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YESTERDAY

FUTURE PERFECT



About the Book


Is a perfect future possible in an imperfect world?


The stunning new novel from the critically acclaimed author of Yesterday.


A bomb has exploded during a fashion show, killing a beautiful model on the catwalk. The murderer is still at large . . . and he may strike again. Yet this is the least of Police Commissioner Christian Verger’s worries. His fiancée Viola has left him. He has to keep his tumultuous past a secret. To make things worse, his voice assistant Alexa is 99.74% sure he will die tomorrow.


Moving from snowy 1980s Montana to chic 1990s Manhattan to a drone-filled 2030s Britain, FUTURE PERFECT is an electrifying race to solve a murder before it’s too late. Yet it is also a love story, a riveting portrait of a couple torn apart by secrets, grief and guilt. A twisted tale of how the past can haunt a person’s future and be used to predict if he will die . . . or kill.
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Chapter Zero


Ally the model


A catwalk in Manhattan, just before the murder


I hear footsteps ahead. Each footfall is strong, assured. I should do the same. Walk as confidently as the girl in front, keep my chin down, eyes focused on a point beyond the floodlights.


But I’m scared. Shit scared.


I’m terrified I’ll lose my balance in these six-inch stilettos. Trip over the hem of my dress, fall flat on my nose. Make an absolute fool of myself, with a thousand pairs of eyes watching my moment of disgrace.


No, I can’t fail. I can’t fall, either. Tonight’s my big break. The show of my life, one that could land me regular gigs on catwalks in London, Milan and Paris. What did my coach say, all those months ago? Just keep breathing, my love. That’s all you need to do. You’ll relax if you remember to breathe. 


I take in a deep breath and exhale. 


Right, I’m going to keep breathing. Glide above the river like a swan, like the other girls before me. It’s an unusual catwalk in the shape of a diamond, with the audience seated in rows along the riverbank (must remember to turn all four corners with grace). Why am I modelling the final outfit of the show? If only I were one of the first girls to hit the runway, not the last one. Gosh, I should stop fretting. Nothing will go wrong, I’m sure. I’ll sparkle like the fairy lights above the catwalk, dazzle everyone in the audience.


One of the backstage assistants steps up to me, a ginger-haired boy with a crocodile-shaped stud on his left ear. He opens a small metal briefcase. I gasp. A beautiful necklace shimmers in its depths. The centrepiece ruby, framed by diamonds, is almost as large as a quail’s egg.


‘Xander thinks you should wear this,’ he says, whipping the piece out and hooking it around my neck. ‘This damned thing costs $278,000, so don’t even think of running away with it.’


‘I won’t,’ I say.


‘You look a bit worried, babe,’ he says. ‘Here, give me a smile . . .’


He’s interrupted by another backstage helper. A tall man in neatly pressed trousers and shirt, holding a giant russet-gold handbag.


‘Xander wants you to carry this,’ says the man, thrusting the handbag in my direction. ‘Says you should give it a small twirl when you get to the end of the runway, for Reva-Shulman’s sake.’


I take the bag from him, only to frown. It’s unusually heavy.


‘Did he put bricks inside?’ I say.


The man grins.


‘Good leather weighs a tonne,’ he says. ‘This is choicest snakeskin. Mamba, apparently.’


‘Oh,’ I say.


‘Good luck.’


‘Thanks, I’ll—’


‘You’re on, now.’ A petite girl in neon pink-and-green spectacles rushes up, waving her clipboard at me in a frantic fluster. ‘This way, please.’


I stagger forward with the handbag. I’m ushered to a small waiting area with black curtains, dazzling rays of light fanning out beneath their billowing folds. The music and cheers from the audience sound twice as loud in here. The band is really going for it tonight, even if they are an ageing bunch of pop rockers. The red-haired model waiting in front of me is wearing an eye-popping scarlet outfit, one as sinuously slinky as mine. Her lips are twisted in a small nervous pout.


‘Five, four, three, two, one,’ a voice hisses. ‘Move.’


The girl steps out into the lights, in a soft rustle of fabric.


‘Twenty seconds,’ the same voice barks at me.


I step up, still grimacing at the weight of the bag. 


Tick tock.


I jump. What on earth is that noise? I strain my ears, but I can only hear the lead singer belting into the microphone, followed by a cacophony of drum rolls and yet another giant roar of applause from the crowd. Did I imagine it? Was it part of the infectious tune blasting from the speakers?


‘Ten seconds.’


‘I heard something,’ I say, turning blindly in the direction of the voice. ‘It sounded weird—’


‘Five, four, three, two, one. Move.’


But I can’t. I feel my chest constricting, something pinning me down. It’s the leaden weight of fear.


Tick tock, tick tock.


‘Oh God,’ says the voice. ‘Move it, girl.’


Someone prods me hard on my right shoulder. I stumble forward through the curtains, onto the catwalk and into a blinding pool of light. I blink, momentarily disorientated. A stream of red lights dissipates into the darkness ahead, on the left, almost like an airport landing strip. The lead singer is still crooning away into the microphone; the audience is erupting again with wild cheers. Yikes, a thousand pairs of eyes are staring at me. Focus, a voice in my head screams. You’ve got to focus. 


Keep breathing.


I take a deep breath, pull my spine up and shoulders back, start gliding down the runway. 


Tick tock. 


I halt for a couple of seconds, prompting a ripple of astonished twitters from the crowd. Oh no, I’m losing it. I need to concentrate. Keep breathing. Keep walking. Keep pulling my lips together in a sexy pout.


I take another deep breath and step forward again.


Tick tock, tick tock.


Shit. I swear the sound isn’t from the loudspeakers. I think . . . it’s coming from the bag I’m carrying.


What the hell?


Tick tock, tick tock.


White-hot terror strikes my heart; I freeze. I hear alarmed murmurs rippling through the audience. I should be moving forward, gliding serenely. But I can’t. I’m reduced to a petrified statue, one draped in the colour of fear. 


Two thoughts rush to my head in a dizzying blur. One, there’s a thousand people in this space and they are all going to die.


Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.


The second is this:


I’m going to die, too. 




Chapter One


Christian


Alexa is whimpering to herself in the kitchen. I strain my ears. She’s repeating ‘Help, help, help’ in a low voice. Didn’t she say exactly the same thing when I walked in here yesterday morning? I swear she did. How bizarre. Maybe I should tell Viola when she gets home that our voice assistant has gone bonkers (it helps to have a fiancée who knows something about machines).


I trundle up to the kitchen counter and pick up my smartphone, before saying: ‘A single espresso with two sugars.’


Silence greets me. Did Alexa not hear me?


‘A single espresso—’


‘Please don’t shout.’ Her voice is disapproving, as far as a voice assistant can sound disapproving. ‘One cappuccino coming up, with a heart-shaped dusting on the surface as usual.’


I blink.


‘I said I wanted a single espresso.’


‘You always have a cappuccino in the morning.’ I swear Alexa’s voice has a slightly whiny edge to it.


‘This is ridiculous.’


‘A fact based on existing habits, twenty-nine consecutive days of cappuccino consumption.’


‘Surely . . .’


‘Given recent sleep metrics and health data, you should be taking less sugar to minimise blood sugar spikes. You should also be consuming more caffeine to improve alertness and concentration. Cappuccinos contain two shots of caffeine, not one.’


‘But . . .’ 


I trail off, staring at my cappuccino maker in dismay. The machine has started spitting out a thin stream of frothy milk into a mug. I groan. This isn’t the best way to start the morning. Not when you have to argue with your voice assistant who refuses to give you what you want because it apparently knows what’s best for you, and so does your coffee machine.


I finish reading my to-do list for the day and sigh. I should get Alexa to order some rabbit legs, in time for the last drone delivery of the day (shame the government has banned late-night grocery drones in a largely futile attempt at reducing noise pollution). The plan is to surprise Viola with some nicely marinated rabbit stew when she gets back tomorrow. After all, she complains that I don’t pull my weight, that I should help a bit more with the household chores – and with the cooking. I should try to make up for that major argument we had two days ago, make her feel a little happier when she returns. Rabbit stew is the only thing I know how to make, so it’s the best I can do. 


I tap the iPredict app, causing a paragraph to flash up on screen. It reads:


Predictions for TODAY (Friday 8 June 2030) and
TOMORROW (Saturday 9 June 2030)


Another long day today at New Scotland Yard. First meeting scheduled with the Bell Task Force at 9 a.m. They are likely to say that they have made little headway with their investigation, although the case has been hanging around our necks for days. Will probably have to apologise to the Prime Minister when she calls to find out how we are getting on (Suggestion: Should exert greater pressure on the Task Force, with the PM breathing down my neck). Am also likely to get into another blazing argument over yet another mundane matter with Viola (Suggestion: Should try to let Viola have her way more often, to avert future rows). In the late evening, I’m likely to attend the Old Billingsgate show which I managed to get a back-row ticket to (Suggestion: Have an early night at home, instead). 


Chance of spending at least four working hours at New Scotland Yard: 100%


Chance of having another disagreement with Viola: 83.65%


Chance of having cappuccino for breakfast: 100%


Chance of being tempted by a cigarette: 25.47%


Chance of eating rabbit stew: 12.39%


Chance of dying: 99.74%


What the hell? I blink at my phone, not trusting my eyes. The words on the screen separate into a grey haze of incredulity before coalescing back into a stark black line. 


Chance of dying: 99.74%


I rub my eyes; I’m definitely not imagining it. My head spins. This can’t be. This surely can’t be. 


Why does my phone think I’m going to die?


I swallow hard.


Wait a minute. I should be thinking rationally and clearly. I’m surely not going to die. I’m as healthy as an ox (even if I’m tempted by a cigarette once in a while). iPredict has refused to reveal the precise workings of its algorithm, but I’m sure the app takes into account my recent schedule and Google searches. I grab my phone again and swipe through my to-do app, for good measure. I can’t see anything that predisposes me to dying. I’m unlikely to be buying rabbit legs laced with novichok. I’m not travelling to any war zones or conflict areas. Nor have I been to places where I could have caught the Ebola virus. This stupid little device must have gone as bonkers as Alexa. Let me see . . . my phone probably meant to say ‘Chance of lying tomorrow: 99.74%.’


Lying, not dying. Of course. It must surely be a typo. Machines are so lifelike these days, they must make stupid typos like us. I’ve spent decades hiding the truth about myself, nursing secrets about my past. This is why my phone thinks I’m in for a 99.74 per cent chance of lying. 


Lying, not dying. 


No reason to get worried.


Definitely not.


I take a deep breath as I slurp my cappuccino. The liquid tastes burnt, unusually harsh on my tongue. No wonder the coffee machine spat a cappuccino out, come to think of it. It’s digitally connected to my phone, which thinks there’s a 100 per cent chance I will have a cappuccino after repeating myself twenty-nine times. Looks like my phone was 100 per cent right when it came to cappuccinos. I did indeed have one this morning, thanks to Alexa’s resolute instructions to my coffee machine (maybe caffeine-induced mental alertness marginally reduces one’s chances of dying).


But I’m surely not going to die. 


Damn these stupid artificial intelligence devices. They are as artificial as their name suggests. I should stop worrying and sort out some work before I head to the office. I tap my Work app, only to wince. There are 148 notifications, plus five missed calls from Harold Lester. I groan. Something big must have happened and my dear advisor is desperate to reach me.


I should ring him back. 


A flutter of wings sounds in the distance. I look up to see an e-pigeon landing on the balcony ledge, its metal wings silhouetted by the early-morning sun. Special-delivery drones are getting eerily lifelike these days; I don’t like them the slightest bit. If not for the fact that this pigeon is holding a small item in its mouth, I could have sworn it was alive. I actually prefer ‘ugly’ drones with whirring propellers; I never quite understood that recent public backlash against them. That said, I suppose e-pigeons look a little less insectoid, a little more aesthetically pleasing and peaceful . . .


I squint at the creature. It’s carrying a white envelope in its beak. Who on earth sends letters in envelopes these days? 


‘A delivery has arrived,’ says Alexa.


‘I can see that,’ I say, getting up.


‘I’ll issue an e-receipt and ensure the drone deposits the item in the designated safe place.’


‘You sort the receipt out,’ I say, walking over to the balcony and pushing the door open. ‘I’ll get the envelope.’


*


A blast of fresh morning air hits me as soon as I step outside. It’s mingled with the damp chill of the river. I still wonder why I bought an apartment overlooking the Thames, a home perpetually infested by riverine fog. Up close, I can see that the pigeon has a stray wire trailing from its bottom and a slightly dented metal wing (I guess accidents happen to drones). I yank the envelope from the pigeon’s beak. The bird’s electronic eyes flash red, just before it lifts its wings. I watch it soar off from the ledge and over the river, presumably back in the direction of the distribution warehouse. 


I look down at the envelope in my hands.


Christian, it says on the front, in black ink.


My breath catches in my chest. The thin spindly writing is familiar; I saw the same loops and curls on the refrigerator’s door earlier this morning (the note said, double check if Alexa ordered milk and potatoes). 


I rush back into my apartment, envelope in hand.


I sit down at the dining table, take another large gulp of my enforced cappuccino. I tear the envelope open. A single sheet of lined cream paper slides out, covered with the same spindly handwriting.


Dear Christian,


I told you yesterday morning that I’m attending a conference, staying there for two nights. Truth is, I’ve taken KitKat and some of my essential belongings and headed back to Old Fen Cottage. Last night, I heard you saying ‘Ella, Ella, Ella’ in your sleep again. This is the ninth time you’ve mumbled her name. By the way, you’ve been talking in your sleep for twenty-four consecutive nights, repeating bizarre words such as ‘leave’, ‘help’, ‘find out’, waking me up each time (I struggled to fall asleep afterwards). I can’t compete with this other woman who occupies your nights, even though I’m the one lying next to you. I keep asking you about her; you clam up each time. Why are you hiding the truth about Ella from me? Why are you letting her get between us? She must be a lover or a ghost. I can’t coexist with either, I’m afraid. 


The past six weeks we’ve spent living together have also been more difficult than I expected. Maybe it’s because we’re both fiercely independent by nature or simply unused to sharing domestic habitats. I know that I asked you to marry me a few weeks ago (and that you said yes), but I need some space apart for the time being. I will call when I work out what to do about us. 


Viola


This can’t be. This surely can’t be. 


I jump from the kitchen table, run to the bedroom. Viola keeps most of her essential belongings in the wardrobe. That includes her passport, car keys and make-up bag. I burst through the door, make a beeline for the top drawer. I tug the handle; it slides open with a loud squeak. An empty void greets me. I yank the lower drawer open. Viola has swept that bare, too; I can only see a lipstick holder lying forlornly on its side. I turn my gaze to the clothing in the wardrobe, running my eyes over the dozen or so outfits still hanging on the rails. Viola’s favourite dress is a knee-length leopard print with a high collar; she wore it when she proposed to me. 


It isn’t there either. 


Come to think of it, I definitely haven’t seen KitKat, Viola’s fluffy Persian feline, all morning. 


The cat’s gone.


Viola, too.


I collapse on the bed, shock and disbelief coursing through my veins. I have no recollection of muttering Ella’s name at night. Nor the words ‘leave’, ‘help’ or ‘find out’, for that matter (maybe that’s why Alexa was mumbling ‘help, help, help’ when I walked into the kitchen earlier). Why didn’t Viola tell me that I keep talking in my sleep? Why did she bottle up her frustrations before packing and leaving? Why did I fix my eyes to the ground and mumble something incoherent when she asked me who Ella was? Why did I imply the girl never existed? 


What the hell should I be doing next?


‘Dear God,’ I say. 


‘God is a matter of perspective,’ says Alexa. ‘Also a delusion.’ 


I wince. I’m tempted to throw something at the loudspeaker in the corner of the room, drown out that annoying disembodied voice. I still don’t understand why Viola rigged Alexa to our household appliance system. It’s one of those annoying little things we’ve been arguing about. If I remember correctly, Viola was pretty adamant that we needed a voice assistant at home, to help us with the chores, to send notifications to our phones if we run short of milk, potatoes or coffee. I said we were able to keep track of things ourselves, that we didn’t need another goddamned electronic device monitoring our actions, one eavesdropping on all our conversations. Now that they have got rid of the trigger word, the ‘wake-Alexa-up-by-saying-her-name’ function, because it apparently ‘inconveniences users’, Alexa is now listening all the time. Viola won the argument in the end (she also won most of the other battles that took place over the kitchen counter, come to think of it). 


I take a deep breath and say with a sigh: ‘I don’t need a reminder about God.’


‘Then maybe you need a reminder that you have 157 emails in your inbox and six missed calls.’


I groan, placing my head in my hands. The day is fast disintegrating, and it’s only 7.49 in the morning. My smartphone thinks I’m going to die, while my fiancée has packed up her belongings and moved out of my apartment. The second problem is much worse than the first one. It’s also a more difficult problem to solve. Maybe it’s indeed time for me to tell Viola everything about Ella, the girl who has haunted me for years. 


I should get going. 


I walk into the garage of my apartment block, a well-lit space with six immaculately parked cars. I stride past a Porsche and a Bentley to the waiting area, a circular red-carpeted spot. As I do so, a sleek black BMW without any number plates revs itself up in a loud burst. It shoots over to where I’m standing, flashing its headlights three times to greet me. I jump in. The rich warm smell of new leather envelops me; it’s vaguely pleasant. I settle down, only to grimace as Alexa says: ‘Good morning, Commissioner Verger.’ 


Am I imagining it or does Alexa’s voice sound unusually smug? I grit my teeth and say: ‘Old Fen Cottage, 47 Fen Church Lane.’


‘Thank you, Commissioner,’ says Alexa. ‘We will arrive at New Scotland Yard in approximately twenty-five minutes, based on current traffic conditions.’


I blink as we zoom out of the garage and take a sharp right turn.


Did Alexa bloody mishear me?


‘I said Old Fen Cottage, not New Scotland Yard.’ My voice is sharp.


‘You’re meeting the members of the Bell Task Force at New Scotland Yard at nine,’ says Alexa, speeding down the street before taking a neat left turn into the specially designated Driverless Car Lane with yellow markings. 


‘But—’


‘I’ll make sure you get there on time, Commissioner. I should also remind you that you now have 161 messages in your inbox and seven missed calls.’


I groan. This time, I only have myself to blame. I was the one who decided to hook up my car to my Work app (controlled by my secretary, Ginny), because I thought that it would optimise job efficiency. What a bloody delusion (like Alexa’s God). Now Alexa has also infiltrated my car. The real problem with so-called ‘machine reinforcement learning’ is that machines end up learning how to reinforce my behaviour. If my to-do app says I have a morning appointment at New Scotland Yard and iPredict thinks there’s a 100 per cent chance I’ll be spending at least four hours there today, it will be damned difficult to get Alexa to budge from her chosen route. Maybe Alexa is doing this in my so-called ‘best interests’ again; I suppose spending the day at New Scotland Yard marginally minimises one’s chance of dying.


‘I wish to go to Old Fen Cottage, please,’ I say, firmly and clearly. ‘It’s a last-minute change of plan. The address is 47 Fen Church Lane.’


No reply.


‘Did you hear me, Alexa?’ I say.


‘Of course, Commissioner,’ says Alexa. ‘Your schedule for the day says you have a 9 a.m. appointment at New Scotland Yard, while iPredict says you have a one hundred per cent probability of spending at least four hours there today. I’ll make sure you get there on time.’


I groan again, looking out of the window. We’re speeding down the Driverless Car Lane, overtaking all the human-operated vehicles that are stuck in an immense traffic snarl in the adjoining lane. We are also speeding eastwards in the direction of New Scotland Yard. Definitely not north-westwards in the direction of Old Fen Cottage. Why on earth did I allow my driving licence to lapse a few weeks ago, thinking these documents are now obsolete? I should ring Ginny, get her to cancel that damned appointment and (hopefully) redirect my car. 


I reach for my phone, only to realise that its screen is flashing.


Advisor Harold Lester sounds a little flustered, to put it mildly. 


‘I’ve been trying to reach you for the past hour,’ he says. 


‘How come?’


‘An explosion happened in New York City yesterday night.’


‘Oh no.’ 


‘It happened on a diamond-shaped catwalk above the Hudson river, to be precise. A model was blown to bits by the handbag she was carrying.’


‘You must be joking.’


‘I wish.’ Harold sighs. ‘The bomb detonated moments before the girl got to the catwalk’s pointy end. Two front-row attendees are in a serious condition. Numerous folks are being treated for injuries caused by flying shrapnel. I hear the band escaped unscathed but were not amused.’


‘Oh dear.’


‘One attendee has already threatened to sue the designer for the injuries she sustained.’


‘Hmm . . .’ I say. ‘What are the NYPD saying?’


‘They’re treating it as a terrorist incident.’


‘Naturally.’


‘The designer had planned two back-to-back fashion shows, on both sides of the Atlantic. The second show will take place in London tonight. The man’s currently on his private jet; it should land at Heathrow around noon. His London-based PA, a Miss Lucia Graves, rang this morning to say that she has received a threatening note. It says that her boss is going to die at the London show . . . in a similar way to the girl he’s dedicating the event to.’


Inexplicable cold dread sweeps over me.


‘Where’s the show?’ I say, although I already know the answer.


‘Old Billingsgate. Believe it or not, they’ve built a runway over the Thames, with rows of seats along the riverbank.’


The disbelief curling over my shoulders is now replaced by fear. An intense, irrational fear.


‘The designer’s name is Alexander King,’ I say, trying desperately not to let my voice wobble.


‘Indeed.’ Harold sounds surprised. ‘How did you know?’


‘I, er . . . keep track of things,’ I say. 


‘Miss Graves says that most of Britain’s rich and famous have been invited to the show. There will be a Beatle – you know who I mean – and a couple of lords. What’s worse, the Prince and Princess of Wales were also planning to be in the front row.’


‘Bloody hell.’


‘Should we allow the show to go ahead?’


‘Good question,’ I say. ‘Has a crime taken place in Britain?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Can you remember what happened during the 2015 multiple-location terrorist attacks in Paris, football-wise?’


‘The Parisians decided to allow the friendly match between Germany and France to go ahead.’


‘Bingo,’ I say. ‘Life went on, indeed. Mass closures may not necessarily engender calm and resilience. We did not shut down the London Underground after those bombs in 2005.’


‘Quite rightly so, too.’


‘I’ll have a word with the City of London Police as Old Billingsgate lies within their jurisdiction. Pick up King as soon as he arrives at Heathrow. I’ll have a chat with him, too.’


‘OK.’ Harold sounds surprised; he’s probably wondering why the Commissioner himself would bother interviewing King. 


‘Thanks, Harold.’


I terminate the call, cast an anguished glance outside the car. Lavish window displays featuring beautifully dressed mannequins are flashing by in a blur; we must be somewhere in Chelsea. Alexander King. The man’s name has plagued me for twenty goddamned years, much like the ghost of a perfect girl who has been haunting my dreams at night. I open my briefcase and pull out two items. The first is a newspaper clipping from the New York Times, dated 30 March 2030, which I have been carrying around for weeks:


Alexander King Honours Lifelong Muse
in Two Special Shows 
By Rachel Silverman


The great Alexander King has spent twenty years thinking about a beautiful woman. She has influenced every catwalk piece he has created, inspired every sell-out fashion show he’s staged around the globe. The only problem is: she has been dead for precisely that same length of time.


It all began when King saw a photograph of Maya von Meyer in a magazine he picked up in a dentist’s waiting room. The designer was so struck by her appearance, he got in contact at once. 


‘Maya came into my studio in London’s Shoreditch a week later,’ he says, eyes misting over during our interview in his shop on Fifth Avenue, a 500-piece Baccarat chandelier glittering above our heads. ‘That was back in those days when my workplace was located above a pawnshop and only contained three sewing machines and four mannequins. I was blown away by Maya’s beauty, the shimmering depths in her eyes, the way her rosebud mouth curved up at me in a beautiful smile. New ideas surged to mind, taking me by surprise. I draped a long piece of brocade over her shoulders – and began sketching. Over the following weeks, I existed in a joyous state of creative mania inspired by her presence.’


All the pieces King created during those weeks made an appearance in his first major show in London, ‘The Autumn of Virginia Woolf.’ The show proved such a hit, practically every A-list celebrity came knocking on King’s door, begging to be dressed by him. Within weeks, King had moved from his Shoreditch studio to a swanky shopfront in London’s Chelsea. Twelve actresses wore his evening gowns to the Oscars the following year, including the winner of the Best Actress award. Industry insiders say that King’s ascent within the fashion world has been the most seamless and meteoric of them all. His recent incorporation of smart technology, resulting in the first high-couture outfits that change color depending on the mood of their wearers, has been universally lauded. His conglomerate has also been consistently named as The Best Company to Work For in Fashion over the past two decades. 


And yet . . . the girl who inspired King’s stellar career was found dead in Oxford’s River Isis, weeks after they met. 


‘The police rang one morning to say they’d found Maya’s body in the river,’ says King, the nostalgic mist in his eyes giving way to stark anguish. ‘I was so shattered, it took me a couple of months before I could work again.’


It wasn’t clear if it was an accident or murder. Toxicology reports confirmed a high amount of fentanyl and Valium in von Meyer’s blood. The coroner returned an open verdict and the von Meyer case remains unsolved, twenty years later. The police, when contacted, confirmed no recent breakthroughs.


‘Maya told me before she died that she would love to walk on big runways in London and Manhattan,’ says King. ‘I can’t make this happen, but I can make the catwalks happen in her name.’


King’s commemorative plans are as bold as the creations he is famed for. This summer, he will be erecting two runways in Maya’s memory, both above water. One of them will be above the Hudson river, a stone’s throw from where Maya had lived briefly in New York City. The second will be above the River Thames, next to Old Billingsgate in the City of London. The shows will be held on two consecutive days in June and feature catwalk confections unlike anything King has ever created.


‘I’ve existed in a similar state of creative mania since I began this commemorative project,’ says King. ‘It’s as if Maya were standing in front of me, all over again. I’m planning two spectacular shows to remember her, my lifelong muse who has never stopped smiling down on me from the heavens.’


‘My Muse: Maya von Meyer’ will take place on June 7th 2030 in Manhattan and June 8th 2030 in London, by invitation only. A small number of tickets for the general public, starting at $1,430, will be made available at 14.30 (EST) on April 7th 2030 and are expected to sell out within minutes. All proceeds will go to charity. 


I transfer my gaze to the accompanying photo. It’s of a blonde girl holding a heart-shaped pillow, staring out of a bay window with her legs elegantly intertwined beneath her on the ledge. Her expression is enigmatically demure, heartbreakingly innocent. The sepia-tinted spectre of a perfect girl flits through my mind again, spreading sharp pain across my heart. I know precisely what it means to be haunted by a ghost from the past, to lose someone on an idealised pedestal. I need to get to the bottom of this case. I tear my gaze from the photo to the second item in my hand, a back-row ticket costing £2,860 (all other tickets had already been snapped up when I got to the front of the online queue). 


I sigh. I now know three things about Alexander King:


1. His show has just been bombed to high heaven in Manhattan.


2. Maya’s death has plagued him for most of his life.


3. Someone may be planning to kill him tonight.


As of this morning, I also know three things about myself:


1. My fiancée has just dropped a bombshell: she has packed up and left me all alone in London.


2. She’s upset about the girl who haunts me at night.


3. My phone thinks I have a 99.74 per cent chance of dying. 


I told myself it was a typo but . . .


I no longer think so.


 


 


 


The Los Angeles Times, June 19th 2031


Ban on Predictive Phone Apps


If the President has her way, predictions for the future might be a thing of the past


Washington DC & Los Angeles: The President is determined to push through legislation banning all forms of predictive apps because of growing evidence that these apps are detrimental to mental health.


‘I owe this intervention to my fellow Americans,’ she said at a White House press conference this morning. ‘Social media addiction is a recognized psychiatric illness; there’s now extensive evidence that predictive apps are equally detrimental to mental well-being.’ 


Recent papers in Nature and Science have pointed to a strong causal link between the launch of iPredict in August 2028 (followed by the emergence of a slew of rival apps) and the rise of depression and suicide rates in young Americans between the ages of 18 and 28.


News of government intervention has been welcomed by many. Nineteen-year-old Angelino Amanda Fields is one of them. She is currently seeking treatment at a tech-rehab clinic in Santa Monica, one of the estimated 15 million young Americans receiving psychiatric help for tech addiction. She blames her smartphone for propelling her along the dark road of mental anguish.


‘It all began when I logged on to iPredict two Augusts ago, on the first day they rolled out the app,’ she says. ‘I was mesmerized by my phone’s forecast for the next two days. When most of the predictions came true, I was hooked.’


But things soon spiraled downhill, she insists.


‘I became obsessive and superstitious,’ she says. ‘I began doing what the app said would happen, because I had a crazy irrational fear that I would upset the natural order of things if I didn’t. I even went out of my way to ensure its predictions came true.’


Terrible anxiety and depression soon followed. Things got so bad, she voluntarily entered a tech-rehab clinic in Santa Monica. One of the first things her psychiatrist did was take her smartphone away.


‘Digital cold turkey proved excruciating,’ she says. ‘I found myself reaching for my phone again and again, only to realize to my horror that it was no longer there. Yet things eventually turned around for the better. I now feel happier and liberated, more like a normal person. A girl in charge of her own life instead of being controlled by a machine.’ 


Spokespeople for iPredict have declined to comment. A spokeswoman for gPredict, iPredict’s largest competitor, says the company takes the mental health of its users very seriously.




Chapter Two


Viola


I’m mesmerised by the images on my television. The rich and famous of America are stumbling past the screen, shell-shocked and covered with soot and debris (I never dreamt I would see the editor of Vogue looking so dishevelled above her diamanté-encrusted cane). I guess these folks should count themselves lucky; most of them would be in body bags if the poor model had not frozen at the start of the catwalk. The camera is zooming in on the smoking remnants of the runway. Most of it has already been carried away by the Hudson river. What remains is a series of twisted steel pylons, concertinaed by the force of the blast. A forlorn pile of smoking wooden planks lie atop, torn apart and scattered like matchsticks. A rolling newsflash appears in a strip of red at the bottom of the screen: ‘Shares in Alexander King have fallen by 37 per cent since the London Stock Exchange opened this morning.’ The camera focuses back on the news-bot, a perfectly coiffured brunette avatar who looks both serious and stupid. 


‘The NYPD are treating the incident as a terrorist attack,’ she says in a half-monotonous voice. ‘They haven’t yet ruled out the involvement of religious fundamentalists.’


Something in the background catches my eye. I squint at the television screen. It’s an attractive blonde woman dressed in a slinky leopard-print dress with a high collar (very similar to mine). She’s sitting on the roadside kerb, inspecting her reflection in a powder compact and dabbing her nose with a dainty puff. The expression on her face is both haughty and dismissive. Why on earth would someone be powdering their nose, with the smouldering wreckage of a catwalk just yards away? Are fashion folk really as vacuous and ditzy as stereotypes suggest?


‘Mr King is currently on his way back to London,’ continues the news-bot. ‘He’s personally offering a reward of $500,000 for information leading to the conviction of the perpetrator.’


I wonder if Xander is still going ahead with tonight’s show, in view of what has happened in Manhattan. I should check if the poor boy is all right, offer a few words of comfort and commiseration. I pull out my personal smartphone, only to gasp. It has been on silent mode all morning . . . and there are three missed calls from Christian. He must have read my e-pigeon note by now. I have no idea what he wants to say; he’s probably either apologetic or angry. If he’s pissed off with me for packing up and leaving, I’m definitely not in the mood for another fight. 


With a sigh, I scroll past my other notifications. There is a missed call and accompanying message from Xander’s PA:


Hi Viola, I found an anonymous note in my handbag this morning (photograph of the note attached). I only ever leave my handbag unattended in the office, so it could have been someone at work. Xander once said you can do anything with software: might you be able to perform some computing magic to figure out who wrote this note? Please ring me back if you find any matches (I’m currently on my way to New Scotland Yard and hope to be done at around half eleven). Many thanks, Lucia. PS You’re still sure you aren’t coming tonight? Xander is determined for the second show to go ahead and really hopes to see you at Old Billingsgate.


I sigh. Xander has begged me multiple times to attend tonight’s show, to marvel at the catwalk creations I’ve helped him engineer. To his bafflement, I’ve said no, again and again. I guess he doesn’t understand why I’ve spent so many hours writing Vision for him (‘a nifty little fashion-design program that will fuck the fashion world long after I’m dead’, as he had once described my software with a sadistic-sounding chuckle), only to refuse to see the results on the runway. That said, I have my own mystifications, too. I don’t know why Xander wanted me to write Vision, or what he hopes to achieve with the software, and I’m curious to find out what people will think of the output. I’m also worried that the software will do what Xander predicted, that it will cause disruptive turmoil within the industry and maybe even a massive loss of jobs.


I sigh again.


Maybe . . . maybe I should tell Xander the real reason why I’ve been turning down his invitation: he’s dedicating the shows to Maya, and I simply can’t bear the thought of attending a show in her name because . . .


Because . . .


Morbid guilt floods my heart, curdling it. I shouldn’t be thinking about Maya. Even if torrid memories of what happened on the night she died have been knocking at the backdoor of my mind for years, threatening to overwhelm my heart and paralyse my soul. I know what it’s like to be incapacitated by guilt; I shouldn’t allow the mental torture to happen again . . . Hell, I should be concentrating on something else, something more important and immediate. Gritting my teeth, I tap Lucia’s attachment, causing an image to glimmer up on my screen. It’s a photograph of a small sheet of paper. I enlarge the image, squint at the words on the note. They say, in simple Arial type:


Xander is going to die at the London show in the same manner as his muse Maya did twenty years ago.


I sag back on the sofa, head spinning. In the same manner as his muse Maya? What on earth is the sender implying? 


Two possibilities barrel into my head, causing me to gasp. 


One: Maya’s body was found in the River Isis. Is someone suggesting that Xander will end up in the River Thames tonight? Two: The post-mortem report indicated that Maya was high on drugs when she died. Is someone planning to drug Xander before pushing him into the river? 


Alarm pricks me hard. Is this anonymous note for real, or is it just a sick prank? Was it written by the person who bombed Manhattan? I should run the note past IdentiKit, a simple linguistic-profiling program that matches sentence structure and word choice to people’s writings in the public domain. I’ll also put a filter on the scan, limiting my search to employees of Alexander King. 


I’m sure Lucia must have told Xander about the note by now. I wonder what he thinks of it. I tap out Xander’s number, only to hear a standard recorded message. Looks like he switched his phone off post-Manhattan. I should try again later. In the meantime, I have to deal with three massive problems. 


Problem One: I have no idea what I’m going to do about Christian and me . . . apart from remain here until I figure out a solution. Maybe I should do nothing. I shouldn’t speak to him before I know what I’m going to say. I can’t bear another fraught exchange, even if it’s over the phone. 


I take a deep breath, turn off my smartphone before putting it back into my pocket. Maybe I should keep the damned thing switched off for the rest of the day, only use my work phone and landline.


Problem Two: the attic’s a mess. Late yesterday night, I popped my head through to discover that some verminous squirrels had got in through an open window. They’ve managed to knock over a few piles of books, dig through an open box (probably in search of nesting materials) and scatter a bunch of loose papers on the floor. I’ve shut the window and restacked the books, but I haven’t yet finished clearing up the mess. I should head back up, inspect the attic more carefully in broad daylight, see if the squirrels have gnawed through any electric cables.


Problem Three has everything to do with my phone’s prediction for today, words which are still twisting sharp hooks in my mind. The app had said:


Predictions for TODAY (Friday 8 June 2030) and TOMORROW (Saturday 9 June 2030)


Am likely to enjoy an average sleep time of 10 hours (up from my weekly average of 7.5 hours) over the next two days. Am also likely to feel extremely nauseous and exhausted, as in previous days. Damian will probably call again, to find out how I’m getting on with CriminalX. Will give him my default answer: With luck, we should be able to take the software to the beta-testing phase soon. Am likely to do more work on the program, with the usual unsatisfactory results (Suggestion: Should work a bit harder on CriminalX, now that I have finished my project for Xander). Am likely to spend a few more hours tidying up the mess in the attic (Suggestion: Get someone to clean the cottage when I’m away).


Chance of spending at least six working hours on CriminalX: 100%


Chance of getting CriminalX to work satisfactorily: 9.45%


Chance of having another disagreement with Christian: 83.65%


Chance of being tempted by chocolate: 98.47%


Chance of having another katsu curry and pickled ginger takeaway: 43.47%


Chance of being pregnant: 79.74%


It’s the final line that still unsettles me, churns deep inside my gut. There’s no way I can be pregnant. I’m a geriatric forty-one. My period is only four days overdue. That said, I can’t remember when I last had a slightly overdue period (the data harvested by my period-monitoring app confirms as much). Yet iPredict is right about the extreme nausea and exhaustion, so far. I felt pretty shattered when I woke up this morning, despite sleeping for ten largely restless hours. The two fried eggs I ate for breakfast had disagreed violently with my insides and I ended up collapsing in a giant queasy heap on the sofa.


I stare down at my hands, still feeling a little nauseous. I must have caught stomach flu or a vomiting bug, probably from eating too many dodgy katsu curries. I can’t be pregnant. Though I did read on the BBC news website yesterday that those vegan-friendly compostable condoms Christian bought have just been recalled due to reliability concerns . . .


I surely can’t be pregnant. 


‘Home pregnancy tests can be purchased from most pharmacies,’ booms Alexa over the loudspeaker system, causing me to jump. 


Damn it, I must have voiced my last thought out loud.


‘Do you think I’m pregnant?’ I say.


‘Home pregnancy tests are a commonly used early-verification method,’ says Alexa. ‘Most claim to be at least ninety-nine per cent accurate.’


I love how Alexa dispenses percentages with solemn alacrity. I ought to be thinking clearly and logically, like her. I, out of all people, should know that all iPredictions ought to be taken with a pinch of salt. Each and every one of them. Predictions work because human beings are creatures of habit, either by force or by design. People love to repeat their actions because they prefer the snug, reassuring comfort of familiarity, because deviations from the norm are frightening. That’s why the future is a function of the past. iPredict has interpreted the data supplied by my smart yoga clothing (my heartbeat, blood pressure, temperature, pulse and propensity to sweat while vomiting), my recent supermarket bills and takeaway receipts (which demonstrate a recent preference for katsu curries, sour pickles and dark chocolate) as a sign of . . . 


. . . pregnancy. 


Hmm. Maybe I should buy a test kit, just to be sure . . . 


A second phone buzzes in my pocket, causing me to jump. Is Damian calling? Damn it, I already know what he’s going to say. 


*


I fish out the work phone. It’s an ancient Nokia that Damian sent a while back, insisting I use it whenever I wish to speak to him. I remember feeling extremely excited when I started freelancing for MI6, when I signed on the dotted line. I thought I would be issued with the latest gadgets, the fanciest cloak-and-dagger contraptions, the sort of stuff Bond would get from Q. Instead, all I’ve had from them is a crappy old phone the size of a brick. The name flashing up on the black-and-blue screen is indeed ‘Damian Everett’. I sigh as I tap the answer button. 


‘Morning, Damian,’ I say.


‘Morning, Vi. How are you today?’


‘Surviving,’ I say, bracing myself for what I know is coming next. 


‘Aren’t we all? I’m calling to find out how CriminalX is getting on. Made any headway over the past day?’


I grit my teeth. My smartphone has correctly predicted what Damian will say. It’s both annoying and unsettling. 


‘We should be able to move into beta-testing mode soon. Don’t you worry.’


‘I’ve heard this before.’


‘It’s true, unfortunately.’ I grimace at the receiver. ‘I’m almost there. But there are some things you can’t rush.’


‘We were hoping to input some data into CriminalX, to see what the software might come up with.’


‘What sort of data?’


‘An explosion happened in Manhattan yesterday night.’


‘You mean . . . the fashion show?’


‘Looks like you’ve heard the news. As you may also know, Alexander King is doing a second show in London tonight. I’m hoping CriminalX might reveal something useful, help us to find out if it was a terrorist job and if there’s a chance the bomber might strike again in London.’


‘But the software isn’t quite ready yet.’ 


‘So I gathered.’ He sighs over the line. ‘We need results soon, Vi. Like, really soon.’ 


‘I’ll keep plugging away.’


‘Otherwise we might have to redirect funding to something that actually works. I really had to fight for CriminalX’s budget, you know.’


I’m tempted to groan. Looks like Damian’s digital division doesn’t have endless funds, even if the man himself has endless clout (unlike me, he has come pretty far from the days we were both students in Edinburgh). The last thing I want is to lose funding for CriminalX, especially when I’m close to nailing it. 


An idea strikes me. 


‘Why don’t you send me the data anyway?’ I say. ‘I’ll feed it into what I have, see if the software comes up with anything sensible.’


‘Oh.’ He sounds surprised. ‘Sure, will do that straight away.’


‘Can’t promise anything, mind you.’


‘I understand. At least I can tell the folks breathing down my neck that we’ve done a trial run.’


‘Will keep you posted.’


‘Thanks, Vi.’


The line goes dead. I frown at the phone, before stuffing it into the pocket of my dressing gown. So iPredict has got it right again. No wonder there’s been lots of anguished debate in the media about the dangers of predictive apps. They’re getting scarily accurate and people are taking them way too seriously. Today’s prediction is most certainly causing havoc in my head and heart. I should stop thinking about the damned app, brew more coffee and process Damian’s data.


Before . . . heading over to the pharmacy. 


KitKat is sleeping on my work chair. I place my coffee mug down and scoop him up He opens one suspicious eye, scrunches his nose and whiskers, dozes off again. I settle down, placing the cat on my lap. I take a giant gulp from the mug, only to cringe as the coffee burns my tongue. The liquid tastes unusually astringent, even a little bitter (oh dear, is pregnancy responsible for this funny taste in my mouth?). I turn on my computer. A voice-dictated message from Damian is waiting for me, right at the top:


Hi Vi, here’s the data. We’ve obtained the guest lists of both catwalk shows, as well as the names of all backstage people (labelled BS) – models, photographers, dressers, hair & make-up artists, sound & lighting technicians, etc. There are thirty-five overlapping names, people involved in both shows. Maybe the algorithm should give a higher weightage to these folks. We also have the names of no-shows (labelled NS) – people who were invited but have RSVP’d to say that they can’t come. FYI: The Americans think it was an inside job, that someone backstage planted the bomb inside the handbag before the model went onto the catwalk. Would be great if you’re able to input all of these names into CriminalX and keep me posted on the outcome. It’s a perfect case study for the software – hope something useful comes up. Thanks, Dx.


PS I noticed you’re on the list, marked as a no-show. I know that you previously interned at Alexander King – but that was twenty years ago so we won’t hold that against you.


I wince at Damian’s final remark. The first problem with working for MI6 is that your employer knows everything about you and you can’t hide anything from them (not even your choicest warts). The second problem with working for MI6 is that you can’t tell people you work for them (not even your nearest and dearest). I wonder if my reluctance to discuss my recent commissions has baffled Christian as much as his furtiveness has frustrated me. Maybe mutual secrecy lies at the heart of the wedge between us.


I sigh as I scroll to the end of Damian’s message. There are two spreadsheets at the bottom, one labelled ‘Manhattan’, the other ‘London’. I click on the London file; there are 3,673 names on it. The Manhattan file, on the other hand, only has 1,492 names. Looks like Xander has planned a much bigger show tonight.


I turn on CriminalX and type in multiple lines of code to give a higher weightage to the thirty-five overlapping names, as Damian instructed. I take a deep breath and hit the final few keys. 


A small window flashes up. 


Select Crime, it says. 


I select MURDER from a drop-down list of options (the other options, so far, include RAPE, THEFT and FRAUD) and hit the enter button. 


Another window emerges, a grey-coloured one.


Input Data, it says.


I upload the two files. A third window appears. Processing Data, it says, also in pale grey. What a boring, bog-standard phrase. I remember cribbing that line from the previous software I had worked on. Maybe I’ll change the colour of the pop-up window to hot-pink and the phrase to Finding Your Criminals. Or maybe not. Damian will probably have a fit if I do. He has a fairly limited sense of humour. 


God, I hope he won’t cut my funding.


KitKat’s dribbling away on my lap. I scratch his ears and turn my gaze to the progress indicator at the bottom of the screen. The little white bar is thankfully crawling from left to right, but at sloth speed. Ninety seconds must have passed since I uploaded the first file; the progress is only 2 per cent. At the rate this bloody software is going, it will be Christmas before I get any results. Looks like several more lines of code are necessary to speed things up.
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