
  
    [image: The Truth Effect]
  


  
    
      THE TRUTH EFFECT

      
        RISING WORLD

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        ANNE MORTENSEN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      In memory of my grandmother.

      1923-2021

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Retraction

      

      
        Week 1

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Week 2

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Week 3

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Week 4

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Consider Leaving a Review

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Rising world universe

      

      
        TAM About info

      

      
        TRL About info

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Retraction]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The reporter's name was redacted, but in the shadows of Lambeth, South London, Kelly Blackwell knew the price of one wrong thought. One slip, and the echo chambers would turn her doubts into a noose.
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        6 January 2030. 11:30 p.m.

      

      

      Kelly Blackwell sat cross-legged on the edge of her sofa and watched the anonymous whistleblower’s file drift, tissue-like, across her screen. Watching his gift of gigabytes travel at a crawl, heat mounted in her stomach. They had only thirty minutes to complete the transfer. Thirty minutes to get the hard evidence for the scoop that would restore her reputation. Thirty minutes before the entire Internet switched over to the Truth Laws system. At that point, what she was doing now would be illegal.

      Come midnight, the new Truth Laws would give the government what it craved: full power to comb the web for untruths, hunt down the posters, and prosecute them. This transfer would put her squarely on the wrong side of the law.

      The minute hand on her wall clock snapped forward.

      Her nerves frayed, but no way would she let this chance pass. After living under the stigma of being a discredited journalist for two years, the risk was worth it, and she still had time. Just.

      She pulled the duvet snugly around her shoulders and dragged the hot water bottle closer. It dragged across the cushion like a lifeless fish. Ready, she clicked open the last file, a JPEG, that had landed on her desktop.

      A profile of a greasy-haired man tainted her screen. His hand rested on the hip of his pinstripe trousers, looking way too smug for the criminal he was, is, and would always be. “Mr. Smith.”

      Saying his name coated her tongue with a sour taste. It had taken her months to find a sliver of evidence that could take him down—and exonerate herself—and now the full evidence was nearly in her grasp. She was so close.

      She clicked on the amber minimize button at the top of the photo. If this transfer failed again, the libel scar on her record would become a noose—the sender’s evidence buried, her career finished.

      The computer didn’t respond.

      She hit escape.

      The zombie file hung static in the middle of the screen, taunting her.

      Sweat trickled from her armpits. She hadn’t moved in the last hour, so no way could she have tripped the connection. Those files—her fate—were trapped somewhere in the Ethernet void between London and the whistleblower’s cloaked location.

      She poised her fingers over Control, ALT, Delete, but then hesitated. If she shut down the computer, she might lose everything. She raked her hair with both hands and dropped her bare feet to the floor.

      The modem hummed warmly, its indicator glowed hazel green, and the power cable was bundled tight and tidy in a clip. The fault had to be elsewhere. If Josh were there, he’d immediately identify the problem and fix the proxy chain coupled with the makeshift VPN. After all, it was his setup. But he was on a photoshoot, and Kelly was running out of time.

      She breathed in deeply, her belly stretching as far as it could go. “Whistleblower, you still there?”

      Silence buzzed.

      She pressed her temples. “Think, think, think.” If news articles could be shadowbanned, so could proxy servers. Didn’t mean they disappeared, just that they went offline or invisible. The interrupted transmission had to be because of the proxy. Try a different server address. Simple. She leaned into the mic. “If you can still hear me, hang in there.”

      From the list of proxy IP addresses next to her, she hammered in a fresh set of numbers. Loud clicks ricocheted off her studio’s walls. She held her breath and hit enter.

      The screen didn’t flicker.

      She flung off the duvet and typed in another IP address, then another, and another. “Please be there.”

      The whistleblower’s avatar flashed on the screen—the only one she’d ever seen. “Kelly, I send—” his digitized voice said.

      Her heart pounded.

      “Chris—” he said.

      “Did you say Chris?”

      “Mallow—”

      “Christopher Mallow?” Kelly leaned in. “What about him?”

      The screen froze over. Neon pink squares sugarcoated the whistleblower’s avatar eyes.

      “No!”

      The clock ticked closer to midnight, closer to the Truth Laws going into effect.

      Her heart quickened. She steadied her aching fingers on the keys and entered each number of the last IP address on the list—her last hope. “Hang in there. I’m finding a stronger connection.”

      The speakers went silent, the screen dark.

      Her body felt numb. She clenched her long hair, limp like velvet rope.

      Out of nowhere, a crackle of dry leaves crunching underfoot streamed through the speakers.

      She drew back.

      The screen flicked to life, and she could see two men traipsing through woodland at night, clouds of vapor emanating from their nostrils. Woolen coats, leather gloves, tweed caps. Each held a shotgun, butts tucked under their arms, long barrels angled toward the ground. They halted between stark trees and came into focus.

      One man had acne-scarred cheeks. He stood in front of a younger man with a sleek, smooth face. The moonlight cast a blue-tinged shadow over their eyes.

      The IP address on the screen matched the one on her list, but two hunting buddies taking a nighttime stroll with their shotguns wasn’t what she had paid for. “What the hell is this?”

      “The AI is moving to its ultimate phase,” the scarred man said.

      The mention of AI snagged her attention. Anything connected to online crime did, but time was running out. She reentered a used IP address and punched enter.

      The screen reloaded, and the view crash-landed on the same distant spot—the hunters in the woods. “Whistleblower, are you directing the feed?”

      The smooth-faced man shoved a cartridge into the chamber. “There might be a crazed saboteur threatening the project.” His lisp scratched the speakers.

      She winced and tapped down the volume. Threatening the project…those were the words the whistleblower had used in his first email to her. She boosted the screen’s brightness.

      “They have it in hand.”

      The man’s accent was English, but the woodland location could be in any number of countries. Nighttime hunting? An activity easily dismissed as something eccentric Englishmen would do. Apart from the vague mention of AI, there wasn’t much to go on. Except…

      She jumped off the sofa, her knees buckled. Limping to the window, she pulled back the curtain. The moon’s silver glow filled the night sky like a splendid mistress walking through a troubled room. Its fullness and position in the sky mirrored the one in the video. The men’s private meeting was taking place somewhere in the south of England. She edged up to the screen and pumped the volume.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” the scarred man said. “They won’t let anyone hinder the goal. You’ll make your investment back a hundredfold.”

      The feed ended.

      Cobalt blue light burst onto the screen, flooding the room, and it punched a hole right through her.

      Deadly spikes of despair started to invade her soul. Her heavy head dropped back. Maybe the whistleblower had connected her to these hunters for some strange reason, she thought. Didn’t matter. Whatever the feed showed her still didn’t replace the missing gigabytes of evidence she needed. And then that mention of Christopher Mallow…made no sense at all.

      She sighed, but deep inside, she could feel herself reaching out, as if to grab hold of the frazzled tip of thread the whistleblower had thrown her way. She turned toward the ceiling. “Jerko, where is Christopher Mallow?”

      The machine’s red eye pulsed. “Current whereabouts unknown. However, he’s scheduled to be at the INNS in Covent Garden in the morning.”

      She massaged her scalp. The Internet News Network Service, or what most journalists called the echo chambers, was integral to the Truth Laws system and the worst place to talk.

      The analog clock on her wall snapped to midnight.

      The modem’s light flipped red.

      Now, every written word on the Internet was legally regulated. Now, all content on the Internet was monitored. Now, the truth was a dangerous thing.

      It was over. Or maybe not. Though Christopher Mallow was a bite-sized hope so far away as to be a fantasy, he was a lead. And lead meant the story, her story, wasn’t dead. If she pursued this, she’d have to get Christopher out of the chamber, away from the cameras and mics, and she wasn’t sure how she’d pull that off. She hadn’t seen him—in fact, actively avoided him—for months.

      Her voice wobbled in her tight throat. “Jerko, book me a slot at the INNS. Same time as Christopher Mallow.”
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        7 January. 6:30 a.m.

      

      

      Kelly unbolted the fourth deadlock, her backpack in tow, carrying the whistleblower-sourced documents. If not entirely comfortable with her upcoming meeting, at least she was fully prepped to meet Christopher Mallow.

      “Happy Birthday, Kelly,” Jerko blared.

      She stiffened and drew back. Weeks earlier, she’d instructed the bot to delete her data from her personal calendar as well as from every genuine online profile, but it had been acting up lately. It had been a freebie—of sorts—so what could she expect?

      After she had been charged with libel, the State offered her a choice. A State-appointed digital deputy or a fine she would never be able to afford. She opted for the digital deputy, christened it Jerko, and repurposed it as her personal assistant. It hung from the ceiling like an all-seeing eye ever since. “Jerko, search and destroy all of my personal data online. I don’t want to say it again.”

      She slammed the front door.

      A gust of icy wind stung her face. The cold wrapped around her arms and legs and then whistled around the concrete columns of the Eden Council Estate. She blinked hard, wringing out the water in her eyes, and pulled her woolen hat over her ears. It failed to block out the sound of the pedestrians’ rhythmic footsteps, summoning like a pied piper.

      Under the dim sky, Kelly fiddled with her backpack and noosed the drawstring tight as an airlock. At least a year had passed since she last saw or talked to Christopher Mallow, and that wasn’t the way to treat a man who had nurtured her career into existence. She wasn’t sure how she’d explain her silence or whether she’d mention the whistleblower, but she expected he’d be surprised to see her standing in front of him.

      In search of some insight, some guidance, she looked up at the sky, hoping that an inspired piece of advice would magically parachute down. But the elevated road blocked her view, and all she could see was its cracked underbelly—in harmony with Lambeth’s concrete columns and mile-high, brutalist buildings. Extracting a morsel of enlightenment from this environment was futile, Kelly thought, as she tugged once more on the backpack’s strap.

      She stepped onto the path and merged with the pulse flowing up Black Prince Road—the primary artery in and out of Lambeth. At this hour, most of the traffic was going out.

      An SS—a street-level State surveillance camera—flashed an image of a curly-haired woman, polka-dot mug in hand, sitting in front of a fireplace. “Good morning, Kelly Blackwell. Would you like chamomile tea?”

      Kelly huffed. “I’m in no mood.”

      She walked on and brought her wristwatch in line with her face.

      A pedestrian knocked into her.

      Her backpack fell to the ground.

      “Hey!”

      She clocked the navy coat, white beanie, black scarf. Pinned inside his ears were bone-conducting earphones—the preferred option for people who wanted to block out the world. He was engaged in a chat with a three-dimensional hologram woman beaming from his watch. Navy Coat would listen to Kelly whether he liked it or not. “You, idiot! In the navy coat.”

      He carried on walking.

      Kelly could almost hear her late Aunt El speaking sage words in her ear: Pick your battles, Kelly. Soon, you’ll be free. Reluctantly, she dropped it, scooped up her backpack, and walked on.

      Once again, she lifted her wristwatch to her face. It beeped and displayed ID number 2.689XF alongside her profile pic. She had snapped the photo back when she had short, wispy hair. Her pale skin and guarded crescent smile hadn’t changed, but every time she saw that pic, she thought the same thing: ask Josh to take an updated photo of her. And every day she put off asking because having her picture taken, yet again, had become rather like having blood drawn.

      A confirmation button popped onto her watch, and she logged into the citywide max octave Wi-Fi. She pressed enter. A fresh window opened like a doorway to the cosmos and immediately directed her to the Global Wires check-in window. Small Star Trek spaceships danced on the window frame—Harry White’s personal touch. She smirked, and her face felt like it would crack.

      Harry had set up the portal, under Spence’s order, shortly after thugs had raided Newswire’s editorial offices. They kidnapped an editor and beat him in the back of a van. Hours later, they dumped his body, black and blue, in front of the building.

      A horrified Spence installed the check-in protocols for Global Wires as a kind of mental safety pin for himself. Being Editor-in-Chief, he claimed it as his duty. Personnel about to enter the echo chamber, or working a beat, had to check-in. Kelly pressed the green check mark under the INNS. Done.

      At last, she arrived at the conflux between north and south, east and west, otherwise known as the chokepoint, and the light was predictably red. She huddled with the mass of pedestrians.

      Just across the road stood the State’s sparkling jewel, the INNS, the echo chamber. Glass and carbon and steel housed the system that transformed her thoughts into code and eventually into money at the end of the month. Wasn’t it Christopher Mallow who first branded it an echo chamber? Yes, it had been him. She could still hear the quiet, mocking anger in his voice as he pronounced the words.

      The light flashed green.

      If all went according to plan, she’d show Christopher the docs, he’d verify details, and she’d be finished in no time. Kelly drew in a deep breath and swung her backpack behind her. The air tickled her throat as she marched forward.
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        * * *

      

      Kelly shoved the QR code tattooed on her wrist under the scanner.

      A laser glowed red against her skin. The glass door slid open.

      Inside, the chamber had the feel of a library and the look of a space capsule. Frosted glass walls blocked out the city street, the hermetically sealed windows vacuumed out the noise.

      Right up front in the first row, two screens beamed their light onto the eggshell ceiling.

      Christopher had to be one of the users.

      She hung her Everest jacket and woolen hat on a wall hook, and a mechanical shelf thrust out a pair of earbuds.

      “Welcome back, Kelly Blackwell,” a silky system voice spoke from the earbuds in her palm. “From your biometric readings, we calculate it will take seven deep breaths to upload your work. Please occupy cockpit number six.”

      Her first task was to find Christopher. When her business with him was settled, she’d upload the crime stats, her weekly task for Global Wires. She stuffed the earbuds in her jeans pocket and crept down the aisle. Rows of doorless cubicles lay barren, their pilot seats empty, their Fi headsets docked. Too early in the morning for most, she guessed.

      She came to the front row and parked her backpack next to the semi-opaque divider in cockpit six. Even though the chamber was practically empty, her assigned cockpit stood too close to the exit for comfort. She tucked her backpack under the pilot chair. Feeling secure now, she pivoted toward the glowing screens.

      A young man occupied cockpit three, his eyes closed, his arms splayed on the armrests. She brushed past.

      There, in cockpit one, sat an old man topped with a tangled mess of gray hair, his eyes closed. It took her a moment to recognize him, but the mess of a man was none other than Christopher Mallow.

      A softness came over her. Early in his career, he was a foreign correspondent reporting on government corruption; he had landed himself in foreign jails a few times and eventually won an award for bravery. Today, under the new Truth Laws, the articles that had brought him such acclaim would pass through the Zone servers for State approval prior to Internet publication. In a twisted way, the libel charges against him had saved him by confining him to writing up factoids.

      The lights on his Fi headset glowed steadily, a sign that he was in the middle of an upload.

      She resisted an urge to interrupt—there was nothing more annoying—and stood off to his side. But then, glancing at his screen, Kelly saw a jumbled disaster of mathematical equations interspersed with forward slashes, brackets, stars, and alphanumeric characters littered across it. Either his mind was a mess, the Fi headset was faulty, or a virus was on the attack. She tapped him on the shoulder. “Christopher?”

      His eyes shot open. He yanked his earbuds out. Deep lines constellated his forehead, deeper than she remembered.

      “Kelly? Is that you? How long has it been?” His tone was bright.

      “Your screen…”

      He glanced over her shoulder. “Guess I didn’t get enough training.”

      Every journalist had undergone weeks of training in order to transmit thoughts via the Fi headsets with minimal text contamination. It involved breathing techniques, taming stray thoughts, and crushing emotional whims that might disturb the upload. Kelly hit a ninety-five percent success rate with a simple strategy: a pre-upload dose of the neutralizer and a dash in and out of the chamber. Christopher’s strategy looked to be all over the place—if he had one.

      He leaned in. “Truth is, I’m too old for all this shite.”

      He waved his hand in the air, at the tech all around, and struggled to his feet.

      She offered him her hand.

      “Thank you, dear.” He stood straight, a single button on his disheveled overcoat holding him together. “You and I, we shouldn’t even be in this damn place. Crime requires our full attention.”

      A warm sensation filled her chest. Life had been simple in the Daily Times days. A clipped sigh escaped her lips.

      “You’re at Global Wires, right?”

      “Crime desk,” she said. “They have me on petty crime for a few months yet.”

      “It’ll zoom by. Before you know it, you’ll be back in the game playing with the big boys.”

      If the whistleblower’s files, hidden in her bag, proved her innocence, the judgment against her should be dropped immediately. She stepped close to Christopher and lowered her voice. “I need to ask your advice about…something.” She glimpsed the ceiling camera. “Can we go outside?”

      He scratched his cheek and looked toward the door.

      The young man in cubicle three came up to them, and before she could even step back, he held out his hand. “Oliver Green. I work with Leeland and Partners.”

      Thick, wired glasses and a snooty tone never meant good things were coming. “Hello.” She shook his hand out of politeness. “Leeland and Partners?”

      “A start-up.” He held onto her hand longer than necessary, longer than she liked.

      She pulled out of his grasp.

      “Sorry to intrude,” he said. “I can’t get my screen to work either.”

      A flash of heat spurted deep inside her. This damn kid was threatening to derail her plans. She rubbed the back of her neck.

      “Now’s not a good time, Mr. Green,” Christopher said.

      A spotlight illuminated Christopher’s cockpit. “If you are encountering a problem, Christopher Mallow, please reset the Fi headset and start again,” the chamber cooed.

      Oliver glanced at Christopher’s screen. “Who knows what goodies they snuck into the hardware overnight.”

      “A restart usually does the trick.”

      She reached for the console. The key was missing.

      Oliver looked at Christopher. “Did you knock it trying to upload?”

      She didn’t have time for a diagnostic conference of the latest technology mishap. “The INNS was bound to be shaky on the first day of the Truth Laws.”

      “I don’t trust any of this,” Christopher said.

      “You and me both,” Kelly added. “Maybe we can call a tech guy to come around later.”

      “Yeah, c’mon. Let’s get out of here.” He knocked on a plastic panel with his wrinkled knuckle. “We have some catching up to do.”

      Oliver stared at Christopher. “You can’t just leave your screen like that.”

      He shuffled past Oliver. “Oh yes, I can. I’m not going into battle today. It’ll still be here tomorrow.”

      Kelly followed Christopher to the exit. A waft of tangy sweat lagged behind him. Something wasn’t right.

      “I still have my system of paper, ink, and filing cabinets, remember?” Christopher shuffled around and egged her to catch up. “Before your time, we had a trail of the records we could trace back to who handled what. Always keep hard copies of your final drafts.”

      He had told her this countless times when he mentored her at the Daily Times. The familiar phrase brought a smile to her lips.

      The door buzzed.

      Cool air whooshed through the chamber.

      Boots slammed onto the tiled floor.

      She jolted. That wasn’t the sound of a typical chamber user.

      “Users, please return to your stations.”

      Two elite enforcers of the Truth Laws marched down the passage toward them.

      She narrowed in on their visored eyes and stepped back. “What are they here for?”

      Christopher ducked. “Go to your station.”

      She dashed to cockpit six, whipped on the Fi headset, and fumbled for the earbuds in her pocket. “Kelly Blackwell, take twelve deep breaths.”

      She hauled in one breath, two, three, and tried to settle her mind long enough to focus on her weekly task, the crime stats. The white light overhead transitioned to tangerine orange reminiscent of summer evenings long ago. She clasped her eyes shut.

      Moments later, the Fi headset was ripped off her head.

      “What the—” Her words sank into the void in her stomach.

      Two troopers towered over her. Wooden batons hung from holsters around their waists. Each held a K45 laser.

      Her thoughts raced backward. Chamber, chokepoint, road, home. Had she said anything to anyone along the way? What about the crowd at the chokepoint? Could they have reported her for something? No, no—at least not that she could pinpoint. Did the Elite Squad find out about the whistleblower? Or maybe the SS saw the papers in her backpack with their X-ray capability. Her mouth went dry.

      “Your ID,” the taller trooper said.

      She kicked her backpack deeper under her seat, by now certain that the file inside was about to create more problems than she ever dreamed. “I…uh.”

      The distance between her and the exit was short, but the troopers would be relentless. A grab and go was impossible. She extended her arm.

      The shorter trooper grabbed her wrist and flashed his QR code scanner over it. “Kelly Blackwell, journalist for Global Wires. Please confirm.”

      “I…uh.”

      “Confirm.” The trooper’s clutch grew tighter.

      Her throat tangled. “Yes. Yes.” She twisted her arm free. “I’m Kelly Blackwell. Officer, I⁠—”

      They didn’t nod. They didn’t speak. As coordinated as a pair of robots, they marched to Oliver Green’s cockpit.

      She sank into the folds of the leather chair, the semi-opaque panels her only cover. Had the troopers known about the file, things could’ve been so much worse.

      “Oliver Green?” The short officer’s tone was no less harsh than when he snapped at her. “Recently employed at Stanley and Lee. Confirm.”

      She jerked upright. That was wrong, according to Oliver. He’d said he worked at Leeland and Partners. She gripped the armrests, slid to the edge of her seat, and leaned toward the panel.

      Oliver glowered at the trooper’s visor. “I confirm.”

      “Carry on.”

      She slumped back. A routine check. That’s all it was. She had to stop thinking the worst.

      The two marched to the next cockpit, Christopher’s.

      Her watch lit up.

      She flinched. The opening chords of Sweet Dreams by Eurythmics rang out. The light in her cockpit pulsed to the beat. Spence, her boss, was calling. Worst timing ever.

      The tall trooper marched back to her cockpit. “All watches must be turned off in the INNS.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, officer.” She fumbled for the off switch, her fingertips slippery with sweat. “They moved my slot at the last minute and⁠—”

      “Powered-on watches in the INNS incur a fine of bits.”

      That was coin she didn’t have. She tried to detect if a smidgeon of sympathy existed behind his dark visor, but it was clear he didn’t want an explanation. He wouldn’t have cared less if her studio flat had blown up this morning. She licked her bottom lip with the tip of her tongue. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      The trooper paused a moment. Behind the visor, unexpectedly, something shifted in his demeanor. “I’ll let it go this time.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      She actually felt grateful to an Elite Squad trooper. What was the world coming to?

      He rejoined the other trooper hovering at Christopher’s station.

      “Christopher Mallow of the Daily Times. Please confirm.”

      Silence seized the chamber.

      “Sir, please confirm your identity.”

      Christopher Mallow sat motionless in his seat, staring straight ahead.

      Oliver poked his head over the edge of the panel and waved his hand at Kelly. He mouthed, “What’s he doing?”

      Kelly shook her head, wishing she knew.

      “Sir,” the trooper repeated.

      Oliver was right. Why didn’t Christopher just answer the trooper and be done with it?

      He launched off the chair and dove through the gap between the troopers. He crashed into the wall, breaking his stride with his palm. He propelled toward the exit.

      The troopers spun around. The taller trooper grabbed Christopher by the neck and threw him to the floor, belly down, while the other whacked him with a baton across his back.

      A bone cracked.

      Christopher howled.

      Kelly sprang up. “Get off him!” She waved her hands at the cameras housed in black domes on the ceiling and pointed at the troopers. “Are you getting this? He’s just an old man!”

      “Kelly Blackwell, remain seated,” one trooper ordered. “This is State business.”

      “You call this State business?”

      “Stand back.” He held out his arm. “Unless you want to be arrested.” His visor turned transparent and his dark eyes shot through, laser-like.

      Her resolve melted. They could crush her between their hands—if they wanted to—and the algorithm in control of online information would telegraph her demise in seconds. Her job, her voice, her independence—all gone before she had a chance to fight. As much as she wanted to stop the madness and be by Christopher’s side, no good would come from getting arrested.

      She stepped back, shame burning through her chest. Christopher had taught her to stand up to power, to ask the questions no one else would ask. And here she was, watching him bleed while she did nothing.

      The trooper turned back to Christopher and flipped on his radio. “We have apprehended the fugitive at INNS location six.”

      Indignation plumed inside her. “A fugitive? For what, resisting arrest?”

      “I said, step back!”

      The ceiling cameras beat down on her. She should move, retake her seat, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. Pursuing underground criminal networks was what she lived for, and she knew what to expect, but taking on the State and its Elite Squad would come with untold consequences. She backed up, feeling like a coward.

      The troopers hoisted Christopher up and slung his arms over their shoulders, like Jesus Christ on a black cross.

      Kelly looked skyward to drain the tears welling in her eyes.

      “I’m innocent,” Christopher said. “Like Mr. Smith.”

      His words stunned her into stillness. What was he talking about? Smith was guilty. As night was dark, Smith was guilty. Through her tearful blur, Christopher’s bloody face was so swollen it looked deformed. She wanted to call out to him, to tell him she’d heard, that she understood—but his message made no sense. These could be his last words to her, and she couldn’t even decipher them.

      The crackle from a taser whipped him into submission.

      A violent tremor rattled Christopher. His head jerked back. “Don’t let them get away with this!”

      The troopers lugged him out the front door, his feet dragging along the floor. The sound of his shoes scraping tile would stay with her forever.

      She stood rock still, her mind sputtering with the shock of what she had just witnessed. What she just witnessed was illegal, wasn’t it? But who would she report it to? The Elite Squad answered to no one. Christopher was gone, and she had stood there and watched it happen.

      A scratchy sound, like a rat gnawing on a wire, pulled her out of her daze.

      Oliver Green was on his hands and knees, his arm reaching under the seat, the one where Christopher had been stationed.

      Disgust quivered through her. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I just wanted to see if the old man left anything behind.” Oliver stood, empty-handed.

      A prickly sensation crawled up her spine. She should have known when she first saw those beady eyes hiding behind his fancy glasses. “Vulture.”

      “Me? Not me. But some of them pay well.” He rubbed his thin fingers over the hair plastered to his forehead. “I’d split it with you.”

      He was a snitch, probably working with a petty crime network. “It’s all fine and dandy while you work with them,” she said. “But after they’re done with you, they’ll chew you up and toss you⁠—”

      He raised his hand. “Got to go, they’re waiting.” He ran for the door.

      “I’ll be cheering them on when they throw you to the wolves!”

      The door slid shut and muted the sound of his fleeing footsteps.

      Now alone, the chamber felt like it was creeping in on her, quiet as a morgue. She wanted to flee, too, but her legs were rigid, unable to move. Witnessing the beating, the potency of the Elite Squad, up close and personal, had shocked her limbs stiff.

      A thin spatter of Christopher’s blood stained the floor. If he was a fugitive, why was he in the echo chamber, their domain? Why did he say Ian Smith was innocent?

      Questions swirled and her fingers itched. Then, the crime stats popped into her mind. She shook herself, trying to dislodge the confusion, the tension between her shoulder blades. It was no use, she was in no shape to upload crime stats. Certainly not here.

      She fished out her backpack, grabbed her coat and hat, and rested her trembling hand on the door. Shadows lurked on the other side of the chamber’s door. Still feeling the ordeal of what she had just witnessed, she pushed against the glass.

      “Kelly Blackwell, please scan your code to exit.”

      She bared the underside of her wrist, and the door swung open.

      The cold air cleansed her mind, making room for one single question to plant itself. What had Christopher been working on that got the attention of the Elite Squad? She stepped into the square, tapped her watch, and logged into Jerko.

      She paused. She couldn’t let the Elite Squad find her digital fingerprints all over this case. From now on, old-fashioned face-to-face questions out in a park, in the middle of nowhere, was the only way to go. But would Jerko’s upcoming search assignment be considered a digital fingerprint? If articles were online, she rationalized, they had official clearance. “Jerko, email me links to all of Christopher Mallow’s online articles.”

      She remembered the first article she’d written under his supervision—how he’d made her rewrite the lead seven times until she got it right. “Journalists don’t ask permission,” he’d told her. “We ask questions.”

      Her resolve fortified, she started in the direction of INNS location five. The trek would give Jerko time to compile the list and give her time to offload tension before uploading the damn crime stats—a task she never expected would become her cover.
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      In Soho, central London, in the newsroom of Global Wires, Spencer Wyatt sat at his oak desk in his office. A picture frame rotated between images of his five-year-old daughter and his beautiful wife in their garden. He remembered taking the photos as though it were yesterday, and he wondered what the world would be like when his daughter started her own family. The thought made him shudder.

      He glanced at his watch. Thirty minutes had passed since he had called Kelly, the first of his staff to upload under the Truth Laws, and he wanted to see how it went. It wasn’t like her to refuse his call, but she must have had a good reason. She was rigorously precise, and of all his staff, he worried about her the least. As for the others…

      He turned back to his screen. The notes for the editorial meeting were already too long and needed paring down, dashing his hopes of getting home before dinner.

      He typed, “Remind staff they must inform The Zone immediately if they discover anything that might endanger State Security. If not…”

      He leaned into the back of his chair and crossed his arms. Never in a million years had he thought the Truth Laws would get the votes in the Houses of Parliament. All the editors fought hard against the bill. It didn’t get enough public support either, according to the polls. How this day came to be, he’d never know. What he did know was that his job was now to keep the newsroom functioning and intact at all costs. He tilted forward. “Prep staff for change in desks.”

      A bark of laughter leaked through his closed door. He resumed typing.

      Seconds later, he heard metal clinking against a ceramic mug.

      He rose from his chair and opened the door. Nothing but bare desks, dimmed lights, black screens, and empty swivel chairs. Murmurs dribbled out of the break room. He could use a break himself.

      As he approached the kitchen’s entrance, he could hear two people in a hushed discussion. He slowed his pace. The voices were coming from a man and woman he didn’t recognize. He stepped into the kitchen.

      The chatter ceased.

      The man and woman stared at him, their brown eyes set in blank faces, their round bodies, clothed in ice-white uniforms, swayed in their thick-cushioned shoes.

      Sweepers, the guardians of buildings. They scavenged for planted mics, cameras, and trackers like owls in the night. It was unusual to spot sweepers during the day like this.

      “Morning,” he said. “I’m Spencer Wyatt. I don’t think we’ve met.”

      Their heads bobbed in unison.

      “Sorry if we made too much noise,” the man said. “We didn’t think anyone was here.” He placed his mug in the sink.

      The woman followed his lead.

      “I thought you came in on Fridays.” Spence opened the cupboards. A half-eaten packet of digestive biscuits. A box of cereal. Beetlebug Bars. He grabbed the canister of instant coffee crystals on the shelf, next to the powdered milk and sugar cubes, and flipped the switch on the kettle. “Can I make you a cup?”

      The man shook his head. “Mr. Damian asked us to come in every day now.”

      “Ah.” He kept his tone light. It was a smart decision, but Damian hadn’t notified him. He brushed a sprinkling of crumbs from the counter and put his mug down. “With so many changes happening, it’s hard to keep track.”

      “We hope you are happy with our work.”

      “Of course. In fact, I’d like your opinion on something.”

      They nodded.

      “Given your experience in…security matters, do you think it’s absolutely necessary to come in every day? I mean, I wouldn’t want to alarm my staff unnecessarily.”

      “Whatever you like, Mr. Spencer. Maybe you talk to Mr. Damian?”

      “Of course. Would you like a biscuit?”

      “Our shift is over,” the man said. “Time to get home.”

      They grabbed their coats and dashed out the door. The kettle popped.

      He hated it when Damian took action over his head. And without so much as a courtesy email. Spence rushed back to his desk.

      He swiped the notepad and opened his email. He lasered in on the email Damian had just sent. Two minutes ago. “His ears must have been on fire.” He clicked on the message.

      
        
        Spence,

        I’ll be in this week to go over some changes.

        Joanne will be in touch with the exact time. See attached.

        Damian

      

      

      He double-clicked the PDF. A colorful pie chart popped up, each slice named by topic: taste flavors of the month, sunny places to holiday, fashion trends, technology gadgets. He scrolled down the page. More detailed graphs listed demographics of potential purchasers.

      “That’s it?” On the first day of the Truth Laws, the owner of Global Wires gives the editor-in-chief of the biggest news outlet in England a PDF of fluff to cover for the week? What a sad joke. He tossed the tablet aside.

      His protocols, solid check-in protocols, kept his staff safe and productive so they could investigate hard news topics. Stories the public needed. Not fluff pieces. He pressed Damian’s number on his watch.

      A knock pounded his door. He pressed pause. “Come in.”

      Harry White poked his head in. “Any idea when the crime stats will be uploaded?”

      Harry was the all-rounder every office depended on, and Spence’s proud reminder of the best promotion he had made. He moved Harry up from IT in the basement to the civil notices desk. On the side, he did light office management, and he was going to hate hearing that fluff was in, crime was out, and that Kelly still hadn’t called.

      Spence suppressed his growing paranoia on that last subject. He pinched the skin between his eyes. “I’m sure Kelly will get the upload done soon.”

      “It’s not like her to be late.”

      Harry sounded the way Spence always felt but could never show: worried. “It’s probably a glitch or upgrade error holding up the transfers.”

      Harry drummed his fingers on the door and popped his lips. “Righto. I’ll keep the ticker tape running as is.” He closed the door.

      Spence’s neck ached for all the tension and the blood pulsing through his body. Kelly was going to hear from him. And so was Damian.

      He rolled his chair away from his desk and surveyed the newsroom. The last time a journalist went missing was…he shook away the ugly thought and scooted up to his desk.

      He opened a fresh message and addressed it to Harry. “Look into procedures for reassigning the desks. Get back to me ASAP.”
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      The elevator brushed open to the Global Wires newsroom. The lingering aroma of toast and coffee, personalized ring tones, and beeps comforted Kelly as she strode down the walkway toward her desk.

      Harry popped up, his red hair glistening under the halogen lights. He snapped off a chunk of green apple. For once, his mouth was doing something useful, she thought.

      “Thanks for the stats,” he said. “You look haggard.”

      “Spence should’ve kept you in the basement,” she said.

      “Count yourself lucky you don’t have to log all the death certificates.” He swiveled in his chair. “It’s a bit late for you. Where’ve you been?”

      She dropped down in her chair. “Who needs to know?” She wiped her forehead and unexpectedly mopped up cold sweat.

      He dangled his arms over the connecting panel. “Did you hear about Christopher Mallow?”

      Kelly switched on the computer screen and the projection keyboard. The desk glowed green.

      Harry hunched in close, and she could feel the heat in his eyes scanning her face for a reaction, but she stayed focused on the screen. She hadn’t yet decided how deep she wanted to dig into Mallow’s arrest; her next step depended on whatever Jerko sent her.

      “So you know. How did you find out?”

      “You’re not the only one with a direct line to the Prime Minister.”

      “Never mind.” He pulled back. “Sources tell me the Daily Times was going to shit anyway. It was just a matter of time.”

      The Smith Affair had chipped off the first chunk of the Daily Times’s reputation, and now, with Mallow’s arrest, their reputation shattered. Her cheeks heated.

      “Maybe Spence’ll talk about it in the editorial meeting today. Want some coffee?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not feeling so hot. Do you have vitamin C, extra strength, and zinc?”

      “Samantha has that sort of thing.”

      He ambled toward the kitchen.

      Being the lifestyle journalist for Global Wires, Samantha’s drawer was usually packed with vitamin and wellness products companies had sent her to review. During the cold season, people raided her stash of goodies and left behind the scraps. Kelly feared she was too late. She opened the drawer. Sure enough, it was empty.

      Stoic in the face of a fever, or whatever was bringing on the ache in her bones, she turned back to her computer. The fluorescent green light speckled her knuckles, giving them a mottled, diseased look.

      She typed in her Internet ID and opened her email. Jerko had sent her Mallow’s online profile and hundreds of hyperlinks to his published work. She rolled her shoulders and clicked on Mallow’s online profile. Verified: data journalist. The Elite Squad hadn’t arrested Mallow for being a basic data journalist.

      She scanned the hundreds of links to factoids on human behavior collected off smartphones, step counters, card readers, vehicle computers, and AI PAs like Jerko. Other articles covered online polls, surveys, personality tests, and bio-data from blood drives. Unable to decipher which was the most revealing, she clicked on a random line. In a fingertip second, a page popped up, listing factoids similar to data Harry gathered. A quick scan failed to reveal anything personal to Mallow. She skipped down the search and spotted a name she recognized.

      Heather Mallow, Christopher’s wife. She worked at the Daily Times, covering Health and Science. A flurry of trepidation rippled through her chest. She hadn’t seen Heather since Kelly had been fired from the Daily Times, and she wasn’t sure what to expect if she contacted her. But Heather had a clean reputation, and she was known for her thorough research.

      Kelly clicked on the first article, Panic Epidemic Sweeps the UK. Published in May 2028. It had received millions of hits since its publication.

      One in three people had reported panic attacks to the Department of Health in the first quarter of 2028. Slightly more women than men, but the difference was negligible. The medication most commonly prescribed was MK860, a blend of herbs with no reported side effects. The medication was so frequently prescribed that the NHS released an over-the-counter version.

      Kelly glanced around. The article’s statistics—probably gathered by Christopher—meant eight of her colleagues had experienced a panic attack. Samantha was probably one, she thought, and Lily in Arts and Entertainment, for sure.

      Kelly turned her attention back to the article and clicked on the cross-links for the online health forums. All the links were dead. The State was the likely killer, but why?

      A journalist like Heather, one who researched in-depth articles with genuine and independent sources and managed to keep her work online, would know what her husband had been researching that got him arrested. Kelly opened the media personnel intranet.

      In the corner of her eye, she glimpsed Harry returning to his desk, mug in hand, and shot Heather a message: “Let’s meet. Please contact me ASAP.”

      Harry plonked his mug on his desk. “Who are you looking up?”

      Kelly closed the intranet window. “No one.”

      The screens pinged across the office.

      A red alert D-notice, a media-wide gag order, flashed across her screen. In the center of the bulletin, a static black and white mugshot appeared. Christopher Mallow, his eyes burning with defiance, filled the screen like a most wanted poster in a Western film. The mugshot looked like a duplicate from an earlier arrest.

      She recalled how Christopher Mallow relished flouting D-notices; his skirting along the forbidden had distinguished him as an adventurous journalist among his peers but an outright irritation to the establishment.

      “Are you seeing this?” Harry asked.

      “When you mentioned Mallow earlier, did you know this D-notice was in the pipeline?”

      “My sources are good, but not that good.”

      “Mallow had it coming,” Spence shouted as he trundled into the newsroom.

      The journalists leaned back in their chairs and swiveled round.

      He parked himself in the middle of the floor, his reading glasses balancing on his bald head.

      “That’s a bit harsh,” Kelly said.

      “I know you worked with him, but so did I, over at The Independent, back in the day. He was crazy then, and clearly, he’s crazy now.” Spence clamped his hands on his hips. “Here, we do things differently.”

      “Normally, they wait a day to issue a D-notice so they can get the facts straight,” Kelly said.

      “First day of the Truth Laws is the reason, I suspect,” Spence said.

      “How are we supposed to do our jobs if they keep gagging us?”

      “If you were thinking of doing a story on this, Kelly, especially after the video they released this morning, forget about it.”

      “What video?”

      “You didn’t see it?” Harry looked surprised.

      “My slot at the echo chamber got moved up, and I had to run out of my flat. Totally screwed up my morning.”

      Harry clicked on his watch.

      “Mallow’s arrest was a message to all of us,” Spence said. “We follow protocol, keep our heads down, and we’ll be good.”

      Spence and his damn protocols. They were nothing more than an insurance policy against thugs, the Elite Squad, criminals, missile attacks, you name it.

      “Looks like the video got scrubbed,” Harry announced. “So, Christopher Mallow was the famed Truth Laws fugitive.” He bounced on his heels. “Mystery solved.”

      That’s what the troopers called Mallow in the chamber. A fugitive. “When did they scrub it? Do you have a copy?”

      “Don’t answer that, Harry,” Spence said. “As for any stories about this case, didn’t you hear what I said? It’s a no-go, Kelly.” Spence tapped his finger against her desk. “Just to be on the safe side, we’re freezing the crime desk.”

      Kelly reeled back. “Excuse me?”

      “Please arrange for the move to happen, Harry.”

      “This is a joke, right?”

      “Crime desks are going to get scrapped eventually, anyway.”

      “Are they forcing all news outlets to get rid of them now?” Harry asked.

      “Not yet,” Spence said. “But this whole thing with Christopher Mallow has put a nail in the coffin. With the Truth Laws, independent crime investigations will get buried or transferred elsewhere.”

      “Let’s wait for the order,” Kelly said. “Besides, you can’t just pull the crime desk out from under me without notice or warning or anything. I mean, what is this? We might as well wheel up the guillotine, extend our necks, and release the latch on ourselves.”

      “Looks like that’s what’s happening already,” Harry said.

      Spence shifted his weight to one foot. “It’s called being proactive.”

      Why was he caving in well before the Ministry made its move? “All I’m saying is we shouldn’t stop investigating crime in this city because of something that might happen.”

      “There is nothing to investigate,” Spence said, turning back to the other journalists. “The D-notice has been issued.”

      “By who?”

      Spence swallowed. “You know who.”

      Yes, she did know, as did everyone in the media. She rubbed her sweating palms together. “I can’t believe this.”

      Harry opened his mouth to speak.

      “Harry, if you’re worried about Kelly, don’t be,” Spence interrupted him. “I have something else lined up for her.”

      “I’m right here, Spence. You can talk directly to me.”

      Spence turned to Kelly. “I’ll confirm your new position tomorrow in the editorial.”

      “Tomorrow?” Harry interjected.

      “There’s too much going on today. I’ve rescheduled it for tomorrow.”

      “Wherever you put me,” Kelly said, “I already know I won’t like it.”

      “Nothing new there,” Samantha said.

      “I don’t need your two-bit opinion, Samantha, thank you very much. Oh, and your drawer is empty.”

      “Everyone, take a breather,” Spence said. “It’s a temporary freeze until this whole thing blows over.”

      This wasn’t like a celebrity in a public toilet caught with his pants down. “How long is temporary?”

      “As long as it needs to be.”

      “I can’t fucking believe this.”

      “It shouldn’t bother you since you aren’t working on a Mallow-related story anyway, right?”

      “Christopher Mallow isn’t the only criminal in town, Spence. There’s plenty of corruption out there. Who’s going to track it all?” Had she shown her hand? “But, c’mon, it’s my job.”

      “Don’t worry. You still have a job.” Spence turned to Harry. “Please start reassigning the phones and setting up permissions.”

      “I think this is a bit drastic,” Harry said.

      “You too? Maybe I should send you both to the basement until you cool down.”

      Harry rolled his eyes.

      She studied Spence’s face. He was the sort of boss who never made sudden, unconsidered moves. Someone else had to be behind this. “I’m sure you have it all in hand, Spence.”

      “I hear the sarcasm in your voice, Kelly.”

      “I just lost my goddamn desk in the deep freeze. Forgive me if I’m a little upset.”

      “Take the rest of the day off. Just make sure you come at 9 a.m. tomorrow for the editorial and your new assignment.”

      Spence trundled back to his office at the far edge of the newsroom. His gray shirt and slacks blended with the gray walls.

      Spence and whoever put him up to this would not stop her that easily. There was a video out there with clues. Yes, it was scrubbed, but there were ways to find it.

      She scrolled through numerous contacts on her watch—a lot of dead data—and came to Josh Munro. She pressed the call button.

      He wasn’t answering. Most weekday mornings, the paps hung out on the pavement in front of the Canary Hotel in Mayfair—an unofficial marketplace of sorts where they traded jobs and gossip while earning coin capturing celebs leaving the hotel’s gilded gates. That’s exactly where she’d find him first thing in the morning.
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      The sun was lighting the sky just as Heather Mallow’s train neared King’s Cross, St. Pancras International. She slipped the frayed strap of her leather satchel over her head. The satchel should have been tossed years ago, but her husband had given it to her on their second anniversary, and the worst she could bring herself to do was retire it to the back of her closet like much-loved, overworked shoes. But then the D-notice came out, followed by a call from Commissioner Lydia Rackham. She was asking to see Christopher’s work notes. At that point, the trusty bag came out of retirement.

      Satchel in hand, Heather stepped onto the platform. The bag clung to her body as she weaved through winter-season tourists and made her way to the main hall. Briefly, she glanced behind her and then descended two flights of stairs.

      In front of a row of lockers, she rummaged through the bag, her fingers brushing the cool steel of the freshly sharpened switchblade. She stuffed the knife in her back pocket and clamped down the bag’s flap, safeguarding the two notebooks her husband had filled with code he’d collected over the last twelve months.

      So many times he’d tried to explain the equations, the numbers, the dates, the connections, and the broad implications, but she never really understood. Didn’t want to either. It was probably because she never agreed with his method of executing the Resistance’s plan. Exasperated at her reluctance to grasp the information in the notebooks, he’d said, “If all else fails, Kelly Blackwell will know what to do with this.” And now he was in custody.

      She pulled the strap over her head and stuffed the bag into the locker. At that moment, a new plan rolled into motion. She didn’t know if her plan would work, but she would do what she could to nudge Kelly along, enticing her to collect the crumbs of hard evidence against the State that could put an end to the Truth Laws once and for all. Heather punched in the locker code 1-2-1-0, the date she first met Christopher on the train coming back from Paris, and slammed the locker door shut.

      Footsteps echoed down the stairs.

      Heart as tight as her grip on the knife, she removed the switchblade from her back pocket. She kept still and waited. All this intrigue and hiding…she never wanted to be part of the Resistance. Certainly not at her age. She tilted her head from side to side, listening.

      A backpacker struggled down the steps.

      She exhaled as though blowing out all her birthday candles at once. All she’d hoped for was a quiet life with her husband, perhaps back in Paris. Every muscle aching, she climbed the stairs and stepped into the light.

      The only thing she could do now was wait for Kelly to find her.
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      In the crisp morning air, Kelly balanced on her tiptoes and scoped the crowd of paps occupying the road. Their tripods like stakes on the tarmac. They were clutching their cameras in front of the gilded gateway of the Canary Hotel—a cornucopia filled with celebrities that provided photographers with steady work. She was so glad she didn’t have to work the Arts and Entertainment desk, especially after her investigation of Ian Smith and the seedy world of the rich and famous. But somewhere in the crowd of celebrity chasers dwelled the only person she trusted to get counter-surveillance equipment and who knew where to find the maker of the Truth Laws fugitive video. Unfortunately, Josh was nowhere in sight.

      She spotted the doorman, George Barry. She wouldn’t call him a friend, but he had tipped her off to foreign and domestic politician check-ins, and in return, she sent him his favorite sweet tea, gifts for his kids, and chocolates for the staff. Most smart news-hungry journalists did.

      George Barry was picking up stray bits of plastic and cable and twigs from off the marble steps. Kelly nodded at him as she filed through the patch of paps.

      Deep inside the crowd, Josh spoke into his watch, his free arm battering the air. He was probably arguing with his agent, Percy, which was nothing new. She’d never met or seen Percy but had heard plenty about him.

      Josh’s camera hung around his neck—just like the first time they met when they were nine years old, the day Kelly and Aunt El had moved into their council flat in St. John’s Wood. They were unloading boxes when Josh turned up on the side of the white van, camera resting on his chest. He offered to help carry in some boxes, and Aunt El gave him her instant approval. All in all, Kelly was a council kid, and he was a rich kid, but none of that got in the way of a solid friendship that eventually developed into a brief teenage romance.

      From within the crowd, he nodded at her, gestured five, and turned back to his watch.

      Kelly checked her watch for messages. Plenty of reader complaints packed her inbox, but not a peep from Heather Mallow. She hovered over the forward button. Under normal circumstances, Kelly would be pounding on Heather’s desk at this very moment, but with the Truth Laws and the newly issued D-notice, Mallow’s story was too hot. Maybe Heather was taking time to process it all herself.

      There was always Ian Smith to track down. In a way, he was the one she had more questions for. She scrolled her contacts list and stopped on his name. Her breathing shallowed. She had held on to his number in a deluded fantasy that one day she’d charm a confession out of him. Never once had she dialed the number, but it was now or never. Her neck muscles tensed. She hit the call button.

      “The number you are calling is no longer listed.”

      “Can you believe it?” Josh’s voice boomed from somewhere behind her.

      Her hand flew to her heart, and she spun around. She’d never once reacted to Josh’s closeness like this, but right now, everything felt too on the edge. “You scared me,” she said, trying to keep her voice light.

      He smiled, exposing the small gap between his two front teeth.

      She stepped back. “Believe what?”

      His lips kinked. “Those idiots lost some of my images.” He pointed at a drop of blood on her jeans. “What’s that?”

      She cast around for the nearest SS and exhaled. “Did you see the latest D-notice?”

      He cradled the N16 camera in his hands and shook his head. “D-notice over what? And what’s that got to do with the blood on your jeans?”

      “Let’s get some coffee.”

      They moved to the edge of the sidewalk where a vendor had set up his coffee stand, a permanent fixture in front of the Canary.

      Kelly glanced again at the SS, turned her back to it, and ordered a cup of black tea. “Do you remember the journalist who trained me at the Daily Times?”

      Josh squinted.

      “Christopher Mallow,” she said. “The Elite Squad arrested him this morning. Brutally arrested him.” She paused and glanced at her jeans. “A D-notice was issued, preventing any write-ups on the matter.”

      Josh squeezed his temples between his index finger and thumb. “Christopher Mallow?” Josh’s hand muffled his voice.

      The vendor placed their drinks on the counter, and a tiny tremor traveled up Kelly’s arm.

      Grabbing the drinks, Josh led her away from the vendor, the hotel, and the paps, who would be all too eager for a story about a reporter breaking a D-notice. “Isn’t he a data journalist these days? What do they want with him?”

      “The whole thing was strange,” she said. “One minute, he’s uploading, next minute, the Elite Squad took him in. Beat him up pretty good too when he tried to escape.” The hot tea warmed her hands. “Right in front of me in the echo chamber.”

      Josh’s brow shot up as though a jolt rattled him. He studied her face, and for a moment, she thought he might reach out to her, offer some gesture of comfort. Instead, he looked away. “The Elite Squad aren’t just enforcers. They have an investigation unit, too. They’ll be crawling all over the Daily Times. Might shut it down by week’s end.”

      Kelly’s throat tightened. She’d watched Christopher bleed, and all anyone could talk about was not investigating it. Spence, freezing the crime desk, had been steering his staff away from a dangerous future, she now realized, and she felt a stab of guilt for giving him a hard time. “Daily Times staff had nothing to do with whatever Mallow was up to.”

      Josh glanced at her sideways. “What happened to Kelly-logic?”

      She scratched her neck. Faulty logic got her in trouble in the Smith Affair. “This time, I have to consider all the angles before I jump into this thing. I don’t need another retraction on my record.”

      “For what it’s worth, I still think you were on the right track with Smith. That whole facial recognition trick was…well, let’s not dwell on that.” He looked at her directly then, and she saw something in his eyes she couldn’t quite name. Concern, maybe. Or guilt. “Did you work with Mallow while he was a foreign correspondent?”

      She shook her head. “He’d come back from Syria by then and got himself in trouble tracking down former ISIS fighters in London. By the time he was training me, he was relegated to desk duty.” She sipped her tea. “Why do you ask?”

      “Knowing him…,” Josh said, “he was probably onto something having to do with the Truth Laws, but I wouldn’t get involved if I were you.”

      A lump settled in her gut. “Rooting out corruption was his real gig,” she said.

      Josh rocked on his heels.

      “Apparently, there was a video aired online this morning. Something about a raid,” she said. “The Truth Laws fugitive was Mallow.”

      Josh flicked on his watch. “Let’s have a look.”

      “It’s already been scrubbed.”

      He squinted. “That was fast.”

      “As fast as the D-notice.” Kelly shifted the paper cup to her other hand. “Can you find out who might’ve filmed the footage?”

      “We’re all under an NDA of some kind. No one’s going to talk, not on the first day of the Truth Laws.”

      “I need to find out what was on that video and what Mallow was working on.” Kelly sneezed. “If you hear something, let me know.”

      “You need to be careful snooping around. Someone isn’t going to like it.”

      The paps’ voices suddenly amplified. Josh and Kelly whirled around. Two paps were fighting over a patch on the pavement.

      “Too much caffeine,” she said.

      “Too much cocaine.”

      A scratch tickled Kelly’s throat, and she slurped down more tea. “I keep wondering who has the most to gain from keeping Mallow quiet.”

      “You can probably contact some of the people Mallow worked with, find out what they know.”

      “Everything Mallow is off-limits. Spence shut down the crime desk.”

      Josh raised his eyebrows. “Who got to him?”

      “He says he made the preemptive decision himself. At first, I thought that was a bunch of bullshit too, but now that you reminded me of the Elite Squad taking on investigative powers⁠—”

      “I’d go with your first impression. Don’t let that shit with Smith derail you. Just think carefully about it. But the closer you get to the truth, Kel, the darker it can get.”

      Josh’s sentiment tallied with her exposé on Smith, the exposé that Greaves had retracted. But this time, her lead was in prison, guarded by the Elite Squad. “If I decide to look into Mallow’s case, I’ll need…equipment.”

      “You still have the neutralizer?”

      As of today, that little biorhythm converter had become more valuable than the Blue Moon Diamond. She nodded.

      “For extras, go to the Luntan,” he said.

      Kelly sneezed again.

      “You okay?”

      “Just a cold coming on. The bank’s damn algorithms drained my account. Paid all my bills except the heating bill, of course.” She pinched her nostrils. “The Luntan. Isn’t that a hackers’ haven?”

      “Still is, but it has evolved. You’ll find all sorts there now, and you’re gonna need money. You’ll also need money for equipment, so this is what you do. When you get into the Luntan, ask for Roseman. He’s got everything, even if he says he doesn’t. The counter-surveillance stuff can get pretty pricey, so charge it to the Channel.”

      She laced her hands in front of her. The Channel was an unofficial pool of donations made by anonymous journalists and photographers. In exchange, the donors received on-the-ground intelligence. George Barry’s network was peanuts in comparison.

      Kelly had stayed away from The Channel because she never had cash to spare. And the whole group thing, even if it was anonymous, didn’t feel right. Not to mention, if anyone found out she was associated with a network of undercover journalists, she’d be done. Worse, she’d have no one to blame but herself.

      A flash flared against the Canary’s gilded doors. The legion of paps dropped their lattes and cappuccinos. Hot liquid splashed onto the road and formed a steam bath of toffee-colored liquid. Video cameras and recorders took center stage.

      “I have to get to work.” Josh grabbed his camera. “Message me.”

      She gave him a thumbs-up, and he merged with the crowd.

      Peter Lajay stepped out of the gated entrance of the Canary, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses, his body wrapped in a fur coat. A wall of light flared.

      The flashes blinded her. She squinted and, for a moment, wished she had chosen the camera as her weapon. Their work was simple. Point. Focus. Shoot. Words and thoughts balanced on the edge of the Truth Laws abyss. Deep down, she knew she wouldn’t have it any other way.

      She set off at a brisk pace, generating much-needed heat in her cold limbs. As she hurried along the street, unbidden, the memory of that day in Greaves’s office flooded back. How he’d looked up from reading the piece she’d written on Ian Smith, shaking his head. “Kelly, you’re chasing shadows,” he’d said. “There’s nothing here.”

      Holding herself back from digging into Mallow’s arrest was killing her. But the whole thing stank; she knew in her gut there was more to it. Shivering against the cold, she hurried away from the still-clamoring crowd behind her.
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FRIDAY, 9 JUNE 2028

THEDAILYTIMES.COM

An editorial piece titled, “Illegal
Narcotics  Ring  Thrives in
Central London,” published on 8
March 2028, contained a major
error. The article named Mr. Ian

Smith as a suspect in an illegal
narcotics exchange.
New facial recognition evidence

has since come to light, proving
that the person involved in illegal
narcotics activities was not Mr.
Smith. In addition, the Biometric
Unit of the Metropolitan Police
has confirmed Mr. Smith was in
Stockholm, Sweden, at the time
the crime took place. Mr. Smith
has been released from police
custody and is no longer a
suspect.

The Daily Times is dedicated to
printing factual information. In
light of the Truth Laws currently
being discussed in the wider
public, we have deleted all
articles citing allegations against
Mr. Smith.

We have also removed the
reporter who originally
investigated the allegations from
her position at the Daily Times,
effective immediately.

We take our reporting seriously.
The Daily Times online

newspaper apologizes to Mr.
Smith for its erroneous reporting.

- ROBERT GREAVES,
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
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