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‘The real question is not whether machines think but whether men do. The mystery which surrounds a thinking machine already surrounds a thinking man.’

B.F. SKINNER, Contingencies of Reinforcement: A Theoretical Analysis








Earlier

He can’t see.

He tries opening his eyes, but something traps them tight against his skull. He gropes at his face with slow, clumsy fingers. A blindfold? Bandage? What the actual…?

He tugs at it first with one hand, then more desperately with two. But it’s no use. It’s too tight.

His mind scrambles for answers. He’s dreaming. Hung over. The victim of some crappy drunken joke. Luke’s idea, probably.

Saliva floods his mouth as he remembers that he wasn’t out with Luke last night. In fact, he wasn’t out with anyone because he went to that appointment in the morning and then…

And then.

Shit.

In the silent blackness, there is only the thud-thud-thud of his heart and a throbbing glow behind his eyelids. He spreads his hands out either side of him into the space that he cannot see. He’s sitting on a bed. A single, narrow bed with some sort of scratchy blanket or towel wrapped in sheets and… he flinches from the touch of cold, hard metal. Frowning, he reaches out again. Railings?

This is not his bed.

‘Hello?’ he calls out. He regrets it immediately, for there is no mistaking the fear in his voice, nor the echo of an empty room. The air is cold, and it smells of – he sniffs, groping for the word – antiseptic?

A door opens, and he turns towards the sound.

‘Hello?’ he says again, more hopeful this time.

The door clicks shut.

Footsteps. Quiet ones, with a slight stick to the floor.

The footsteps stop.

His eyes burn, straining to see through whatever binds them. ‘Who are you? Where am I—’

Gloved hands grip his left forearm. For a moment, he is too shocked to move. Fear kicks in and he tries to pull away, but his hand is clasped python tight. He gasps at the sudden, ice-cold sting in his veins. It lasts for two, maybe three seconds and then the stranger lets go, and he catches a whiff of something sharp and chemical.

He runs his fingers over the place where it hurts. ‘Where am I? Who are you?’

He looks towards where he imagines the stranger to be. This is their chance to give a simple explanation, the moment when it will all make sense, and he will laugh – albeit rather shakily – at his own paranoid imaginings.

But there are no words, reassuring or otherwise. The only sound is the squeak of soft shoes against the uncarpeted floor. A door clicks open.

‘Wait!’

The door shuts. A lock turns.

He lurches towards the sound, but his body is heavy and slow, weighed down by some unknown force. He reaches for the rail that surrounds the bed. His fingers brush the cold, smooth metal, but he can’t seem to make them clench and clasp. He literally cannot get a grip.

He tries to pull his blindfold off, but his arms – his impossibly heavy arms – drop to his side uselessly. He sinks back onto the pillows, dazzled by the blaze and blur of colours exploding behind his eyes.

Then everything fades to black.






CHAPTER ONE

Leek Wootton Police Headquarters, Warwickshire, 10 June, 9.30am

DCS Kat Frank ground her new heels into the old carpet as she strode towards her boss’s office. Chief Constable McLeish didn’t care who you were: a senior politician who’d taken months to secure an appointment in the diary, or a colleague who’d spent all day on a train just to see him – if you were even five minutes late, you’d be sent packing. And Kat was a whopping thirty-six minutes late.

‘I’ll reschedule, shall I?’ his PA whispered.

Kat glanced at the firmly closed door. A couple of years ago she’d have said yes and made a swift exit while her eardrums were still intact. But after everything she’d been through, a bollocking was the least of her worries. Ignoring the PA’s gasp of dismay, Kat gave the door a sharp knock and walked right in.

Chief Constable McLeish sat behind his desk in front of a large, bright window, forcing any visitors to squint against the sun as they tried to read his face. He didn’t rise, nod or speak. But he didn’t tell her to get out.

Kat endured his unblinking silence. There was no point telling him about the blue-haired hitchhiker with a hand-written sign that might as well have said ‘murder me’. Despite her appointment, Kat had pulled over before any would-be murderers could oblige, demanding to know who the hell hitchhikes in this day and age? (Apparently eighteen-year-old girls from Poland on their way back from a music festival do, if some ‘really cool guy’ says you could ‘definitely’ get a job picking fruit on the farms in Warwickshire.) And now, after driving the girl to a strawberry farm with crap pay but good people, here she was, half an hour late for the meeting she’d planned on being at least half an hour early for.

But McLeish wasn’t interested in excuses. She also knew he used silence as a weapon – few could resist rushing to fill it, giving him an advantage that was hard if not impossible to win back – so Kat held his gaze as she studied the man she hadn’t seen in over a year.

McLeish had been her second boss, her first mentor and – she liked to think – was one of her oldest friends. Even when he gave her a bollocking, it was only because he thought she could learn from it – which she did. Kat had made a lot of mistakes in the early days, but she never ever made the same mistake twice. Her colleagues envied the way she could ‘read’ him, as if he were a particularly cryptic crossword puzzle. But to Kat, it was all quite simple. When he was annoyed, his face turned purple. When he was pleased, he’d say a few gruff words that could lift her for days. But when he was silent, the jury was out, and it was yours to lose.

‘How are the kids?’ she finally ventured.

His face softened. ‘Knackering. Honestly, thirty years ago we just chucked the boys outside, fed them their tea and whipped them soundly to sleep. But today our wee girls aren’t allowed out unless they’re on a bloody “play date”. And they expect me to read them a bedtime story every night, would you believe?’

‘Cheeky buggers,’ Kat said, smiling. Just before his sixtieth birthday, McLeish had surprised everyone by remarrying and embarking on a second family. And why not? Look at him. He was happy.

‘Aye, at least I know better than to hope it’ll be any easier when they get older.’ He heaved himself out from behind his desk and headed towards the black leather sofa in the corner of his office, indicating for her to follow.

Kat sank into one of the armchairs, fighting the ridiculous rise of pleasure at his silent forgiveness. Honestly, she was forty-bloody-five, not a schoolgirl.

‘How’s Cam?’ he asked. ‘Wasn’t he doing A levels this year?’

‘Yeah, we’re just waiting for the results. Which is why I asked to see you.’

‘You’re bored and you want to come back.’

It wasn’t a question. He knew her too well. She nodded, but before she could go on, McLeish frowned.

‘Are you sure you’re ready, Kat? It’s barely been six months since—’

‘I’m sure. Cam needed a lot of support at first. But he’s doing well now. He’s off the meds, his therapist signed him off, and he’s hoping to go to university in September.’

‘I didn’t ask about Cam. I asked about you.’

‘I’m fine,’ Kat said, flushing. ‘Or at least, I will be once I’m back at work.’

‘I understand.’

Of course he did. He always had.

‘So, what are you looking for?’ The leather sofa let out a soft hiss as McLeish leaned back into it.

‘Before I took a career break, you said I should be thinking about applying for exec level posts – head of department, maybe, or even Assistant Chief Constable.’

‘And you said you’d rather chew your own toes off than do a desk job.’

‘That was before.’ Kat paused, remembering that other woman who couldn’t comprehend why someone might want to pound a keyboard rather than the streets. ‘Look, I promised Cam that if I came back to work, I’d do something safe. He can’t afford to lose me as well.’

He rubbed a hand over his bare scalp. ‘I know. But the thing is, there aren’t any exec vacancies coming up, and even if there were, you’ve been out of the force for a couple of years now. A lot has changed.’

‘So why did you agree to see me then?’ She couldn’t keep the annoyance out of her voice. It wasn’t his style to toy with people.

McLeish leaned forward. ‘Because I have actually got the perfect job for you. Have you met the new Home Secretary?’ He didn’t wait for an answer, because of course she hadn’t. ‘She’s nice enough, but totally deluded. Thinks there are “efficiency” gains that have somehow evaded all her predecessors.’

Kat shrugged. All politicians made bold promises to cut police numbers and ‘waste’ before their feet were under the ministerial table. But once they’d been hauled to the House of Commons to account for some appalling rape or murder, they were soon arguing with the Treasury for more ‘bobbies on the beat’.

‘This one’s different,’ said McLeish, reading her face. ‘She’s got a background in IT, and she’s convinced that the solution to rising crime is not more police, but more AIDEs.’

‘More what?’

‘AIDEs. Artificially Intelligent Detecting Entities.’ He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. ‘Basically, some sort of glorified Alexa that can crunch data and allegedly solve more crimes at a fraction of the cost of a real copper.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘I’m afraid she’s deadly serious.’ McLeish stood up, crossed the room and picked up a report off his desk. ‘According to a study the minister commissioned, a person goes missing every ninety seconds in the UK, generating over three hundred thousand cases a year. That takes up a lot of police time – fourteen per cent, to be precise – at an estimated cost of two thousand five hundred pounds per case. That’s four times more expensive than the average burglary. This report concludes that a lot of the grunt work in missing persons – reviewing interviews, records, CCTV, phones and whatever – can be done by AIDEs, leading to “significant” savings in police time and costs.’

Kat snorted and rose to her feet. ‘That’s complete bollocks. Maybe AI can help with data collection, but they can’t make judgements, they can’t be detectives. Crime is a human act. How can a computer even begin to understand what motivates a person to go missing, or what it’s like to be left behind? Jesus.’ She shook her head, remembering some of the doors she’d had to knock on in the past: the broken families inside. ‘And the cost of a missing person isn’t just financial. Those families need tact and sensitivity. They need a person not a computer.’

‘Exactly,’ said McLeish. ‘That’s why I want you to lead a pilot using one of these AIDEs to review missing person cold cases.’

‘What? Are you joking?’ The passion that had fuelled her little speech dropped out of her. ‘You know what happened to John because of so-called artificial intelligence.’ Her mouth twisted over the bitter last word.

‘I know,’ he said, his voice softening. ‘But that’s why I’m asking you. I need someone I can trust on this, Kat. I’ve agreed to this pilot to head off even crazier ideas to cut costs, so the last thing I need is some ambitious twenty-something using it as a chance to catch the minister’s eye and bag a promotion.’

‘So, you want a forty-something has-been who’ll do your bidding?’

‘I want someone who understands the risks.’

Kat folded her arms. She understood the risks, all right. ‘I’ve been in the force for nearly twenty-five years and worked bloody hard to earn the rank of Detective Chief Superintendent. I’ve led murder investigations, complex multinational fraud cases that have led to changes in the law. I even caught the Aston Strangler, for fuck’s sake. So why on earth would I want to go back to reviewing a few cold cases for some minister’s pet project?’

‘Because if you don’t,’ said McLeish quietly, ‘this “pet project” will become an excuse to cut even more police numbers. You’re the most human detective I know, Kat. You’re practically fucking psychic. If anyone can prove the stupidity of this idea, it’s you.’

Kat turned away and glared at the map of Warwickshire on the wall. She’d never been able to say no to McLeish. And a pilot involving cold cases meant she could reassure Cam that she’d be safe. But could she really stomach working with AI? Jesus, what would John say? She swallowed, throat tightening as it hit her for the thousandth time that she would never ever know. The map swam before her eyes. Actually, that wasn’t true. John was the most intellectually curious man she’d ever met. She could almost hear him now: Tell me more.

Kat let out a slow breath and turned to face McLeish. ‘Tell me more about these so-called AIDEs.’

‘I can’t,’ said McLeish, picking up his phone. ‘But I know a woman who can.’






CHAPTER TWO

‘This is Professor Okonedo,’ McLeish said, as he invited a petite young woman in an eye-catching red suit to join them on the settee. ‘She’s a professor at the National institute for AI Research – NiAIR – based at Warwick University. She and her team developed AIDEs and Professor Okonedo is also the author of the report that impressed the Home Secretary so much, she asked the Warwickshire Police to pilot her creation.’

Professor Okonedo gave no sign that she picked up on McLeish’s tone. She just nodded as if to confirm that she was indeed all of these brilliant things and held out a hand so beautifully manicured that Kat made a note to buy more hand cream.

‘This is Detective Chief Superintendent Kat Frank,’ continued McLeish. ‘One of the most talented and experienced detectives in the country. I’m hoping you can help persuade her to lead the pilot for me.’

The smile dropped from the professor’s face.

‘Well? Do you want to explain what it’s all about?’ he prompted.

‘Er, yes, it’s just that…’ She pushed her glasses up over her nose and squared her narrow shoulders. ‘My team and I have spent the past four years developing an AIDE with algorithms that are free from bias or prejudice of any kind, so that we can use AI to drive more evidence-based decision-making. And while I’m grateful for the opportunity to test it out in a real police environment, it is vital that the pilot doesn’t contaminate it.

That’s why my report recommended partnering the AIDE with a newly qualified detective.’

McLeish turned his unblinking eyes upon the younger woman. After a pause that verged on the menacing, he said, ‘What exactly are you trying to say?’

Kat studied the other woman, wondering how old she was. Late twenties? Early thirties at most.

‘Perhaps Professor Okonedo doesn’t want her invention to work with a middle-aged partner who might contaminate it with racism or sexism,’ said Kat. ‘Or ageism.’

McLeish started to turn a worrying shade of purple. He got up, opened the door and tapped the brass plate that carried his name. ‘Last time I checked, I was in charge of the Warwickshire Police Force, which means I decide who heads up my team. Unless you want me to cancel the pilot?’

Kat stood, shielding the younger woman from McLeish’s fierce glare.

‘Look, it’s a fair challenge,’ Kat said, ‘And isn’t the whole point of a pilot to test a hypothesis?’

Professor Okonedo rose to her feet. ‘Thank you, but I don’t need anyone to defend or explain my work,’ she said. ‘In fact, from a science perspective, one of the benefits of a pilot is that it can help identify potential problem areas.’

‘Are you saying that as an older woman I’m a problem area?’

‘Potentially.’

‘Only one way to find out,’ McLeish cut in, looking between the two women.

Kat narrowed her eyes. Had he attacked the professor knowing full well that she’d leap to her defence? Or had he deliberately introduced them because he knew that would kick off her competitive streak: a desire to prove the younger woman wrong? Either way, he was a manipulative bastard.

‘You might be an AI professor,’ said Kat, ‘but you don’t know the first thing about being a detective. If I was stupid enough to lead this pilot, then you might actually learn that crimes can’t be solved by a bunch of algorithms.’

‘Does that mean you’ll do it?’ pounced McLeish.

‘It means I’ll think about it,’ she said, begrudgingly. ‘Someone once advised me never to accept a job until I was crystal clear about my pay, my team and who I was reporting to.’

‘Me and my big mouth.’ He turned to close the door, but not before Kat spied a rare smile. They both knew she was going to do it.

And judging by the stony look on Professor Okonedo’s face, so did she.






CHAPTER THREE

Leek Wootton Police Headquarters, Warwickshire, 27 June, 8.00am

Kat stood outside the Major Incident Room and peered through the glass door. As well as wall-to-wall screens, decent wi-fi and a large boardroom table, it had the only functioning hot-drinks machine in HQ. It was only a matter of time before someone dared question her right to use it, but she’d learned a long time ago that it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission. And besides, she had a national pilot to lead and a new team to kick into shape. Finders keepers.

She sighed at the sight of the three people sitting around the large boardroom table. Before agreeing to lead this pilot, Kat had requested one DI, a DS, three DCs, an office manager and some admin support. But McLeish had just laughed in her face. ‘The AI is supposed to do all the analysis and admin, so you won’t be needing a full team.’ So now she had just one DI, a DS, a scientist who looked like she should still be at school, and her bloody machine.

Kat knew that once she entered the room, they’d all be on their best behaviour, so she paused at the door, studying her new team. So far, DI Rayan Hassan seemed to be doing most of the talking. Perched on the edge of the table, he was all neck, knees and elbows in a smart black suit.

Although she didn’t know Hassan personally, his law degree and high conviction rate had stood out when she was short-listing. According to his HR file, he’d recently been promoted to DI, but still had ‘development issues’. ‘Too focused on his own ambitions – wants to be the first South Asian DCS,’ his last boss had noted. ‘Thinks he’s better than everyone else.’

‘Well, maybe he is,’ Kat had muttered when she spotted his former boss’s name. She didn’t mind big egos if the officer possessed enough talent to deserve one. She’d worked with enough men (and, let’s face it, it was usually older white men) whose arrogance was way out of kilter with their actual ability. The force was full of them, so she might as well give Rayan Hassan a chance.

Kat turned to look at the smaller, dark-haired woman sitting in a chair opposite him. So far, she hadn’t said a word, just nodded and smiled as Hassan waved his long arms about. Debbie Browne was a twenty-four-year-old DS who’d been with the Warwickshire Police Force since she was eighteen. A few years ago, Kat had spotted her talking to a bereaved mum in reception who’d come in to make a statement and was waiting for a taxi. Even though it wasn’t her case, and her shift had just ended, the young officer had insisted on giving the poor woman a lift home. Kat had watched Debbie gently escort the broken mother to her car, and silently added her to the short-list of officers who actually gave a shit.

Unlike Tina-from-HR. When Kat asked her why Debbie hadn’t been on the long-list of applicants, she’d just shrugged and said, ‘She didn’t put herself forward.’ Kat swore when she finally read the young woman’s CV. After six successful years in the force, DS Browne should be aiming to become a DI by putting herself forward for high-profile projects like this, not labouring under the illusion that someone somewhere would eventually notice how hard she worked and just promote her out of the blue. If it was up to Kat, she’d give all new female recruits a badge and pin it to their hopeful hearts: Don’t ask, don’t get.

At the furthest end of the table sat Professor Okonedo, sharply dressed in an electric-blue suit. She gave no sign of even noticing let alone paying any attention to either Hassan or Browne as she tapped away on her tablet with an intensity that suggested she had more important things to attend to than getting to know her new colleagues.

DI Hassan gamely carried on talking. Kat couldn’t hear what he said, but from the way his eyes kept straying to the attractive young scientist, it was obvious who he was trying to impress.

Kat pushed the door open with a little more force than was necessary. It banged against the wall, making them all start. Hassan slipped off the table and sat in his chair; even Professor Okonedo stopped typing and looked up.

Three heads turned as she strode across the MI room. Sometimes she established her authority by referring to the many years she’d spent as a detective and Senior Investigating Officer, confirming that yes, she was that Kat Frank who’d captured the Aston Strangler. But the straight backs and wary eyes of her new team suggested they already knew they were bloody lucky to be working with her.

‘Morning,’ she said. ‘I’m DCS Kat Frank, I’m leading this pilot, and I like my tea strong with a tiny splash of milk.’

Browne jumped up and headed towards the drinks machine.

Kat allowed herself a small sigh, before signalling for Browne to sit back down. ‘I wasn’t asking you to make me a drink, I was sharing the most important piece of information about me to facilitate team building – who I am and my beverage of choice.’

‘Hi, I’m Detective Inspector Rayan Hassan,’ he volunteered without being asked, clearly relishing the sound of his new title. ‘And I like coffee – preferably with cream, sugar and a biscuit.’ He grinned in a way that suggested he was used to getting all three.

‘Oh, er… I’m DS Browne and I’m not fussy. I like tea and coffee. Whatever’s going.’

‘But what’s your preference?’ pushed Kat.

‘Tea, with plenty of milk. But I can drink it without as well.’

‘And you?’ Kat said to Professor Okonedo.

She looked up from her tablet. ‘Me?’

‘Unless your beverage of choice is a secret?’

Professor Okonedo paused before reluctantly sharing that she didn’t like tea or coffee and only drank water.

‘You got that, Hassan?’ Kat said, nodding towards the drinks machine.

He blinked.

‘Two teas, one water and a coffee for yourself.’

‘Oh… yes, of course,’ he said, frowning as he headed towards the drinks.

Kat perched on the table by Browne and leaned in towards her. ‘Lesson number one. As a woman, you can’t ever be the one who offers to go and make the tea, especially not in a new team. You might as well wear a badge that says, “I don’t matter”. When you get to my age and rank you can afford to play at being mother, but until then, sit back and let the men do it. It means you’ll spend a lot of time feeling thirsty, but at least there’s a chance they might actually listen to you. Okay?’

Browne flushed and nodded. ‘Yes, thank you, sorry.’

‘Lesson number two: don’t apologise unless you’ve done something illegal.’

‘Sor—’ Browne turned scarlet.

Kat slipped off the end of the table as Hassan returned with the drinks. Ignoring her tea, she began pacing the length of the room, signalling that team building was over, and it was time to get to work.

‘Following a direct request from the Home Secretary, the Warwickshire Police Force has agreed to pilot the first ever human–machine police team in the UK, and you have been lucky enough to be selected to join this ground-breaking team. Our collective aim is to identify the tasks that AI might safely perform, as opposed to the roles, functions and decisions that only an experienced human detective can make.’ Kat gestured towards the end of the table.

‘Professor Okonedo is the brains behind the AIDE we’ll be piloting, so she’ll be a key member of our team, as she learns what it can and can’t do. Professor Okonedo, can I ask you to introduce your creation, please?’ Kat took a seat and leaned back.

Professor Okonedo pushed her large round glasses up her nose. ‘Thank you, DCS Frank. But before I introduce your new colleague, I’d like to clarify and correct any misconceptions you may have about what AI is and is not.’

Kat clocked the shade but said nothing. Instead, she checked the messages on her phone as the young scientist launched into an explanation of the difference between ‘narrow AI’ (mainly task-focused, such as image recognition, which is ‘easy’ and already with us in our homes and phones) and ‘general AI’ (completely different and much rarer, with all the complex characteristics of human intelligence, such as the ability to make judgements and decisions).

If Professor Okonedo noticed Kat rolling her eyes at that one, she didn’t let it put her off. Instead, she patiently explained that, until recently, creating a general AI machine capable of operating at a human level of complexity would have required millions of lines of code. ‘But luckily, we’ve found a short cut called Deep Learning,’ she said. ‘This allows us to train an algorithm by feeding it huge amounts of data so that it can continually adjust itself, improve and, ultimately, learn.’

‘Learn?’ Browne echoed. ‘How can a machine learn?’

‘The same way we do. Take facial recognition software, for example—’

‘I’d rather not,’ said Kat, looking up from her phone. ‘According to the research it’s deeply flawed.’

‘I assume the research you’re referring to was concerned with task-based AI, which, I grant you, is extremely limited,’ said Professor Okonedo. ‘Imagine, for example, you wanted to create a program to identify cats. If you did it the old-fashioned task-based way, you’d have to program in data like “cats have pointy ears” and “cats have tails” and so on. That program would spot a lot of cats, but what would it do when it saw a tiger? You could try programming it with more and more info on cats, but it would be time-consuming and always open to error. The prototype my team and I have developed is completely different because it’s a machine that teaches itself.’ For the first time, Professor Okonedo’s face lit up with a smile. ‘Instead of programming in countless pieces of data, we give it thousands of pictures of cats that it looks through itself until it starts to spot the patterns and connections. Over time, it gets pretty good at saying what is and isn’t a cat.’

‘Over time?’ said Hassan, glancing at Kat’s sceptical face. ‘So basically, it learns on the job?’

‘Don’t we all?’ said Professor Okonedo, spreading out her tiny, beautifully painted hands.

‘And what happens while the AI is learning?’ said Kat, unable to keep the edge out of her voice. ‘Who pays the price for their mistakes?’

For the first time, Professor Okonedo looked uncertain as she withstood the older woman’s gaze. ‘That is why we’ve agreed to focus initially on cold cases, so that the impact of any errors can be minimised.’

So that the impact of any errors can be minimised? Jesus, this woman had no idea, thought Kat, struggling to rein in her anger. ‘These cases might be “cold”,’ she managed to say, in a low voice. ‘But the people involved are real. Unlike your AI. It only takes one mistake to destroy a whole family.’

Professor Okonedo frowned and removed her glasses. ‘I know that, DCS Frank, because unfortunately the police make thousands of mistakes every day. The whole point of using AI is to reduce those mistakes. The machine we have developed will learn at an exponential rate, aided by the fact that it has no need of sleep and, unlike the rest of us, it cannot get sick. Another benefit of AIDEs is that they are pandemic-proof.’

Kat raised her eyebrows, surprised that such a clever young woman could make such a clumsy mistake. Everybody had lost something or someone during the pandemic, but in a new team like this, there was no way of knowing who had suffered what. Even though it had been several years ago, the police force was still depleted, particularly in its most senior ranks. A few had died, but many more had taken early retirement as they struggled with the physical and mental impact of Covid-19 on themselves and their families.

Professor Okonedo cleared her throat. ‘Maybe I should just introduce your new colleague so you can see for yourselves what it can do.’ She reached into her laptop bag and pulled out a black box, about the size of her hand. She turned the dials on the lock, clicked it open and lifted out a solid, black band of steel, no more than half an inch high and one inch in diameter, and placed it upon the boardroom table.

They all leaned forward.

‘It looks like a bracelet,’ said Browne, clearly a bit underwhelmed.

‘It’s been designed by my team of highly-talented PhD students at NiAIR to fit discreetly onto the wrist so that it can accompany its human partner anywhere,’ said Professor Okonedo. ‘It can operate purely as an audio device, but because the evidence suggests that human beings are more likely to positively interact with other people, this device contains both polarisation sensors and miniature holographic camera sensor modules, which enables the AIDE to manifest itself as a 3D digital hologram. Her finger hovered over the thick, black bracelet as she said, ‘Meet your new team member, AIDE Lock.’

A man suddenly appeared in the centre of the room.

Kat jumped to her feet. No, not a man. An image of a man: slender, black, about six feet tall with a perfectly manicured moustache and a short, groomed beard. She took a few steps closer, determined to find some flaw or tell-tale sign. But the three-dimensional figure was frighteningly realistic, from the pores in its nose to the faint creases in its navy-blue suit. But it was the eyes that unsettled her: dark brown, wide and incredibly… the word ‘expressive’ dropped into her mind, but she swatted it away. This was a machine, not a person. She circled it slowly, noting with relief that despite the early sun streaming through the grimy windows, this figure cast no shadow, and the heels of its (apparently) scuffed shoes made no imprint in the new grey carpet. In fact, thought Kat, if you squinted and looked slightly past it, you could see there was something wrong about the light it projected or reflected: a slight shimmer or flicker around the edges, giving it an ethereal, almost other-worldly aspect.

Satisfied, Kat folded her arms and stared back at the hologram. It was a couple of inches taller than her. Tomorrow she would wear heels.

It didn’t drop its gaze. Instead, Lock moved towards her. ‘You have a scar, DCS Frank.’

‘What?’

‘On your chin. A scar.’ It raised a single finger, holding it in the air just inches from her face. ‘The scarring has reached maturation, so in all probability it is over two years old and at four millimetres in length and perfectly linear, the result of a collision with a sharp edge. The corner of a table, perhaps?’

Kat stared back, recalling the sudden, sick shock of the blow, unable to save herself before her jaw struck the kitchen table with a force that broke her skin and bloodied the dusty linoleum floor.

Lock raised its eyebrows. ‘Clearly not a happy memory. In fact—’

‘In fact,’ said Kat, ‘my chin has nothing to do with this pilot or the cases that we’ll be working on.’ She turned her back on the image and addressed Professor Okonedo. ‘I thought you said it was just a hologram? How can a hologram see?’

‘A key aim of the research we are leading at Warwick University is to develop AI that can interact with the real world, so the LiDAR sensors wrapped round your bracelet feed Lock with a constant supply of geospatial data so that it can locate and position itself appropriately within any environment. But although it “sees” through the sensors on your wrist, it has been programmed to mimic the actions of humans, by “looking” around a room when the hologram first enters, or “looking” a person in the eye, so it can interact with humans in an immersive way.’

Kat glanced back at Lock, who again appeared to meet her gaze with disturbing accuracy. She looked away as she took a seat at the table with the team. Her real team. ‘That’s a great party trick,’ she said to Professor Okonedo. ‘But what can this machine actually do that’s relevant to our work?’

‘As much or as little as you let it. AIDE Lock contains chips that can run over ten trillion calculations per second. At the most basic level, it can search through thousands of pictures in seconds or thematically organise vast amounts of social media to speed up an enquiry.’

‘I prefer to go through that stuff myself,’ said Kat. ‘I don’t always know what I’m looking for until I see it. Even then, I’m often just following a hunch.’

‘Hunches are subject to errors and cognitive biases,’ Lock said from behind her. Its voice was low and unhurried, like it expected to be listened to, with the kind of English accent typically associated with privilege. ‘I have a built-in scientific method that will enable you to test early hypotheses and filter out errors, allowing you to focus your efforts on the most plausible lines of enquiry.’

Cheeky fucker. As if she needed a machine to teach her what a ‘plausible line of enquiry’ was. But she’d promised McLeish she’d play nicely – on the first day at least – so instead of telling it where it could stick its ‘built-in scientific method’, she spun on her chair and gave it a tight smile. ‘Thanks, but I’m afraid you can’t actually apply science to a hunch. A hunch is…’ she shrugged. ‘A hunch.’

Lock closed its eyes for a second. ‘I have just read 73,239 scholarly articles on the science of decision-making, and as human decision-making processes are clearly impaired by intellectual, social and emotional factors, I conclude that your “hunches” are merely reflections of your own prejudices and assumptions.’

Kat glared at Professor Okonedo. ‘Does this thing understand that it works for me?’

The young woman smiled. ‘Lock has been programmed to carry out the tasks it is assigned within a managerial hierarchy. How much it understands, however, will be a key test of this pilot. Lock’s conversational abilities are beyond anything so far achieved in AI, but it still has much to learn from real-time human interactions. It has been programmed to speak truth to power and at the moment it has no filter.’

‘Or social skills,’ muttered Kat.

‘That’s one of the things I hope it will learn by being a part of this team. In return, AIDE Lock will help drive greater equality and transparency in policing by encouraging more evidence-based decisions.’

‘More evidence-based decisions?’ echoed Kat. She let out a weary breath and tried to explain as patiently as she could that there are different kinds of evidence, and that just because you can’t explain a hunch, it doesn’t mean it’s wrong. ‘There was a famous study a few years back where all these experts were called in to assess a rare Greek statue, and after considering all the scientific evidence, they finally concluded that it was a genuine antique. But then some other expert came in, took one look at it, and just like that –’ Kat snapped her fingers. ‘He knew it was a fake. He couldn’t explain it, but he trusted his first gut reaction that something was off. And he was right.’

‘You are referring to the Getty Museum’s purchase of the kouros statue,’ said Lock, ‘which some people have used to prove that snap decisions can be more accurate than considered ones.’ It paused and raised a hand to its chin, as if thinking. ‘But a more relevant question is, how did the other experts get it so wrong?’

Kat frowned. How did a bloody machine have the confidence to hold a pause like that? No, she corrected herself. A machine can’t feel confidence – it can’t feel anything. This machine had just been programmed to exhibit the mannerisms of confidence and thought. Deep learning, my arse. It was just a cut-and-paste job from some second-rate politician. Nothing more.

‘The Getty experts got it wrong not because of the scientific evidence,’ continued Lock. ‘But despite it. They bought the statue because they desperately wanted it to be real. Even though the statue was flawless, they chose to believe that their ten-million-dollar purchase was two thousand years old. They were misled not by the facts, but by their own human desires and preferences.’ It raised its right hand, making a circle of its forefinger and thumb to emphasise the point. ‘It is the perfect example of how flawed human decision-making processes are and the necessity of filtering out feelings and other distorting factors.’

Kat rose to her feet, forcing her team to look at their new boss, rather than this new toy. ‘Well, no doubt Professor Okonedo will draw her own conclusions at the end of this pilot, regardless of what you or I think, except…’ she turned to Lock with mock sympathy. ‘Except, you can’t actually think, can you?’

She counted to three – she could teach this jumped-up Alexa a thing or two about pauses – before showing it her back and turning towards Professor Okonedo. The grown-up humans were talking now. ‘To ensure the pilot is fair, you may sit in and observe our briefings and you’ll have full access to all recorded decisions as requested. But before we start, I want to make one thing clear.’

Kat reached for her briefcase and pulled out a lever arch file, balancing the weight of it in her hands as she eyed Hassan and Browne. ‘Although we’ll be reviewing historic missing person cases, our prime duty is not to answer the professor’s research questions about hunches or decision-making processes. We’re police officers, not lab rats. Our job is to provide answers to the families of the missing. The cases always, always come first. Is that clear?’

Hassan and Browne nodded.

‘Good.’ She dropped the lever arch folder onto her desk with a thud that sent dust motes flying up into the air. ‘Nearly seven thousand people are reported missing each year across Warwickshire. Almost all of them are found, apart from two or three, which means that over the past ten years, twenty-eight people completely disappeared from their own lives.’ She paused again as she looked around the room, lit by shafts of sunlight that streaked through the large sash windows.

Kat laid her hands gently upon the folder. ‘Each one of these files represents the life of a real person: teenagers who set off to meet their friends but who never arrived; mums who popped out to fetch a pint of milk but never came back; dads who drove to work one morning never to be seen again. So, I don’t want anyone referring to these cases as “mis pers”, “MPs” or “cold cases”. The trail might have gone cold for us, but their families and friends still burn with the need to know what happened to their loved ones. Our job is to give the families the answers they need and deserve. Are we clear?’

‘Yes, boss,’ said Hassan and Browne.

Kat turned towards Lock. ‘Well?’

For the first time it looked confused.

‘Are you clear?’ Kat repeated.

‘You said our job is to give the families the answers they need and deserve. So yes, I can confirm that our task is clear.’

‘Yes, boss,’ said Kat.

‘Yes, boss.’

Kat breathed in. Lock had repeated her emphasis with an exactitude that verged upon the sarcastic. But a machine couldn’t be sarcastic, could it? She decided to let it go – for now.

‘Let’s choose our first case then.’






CHAPTER FOUR

Kat frowned as Lock remained standing. ‘Aren’t you going to take a seat?’

It raised both eyebrows. ‘I have no need to relieve the weight from limbs which I do not possess. But I can assume a sitting position if that would make you feel more comfortable?’

Cheeky shit. What would make her feel more comfortable was if this machine just buggered off. But she chose not to give it the dignity of a reply. ‘I sent a zip file around at the weekend containing all twenty-eight unsolved missing person cases from the past ten years,’ said Kat, looking at Browne and Hassan. ‘Which one should we investigate first and why?’

Kat was putting them on the spot, but her leadership style was – according to her last assessment – ‘pace setting’. They’d soon learn to keep up. Both officers started scrolling through their iPads.

‘Ignore the files. I want you to go with your gut. Which was the case you woke up thinking about? Hassan?’

He leaned back, resting his elbow on the arm of his chair. ‘Well, there was that young girl who went missing at Christmas a few years ago. She was with a group of friends in a dodgy bar, and according to them she just vanished.’

‘Jane Hughes,’ Kat said, nodding. ‘An eighteen-year-old woman who went missing after a night out a week before Christmas.’ Her parents still had the Christmas tree up, with their daughter’s presents beneath it. ‘What about you, Browne?’

‘Er… I did read them. I read them all, but I didn’t rank them. I didn’t realise – I mean…’ The young woman turned scarlet as she returned to her iPad. ‘I did take lots of notes, though. If you could just give me—’

‘Don’t overthink it. Put your iPad down and tell me which one stood out for you.’

‘Oh. Er…’

‘Which one comes to mind now?’

‘The dad from Coleshill who went to work and never came back. There was no evidence of depression or financial worries, and he seemed like such a family man.’

Kat nodded. ‘Max Jones, a thirty-five-year-old father of three who was, by all accounts, happily married, yet his family haven’t heard from him for two years.’ Kat wrote the two names up on the white board. ‘Both valid choices.’

‘That’s not true,’ said Lock.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The choices of DI Hassan and DS Browne are not “valid”, they are the result of selector bias,’ said Lock. It began to pace the room the same way that Kat had moments before, gesturing to her team the way a lecturer – or a leader – might. ‘DI Hassan has chosen Jane Hughes because she was a young, vulnerable female who reminds him of what happened to his little sister.’

‘That’s complete crap,’ said Hassan, flushing. ‘I chose her because—’

Lock continued, ‘Whereas DS Browne selected Max Jones because of her own father complex – her dad left home when she was just ten years old.’

‘That’s enough,’ Kat snapped, catching sight of Browne’s shocked face. ‘Professor Okonedo, I don’t recall giving permission for your machine to access our private records?’

‘Oh, that information wasn’t private,’ cut in Lock. ‘It was all gleaned from public-facing social media sites and the biographies, CVs and interviews that are available on the police intranet. It’s all there for anyone willing to make the effort to find it. I was merely highlighting the fact that their own social or emotional experiences influenced their choices, in which case, there really is no point in asking your team what they think. You may as well tip the cases into a hat and pull one out at random.’

Hassan and Browne exchanged glances, not daring to look at the boss.

‘I see,’ said Kat, her jaw tightening. ‘Well, as you’re so critical of my methods, perhaps you’d like to take over the meeting?’

‘I would, yes. Thank you.’

Professor Okonedo made a strangled noise, as if she were trying not to laugh. ‘AIDE Lock has been programmed not to defer to authority,’ she said, rising to her feet and standing rather protectively beside Lock. She looked tiny next to her own creation – almost a foot smaller – but her voice was authoritative and held their attention. ‘It will, of course, follow orders – unless they contradict the law or the inquiry’s principal objectives – but as it seeks no personal gain such as promotion, it will always speak the truth as it sees it. It has no filter or fear of reprisals, so until it learns more about the nuances of human conversation and interaction, some of its comments may seem a bit rude.’ Her young face hardened. ‘But it will never lie or do anything corrupt.’

‘You say that as if it’s a rare quality,’ said Kat, bristling.

‘It can be in the police force. Last year there were over three thousand allegations of corruption.’

‘The key word there is allegations,’ said Kat. She stared down at the young woman, noting the throbbing pulse in her neck. Professor Okonedo clearly had strong views on the matter – maybe even some personal experience. She made a note to find out, but for today she would let it go. ‘Very well,’ she said, taking a seat. ‘Lock, you have the floor. With the benefit of your “evidence-based decision-making processes” and…’ she glanced at her phone, ‘sixty-four minutes’ experience in the police force, which case would you choose?’

Lock extended a hand and the room suddenly filled with holograms of the missing. The photos that Kat had spent the weekend staring at floated before them like ghosts: here a black-and-white image of an old, suited man; there a bright, blurred selfie of a young, smiling woman; and, huddled in the middle, three official school photos, awkward, outdated and unspeakably sad.

Kat stared at the life-sized figures rotating before them: the lost, the missing, and the disappeared. Each one was different, but all shared the poignancy of a face frozen in time, united by a common question: What happened to them?

‘The question of which case to select,’ Lock began, ‘can be considered through many different lenses. For example, we might choose to organise these cases according to demographic profiles, such as age, gender or race.’ It spread out its arms like a conductor, clustering the 3D figures into groups of the young and old. It reached out again, so that the figures were shuffled and gathered into columns of white faces and faces of colour, before being separated again into groups of men and women. ‘Or we could examine the cases through the lens of the modus operandi, such as the location of where they went missing, or the time of year or day.’ The holograms flew around the room like a flock of birds, settling briefly before being scattered once more.

‘But if – as DCS Frank proposed – our prime purpose is to provide answers to their families, then we should focus our efforts on those cases where we are most likely to succeed.’

Lock waved another hand, and the image of an official document appeared before them. ‘The latest statistical report on missing persons reveals that almost ninety per cent are found within two days. But two per cent of children and four per cent of adults remain missing for longer than a week, suggesting that after forty-eight hours, the trail has cooled considerably, and by seventy-two hours, it is almost certainly cold. So logically, we should focus on the most recent cases.’

‘I agree,’ said Kat.

Lock raised a hand and, with a stroke, two-thirds of the missing vanished, including the two selected by Hassan and Browne.

‘There is also compelling evidence that the majority of young men who go missing after a night out drinking in the winter months have been the victims of misadventure – most commonly drowning in nearby rivers or canals, making males much easier to find.’

Kat nodded and, with another wave of Lock’s hand, all the women disappeared.

‘The data also suggests that white people are statistically more likely to be found and/or choose to return to the family home.’ With a flick of Lock’s hand, only a single hologram of a young, white, freckle-faced man remained. He was tall, thin to the point of bony, with frizzy ginger hair that framed his face like a seventies throw back to Art Garfunkel. The life-sized image floated before them, making a complete 360-degree turn as Lock continued: ‘Which leaves us with Will Robinson, a twenty-one-year-old white male who, after graduating with a BA in Theatre Studies, returned to live with his parents in Stratford-upon-Avon. He left his family home at 17.10 on Tuesday January the 11th this year to meet some friends in a nearby public house, but Will never arrived and has not been seen since. Neither has there been any activity on any of his bank, phone or social media accounts. His parents believe he may have travelled to be with his ex-girlfriend in London, but there is no evidence to support their wishful thinking. In contrast, the data suggests that over sixty per cent of young men who go missing in the winter months after a night out and are not found within two days will eventually be discovered dead. Eighty-nine per cent of those bodies will be recovered from water. Therefore, there is a 53.4 per cent probability that a trawl of the River Avon – which was on his last known route – will reveal the body and allow us to fulfil the stated objective of providing answers to his family.’

But not the ones they’re looking for, thought Kat. She turned towards Lock. ‘Are you seriously suggesting that we explicitly decide to only look for white people?’

‘It is the logical conclusion from the evidence,’ said Lock.

‘I hope you’re recording all of this,’ said Kat to Professor Okonedo as she typed away on her laptop. ‘That “evidence” is derived from our own police data, which is potentially biased and certainly incomplete. As is Lock’s assessment.’

Lock raised its eyebrows. ‘Are you claiming my assessment is flawed?’

Kat sighed. Where to start? ‘Your search engine, or whatever you run on, clearly found an association between the key words “young man”, “missing”, “pub” and “river”. But as a mere machine, you failed to grasp that the reason why so many young men get into trouble after a night out is because they’re returning from the pub half-pissed.’

Lock frowned.

‘Drunk. Inebriated. Bladdered. Blootered. Mashed. Under the influence of alcohol. But Will Robinson went missing on his way to the pub, between the hours of five and six pm, long before any alcohol was consumed.’

Kat opened the lever arch file, turned a few pages and tapped a printed statement. ‘And you’ve conveniently omitted the eyewitness report of Will crossing the bridge into town around 5.30pm, suggesting that he went missing somewhere in Stratford, after he had passed by the river.’

‘I didn’t overlook the eyewitness’s report, I dismissed it. The scientific data suggests that such accounts are unreliable. Seventy-five per cent of wrongful convictions for murder and rape are based upon eyewitness testimony, and in the absence of any CCTV footage to support it, it is simply not worthy of consideration.’

Kat shook her head. ‘Again, you’ve taken a general statistic about eyewitness reports and ignored the particular facts of this case. Will Robinson was a striking young man. There can’t be many other boys with ginger hair like that in Stratford-upon-Avon.’

‘Less than two per cent of the English population have ginger hair, but I can find no statistics or information on their hairstyles, nor the incidence of such features in Stratford-upon-Avon.’

Kat walked towards the image of the young man, hovering like a ghost in the room. ‘Although I agree we should concentrate on the most recent cases and maybe we could focus on young men who went missing after a night out, I refuse to exclude people based upon the colour of their skin.’

‘If you accept that focusing on the most recent cases will increase our chances of success, then why not accept that prioritising white people will do the same?’

‘Because it’s wrong, that’s why!’

‘That’s not an answer.’

‘No, it isn’t. It’s an order.’

‘Very well,’ said Lock. ‘If you insist, there are just two cases that fit the revised criterion.’

A second image appeared beside Will Robinson, hovering together in the centre of the room, as if performing an awkward dance.

Kat walked towards the image of a young, bare-chested black man. He was sitting in front of a computer with a massive grin, fist pumping the air. She paused, giving them time to fill the silence with their assumptions. ‘This is Tyrone Walters on the day that he got his A level results. He got four A stars, and two months after this photo was taken, he took up a place at Warwick University to study politics. He was last seen by his flatmates just after ten pm on Wednesday, January the 26th, in his university accommodation. He sent a final text the following morning to his mum, but no one actually saw him that day, and he failed to turn up for his tutorial on Friday the 28th. No one has seen or heard from him since. He left behind his clothes, wallet, computer, everything except his phone, and there’ve been no transactions on his bank cards or activity on his phone or social media since.’

‘Suicide?’ suggested Browne.

Kat wrinkled her nose. ‘That’s always a possibility, but his friends and family reported he seemed genuinely happy, and he had no known mental health problems or other risk factors. That’s why after reading all twenty-eight cases, this is the one that seemed off to me. This is my kouros. In fact, let’s call this pilot Project Kouros.’

‘I believe I know why this case appeals to you,’ said Lock, ‘but based upon your reaction to my earlier comments about Hassan’s and Browne’s personal lives, I suspect you would not welcome me sharing my opinion.’

Kat glared at it. Don’t. You. Fucking. Dare.

‘I’ll take that as confirmation that you would rather I did not. Nevertheless, we do need to choose between the two cases. As you stated that our prime duty is to provide the families with answers, may I suggest that we assess the relative probability of achieving this objective for each case?’

Kat gave the curtest of nods.

Lock held out his hands towards Tyrone. ‘One in ten first-year students drop out of university, so it is possible that Tyrone Walters didn’t like his course and simply decided to go elsewhere, which as an adult he is perfectly entitled to do. Indeed, the final text to his mum mentioned that he was going to “chill” for a few days and asked her not to worry.’

Kat shook her head. She used to make the mistake of treating eighteen-year-olds as if they were adults, but now that her son Cam was the same age, she realised that despite the fact he was over six feet tall and legally entitled to drink, get married and fight in a war, it was such a vulnerable age.

‘As you noted,’ Lock continued, ‘there have been no sightings of him nor any of the key signs of life on his banking, digital and social media appliances, so I would conclude that this scenario is possible but improbable. As a young Black male aged sixteen to twenty-four, Tyrone Walters is five times more likely to have been the victim of murder, compared to a white male of the same age. And as the number of homicide cases that actually result in a conviction is only 39 per cent, the chances of us being able to provide Tyrone Walters’ mother with the answers she longs for are less than Mrs Robinson’s – which if we search the river as I advise, could be as high as 53.4 per cent. Therefore, if we filter out any emotional or political concerns and focus on the statistics, the logical conclusion is that we should prioritise the Will Robinson case.’

‘Statistics are nothing more than the aggregation of thousands of individual cases,’ said Kat. ‘They highlight what is common to most, but at the expense of what is unique. So, let’s consider the unique facts of Tyrone’s case, since “facts” seem to be a bit of a thing for you.’ Kat stood face to face with Lock and reeled them off without looking at her file.
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