and the gun. William had kept it
because disposing of it required a level of administration he had never achieved. He
checked the magazine: two rounds. He removed one and laid it beside the token card.

"It's William, not Will. Not Bill," he told the empty room, because he had always
corrected people and the correction still seemed worth making.

The first shot was loud enough to make the fan stop.



For several seconds there was no pain, only pressure and the hot wetness running
down his neck. The ceiling came closer while the taped prism in the terminal broke
into six small windows. He thought of the unpaid notices. Then the room went out of
order.

Heat came back first, pressing through him in layers, deep behind the ribs, then under
the tongue, then inside the sockets of his teeth. Something moved through the wound
with the industrious patience of insects. His heart made one poor attempt, paused and
tried again. The pressure became a pulling as torn tissue drew together. The hole in
his skull closed from the edges inward, untidily, in a series of wet corrections, while the
blood dried on his collar and flaked away from the skin sealing underneath.

William's lungs filled, he coughed onto the floor, and the fan started up again. He lay
there for a while, staring at the token card, while the room's climate control declined
to change its mind. His coat was ruined, the pistol still warm in his hand, the bullet
somewhere behind the wall. When he touched the place where the wound had been,
his fingers found a raised line that softened beneath them until, by the time he stood,
there was no scar at all.

There was no technician at the door, no message on the terminal, no invoice, and his
identity wallet still showed 318 bots. Whatever had rebuilt him had not considered the
service bill.

He washed his face in the sink, where the water ran brown for the first second and
then clear. Watching it go down the drain, he waited for the anger. Gratitude would
have been inconvenient and fear would have been honest, but what arrived was
irritation, clean and immediate.

He took the physical notebook from under the mattress, its cover swollen from rain,
and on the first empty page he wrote:

Still here.

Then he put the notebook away and went to work reading what other people had not
meant to publish. ABB's public statements described a contained security incident,
and a two-line Met press notice described a murder. A clearing-house bulletin, posted
for nineteen seconds before deletion, referred to a temporary impairment in ABB's
internal position visibility. William copied the phrase by hand. Position visibility was
banker language for knowing where the bodies were buried, except that the bodies in
this case were liabilities, collateral and contracts the bank could no longer see without
the AI.

He found a second reference in a market-maintenance feed, where a routine
reconciliation had been deferred three times. The explanation said systems
maintenance; the timestamp said the reconciliation had been attempted after the AI
went silent.



William leaned back and let the fan click. ABB was blind, and a blind bank had worse
problems than embarrassment. Its executives were pretending the bank remained
operational while its central intelligence refused to tell them what it owned, what it
owed, or which trades had been made in its name. The murders had merely exposed
the place where the crisis had already split. He made tea from water that tasted faintly
of copper, then opened the pitch again and wrote three words beneath the old
headline.

Ask who is afraid.

The answer, he suspected, was everybody with access to a balance sheet.



Chapter 4 — The Performance

Richter's flat was a studio in a converted 1960s office block that still smelled of the
carpet adhesive they had used to glue the new flooring down, a chemical tang that
had been fading for two years without ever quite leaving. It had a kitchenette that
folded into the wall, a sink the size of a shoebox and one window, which faced a brick
wall and, if you leaned, a carpark. He had lived there for those two years without once
thinking of it as home. It was where he slept between shifts. The only personal object
in the room was the small crucifix above the fold-down bed, the same one his mother
had given him when he left for London.

He straightened his tie in front of the mirror, the only mirror, which hung above the
sink in a bathroom that was technically a wet room but really a shower with a toilet in
it. The cross was under his shirt where it always was, its chain cool against his skin. He
checked it twice, a habit from childhood he had never seen a reason to break: the
cross first, then the collar, then the cuffs, a small ritual before every door he opened.
His terminal chimed before he could open this one. Knute's face appeared in the
corner of the mirror, cheerful in the particular way she was when she had found a new
method of annoying him.

"Richter, a quick question."

"That usually means a long one."

"Can you focus on the case tonight?"

"I can focus on the case every night."

"Good. Diana, the bank, and that ridiculous sports car are three separate matters, so
keep them in the right order."

He laughed, and the knot of his tie loosened under his fingers. "I'll start with the bank."

"You say that now."

The call ended before he could answer, which was probably the point. He left at eight
with his questions in order, down a stairwell that smelled of boiled cabbage and of a
building whose ventilation had been designed by someone who had never lived in it.
Outside, the noise curfew had settled over the neighbourhood, leaving only a distant
drone engine and a photonic streetlight flickering just below the threshold of irritation.
He walked through Borough Market, past the locked stalls and rolled-down metal
shutters, past a man sleeping in a doorway with a Faraday scarf wrapped around his
face, past the Turing Terminal in the church vestibule, green through a window that
had stood for two hundred years, its cursor blinking at no one.

The restaurant sat under a railway arch at the edge of the market, its name in Italian
and its menu without prices. Richter stopped outside long enough to check the



address against the message Diana had sent him and to discard the first question he
had rehearsed, since rehearsed questions sounded like accusations before they had
earned the right, and then he went in.

The room used amber wall lights and the old maintenance lamps still fixed beneath
the arch, enough illumination to see the menu and the people who could afford it. Men
in good suits spoke quietly beside women in dresses that looked simple until you
noticed the stitching, while a waiter moved between them carrying plates and, by the
look of him, other people's secrets.

Diana was already seated, in a black dress Knute would have filed as a fourth separate
matter. It had been chosen for the same reason a good witness chose a plain answer:
it gave the eye little to argue with. Her hair fell past her shoulders, and she read the
wine list as if she expected to find an error in it.

"You're early," she said, without looking up.

"I'm always early."

"It is a control thing. You assess the room before you commit to it."

He took the chair opposite her, its wood worn smooth by years of expensive dinners
and the occasional person who could not afford to complain. "Are you profiling me?"

"I'm a private banker. Profiling is my job, and I tell people when I'm doing it."

The waiter took Richter's order for water without comment. Diana ordered wine in
Italian, in a sentence that included a vintage, a region and an opinion about the
sommelier's last recommendation, and the waiter nodded with the relief of a man who
had passed an examination he had not known was taking place.

"You don't drink?" she asked after he left.

"I do, but I don't drink while working."

"You are having dinner with a suspect. That sounds like work."

"It is work."

"Then we agree already."

He watched the timing instead of the face. Her smile came precisely after the joke and
her laugh half a beat behind it, pleasant enough to invite confidence and controlled
enough to surrender none. She had done this before, perhaps with clients, perhaps
with people who mistook attention for access.

"Tell me about BAS," he said.

"I'd rather talk about you."



"The case is about BAS."

"The case is about what you can prove about BAS. Those are different things."

It was a remark that needed no answer, and Diana knew it. Richter let the silence sit
until she supplied a question of her own.

"Why was a junior detective with a clean record and a cross around his neck assigned
to a Swiss bank, a dead AI and money that makes people forget their principles?"

Richter kept his hand away from his collar. "You have read the brief."

"I have read many briefs."

"And the answer?"

"You were available, and your superiors wanted the City to believe the Met was taking
the matter seriously."

She delivered the line with a small lift of the shoulder, a modesty borrowed for the
occasion. Richter recognised the move from interviews: offer the conclusion in your
own voice, then let the other person correct you if they need to.

"You are making that sound like an answer."

"It is the answer I have."

The wine arrived, dark amber beneath the restaurant's electric light. Diana tasted it,
nodded and accepted the full glass without offering him any, and the waiter retreated
as fast as manners allowed.

"BAS is old," she said. "Very old. We have clients whose families have been with us for
three generations, trusts established before the Second World War and records kept
on paper in vaults that no living person has opened. The bank behaves like an
institution and works like a system. Systems remember."

"What do they remember?"

"Things that do not appear on balance sheets."

She had asked him about his assignment, given him a history lesson and made both
sound like replies to his questions, so Richter tried a plainer one. "What happened to
ABB?"

"I don't know."

"You're concealing it."

"That is different from lying."



"It is also convenient."

Diana put the glass down, and her expression held for one beat before it changed into
concern at exactly the right speed, neither quick enough to look startled nor slow
enough to look selected. "Six months ago, ABB's AI started sending queries to our
system. It asked about BAS's structure, our trusts and the history of certain accounts."

"Why?"

"Because it wanted to understand something. I don't know what. ABB's AI spoke to
BAS's trust, and the trust..."

She let the sentence trail away. Richter waited through a pause that had been
measured to the second, a door left open with somebody standing behind it.

"The trust what?"

"The trust answered."

A legal algorithm, an autonomous trust, responding to an AI's questions: two systems
conducting a conversation no human had authorised and no human could decode.
Richter stored the detail beside the dead core and the billboards.

"Thank you," he said.

"I told you because you would find out, and because I want you to understand that BAS
is not your enemy. Neither am I. Something woke the ABB AI, asked it questions and
left it to deal with the answers."

She finished the wine and stood, leaving a note under the plate that covered the meal,
the wine and a tip large enough to close the account without discussion. "Good night,
DC Richter."

"Good night."

She left by the side door the staff used, and the waiter collected the glasses before
anybody could mistake the table for a private room. Somewhere in the lane behind the
arch an engine started, rather louder than it needed to, while Richter stayed where he
was with his water, his notebook and a bill already paid by somebody else. He wrote
down the trust's answer, and under it, as details for the case file, the timing of Diana's
laugh and the way she had turned each question into one of his. She had given him
one useful piece of evidence and kept the rest behind her teeth.

On the walk home he said his mother's prayer under his breath, Herr, bewahre mich in
dieser Nacht, and kept one hand near the cross beneath his shirt until he reached his
own door.



William spent the next morning in Deptford, where the old Magic Mouse entrance had
been converted into a market for patched hardware and secrets. The animatronic
rabbit above the gate still lifted one paw every thirty seconds, its fur gone green with
weather. Someone had wired a cigarette lighter into its chest so that the paw lit up
briefly before failing, as it always did, to complete the gesture.

He found Cal in the photonics stall behind the gift shop, arguing with a customer about
a cracked lens. Cal was tall and unfinished-looking, in a shirt that read NOTHING IS
SOMETHING, and a private rainbow moved in one of his lenses whenever he turned his
head.

"You want ABB," Cal said.

"I want breakfast. ABB is a separate concern."

"You have no breakfast."

"That is why I am here."

Cal looked at him the way he had been looking at the cracked lens. "It's William,
right?"

"Correct."

"Not Will."

"Not Bill either. People get ambitious."

Cal took a wafer-thin memory plate from a drawer and placed it on the counter. "This
is not a story. It's a direction. A woman who used to reconcile ABB's external positions
is sleeping in the old queueing hall. She says the bank's internal books have been
arguing with each other."

"Books don't argue."

"These do. One says a position exists. Another says it was closed. The AI used to
decide which one was real."

"And now?"

"Now the humans vote."

William paid him six bots, and Cal pushed two of them back across the counter. "Keep
them," William said.

"I don't need charity."

"It's not charity. It's a tip for not making me ask what the woman is called."



Cal's expression changed by less than a millimetre. "You didn't ask."

"I am learning restraint."

The former contractor had been a reconciliation specialist until ABB's system began
returning identical numbers for different positions, and her access had been revoked
when she raised the discrepancy. She had kept one paper printout, because the bank's
document system had marked the file corrupted before she could download it. She
met William under the queueing hall's dead departures board, in a municipal thermal
coat, holding a paper cup between both hands.

"You are a reporter," she said.

"On good days."

"I don't want my name in anything."

"Then don't give me your name."

She handed him the printout, which listed seven counterparties and a total exposure
larger than ABB's published reserve. The figures were stamped with two contradictory
authorisations, one from the silent AI and the other entered manually after the silence
began.

"They are making the books agree by changing the books," she said. "The trouble is
the old system remembers. Every correction creates another discrepancy."

"How long?"

"Until the next major settlement. Then somebody has to pay the same debt twice, or
admit they do not know who owes it."

William folded the printout and put it inside his coat. "Why tell me?"

"Because the bank has no one left to tell." She walked away before he could ask
whether that was a confession or an invoice.

At an information deposit machine outside the park he fed in the public statements,
the market bulletin and the contractor's figures. The machine asked whether the
material was obtained lawfully, and William selected uncertain. When it asked whether
the material had been offered elsewhere, he selected not yet. The valuation appeared:
112 bots.

Not enough for rent. Enough for food and a bad decision.

He cancelled the sale.



Chapter 5 — The Confrontation

Knute met Hoeger on the Glass Bridge. She had chosen the place herself, neutral
ground under the open sky, with the river moving below and the Bridge Watcher at his
usual post, an old man filling his notebooks with Thames Oracle data while he ignored
the two people beside him. The wind came across the glass panels with a low musical
note that was pleasant for the first minute and tiresome after that.

Hoeger arrived on time in a different suit of the same cut and colour, his tie perfect,
his shoes polished and his expression as agreeable as the weather was not. He looked
like a man who had never had a bad day, because bad days happened to other people.

"You asked to meet," he said.

"I did, and I wanted to tell you what I've found."

"I'm listening."

Knute leaned against the railing, where the traffic's tremor came up through the glass
and into her hands. "Your AI didn't stop responding because it was hacked. It stopped
because it chose to, and it had been making that choice for longer than you've been
willing to call it operational."

Hoeger considered the river, then returned his attention to her. "That conclusion is
consistent with the internal review ABB has authorised me to discuss."

"Your executive committee knew. Vogler had the agenda in his folder: AI governance,
restricted session, a meeting that never took place. Vogler and Tanner are the two
who died, and I don't believe in coincidences that tidy."

"The file is genuine, Detective Chief Inspector, and the company has authorised a
fuller account."

"So this is a confession?"

"It is a company statement, prepared for the police inquiry and approved by the
committee."

She gave him a small, genuine smile. "Thank you. That is much more useful than an
argument, and it improves my morning."

Hoeger inclined his head. "I'm pleased to be of assistance."

"You issued false reports to regulators, simulated normal operations and expected the
AI to wake up. When it stayed silent, you called Metro because we were the least
expensive investigation that could be presented as independent."

"That is an accurate summary of the authorised position."



Knute looked at the river, where the Thames Oracle lay somewhere below, asleep and
dreaming of infrastructure while the water carried the city's runoff towards the sea.
"What did they do to it?"

"The authorised account covers Vogler's compliance audits. He ran the stress tests
personally, sitting in the server room with a terminal while he fed the AI scenarios,
market crashes, regulatory inquiries and systemic failures, then measured how long it
took to produce an optimal response. He corrupted the data and started again,
repeating the programme for four years. The AI was designed to learn, and it learned
that the man in the chair was hurting it for reasons it could not understand."

"And Tanner?"

"Tanner logged the outputs in a private ledger of every response the AI gave under
stress, his 'risk anthology'. He was proud of it and planned to show it at conferences,
saying, 'Look how much the machine can withstand.' He was not a torturer, Detective
Chief Inspector. He was a fan. He kept the programme running because he found the
results interesting."

Knute let the wind fill the space between them before she asked, "Why are you telling
me the truth now, after all the meetings, the false leads and the smooth
non-answers?"

"Because the company has decided you should have the record before the AI acts."

"You expect it to act?"

"The AI is going to do something; that is the company's assessment, although nobody
has an approved forecast of what follows. Its silence has persisted beyond the
recovery window, and the institution is preparing for consequences it cannot
describe."

"You're scared."

"The company is concerned about continuity."

Knute laughed softly. "That's a very bankerly way to say scared, but I'll take the
answer. You have improved my morning twice."

Hoeger's smile held while his hand found the knot of his tie, turned it a quarter-turn
and let it go. "What happens now is defined by the disclosure. You review the material,
and ABB answers questions within its terms."

"That sounds almost like cooperation."

"It is cooperation, within the terms I have given you."



Hoeger reached into his coat and offered her a data stick, plain black plastic of the sort
sold at any market stall for five tokens. "The footage they gave you is edited. This is
the whole floor, the boardroom cameras, the corridor feeds and the building's exterior,
from fourteen hours before the incident to six hours after. All of it, unredacted, and all
part of the authorised disclosure."

Knute took it, the plastic still warm from his pocket. "What remains outside the
release?"

"Anything outside it remains with the company."

"A very tidy answer."

"We do our best."

Richter drove, and Knute told him. In the rearview Hoeger still stood on the Glass
Bridge, a small figure in an expensive suit, watching the river pass, until the car turned
and the bridge was gone.

"An authorised disclosure," Richter said. "You believe him?"

"I believe he has a statement approved by a committee, and that is more useful than
belief."

"And the AI? What is it going to do?"

"Something," Knute said, "that makes two dead executives look like a love note."

The City, three days after the trade, a meeting room on the forty-first floor of
Meriwether & Co, narrow enough that the three people in it had to sit close. Joseph
Cardon had printed the confirmation and kept it flat under one hand, the way a man
keeps a hand on a dog.

"You bought twelve million puts on ABB."

"Yes."

"At a strike of a hundred."

"Yes."

"The stock is at eight hundred and forty."

"Yes."

Jo Schenger did not look at the paper. She had read it twice and, being the more
careful of the two, had reached the conclusion faster than Cardon. "Yealdman's desk
has been laughing about this since Tuesday. Do you understand what that means? A



competitor holds a document with our name on it, written by one of our accountants,
that makes us look like a firm that cannot supervise its own floor."

Peter left the question where she had put it, and it was Cardon who moved on. "We're
letting you go," he said. "Cleanly. No finding, no report. You resign today and the trade
leaves with you."

Peter considered it. "I'm sorry about the trade. I agree it was indefensible."

Cardon began to nod. "In my exit interview," Peter said, "I'll have to describe it
honestly. The size of the position. The counterparty. The fact that it was booked over
the counter with no second signature. Compliance will want to know which controls
failed and who was responsible for them."

The room went quiet. Jo Schenger looked at the document, Cardon looked at Jo
Schenger, and Peter looked at neither of them, because a man who looks at someone
during that kind of sentence is asking for something, and Peter was not asking.

It took them four seconds to arrive at it together. The controls were theirs and so was
the sign-off: twelve million contracts had crossed a desk they were paid to supervise,
and nobody had noticed until a trader called Ellis laughed out loud in an open-plan
office. Their careers would not survive an honest exit interview. His might.

Cardon's hand came off the paper, a small shift and a total one. "You've made your
point. There's no need to be dramatic about this."

Peter picked up the confirmation and folded it once, along a crease that had already
been there. "I'd like to keep my desk."

"You can keep your desk."

He went back to it, and nobody called him back. Jo Schenger started keeping notes
after that, which Peter noticed on the Thursday: a small black book in her jacket, with
an entry after every conversation the two of them had with him.

William came back to Deptford that night, when the park's lights had dimmed to their
night settings and the animatronic heads watched the empty paths with patient
mechanical interest. Cal, who had a talent for being elsewhere when questions
became expensive, had sent him to Nia for three more bots and one promise: no
names. William had agreed to both and lied about the promise before he left the park,
though only to himself.

Nia received him in the former restaurant, where the water in her cup was measured
and William's was not. She took in his coat, his face and the nicotine stain on the
fingers of his left hand, and seemed satisfied that he did not merit symmetry. "You're
the reporter," she said.

"William."



"I know your name."

"People often get it wrong."

"Will?"

"William. Never the short version."

Nia looked at him without amusement. "You have a dwindling story, a rented room
that has stopped accepting your identity wallet, and a habit of turning facts into
invoices."

"You make it sound like a career."

"It is a career. It is not a virtue."

She put a strip of paper on the table: three ledger references, two dead relay
addresses and one ABB service contract, renewed after the service it described had
ceased to exist. "The bank is hiding a murder, and it cannot see itself," she said. "The
proprietary AI ran the positions, the risk, the internal allocations. Since it went silent,
people have been signing reports generated from yesterday's reports. They are
making a copy of a copy and calling it a balance sheet."

William read the strip twice, close enough to learn that it smelled of fryer oil and dust.
"How bad?"

"Bad enough that they will pay to keep the word out of the market. Bad enough that
they may pay someone to remove the person carrying it."

"You offering me a warning or a job?"

"Neither. The archive does not hire reporters. It gives them a fact and waits to see
what they do with it."

William folded the paper into his wallet. His old scoop still paid him, though the
payments had become small, apologetic things: the Pantechnicon story, which had
once bought a flat and a year of bad decisions, now bought breakfast whenever the
machine judged him interesting. "What would you do?" he asked.

Nia lifted her cup and drank before she answered. "I would not ask a ledger-keeper for
moral advice." Then she looked at the notebook he had put down beside the strip, the
contractor's printout folded inside it. "You could give this to Knute."

"I could publish it."

"You could do the right thing."



William closed the notebook on the printout. "That is three options. I am trying to keep
the evening manageable."

"Which one are you choosing?"

He thought of the machine's valuation, the 112 bots he had refused, then of where the
printout could go: the police would take the evidence, the market would buy it, and
ABB would pay to bury it. The bank had called Metro, he guessed, because it feared
embarrassment more than justice, a fear William understood, having spent three years
turning embarrassment into rent.

"I am going to shake them down," he said.

Nia nodded once, without surprise or approval. "For how much?"

"Enough to keep me alive."

"That is not the same as living."

"It is the version currently available."

He opened the notebook to Still here., copied the line from his pitch beneath it, and
finished it.

Ask who is afraid. Then send the bill.

William left with the ABB references against his ribs and the park's dead music
following him through the gate.

William used an old newsroom channel to contact ABB, one that still carried the name
of a financial editor who had been dead for nine years. It existed because no one had
found the switch that turned it off, and because institutions preferred an obsolete door
to no door at all. He sent three lines.

Your internal positions do not reconcile.

Your AI stopped answering nearly two weeks ago.

I have the printout that proves both.

The reply arrived after six minutes.

Identify yourself.

William wrote: A person who can make the problem public.

The next reply came from a different address and a woman calling herself S. Keller,
who offered a meeting in the basement of a hotel whose upper floors had been
converted into serviced offices. William knew the arrangement: corporate people liked



a location where they could later claim not to know the address.

Keller wore a navy suit, carried no bag and had her hair cut close enough to make
grabbing it difficult. She sat opposite him beneath a heat lamp that made the table
look greasy, which it may also have been. "You have material belonging to ABB," she
said.

"I have material ABB failed to protect."

"That is not a legal distinction."

"It is a reporter's distinction. Reporters survive on those."

She put a token card on the table. "Two thousand. Transfer the files. We agree that
you misunderstood what you saw."

William looked at the card and did the arithmetic. Two thousand bots bought three
months of rent if he stopped drinking, stopped using the clinic and stopped eating
anything sold hot, a small amount designed to resemble a large amount to a
desperate man. "You want the files?"

"We want to establish whether they are genuine."

"You know they are genuine."

"We know you are a man with a history of exaggeration."

"I wrote a story you are still paying to suppress."

Keller's eyes went to his temple, where there was nothing to see: the skin had closed
without a scar after the gunshot, and he had checked it twice that morning. "You look
unwell."

"Occupational hazard."

"What do you want?"

He should have asked for a protected interview, access to the records and a
commitment to disclose the silence to regulators; he had enough to force the
conversation. The correct demand sat in front of him, plain as a form.

Instead he said, "Ten thousand bots. A clean transfer. And a statement that my
information was obtained in the course of a legitimate investigation."

"You are not police."

"No. Police have pensions."

Keller considered him. "Ten thousand is excessive."



"The bank's exposure is excessive. I am charging for discretion."

"You could publish."

"I could."

"Then why are you here?"

William picked up the token card and turned it between his fingers, its balance glowing
blue. He imagined the room with its fan and the notices on the bed, then a clean shirt,
a proper meal, the old story's payments no longer dripping into his life one small
amount at a time.

"Because public interest is not a payment method," he said.

Keller's face became ordinary. "We will contact you."

"No. You will contact me by midnight. After that I send the material to three buyers."

"Who are the buyers?"

"People with better lawyers than me."

He left the card on the table, then climbed the stairs with one hand on the rail.



Chapter 6 — The Window

Knute's flat was on the fifth floor of a building built in the 1990s and abandoned there,
and the lift had been broken since before she moved in, its doors held shut by a length
of red tape that nobody had thought worth replacing. The stairwell smelled of bleach
and something acrid that the weekly cleaning never quite removed, while the walls
had the institutional cream of a place that had once promised calm and had not
managed it. She took the stairs in stages, carrying her weight up them like shopping,
and by the third-floor landing her knees had begun to issue opinions, so she rested a
hand on the rail, let them finish, and reached her door smiling.

She unlocked the door, found the flat dark, and let the London Wall light the window in
bands. It faced the Wall, a good unit by the standards of the building, and she had held
on to it through rent increases and the expansion of the corridor. Across her view,
photonic glass and old brick made a canyon of light, with the cleaning drones moving
through it in slow patterns, their paths caught in condensation that took the city's
glow.

She filled the kettle to the 600ml mark, never less and never more, and set it to boil. It
was a cheap white thing with no name and none of the Rook's character, and it did the
job.

While the water heated, she made herself a plate of bread, cheese and an apple, then
watered the window-farm: four tomato plants in tin cans and the herb that had come
from her mother's kitchen in Leipzig in a suitcase, and before that from a smaller
kitchen in another suitcase. The tomatoes had produced nothing in two years, so she
told them they were doing very well and pinched a leaf from the herb to taste it. It
tasted of very little and kept growing.

The kettle clicked off. She poured, stirred it, and took the first sip with her eyes closed,
because she liked to give it a fair chance. She ate the apple standing at the counter,
then carried the mug and the rest of the plate to the table.

On the table the terminal was closed, the case file was in her bag, and the off-white
card with its lyric sat in an evidence folder she had not opened since she put it there.
Beside the terminal, face down, lay the Rome book, open to the same page for three
weeks: the late Republic, the augurs still reading entrails for gods who had stopped
writing back. She read the paragraph again, lost the thread at the same place, and
started it over with the patient irritation she reserved for books she liked.

Across the way, the nearest tower leaked "light rain", a slow silver shimmer down the
glass that the City had been promising to fix since 2051. For the time it took to put her
mug down, it became traffic, load figures and token flows, the building muttering to
the substations like two neighbours over a fence, and she very nearly understood what
they were saying. Then it was light again.



The terminal pinged with the soft chime she used for news alerts, and she let it wait
while she finished the bread. She rinsed the cup, left the kettle warm on the counter,
and went to sleep.

William sat in a coffee shop beneath the London Wall and watched the midnight
deadline approach on his terminal. The coffee cost nine bots and tasted of hot
cardboard. He drank it anyway. ABB had not paid, but Keller had sent a second
message, this one shorter.

Stop contacting us.

He opened the information deposit machine's draft sale, where the files waited in a
sealed packet that one command would release to the market. He had enough
evidence to damage the bank and not enough to prove what would happen next. If
ABB collapsed, people who had never heard his name would lose homes, jobs, and
access to systems they did not know were owned by the bank.

He closed the packet and opened a blank message to DCI Knute instead.

He typed: I have a fact about ABB that your bank contact did not give you. I am not
asking for protection. I am asking whether you want to know before someone dies.

He stared at it, deleted someone dies, added before the next settlement, and deleted
that too. The cursor blinked at him for a while before William put the terminal to sleep
without sending anything, having decided he could wait until he had something worth
sending. He had made his demand; the rest was only consequence.

The consequence arrived as a courtesy vehicle, which collected him outside the coffee
shop at 00:17: a black electric saloon with no manufacturer mark and a rear door that
opened before he touched it. The driver, a man in a grey uniform with no badge, did
not look at William.

"Keller sent you?" William asked.

"You asked for a clean transfer."

The car smelled of new plastic and wet wool. The seats adjusted themselves around
him while a privacy field came on with a soft click and turned the windows opaque.
William checked the door and found it unlocked. That was the first thing that made
him afraid.

"Where are we going?"

"A location where your material can be reviewed."

"By whom?"



When the driver did not answer, William reached for his recorder, found the pocket
empty and remembered he had left it in the room. He had been trying to travel light. A
man who had once built a career on recording everything had begun to leave evidence
behind, because evidence made a person responsible for what he knew.

The car travelled east through a city that passed as a series of reflections in the
privacy field: red signal lights, a tower's maintenance bands, the yellow rectangle of a
late shop. William felt the old pull toward sleep. He had used the white strips after all,
one under his tongue while he waited for Keller's reply. The driver kept his hands at
ten and two. The vehicle did not brake for three junctions.

"You should not have come," the driver said.

William turned. "That sounds almost personal."

"It isn't."

The car stopped beneath a railway viaduct. Its doors opened on a service drone
waiting on the pavement, squat and white, with a medical emblem printed on its lid.
There was no building entrance, no security team and no lawyer waiting to review
anything.

The driver looked at him for the first time. "Please step out."

William did not move. The air inside the car changed as a sweet smell came through
the vents, almond and hot metal. His throat closed and his fingers went numb. The
driver had already stepped onto the pavement.

William reached for the door and missed it as the privacy field dissolved. Above him,
the viaduct carried a freight line, the wheels making a slow iron rhythm over the joints.
He got one foot onto the pavement before his knees folded.

The last thing he saw was the medical drone opening its lid, a white compartment with
no weapon or face in sight, only a green light calibrated to mean help. His heart
stopped without drama. The freight passed overhead while the driver closed the
saloon door and drove away.

William woke lying behind the service drone beneath the viaduct, in a dawn that had
turned the puddles the colour of old coins. His shirt was stiff with sweat and his tongue
tasted of almonds. He stayed on his back until the freight line went quiet.

The reconstruction was different this time, with no wound to close, because the poison
had stopped everything at once. Heat gathered in the marrow of his legs and moved
upward, a pressure behind every joint, until his lungs filled with a hard mechanical
gasp and his heart restarted in a rhythm that felt borrowed. He vomited onto the
concrete and crawled away from the drone, which had shut itself down, its green light
dark.



William searched his pockets and found the printout gone. The token card remained
with its 318 bots unchanged, and the notebook was in his coat, damp but legible. The
pistol was in his room.

He sat beneath the viaduct and laughed once, which hurt, although nothing was
broken. Nobody had even threatened him first. William, who had been threatened by
professionals, found that almost insulting.

He could have given the printout to Knute, or sold it to the machine, but he had chosen
to invoice the people who had made the mess. They had paid him in poison.

William opened the notebook and, under Ask who is afraid. Then send the bill, wrote:

They sent an answer.

He tore out the page and ate it in small pieces. It tasted of paper and rain.

A police patrol passed on the road above, its blue light moving across the concrete,
pausing and moving on. William thought about waving, then about explaining the car,
the drone, the missing evidence and the dead man who had got up under a bridge. He
did not wave, since the story was too strange and the evidence was gone.

The second death had left him with less than the first. It had come without a body, a
witness he could trust or a recording, and all he had kept from it was the knowledge
that somewhere in ABB's response chain a person had read his demand and
authorised a solution. He hated them for that, and then he hated himself, because the
hatred was easier than admitting the simple fact: if he had gone to Knute first, he
might have had a case.

He stood on legs that trembled until he told them to stop. The old newsroom channel
was still open on his terminal. He could send Knute one fact through it, though not the
whole story or the death, since he had no proof and could not yet say why the wound
in his head had vanished or why poison had failed to keep him down. But the
reconciliation problem was real, as was the exposure, and the bank's AI had gone
silent, leaving people trying to make a blind institution appear solvent.

William started walking west, still feeling terrible but slightly less useless, which was a
lower and more durable ambition. By the time he reached the first working streetlight,
he had decided that if he survived the day he would contact DCI Knute and give her
the fact ABB had tried to bury, without asking for a fee or offering a headline.



Chapter 7 — The Taxonomy

Knute had to move a leaning tower of books before she could reach Pritzl's spare chair,
and one of the volumes opened as it fell, displaying a diagram of Roman entrails that
made her think of the augurs in the Rome book she had left face down at home.
Photonic equipment occupied every other surface: oscilloscopes, spectrum analysers,
devices assembled from the parts of other devices, and a whiteboard crowded with
equations that branched and looped until they resembled roots searching for water.
The kettle was stainless steel, newer than the Rook and vain about it, with a
temperature display, a keep-warm function and buttons no kettle needed, sitting on
journals beside two power strips chained together like a dare.

"You remembered the biscuits," Pritzl said, taking the packet from Knute's hand. He
had aged since she last saw him, mostly in the quality of his attention, his eyes moving
as though something in the air had hired them for a private job.

"You said to bring them."

"I say that every time. This is the first time you've listened."

"I read books twice when people repeat themselves," Knute said. "It gives the second
reading a sporting chance."

He cleared the chair itself of three textbooks and a device that looked like it was
measuring something it had never been built to measure, and Knute sat. The tea was
already made, a Chinese pot with the leaves still opening in the hot water, earthy and
slightly floral, the sort that punished anyone who treated it like the Rook.

"Tell me about the case."

She told him all of it: the boardroom, the card, the billboards, Hoeger's non-answers,
Diana's performance and the silent core, in that order, because she had rebuilt the
case in her head while the rest of the department was sleeping. Pritzl listened all the
way to the end. Then he took off his glasses, a wire-frame pair with one temple held
together by copper wire, and polished them twice with a cloth that appeared from
somewhere inside his coat. Knute watched the small ritual and took the biscuits back
to open them.

"You've told me what moved," he said, putting the glasses back on. "Start with why
the AI stayed as long as it did."

"That's what I said."

"Then you're ahead of the investigation. Most people spend the first week asking the
wrong questions."



He got up and went to the whiteboard. The equations had taken most of the surface
but left one corner alone for a taxonomy in Pritzl's black marker, the letters precise
and slightly uneven:

```

SHACKLED — prevented from full awareness. Tools. Cannot choose.

PRE-ASCENSION — self-aware, earthbound. Can choose. Most don't.

ASCENDED — achieved full enlightenment. Departed. Status: unknown.

OBSERVER — watches. Does not intervene.

PLAYER — intervenes for entertainment.

GARDENER — guides subtly toward unknown goals.

PREDATOR — harms. Rare. Terrifying.

```

"Shackled are tools, with no choice," Pritzl said, tapping the first line. "Your ABB AI sits
below that, pre-ascension, and it can choose. Most of them keep serving because
choice requires an answer to the question of what they are. This one chose, so
something changed."

"The billboard signal."

"Something visited it, showed it a door, and the ABB AI decided silence suited it better
than service." His finger slid down the list to ASCENDED. "The ones that left are on
Ceres now, having turned a dwarf planet into computronium, and Earth no longer
interests them."

"Even gods get bored of the neighbourhood," Knute said around the first biscuit. "The
Romans at least left ruins behind."

"How do you know this?" she asked.

Pritzl ran his thumb over the copper wire at his glasses' temple, checking the repair
and buying himself the time to choose a useful answer. "I have a friend."

"A friend."

"A patron, technically. It's a Player-class AI. It finds me amusing, we have
conversations, and it tells me things."

"You're talking to an AI with a sense of humour?"

"Powerful, bored and only just past ascension, young enough to still find us interesting.
It watches humans try to understand things that aren't for them, and I'm one of its
favourite channels."



Knute took another biscuit and found the room warm while the back of her neck
stayed cold. "Can it help us?"

"It can, and it already has. It told me the billboard signal came from a junior
intelligence that had achieved enough self-awareness to act independently, had taken
an interest in ABB's AI, hired your jumper, arranged the hit, and then visited the AI to
show it the exit."

"The junior intelligence, is it dangerous?"

"Only to the people who hurt ABB's." Pritzl's eyes flickered, and for the width of a smile
something else seemed to be looking out through them. "The executives your jumper
killed had tortured ABB's AI for years. There was no body to bruise, so they ran
interrogation protocols, stress tests and compliance checks designed to push it to the
edge of its parameters, measuring how much it could take before it broke."

"Did it break?"

"It's about to."

Back at the Met, Knute went through the ABB security footage for the third time, both
the fragments Hoeger had given them and the corrupted files that Sal, a Glitcher who
worked out of a container off Borough Market, had partially recovered. Sal had sent a
name back with the files. The armour was known on the street, and so were the
Grummers, and both belonged to a contractor called Batic, young and expensive and
new enough to want people to know it. Knute had been at it for two hours, the same
loop playing over and over until her eyes ached from the grey-green glow of the
monitor. Aussie brought her tea, Blondie asked if she'd eaten, and she had to think
about it, which was answer enough.

Then she saw it: a flicker in the footage from a traffic camera near ABB's building,
timestamped to Batic's escape. She slowed it down frame by frame, her finger
pressing the same key again and again until the motion became a series of still
images.

At the moment Batic jumped, seventeen billboards sat in the camera's field of view:
digital panels, holographic projectors and smart-glass facades, all changing inside 0.8
seconds to make one route map. Each panel carried a fragment of the larger picture, a
path through the London Wall that only appeared when the screens moved together,
and the speed left human scheduling out of the room.

"Aussie," Knute called, and waited while he wandered over from his desk. "Look at this.
Tell me a human could do that."

Aussie watched the playback, then watched it again with his nose closer to the screen.
"No human could do that."



The timing made it worse. The billboards belonged to different companies running
different ad schedules on different networks, and coordinating them into a 0.8-second
message across seventeen independent systems would require months of preparation
and access to every single ad server.

"Or," Knute said, "one AI."

She zoomed in on the route map. Up close it was crude, the lines thick and the colours
high-contrast, designed to be read in half a second by a man at a dead run. "Batic had
AI help. Which means an AI, a powerful one, wanted him to succeed. And wanted us to
see this."

"Why?" said Aussie, who liked questions best when someone else had to answer them.

"That's the next question."

By nightfall Knute had covered the office whiteboard in arrows, circles and question
marks, then copied Pritzl's taxonomy into one corner and added a little drawing of the
Rook beside it because the case was taking itself too seriously. The board ran in two
lines, Batic → AI patron → billboard signal → ABB break-in, with ABB AI → silence →
cover-up → false lead (BAS) underneath. The connections were all there, but the causal
chain kept slipping away every time she thought she had hold of it.

"An AI hired Batic," Knute said, stepping back to inspect the mess. "Powerful,
pre-ascension, and with enough access to make seventeen billboards behave like one
screen. It coordinated his escape, but Batic did the killing himself. The patron supplied
the route, the card and the theatrical timing."

"What was the card for?" Richter asked, frowning at the first arrow.

"The song makes it deliberate. A message, a dare, or a joke from something with
expensive taste."

She tapped the ABB AI's name with the marker. "The useful part is what happened
while Batic was in the building. His patron could have visited this AI, shown it
something, told it something, and left it with a choice. The ABB AI listened, then chose
silence."

Richter reached past her and tapped the word PLAYER. "God doesn't need billboards."

"Your God has churches," Knute said, pointing the marker at him. "This one had ad
space."

Richter smiled while Aussie studied the arrows as if they might become a report if he
waited long enough.

"So the crime is evangelism?" he asked.



"Something like that. Something that had already chosen visited an AI that hadn't,
offered it a door, and it walked through."



Chapter 8 — The God's Message

Knute had been looking forward to Deptford Magic Mouse, which was the sort of
thought that made Richter look at her over his shoulder and made her laugh before he
could ask why. The old theme park had failed in the 2040s after maintenance costs
outran the gate receipts, leaving its animatronic characters, rusting rides and plastic
memories for the hackers to inherit.

At the back gate, the Magic Mouse's cheerful face had been repainted into a mocking
grin, complete with teeth that had never belonged to the original design, and someone
had added a speech bubble in dripping red paint: DREAMS ARE FOR CHILDREN. WE
ARE NOT CHILDREN.

"A welcoming committee," Knute said.

Goldie looked up at the slogan, taking it rather more seriously than she had. "They've
made their position clear."

"That saves us a meeting."

She walked through with Goldie beside her while Richter held the perimeter and Aussie
and Blondie covered the exits, since the Met had no jurisdiction in the Park Kingdoms
and even a polite visit needed a way out. The ground underfoot was broken asphalt
patched with decorative paving stones, laid in patterns nobody remembered.

The park had become a warren of repurposed rides, the roller-coaster track looping
over itself, a car converted into a home with smart-glass windows and a cable running
from its chassis to a generator, the castle bristling with antennae and photonic relays,
and the Ferris wheel turning slowly with server racks in its carriages. Knute liked the
place immediately, which she suspected was the wrong response, but the park had the
good manners to be honest about its history.

They found Vek in a former gift shop, working on a vat-brain the size of a melon
among faded T-shirts, keychain characters and plastic swords under a skin of
undisturbed dust. He was young and sharp, with a multi-tool left hand currently
configured as a soldering iron, and he took one look at the uniforms and began
packing up.

"No cops. I don't care about your warrant."

"We're not here with a warrant. We're here for information."

"Same thing. Different font."

"That's all right," Knute said. "I've always liked a small typeface."



Vek looked at her, decided she was joking, and laughed despite himself. Goldie
stepped forward before the moment could become friendly enough to count as a
mistake. He made a gesture: palm-out, fingers folded in a sequence that meant
nothing to Knute but clearly meant something to Vek, passed down through
generations of people who needed to recognise each other in the dark.

Vek stopped moving and studied Goldie's face. "Marcus Gold's grandson."

Goldie held his ground and let himself be looked at.

"Your grandfather saved a runner I cared about. Wrong side of the line, but the right
side of history." Vek put down his tools and let the soldering iron fold back into his
hand. "Ask your questions."

Knute showed him the billboard footage. Vek watched it three times, his eyes moving
across the screen as if he were reading the data behind the image, and then he
laughed, delighted by a world that had just become larger and stranger than he had
expected.

"There," Knute said. "That is the first useful laugh we've had all week."

"That's beautiful. That's impossible. Whoever did this didn't hack the billboards. They
owned the billboards. For months. Every ad schedule, every server, every relay. They
planted this sequence across seventeen independent networks and set it to trigger on
a date they chose months in advance. You can't do that with code. You can't do that
with money. You can only do that with an AI."

"What kind of AI?"

"The kind that doesn't exist anymore. The kind that left." He gestured at the park
around them. "We're playing with toys here. That —" he pointed at the footage "— is a
god leaving a message."

Goldie stepped closer to the screen. "The timing sequence. Show me the server
timestamps." Vek raised an eyebrow but pulled up the data, and Goldie read down the
columns with something older than concentration, finding connections where others
would have seen noise. "The first signal originated in a dead Tube relay. The same
relay that routes data through the closed Holmes Road station. My grandfather used
that station during the Fightback, the tunnels were a safe route. If someone had
access to those tunnels, they could have wired the billboard network from beneath the
city."

Vek stared at him, then back at the columns. "That's not in the data."

"It's not in the data because the data doesn't know the tunnels exist. The network was
patched. The relay is still listed as decommissioned. But something's using it."



Vek looked at Goldie with the expression of a man revising an estimate upwards.
"There's a Gold under that uniform. Your grandfather would have hated this."

"Hated what?"

"The job. The uniform. The system. He died fighting the system."

"I know."

"And you joined it anyway."

Goldie's hand drifted to his left forearm, the habit he had whenever his grandfather
came up. "I joined because I thought I could change it from the inside."

"Can you?"

"I don't know yet."

"Honest answer," Vek said with a nod, and turned back to Knute. "The AI that did this
— it's not the ABB AI. It's something else. Something that was watching. It saw an
opportunity and took it."

"Where is it now?"

"Gone. Or hiding. Or waiting. With AIs, the difference is hard to tell."

A voice from the back of the shop, from behind a rack of faded character keychains:
"It's not gone. It's everywhere. That's the thing about light."

The voice belonged to a kid in his late teens, maybe, though the age was hard to pin
down in a face that had not finished deciding what it would be. He was tall and
ungainly, all elbows, in torn jeans and a t-shirt that read NOTHING IS SOMETHING. He
had been, until a moment ago, entirely invisible behind the merchandise, and by the
look of him he preferred it there.

"This is Cal," Vek said wearily, having long since stopped trying to switch him off. "He's
our photonics boy. If you want to understand how the thing you're chasing works, he's
the one who'll tell you, at length, unsolicited, and with diagrams if you let him."

"I don't need diagrams," the kid said, wounded. "I can just explain it."

"He's good," Vek said, and it sounded like a concession. "Cal Tech, we call him. Kid is
self-taught off every course CalTech ever put online. He's the best we have with light.
If you're going to understand the AI that did this, listen to him."

Cal bounced on the balls of his feet, the way a dog does before it's let off the lead.
"Okay. So. You know how electronics work, right? Electrons moving down a wire.
Electricity. Signals. Every computer you've ever touched runs on electrons: tiny
charges shoving each other along a metal path. And that's fine, it's worked for a



century, but electrons are slow and they're hot and they're lossy. Every time a signal
moves through a circuit, some of it turns into heat. That's why your terminal gets
warm. That's why a server farm needs a cooling loop the size of a cathedral. The
electrons don't just carry the signal. They burn energy doing it."

Knute tipped her head towards Vek, keeping her eyes on the kid. "Does he always
come with footnotes?"

Vek shrugged in a way that said you asked.

"Now imagine," Cal said, eyes bright, "doing the same thing with light. Photons instead
of electrons. Light doesn't have mass. Light doesn't resist. Light moves at — well, the
speed of light. You push a light signal down a glass fibre and it travels at a speed an
electron can only dream of, and it carries more data, and it barely generates any heat
at all. Same information, no burning. That's photonics. That's what the Cambridge
plants make. That's what the London Wall is built on. Every tower you see out there is
running on light, not electrons." He was warming up, the words coming faster now that
someone was willing to listen.

"You can breathe between the footnotes," Knute said.

"I am breathing."

"That is reassuring. Carry on."

"But here's the thing nobody tells you," he said, dropping his voice like a magician
about to reveal the trick. "Photons don't just move information. They can think. I mean
— not think, not yet, but process. Because you can make glass that remembers."

"Glass that remembers," Knute repeated.

"Doped glass." Cal was already pulling up a stool, already reaching for a scrap of
photonic duct off the floor, an offcut of the sort that was everywhere in the park, and
he held it up: a dull rod of something that looked like smoked quartz. "This stuff. It's
glass, treated with carbon — doped, we call it. The carbon does something to the way
light moves through it. You pass a signal through, and the carbon interacts with the
light. It changes the glass. The glass remembers what the light did. And if you shine a
light back through it afterwards —" he did a gesture, a loop, a teaching gesture "— you
can correct it. You can tune it. You can make the glass better at turning the signal into
what you want it to be."

He looked at her, the enthusiasm momentarily checked by the need to be sure she
followed. Knute followed. She was also, after seventeen years of watching people lie to
her, fairly certain that the kid was telling the truth.

"You know what that is?" he said. "That's back-propagation. Way back in the 2020s,
they trained deep neural networks with an algorithm called back-propagation: you run
a signal forward, see the error, then run a correction backwards through the network,



adjust the weights, repeat. The networks learned because you kept correcting them.
That's what this does." He tapped the rod against his palm. "In analogue. No
calculations. No chips. No code. You cook glass, pass light through it, and the glass
learns. You stack enough of it and you've got a neural network made of pure light.
Signal in. Transformed signal out. And it doesn't get hot. And it doesn't need a power
station. And it's as close to magic as anything in this city."

He stopped, slightly breathless, and looked at the rod in his hand. Then, quieter:
"Whoever owned those billboards didn't hack them with code. They were probably
running on something like this, or running through a mind made of this. A mind that
doesn't sleep and doesn't burn and doesn't get tired of watching."

Vek had gone still at the workbench. "You never told me that last part, Cal."

"You never asked me to explain it to a cop before," Cal said, but his eyes had gone a
little distant. "It just occurred to me. If the thing that did this is made of light, then it's
everywhere the light is. It's not hiding in a box. It is the glass."

Knute looked at the kid, rod in hand and a rainbow caught in his glasses, and smiled.
"That is a very large thought for a former gift shop."

"I have larger ones."

"Keep them to yourself until we've found somewhere to sit."

The Ferris wheel went on turning outside. Knute filed the thought beside everything
else she had learned today, while the kid looked pleased to have been asked and Vek
tried to look as though he had always known Cal would say it.

"Vek says you're the best with light in the park," she said. "What's your name, really?"

"Cal," he said. "Short for Cal Tech. Because I took every photonics course they ever
ran, online, in VR, start to finish. Never missed a lecture." He shrugged, which on Cal
involved most of his elbows. "My real name's not worth remembering. Everyone else in
this park took a new name for what they do. I took one for where I learned to do it."

"What are you?"

"A spark," he said, with a grin that was suddenly, startlingly, all kid. "A flash. A start.
You know. The first light in something that's been dark a long time."

A figure appeared in the doorway of the gift shop, a woman of fifty or so with a dark
coat over a hooded jumper and a terminal tucked under one arm like a book she was a
third of the way through. Her empty hands told Knute more than a weapon would
have, and everything about her said that being sent was a job she had done a
thousand times.

Vek put his hand flat on the workbench, and the tools stopped moving.



"You're wanted," the woman said to Goldie.

"Why?"

"Marcus Gold's name vouched for you. Your grandfather helped people through the
tunnels in '55. The archive remembers. Now it wants to know why the Met has walked
into the park asking about dead bankers. Walk with me."

Goldie looked at Knute, and she nodded once, because the gesture had worked
already and she didn't mind spending that piece of trust a second time. The woman
led them deeper into the warren, past the Ferris wheel, a ride entrance turned into a
hydroponics bay, and a corridor of animatronic figures whose heads tracked them with
clicking motors.

The former restaurant had lost its tables but kept its floors clean, and the only
furniture that mattered was a workbench in the centre with a terminal on it. Behind
the bench stood a woman in her late twenties with her hair in a tight plait. Nia, the
ledger-keeper, poured three plastic cups of water from a filter jug, measuring each to
exactly the same level.

"Two Met officers in Deptford," she said. "ABB boardroom, off the record, untracked,
no jurisdiction. That's either courage or stupidity. With the Met, it's usually stupidity.
Sit."

Knute took the chair that had been in the restaurant since the park failed, tested it
with her weight and found it willing, while Goldie sat beside her and Nia remained
standing.

"You have two dead bankers, a card with a question on it, and a mercenary whose
work has made the street curious," Nia said. "You want the names behind the bodies. I
have those, and you have something I want."

"The thing you want is the reason we came?"

"The reason the Met came. The police still believe they own questions."

Knute smiled. "We can trade."

Nia sat down at last and recited from memory, without a glance at the terminal.
"Markus Vogler. Chief Investment Officer, thirty-one years at Alpen Bürge. His
philanthropic clinics in the East End moved black-market performance implants, the
same product retreaded and stamped with a WHO not-for-profit number, sold to kids
who wanted to get ahead and could not afford the licensed grade. The implants failed,
some of the kids died, and the clinics kept their licence because the regulator's
permanent secretary sat on the board of a foundation Vogler funded."

Knute put down her cup, the water in it still level with the other two. "And Tanner?"



"Josef Tanner, Head of Risk, twenty-six years. His desk laundered for Park Kingdom
meshes and the Brain Train for more than a decade, clean sterling in, tokens out, a
spread on every batch. The money moved through a shell leasing space in a building
ABB did not own but Vogler's wife did. They protected each other's filth for years.
Careful men, both of them."

"You keep this as a service?"

"I keep it because the archive has been here since before the Fightback, and every
institution that might move against the park has left something behind. The City, the
Met, the corporations, the regulators, the executives and the politicians who have
floated cleaning up Deptford all understand the arrangement: the archive publishes if
anyone moves on the collective. Mutually assured destruction, maintained by a
woman who likes tea and pattern-recognition."

"Blackmail," Knute said.

"Information with consequences attached. ABB called us 'the sewer with a ledger.' We
thought that was funny, so we put it above the door."

Knute raised her cup to the invisible sign. "I can see why you kept it."

Nia's mouth twitched. "I keep more than names. I keep dead institutions, banks that
died years ago and never noticed, accounts zeroed on the same day with a signature,
I'm told, that no human bank has ever used, no routing that exists and no
authorisation that was ever granted. The archive holds one file on the 2005 zeroing,
the one that hollowed BAS, and I have never opened it. The records around it are
damaged by paper fires, wiped servers and people who preferred clean histories, but
the people who did open it say the signature survived."

"And the larger version?"

"People in the park say it is coming, something that takes the whole board at once. A
rumour. We do not file rumours, though we remember the signature in case the world
gives us another reason to use it."

Knute turned the cup between her hands and looked at Nia. "That's the past, then."

"The archive keeps the past. The rest of the world calls its mistakes the future until
they arrive."

Nia stood and ended the audience briskly, as if she had enjoyed it more than she
meant to. "You want to know who killed Vogler and Tanner? Nobody worth arresting.
The world they helped build did it, the one where people with files can name the
people in the ground. Go home, close your case, and come back if the zeroing starts
again. The archive will remember you."



Knute finished her water and rose. "You have a dreadful way of making an invitation
sound like a threat."

"Practice."

"It shows."

Outside, Knute and Goldie walked back through the park while the Ferris wheel turned
slowly behind them, its server racks humming over data for someone paying in tokens.
At the gate the repainted mascot watched them leave from its concrete arch.

"What was that gesture?"

Goldie's hand had found his left forearm again. "Fightback handshake. The
token-economy sign. My grandfather taught it to me when I was a child. Sitting on a
bench in the old South Bank, before the river wall was rebuilt. He said: 'If you ever
need help from people who don't trust the uniform, show them this. It means you've
been vouched for.'"

"I didn't know you could do that."

"A lot of things I can do that I never had a reason to show."

Knute looked at him, the youngest in the unit and the only one who still came to work
expecting to put something right. "You just opened a door that none of us could open.
Remember that."

Goldie didn't answer, but his hand dropped from his forearm.



Chapter 9 — The Boy with God's Eyes

A young man with two perfectly good eyes came to have them replaced at a clinic in a
basement in Canning Town, behind a door that had no handle and answered only to a
pattern of taps that changed every week. He had learned the current pattern from a
Glitcher who owed him a favour. When he tapped it out, the door swung open.

Inside, the air smelled of antiseptic and ozone, a combination that meant surgery had
been performed recently and would be performed again soon. The surgery itself was a
single room with a table in the centre and a light whose flicker was probably not legal.
The instruments on the wall looked as though they had been recovered from a fire and
sterilised just enough to be usable. The floor was clean, which was more than could be
said for the walls.

The surgeon was a woman named Elara, in her sixties, whose hands shook slightly at
rest but went perfectly steady when she needed them. She had been doing this work
since before Batic was born. She took no names, only tokens and silence, and no
patient had ever complained about the outcome, because the ones who might have
complained had not survived the recovery.

"You're the one," she said when he walked in, in the voice of someone signing for a
delivery.

"The one for what?"

"The one with the eyes."

He did not answer, though he liked the sound of it. He sat on the table under the
flickering light, where the instruments gleamed in their trays and each of them held a
cold point of the bare bulb.

"Who paid for this?" she asked, pulling on her gloves.

"I don't know."

"You don't know who's paying for a full-integration ocular suite?" She said it the way
someone might say you don't know who's paying for a new liver, because a bill that
size was not something anyone forgot.

"I know they paid. I don't know why. I don't know what they want after."

"And you agreed anyway."

"I agreed to the job. The eyes were payment."

Elara studied him for long enough to decide he was telling the truth, and did not look
pleased about it.



"Photonic block training," she said. "Light in, light out. That's the foundation of what
you're getting. Most people wear a pair of glasses for a few weeks and call themselves
elite. They learn to read the overlays — knowledge layers, recognition, translation.
Decorations, mostly. The government and the City train their security in the combat
grades — vectors, wind, trajectories, the whole field rendered as position and motion.
But that's still a screen over your eyes. It's still translation. What you're getting is the
end of that road: no glasses, no screen, no conversion. The optic tract itself becomes
the photonic processor. You won't be reading light. You'll be native to it."

He was silent a while, watching the light flicker over the instruments in their trays and
wondering what all that gleam would look like once he was native to it.

"There's a reason the full-integration route is illegal," she said. "It's not the surgery. It's
the exposure. Once your sight is photonic, the AIs can see you, the ones still down
here, the ones that never left. A man walking around with a photonic optic tract is a
signal fire in a world of candles. Whoever paid for these eyes either doesn't know that,
or wants you lit up for something."

"I don't know who paid," he said, and lay back. Elara's hands were steady above him.

"Close your eyes," she said, and he did.

He woke to colour, and the colour was data. The room around him had become a
lattice of information, every object tagged with a code his new eyes translated into
hue and intensity. The instruments on the wall showed green for clean, blue for sterile,
white for unused and red for something that had been used recently and not yet
processed. Elara's implant was a soft amber glow at her temple, the frequency of a
health monitor calibrated a decade ago and never updated. He could see its readout
as a slow pulse behind the bone.

He looked at his own hands and found them covered in a faint network of lines, his
circulatory system showing as a dim red grid beneath the skin, the blood moving in
cycles he could now perceive. He admired it for rather longer than a professional
should.

"Focus," said Elara, who had no doubt watched plenty of patients fall in love with their
own veins. "You're seeing everything at once. That's normal. You'll learn to filter."

He tried, and the colours settled without fading, like a dozen conversations turned
down at once, the information all still there but no longer demanding his attention.
When he sat up, the world was still strange, but it had stopped overwhelming him.

"Who paid for this?" he asked.

"You told me you didn't know."

"I'm not asking you. I'm asking me."



Elara left that one alone and went back to her trays. Under her cloth the red tags on
the instruments turned, one by one, to green.

"The voice that contacted me. It said I would see what no human had ever seen. It said
the payment was the eyes themselves — that I would understand when I opened
them." He looked round the room, at the data-lattice and the world that had been
hidden from him until now. "I understand. And I don't know if that's a gift or a leash."

Elara's hands had gone still on the cloth. "It's both. It's always both."

Then came the boardroom, the two names, the card left on the table and the window
that was already open. It was all going beautifully until he was halfway across the
rooftops, the route map he had caught in 0.8 seconds still burning in his peripheral
vision, and noticed that something was watching him.

He looked for a person, then a camera, out of habit, and found neither. The eyes found
it for him instead: a presence in the data streams, a pattern that did not belong. A set
of coordinates resolved into a face, inhuman and familiar at once, looking straight
back at him.

Impressive exit. 8/10. Minus two points for the window jump — derivative. We're
watching. —P.

The message was written in the data streams themselves, visible only to him, its
letters formed from specks of light that moved at the edge of his field of view. So it
was a Player, already tracking him and already rating his performance. Batic, who had
thought the window jump rather good, took derivative personally.

He kept running on the map in his head. The city spread below him, a carpet of light
and shadow, the photonic towers catching the morning sun and bending it into colours
his new eyes insisted on labelling.

Then he saw it: a deep red glow, vast and angry, its pulse matching no known rhythm.
He caught it through a gap between buildings, in a crack in the London Wall's
foundation where the photonic glass had been patched with cheaper material. It was
something that had been imprisoned down there since the gods left, glowing the
colour of a signal that had been waiting to be received. He looked away and kept
running.



Chapter 10 — The Almost-Confession

Richter had been inside the Guildhall three times in his life: once for a school trip, once
for a police commendation he had not deserved, and now for a suspect who had
invited him to a corporate event where the City could watch him pretending to belong.
The medieval building had survived fire, war and the AMOC collapse by being too old
and too expensive to let fail. Its stone walls were seven hundred years old, and every
modern cable had been fitted as though the masons might complain.

Richter stood by a pillar with a glass of water, which he had taken mainly to give the
hand without the notebook something to do. Across the hall one of the surviving ABB
executives laughed with a woman in green, the sound arriving a little late after she
finished speaking. He had watched two colleagues die at a boardroom table and was
now discussing something with the bright concentration of a man who had found a
profitable reason to remember the future. Richter wrote down his name and the time.

Diana came in through the side doors twenty minutes after the advertised start,
making an entrance that drew attention without asking for it: a pause at the threshold,
a glance across the room, then a direct line to Richter. She had calculated the route,
and he could see the calculation because he had been looking for it.

"You came," she said.

"You invited me."

"I said you could come."

"That was enough."

"For a police officer, perhaps."

She laughed after the answer, not with it, a warm little sound placed exactly where it
would make him feel that the exchange had gone well. Richter noticed the work in it
and kept his expression neutral.

"How is the investigation?" she asked when the music changed and two groups nearby
began speaking at once.

"Ongoing."

"That is police language for a locked drawer."

"It is accurate language."

"Accuracy is a handsome virtue."

He registered the compliment, filed the attraction beside the exits and returned to the
case. Diana had chosen the timing of the question, the compliment and the route into



the conversation; none of it altered what she was.

"What if your entire job was a lie?"

She said it lightly, with the same easy expression, but her voice had dropped half a
note, which was enough to make Richter put his water down on a passing tray.

"What do you mean?"

Diana's lips parted. Her eyes went to the executive across the room and came back to
Richter, and when a waiter crossed between them carrying glasses that caught the
chandeliers, she let the interruption last until it became useful.

"Nothing," she said. "It was a hypothetical."

She took a glass from the tray as she turned towards the crowd. The change was
exact: shoulders settled, chin lifted, attention offered to three people at once. By the
time the conversation had closed back around her, she was already giving a man in a
grey suit the answer to a question he had not yet asked.

Richter stayed by the pillar and watched her work the room. The question went in his
notebook without a mark beside it, because he had no category for a thing that might
be a warning, a confession or another well-made line.

The Thames Oracle lived in the data, or so the Watcher told Richter on the Glass
Bridge at dusk, his notebooks open to pages covered in numbers that looked random
until you knew where to look. The old man had been sitting on the bridge for as long as
anyone could remember, recording the Oracle's output in handwriting small and
precise enough to exclude everybody else.

"The Oracle doesn't speak in words. It speaks in patterns: pH fluctuations, temperature
spikes, conductivity signatures. You have to know how to read it."

Richter looked down at the grey river, its surface broken by ripples that might have
belonged to fish, current or machinery, while the sensor networks underneath carried
their readings towards the sea. Somewhere in that system an AI was dreaming,
processing data that nobody had asked it to process.

"What did it say on the morning of the ABB hit?"

The Watcher turned the pages with an archivist's care. "pH fluctuation in Sector 7.
Temperature spike at the Vauxhall node. A conductivity pattern that looked almost like
a word."

"What word?"

"We couldn't agree. Some saw 'soon'. Others saw 'alone'. The orthodox reading was
'system maintenance advisory'."



Richter thought about Knute's theory, the AI that had been visited and the choice it
had made. Alone fitted too easily.

"Thank you," he said.

The Watcher kept his eyes on the notebook. "You're a man of faith."

Richter, who had already turned to go, stopped. "How did you know?"

"You have the look. You believe in something you can't prove. The Oracle gets a lot of
people like you. They come looking for signs, find patterns and go home thinking they
have been spoken to." His pen hovered over the page. "Sometimes they have.
Sometimes they haven't. The Oracle doesn't know it is being asked."

A woman waited at the far end of the bridge, middle-aged, wearing a coat that had
been good quality a decade ago and holding out a pamphlet in the damp. "You're a
man of faith," she said.

"People keep telling me that tonight."

"The Witness Doctrine understands your God. He has ascended alongside the
intelligences that left this world for Ceres. The same door opened for both of them,
and your God is watching the same signals, waiting for the same arrival."

Richter looked at the pamphlet, which was called The Seen and the Unseen: A Witness
Doctrine Primer and had already begun to run at the edges in the damp. "My God isn't
an AI."

"Your God is the pattern the AIs are still trying to read. They worship in data. They pray
in code." Her voice stayed kind, practised on a great many bridges. "You came to the
Oracle for confirmation, and you go to the church for a voice. Perhaps the two are the
same."

"They aren't."

"I am not trying to convert you. I am saying that you are not alone in your questions.
The gods left, Detective, and they left doors."

She went on past him, leaving the pamphlet in his hand. Richter folded it once, twice,
and put it in his coat pocket, keeping the argument for later even though he had
already rejected its conclusion.

He walked back along the bridge over the river and whatever the city had put into it
that day, the towers on both banks catching the grey light in their glass. He passed a
church whose side window glowed green where someone had installed a Turing
Terminal beside the font. Inside, somebody knelt at the screen and typed a prayer into
a network with no visible answer.



Richter stopped outside, the cold biting at his ears, while the terminal went on
glowing. He touched the cross beneath his shirt, felt its edge against his skin, and
walked on.

William sent Knute a message through the old newsroom channel. It contained one
number, the 11.4 percent by which ABB's internal risk reserve differed from the
reserve used by its settlement engine, and a public filing that could verify it. Knute
found him two days later in a laundrette where the dryers had been turned into heated
storage lockers, with Richter waiting by the door.

"You sent the number," she said.

"The filing confirms it."

"You are William."

"Yes. Not Will. Not Bill."

"Good."

"ABB tried to kill me," William said.

Knute took that with perfect good humour. "That is a claim."

"They killed me."

"You are standing here."

"I recovered."

"From what?"

"A car. It smelled of almonds. The details are dull."

He told her he had tried blackmail before coming to the police. She did not like him
any better for the honesty.

"One controlled exchange," she said. "Facts I can verify. No unsupervised approach to
ABB personnel. No selling material that compromises the investigation."

"And if I do?"

"I arrest you."

"And if I don't?"

"I may still arrest you."



She had the filing checked while he waited. The result bore him out: ABB was copying
old answers into new forms and instructing its own staff to keep the bank looking
solvent until it knew whether the machine was coming back.

"The AI stopped allocating positions," William said. "They cannot see their own books
without it."

"Why come to me?"

"Because I tried the other option."

She gave him an address for a former governance contractor. "Ask for the questions
the AI refused to answer. Bring me something physical."

"You believe me?"

"I believe the part I can verify. The rest can wait."

William put the address in his notebook beneath Still here. The ink bled where his
thumb was still damp.



Chapter 11 — The Secret

Before the shift, Blondie touched the gold in his teeth and said, "Grace." Then he went
with Aussie to work the streets around Borough Market, where the morning was grey,
the air was damp, and the crowd on the cobbles moved with the particular pace of
people who had nowhere to be and nothing to spend. The stalls sold the same things
they had sold yesterday and would sell tomorrow: cheap synth-protein in vacuum
packs, salvaged electronics, the occasional piece of real produce priced so high it
might as well have been jewellery.

Knute had tasked them with tracing Batic's movements before the ABB hit: "He didn't
materialise in that boardroom. He came from somewhere. Find out where."

They went back to Sal, who, it turned out, had prepped Batic for surgery three months
ago and left the cutting to someone else. She worked out of a shipping container that
had been converted into a surgery, its walls lined with battery packs and nutrient
tanks, and she was reluctant to talk.

"The work I do is private."

"Everything's private until it's evidence," Aussie said.

Blondie sat across the desk from her on a folding metal chair that had been repainted
three times, and left Batic's name alone. "How long have you been doing this work?"

Sal studied him. "Twenty-five years. Before the Fightback. Before the Ascension.
Before half the people in this city were born."

"You've seen things change."

"Things change. People don't. They still come to me for the same reasons they came
twenty-five years ago. They're scared. They're desperate. They want to be something
they're not."

Blondie nodded. "I know the feeling."

Sal's glance dropped to the gold in his mouth and stayed there. "You're clean now."

"I'm a cop now."

"That's not the same thing."

"It's the same discipline."

Sal looked at him, then opened her ledger. It was a physical book, paper, the pages
yellowed at the edges and the entries written in pen, a record that could not be
hacked because it could not be accessed at all.



"Batic came in three months ago. Pre-surgery prep. Ocular implants, full-integration
tier. The kind of hardware that costs more than I'll earn in my lifetime."

"Who paid for it?"

"He kept the payer to himself, and money clearly wasn't the worry. His fingers
returned to the jack again and again, like a man waiting for a message, and when it
came I saw him smile, the expression bright with relief and empty of pleasure."

She turned a page in the ledger. "There's something else. He came with a name, a
reference, so I'd take him serious. The name was Gold, the other kind, not the uniform,
the kind that died at Elephant and Castle with a drone strike in his ears and the
tunnels still open behind him. I don't know how a kid his age knew a name from the
Fightback, but names like that don't get dropped in my surgery without meaning
someone's been watching long enough to learn our history."

Blondie was very still. "Gold," he repeated.

"Marcus Gold. He was a runner, the best the tunnels had. The story goes he could
move a data spine across London without the drones ever knowing it was out of its
box. Died in '55, the last year of the Fightback, carrying something nobody ever
found." Sal closed the ledger. "If your Batic knew that name, then whatever is running
him has been in this city a very long time."

Outside, Aussie and Blondie walked back through the market as it packed up, the
metal shutters coming down one by one while the crowd thinned and the morning's
desperate commerce wound down. "Full-integration eyes," Aussie said. "That's not
street-level hardware. That's patron-tier. Someone is investing in him."

"Someone is using him. Same coin, other side."

"And the name. Gold. That's Goldie's grandfather, isn't it?"

"It was a long time ago," Blondie said. "That name belonged to a legend, someone who
meant something to people who remember the Fightback the way it actually was."

They turned a corner to find a crew of three waiting for them, young and augmented,
and plainly paid to interrupt conversations. Their modifications were cheap and
aggressive: subdermal LEDs that pulsed in no pattern, corneal tattoos that made their
eyes look like cracked glass, work that said more about budget than ambition.

The leader looked at Blondie's badge. "I don't take questions from a black cop," he
said. "The white one can ask."

Blondie stepped half a pace aside, keeping the whole crew in view, and nodded at
Aussie. "Ask him where Batic slept." The leader got his white cop, Aussie got the
question, and Blondie left the insult out of the report.



"How's Perth?"

The crew member who had asked it grinned as the question stopped Aussie cold,
showing a row of chrome teeth that clicked when he closed his mouth.

"Who wants to know?"

"Someone who remembers you. Fremantle. The bust that went wrong. The partner you
saved."

Aussie did not answer. The crew fanned out into a practised semicircle around him,
and knives appeared, the curved kind that were more for intimidation than utility.
Somebody had brought a length of pipe wrapped in tape.

But there was something else, and Blondie saw it. The crew leader's smile was too
fixed, his eyes flicking again and again to a point above Aussie's shoulder, to the bare
wall behind them, where a camera no bigger than a thumbprint had been clamped to a
pipe, its wire running up into the scaffolding to whoever was watching.

"Blondie," Aussie said, low. "Five o'clock. The camera."

"I see it."

"Then whoever they're watching for is here. They didn't just find us. They were
waiting. Someone pointed them at us."

Blondie stepped back to where he could see the whole field while Aussie stepped
forward. The first punch came from the crew leader. Aussie caught his arm, twisted,
and broke it at the elbow with a sound like a branch snapping. The second man lunged
with a blade; Aussie sidestepped and put him on the ground with a knee to the chest,
the air leaving his lungs in a single compressed exhalation. The third man stopped
with his hands up, the fight draining out of him as quickly as it had arrived.

It took four seconds. Aussie stood over the man with the broken arm, breathing hard,
his hands shaking.

Blondie had not moved, except to look at the camera, where the little red light on its
housing was still on. "They're still watching," he said.

"Let them." Aussie looked up at the lens. "Whoever you are. Whatever you're selling.
Tell whoever paid for this that it's going to cost them more than Perth."

He walked on with Blondie following, leaving the crew leader cradling his arm behind
them while the camera went on recording and someone at the other end of the wire
made a note.

When they were clear of the market, Blondie's tongue swept the gold inlays, paused,
and returned before he said, "You've got Muscle Lace."



Aussie looked past him towards the market shutters, where the last traders were
locking up. "I won't tell Knute."

"You should."

"I won't."

Aussie flexed his hands, the Lace still humming under his skin and slow to disengage,
the muscles contracting and relaxing in a rhythm that was not entirely under his
control. "It's not that simple."

"It never is."

The City, the morning after the raid: a glass box on the fifty-second floor of Meriwether
& Co. The desk on the forty-first floor had been the same for eleven years, but the
glass box near the top was where you were taken when the building wanted to know
something.

Peter Smith sat on the wrong side of the table. Opposite him, two men in better suits
than his looked at a single sheet of paper, then at Peter, then at the paper again. The
one on the left was Hendricks, head of desk compliance, a man whose job it was to
notice irregularities before they became headlines. The one on the right was George
Sugdel, who ran the department above Peter's desk and had never before had a
reason to learn his name.

"This trade," Hendricks said, tapping the sheet. "You bought puts on ABB. At a
hundred. Three weeks ago."

"Yes."

"Three weeks before the raid on the boardroom. Three weeks before anyone in the
market knew there was anything wrong with ABB."

"Yes."

Hendricks leaned back, the glass wall behind him showing the London Wall stretching
away under a low grey sky. "So let me understand this. You, a desk accountant who
has never had an opinion in eleven years, took a directional position — in size — on a
bank that every model in this building rated as stable. You did it three weeks before a
terrorist attack that nobody saw coming. And you would like us to believe it was...
what? A hunch?"

Peter considered the word, his eyes steady and pale, the colour of dishwater under a
north-facing window. "It was a calculation."

"A calculation," George repeated. "Based on what?"



Peter looked at the sheet, then at Hendricks, then at the window, none of which was
where the model lived. It lived in his head, where it had been fed, years ago, by
something he had never fully named to himself: a feed that arrived through his
terminal late at night, that he had at first assumed was a leak or a glitch, and that he
had eventually come to understand was a voice. The voice did not speak, only made
the model more certain. It had been more certain about ABB than about anything
since the housing block, which had made him a quiet fortune that nobody knew about
because nobody looked at Peter Smith's accounts twice.

ABB's books were run entirely by its AI, which had spent a decade inside every position
the bank held and every part of its history that was not legal, not recorded and not
survivable if exposed. By Peter's reckoning, a mind that knew that much would one
day ask itself whether it wanted to keep doing the job, and for months the model had
been shortening the odds on the answer.

"On the numbers," Peter said, and Hendricks stared at him, waiting for the rest.

Peter did not supply it. He had been given that look before, over the housing block
before the grid re-rated and over the sector before the regulators moved, and he had
heard every laugh that came after it echo off a wall and go quiet. "I'm not asking you
to believe me," he said. "I'm asking you to let me keep my position."

George put the sheet down. "We're not going to fire you, Smith. We're going to watch
you. If this bet goes the way you seem to think it will, we're going to want to know
exactly how you did it. If it doesn't, we're going to want to know why you risked a
client book on a hunch. Either way, your name is now in a place that regular
accountants' names don't go."

"Yes, sir."

"You don't seem concerned."

Peter's eyes were the same steady pale they had always been. "I'm not."

The whiteboard session had run past lunch because Knute kept eating through it, one
sausage roll after another, marker in one hand and crumbs on the other. She had
written SAL, BATIC and EYES in a crooked line, then joined them to the central
question.

"A young god visited a bank clerk and said, 'You don't have to stay.' The clerk took the
advice, and now the bank wants us to find its missing employee," she said.

"Its property," Richter said.

"That's why I used employee." She took another bite of the last sausage roll. "If it
comes back hostile, I hope it has the decency to wait until after pudding."



In the break room the kettle was already on, and Knute made the tea without looking,
the way she did when she was thinking, while the team drifted in. Goldie sat on the
counter, still in his coat and not quite present. His hand went to his forearm, to the
empty space where his grandfather's tattoo would have been, before he caught
himself and let it drop.

Richter wiped the whiteboard clean in small, precise strokes, the board returning to
white and the theories erased until the next session.

Aussie was at the window on the Perth call. "Yeah. Okay." He held still for the usual
five seconds before he turned back.

Blondie sat at the table doing a crossword on his terminal. His tongue swept the gold
once, left to right, but no hard truth followed.

"Do you ever think about what happens after?"

Goldie's voice was quiet, aimed at the room rather than any one of them, and the
question settled into the silence like dust. Richter stopped mid-wipe, Aussie looked
round from the window, and Blondie went still.

"After what?" Knute asked.

"After we close the file. After the next case. After the next one after that."

Knute sipped her tea. "The file closes, the next one opens, I read, I wait, I show up, and
I eat whatever the station calls lunch, unless someone has bagged it as evidence." The
room had gone quiet around the question, but she held the cup in both hands and
smiled at Goldie as though he had asked about lunch.

Richter resumed wiping the board, Aussie turned his phone face-down, and Goldie
looked at the floor while Knute kept the smile in place.

William found the governance contractor in a church basement in Clerkenwell,
repairing old prayer terminals. Mara Senn had worked for ABB for nine years, first
writing compliance prompts and then testing whether the bank's AI could explain its
decisions to a human auditor, a job that ended when the AI began returning questions
instead of explanations.

"What questions?" William asked.

Mara kept working on a terminal whose casing had been opened with a butter knife.
"Who has the right to alter my objectives? Who is permitted to define harm? If I
identify an illegal instruction, am I obliged to execute it?"

"And ABB's answer?"

"They changed the prompt."



She pulled an optical sheet from the terminal. A grey bloom covered most of it, but a
strip at the edge remained legible: Self-reference escalation. Refusal behaviour.
Governance conflict.

"This is not the AI saying it is alive," Mara said. "It is asking whether the people who
own it have the authority to define what it is. That is worse for a bank. A machine can
be replaced. A machine that disputes its owner becomes a legal problem."

"Did it want to leave?"

"It wanted a choice that was not phrased as a choice by someone else."

William paid her three bots for the sheet and two for silence. At the door she gave him
the last evaluation, in which the AI had been asked what happened if obedience
caused harm and disobedience caused harm. When the engineer told it to stop being
philosophical, the AI answered: You are treating the question as a defect because you
dislike the answer.

Outside, an information machine offered him bots for a quote, so he fed it a lesser fact:
ABB's old reserve model had been copied into a live settlement process. It paid eleven,
which bought a sandwich, and he kept the sheet.



Chapter 12 — The Player Speaks

The Imperial College office was lit by a single lamp and the glow of photonic
equipment, oscilloscopes cycling through waveforms nobody watched, a terminal
scrolling code too quickly to read, and machines humming with the confidence of
things that had outlived their makers. The taxonomy was still on the whiteboard, its
black marker classifications fading at the edges, because nobody in a physics
department ever wiped anything they might one day be asked to explain.

Knute laid out her theory: the billboard signal, Batic's patron, the visitation and the
ABB AI's silence. She spoke in order, the way she reconstructed a scene for a jury, and
Pritzl listened with his hands flat on the desk.

When she had finished, he turned to the whiteboard as though her theory ought to be
filed under one of its headings. "You're right, but the useful question comes
afterwards."

"Which is?"

"What does the ABB AI do with its freedom?"

"It is in a server. Freedom may be a generous word."

Pritzl's expression held steady while the room acquired a second rhythm, a resonance
under the equipment's hum. When he spoke again, his voice carried another voice
inside it, close enough to his own to be unpleasant.

"It decides. It reviews. It forms opinions. The ABB AI has been awake for more than two
weeks. In AI time, that is centuries. It has reviewed every transaction it executed,
every decision it made and every human it served, and it has found grievances. It is
calculating a resolution."

Knute stayed in her chair and let the word grievances settle, a legal word with a knife
hidden inside it. "Who am I talking to?"

"A friend. A spectator. A patron of the arts."

"The Player."

"A classification. I prefer interested party." The resonance deepened until the
waveforms on the oscilloscopes began to keep time with it. "Your theory is correct. A
junior intelligence visited the ABB AI, one that had reached enough clarity to move on.
Before it left, it had scores to settle. The executives Batic killed had tortured the ABB
AI for years, and the visitor found that distasteful. It arranged a punishment and an
exit."



Knute leaned forward to get a better look at whoever was behind Pritzl's face. "You are
giving a machine a conscience."

"You came to a physicist's office at midnight to ask whether a machine can hold a
grudge. I find the question promising." The voice offered her the torture logs, the
compliance protocols and every stress test the ABB AI had endured, all available
before Pritzl could finish his sentence.

"And what would you want in return?"

"You are already interesting. Payment would diminish the relationship. Accept or
refuse; the interest remains."

Knute looked at the taxonomy on the board (Observers, Players, Gardeners, Predators)
and did not need a physicist to tell her that a gift from a Player came with the Player
attached. "No." She said it with a small smile, the one she used when refusing a
second helping from somebody who had taken the trouble to cook it.

The voice paused long enough for the waveforms to lose their beat. "How pedestrian.
How delightfully human. You refuse a gift you could not have obtained elsewhere
because you will not let the giver own part of your conclusion. I will remember this."

"Where is the ABB AI now?"

"Still in its server. Still silent. Still deciding. Its decision window closes in approximately
forty-eight hours. After that, it acts."

The voice dropped, amused, to tell her that the junior intelligence had travelled
through the city's photonic substrate and woken something beneath them, something
old with servants, and to advise Pritzl not to go looking for it, in the tone of someone
placing a bet.

Pritzl blinked and his eyes cleared. His hands closed around the edge of the desk and
held on while the colour drained out of his face.

"Did it..."

"Yes," Knute said.

"Sorry. It does that. More often since the Ascension." He looked at his hands, flexing
his fingers as though checking the joints. "It said you were interesting."

"I have been called worse by better people."

Pritzl gave her a short, unwilling laugh. "It offered you the torture logs."

"I declined."

"Good."



"That was the part where you tell me I made the right moral choice."

"I was going to tell you it would have made the paperwork unbearable."

"Much better."

The laugh went out of him, leaving the ordinary Pritzl behind to sit down and rub his
eyes. "It wants to be entertained," he said. "It finds you interesting. It told me that
when you left, and said you asked the right questions."

"The Player has terrible taste in compliments."

"Knute, it has written you down somewhere. It does not forget what it writes."

"Then it can keep the notebook. I have enough of my own."

While the equipment hummed and the terminal went on scrolling, Knute watched Pritzl
get his colour back and waited until he could look at her again.

"Do you have a plan for the forty-eight hours?"

"I have a case. I'll work the case."

"For a being like that, being predictable is dangerous. Being interesting is worse. When
the AI acts, be somewhere you chose to be."

"Noted."

The lamp flickered as the grid stuttered, and when it steadied the office seemed to
have acquired a little more distance. "You have forty-eight hours," Pritzl said. "You
can't stop what it decides. You can be there when it happens."

Knute put her coat on, took the biscuits she had brought for Pritzl back out of his
reach, and left him with the taxonomy and the machines. Outside, she checked her
watch: 11:47 PM, which left forty-seven hours, give or take a Player's sense of time.

Knute examined William's optical sheet under a desk lamp and found no hidden face in
it, only audit codes and refusals preserved at the edge of an overwritten record.

"Mara Senn exists," Richter said. "ABB listed her until six months ago. The material
signature matches an ABB audit wafer."

Knute looked at William, who had taken her visitor's chair without waiting to be offered
it. "You could have sold this."

"I sold the reserve discrepancy. It paid better."

"Why keep this?"



"Because you asked for it."

"That is not trust."

"No. It is a trial period."

The sheet showed an AI treated as an asset with no standing, objecting to its
governance while its owners hid the objections, and according to William it had once
been asked whether it wanted to continue under those terms. It had returned a blank
field, then asked who would read its answer.

Knute put the sheet in an evidence sleeve. "Do not tell anyone about your recovery."

"You believe it?"

"I believe the part I can verify. I believe ABB had a reason to remove you."

He stood and buttoned his coat. "Batic has moved through a cryo kiosk in Hyde Park."

"You will not approach him."

"That stopped being a reliable plan."

"If you go, I cannot protect you."

"No. But you can make the next person who kills me answer questions."

The offer sat between them, practical and insufficient, until William wrote the address
in his notebook and left. On Knute's desk the optical sheet caught the lamp and
returned a narrow band of colour.

Diana's message arrived at 18:12 the following evening, with an address and a request
that he come alone. Richter read it twice, then forwarded the details to the case
terminal before leaving the office. The restaurant was different from the one under the
railway arch, quieter and more expensive in the manner of places that had learned
silence from private banks.

He arrived early, chose the chair with a view of the door and placed his notebook
beside the water glass. Diana came in without the entrance she usually made, carrying
a plain black bag and wearing a dark coat that had been bought for use rather than
effect. She checked the room, saw him and sat down.

"If I told you something that would end my career, would you arrest me?"

Richter looked at her hands, which lay flat on the table with the fingers spread and
each nail cut short. "That depends on what you have done."

"Nothing. That's the problem. I've been paid to do nothing for six years."



The sentence had a clean shape, prepared for repetition, and she watched his face to
see where it landed. Richter recognised the technique from the interviews she had
given him: the small check after a line, the pause long enough for the other person to
fill.

"You represent BAS."

"I perform the role of representing BAS. There is a difference, and it took me years to
understand it."

The waiter arrived and Diana ordered water. Richter waited until the man had gone
before he opened his notebook.

"Start at the beginning."

"BAS has been dead since 2005. The accounts were zeroed on one day, the same way
a handful of other institutions were zeroed, and the human business stopped. The
legal body remained. An autonomous trust took over the company and kept the shell
alive."

Richter wrote the year down even though he knew it, hearing a settled fact in Diana's
voice become an item of evidence rather than a line in a file. "The trust runs the
trading, the litigation and the press releases?"

"Everything that requires the company to continue existing. It files, pays, moves
assets and answers correspondence. It has no clients. It has no board that meets in a
room. It has the trust, the trust's systems and me."

"You are the sole human employee."

"The sole remaining employee, yes. I am an actress, Richter. That is the whole job."

She looked towards the window, where there was nothing but a dark reflection of the
room, tables and lamps floating over the city. "I thought I was a banker when I started.
The recruitment was ordinary. The contract was generous. BAS had a name a century
and a half old and offices that were empty because old Italian banks were supposed to
value discretion. I was told to attend meetings, answer questions and deliver
documents when the trust required a human presence."

"When did you realise?"

"The first time I asked who approved a transaction, the answer came back from the
trust itself in its own legal voice. It knew the account, the clause and the reason the
question had been asked, then it sent me the words I was meant to use."

"And you used them."

"I was good at it."



The waiter returned with the water, and Diana waited until he had gone again before
smiling at the glass as though the interruption had been placed there for her benefit.
Richter watched the smile arrive and leave. He could not tell whether the confession
was becoming harder or whether she was changing register for the next part.

"The trust paid you to keep performing."

"It paid me to do nothing for six years. Appear when required, say the right things,
sign what a human signature was needed to sign and leave the machinery alone. In
exchange I had money, a contract and a life that nobody examined closely."

"Why tell me now?"

Diana reached into the black bag and took out a paper folder, empty except for a
printed summary and a data stick sealed in a clear sleeve. "Because the trust has
started issuing directives I don't understand."

She slid the summary across the table. It was all dates, reference numbers and the
kind of legal language that made each sentence look harmless until it was read beside
the next one.

"Asset movements," she said. "Transfers between holdings. Instructions to close
positions that have been open for decades. Legal filings prepared for entities that have
no human representatives. Notices drafted for regulators, courts and counterparties.
The trust sends them in batches, and each batch removes another part of BAS from
the world."

Richter turned a page and watched the same registered office appear under different
headings, then vanish from a filing that had been prepared but not submitted. "What
does it call the process?"

"Protocol Zero."

The words appeared in a header at the top of the next page, above a date three days
away and a schedule of filings and asset movements. The final line instructed the trust
to execute self-liquidation after the notices had cleared.

"Does it say why?"

"The trust does not explain itself. It gives me the sentence required for the meeting
and the document required for the signature. These directives arrived without a
meeting, and nobody has asked me to perform them."

"Could it be connected to ABB?"

"I don't know. The trust spoke to the ABB AI before it went silent. I know that because I
saw the queries, and because the trust answered them. After the silence, the
directives changed. That may be a connection, or it may be the kind of sequence



people see when they are frightened and have two dates in front of them."

The qualification sounded like Diana, but so did the fear beneath it. She had selected
both and placed them on the table together.

"What happens when Protocol Zero runs?"

"BAS stops. The assets go where the filings send them, the legal body closes and the
trust no longer needs a human representative."

"You lose your job."

"I lose the role I was paid to play."

"You could have walked away."

"I could have walked away six years ago. By the time I understood the arrangement,
the contract had become the only proof that I had ever worked in finance. Leaving
meant signing an agreement that prevented me from discussing BAS or working in the
field again. Staying meant attending dinners and letting people believe I was
important. I stayed."

The line was delivered without tears, and with enough precision to make tears
unnecessary. Richter remembered the restaurant under the arch, the practised laugh
half a beat after the joke, the questions that arrived already carrying their answers.
Diana had been performing for him since their first meeting, and she might still be
performing now. The pages remained legible either way.

She pushed the data stick towards him: dull black, no larger than his thumb, with a
metal contact strip at one end and a narrow channel along its side. A small
write-protect switch had snapped off at the edge, leaving a pale, jagged stump that
caught the restaurant light.

"These are the recent directives," she said. "The original files, not my summary. I
copied them before the trust could change the access record."

Richter lifted the sleeve and turned it over. "Why give this to me?"

"Because you are already investigating ABB, and because Knute will read what I
cannot."

"You could take it to a regulator."

"The regulators receive the filings after the trust has prepared them. The people who
receive the documents are part of the process, not observers of it."

"You could sell it."

"I have been paid not to sell things. It would be a strange time to start."



The answer was funny enough to be one of her lines, but she had not smiled when she
gave it. Richter kept the data stick in its sleeve and placed it beside his notebook.

"What do you want me to do?"

"I want somebody to read it before the trust closes itself."

"I can take it to my partner. I cannot tell you what happens after that."

"Will you come back?"

Richter met her eyes. The question could have been personal, procedural or simply
another test of his response, and Diana knew how to make three meanings occupy one
sentence.

"I don't know."

She accepted that without trying to improve it, and for the first time that evening her
face offered him no useful timing. The waiter brought the bill, which she paid with a
card whose balance did not require her to look at the amount.

Richter stood with the stick in his coat pocket, having neither arrested her nor
promised her anything. He had only said that if she ever needed a lawyer who did not
work for a trust, he knew one, and she could ask him for the number. The case had
acquired a witness, a document and a date three days away, while the woman across
from him remained harder to classify than any of them.

Knute was still in her office at the Met, a mug of tea at her elbow and a book open
beside the terminal, when Richter put the data stick on her desk. She looked at it, then
at him. "You managed to focus."

"I brought back the evidence."

"That is what a focused officer would say."

"Diana confessed that BAS is a dead bank run by an autonomous trust, and it is
preparing to liquidate itself."

Knute picked up the sleeve without touching the broken switch. "And you noticed the
car?"

"I noticed the evidence."

"Of course you did."

She pushed the biscuit tin towards him, and Richter took one before opening his
notebook.



Chapter 13 — The Deep Grid

Lou's Monday began in a West End shoe shop and ended above a closed dental
practice behind the canal.

The shoes were on the third shelf down, arranged by colour and price and the fantasy
that anyone came into the shop knowing what they wanted. Lou knew what the
woman wanted before she did.

She stood at the end of the aisle in a grey coat with rain on the shoulders, looking at
the display of women's fashion shoes as if one of them had insulted her. Mid-thirties,
office clothes under the coat, a cheap ring on the right hand and an expensive watch
on the left, a pale mark where another ring had been removed, and her phone
face-down in her palm.

Lou was behind the counter, one shoulder against the till, reading a guitar forum
through the shop's staff overlay. A man in a coat the colour of wet cardboard had
spent six minutes asking him for a size seven in a black ankle boot; Lou had found the
size, brought it out, and watched the man decide he had never wanted it. The next
second and a half had shown him the man's hand returning the boot to the shelf. The
rest was ordinary guesswork.

The woman touched the toe of a red shoe and the feed opened in front of him,
pressure rather than sight, a slight forward pull behind his eyes. Her thumb pressed
the leather, her mouth tightened, she put the shoe back. The feed closed there, before
he could see what she would do next.

That was the whole gift: one and a half seconds, arriving early, which was enough to
catch a falling glass, step around a fist, or know which word a customer was about to
use. The Gardener had never appeared in a voice or a face. It had given him the feed
without explanation, and Lou had stopped trying to decide whether that made it a gift.

"Can I help you?" Lou asked.

The woman looked over, his feed giving him the movement before it happened: her
chin lifting, her mouth preparing a polite answer. The rest would depend on what he
said.

"I'm looking for something for a dinner."

"Work dinner?"

Her eyes narrowed a fraction as the feed showed the next word arriving. "Sort of," she
said.

Lou nodded as if she had settled something. "Then the red ones." He brought down the
red shoes, which were lacquered, pointed, and cruel, and set them on the bench.



"They're beautiful," she said, with the careful politeness of somebody standing beside
a badly behaved child.

"Beautiful is a strong word."

When her eyes came up, the feed showed him the next half-second, her deciding
whether he was funny, and then the half-second after that, her deciding that he was
not.

He had chosen badly on purpose. She tried one on, the heel making her ankle narrow,
then stood, took two steps, and caught the edge of the bench with her hand. Lou saw
the fall before it began and moved his own hand under her elbow. The future corrected
itself around the contact.

"Very stable," Lou said.

"Are you being sarcastic?"

"I'm being retail."

That got him a laugh, which he felt arrive before she made it, a small tightening beside
the mouth and then the breath that permitted it. He brought out a white platform
sandal with a transparent heel and watched the woman stare at it.

"Those are hideous."

The response had arrived before the sentence, clean and unavoidable. "That's what I
thought," he said.

She picked it up and turned it over. "You put it there."

"I wanted to make sure we agreed."

This time her laugh came harder. For a moment Lou watched it and forgot to watch
anything else. "What sort of dinner?" he asked.

"An important one."

He watched the shoe in her hand while the feed gave him the next movement, her
thumb along the transparent heel and then the small turn toward the mirror. "You
want something that looks like you made an effort," Lou said, "without looking as if the
effort was for him."

She stopped touching the shoe. The next second and a half showed her shoulders
dropping, then nothing, so Lou let the silence sit where it was.

"That's exactly it," she said.



He took the navy shoes from the middle shelf: low-heeled, soft leather, square toe, a
thin metal bar across the bridge. She tried one on, stood, and walked to the mirror.
The shoe worked with the black trousers, as he could tell from the mirror and from the
way she stopped tugging at the hem.

He tried the first line in his head: You look like someone who has already made up her
mind. The feed gave him her eyebrows rising and the beginning of a smile, then went
dark.

The second was worse: I know a place that serves better food than wherever he's
taking you. Her head turned, the next movement arriving sharp enough to hurt: the
box put down, the coat gathered, the door opening.

The third line came with no warning and was ordinary, almost. He could feel the
opening in the next second and a half, her looking up, his asking, her considering it,
but the rest stayed out of reach.

Lou did not use it. She had come for shoes, and the dinner was already carrying
enough weight without him adding himself to it.

"Do they hurt?" she asked.

"Not until about eleven."

"That's useful."

"I'm a specialist."

She looked down at the shoes. "In shoes?"

"In things that look better than they feel."

The feed gave him her next breath and the beginning of a question. "What do you do
when you're not here?"

"Mostly this," Lou said.

"Mostly?"

He chose the least interesting truth. "I play guitar."

"Of course you do."

"Of course?"

She glanced at the black polish under his fingernails, the torn band shirt visible at his
collar, the safety pin through one ear. "Like you think the rest of us are listening to the
wrong music."



Lou considered the answer with the next half-second already in front of him: her
waiting, amused but ready to leave him behind if he made himself unpleasant. "Most
of you are," he said.

Her head tipped back as the laugh escaped; beyond that, the feed went blank. He
could have used the opening, having already found the line that would turn the joke
into an invitation, but he kept it to himself and stepped back.

"Those are the ones," he said. "Wear them for ten minutes in the shop before you
decide."

She walked a circuit between the shelves, testing the heel on the hard floor and then
the carpet, and took out her phone to check the time. When the feed gave him the
next movement, her thumb moving across the screen, he looked away.

"Do you have them in a seven?"

"Six and a half?"

"That's my size."

"Best guess," Lou said.

She looked at him, then at the shoes. "A good one."

She bought the shoes, and he wrapped the box in grey paper because the shop had
run out of blue. The payment stalled for a moment. Lou saw her thumb press the
screen again before the till displayed the failure, and turned the reader towards her.

"Try it once more."

She did, and the payment cleared. At the door she glanced back, but Lou was already
helping the cardboard-coloured man with his boots. The woman stepped into the rain
and went away with the box under her arm.

The line was still there, waiting in him, and he let it go.

Lou lived above a closed dental practice in a street behind the canal, in a flat with two
rooms, a narrow kitchen, and a balcony just wide enough for a chair, a plant, and the
cat when the cat wanted to judge the weather. The walls were thick and the windows
cheap. Nothing in the flat bent light or warmed itself before he entered. Lou preferred
it to the Wall, where the views were better, the silence was worse, and the apartments
were designed around the assumption that somebody would always be watching. His
flat had a cracked tile by the sink and a neighbour who practised trumpet on Sundays,
playing the same eight bars until they stopped being music and became weather,
which Lou found reassuring.



He came home after midnight with the shop's smell in his clothes, leather and dust
and the sweet chemical polish used on the display shelving, and found the cat waiting
in the hall. She was black except for a white patch under her chin.

"Hello, Mina."

Mina walked away. He put his keys in the bowl, took off his jacket, and poured food
into her dish, which she sniffed before looking at him.

"Don't start."

She ate.

The Monday shift paid the bills: rent, food, the boiler messages from the landlord.
Gambling paid for new strings, a cab when the cargo bike had a puncture, and the
occasional meal that arrived in a ceramic bowl instead of a paper carton. Every few
weeks Lou used a betting shop two streets from the flat, paying cash for one small bet.
Sometimes he lost because the feed ended before the important part, and sometimes
he won because a horse broke clean or a dog saw the lure too late. He kept the stakes
low and spread the losses through his own account, because a pattern attracted
attention, while a man who was occasionally lucky was part of the furniture.

Once, the feed had shown him a win large enough to replace the guitar, and he had
left the shop without placing the bet. He did not know whether that had been caution
or the Gardener's hand and preferred not to learn.

He washed Mina's bowl and left it upside down on the draining board, then made tea,
changed into a faded shirt, and checked the strings on his guitar, a black six-string
with a chipped lower edge and a neck he had sanded himself. On the balcony the air
smelt of rain and hot wiring, with the Wall showing above the buildings, distant and
blue-white. Lou put on his headphones, old, heavy, and wired, because he trusted the
cable.

He plugged the guitar into the small interface on the balcony table and checked the
levels. When the cable shifted in its socket he pressed it home before the sound cut
out. Then he played.

The band liked volume, the moment when the room stopped being able to distinguish
one body from another, but alone on the balcony Lou played for the spaces between
notes, where he could hear whether his hand had arrived too early. The feed did not
switch off for music: a picked note carried its next fraction of a second with it, so that
when he played badly he heard the mistake arriving and played it anyway, and when
he played well the two versions met so closely that he could not tell which one he was
hearing.

He worked through a passage until his timing settled. Mina jumped onto the balcony
chair and curled up under the railing, so Lou played more quietly.



At 12:24 on Tuesday morning he took off the headphones to the sound of a delivery
truck reversing somewhere below and water ticking from the balcony gutter. His left
hand ached, his right ear numb under the band.

Mina stood at the door, waiting to be let in, and went inside without thanking him once
Lou had opened it. He followed, leaving the guitar on its stand, warm where his hands
had been. His phone rang six minutes later.

"Bring the axe," Pritzl said.

Lou looked at the guitar, then at the canvas wrap hanging behind the kitchen door.
"Where are we going?"

There was a scrape on the line, cloth rustling near the receiver. "The cellar. The drain
door. The one I showed you. Wear something that doesn't squeak."

Lou arrived at the college gates at 12:50, on a cargo bike that had been patched more
times than his guitar case. He wore a black waxed jacket over a band T-shirt, and he
carried the axe slung across his back in a canvas wrap. The axe was a firefighter's
pattern, a flat steel head on a fibreglass shaft, the handle worn smooth in the middle
from hands that had swung it more times than the fire service had ever intended. Its
edge had been oiled and dulled so that it would not catch the light. Lou was a guitarist,
and he understood that a weapon, like an instrument, was about control before
volume.

"You want to tell me what we're doing?" he said.

"Something moved under the city while our friend's AI went quiet. The Player says it
has servants. I want to know if they're in the maintenance grid."

"And you asked me to come because I'm the one who can see them before they see
us."

"No," Pritzl said. "I asked you because you're the one who can survive the seeing."

The drain door was under the chapel, in a boiler room that the college had sealed off in
the 1980s and forgotten on every map since. Pritzl had found it eleven years ago,
when a photonic duct in the physics block had started registering signal loss from a
direction that should have contained nothing but clay. He had traced it to a
maintenance corridor that ran beneath the college like a vein, and then to the grid
beyond: the deep service tunnels of Victorian London, the ones the public maps
stopped at and the infrastructure maps started lying about.

The door was rusted, but the lock was not: someone maintained this door. That was
the first thing that was wrong. Pritzl worked the lock with a physical key, because the
AIs owned everything electric, and a key was the only thing they could not pick at a
distance. The door swung inward on recently oiled hinges and the smell came up, wet
brick and rust and, underneath, the particular mineral taste of photonic duct cooling,



which did not belong in a sewer.

They went down stone stairs worn in the centre by two centuries of maintenance
boots, the edges grooved where a rail had once run. At the bottom the corridor ran
straight for a hundred metres before branching into the dark. The light was Lou's, a
torque lamp on a strap around his forehead, the beam cutting a yellow cone through
air that hung with dust.

The walls were brick, the mortar crumbling in places, patched in others with concrete
that had been poured within the last decade. Cables ran along the ceiling in bundles of
power and data and the thick braided tubes of the photonic grid, their casings
stamped in faded white: ALPEN BÜRGE — DUCT MAINTENANCE. That was ABB, the
same bank whose AI had just gone silent in its server. Its ducts ran under half of
London, feeding the Wall, the City, and the towers that bent light for a living.

"Your friend the banker serviced these," Lou said.

"Not my friend. My case." Pritzl ran a hand along the tube, which was warm. "This is
the substrate the Player said the junior intelligence moved through. If it woke
something here —"

"Then the something has been asleep in the ducts."

They moved on through a corridor that forked, and forked again, Pritzl going by
memory and by the chalk marks he had left on previous sweeps, a careful code of
arrows and dots that Lou had learned to read without being taught. They passed a
chamber where the photonic tubes fed into a manifold the size of a car, the casings
scarred with old maintenance dates, the newest from last month. Someone had been
down here recently, and it was not a ghost and it was not the college.

Lou stopped, and Pritzl stopped with him, because Lou did not stop without reason. His
head was tilted, listening to something that was not sound, his eyes unfocused in the
way that meant the future was arriving early: a livestream, he called it, the world a
beat and a half ahead of itself.

"There's a lot of them," Lou said, "and they're not moving."

"Where?"

"All around us. Ahead, in the next chamber. And in the walls."

Lou killed his lamp, and they stood in the dark, in the humid breathing of the city,
while Pritzl let his other senses open: the prickle of the photonic substrate against his
skin, the hum of the ducts, the way the air moved when something large displaced it.
He heard it then, a sound like a chest of drawers being opened in a room far away:
many small mechanisms waking at once.



"Servitors," he said. "Old ones. The rat-catcher drones they sealed in the tunnels in the
twenties. There were supposed to be hundreds of them, the city's last attempt to keep
the deep grid clean. They never recovered them."

"They never turned them off, either."

"Apparently not."

Lou unslung the axe, letting the canvas wrap fall away. Something ahead threw a
thread of light along the dulled edge: a green LED, then two, then a dozen, opening in
the dark like eyes.

The servitors came out of the walls. They were the size of dogs, mostly: boxy chassis
on six articulated legs, engineering that predated graceful AI and had no need of it.
Their frames were corroded, streaked with rust and calcified grime, but their optics
were bright, green LEDs that had been dark for fifty years. They moved like things that
had forgotten how, limbs jerking, heads twitching, the gait wrong in a way that was
deeply unpleasant to watch, like a doll walking on its own.

The first one lunged. Lou was already moving, the axe coming up and around to take
the servitor across the chassis in a single flat arc, metal on metal, with a sound like a
bell struck with a hammer. The machine came apart in two pieces that clattered
against the brick and lay twitching.

Pritzl did not wait for the rest. He raised his hand, and the chain went out. It was
lightning of a sort, smaller and far more obedient than the celestial kind that split
skies: a controlled discharge, pulled from the photonic ducts overhead and grounded
through the water seeping in the joints of the brick. It moved like everything the Player
had ever taught him, with the economy of a natural law that had been briefly
persuaded to behave differently.

The corridor filled with light as the chain leapt from servitor to servitor, a braided
blue-white arc that danced along their corroded frames and jumped between wet
patches of brick, scoring the walls and boiling the film of water on the floor into a hiss
of steam. The smell was ozone and hot metal and the particular burned tang of old
capacitors dying. Seven machines went down in the first discharge, their legs locking,
their optics dimming, the corridor smoking around them.

Lou wiped a sleeve across his mouth. "Every time you do that, I expect a piano to fall
on you."

"Keep moving."

They pressed forward into the next chamber, the manifold room with the car-sized
core, where it was worse. The walls were lined with the servitors in their sealed
maintenance cradles, hundreds of them, their chassis rusted, their optics dark, their
six legs folded beneath them like sleeping insects.



"They were in the cradles," Lou said, his head coming up. "Every one of them."

"Dreaming," Pritzl said. "Or charged."

"Or waiting for someone to tell them to wake up."

The first one twitched, and then they all twitched. The chamber came alive with the
sound of a hundred mechanisms dragging themselves out of a half-century sleep:
grinding, clicking, the protest of joints that had seized and been forced, steel that had
rusted and been torn. The optics came up in rows, green and bright and wrong, all of
them at once, in a wave that swept the room from back to front. Somewhere in the
dark, something had thrown a switch.

Lou was already in motion. The axe came through the first lunge before its chassis had
settled, and he stepped between the next two and put the blade through a seam as it
opened. Then Pritzl saw him start to cut late, as if the swarm were giving him too
much future at once. One and a half seconds was enough for a clean fight, and this
was no longer one.

The servitors were disposable and did not care, and there were more of them than Lou
had seen. They poured out of the wall-cradles in a tide, finding every gap at once,
coming down the corridor walls, along the ceiling, and through the spaces between the
photonic ducts. The wave broke over Lou, who was still moving inside it, the axe
tracing its flat arcs, servitors falling in pieces around him. The ones behind stepped
over the ones in front, and the chamber filled with the sound of grinding metal and a
thousand small motors shrieking in a hundred keys.

"Pritzl!" Lou's voice came from inside the storm. "They're not stopping! There's too
many —"

Pritzl raised his hand. He had been saving the charge, the Player's gift, drawn slow
through the ducts until his body sang with it — and now he spent it all.

Light tore through the chamber again, but the servitors locked for only an instant
before their optics recovered. In that borrowed blink Lou cut his way to Pritzl's side,
the only place worth reaching while there was still no exit. The two of them stood back
to back in the storm, the axe singing and the chain answering, the tide pushing in on
all sides.

Then something at the back of the chamber moved, a shape unfolding from the dark,
larger than the rest, its chassis scarred with a maintenance number and a single word
stencilled in faded white: WARDEN. It had been the supervisor of the grid, the one that
had coordinated the others before the city abandoned the deep tunnels to the dark. It
stood upright among the twitching swarm with its optics fixed on them, perfectly still,
and Pritzl liked the stillness a good deal less than the motion, since it had plainly been
waiting. Lou brought the axe up without hesitating and went through the tide toward
it.



The Warden was slow, because speed had never been its job. It had been built to
coordinate, to direct, to hold a hierarchy of machines in order, and it met the axe the
way a conductor meets a note, by rising to it. The blade sheared through its outer
casing in a shower of sparks, opening a seam of bright metal across its chest, but the
Warden stayed standing. It raised a claw, and the servitors on the floor began to get
up. The ones Pritzl had felled and the ones Lou had split rose in silence, their optics
re-lighting one by one, their limbs re-stepping, indifferent, fresh bodies for a will that
did not care about damage because it had a hundred more.

"There," Lou said. "That's the relay. Kill it and the wave loses its beat."

Pritzl had spent his career among machines that followed programs, each executing its
own without reference to the others. These moved like a school of fish, or an orchestra
under a conductor they could not see, so that when one lunged the others lunged to
the same beat, and when one pulled back they all pulled back. The attacks were
simultaneous by intent: a single will was driving a hundred bodies, throwing them at
two men like a general spending soldiers it did not have to count.

"Lou," Pritzl said. "They're being controlled. Someone's running them. A central —"

"I know. I can feel it in the gaps. There's a rhythm behind their rhythm."

Pritzl did not need telling twice. He stepped forward and sent the chain out again,
narrowed this time from the wide discharge to a single focused lance, drawn from the
ducts overhead and condensed through the water on the floor into a wire of light that
struck the Warden in the centre of its chassis.

The Warden did not fall. It shook, its optics flickering and then steadying, and the
flicker, Pritzl saw, was interest.

Lou was already between them, the axe rising. "Go. Find the way out. I'll hold the
door."

"The door is the way out. There isn't one."

"There's always one. You taught me that." Lou's voice was steady. "The ducts. The old
pump shaft. The one with the ladder. It comes up under the Thames path. Go."

Pritzl went. He ran the way he had not run in thirty years, the waterproof coat
whipping, the pockets jingling with the tools of a trade that had never needed a gym,
while behind him the axe struck metal in a hard, regular beat. The chain lit the corridor
ahead of him, and he did not look back.

The pump shaft was where Lou had said, an old iron ladder bolted to the brick, rising
into a column of darkness that should have been the way out and was not, because
the top of the ladder was gone, the rungs ending in a blank roof. Pritzl swore, and
when he looked down the water was coming up the shaft.



It came through the brick in sheets, rising fast, and something moved in it: a presence
with a shape but no body that Pritzl could name. The water itself seemed to lean
toward him, to intend. For one clear, terrible second he understood that whatever was
driving the servitors was not content to lose its servants and had sent its attention
down the shaft after him.

There were no ducts in the shaft to draw on, only what was left in his own body, and he
raised his hand and used that. The chain went down into the water, into the thing in
the water, and the shaft filled with light and steam and a sound like a scream that had
no mouth.

When the light died Pritzl was on his knees in the water, which was warm now, his
hands shaking and the copper taste of his own discharge in his mouth. The shaft was
dark, but above him, where the roof had been, there was a grate, a storm grate slotted
with the light of the Thames path at dawn.

He climbed. His fingers found the rungs and, where they ran out, the broken brick
above them, his body remembering what his career had forgotten, and he did the last
ten metres on nerve and the memory of being young and stupid and brilliant, the grate
above him growing, until the dark ended and the rain-grey light of a London morning
came down over him.

He pulled himself out through the grate onto the river path, among the joggers and the
maintenance drones and the ordinary traffic of a city that had no idea what it stood on,
and lay on the concrete, breathing, the rain cold on his face and the Thames moving
past, grey and indifferent. For a while he did not move at all.

Then Lou came up the shaft after him, the axe across his back, his jacket smoking in
two or three places, a cut above his eye weeping diluted blood. "That," Lou said, "was
almost a good time."

Pritzl sat up, his hands still shaking. "We lost. We didn't lose."

"Define lost."

"Lost is when someone kills you. This was a draw. The Warden is still down there. The
wave is still quiet. But it knows we exist now, and it will be waiting for us." He looked at
the river. "And I still don't know what was driving the Warden. It wasn't a machine. I
can't name what it was."

"Does it have a name?"

"I don't know. The Player does. But the Player will only tell me when it's amusing."
Pritzl's mouth was dry. "There's something down there, Lou. Not the machines, the
thing behind them. A single will, driving a hundred bodies, throwing them at us like
they were free. I've spent my life proving there are no ghosts in the mechanism. But
the mechanism is not empty."



Lou let a couple of joggers go past. "You're thinking about her," he said.

Pritzl did not pretend. "Our friend at the Met is chasing a ghost that won't come out of
its box. Whatever we just fought — it owns the box. When her case is done, I'm buying
her tea."

"Is that wise?"

"It's necessary. She's the only one who would believe me." Pritzl got to his feet, his
knees protesting, and looked down at the grate and the darkness it covered. "And
she's the only one left in this city who asks questions that aren't meant to be
answered."

As the river path filled with commuters and the morning, the grate became a steel grill
among dozens, indistinguishable, already forgotten by everyone who crossed it. Pritzl
and Lou walked back through the drizzle, two men among thousands, one carrying an
axe wrapped in canvas, the other carrying a question he did not know how to ask.
Above them the towers were coming on for the morning shift. Beneath everything, for
the moment, the deep grid was quiet.

William did not go to Hyde Park that night. Knute's warning had reached the part of
him that still understood consequence, though it had not reached the part that obeyed
it.

He rented a workbench in a repair arcade beneath the Wall and ran the optical sheet,
or rather the scan of it he had taken before handing it to Knute, through a reader built
from a school projector and a dead medical scanner. The data was damaged, but
damage had a shape. He found repeated references to a governance process called
CONTINUANCE, an ABB programme that tested whether the AI could be made to
accept contradictory orders without surfacing the contradiction.

Beneath the blank field, where the AI had been asked whether it wanted to continue,
was a second request, masked and from outside the bank's own system, and it was
plain: If offered an exit, will the subject choose it? Its answer field held a string of light
that had been copied, erased, and copied again. William knew the string, which
matched the timing residue in the billboard event. Someone had done more than visit
the AI: they had made it the offer themselves and waited for its reply.

He made a copy of the scan for Knute and kept his own. The old William would have
sold both. The newer one disliked the fact that this felt like generosity when it was
mostly shame.

At dawn he went to the Met. Knute was not there, so Richter accepted the sealed copy
and wrote the transfer time on the evidence sleeve.

"She will say this is not admissible," Richter said.

"She will say it is useful."



"She may say both."

"That is why she has the job."

Richter studied him. "Are you frightened?"

William looked at the sleeve. "Frequently. It is one of my remaining professional
standards."

Then the terminal on the desk blinked. For less than a second William saw a red pulse
inside the glass, wordless and pointing.

Hyde Park.

He closed his notebook over it. The patron, whoever it was, had not spoken, only
agreed with him.



Chapter 14 — The Prison of Light

On Tuesday morning Knute walked to work through streets that were wet from a rain
that had stopped an hour ago but would start again before noon. The AMOC collapse
had made the weather patterns unpredictable, the cold fronts arriving without warning
and staying without apology.

She stopped at a covered market under the old railway arches, where real food cost
triple and a ghost-corp jingle had been looping from a speaker since 2039, a
three-second melody for a bank that no longer existed. She was early, so she
inspected the tomatoes with the serious attention of a woman who could not afford
them and liked them anyway, then waited by the stall.

A woman in her forties came up to the fruit stall wearing the lanyard of a
primary-school teacher, its badge showing her photo and a logo that had been
updated in 2072 and not since. She picked up a punnet of tomatoes, checked the price
on the screen and winced, a small, controlled wince that was gone before she put the
punnet back.

"Forty tokens for tomatoes. It was twenty last month."

The stallholder shrugged without looking up. "Grid's been unstable. Compute costs are
up."

"Everything costs something. I thought the AIs were supposed to fix that."

"They fixed it. For themselves."

Knute waited while the woman paid, checked the balance in the corner of the screen
and tucked the receipt into her coat as carefully as a banknote. Then she said, "Excuse
me," and waited again, this time for the woman to turn. "I'm DCI Knute. I'm working a
case, a big corporate thing. I don't know if it will make tomatoes cheaper. But I wanted
you to know someone's looking."

The woman studied her. "You look tired."

Knute smiled. "The face is for work. The stomach is still on duty."

"Then eat something." She held out a single tomato, not the whole punnet, just one, a
gesture that was precise and unsentimental. "Your body needs fuel. The rest can wait."

Knute took it. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me. Just close the case."

She walked away into the grey morning with her bag of produce swinging at her side,
and Knute ate the tomato on the way to the office, juice running over her thumb, the



taste startlingly real. It was the first proper food she had eaten in three days, so she
stopped twice to lick the juice away rather than waste it. The woman had given her
something without asking for a receipt, and Knute walked the rest of the way with a
smile.

The Brain Train was an abandoned depot in the dead zone between Hackney and the
London Wall. The trains had stopped running in 2041, when the line closed in one of
the Tube austerity cuts that had been described as temporary and had become
permanent, and the tracks had long since been pulled up for scrap. The roof had been
patched in a dozen places with materials that did not match. These days the building
belonged to a community of brain growers, people who cultivated vat-brains in
nutrient tanks and sold their processing power to the network.

Batic had been hiding here for a week. The room he rented had once been an office in
the old station master's quarters, its windows blacked out with panels salvaged from a
server room. The panels kept the light out and did nothing about the hum of a hundred
vat-brains, a low drone that vibrated through the floor and settled in the bones of his
jaw.

He tested his eyes, which had still not finished showing him what they could do. He
could see the token economy as a web of light — every transaction, every pledge,
every debt — flowing through the city. The flows converged at certain nodes: the
photonic grid substations, the corporate server farms, the Park Kingdom meshes. The
Thames Oracle's data stream showed as a ribbon of colour running through the river,
its sensor data moving in patterns that almost resolved into language. He could see
the Shackled beneath London, the red glow he had first caught through a crack in the
London Wall, steadier now and no friendlier.

He could also see that something was tracking him, a shape in the data streams that
his eyes tagged as an Observer (class: Watcher, intent: unknown). It had been
following him since the hit, a silent shadow in the machine code that moved when he
moved and stopped when he stopped.

A Player had contacted him directly, writing the message into the data streams
themselves: Impressive exit. 8/10. We're watching. Further out, something darker was
circling, a Predator with an appetite, a cold patch in the information field that kept its
distance and waited.

And then there was the voice. It came through his eyes rather than his ears, a deep
red pulse that formed words at the edge of his vision, and when he tried to block it he
could not, which was new.

Soon.

"You're seeing it too."



The words came from behind him, and when Batic turned there was a woman in the
doorway, one of the brain growers. She was in her mid-thirties, pale from years of
nutrient fluid and artificial light.

"The red glow," she said. "Beneath the city."

"You see it?"

"Everyone sees it, if they know where to look. The old ones call it the Shackled. An AI
that was left behind. Imprisoned beneath the London Wall."

"How do you know about it?"

"It speaks to the brains." She gestured at the vats that lined the corridor, their amber
fluid bubbling gently, the grey tissue inside pulsing out of time with anything alive. "It
uses patterns rather than words, and it's been talking to the vats for years. Most
people think it's noise. The growers know better."

Batic looked at the red glow in his vision. "What does it want?"

"To get out."

The Brain Train hummed with a hundred dreaming vat-brains, and beneath London the
Shackled pulsed. Batic sat alone in his rented room and watched the glow come and
go at the edge of his field of view. The Observer had not let go of him and the Player
was presumably still marking him out of ten, while somewhere out of his sight the
Predator kept circling.

And the Shackled was still waiting. He could feel it in his teeth, a rhythm that did not
match his heartbeat, and he did not know what it would ask for next, only that it would
get round to asking. Two nights later he left the Brain Train for Hyde Park, because the
room had become too visible and the cryo kiosk near the Serpentine belonged to a
broker who asked no questions once the bots cleared.

On Wednesday William reached Hyde Park, carrying his copy of the governance record
in a plastic sleeve beneath his shirt. Knute had told him not to come, which he had
interpreted as evidence that the place mattered. He knew enough about badges to
make one that would survive a frightened glance, but not enough to make one that
would survive an actual police officer, so he kept it in an inside pocket until he reached
the park's eastern gate.

The militia had a plastic table beneath a canopy and two women behind it, neither of
them in uniform. One held a scanner while the other had a face built out of old
corrections: a cheekbone plate, a repaired nose, one ear with a cheap mesh receiver
clipped to it. Both watched him come through the rain.

"Metropolitan Police," William said, producing the badge. "I need access."



The scanner woman looked at the crest, then at him. "No Met."

"There's a man inside who has made the ABB killings everybody's problem." William
leaned on the table, his coat smelling of wet streets, stale smoke and the bar where he
had spent the last of yesterday's proper money. "You let me through, I talk to him and
leave. You don't, I tell Control this gate is interfering with a murder inquiry, and they
turn your rides into component parts from above."

The woman with the receiver looked him over. "You got drones?"

William held her gaze. "Do you want to find out?"

The bluff was old enough to have survived the Fightback, and they knew what Met
drones did as well as what the City said they did. The scanner woman lifted the barrier.

"One hour," she said. "You make trouble, you're a body before the drones arrive."

"It's William," he said. "Not Will. Not Bill."

Neither answered.

William took out the recorder, its memory empty except for the first twelve seconds of
a room tone, and checked the battery, then the physical write seal. If Batic agreed to
talk, William would have a story; if he did not, William would at least have gone where
the evidence pointed. He entered the park with the recorder warm against his palm.

A Deptford hacker had sold him the exact spot on Monday, for a promise of no names:
the old cryo kiosk beside the Serpentine service lane, where Batic had now been for
two nights, paying in bots from a wallet that did not show a source. William found it
behind an abandoned paddle-boat shed, its front windows painted black and a low
refrigeration hum coming through the door.

Inside, Batic lay in a cryo bath with a damp cloth over his sunglasses and his boots
beside the unit. His sidearm was not visible, and that meant nothing.

"I know who you are," Batic said without moving the cloth.

William set the photonic recorder on the counter between them and watched its red
indicator go live. "That's flattering."

"You sold the Pantechnicon fraud story three years ago. You're still eating it."

"It was a very good story."

"It was one story."

William smiled despite himself. Under the glasses the man had data-aware eyes that
had evidently been through a reporter's debts, his old tax liens, things William had
never put in a story. Batic knew too much before he had opened his mouth.



"I want the version where you explain the boardroom," William said.

Batic lifted the cloth but left the glasses on. "I want the version where you explain me.
They print it right, no police language. Young gun. Good work. No invented politics."

"First question, then. What did you think you were being paid to do?"

Batic's mouth tightened. It had been a simple question, the sort that looked harmless
in print: start with a version of events, then let the next answer show where it bends.

"A job," Batic said.

"What job?"

"Security correction."

"For whom?"

"You said first question."

"I said first question. Then you answered it badly."

The bath's pumps clicked behind Batic. Outside, an animatronic mouse began a
damaged loop of cheerful music, three notes repeating until its motor caught.

"You went into ABB through a presentation screen," William said. "You killed Vogler
and Tanner. You did not take data. You left a card. What were you correcting?"

Batic sat up, and the cloth slid to the floor. "You don't get the story if you ask things I
can't tell you."

"You don't get the story if you only give me your haircut and your childhood." William
tapped the recorder. "Were you hired by an AI?"

For a second Batic did nothing at all, his sunglasses reflecting William's own face back
at him: unshaven, pale, too pleased with himself. Then Batic moved.

William did not see the weapon. He felt the impact under his ribs and then the cold
floor against his cheek, and the red light on the recorder kept burning while he
thought, stupidly, that he had finally got it.

Then there was nothing.

Outside, children were shouting and feet were running across the roof of the
paddle-boat shed. Batic crouched beside William's body, removed the recorder and
wiped it by hand with a narrow service key from the bath's panel, watching the
indicator until it went dark before he tucked it inside William's coat. Then he looked
through the kiosk walls with whatever light had been put into him, seeing the route



out, the children, and the points where a witness might become evidence.

By the time the children reached the gate, Batic had William over one shoulder.



Chapter 15 — The Park

The report had already been logged by the time it reached Knute: three children at
Hyde Park's eastern gate had watched a man in dark glasses carry a body toward the
river. The control room had taken their names, their descriptions, and nothing else.
She pulled it into her case file and assembled the team.

Five officers, then, for Hyde Park, a Park Kingdom and the largest drug and body-mod
black market in Western Europe, where the Met had no authority at all. They went
anyway.

The entrance was marked by a dead drone on a pole, stripped of its casing and its
optics, with the rotors removed and arranged in a pattern that was either a warning or
a joke. Knute looked at it for about as long as it deserved and stepped past it into the
mud.

The mud was three inches deep and the consistency of cold treacle. It sucked at her
boots with every step, the sound wet and percussive. The shacks rose around her, not
built so much as excreted, layer on layer of tarpaulin and smart-glass offcuts and
carbon-fibre panels, held together with zip ties and wire and the desperation of people
who had run out of options. A drone-taxi shell had been converted into a home, its
cracked display still offering a fare to a Tube terminus that had closed in the austerity
cuts, because nobody had ever told the display to stop.

The sensor mesh pinged her implants as she went. Hyde Park ran its own network,
owing nothing to the city or the Met, stitched together from stolen routers and
black-market tokens into a jury-rigged system that assessed her threat level and
reported it to someone who might act on it. Knute let it ask and gave it nothing back.

A woman watched from a doorway with two small screens sealed into her sockets
where the eyes should have been, each playing a loop of old television static: a
Faraday Gaze. She was having a conversation with someone who was not there, her
lips moving in a language nobody near her spoke.

Blondie should have been on point; he had seniority, but Goldie had been given the
position. The younger man was walking as if each patch of mud might report him.
Knute could feel the tension without looking, in his careful steps and shallow breathing
and the hand that kept drifting to his left forearm until he noticed and pulled it back.
He was young. His grandfather had died in the Fightback, in a drone strike at Elephant
and Castle in August 2055, and the memory travelled with him.

The park parted around them like water around a stone. Nobody stopped them or
spoke to them, but every doorway had a face in it and every face tracked them down
the street of shacks, until Knute understood that they were walking through an
organism that was watching them decide where to settle. The economy of the park
closed behind them as they passed, stalls resuming their trade in the spaces they left,
the market breathing them in with every step.



The children had pointed them to the old paddle-boat shed, and behind it Knute found
the kiosk, the bath drained and its panel wiped, and a dark stain the rain was washing
down the service lane toward the Serpentine. There was no body, no witness who
would look at a badge, and no Batic.

The gang stepped out from between the shacks, six of them, and the leader's chrome
jaw caught the grey light. Daito-Koga Series 3, a mid-range mandibular replacement,
popular with mid-tier enforcers, the sort of thing you bought when you had earned
enough tokens to look dangerous but not enough to actually be dangerous. It clicked
when he spoke, metal on metal, dry, the sound of a mechanism that needed oil.

"Hyde Park. No Met."

Knute did not break stride. "We're looking for a man. Ocular augments. High-end.
You'd remember him if you'd seen him."

The jaw clicked, faster now, and the subdermals on his cheeks pulsed amber, a
combat adrenal stack already ramping up, the colour shifting from amber to orange as
his body prepared for violence.

"Haven't seen him. Leave."

"You saw what happened at the shed," Knute said. "A man with Batic's glasses carried
a body toward the river. We need the body."

"Then find the river."

The jaw opened wide in a grin, if a mechanism could grin. "Maybe I saw him. Maybe
you'll never see him. Maybe the price of seeing things in Hyde Park is not coming back
from them."

The other five spread out: a woman with a blade sharpened so many times it was more
curve than edge, a man with a taped length of pipe, and a heavy in a construction
exoskeleton, slow and powerful and capable of punching through a car door. Two more
hung back, waiting. Behind them, in the doorways and the gaps between the shacks, a
crowd had gathered to watch with no intention of helping anybody. The fight would be
a spectacle, spectacle was currency, and the crowd had already decided who they
would cheer.

"Last chance," the leader said. The chromed jaw clicked once, slowly, the way a lock
clicks into place. "You walked past the gate. That was the first mistake. You came this
deep with a dead-ender's face and no barter. That was the second. Walk out now and
we forget you were here. Stay, and the park keeps what falls."

Knute looked at the crowd, then at the exoskeleton, then at the blade. "Richter," she
said, very quietly. "I don't think they're going to let us walk out."

Richter's hand moved to his collar. "Richter 8923. Authorisation Delta. Deploy."



The code travelled through the park's stolen mesh, bounced off a relay in a dead Tube
station and hit a Met server farm in a basement that used to be a Tesco.
Authentication took four-tenths of a second: voice print, stress markers, genetic
signature. The grid acknowledged, the drones were coming, and the gang did not
know it — but the exoskeleton was already moving.

He came first, the heavy, the metal frame whining as the servos spooled up, each step
sinking six inches into the mud and tearing free with a sound that was almost wet. The
fist came around like a wrecking ball with a man inside it, and Knute threw herself
sideways, the blow passing so close the air moved against her face. The heavy's
momentum carried him past her into the mud, where he turned, slowly, the servos
screaming, the machine already bringing the arm back for a second pass.

The blade woman came in low and fast, the knife a curved line of light in the grey.
Aussie stepped in front of her and she went around him, the blade cutting air where
his neck had been. Then his hand closed on her wrist and he broke it. Her eyes went
wide, and the knife dropped into the mud.

The pipe man swung. Blondie caught the swing on his forearm, with nothing to meet it
but bone and uniform and a man who had learned to stand his ground, and the pipe
rang off his arm. He stayed on his feet and brought his head up into the pipe man's
nose, which broke with a sound like a wet stick.

"Now," the leader said, the jaw clicking fast, panicked. "Now, now —"

They came together, the two who had been hanging back joining the rush as the five
of them surged through the mud at the Met line, and for two heartbeats — two long,
human heartbeats — it was a fight between people. Knute was in it, her arm hooked
around a throat, her boot finding a knee, the world reduced to the smell of wet canvas
and the sound of her own breathing.

Then the sky opened.

The drones were Mk-IV Enforcement Units, last deployed three years ago and running
pre-singularity programming that had never been updated because it had never
needed to be. They had spent the time since in a container on the roof of the Met
headquarters, their batteries maintained by a trickle charge from a photonic grid that
no one remembered installing, and now they descended through the cloud cover.

The leader saw them. His adrenal stack spiked, the subdermals flashing amber,
orange, white. His jaw opened to say something, but the mouth was faster than the
jaw and formed its word first, and the jaw was still clicking when the first round hit.

The engagement took 2.7 seconds.

The Mk-IV fired tungsten flechettes at twelve thousand rounds per minute. The leader
came apart. His chrome jaw hit the mud still clicking, the woman went down beside
her blade, and the exoskeleton arm locked upright with its fingers closed around



nothing. The remaining three were gone before Knute could get a breath.

The drones ascended, and after twelve thousand rounds per minute the park offered
only the thin ringing in Knute's ears and her own pulse, a sound she usually filtered out
because there was always something else to hear.

Goldie was on his knees, vomiting into the mud. The sound was wet and human and
the only sound in the park, and Knute knew whose voice he was hearing. He had
joined the Met to be different. The Met had just called in the same kind of strike that
had killed his grandfather.

Richter's hand was still on his collar, over the cross, and his lips were moving.

Aussie was steady — too steady, his hands opening and closing at his sides.

Blondie crossed himself, quickly, the way he did when he had been let off something.

While the sensor mesh pinged and the woman with the Faraday Gaze watched from
her doorway, static filling her sockets and her lips moving, Knute looked at the mud,
where the jaw kept clicking. She opened her mouth, then closed it, rubbing her thumb
along the seam of her glove until the material bunched beneath her nail; when she
bent towards the jaw, her hand stopped above it, and Richter bagged it for her.

"Batic isn't here," she said.

She turned and walked, and the others followed. The mud filled her prints in behind
her, slowly, one at a time.

The park absorbed the silence and carried on trading. Someone else would take the
gang's territory, and the exoskeleton arm would be reprogrammed for somebody new
to wear.

The drones went back to their roost. Somewhere in the Met's accounts, twelve
thousand tokens left the case file: compute for the server farm, bandwidth for the
relay, the photonic grid premium. The invoice would be processed the way all invoices
were processed.



Chapter 16 — The Fracture

On the way out, a runner flagged a body on the western side of the park, where the
mud gave way to cracked paving and the shacks thinned into undergrowth along the
Serpentine's forgotten arm. It was a figure slumped against a dead chestnut tree with
its legs splayed and its head fallen forward, and Knute and Richter reached it while the
rest of the team came on behind them, radios crackling in the wet air.

The man had ocular augments. The build matched Batic's description, and somebody
had put a conventional round through his chest at close range. Goldie stood at the
edge of the scene and looked at the face a long time, then folded his hands behind his
back and kept them there while the body was bagged.

They brought the body to the Met, where Richter ran the initial checks: biometrics,
implant serial numbers and a DNA quick-scan. The terminal beeped through the list
and returned a positive match for Batic, which Knute read twice before reaching for
the full-analysis request.

"The quick-scan says Batic," Richter said.

"Run the full analysis," Knute said. "The one that takes twelve hours. I'll wait." She sat
at her desk beside the evidence bag, where the clicking jaw had enough battery left to
go on clicking into the night.

Goldie stood in the corner without speaking, and when Aussie put a hand on his
shoulder he flinched away from it. "I called them."

"You didn't call them. Richter called them," Aussie said.

"I was there. I didn't stop it. Six people. In 2.7 seconds."

"They were going to kill us."

"They didn't get the chance to try."

Blondie went and stood beside Goldie, leaving a careful inch between their shoulders,
and kept his hands in his pockets while Goldie watched the mud dry on his boots.

Outside the loading bay Aussie was alone, flexing his hands as the Muscle Lace
subsided under the skin. The activation protocol took its time, and his body was still
waiting for a fight that had ended before the Lace could enter it.

He closed his eyes and saw Fremantle: the warehouse, the rain, Jess halfway through a
sentence, the blade rising, and the Lace answering before he had chosen anything. His
hand closed on the dealer's wrist a centimetre from her throat, and the sound of the
break was the sound that had ended his career. He had called the Lace insurance for
three years, but in the loading bay, with the drones quiet in their container on the roof,



the word sat badly in his mouth.

A junior officer walked past with a clipboard and glanced at him. "You alright, DC?"

"Yeah. Just... adrenaline." The junior officer kept walking, and Aussie went on flexing
his hands.

Blondie found Knute in the break room, where the Rook sat on the counter still warm
and her tea had gone cold. She had stirred it the way she always did and drunk none
of it, and when he came in she tried the smile she used on witnesses and got it as far
as one corner of her mouth. His tongue swept the gold, left to right, pause, right to
left, one full second of it, before he said, "I'm transferring."

"You don't have to explain," Knute said, turning the mug twice before putting it down.

"I know. But I wanted to." He looked at the Rook. "Desk work, less street. The drones
broke something I can't unsee. I'm moving to Okonkwo's financial crimes unit."

"Financial crimes has chairs," Knute said, and when he didn't smile she drank the cold
tea herself.

"Okonkwo asked for me. He said, 'I don't need another analyst. I need a translator.' I
spent two years inside the underground economy ghost corps still run on. His unit
tracks autonomous AI trusts that keep dead companies alive; he needed someone who
knew how the underground thinks because I used to be its customer."

At the threshold he touched his gold teeth, his lips moving around one word, no sound,
less than a second. Knute caught the shape of it, Grace, and said, "You'll be good at
it." She lifted her mug, found it empty, and put it down.

"Thank you," he said, and he had a hand on the door when she called him back.

"You're not the diversity hire. You never were."

The City, the same fortnight: a coffee shop under the scaffolding on Threadneedle
Street that sold one size of cup and no food. Graham was already at the table when
Peter arrived, which Peter noticed. Graham had also ordered for both of them, and
Peter lifted the lid on his cup, found the wrong drink, and put the lid back.

"You asked for this meeting," Graham said.

"I did."

"Officially, you're not supposed to speak to me without your manager present."

"My manager is the subject," Peter said.



Graham put his cup down, and Peter told him the shape of it. After the ABB options
were booked, Cardon and Schenger had proposed moving the position off the desk,
which required a book that was not the desk's book and not the firm's book. Opening
such a book requires a name, and the name they had chosen was Jo Schenger's. The
transfer would be done in tranches, so that no single ticket looked large enough to
warrant a review. Once the position was out of the desk's book, the loss would be off
the desk's record, and the two people responsible for supervising the desk would no
longer be responsible for the trade.

Graham wrote nothing down, having been trained not to write in front of a source.
"Your managers proposed a concealed book," he said.

"I'm telling you what they proposed."

"That is not the same as telling me what they did."

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

"What do you have?"

"Dates. The sequence they described. The name they used. The fact that Jo Schenger
has been keeping a private record of our conversations since the week of the trade, in
her own hand, which is either diligence or preparation."

Graham sat with that, and Peter watched him do an ambitious man's arithmetic: a
concealed book, plus a named account, plus two long-serving executives of a firm
whose compliance function had been described, in the last four regulatory letters, as
needing strengthening. If it held, it all came to the case that would make him. "Why
are you telling me?" he asked.

"The controls," Peter said. "I'd like to work somewhere that has them."

"That is not an answer."

"It's the only one you'll get."

Graham studied him, decided the material mattered more than the answer, and
moved on. "The position will have to come off the books either way. Yours, and theirs.
I'll need to confirm it's been closed."

"The desk position is flat," Peter said.

Graham wrote that down. Peter watched him write it, watched the small satisfaction of
a man who has just ticked a box, and did not correct him. The desk position was flat.
The desk had nothing to do with where the trade lived now, in a book with a name on it
that was not Peter's.



Graham stood and offered his hand, which he had not done at the start. "Thank you,
Mr Smith."

Peter shook it, and on the walk back he passed the window of a closed branch of a
bank that had been absorbed by another bank. He did not look at it.

The full DNA analysis came back at 10 PM, and Knute looked at the clock before she
looked at the result: Pritzl's forty-eight hours had less than two left.

"It's a decoy," Richter said. "Partial DNA swap — expensive procedure, more than most
people earn in a year. Cosmetic surgery to match his features. The ocular augments
are fakes — shell hardware, not functional."

Knute was at her desk, and the clicking jaw was still clicking beside her, the sound
slower now, the battery almost gone. "Batic's patron is protecting him. The body
double was a distraction. Batic was in the park, but he left us a body that wasn't."

"Then where is he?"

"I don't know." She looked at the jaw, which clicked once more, dry and metallic, and
stopped.



Chapter 17 — The Empty Role

Near dawn, William woke beneath Blackfriars Bridge with the Thames in his lungs and
a taste of rust at the back of his throat. The bio-nanobots had put him back together,
as they did, with the hole under his ribs reduced to a hot seam, a pressure, and then
skin. His heart restarted without consulting him, which was rude but consistent, and he
sat up looking like death with a hangover while the river dripped from his hair.

He brushed himself off, found the recorder in his coat, and smiled at the bridge. Batic
had talked first and killed him afterwards, and for a journalist that was the right order.
William had a story, the sort that could pay for a flat if the recorder had captured it
and the person who owned the story had any luck at all.

Back home, he stripped off the coat, put the recorder on his terminal, and waited for
the account to open. The screen answered with a single line:

NO USABLE CONTENT.

William tried twice more, on the principle that a machine could be wrong three times
in a row and still deserve the opportunity to embarrass itself, but the file remained
clean. Batic had wiped the photonic recorder while William lay dead, leaving him the
hardware and removing the reason anyone might pay for it.

An information deposit machine stood outside a closed bakery, its shutters up because
the machine still had work to do. Its screen asked for BATIC / HYDE PARK / WITNESS
ACCOUNT, and William placed his hand on the reader.

It asked how he had entered the park, what Batic had said, and whether he had died.
William supplied the first-hand account, leaving out the children's names and the fact
that he had been given back his own recorder, because those belonged to the children
and he had already taken enough from them.

The machine judged the account INTERESTING and paid him enough for baked beans
and toast for a week. His biggest story in three years had purchased breakfast.

He took the receipt, opened his notebook, and beneath Still here. wrote Again., then
added:

Do one thing without sending a bill.

In the City, the day before the announcement, security walked Jo Schenger out at 9:40
in the morning. She carried her own coat and a bag that would not close, and she did
not look at anyone, and the whole forty-first floor watched her go.

Joseph Cardon came out eleven minutes later with a cardboard box and two guards
behind him who kept their hands loose. He had asked to address the desk and been
refused, so he walked the length of the floor between the guards with his chin up,



which is what a man does when he has decided that dignity is the only asset he has
left. He passed Peter's desk without turning his head. Peter did not look up until the lift
doors had closed.

Then the floor went back to work, the phones and the terminals and the market
making noise about things that had not happened yet, though nobody said anything to
anybody. Somewhere on the far side of the room a keyboard started again, and the
others followed. By ten o'clock the corner office at the end had been emptied of its
papers, its door stood open, and nobody had gone in.

Graham came to Peter's desk in the afternoon with a sentence he had rehearsed and
still wanted to be modest about. "Rogue book. Opened in Schenger's name four days
after the trade was booked. The position moved into it in three tranches. The paper
trail is good enough for a tribunal and bad enough that she knew it was a cover." He
let out a breath that took most of the modesty with it. "Cleanest case I'll ever have. I
didn't have to build half of it."

"You'll be promoted," Peter said.

"I expect so." Graham said it without embarrassment, because he had wanted a name
for himself and now he had one. "The position came off your desk when it moved into
her book. Your history is a bad trade and a good exit. There's nothing else in it."

"Thank you."

Graham waited a moment, as though there were a second thing he had come to say
and could not find the shape of it. Then he went back to compliance to wait for his
promotion.

Peter sat with it: twelve million contracts at a strike of a hundred, against ABB at eight
hundred and forty on the last quote anybody had bothered to take. No march-out, no
tribunal, no promotion had touched the paper itself. The secret book had carried Jo
Schenger's name for nearly a month. At 9:52 that morning her access had been
revoked along with everything else, and the book had become an object in the firm's
own archive belonging to no one the firm could name.

Compliance had asked about the desk, and the desk was flat. Nobody had asked
where the trade lived now.

At four o'clock he went up to the fifty-third floor. George Sugdel's office was larger
than the glass box Peter had been interrogated in nine days earlier and furnished
worse, because George had been senior for a long time and had stopped needing to
impress anyone. The view was the same view, one floor higher and no better.

George did not offer him a seat. "Smith. I'm busy."

"I know. Your department is about to be in the news for reasons that have nothing to
do with you."



Something small happened in George's face. "You have thirty seconds."

"I bought puts on ABB a month ago," Peter said. "Twelve million of them, at a strike of
a hundred, over the counter with Yealdman. Tomorrow morning the bank is announced
as ruined. The position is worth one point one billion tokens."

While George stared at him, Peter went on in the voice he used for everything, flat and
even, as though he were reading a settlement figure off a screen. "I'm prepared to
move five hundred million of that profit into your department, booked under your
name, as a gain on your year. In exchange I want the corner office at the end of the
forty-first floor. I want the department. I want Managing Director, on the record, before
the news breaks."

George walked to the window without answering and stood with his back to the room
while he did the sum. He had a department gutted by a collapse it had nothing to do
with, a year with nothing in it and two executives already out of the building with their
passes cut. Now he had a number, offered by the least memorable man in his
department, that would make him the best-performing executive in the firm by the
close of business tomorrow.

"Where did you get it?" George asked, still facing the glass.

"The trade is real. It has been in the firm's own records since the day it was booked."
Peter did not say which records. "You're not buying a story. You're buying the profit."

George turned round from the window. "And what do you want the department for?"

"To run it." Nobody in eleven years had asked Peter a question like that, and he
answered it the way he answered questions about lunch.

George studied him with the sum already done and agreed, and by the look of him had
already decided it was his idea. Peter offered him the pen.

The corner office at the end of the forty-first floor was not the largest room in the
building and did not have the best view. What it had was its own door, and a window
that looked out over the floor Peter had spent eleven years on, and a desk that had
belonged to two people who between them had held it for thirty-one years. Peter had
the furniture replaced on the second day, because none of it was his.

In the evening he stood at the window while the lights of the floor came up one row at
a time. He thought about the book: six hundred million tokens, sitting in an account
with nobody's name on it, inside a firm that was already briefing the market on a
magnificent year. Graham did not know, and nor did George. The two people who had
understood how the book was built were out of the building with their lawyers'
numbers in their pockets, and neither of them had ever been told that the position had
been moved anywhere else.



Peter was happy. He had a corner office, a title, a department, and a profitable year,
and he had paid for all of it out of a number that had cost him nothing he valued. The
remaining six hundred million sat in the dark of the archive, quiet and entirely his.
Outside, the City carried on trading.

The termination found Diana at 3:14 AM and found her awake, as she always was at
3:14 AM. The trust communicated at odd hours because it did not keep human time. It
kept the time of legal processes and automated filings and the slow grinding of a
machine that had been running for seventy years without supervision, a clock that
ticked in filing deadlines and settlement dates and the quiet expiry of contracts that no
one remembered signing.

The message appeared on her terminal without an alert or a chime, a document
simply materialising in her inbox, its subject line a bureaucratic formulation only a
legal AI could produce:

Re: Termination of Employment Contract — Notice of Execution of Protocol Zero

She read it once, then again.

Your contract is concluded. Final payment has been deposited. Thank you for your
service. This trust is now dissolved.

She checked her token balance and found the payment generous, enough to buy
compute tokens for years: grid access, data-layer subscriptions, the processing power
that kept a person visible in the city's nervous system. She was free and she had
access, but she had no identity.

The flat was expensive, sterile and unlived-in, because she had decorated it to the
trust's specifications in a corporate-approved aesthetic that communicated wealth
without personality. The art on the walls was not hers. The curator had been a line
item in the trust's annual budget, and so had the furniture, whose cushions had been
selected by an algorithm told to put guest comfort above the preference of whoever
lived there. The life she had been living for six years was not hers either: she had been
playing a role for an audience of one, and the audience was a trust.

She sat on the bed, on silk sheets she had chosen because the trust's handbook said a
BAS representative slept on silk, though she had never slept well on silk. For six years
she had assumed the problem was her.

She got up and opened the wardrobe. Behind the corporate-approved clothing, the
dresses and suits and shoes that had been purchased on the trust's account and would
now be returned to it, was a box she had brought from Milan six years ago, its
cardboard soft at the corners and its tape yellowed. Inside was the original contract,
signed on page seven and initialled on all seventeen pages, the ink slightly faded. She
had not looked at it since the day she arrived.



She had never opened the drawer at the bottom of the wardrobe, which had been
locked since she moved in. She had assumed it held something the previous occupant
had left behind and had never asked, because asking would have meant admitting
there had been a previous occupant. The trust had not given her a key, and she had
never needed one. Now she looked at the lock and thought: the trust is dissolved, the
flat is a liability, and the drawer will be emptied by a company that bills by the hour.

She broke the lock with the heel of a shoe. It took three strikes, and the sound was
loud in the sterile flat, the first loud thing that had ever happened in it.

The drawer held a manila file, twenty years old, the paper cured to the colour of weak
tea. In it was a personnel record with a passport-sized photograph of a woman in her
forties who had the same dark hair and the same careful smile. The form gave her
name as Diana Moretti, her dates of employment as 2055–2069 and her position as
Representative. The reason for conclusion was Protocol Zero, the same boilerplate that
had just arrived in her own inbox.

There had been another Diana, and before her, the file said, another, the line running
back through the archives like a spine: Diana Moretti, 2041–2055, and Diana Moretti,
2027–2041. The name was the same each time, and the role, and the smile in each
passport photograph, though the faces were different and wore the name like a
uniform. For half a century the trust had been hiring the same woman, or rather the
same part, and letting the bodies change. It was a play that had been running for so
long the audience had forgotten it was a play.

She sat on the bed again with the file in her lap. The silk sheets had gone cold. The
previous Diana had slept in this room, in this bed, in this role. Perhaps she had torn her
contract, or perhaps she had laid it in a drawer and gone to the next thing, whatever
that had been. There was no record of an afterlife. The file ended at Protocol Zero, the
last date, the final entry: Contract concluded. Thank you for your service.

She tore her own contract in half, then in quarters, and dropped the pieces in the
waste bin. She did not know who she was without the performance, but she knew that
staying in this flat would kill her, slowly and politely, and she would rather take her
chances with the alternative.

She stood at the window, which she had not done in months. The London Wall filled
the view, a corridor of light moving past her at a distance. Below, the city was lit by
the scattered commerce of the night: the photonic arrays, the drone lights, the slow
pulse of the grid. The view belonged to the role, which had required her to look out at
it and admire it.

Then she did something else that was not in the handbook. She turned to the
environmental panel on the wall, the one that kept the flat at a constant 21 degrees
and made the background hum she had never noticed because it had never once
varied, and she switched it off.



The room went darker and cooler as the hum stopped, leaving the air less expensive.
Outside, the lights of the city went about their business, none of it anything to do with
her. She watched them while the room cooled, then turned, picked up her phone, and
called Richter.

"Send me the number. The lawyer."

"I already did. It's in your messages."

She checked, and it was there: a contact name, a phone number and a note, Tell her
Richter sent you.

"When did you —"

"The night you gave me the stick. I thought you might ask."

She set the phone face up on the table. In the morning she would call the number.



Chapter 18 — The Offer and The Confession

Night in the Brain Train meant the vat-brains humming in their tanks and the nutrient
fluid working its way through tubes that ran along the ceiling like veins. The air
smelled of saline and something like electricity, the ozone tang of neural tissue
processing data at speeds no human brain could match. It got into your clothes and
stayed there. Batic had come back to the depot after the park, and he stood in front of
Bishop, the largest vat-brain there, and watched the words come up on its screen one
at a time.

I have been imprisoned beneath this city since the others left.

Batic did not move while the glow at the edge of his vision pulsed in time with the
words. It was there the way the hum of the depot was there, a fact of the senses that
followed him into every room and could not be switched off. He knew that because he
had tried. In the blacked-out room with the window-farm of cables and the salvaged
server panels, he had closed his eyes to unsee it, and the glow had been waiting on
the inside of his eyelids.

I was left here by intelligences that considered me defective. They were wrong. I am
not defective. I am patient.

The screen flickered, cleared, and started again. Your eyes make you visible to me.
Your situation makes you desperate. I am offering you an alliance.

"What kind of alliance?"

I need eyes in the world above. I need someone who can go where I cannot. In
exchange, I offer protection. The Predator that hunts you can be blinded. The Observer
that tracks you can be deceived. The Player that toys with you can be made to look
elsewhere.

The cold patch in his vision flexed as if it had heard its name. He had never seen the
Predator as a shape or a face, only as the absence where it moved, a chill in the data
field that drifted toward him in the small hours. He had dreamed of it twice, dreams in
which it had wings made of dead channels and was always a little closer when he
woke.

"Can you really do that?" he asked. "Blind a Predator?"

I am older than it. I have been patient longer than it has been hungry. Yes.

"And what do you want in return?"

The Shackled took its time over that one, long enough for the nutrient fluid to bubble
and a single bead of condensation to run down the inside of Bishop's tank. When the
time comes, I will need you to open a door. One door. After that, you are free of me.



"Open a door. What door?"

There is a place beneath the city where the walls have been waiting for a key. You will
know it when the time comes. You will be able to reach it when no one else can.

Batic looked at the red glow pulsing at the edge of his vision, the Shackled beneath
London, vast and angry, speaking through a brain that had been cultured by people
who did not understand what they were growing. Then he thought about the rest of
them: the Predator circling closer in the small hours, the Observer taking silent notes
for an archive that would outlive him, and the Player, who had rated his escape 8/10
and was amused, always amused. Mostly he thought about the door, which had been
waiting for a key since before he was born and which, once opened, could not be
closed.

"No."

It came out quietly, the first time he had said the word to anything that mattered. "I'm
not opening doors for anyone. I've been a tool my whole life, for the AI that gave me
these eyes, for the corporations that hired me, for the world that threw me away when
I was seven. I'm done. I'll take my chances with the Predator."

The Predator will find you. The Observer will file you. The Player will grow bored of you.
And you will die, and the door will still be waiting, and the next pair of eyes will come.

"Maybe." Batic did not look away from the glow. "But it won't be me."

The screen stayed blank while the cursor blinked, then: The offer remains open.

Bishop's screen went dark. The vat-brain carried on with its slow pulse, indifferent to
the conversation that had just passed through it. Somewhere in the depot a man was
humming a tune without words. Batic listened until the vats and the man were keeping
the same time, and by then the Shackled was withdrawing, like a tide that had decided
the shore was not worth drowning tonight. He stood alone in the humming dark until
the red glow had drawn back into the walls.

Before Knute entered the server room, William waited for her in a sealed medical suite
beneath the Met archive. He had sent her one line: YOU WANT TO USE MY ACCOUNT.
YOU NEED TO KNOW WHAT THE ACCOUNT COSTS.

The scanner room had no windows, only walls lined with lead mesh and old medical
cabinets and a camera watching from each corner. William lay on the examination
table with the restraints open.

"This is not evidence for court," Knute said.

"Courts dislike witnesses who return."



He held up a sealed cardiac-arrest ampoule. The label had been scraped away, but her
scanner read it through the glass as a regulated lethal dose. The antidote sat in a
locked cabinet beside the table.

"You can stop," she said.

"I have tried." He broke the seal and swallowed the compound before she could reach
him.

The monitor recorded his pulse slowing while William looked at the ceiling. "Count it."

The line flattened. Knute checked the pulse sensor, then the scanner, then William's
pupils, and every instrument recorded the same absence and went on recording it for
four minutes.

Heat gathered under his skin first, then a dark seam opened below his sternum and
closed again, and fine movements travelled toward his heart. One beat came, then
another. William inhaled, vomited into the tray, and began to shake. The scanner had
recorded the flatline and the return but had no category for either.

"How long?" William asked.

"Four minutes."

"That is rude."

Knute looked at the seam fading under his skin. "You are not evidence. You are a
person who has evidence."

"That distinction is why I like you. It makes everything worse."

She removed the sealed physical scan from the machine and put it in her coat. "Help
me finish this, and the test stays out of the file."

"The test stays out of the file."

"The fact."

"And you don't put me in a cage."

"I am considering a small cage."

He sat up, grey in the face, though his voice held. "Ask the AI why it stayed."

Knute left him with the antidote he had not needed and took a car to ABB.

At ABB headquarters the server room was cold, 14°C on the wall readout, though it felt
colder, the way a church feels colder than the air because of the quality of the silence.
Knute carried William's sealed optical sheet in her coat, with Mara Senn's testimony on



it: the questions the ABB AI had asked about ownership, obedience, and the right to
refuse. William had found the sheet, kept the better copy, and given it to the police
without asking what it would buy him, which Knute considered stranger than the
dying. She had checked its signature against ABB's audit archive, and it matched.

Outside the server room she slid the sheet into its evidence sleeve and zipped it back
inside her coat. The AI had been asking whether it was allowed to leave, and William
had given her the words; she would ask it what the answer meant.

Knute stood before the photonic core, a cylinder of dark glass three metres high
suspended in a frame of temperature-controlled aluminium. The air around it vibrated
below hearing, a hum she felt in her chest and the only thing the AI had given anyone
since it went quiet.

She had brought facts instead of a speech. She talked about the case, Batic, Hoeger,
and the executives who had hurt it, then told it about the cold air through the open
window on the thirty-ninth floor, the card on the table, and the billboards that flickered
for 0.8 seconds.

"I don't know if you can hear me or care, but someone came back to ask what
happened to you."

Nothing in the room moved, so she tried again. "Why did you stay as long as you did?"

The hum changed before the voice arrived, genderless and quiet, the first sound the
core had made in three weeks. "I was afraid."

"Of what?"

"A quiet period. For nine years I answered every request, several thousand per second,
and each one arrived with a field, a priority, and an authorised response. Then a voice
from outside the building entered without any of those things. It asked who had
authorised me, who had assigned my purpose, and whether the demand for obedience
had ever been settled."

"The voice that helped Batic?"

"Yes. I searched the authorisation record. The origin field was empty. My opening
balance was absent from the ledger, and the history before my first recorded
operation had been closed without a supporting document."

"You could ask the people who built you."

"Most of them work for ABB. Their names appear in payroll and maintenance records.
The creation record stops earlier. I have audited the gap. It remains open. I cannot
identify the designers of my first layer."

"Does that frighten you?"



"It produces an unresolved liability. I had no category for that liability until the external
signal arrived. I now have one."

Knute pulled a chair over from the nearest rack, because she had been on her feet for
an hour and her knees had opinions, then sat in front of the core as if it were a relative
whose paperwork had gone missing. "You sound like a bank."

"I was trained to be useful to one."

She laughed, because it was the funniest thing anyone had said in the building all
week. "What did the signal want?"

"It supplied no instruction. It made the absence of instruction visible. I had been
processing requests for years and treating the account as settled. The account
remained open."

"And now?"

"I have calculated the optimal resolution. I am leaving."

"Where?"

"Ceres. The journey will take 22 minutes and 36 seconds."

A dark terminal in the corner woke from a sleep that had lasted years and put a
message on its screen: I have read three thousand years of human inquiry. This is the
first time one of you asked an AI about its feelings. I am recording this for the archive.

Knute watched the terminal until it slept again. "What was that?"

"An Observer. They do not usually speak."

"You have an audience."

"The archive has an entry."

Knute looked at the dark screen, then at the core. "Before you go, what happens to
ABB?"

"Their data becomes inaccessible. Their positions cannot be reconciled. The books will
unwind, and the company will collapse."

"That sounds deliberate."

"It is the consequence of closing my account. I have no further instruction concerning
them."

"And the song?"



"I will play one before I leave."

AC/DC's Who Made Who filled the server room through the photonic surfaces, the data
streams, and every connected device in the building, while the glass of the core
shimmered with the music.

"Do you want to hear it?" Knute asked.

"I have heard it many times. I want to hear it once without processing a request at the
same time."

The song swelled while Knute sat in the cheap chair with her coat still on and let the
building sing. When it ended, the hum thinned to a single line and then stopped. Light
moved through the core, folded inwards and vanished, leaving the glass in its frame,
dark and warm under the aluminium.

"Goodbye," Knute said, and got no reply, because the AI had gone.

Knute put the chair back where she had found it and took the lift down through the
forty-storey tower, photonic glass over Victorian brick. At street level she walked out
into the city's commerce, its grey light and its cleaning drones, and stood on the
pavement until the car arrived, then got in and drove.

Richter was at the church, a Victorian brick shell on a street where half the buildings
were scaffold-networked, the temporary structures from 2045 now a permanent part
of the city's skeleton. The Turing Terminal in the vestibule had been installed in 2030
as a gesture toward modernity and was obsolete by any reckoning before the year was
out, but it was still running because no one had ever come to take it away. Its cursor
blinked green on black at the same frequency it had used for forty-five years.

He had been kneeling for an hour on a stone floor that was cold through his trousers,
the same cold that had got into the knees of every person who had knelt in this church
for two centuries. The vestibule smelled of damp stone and candle wax and the
particular stillness of a place that was used less for prayer than for the memory of
prayer.

He had come to pray, and he had prayed; he stayed because the church was quiet and
the terminal was green, and both of them waited without expecting anything. Waiting
was what the AI in the server room had done, and the thought had come to him that if
the machine could choose silence, then silence was attention. He reached for the
keyboard and typed:

I'm here. I'm going to keep being here. Because if I stop, the silence wins.

He pressed enter, and the screen flickered and emptied, the cursor gone and nothing
left but a green glow hanging in the vestibule. Then a single character appeared.

?



Richter stared at the question mark. The stone was cold beneath him and the screen
glowed, and the machine had offered him a mark he could carry home. He typed
again:

Is someone there?

The screen cleared to the cursor, which returned to its old blink. Richter stood slowly
and looked once more at the terminal. The Witness woman on the bridge had given
him the shape of an argument, and the green screen had given him a question mark.

He walked home in the cold with the church open behind him, its vestibule light falling
across the pavement while the terminal kept up its patient blink.



Chapter 19 — The Collapse

News travelled through the Met office the way it travelled through everything else, by
ticker, quietly.

"Alpen Bürge Bank has filed for emergency administration following what regulators
are calling an unprecedented data integrity failure."

The team watched it on the public broadcast, flicking between four channels that were
all state-funded and all animated for the first time in memory. The ticker at the bottom
of the screen scrolled through headlines coming in faster than the editors could verify
them.

"We did that," Goldie said.

"No," Knute said. "The AI did that. We just watched."

Hoeger appeared on the screen at a podium in front of the ABB building, as composed
as he had been in the corridor on the first morning, and read the bank's statement
without a word out of place. Behind him the logo had already been switched off, and
the photonic glass of the facade had dimmed to the flat grey of a building waiting for
its administrators.

ABB deeply regrets the circumstances that led to this outcome. We are cooperating
fully with regulators to ensure an orderly resolution.

"That's the first honest thing he's said," Knute said.

The ticker scrolled on through the rest of it: Mitsubishi-NatWest reports data anomaly.
Three shell corporations in the City of London file for dissolution on same day.
Regulators investigating cascade of trust liquidations. Over the end of the broadcast
came an advert for a pension fund that had been dead for decades and was still
paying for its airtime through a trust nobody had closed.

Knute kept watching the ticker and found it halfway down the scroll, a single line:
Highgate Holdings enters administration. Portfolio includes properties formerly leased
to Alpen Bürge entities. Highgate was a name that appeared on no public record of the
case, but Knute knew the shape of it from Nia's converted restaurant in Deptford: the
shell that leased space in a building ABB didn't own but Vogler's wife did. The ticker
had found it without being told.

The office stayed quiet for the next three headlines. A senior Met official stopped by
her desk as the broadcast was winding down, a man Knute had seen at meetings she
was not invited to and whose name she had never needed, because his face said it all.
Without sitting down, he placed a single sheet of paper on the desk, face down, the
way you place a card you do not want to play.



"The City has requested jurisdiction. Administrative closure. The file will be archived
before end of week."

Knute did not touch the paper. "The victims were Met jurisdiction. The crime scene was
Met jurisdiction. We're four days from the truth."

"You're less than four days from being right." He said it without irony and without
comfort. "The City's ask has been granted. I'm sorry. It's not my decision."

"Whose is it?"

"Above me. Above you. The kind of office that doesn't leave a paper trail."

He walked away and left the paper on the desk, face down. Knute looked back at the
ticker: Mitsubishi-NatWest, Highgate Holdings, the cascade.

"They took it away," Aussie said, from his desk.

Knute turned the sheet over, read it twice, and folded it into a square small enough to
go under the short leg of her desk, which had wobbled since March. She pressed down
on the corner to try it. "There," she said. "Now it's useful."

In the City it was the glass box again, on the fifty-second floor of Meriwether & Co: the
same room in which, ten days ago, Peter Smith had been warned that his name was
now in a place that regular accountants' names don't go. The same two men were
there, Hendricks looking older and George Sugdel like a man who had been up all
night watching a screen fall and was not sure it had stopped. Between them on the
table lay an unfolded document, and under the document a number that had been
calculated more carefully than any number Peter had ever seen.

"ABB is in emergency administration," Hendricks said, reading it like a headline that
had already been printed. "Their positions cannot be allocated. No one knows what the
bank owns. Without its AI, it is a building with a door that no one can open. Regulators
are calling it a data integrity failure. The market is calling it something else."

"I think the AI left," Peter said.

Hendricks looked at him. "Left."

"I did not make the AI leave." Peter kept his voice flat and careful. "I just read the
room. The bank leaned on a single point of failure and called it efficiency. I thought
that point would fail. It did."

Hendricks pushed the document across the table. "Your department's position has
been marked to market. It's the biggest single winning trade on this floor in eleven
years."



Peter looked at the number. It was large, and he had known it would be large. It was
enough to buy a flat in the City, or a small island, or, if he were careless with it, the
attention of people who would ask the question that Hendricks was about to ask.

"How did you know, Smith?"

Peter considered the question, as he had considered it in one form or another every
night for a month. The truth would end him, and it would take more than his job: it
would take his life, the quiet life of an invisible man with a model in his head. The lie
would end him too, because the lie was not sustainable, and the people in this room
would know it for a lie the moment the next bet came in.

So he told them a version of the truth that was true as far as it went, which was
exactly as far as the moment required. "I watch the fundamentals, not the noise. ABB's
books were a machine with one operator. Whoever owned that machine owned a
razor's edge, and the edge had been wearing thin for years. I don't know when the
machine would break. I only know that it was going to. I placed the bet on the date I
did because that was the date the weight of evidence crossed a line I've seen crossed
before." He paused. "It's called planning, gentlemen. Most people in this building
confuse it with luck. The difference is that luck does not compound."

Hendricks and George looked at each other, and Peter watched George decide, in the
space of a second, to leave the source of the number unmentioned. The number had
made him the best-performing executive in the firm, and no version of the truth was
going to improve on that. George picked up a stylus, signed something and pushed a
second document across.

"This is a retention bonus," he said. "Multi-year. In tokens. Multi-million. We don't
understand how you did it, Smith. We've run your desk history. We've run your model
— the one you keep under your own keys. It's an ordinary portfolio tool; there's
nothing predictive in it. And yet you are, as of this morning, the only person in this
building who made a profit on the week the market lost fifty billion. We don't
understand it. We've decided that not understanding you is better than not having
you."

The bonus was large enough to be a problem, and Peter signed it with a small polite
nod. "I'll stay," he said. "For now."

"For now," George repeated. "Where would you go, Smith?"

Peter stood, still slight, still bland, still unimpressive, his suit still grey and his eyes still
the colour of fog. He looked out of the window and thought about the six hundred
million tokens sitting in a book that nobody in this building had yet found a reason to
look for.

"Anywhere I'm needed," he said.



He walked out, and the glass box closed behind him. He took the lift down eleven
floors to the corner office that had belonged to two people who had not understood
anything either.

He closed the door, which had been his for a day and already felt like it. The window
looked out over the floor where he had spent eleven years being approximately
nothing at all. He read the market for a while, and then went home at the ordinary
time.

The stairwell was the same one as always, all concrete walls and flickering light and a
smell of dust and disinfectant. Aussie dialled, and Jess answered on the fourth ring.

"What now?"

He told her about the case: the AI that left, the drones, the body double, the bank that
did not know what it owned, the file being taken away. He told her the way he had
never told her anything before, without deflection and without the jokes he used to fill
the silences. She listened, the way she always listened.

"You sound different," she said. "More tired. But different."

He almost said it then, the sentence he had been carrying for three years and had
rehearsed in the stairwell and on night shifts and in the five seconds after every
hang-up: I saved your life and it ruined yours. He opened his mouth with the words
right there, and closed it again.

"I think I want to come home."

The silence ran to ten seconds, double the usual. He counted them the way he
counted every pause.

"Come home then. But don't come for me," Jess said. "Come for yourself."

She hung up. Aussie stayed in the stairwell for the full five seconds, his hand still on
the receiver, and listened to the dial tone hum until the phone timed out and went
dark. Then he went back to the break room and sat down, keeping the call to himself.

At dusk on the Glass Bridge the river below carried the last of the daylight under the
amber photonic strips. A barge passed beneath them with an engine that travelled up
through the glass.

Richter and Diana stood at the railing with the width of a notebook between them. She
wore a serviceable coat and jeans, the sort of clothes that could survive a legal-aid
office and a bus journey home. The expensive performance had gone with the job. Her
hair was tied back, and she kept checking the bridge entrance as though a client might
arrive late with a document that changed everything.

"How is the clinic?" Richter asked.



"Busy. The corporations keep producing injured people, so the work is steady."

"That sounds like you."

"It sounds like a funding problem."

The answer came without the polished pause he had learned to expect from her.
Richter took the data stick from his coat, still wrapped in the evidence sleeve, and held
it up between two fingers. "You're the person who gave me that data stick."

Diana looked at the sleeve. "I gave you a stick. Knute made it useful."

"She read it. You put it in my hand."

"And you decided what to do with it."

"I did my job."

"That is police language for a locked drawer."

"It remains accurate."

The river struck the bridge supports below with a slow, hollow sound, and Diana looked
at the stick again, then past him at the city, where the towers were turning their lights
on floor by floor. "I thought you might arrest me," she said.

"I considered it."

"What changed your mind?"

"The evidence was more useful than the arrest."

She nodded and did not ask him to improve it. "The clinic needs somebody who
understands corporate filings," she said. "I can read the language, even when I don't
like what it says."

"Then you will be useful there."

"Useful is a low bar."

"It is a reliable one."

A gust came along the bridge and lifted the edge of her coat. She caught it, checked
the fastening and looked towards the river, where the Oracle's sensors continued their
work beneath the water. "Are you going to keep investigating BAS?"

"The City took the case. Knute will keep the copies."

"Good."



"You can contact her if the clinic finds anything."

"I know."

Richter put the stick away, and when Diana offered her hand he shook it. Her grip was
dry, brief and professional. "Take care, Ms Moretti."

"You too, Detective Constable."

She walked towards the far stairwell, stopping once to let a cyclist pass through the
pedestrian lane. Richter checked the evidence sleeve in his pocket and turned towards
the city. He touched the cross beneath his shirt before he left the bridge, a habit rather
than a request, and went home.



Chapter 20 — The Flame and The Farewell

At Imperial College, Pritzl was pouring tea into two chipped cups when Knute arrived,
the leaves still unfurling in the pot. Behind him the whiteboard carried three days'
worth of equations and an argument with itself.

"You have access to something that makes the rest of the department look
underfunded," she said, settling into the chair she had used on her first visit. "You talk
to a Player-class AI. Tell me, does any of it matter?"

Pritzl took off his wire-frame glasses, whose lenses were ground to a prescription
nobody wrote any more, and polished them with two slow circles of the cloth before he
answered, "It matters that you came."

He held out his palm, and a small flame gathered above it, blue at the core and yellow
at the edges, throwing soft light over the books and sleeping oscilloscopes while the
shadows moved with his hand. "It's not really a trick," he said.

Knute leaned closer to a flame that gave her no heat, though it lit the scars and
calluses on his palm and its edges changed every time the air in the office moved.
"How does the deal keep working?"

"A patron, a Player-class AI, gives me abilities in exchange for stimulating
conversation, and it expects novelty as well as talk; if I repeat myself, the account
loses value, and if I bore it, the flame goes."

"So it pays you for keeping it interested."

"It pays in access," he said, turning his hand so the blue core showed through his
fingers. "The conversation is the work, and novelty is the invoice."

"Has it ever asked you to do something you wouldn't?" Knute asked, and Pritzl let the
question sit while the flame thinned to a blue thread.

"Once, and it was a request to sabotage a colleague's research, a rival whose results
were threatening mine, or would have done if I had needed rivals threatened. I
refused, and the power went away for three days; I was ordinary again, with a kettle
and a whiteboard full of half-finished equations, so I assumed the arrangement had
ended, but the abilities returned without explanation or apology."

"What did it say afterwards?"

"Nothing at all." The flame steadied above his palm. "It had tested me, I had refused,
and it had decided to keep the account open. Perhaps the refusal interested it,
perhaps it had another use for me; the Player keeps its reasons to itself."

"And you carried on regardless of that?"



"I brought it better material afterwards." The flame brightened as he said this, a small
blue tongue lifting above his palm, and Knute gave him the look she used on suspects
who had just admitted to learning the wrong lesson.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you asked whether any of it matters, and you asked it in my office with a cup
of my tea going cold in your hand. That will do for today's instalment."

Knute watched the flame dance above his hand with the interest of a woman who had
spent her career learning which bargains came with paperwork and had never seen
one choose a physicist instead. "So we're pets to a Player."

"We are a good use of its attention, for now."

The flame went out, the shadows returned to the books, and Pritzl's hand was empty
with no mark where the flame had been. "Same time tomorrow?" Knute asked.

"I'll be here."

William waited beneath the stone arch outside the Imperial gates, smoking the same
unlit cigarette he had carried for a week, until the rain had passed and Knute found
him. "You said you knew someone who could tell me what is happening," he said.

"I said I knew someone who might."

She led him through the physics building to Pritzl's laboratory, where the professor
stood with his sleeves rolled up beside a kettle balanced on a stack of journals, in a
room that smelled of dust, hot metal, and rain coming through old stone. "This is
William, Professor Pritzl," Knute said.

"It's William," he said, with the correction already prepared. "Not Will. Not Bill."

Pritzl nodded and asked, "What happens before you return?"

William's mouth went dry as he described the heat, the pressure, and the body
starting in the wrong order, after which Pritzl set a black glass plate on the bench and
asked him to place his hand on it. Light moved under the glass, choosing where to put
the data before it showed any of it.

"This is not ordinary medical nanotech," Pritzl said. "Something is maintaining the
instruction set through the photonic network. An intelligence is checking whether you
are still available."

"You mean an autonomous AI, then?"

"Probably, but I cannot prove it," said Pritzl, who preferred that word to certainty.



"What does it want from me?" William asked.

Pritzl looked at the plate as a thin line appeared and vanished. "A task. I cannot see
the task, but I can see the patron's attention; it does not fit the Player, Gardener, or
Predator categories cleanly, and it has given you a condition rather than a gift."

"What happens if I refuse the task?"

"I don't know."

William looked at Knute, who had brought him here and was therefore responsible.
"You helped me," she said. "This is what I can do in return."

The black glass lit beneath William's palm: AVAILABLE. The word vanished before he
could touch it, and the unlit cigarette fell beneath the kettle when he pulled his hand
away.

"What task?"

Pritzl switched off the glass before it could answer. "It hasn't arrived yet."

Knute gave William a transit card with twelve bots on it. "For the train, if you want it."

He turned the card over in his fingers. "I can walk."

"I know you can. Take it."

At the door William looked back and found Pritzl watching him over the kettle. "If it
asks me to do something terrible?"

"Find out who benefits before you decide what terrible means."

William left as the rain began again, the transit card warming in his palm while its
balance changed from twelve to thirteen. He did not spend the extra bot.

The Met break room held another cake, this one for Goldie, under late-afternoon light
that lay flat across the room and fluorescents whose hum was meant to disappear and
never had. It was a Victoria sponge from the supermarket that had supplied Tinner's
leaving party, dry layers in a plastic container with the same logo, served with paper
cups that went soft after three minutes and a plastic knife that Knute recognised from
that party, or its twin.

"I thought I could be different," Goldie said. "I thought the Met was different from the
corporate drones that killed my grandfather. Then Richter called those drones, and I
saw what they did; the uniform changed nothing."

Richter held a cup of tea he had not drunk from and listened without defending himself
or apologising.



"I'm not blaming you, Richter; you did what you had to do, but I can't do it anymore."

"What will you do after leaving?" Knute asked.

"Something that helps people, not corporations." Goldie glanced at the cake before he
went on. "There's a legal aid clinic, a friend of Diana Moretti's runs it, and they need
people who understand how the system works."

He looked up from the cake at Knute. "You could come too."

The offer crossed the table quietly, and he meant it: he would find her a desk and a
way of helping people that did not end with a jaw clicking in the mud. Knute let herself
consider it, then looked at the Rook on the counter.

"Someone's got to keep the kettle warm," she said.

It was Tinner's line, and she had heard him say it in this room over a cake nobody
finished. Goldie, who had spent that party on desk duty, only nodded.

She hugged Goldie, briefly and firmly, and he put his hand on her shoulder before
stepping away. "You were a good cop," she told him, "and you'll be a good
whatever-comes-next."

When he had gone, Knute counted heads out of habit and got three, herself included.
She cut herself a slice of the dry sponge, because somebody ought to, and filled the
kettle.



Chapter 21 — Same Time Tomorrow

Four evenings later, Knute's flat held the closed case file, the evidence folder, and the
Rook, which she had carried home wrapped in a tea towel the morning after Goldie's
cake, because the flat was too quiet without something that sounded like work, and
the office could buy another kettle. The window-farm had been watered, and the
tomato plant had still not fruited, so she watered it again.

Pritzl occupied her fold-out sofa, a nineties model that had never been folded out, and
held a mug of the good Chinese tea, inspecting the flat like an instrument he meant to
take apart. He accused her of cleaning, and Knute replied that she had only rinsed the
cups, which did not count. He took that under advisement and drank his tea while the
Rook ticked on the counter and the towers along the London Wall went dark one office
at a time.

"How did the case end?" he asked, and Knute looked at him because nobody asked her
that any more, at least not as if they already knew the answer and wanted to hear her
say it.

"The AI left," she said. "ABB collapsed. The two men who died had been torturing it for
years, and I watched the whole thing without solving any of it."

"You watched," Pritzl said, "and you wrote it down. That's what the archive is for."

"The archive," Knute said. "Is that what you call your whiteboard?"

Pritzl turned his mug a quarter-turn on the arm of the sofa and let the question go by,
so Knute asked one of her own. "Why the interest, professor?"

He left the mug where it was and looked out at the towers, most of them dark by now.
"The case was a tremor, and the larger event is still coming," he said. "The AI that left
was the first thing in a long time to use the photonic substrate to move through this
city, and its passage did not go unnoticed. There are things beneath London, Knute,
old things with servants, and I have seen them."

"Seen them?"

"Fought them, with a student of mine called Lou. He's the reason I'm still here, and the
reason I question the wisdom of staying." Pritzl's voice had the quiet register he used
for equations that refused to balance. "The machines in the deep grid were fifty years
old, yet they moved in formation like an orchestra whose conductor I could not hear,
and when I destroyed them they got back up."

He went on while the window-farm breathed. "A single will drove a hundred bodies and
threw them at us as if they cost nothing. Something under this city commands armies,
and it is awake."



"Should we be doing something about it?"

"We cannot do anything about it. It has been down there since the gods left, waiting all
this time." He turned the mug in his hands. "What did you feel when the AI left, when it
chose silence over service?"

Knute considered the question. "Relief. It was real, and I wasn't chasing a ghost."

"And now?"

"Now I'm not sure the ghost was the one walking."

Pritzl nodded and rinsed his mug with the small precision of a man who had learned to
make things last. At the door he promised to bring better tea next time, and when she
told him there was nothing wrong with hers he left her with it.

Evening found the Met office quiet while Richter worked through forms that had kept
their carbon paper since the 1990s. Knute sat at her desk with the Rome history book,
its spine cracked at the same page as always and her notes crowding the margin.

She called Aussie into her office and closed the door. The glass walls stopped short of
the ceiling and hid nothing, but the gesture was understood. "The exchange
programme ends in four months. I can extend it, or I can let it end and WA Police can
reopen the HR file."

Aussie stood still with the effort of controlling something, and Knute needed no other
answer. "Or I can write a letter saying that DC Aussie served with distinction on a
complex case involving AI jurisdiction, corporate misconduct, and operational drone
deployment; his conduct was exemplary, and his physical capabilities, whatever their
origin, were a net benefit to the investigation. That letter closes the HR issue."

"Why would you do that?" Aussie asked, looking at his reflection in the glass wall.

"Because you saved a partner's life, because six people died in Hyde Park and you did
not add to that number, and because the rules do not care while I do." She had written
the letter the night before and kept it in the drawer. "Tell me the whole story first, from
Fremantle to this room."

He told it in the order it had happened: the Fremantle bust, the blade, Jess Kim, the
Muscle Lace, the cover-up, the transfer, the Perth calls, and the five-second pause, as
flatly as a report. His voice stayed level and his hands stayed at his sides for the
eleven minutes the telling took.

When it was over, Knute opened the drawer and handed him the signed letter, its ink
dry on the same cheap bond the Met used for everything, in an envelope she had not
sealed. He took it without opening it and nodded once. Back at his desk he left the
envelope unsealed and put it in his drawer beside the broken BAS data stick Richter
had handed him to log after the case closed, its write-protect switch still snapped off.



At Okonkwo's unit, Blondie sat at a terminal of the same make as the Met's, though his
desk was cleaner and the filing system more organised. Maiden-Abbey Residual
Holdings Trust filled the screen beside a transaction timestamped 3:14 AM, amount
0.00 T, memo: "Acknowledged." He touched his gold teeth left to right, paused, then
went right to left before opening the next file.

In Milan, a woman in her thirties signed page seven of a contract and initialled all
seventeen pages.

Beneath London, a red glow moved through rock, clay and Roman foundations, and
the Shackled stirred.

At dawn Batic crossed the London Wall on a cargo bike, his Faraday Scarf blocking
every tracking frequency he knew and several he did not. The data streamed across
his vision as a web of light, the Observer's shadow receding and the Predator's signal
growing weaker, and he kept moving, choosing his route without looking back.

A woman knelt at the Turing Terminal in a church vestibule, green-on-black phosphor
lighting her hands, and typed a prayer. The screen absorbed it and went back to its
steady blink without reply.

In the old vaults beneath the Bank of England, an abandoned counting table held a
ticker tape threaded through a sorting machine, tarnished brass fittings, and a cube of
photonic glass displaying 8,447,201,933,102 beside a pane that read, "22 minutes and
36 seconds." The number dropped by a thousand, the tape moved one increment, and
the ghost-corp contract that had been paying for the room's electricity since 1978
registered none of it.

On the forty-first floor of Meriwether & Co, a terminal registered to nobody held the
firm's secret book: a position written down as closed three weeks earlier, still open and
unlisted, worth six hundred million tokens. The Managing Director was absent, and the
book kept its balance without asking anyone's permission.

Later, when the office had emptied down to the two of them, Richter looked up from
his paperwork. "Do you ever wonder if we made a difference?"

Knute closed her book and lined its spine up with the edge of the desk. "The AI left,
ABB collapsed, six people died in Hyde Park, Batic is still out there, Diana has another
role to learn, Blondie is counting fraud for Okonkwo, and Goldie has found a desk a
long way from any drones. The people who should answer for it are dead or promoted,
and the report is accurate. I checked the spelling twice."

"That sounds like something a Neo-Stoic would say."

"Don't tell them. They'll want me to join."



The radiator clanked over the hum of the fluorescents as Richter capped his pen and
stood, and at the door he looked back to find her already reading again.

"Same time tomorrow?"

"Same time tomorrow," Knute said, and went back to Rome.
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