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            Prologue

          

          SATURDAY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      Six hours, twenty-nine minutes and thirty-three seconds ago, I murdered someone.

      I didn’t come here intending to kill. Truth be told, it had never crossed my mind until that moment. I mean, we all say these things, don’t we? I’ll kill them! Or her, or him. I’d wager you’ve said those exact words at least once in your life…possibly more.

      We fool ourselves into believing we don’t mean it, but until we’re pushed, none of us know what we are capable of. Perhaps it just takes meeting someone who truly deserves your wrath, and then being afforded the perfect opportunity (knowing you won’t be caught) for you to make a sinister choice.

      Oh, it’s so easy to sit there shaking your head at me, telling yourself I could never do that. I don’t have the capacity for such heinous actions. Well, I am here to tell you that you are wrong. That moral high ground you are clinging to so desperately is nothing more than an illusion, an island of sand, constantly being eroded by incessant waves. Trust me, I know. All it takes is that one freak violent storm, no doubt with some innocuous name like Colin, and you’ll be drowning and desperate like the rest of us. Ready to do whatever it takes to survive, and in doing so, you’ll uncover depths to your soul far more dangerous than you can imagine, because I was the last person anyone would suspect.

      In each of us, there lies a place where the light cannot reach, where evil resides, for what is evil if not the absence of light.

      Still, it is a laughable irony that I was handed my opportunity at a corporate team-building retreat. Hallelujah for Human Resources.
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          A THOUSAND CUTS

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          FIVE DAYS BEFORE THE MURDER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Abigail,

        CEO of VeriScan AI

        Tech Woman of the Year

      

      

      My stomach clenches as I watch. Her right thumb brushes the top corner of the presentation, evaluating the paper’s quality. For a moment, she becomes almost Gordon Ramsay-esque. That air of entitlement is what drew me to her. At first I found it sexy. I still do on occasion, but not now. We have too much riding on the outcome of this meeting for her to push this too far.

      Today is the first step in taking my company, VeriScan, public and my timing is immaculate. The software I have developed is the perfect antidote to a burgeoning AI industry screaming for boundaries. In a couple of clicks, our algorithms have the power to validate bona fide media or expose deep fakes. I am the voice of truth in a world of mirrors.

      I say I, but it isn’t just me. We have three directors and upwards of fifty employees, most of which are technical; Machine Learning Engineers, Data Scientists, NLP specialists and the like, all of whom have assisted in our success, but the brainchild is mine. What we lacked initially was someone with the panache to attract investors. That is why I needed her; Karma. Full name, Karma Knox. I laughed when we were first introduced, foolishly thinking I was having the proverbial taken out of me, but that wasn’t the case. In fact the only thing more memorable than her name is her presence. Larger than life, and a force to be reckoned with in the boardroom… Although, some would argue, an experience which is only pleasurable if you have substantial quantities of sterling to invest. She takes no prisoners, with no care for justice. Just how I like it.

      The silence is deafening, consuming, and I almost laugh at its absurdity when it is momentarily broken by an audible swallow. The young man who emitted the sound looks as though he’s about to vomit.

      I want to shout at them, to shake them out of their pathetic subjugation so we can gain back the control she strips from us just by walking into a room. But why should they? If I refuse to confront my wife about her behaviour, how can I expect them to stand up for themselves?

      I glance around the enormous glass boardroom table. There are ten or so smartly dressed city types in their well-cut suits, navy for the men, gaudy cerise for the women which scream look at me, I am your equal. But their body language tells me they would rather be wearing a cloak of invisibility right now. Eyes stare at tablets or old-school notebooks, grasping pens in white-knuckled hands. If only the internal matched the external façade. They daren’t lift their eyes to Karma, not even to each other. There is no safety in numbers here.

      My wife gives a heavy sigh, and leather squeaks as the blonde sitting two down squirms uneasily. To float our company we need to hire the best consultants, and we’ve narrowed it down to two, Nevis-Reese who we are visiting today, being my favoured option.

      ‘What do you think, Ms Knox?’ asks Ethan, the Lead Consultant spearheading the project. Ginger curls bob as he smiles, his eyes lighting up behind undersized round glasses. ‘Of our presentation? Have we covered everything you hoped to see?’

      When people ask for my wife’s opinions before mine, I can get a little rankled. I am after all CEO to her COO, but it happens so often now I’ve stopped fighting for recognition. Sadly, Karma never corrects them. I harbour no animosity towards those who lavish her with attention and leave me sitting quietly on the sidelines. After all, the shy child gets the least treats, or so they say. And Karma is demanding. But Ethan is so eager, and blissfully naïve as to what is about to happen. I’m almost squeamish on his behalf.

      In front of us is the mock prospectus, which Ethan and his team at Nevis-Reese Consultants have put together. It’s impressive.

      The first section is about them, and how they will help us float our company on AIM, the London Stock Exchange’s younger sibling. I get a thrill even thinking about going public, and we’d never have got to this point if it hadn’t been for Karma. That’s a terrible admission for a CEO, but there you go. My wife is both a blessing and a curse.

      The second section of the document they’re presenting is a mockup of the prospectus they would eventually create for the market. That’ll probably take another six to twelve months depending on how quickly the dust settles because things might get a little bumpy for a while. There’s just a couple of details that are about to land Ethan and his team in very hot water, and they are oblivious to the fact the demon from hell is about to descend.

      ‘Her bio is last,’ I whisper to Mark, who heads up all things financial. ‘She’s not going to like that.’ I grimace and shake my head. He pales and picks up the document, his eyes going wide as he flicks past my bio (as CEO I come first) then Sam’s, she’s our Chief Marketing Officer and fellow director, and then his own profile, and only then does he come across my wife’s very short bio. I point to the part of the page I want to draw his attention to. The word UNVERIFIED comes after the heading Educational Background. I blow out a slow breath and raise my eyebrows. A bead of sweat appears on his forehead.

      If only Sam had been here instead of Karma…

      We might not have been married for long (it has barely been four months), but I know every mannerism, quirk, and foible that slots together to compile Karma Knox. I’ve followed her behavioural flow, studied her algorithms, and analysed her parameters and hyperparameters. I know this woman better than she knows herself. She, like me, is highly observant, and what is about to happen won’t be pretty.

      The portfolio clatters against the glass as she throws it down in disdain, then tosses her head back, flicking her preppy blonde fringe from her eyes. Karma, it strikes me, is in every way the perfect balance. She is on the thin line bordering many cliches; a handsome woman and a beautiful man; a psychopath and a business leader; a mad woman and a genius.

      But Ethan, the young consultant, doesn’t yet understand who he is dealing with. He nods like an over-enthusiastic puppy towards the flashy A4 booklet Karma has thrown down. I close my eyes, trying to send a telepathic message pleading for him to be quiet. Nobody wants to be chewed out by Karma, especially in public, even if we all know we have to take our turn.

      The boardroom is a battlefield, and she is its undisputed general. My wife stands at the head of the long boardroom table, her posture rigid, exuding an air of unshakable confidence. Her attire is somewhat unconventional for a corporate setting—a sharply tailored suit with bold lines which defy the traditional norms, her blonde hair cropped short at the sides, giving her an edgy, commanding presence. She glares around the table, her eyes steel traps, locking onto each of the shrinking Nevis-Reese attendings in turn. Only Ethan, poor gullible Ethan, smiles at her.

      ‘You see, what we have here is a failure to comprehend the value and validity of the information supplied.’ There is a balance between the cool velvet and hot venom in her tone, but what a naked sunbathing mole rat wouldn’t fail to recognise is the condescension that drips from every word.

      ‘When I tell you the information to put in my bio, you put it in my bio. It is not rocket science.’ She paces in deliberate metronomic steps around the room, the click of her heels counting down to another eruption. I watch each person visibly wince, in turn, as she comes behind them. Only Mark and I remain stoic. A thrill travels through my body. I’m gripped by her complete control of the room, and I curse myself. I have too much to lose to allow carnal impulses to cloud my thinking. As she nears full circle, she suddenly slaps her palms flat onto the table, her face inches from Ethan, who just by smiling has the misfortune of being her target today. He jumps, as does Mark who is sitting to my far side.

      ‘You thought you could undermine me by questioning my integrity? Didn’t you?’ Her voice rises, a measured but loud hiss filling the room. Ethan pales. ‘Let me make something abundantly clear: when I give you the required information, the word unverified should never appear. My word is good enough,’ she says, and then in a lower tone which sends a shiver down my spine, ‘understand?’

      Ethan nods. Around the room, the remainder of her audience sits frozen, a mixture of awe and fear in their eyes. The blonde next to Ethan shifts uncomfortably in her seat, as others exchange nervous glances, none daring to open their mouths.

      Karma stands, and with a satisfied smile, she takes pleasure in the palpable anxiety she’s created. She doesn’t just occupy this space; she owns it, commanding obedience without uttering a word. A plague of devastation in broad pinstripe. An undisputed victory, in her mind at least.

      A theatrical throat clearing turns everyone’s heads to its source, and an audible intake of breath from the room follows. This is about to get very messy. Karma’s eyes go wide as they bore into the blonde’s defiant face. She appears to be having some sort of Tourette’s moment, her forefinger jabbing the air, but so far she hasn’t spoken. I hope she isn’t waiting for an invitation. I catch her gaze, just for a second, and offer an almost imperceptible shake of my head. Don’t interrupt her. Don’t annoy her. Just don’t. But as she starts to speak, I know my attempts at silent communication have been in vain.

      ‘Ms Knox, as Ethan’s second, I was personally responsible for the validation of the factual content within the prospectus. Where we couldn’t uncover evidence to verify the validity of the information provided, we are duty-bound to record our findings—or lack of them. Perhaps you could⁠—’

      ‘Perhaps it’s not too much to ask that you trust the people who you are looking to work with? If you were even vaguely proficient in your role, you’d have been able to undertake the necessary research, but that’s obviously outside your skill set.’ She tilts her head. ‘Ethan, I won’t have amateurs on this team. If we are to choose to work with Nevis-Reese, there are a few things we need to make very clear. Firstly, we want your A-team. Not the spares who are obviously not up to the job.’

      The blonde frowns and opens her mouth to speak, but Ethan places his hand on her arm ensuring her silence. The corners of Karma’s mouth twitch upward.

      ‘Secondly, NEVER question my integrity.’ My wife picks up the portfolio from where she had discarded it earlier and points it toward the blonde woman. ‘Get this sorted.’ Again their work is slammed down on the table, but this time with such force the displaced air scatters papers, leaving everyone grasping to stop them from fluttering to the floor.

      ‘I’m about to make a lot of people wealthy beyond their imaginations. The least you can do is get your facts right. That’s what I’m paying you for, isn’t it?’

      Mark and I exchange glances, suddenly realising this is our cue to leave. I lift my bag, allow one side to drop open, and hastily collect my papers. I offer Ethan an apologetic purse of my lips.

      ‘Ms Knox… Abigail,’ he says, to avoid confusion, his eyes pleading. ‘You are the CEO. We need you to take the lead.’

      Oh, so now he sees me? How very convenient. I don’t know what he expects me to do, but I don’t have time to worry about that because Karma is already out of the room. Just another of her dramatic exits. Mark stands to follow in her wake, as do I, and within moments the three of us are standing in front of the opening lift doors.

      ‘Abigail, may I have a moment?’ Ethan, who has come after us, hesitates, looking from Karma, then to Mark, and finally to me. His eyes hold my gaze for a beat. I look away to his hands, which are held in tight fists. Then, with quick movement, he forces them open, fleetingly dabbing his palms against his navy suit trousers. The entire movement takes less than a second, but much like a machine, I see, analyse, and commit to memory.

      ‘Just you,’ he says.

      I take a step backwards as Karma and Mark carry on into the lift. If I’m lucky I’ll be able to say this without my wife hearing.

      ‘Be at my office at nine tomorrow. We can talk then,’ I say in my most authoritative, hushed, CEO tone, then quickly I slide into the lift just before the doors close. Karma stares at me. There will be hell to pay later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          FOUR DAYS BEFORE THE MURDER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Abigail

      

      

      Poor Ethan is sitting opposite me, looking as white as a sheet. I’ve assured him today’s meeting will just be the three of us. He, Mark, and myself. Karma is otherwise engaged. As everybody in the office knows, she’s unable to start the day without her regular two-hour gym session.

      Don’t get me wrong, my wife is stunning. Her countenance is striking, defined by prominent cheekbones and a bold jawline, creating a look that is both strong and aesthetically pleasing. Her body defies words. But this morning her absence is helpful, as it allows me to fix the aftermath of yesterday’s outburst and use her office. The only private office left, since our new HR hire, Lexi, rolled out the amazing hot-desking policy. That is what everyone is calling it, although I suspect it is said with a heavy edge of sarcasm. My old office, like everyone else’s, is now a meeting room, so I, like the rest of our exec team and department heads, sit amongst the throng. We all do, every one of us—except Karma. She has this large office which sits at the end of our open-plan working area. There is a solid wall between her and the rest of us mere mortals. Perfect if I ever wanted to rifle through her desk or access her terminal… Not that I would ever dare. Anyway, that’s not the point. Her office is the only space to hold a truly private meeting, away from prying ears and eyes, so this is where we have ensconced ourselves.

      ‘Ms Knox, I⁠—’

      ‘Call me Abigail, please,’ I say to Ethan, cutting him off, then softening my interruption with a generous smile. It’s the same smile I’ve been practising in the mirror over the last few weeks, ever since Karma told me I have a resting bitch face. She claims it’s a cross between Ben Affleck and a pissed-off bulldog. I’m now so self-conscious about what my face says without my permission, I find myself avoiding people. Not something that is easy to do, thanks to the lack of a private office. But we have to do everything we can to make this work, including, in my case, teaching myself to smile. Not such an ordeal really. Besides, I like my teeth. They cost me a fortune.

      While I’m the least peopley person in our exec team, I do understand that sometimes I can’t hide away, coding or strategising. Times like now, when I have to repair the damage my wife has caused. She is the one weak link that might bring everything crashing down, and I cannot allow that. Even if I can’t control my home life, this is the least I can do for everyone who relies on me.

      ‘I’m glad you made time to come here this morning. Being able to communicate openly and transparently is important, don’t you agree?’ I offer a toothy smile to Ethan, who nods. ‘My PA is bringing us some coffee and I’ve asked Mark to join us shortly.’

      After yesterday, I wanted to grab five minutes alone with him to clear the air in the hope we might have a more relaxed, productive conversation. Although the ridiculous Italian designer office chairs Karma purchased do little to help anyone relax. The seat which I am sitting in is so high I feel I should shout ‘off with his head.’ Ethan looks equally uncomfortable. The way he is shuffling about reminds me of a dog circling in a bed that’s way too small for him. When he finally finds just the right spot, he looks up earnestly.

      ‘Yes. I’m glad you’ve said that because I need to make it clear that—’ he starts to say, but is cut off by the office door bursting open.

      ‘Shit,’ I mutter under my breath as I see who is responsible for such rudeness. What the hell is my wife doing here? I turn over my phone and see the notification of one unread message. It doesn’t take a genius to work out the content before I open it.

      K is on her way to you. X

      My wife has obviously abandoned her usual workout schedule.

      ‘You weren’t about to start without me, were you?’ she says with a knowing smile.

      Poor Ethan looks horrified, as does Mark, who, having just arrived, looks desperate to turn and high-tail it out of dodge. Well, this is going swimmingly. My only saving grace is the fact there’s no glass front to this office, unlike all the other meeting rooms. At least our employees won’t have a front-row seat. I know we have at least three decent lip readers on our staff. I caught one of them, Kendall, an American girl with an unfortunate lazy eye, half staring at me the other day while I was mid-rant. It’s highly disconcerting.

      ‘Welcome Mark, glad you got the memo,’ Karma says with a sneer as she roughly puts an arm around his shoulders, dragging him into the circus ring. The dislike these two have for each other is palpable.

      ‘We can find another room if that makes you happier,’ I suggest, knowing she won’t agree. I can tell what Mark is thinking just from the look on his face, god forbid something happens without her consent or control.

      ‘No. No. We’ll all stay here. I’m desperate to hear what Ethan has to say about the shoddy work he and his team produced yesterday. Why don’t you sit in the corner, Mark? This is about to get interesting.’ Karma kicks the door closed with her foot and plonks herself down on the remaining empty chair.

      ‘Ready when you are, Ethan. Let’s hear you grovel,’ she says, and I glance at Mark who appears to be in a state of full mortification. A light knock grabs our attention, and I can’t help but acknowledge how grateful Mark appears for the reprieve. He’ll happily throw anyone between the lion and tamer if it keeps him safe.

      ‘Oh, I only brought enough for—’ Tanya, my PA, falters mid-sentence as she realises we have one more body than she has cups.

      ‘Coffee for three is fine. I don’t think Mark brought his Tippee cup,’ says Karma with a self-satisfied glance in Mark’s direction.

      I’m about to beckon Tanya in to place the tray on the desk when, to my surprise, Ethan stands.

      ‘I think we can leave the coffee,’ he says in a tone that would be worthy of a headmaster. Which given the behaviour on display seems appropriate. Tanya looks at me, and I offer her the smallest nod. She looks relieved to be exiting the room, and I’m rather surprised when Mark doesn’t bolt after her.

      ‘This won’t take long,’ Ethan says, looking at me while he buttons his suit jacket, giving the universal signal he’s about to leave. Then he turns to my wife, looking just as eager to wipe that smug smile off her face as I am.

      ‘Kirsty, oh sorry, I mean Karma,’ he says, with an odd glint in his eye.

      An odd mistake to make, perhaps, but what is more notable is my wife’s reaction. Her smile momentarily falters, her eyes narrow, and her hands imperceptibly tighten on the arms of the chair. But as fast as it appears, it goes. She obviously doesn’t like anyone getting her name wrong.

      ‘I’m going to say this once, so I need you to listen.’ Ethan is looking Karma dead in the eye, and I’m mesmerised by this little piece of theatre playing out in front of me. ‘We will not be party to any embellishment or exaggeration of the truth, and we certainly won’t lie. You did not gain a first from Edinburgh as per the information you supplied to us. In fact, Edinburgh University has no record of anyone by the name of Karma Knox, or indeed anything similar. I verified that much directly with the Vice Chancellor after you left yesterday. You aren’t the only one to have friends in high places, Ms Knox.’

      ‘How dare you—’ Karma blurts, but Ethan holds up a flat palm to silence her. It isn’t danishes that Tanya should have been bringing with the coffee, it should have been popcorn. My head is reeling. If my wife didn’t attend Edinburgh as she claimed then where did she study? But I don’t have time to think about that because there’s no stopping Ethan now.

      ‘I suggest you go back through the information you supplied. We are after facts, Ms Knox, and that is what we present potential investors. And it will be facts which the market will use to determine the value of your company. We will work to attain the best outcome on your behalf, but we will not compromise our reputation by colluding in your deception. Do I make myself clear?’

      Ethan’s face is flushed, and my mind races between two competing thoughts. Should I clap? His speech deserves a standing ovation, but that might be too much. And second, how painful will the repercussions be? Not that I would temper down any of that exchange. It was glorious.

      I glance at Mark, who is standing behind where Karma is sitting, and we share a nervous moment, swallowing in perfect synchronisation, then hold our breaths. The consequences won’t be in any way palatable, and if Ethan has a family, I hope he has decent life insurance.

      But by some minor miracle, Karma laughs. Not a nasty malevolent laugh signalling the death knell of Ethan’s career, as I expected, but a hearty, dare I say, friendly belly laugh.

      I think my wife is insane.

      ‘Well said,’ says Karma chuckling, and at that moment I no longer think she is insane. I know it. ‘I wondered what it would take to bring out that fighting spirit we need. Abigail, I think we’ve just witnessed Ginger’s testicles dropping.’ She laughs again, as if she has engineered Ethan’s anger as some sort of therapeutic outcome for the poor man.

      No one else laughs. Especially Ethan, who looks like he wants to punch her. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I suspect Mark and I would both claim not to have seen a thing if he landed a punch.

      ‘Don’t take it to heart, Ethan. There’s no need to blush.’ Karma stands, slapping him on the arm. She’s a good two inches taller than Ethan, which no doubt makes her even more intimidating. I look at Ethan’s face and immediately wonder where the nearest defibrillator is located. The poor man’s cheeks are crimson.

      ‘There’s no point in having a dog and barking yourself—is there, Fido?’ Karma musses Ethan’s hair as though he were five.

      ‘Karma!’ I say, pushing back my chair and standing.

      ‘What? He knows I’m only messing with him. No hard feelings. Right, Ethan?’ Again my wife slaps him on the arm. She’s too consumed by her own self-importance to understand what’s happening. ‘Tell you what, come up to Scotland with us next week. We’ve booked a weekend away for the exec team and their partners. We’re going, so is Sam and her wife, even Mark and his wife are coming. She’s gorgeous, by the way.’

      I’m too concerned with what is happening in front of me to care about the salacious wink my wife offers Mark.

      ‘Karma.’ My voice is rising in pitch and volume as I watch Ethan tug at his shirt collar before grabbing his left arm.

      ‘What?’ she asks, turning towards me with obvious irritation, but I can’t wait for her to catch up. I scramble around the desk as quickly as I can, but it’s too late. When Ethan falls, I’m not there to catch him.

      ‘I think he’s having a heart attack!’ I scream.
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        Sam

        Chief Marketing Officer,

        Mother (to Mia) and Wife (to Jayne)

      

      

      I climb the stairs at Paddington, squinting against the winter sunshine. At any other time of the year, I loathe getting to work late, but in February, I appreciate the opportunity to travel in daylight. Not that I see much of that after I arrive in the city. The last leg is all underground. But at least I get to enjoy some greenery on the first stretch in from Sevenoaks.

      The sound of a siren cuts through the morning air, but not one of the throng of people I move with notices. You don’t after a while. It’s one of those sad truths about humanity in cities. We’re all so consumed with the importance of our bubble that other people’s crises are invisible. It’s why we moved to Kent, to bring up our family. That and the fact our one-bedroomed flat in Fulham couldn’t hold the two of us, our daughter, and an enthusiastic spaniel.

      I dropped Gracie and Mia off at the minders before catching the train this morning. I only do it one day a week, so I really shouldn’t complain. Gracie is our three-year-old spaniel who spends the day romping about a Kent field. Mia, who is also three, does the same, but in a different field. Getting our daughter into one of those play-outside, hug-a-tree daycare centres was a priority for my wife. The fresh air inspires creativity, she tells me, as she holes up in her attic office with the central heating on full blast. I was all for it until I realised it was on the opposite side of town to Gracie’s doggy daycare. Why someone doesn’t combine doggy and child daycare into one enormous field is beyond me. Two birds, one stone. Lord knows, Mia would happily chase Gracie all day, tiring them both out.

      The noise of the siren grows louder like it’s really close by, but I can’t see the familiar blue strobing lights because of the high walls on either side of the walkway that leads from the station to our offices. Then I remember I need to find a desk when I get in and once again, I’m all about my own emergency. This bloody initiative to help us manage our space better is driving me crazy, but I can’t argue the case when I’m actively trying to work from home more often. Still, one day I can be sitting next to Iris from accounts, who is blissfully peaceful with a zen aura which I’d kill for, and the next, I’ve a teenager called Mikey from the Test team whose noise-cancelling headphones, ironically, don’t offer a symbiotic benefit to those next to him. Three hours in his periphery and I’ve developed some sort of death metal tinnitus. When he eventually gets up to go to the loo, I’m amazed his ears aren’t bleeding.

      I stop walking when I see the glut of emergency vehicles: two ambulances, two police cars, and a paramedic motorcycle. Scanning the area, I’m relieved to see a lack of first responders on the ground. At least it isn’t a jumper. Not that any of the windows open in our block. That said, somebody broke onto the roof area last summer. Security were having frantic conversations about whether or not they should talk them down before they realised he was up there with a beach towel and a bucket of margaritas. But if there’s no paramedics by their vehicles, that means they’re attending to someone in our building. Briefly, I wonder if it’s that heavy-set bloke from the legal firm on the second floor. The way he sweats just pushing the revolving door makes him a favourite for a ride in the back of an ambulance.

      Selfishly, I’m grateful when I realise the security chaps are only commandeering one of the four elevators in the lobby. If I had to walk, my compassion levels would reduce with every set of stairs I climbed… and we work on the thirteenth floor.

      I’m still assessing the risk of transporting patients in a lift, you know, it breaking down, or cables snapping, the usual, when the doors open. I don’t even need to step onto my floor to know that something is very wrong. Nobody is working, instead they are standing at their desks in little clusters as I step out. The emergency is one of our employees.

      I walk towards the first bank of desks. There is a commotion at the far end of our open space. Two policemen are standing to the right of the open door to Karma’s office. They’re talking to Tanya. I can’t see the paramedics yet. They must be in the office itself. I’m trying to process all of this as I gather speed, making my way past concerned-looking faces. Three women are standing in a tight huddle in front of me, hands clutched to mouths. They mumble something about ‘sorry’ as I push past. I don’t know what they are sorry for, but their response only piques my anxiety. It can’t be Karma. She doesn’t come in until after eleven. Has something happened to Abigail? Oh my god, not Abigail.

      I’m almost running as I reach the end of the office, heading for the open door.

      Someone grabs my arm. It’s Mark. Something is very wrong because he looks like hell. He’s always so impeccable in his appearance, but not this morning. The top button of his shirt is open, and his tie raggedly loosened. More startling is the redness around his eyes. Has he been crying?

      ‘Sam, don’t go in there.’ I look from Mark’s bloodshot eyes to the open door. My heart is thundering in my chest so loudly it’s all I can hear.

      ‘They’re dead.’ Mark says, ‘Karma killed them.’
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        Sam

      

      

      ‘Seriously, Mark? You pick now to get on board with HR’s ‘Know your colleague’s pronouns’?’

      Don’t get me wrong, it’s one of the few initiatives that Lexi, our HR manager, brought in that I agree with. I’ve seen too many people left isolated because others want them to fit with their view of the world. But to pick now of all times to get with the programme? Really?

      ‘It’s what we’re supposed to do. Check to see if they have a preference. Ethan wants to be called they/them,’ Mark says earnestly.

      ‘Wanted,’ I say as Mark looks blankly at me. ‘It’s what he wanted. Fuck, I mean what they wanted. Shit. I just mean it’s past tense. The poor bugger is dead.’

      ‘Confusing, isn’t it?’ he says, as I hand him back his phone, which displays Ethan McIver’s profile. Under their name is the subheading proudly declaring their chosen pronouns; they/them. This is Mark’s way of mitigating any liability in leading me to believe there had been a massacre.

      My first thought was Abigail had died, and possibly others, too. And I know I shouldn’t admit it, certainly not out loud, but a few other names came into my head. I put that down to dark humour and wishful thinking. While my imagination wildly picked out potential victims, there was never any dubiety about the perpetrator. That was Karma. She is the only one with the sociopathic tendencies required for the horror I was visualising.

      ‘Mm. I suppose,’ I reply in answer to Mark’s question. Sudden deaths, especially when you witness them firsthand, must bring some existential confusion. ‘Confusing and scary.’

      Little lines appear on his brow, creasing his forehead. I can almost hear the whirring of thoughts, so I feel the need to clarify.

      ‘For them to die right there, in front of you, must be confusing and scary. And they weren't much younger than us, were they? Maybe five or six years younger? What were they? Twenty-nine? Early thirties, maybe?’

      When I stop and really think about it, my spine tingles with discomfort. I gently place my hand on his arm in a supportive, I feel for you, but I’m glad I wasn’t there sort of way, but he doesn’t look any less confused.

      ‘I was talking about the he/she/them thing,’ Mark says, and my eyes widen as I rush to stifle a sudden giggle. It’s amazing how quickly humour can evaporate or escalate when you’re the only one sensing its presence. Or should that be their presence? Does humour have a gender or just an agenda? I silently muse, fighting to keep the corners of my mouth from rising.

      Nothing about this is funny.

      I clear my throat and inhale deeply, absorbing the solemnity of the situation. Head bowed, I try to think about the life that has passed. Ethan would have had a family, maybe a partner, perhaps children. Parents? But whether it be family, friends or even just colleagues, there will be people who will feel loss. Shit! We’ll need a new lead consultant. How much time will that cost us? I’d hoped we were just a matter of months away from taking the company public. Put the hard work in now and reap the rewards later, that’s the goal. If we keep the vigorous growth we have sustained so far, we’ll exceed market expectations and my shares will be worth substantially more. Enough for me to liquidate and exit, stage left, with my family to a doer-upper in rural France. Occitanie to be precise. It is my Nirvana, or should I say my Narbonne. There’s a sublime former nineteenth-century winery situated close to the Canal du Midi with my name on it… if nobody derails us. I’ll happily kill anyone who gets in the way of me escaping Karma.

      ‘Anyway, Karma didn’t kill them,’ I say in a whisper, which may have been a little louder than I intended because the three women from earlier are staring, antennas tuned to whatever we might say next. I need to take charge.

      I speak to the police officer standing outside the office door. His colleagues are taking statements from Karma and Abigail. Mark’s already given his, on account of how nauseous he looked. From where we’re standing, I can’t see Karma but Abigail is sitting with her head in her hands. She really doesn’t need this just now, I think, glancing back into the room as I wait for the constable to bring me up to speed. Abigail is in no fit state to make any decisions, and as for Karma, I suspect there is an edge of truth in what she said about her contribution to Ethan’s death. That bitch will take anyone down that stands in her way.

      When I step away, Mark is immediately by my side.

      ‘What did he say?’

      ‘Just give me a minute,’ I tell him and turn to the many wide-eyed employees who are rubber-necking around their terminals. Worse are those who’ve left their desks and moved forward to get a front-row seat at the morning’s entertainment. Their dramatic expressions of shock are full of Instagrammable sincerity. In fact… I quickly scan the room to make sure no one has their phone out, recording.

      Hell, that would be the last thing we need, dead bodies being wheeled out of our office all over TikTok. Nobody would want to buy shares in that company. I spot Lexi talking to a young man who, if I didn’t know him as Jamie, Head of CyberSecurity, I would have said was too young to be part of the Great British workforce. He looks so small standing in his Aran jumper, with arms wrapped around his skinny body. I raise my hand to attract Lexi’s attention, and she sees me. She gives Jamie a quick hug before coming across to where Mark and I are standing.

      ‘This is awful,’ she says, her eyes brimming with compassion.

      I don’t disagree.

      ‘Lexi, the funeral directors will be here to remove Ethan’s body soon. I don’t want everyone around watching. There are enough rumours flying around as it is.’ I shoot Mark a glance. ‘Once the police have taken statements, I need you to get the heads of departments to send home non-essential staff. Only a skeleton staff is to be left. Everyone else can work the rest of the day from home. Can you make that happen?’

      She nods and turns on her heel. ‘Everyone, I need you to get into your teams, please, at the far end of the office. The emergency services need room to work.’ She wafts her hands as though she’s bringing a 737 onto its stand at Heathrow.

      ‘Mark. You, with me, now,’ I say.

      I close the door of the meeting room behind us, but Mark stares at the handle like he wants to bolt. Sensitivity, Sam, that’s what’s required here, I tell myself as I let out a long slow breath.

      ‘Mark, you’ve been through quite a shock, and I can only imagine how you’re feeling. I’m shocked that Ethan is dead, and I didn’t administer CPR. You did. I’m extremely proud of the way you stepped up. You gave them a chance.’

      Mark shakes his head, his eyes glistening.

      ‘Look, the police have taken your statement. Why don’t you go home for the day? Give yourself a bit of time and⁠—’

      He cuts me off. ‘She killed him, Sam. The way she⁠—’

      ‘No, she didn’t, Mark.’ I speak slowly in an effort to counter his anxiety. ‘Karma didn’t kill Ethan. She didn’t lay a finger on them. The paramedics think it was a massive heart attack. And you can’t go around accusing her of⁠—’

      ‘She might as well have,’ Mark says, looking away from me, shaking his head.

      ‘Just go home,’ I say, raising my hands in surrender. While I understand the point he’s making, there’s no value in continuing this conversation. Karma has gone from being the consultant of the hour to our biggest liability, but that can’t be our focus at the moment. Not today. ‘Get a cab, Mark. Call Barratt on the way home and tell her what’s happened.’

      He looks knackered, which is hardly surprising in the circumstances. I don’t know how paramedics and ER docs do it day in and day out. Maybe they don’t get that adrenaline high and crash any longer? Or maybe they thrive on it? But Mark’s an accountant. He’s trained to deal with gross and net, not life or death, even though he can make it sound that dramatic after a couple of pints. Ideally, he shouldn’t be alone, but I’ve too many other things which need my attention. At least if he calls Barratt, I know he won’t be on his own. I watch as he pauses and turns to look back, holding onto the door frame.

      ‘She’s going to take us all down and you know it.’

      I don’t answer, but I know he’s right.
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        Abigail

      

      

      Karma is having a full workout today.

      After we cleared the office and the people in their dark suits removed Ethan’s body, my wife decided the best way to deal with the emotional upheaval of the day was to take off for a gym session…if indeed that is where she has really gone to find solace. I came home, and now I find myself rattling around this huge house, on my own, fielding calls from concerned Nevis-Reese directors, offering me assurances my new lead consultant will be in touch tomorrow. I suggested waiting until after Ethan’s funeral. That might be better, more appropriate, perhaps. I’d rather my wife didn’t kill off more than one of their employees in a single week. Karma, however, has no such reservations, going as far as suggesting Nevis-Reese should have a more robust medical screening process. I’m fairly sure that approach would flout several employment discrimination laws, not that it would ever worry Karma, she is a law unto herself.

      Randomly, a shaft of sun beams through the skylight. The way the light moves around the new extension makes this my favourite room in the house. We have wide, tri-folding doors that lead out into the garden (which is small but ideal for socialising) and three individual skylights, which means even on London’s greyest days this is still the brightest spot in our home. I lift my arms and shake them, releasing the tightness from my limbs. It’s supposed to be good for you, according to TikTok, but then so is vabbing, so who knows really. As I turn, my arms flailing around my sides like an octopus on LSD, the sunlight glints off the silver frame on the oak sideboard. Maja, our cleaner, must have moved it. She’s always doing that. Not putting things back exactly where she found them, so I move it an inch to where it should be. In doing so, I find myself glancing at the image it contains. It’s from about eight months ago. Karma is standing on a table, legs wide apart, knees bent, holding out a champagne bottle at a forty-five-degree angle, as though it’s a giant phallus. The picture was taken the moment the cork exploded into the air, a gush of Krug following. The day we celebrated Karma becoming a director of our little company. We’d all been stunned when we found she’d hired a professional photographer to appear that night, but holding proper photographs in your hands rather than just digital images brings back far more memories.

      We’re all in the photo; me, Karma, Pete, Sam, and her bloody wife, Jayne. That woman always has to be there. Outside of the office, I rarely ever get to see Sam on her own anymore. But I look happy. I was happy. Happier than I had been in months, perhaps longer, but the particular unhappiness that had come before was down to Pete. This photograph was taken eleven weeks, three days and five hours after he’d ended our relationship. Bastard.

      We’d been at uni together, the three of us, me, Pete and Sam. Sam was always with some new woman, falling madly in and out of love. I was lonely, on my own, and then Pete suggested dinner, just the two of us. He was the first person to ever ask me out. So from the beginning of our third year at UCL, we ended up together—until he dumped me.

      I try to remember the name of the club—Groucho’s, that’s it. I’d never been to a private members club before, or since, but then I’m not a great one for going out and socialising. I’d rather people came here. I’m more comfortable in my own surroundings, where I set the start and end times, as well as who is invited.

      Pete is smiling too, probably glad to be rid of me. He has that ever-present stupid lopsided grin, and he is staring up in awe at Karma. It’s like he’s finally getting to hang with one of the cool kids and he can’t quite believe it. There’s more photos of that night, upstairs, in the blue box on the second shelf of the walk-in cupboard of the room we assigned as my study. Without hesitating, I rush upstairs and sitting down, right there on the floor, I pull them out. The first one I come to is Sam, looking stunning in a blue dress…she’s with Jayne. I toss that one aside. The second is Karma, standing, holding a champagne glass to my lips, as I sit in front of her, sipping. I still remember that look in her eye, the fizz of excitement it gave me.

      Pete and I had only announced our break up a couple of weeks before, even though he’d moved back to his bedsit in Putney almost two months earlier. There had been no explosions of anger from either of us, just rather a resigned fait accompli. So why then announce it and cause awkwardness at work? After all, we were both adults, and it wasn’t as though there were children in the equation. It was only when Pete had to register his change of address with Companies House did it become obvious we had to tell Sam and Karma.

      I flip through the photographs in sequence until I find one with slightly curled edges that makes me smile. It’s of me and Sam, just the two of us, smiling up at the camera, each holding a glass of champagne. Her smile even appears genuine, not forced like in some of the other shots, because in the weeks prior tensions between us had been fraught. Pete and I wanted to vote in Karma as a director, Sam was opposed. But as I hold forty-two per cent of the voting shares, I only need one person to agree with me to make it happen.

      We hadn’t slept together at that point, Karma and I. We were just friends, good friends, and as soon as she realised what Pete had done, she was there as a shoulder to cry on. But none of that influenced my decision to make her a director; that was just good, logical business sense. She’d secured us nearly two million in investment since she’d arrived, and we’d have been fools not to secure her services permanently. Sam was nervous though, telling us we didn’t know her, that we should leave it for a year, but Karma wouldn’t have waited that long. Besides, Sam would never leave me, no matter what I chose to do; she’s so emotionally and financially bound to me, and VeriScan, she has to suck it up.

      Karma had to buy her seat at the table, though. We didn’t just hand it to her on a silver platter, and she has the smallest amount of shares out of the four of us. To an outsider, my forty-two per cent might seem a little unfair, but I put up the initial working capital. I’d even argue I provide the lion’s share of the intellectual capital, but that’s a moot point at the moment.

      ‘Teamwork makes the dream work.’ That’s what I said to Sam to get her to smile that night. I knew she’d remember. Those were the words of an old poster stuck to the wall of the first offices we ever rented. We got a good deal on the space, the previous company had gone bust mid-lease.

      What can I say? We both share a dark humour. If only I had listened to Sam. Maybe Pete wouldn’t be suing me and I wouldn’t rue the day my wife walked into our lives.

      But I can’t look back. I need to keep moving forward with our plan. Then, very soon, we’ll be able to look back and laugh about Karma.
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          TWELVE MONTHS BEFORE THE MURDER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jayne

        Wife (to Sam),

        Mother (to Mia) And writer

      

      

      ‘He was standing on the edge, shaking like a leaf, so somebody had to step in to help him. And I’m not talking about the edge, ten thousand feet up, I’m talking about ten feet off the ground—at the training centre. That’s when we knew he was special.’ Karma stands in the middle of the room, playing both her and Pete’s roles in the story of his skydiving debut. That’s how they met. Her, Pete, and Abigail. She was Pete’s instructor on what became his tandem flight, the one he was press-ganged into by Iris in accounts. Sam and I are meeting her for the first time, and she isn’t what I imagined. For some reason I was expecting someone…straighter.

      Pete is obviously taken with her, and I snatch a sideways glance towards Abigail, intrigued to see how she feels about this fast friendship between her partner and this stranger. She’s not someone who shares easily, so I’m surprised she has invited this new woman to their home. I’m even more surprised she seems to be enjoying tonight almost as much as Sam and I. She doesn’t laugh until she cries, or until her sides hurt like we do, but she’s reached a new peak for her, an audible chuckle.

      ‘So anyway, we’re strapped together, right at the edge, this time ten thousand feet up. Pete’s in front of me, but he won’t let go of the sides. He’s got both arms outstretched like this.’ Karma has both of her arms lifted up and out, fists clenched, as though she’s holding on for dear life, and then pulls this terrified grimace which has Sam and me in stitches. ‘He’s clinging to the sides of the Cessna, and I think what the hell am I going to do? I’ve tried tickling him but that doesn’t work,’ Karma explains, becoming more animated as the story goes on, and I dare another glance at Abigail, surprised she’s happy to laugh when someone is talking about intimate moments with her significant other. Maybe Karma is bringing out the best in her.
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