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‘If you have something really important, write it out and have it delivered by courier, the old-fashioned way … because I’ll tell you what: no computer is safe.’

Donald Trump

‘If you want to keep a secret, you must also hide it from yourself.’

George Orwell






Prologue

He grimaced and pinched his nostrils as he made his way up the dimly lit staircase towards a set of double doors.

The stale-smelling offices Lee Dalgleish was about to enter were located close to the banks of London’s river Thames and a stone’s throw away from the former Battersea Power Station. The heatwave was making the odour of stagnant water and damp crawling up the walls particularly putrid.

Two empty desks and a chair with a broken spine were the only pieces of furniture to be housed in this section of the building, alongside a bank of empty telephone sockets stretching the length of the floor and two broken television screens hanging lopsided from a wall. There was no indication to the untrained eye what else might be hidden under this roof.

‘Much of the government’s most important work isn’t carried out within the walls of Westminster or Downing Street,’ he had been informed the morning of his orientation, months earlier. ‘It’s in places like this. It’s all about hiding in plain sight.’

Dalgleish handed his canvas shoulder bag, mobile phone, wallet, tablet and coat to one of three security operatives before stepping through the full-body scanner. He had passed four other guards earlier, located at the entrance. And like the ones before him now, they too were armed.

Being scanned always gave him the jitters. It made no sense as he went through the same routine for every shift and he had done nothing that contravened the many rules governing him. He behaved in the same manner each time he approached the airport ticket desk or NOTHING TO DECLARE lane at Heathrow – like a man burdened by guilt. He opened his mouth as an electronic saliva reader glided across his tongue before a green light flashed.

‘You’re all clear,’ said the guard without a smile. She was a new face he didn’t recognise. Her delicate features, large, blue eyes and long lashes contradicted the muscular frame that rippled under her white shirt and body armour.

‘Thank you,’ he muttered, and quickly looked away, realising he had held her gaze for too long. Strong women, either physically or mentally, scared and aroused him in equal measure.

He held his hands shoulder height and pressed his fingerprints against a screen, then spoke as both biometric devices scoured his eyes and his voice patterns. Then a final set of metal doors ahead slid open.

The recently rebranded global heating was to blame for another hot, sticky March morning which left Dalgleish feeling irritable. He had kept the windows of his second-floor flat wide open but the adjacent nightclub must have overhauled its sound system because the thump, thump, thump of electronic beats was all he could hear for much of the evening. He had eventually managed to fall asleep with balls of toilet paper stuffed into his ears but slept through the alarm on his phone. Each time he missed a gym session – which was rare – it made him recall the bullied, overweight teenager he once had been and a mild anxiety spread through him. One workout wasn’t going to bring back the Dalgleish of old, he reminded himself. But he still vowed to go to a spin class no matter how late he finished work to make up for his morning absence.

He pushed his shoulders back and forth to release the building tension as he made his way to the unisex changing rooms. Under the watchful eye of another security operative, he stripped off all his clothing and placed the garments inside a metal container. Only then was he presented with his daily uniform: a fresh set, never been worn before. It was made of an undisclosed fabric with no pockets or hems to smuggle anything in or out. Underwear and socks were not permitted under this standard-issue T-shirt, trousers and sandals.

Once dressed, he made for his workstation inside a windowless, open-plan room. He counted forty or so people, each holding or operating tablets, wearing earpieces or VR headsets. Dozens of television screens were projected onto walls, each featuring separate locations but none of which included buildings or people – only roads, motorway bridges, the sky and stretches of water.

He tapped the shoulder of a man on a seat. He was fixated by a screen in front of him. ‘Oh hey, Lee,’ he responded and yawned. ‘Is it that time already?’

Dalgleish nodded. ‘Sure is. What have I missed?’

‘Same old,’ replied Irvine. ‘Nothing. No traffic route deviation, the power levels are still running about eighty per cent and tyre pressure is constant.’

‘Where are we heading today then?’

‘We should reach the M90 and Queensferry Crossing Bridge in a little over an hour, then up to Perth and Dundee before turning around and heading back through Scotland. By the time your shift comes to an end, we’ll be somewhere in the region of Newcastle.’

Irvine rose to his feet, removed his earpiece and smart glasses and dropped them both into an electronics shredder under his desk. ‘See you tomorrow,’ he said and tipped an imaginary hat.

Dalgleish took his seat and typed a seven-digit code into an aluminium security box he’d picked up on his entry. When the lid opened, he retrieved and slipped on a fresh pair of smart glasses and inserted a new earpiece. Then he removed a protein bar from his drawer and made himself comfortable.

The image he would be watching for the rest of the day was the same one he had watched each day of his employment. It was the empty cab of an autonomous articulated lorry. The corner of the screen revealed that the vehicle had been travelling for seventy-six consecutive days with no stops. It recharged its batteries using wireless energy from coils under roads and its tyres shed their skin like reptiles to reveal another set underneath. Travelling at a steady 55 mph, the lorry calculated and chose for itself the routes it would take. Dalgleish’s job was to ensure there was no threat to its security.

As he chewed on his bar, he checked the status reports sent to his computer from the cab’s central console to confirm Irvine’s update. Then he monitored the outside of the vehicle and its surroundings from a multitude of cameras attached to the sides, rear and undercarriage. The only section his security clearance made it impossible to oversee was inside the trailer.

To other road users, this articulated lorry was indistinguishable from any other on British roads. It was an unbranded, mass-manufactured driverless vehicle. The only difference was the cargo it carried. That was more important than anyone could ever imagine. Only a restricted number had a vague idea of what was hidden inside, including Dalgleish. Even fewer knew the precise details. He had signed countless Non-Disclosure Agreements and Official Secrets Act papers forbidding him from telling anyone what his job entailed.

He glanced in the direction of his other colleagues’ workstations. Most were doing the same as him, focusing on their own lorries. Two also kept their eyes on a solar-powered plane and a small team was dedicated to observing the deck of a cargo ship. It was loaded with containers and travelling on an infinite loop across the North Sea, alternating its direction to avoid storm tides and changes in barometric pressure.

With Dalgleish’s right eye returning to his own lorry, his left was getting up to speed with the day’s news as it appeared on the lens of his smart glasses. It had taken a couple of weeks for him to quietly perfect this type of multitasking but even now his eyes ached by the end of a working day. Viewing the same image day after day was, as he once told Irvine, ‘as boring as hell’. And quietly, he wondered how much more he could take before he begged to be removed from this surveillance detail and put on to something more challenging.

An hour passed and Dalgleish had moved on to his third Sudoku grid when an image on screen caught his attention. Something had flown past the lorry. It was fleeting and likely a large bird of prey, so he almost didn’t bother to rewind the footage. But he was duty bound to investigate everything.

He slipped off his glasses: playing it in slow motion made the image clearer. It wasn’t a bird, it was a drone. They were a regular occurrence in British skies and he had seen them fly past his lorry before. But after viewing this one from a dozen different camera angles, he realised it seemed more persistent than the others. It was as if it was following the lorry, keeping it within its sights. His stomach tightened. Something about this scenario was making him uncomfortable.

Dalgleish turned his head to look for his supervisor, Dominique, who sat at a desk in her office in the corner of the room. Nervously he approached and tapped on her door.

‘Dom,’ he said. ‘Sorry to bother you, but I think I might have a potential amber alert.’

She shut the lid of her laptop. ‘Why, what’s happening?’

By the time she reached his desk and they both focused on the screen, two more drones could be seen from the windscreen cameras. Rear and side cameras revealed it was surrounded by even more.

Dominique tapped her earpiece and spoke into it and within moments, they were joined by her three superiors. Dalgleish had caught glimpses of the two men and a woman entering other offices in the same building but had never conversed with them. He felt self-conscious as they huddled around his desk behind him.

‘Are everyone else’s vehicles safe?’ Dominique asked across the room and received a series of yeses.

‘Holy shit, what’s that?’ Dalgleish asked, his surprise making him forget the company he was in.

From the cab camera, a dark shadow was beginning to block the outside light. He switched to another device attached to the roof and rotated the lens so that it viewed above. What they saw was the underside of a helicopter, its rotating blades sweeping above it.

‘We’re under attack,’ one of Dominique’s superiors said, watching closely as three figures using ropes landed on the lorry’s roof. The shadow lifted as the helicopter moved up and out of sight. ‘They know what we’re transporting.’

‘How?’ asked Dalgleish but his question was ignored. ‘What should I do?’ he said instead.

‘You wait until I instruct you.’

The room fell silent as they watched the trespassers remove a cylindrical device from a backpack and clamp it to the trailer’s roof. They moved as if walking on the moon and Dalgleish assumed magnetic footwear was preventing them from losing their balance.

‘They’re not trying to hijack it, they’re going to steal from it while it’s still moving,’ Dominique exclaimed. Suddenly there was a cloud of smoke and a gap the size of a manhole cover appeared in the roof.

‘What’s the road’s status?’ a second nameless superior asked.

‘The lorry is on the M90 and about to join the Queensferry Crossing Bridge, approaching the first of the three towers that supports it,’ said Dalgleish.

‘And traffic?’

He scanned the motorway APR cameras. ‘Moderate, no delays.’

‘Collateral damage?’

Dominique scanned her tablet. ‘Low if we act now.’

Dalgleish could smell sweat beneath the aftershave of the man as he leaned across the desk and tapped furiously into the keyboard. A box appeared on a separate screen where he then inputted a long code before placing his fingerprint against it. A projection of a button appeared on the desk below. He turned to Dominique.

‘Are we in agreement?’ he asked. She looked to the screen just as the first assailant disappeared inside the hole in the roof.

‘Yes. Red alert,’ she replied.

They waited until the third figure entered before he pressed the button.

Flames and smoke shot out of the hole and the lorry began to veer left. It remained on the road and continued past the first bridge tower, gradually picking up pace until, at 78 mph, they watched in silence as it ploughed through the metal safety railings and plunged over the side of the bridge. More than 200 metres later, it was engulfed by the depths of the river Forth below.
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LOCATION:
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Dr Sadie Mann, Director of Psychiatric Evaluations
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██████ ██████ ██████, Ministry of Defence (MoD), Porton Down

██████ ██████, MI5

William Harris, HM Government’s Minister for Central Intelligence

NON-MEMBERS PRESENT:

Prime Minister Diane Cline

------------------------------------------------------------------------

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: For the benefit of the Prime Minister, who has not been privy to our meetings to date, I’d like to begin by summarising how we have arrived at where we are today.

PRIME MINISTER: But first, Edward, I would like it noted in the minutes of my displeasure at having only been made aware of the existence of this programme in the last twenty-four hours. Prior to this, I have been deliberately kept in the dark. I will therefore be launching an internal investigation as to how this came to be.

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: And you will have our full cooperation. But I hope that by the end of this meeting, you’ll have gained a greater understanding as to why it’s been kept under wraps. So, to summarise, two and a half years ago, an organisation made up of cyber criminals and widely referred to as the Hacking Collective infiltrated our burgeoning driverless vehicles network and reprogrammed hundreds to collide with one another. This malicious act of terrorism caused 5,120 deaths and injuries and was the single biggest loss of life on British soil since the Coronavirus pandemic of 2020. The Collective claimed the attack was an act of ‘ethical hacktivism’ and they claimed they had a moral responsibility to bring to the world’s attention our former Government’s unlawful interference in how autonomous vehicles made life-or-death decisions in the event of an accident. These actions were not, as we were led to believe, based on preserving the highest number of lives, but on social and economic factors. The more value a person was pre-judged to have in our society, the higher their chance of survival.

WILLIAM HARRIS: May I take this opportunity to clarify this was not the fault of the Government in its entirety, only certain participants. ██████████████████████████████████ have all been dealt with, the exception being the late Member of Parliament, Jack Larson.

PRIME MINISTER: His murder by the Hacking Collective was regrettable but not entirely unexpected given the leading role he played in organising that interference. But nobody deserves to be executed in a car bomb and have it live-streamed.

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: Indeed. Now it appears vehicular hacking was only the tip of the iceberg. Recently the Collective has taken a new approach – hacking countries in ransomware attacks. Turkey and Albania were first. By breaking into their 5G phone networks, they disabled government hardware and shut down everything from data control centres to traffic lights, emergency services and pay networks for shops and businesses. They also overloaded their smart grids leading to nationwide blackouts and sent their satellites spinning off course to burn up in the earth’s atmosphere. Both countries paid a ransom of tens of millions of bitcoins to return to operational status and restore damaged data. But that was loose change compared to what the Collective had planned next for Estonia and Romania. The latter have had all their sensitive information held to ransom, from weapons locations to federal reserves. And the collective threatened to make this and their state secrets public if they weren’t financially recompensed.

PRIME MINISTER: How did they gain access to this information?

███████ ███████, MI5: The countries concerned stored their sensitive information in data centres and bunkers like ours, which have extreme physical security. But these are static, immovable locations and were identified by their enemies. The collective managed to break encryption keys, and infiltrate the centres’ biometrics, interlocks and CCTV through both sites’ online cooling systems which had a lower level of protection. And once they had access, they located all the sensitive information they needed.

PRIME MINISTER: What is the current status of both countries?

███████ ███████ ███████, MoD: Satellite footage taken this morning reveals Estonia’s northern states have already been picked off by Russia and ground-source intelligence suggests the southern states appear ready to surrender. With no weapon codes to prevent invasions, Romania has paid in full. Its security and borders are intact, but it’s now bankrupt. This morning, Saudi Arabia came under attack. This is likely to become a global epidemic.

PRIME MINISTER: What is the threat level to the United Kingdom?

███████ ███████, MI5: Severe, which is one point below imminent.

WILLIAM HARRIS: We have invested billions in protecting ourselves both on the ground and online. Are you saying this was wasted money?

███████ ███████, MI5: No, but the risk is escalating. We have every available programmer, both in-house and outsourced, battling to ensure our servers remain impenetrable. But we are fighting a losing battle, Prime Minister. Quantum technology means that the enemy’s computers are tens of thousands of millions of times faster than many of our own, which makes breaking our encryption codes easier. The tech to defend ourselves isn’t moving as quickly as that built to attack us. It’s like running away from a machine gun that has a never-ending supply of bullets. Eventually, we are going to be hit.

PRIME MINISTER: So you’re telling me that the one and a half million men and women who lost their lives fighting for our freedom in two world wars died for nothing? Because it sounds to me like a hundred years later, an invisible, faceless enemy is about to rob us of everything that made us great.

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: They can’t if there’s no information to steal.

PRIME MINISTER: What are you suggesting?

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: Six months ago a decision was made to take our National Archives, both historical and current, offline.

PRIME MINISTER: By whom?

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: It has been part of an ongoing top-secret project that began before you came to power. It culminated in all our sensitive information being taken offline and put on the road. Seven articulated lorries, a plane and a cargo ship were used to take hard copies of everything we didn’t want made public on continuous journeys across the country, the air and sea. And for months, it was a success. Until yesterday, when a lorry was compromised and we were forced to abandon the programme.

PRIME MINISTER: What kind of information was being transported?

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: Everything that wasn’t needed on a daily basis or that wasn’t fluid. Before computers, they were filed in secret locations throughout London. Then they became stored electronically in datacentres hidden around the country, crammed with hard drives and processors. And that’s where they are again since the lorries were taken off the roads. But even though these locations are protected by military-standard physical security and Californian earthquake-resistance standards, these hackers will eventually find a way in. So, I’m suggesting a fresh approach into keeping our data offline.

PRIME MINISTER: More lorries? I can’t believe such a ludicrous idea was ever green-lit in the first place!

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: No, no more lorries. That was only a temporary measure while we were developing an alternative approach to keeping our classified information secure and impossible for outside sources to locate. All I ask is that when you learn of our idea, you try to keep an open mind. If I can direct your attention to the video screen ahead.

** EDWARD KARCZEWSKI has used an electronic keypad to turn on a screen **

PRIME MINISTER: Why are there dozens of random shapes, numbers and letters speeding around the screen?

EDWARD KARCZEWSKI: It’s how we are going to find the people we need to protect our country.
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CHAPTER 1

FLICK, LONDON

‘Oh, come on!’ Flick protested. ‘You’re living in cloud cuckoo land if you think you’re going to get that much for it.’

She shook her head as an estimated asking price of £445,000 appeared on the television screen. The sum delighted the young couple who’d renovated the formerly dilapidated bungalow. But not Flick. As a regular viewer of daytime television shows, she had become an armchair expert in anything property related.

Flick removed a cigarette from a packet lying on the coffee table and lit it with a disposable lighter. She flinched ever so slightly at the sound of the flame and the cigarette crackling to life. Then she took a long, deep drag until the smoke and heat blazed the back of her throat. The astronomical price of cigarettes meant she had promised to limit herself to a handful a day. However, it was only mid-morning and this was already her fourth.

The TV screen suddenly split into two, catching her off-guard, and an image appeared of someone outside her front door. Even with his head tilted downwards, facial recognition software recognised him as Theo, one of her brothers. She took another long drag and chose to ignore him. Twice he pressed the bell before shouting through the letter box.

‘I know you’re in. I can smell the smoke coming from under the door.’

Flick rolled her eyes. She didn’t want to be troubled by Theo or any other member of her family today. Or any day, in fact. But there was no point in pretending she wasn’t there. She was always there. She rolled the tip of her cigarette against the side of the ashtray to preserve the rest until later and picked up a can of air freshener to spray it around the room. She unlocked three bolts and two latches before typing a code into a pad. As the door opened, the youngest of her four brothers eyed her up and down.

‘You look like shit,’ he scoffed.

‘You’ve grown a beard,’ she replied. ‘You look like Grandad.’

‘It’s the same one I had the last time you saw me.’

Flick shrugged.

‘That’s how long it’s been since you’ve got off your lazy arse and bothered to come and see us.’

‘If this is a tough-love routine, then don’t waste your breath …’

‘No, this is a friendly dose of reality.’

Daylight was creeping in through a gap between the closed curtains. It highlighted a fine, smoky mist. Theo entered the flat and drew the curtains wide open and dragged his fingers across a coffee table. They left three clear lines between a layer of dust and the woodgrain. Even without the gesture, Flick knew he was judging her on the unwashed dishes, piles of dirty clothes spread across the kitchen floor, two bulging bin bags, a box of empty wine bottles and a full ashtray. She couldn’t criticise Theo for his negative assessment.

Like many of her failings, she blamed the mess on someone else. That Man. Only afterwards, when she had seen for the first time inside his flat courtesy of photographs uploaded online, did she question how she’d have coped with such fastidious tidiness. She figured the obsession with an organised home was likely born from the chaos of the rest of his life. A part of her recognised she’d had a lucky escape from who he really was. The other, smaller, part still retained belief that she might have been the one to have changed him.

‘I tried calling you at the restaurant because you never answer your mobile or respond to voicemails,’ Theo continued. Flick didn’t reply. She had an inkling of what was coming next. ‘So imagine my surprise when they told me you’d employed a manager to do your job because you’d taken time off for personal reasons. A year ago.’

Flick shrugged. ‘I’m on indefinite leave. So what?’

‘What personal reasons?’

‘The clue is in the word personal. People take work sabbaticals all the time.’

‘But you’ve taken a sabbatical from your whole life. You’re still pining over him, aren’t you?’

‘Who?’ she replied but they were both aware of who he meant.

‘You know this can’t continue, Felicity. Just because it didn’t work out doesn’t mean it won’t work out with somebody else.’

‘He was my Match,’ Flick replied.

‘You could’ve been one of those couples whose results were tampered with. That happened to thousands, didn’t it?’

‘We Matched after that happened,’ she said again, her tone firmer. Theo had no recourse.

Flick recalled with clarity the day an email informed her of her successful Match Your DNA pairing. Years earlier, scientists had discovered a gene that all humans possessed and was shared with just one other person. They could be of any sex, religion, age or location, but they were the one your DNA was genetically programmed to be with. Your soulmate. In the space of a few short years, it had become the most popular means by which couples came together, with 1.7 billion people registering their DNA through a simple mouth swab.

Flick’s email confirmation had arrived months after a malicious security breach in which thousands of couples had been falsely Matched, but it was already too late for Flick to meet him. He had been murdered.

She had only just started coming to terms with his death when she learned who he really was and it had left her hollow.

Theo flitted around the lounge, tidying up papers, throwing away empty crisp packets and sweet wrappers and collecting castaway clothes. ‘I’m trying to help you, sis,’ he continued. ‘It’s not just me who’s worried about you, it’s Mum and Dad and the rest of the family. You didn’t even come to Gran and Grandad’s sixtieth anniversary party.’

Flick spat out a laugh. ‘Yes, that’s just what I need, isn’t it? To be surrounded by people reminding me that no one is ever going to love me enough to be by my side sixty years from now.’

Theo muttered something under his breath and began throwing clothes into the washing machine. ‘Hey,’ Flick protested, ‘leave them. They need to be colour separated.’

‘Right, because separating colours is a priority for you in this pigsty, isn’t it?’

‘I said leave them,’ she snapped, but Theo ignored her and opened up the machine’s drawer, pulling out an empty washing cartridge.

‘Where do you keep the spares?’

‘Theo, I’m telling you, leave my stuff alone.’

When he began rifling through her kitchen cupboards, Flick stopped holding back. She marched over to him, grabbing his arm. Despite being slighter and smaller than her brother, she twisted it behind his back and frogmarched him towards the door.

‘For fuck’s sake!’ Theo yelled. ‘I want to help you.’

‘I didn’t ask for it, and I don’t want it,’ she barked and opened the door, only releasing her grip once he was across the threshold.

‘I’m telling you this as your brother and as your friend,’ he continued, shaking the ache from his limb. ‘Match or no Match, he’s not worth throwing it all away for.’

Flick wiped her brimming eyes with the cuffs of her jumper. And with the saddest smile she had ever mustered, she closed the door on him.

She threw herself back onto the sofa, aware that everything Theo had said was correct, with the exception of her finding love again. That much she assumed to be impossible; her opportunity had been torn from her. She would have done anything to return to the days when she’d wake up each morning wondering if the email would arrive announcing her Match had been found. Because back then, there was hope. Now there was none.

Flick tapped away the burned strands of tobacco and relit her cigarette, then turned over the TV station to a rolling news channel. ‘An exhibition by an anonymous artist is already causing controversy ahead of its premiere tonight,’ the newsreader began. ‘The installation has been inspired by the murder of twenty-nine women by a serial killer in London three years ago and which led to one of the biggest manhunts the country has ever seen.’

‘Pause TV,’ she shouted, her heartbeat amplified. She needed a moment to steel herself. There had been no avoiding the story of the killer who had plagued the capital, murdering random women before his campaign of terror came to a sudden halt.

‘Play TV,’ she said and the news channel cut from the studio to an art gallery containing painted portraits of every corpse, some gruesomely bloodied. The detail turned her stomach.

‘The artist, who has not been named, claims the portraits are a tribute to the victims and that they are not exploiting the murders. However, victims’ relatives disagree and have hit out at the exhibition, claiming it is in “poor taste” and calling for it to be banned.’

‘TV off,’ Flick said and the room fell silent. She made her way to the Juliet balcony and opened the double doors. It had been days since she had last set foot outside and the rush of air against her skin almost took her breath away.

All she wanted was to forget about that whole dreadful period of her life. But it was easier said than done. Only last night, it had been victim number thirteen who’d revisited her: Kelly, a young waitress with a nose piercing who she’d employed at the restaurant a month before her death.

It was only weeks later that Flick Kennedy learned that the man responsible for the killings was Christopher Bailey, the man who her DNA dictated was the love of her life.




CHAPTER 2

CHARLIE, PORTSMOUTH

Charlie made his way through the pub’s beer garden, one hand clutching his pint glass and the other carrying bags of kale crisps and nuts. He eased his way through the expanding crowd, careful not to spill his drink until he reached the wooden table with benches and a ‘reserved’ sign in the centre of it.

England’s World Cup qualifying football match against arch-rivals Germany meant the outdoor space was much busier than usual for a regular weeknight. A loss for England would result in failure to qualify for next year’s tournament, so the game was make-or-break. His surroundings were familiar. Since reaching the legal drinking age Charlie and his friends had chosen the Wig & Pen as their haunt for all important fixtures and the custom was to continue tonight.

He took a seat and the first sip of his lager, then glanced at his watch. There were fifteen minutes left before kick-off. His eyes switched to the giant wall projection. Celebrity football pundits were offering their predictions but it was hard to hear them against the chatter of the pub crowd.

‘Are these seats taken?’ a voice asked sharply. The clearly irritated man was standing with a group of friends. Charlie’s face reddened at their attention.

‘Yes, sorry,’ he muttered apologetically. The man looked as if he was ready to argue but changed his mind, turned his back on Charlie and mumbled something incomprehensible.

Charlie conceded he too would’ve been irritated had he been on his feet while somebody else hogged seven empty seats. That he had paid to reserve them weeks ago did little to prevent him from feeling awkward.

Tonight meant more to Charlie than anyone in the pub could know. It had been two and a half years since the seven friends had last been in one place together. He thought back to Terry Stelfox’s wedding and how it had marked the beginning of the end of friendships formed at infants’ school. Charlie had naively assumed that when attending different universities hadn’t come between them, nothing would. But he hadn’t considered Match Your DNA. One by one, his friends found the women – and for one, the man – who they were biologically designed for. However, Charlie was the exception. His Match had yet to make themselves known. And he had never envisaged feeling so alone by his mid-twenties.

He glanced towards the wall projection again. It was now four minutes until kick-off. He had finished off his snacks and begun chewing his fingernails, biting too deeply and causing an intermittent throb. He removed an anti-anxiety transdermal patch from his pocket, no larger than a pea, and attached the adhesive side to his forearm.

Charlie took his mind off waiting for the chemicals to absorb and make their way towards his brain by inserting an ear bud and listening to the recorded messages on his phone.

The first was from Travis. ‘Sorry, mate, not going to be able to make it. The twins were being little buggers today and Lisa’s frazzled so she’s gone to bed. See you soon, yeah?’

The next was from Stelfox. ‘Is that tonight? Shit, sorry, Charlie, I’ve got dinner with the in-laws.’ The excuses from the others followed a similar path.

Charlie remained in his seat as a cheer rang out around the garden when the England squad appeared onscreen and a chorus of ‘God Save the King’ rang out across the pub. The teams assumed their positions and the referee’s whistle signalled the start of play. But after only a few minutes, Charlie knew he wouldn’t enjoy the game on his own. He downed his pint and made his way to the exit.

‘Those seats free now, Billy no-mates?’ sneered the man who’d confronted him earlier. A humiliated Charlie wanted to retaliate but the empty seats didn’t lie. The stranger had summed him up with brutal accuracy.

Outside in the street, Charlie used an app to choose the delivery of a random dish from his favourite Chinese takeaway. Then he removed his bike lock and cycled the fifteen-minute journey home. The drone that had delivered the meal-for-one to his doorstep was already returning to the restaurant by the time he arrived.

Inside, he removed the lids from the foil cartons and placed the food on a table without plating it up first. Then he loosened his belt by a couple of notches. His weight gain had been slow and steady since they’d all stopped playing Sunday-morning league football. He missed the camaraderie, of heading out into town the night before, waking up with a hangover from hell early the next morning, before playing a match and then sharing a Sunday roast at a pub afterwards. It made him feel as if he belonged.

As Charlie tucked into his meal, he recalled a conversation in which he’d learned of a shift in their relationships. Stelfox had let slip that some of the group came together with their wives and girlfriends for dinner parties and for kids’ play dates. Charlie hadn’t been invited because they assumed “family stuff isn’t your cup of tea”. He nodded his agreement but quietly; “family stuff” was everything he craved.

Tonight, those feelings of rejection were returning in earnest. He wondered what might have happened had he taken the lead and removed himself from their group and simply stopped contacting them. When would they have noticed they hadn’t seen him around for a while? Would it have taken days, weeks or months? Or would he have simply faded into their backgrounds until they’d forgotten about him completely?

More than anything else in the world, Charlie wished he had done just that and not desperately clung on to old times like he had with the two-year-old recorded messages he’d listened to in the pub. His friends were never going to join him because his behaviour had destroyed everything. He stuck another anxiety patch to his arm, and then a third.

He picked up his tablet and directed his attention towards conspiracy-theory websites and message boards that he’d grown obsessed with. Previously, he’d never given credence to wild theories about anything to do with UFOs, assassinated leaders or missing weapons of mass destruction. He’d assumed they were the madcap notions of crackpots with little better to do than formulate outlandish theories using flimsy evidence to support their arguments.

But because once he’d immersed himself amongst them searching for an explanation for the day that changed his life, he understood he shared a common goal with those ‘crackpots’. They were all searching for the truth in a world where authenticity lay buried under a constant stream of misinformation and deception. Soon, Charlie was visiting the websites multiple times daily, continuing the narrative with opinions of his own.

He refused to accept the government’s official version of events and the hushed-up investigation that followed. Meanwhile, his own guilt for the role he played continued to wrap itself around him like wild ivy, its roots constantly threatening to choke him. It was responsible for his constant anxiety, his estrangement from his family and the dark cloud forever hovering above him.

Before he clicked on a link to another familiar forum, an advertisement caught his eye.


Click here to start your life again. Less than one per cent of the British population can solve this puzzle. Can you?


Almost immediately, he recognised a shape and words hidden amongst the random letters, shadows and silhouettes. Perhaps it was his basic knowledge of computer coding or his number-form synaesthesia that allowed digits to appear in his mind like mental maps. ‘It can’t be as easy as that,’ he muttered, but set to work anyway, using his finger to move shapes and objects around the screen until it all made sense.

It was a brief distraction from dwelling upon the faces of the people he had helped to kill.




CHAPTER 3

SINÉAD, BRISTOL

‘Is that what you’re wearing tonight?’ asked Daniel. His voice startled her; Sinéad was lost in thought as she attached a second band of false eyelashes onto the first. She hadn’t noticed him in the reflection of the bedroom mirror.

‘Yes,’ she replied, and patted out a minor crease in the sleeve of her yellow dress. ‘Why?’

Her husband was standing by the doorway in his fitted dinner jacket, white shirt and black bow tie. Light bounced from the tips of his polished Oxford shoes. He was every bit as handsome as the day she first saw him in his online profile. Yet the sight of him made her skin prickle.

‘I thought we agreed you were going to wear the purple one?’ he continued. There was disappointment in his tone.

‘Did we?’

Sinéad had spent days trying to settle on the best outfit for Daniel’s company party and thought she had chosen something they both liked. Back when she purchased clothes without first seeking his approval, this dress wouldn’t have reached her online shopping basket. The hem was within touching distance of her ankles and the sleeves covered her wrists making her feel shapeless and frumpy. But Daniel was so enthusiastic about his gift when he’d given it to her that she didn’t want to upset him by admitting she didn’t like it.

‘Don’t you think this yellow one’s more suitable for an Easter party?’ Sinéad asked.

‘Perhaps when you first bought it, but not so much now.’

She turned to face him. ‘Why?’

‘Well, it’s a bit, you know …’

‘You know?’

‘Babe, don’t back me into a corner. It’s unfair.’

‘Go on.’

Daniel sighed. ‘Clingy. It’s a bit clingy in the wrong places.’

‘Do you think I’ve put on weight?’

‘No, no, no, of course not. But I know what you’re like, you’ll start comparing yourself to the other wives and girlfriends tonight.’

‘You think I’ve let myself go,’ she said flatly.

Daniel rolled his eyes. ‘No, now you’re putting words in my mouth. I’m just saying … I don’t know … well, how many times have you been to the gym recently? I bought you a twelve-month membership and personal training sessions but you’ve only been twice.’

‘Have you been checking up on me?’

‘I ran into Miguel in the changing rooms and he said he hadn’t heard from you after the second session.’

‘I’ve been busy.’

‘So why did you ask me to hire him then?’

‘I … I didn’t,’ Sinéad stuttered. ‘You suggested I needed toning.’

‘No, you asked if you could do with firming up. Think about it, why would you ask me a question about your appearance if you didn’t want me to help with your weight problem? You know that I’m a fixer, I’ll do anything for you. When you tell me you’re feeling unattractive, of course I’m going to read between the lines and help.’ He shook his head. ‘Sometimes it worries me how much you misremember our conversations.’

Sinéad didn’t recall telling him that she’d felt unattractive. But Daniel was correct when he said he was a fixer. He solved her problems, even ones she didn’t know that she had.

‘Now why don’t you slip out of that dress and put on something that fits you better, like the purple one? Do you want me to pick your accessories too?’

‘Okay,’ Sinéad replied, defeated. She turned to look at her reflection again in the mirror. Perhaps Daniel was right. As he’d told her many times before, she was a work in progress and he always had her best interests at heart.

He kissed the back of her neck as she checked that her false eyelashes were attached properly. I’m lucky to have him, she reminded herself. Plenty of men would have left me after what happened.

But something snagged in the back of Sinéad’s throat. She barely felt it, but it was there.

Strings of white fairy lights hung from exposed wooden beams inside the converted barn. Cascades of white roses covered a wall, mirrored by flowers inside metre-tall vases on circular tables.

An army of coordinated waiters and waitresses carried desserts on trays to each of the two dozen tables surrounding the dancefloor. Sinéad glanced at the brightly coloured dish about to be placed in front of her, then at Daniel, and politely declined. The four courses preceding it had been delicious and had he been absent, she’d have happily devoured every morsel. Tonight, she made sure to leave a third of each plateful untouched, in case Daniel was calorie counting on her behalf.

She’d been subdued for much of the car journey from their apartment to the country hotel. It wasn’t until Daniel suggested it that she’d worried just how glamorous the partners of his digital media colleagues were going to look. After a previous function Daniel had casually suggested she might benefit from facial fillers, pointing out that the only thing her once expressive face was now conveying was tiredness. He even made the clinic appointments on her behalf.

Each table contained an electronic device that enabled guests to pick songs from an expansive list to play through the automated DJ system. Joanna, the wife of one of Daniel’s team, who she’d met several times before, was sitting next to Sinéad and passed her the gadget.

‘Do you want my help?’ asked Daniel.

‘Why?’ Sinéad replied. She interpreted his look to mean You know why. ‘I was going to choose something by Ed Sheeran,’ she continued. ‘I loved his songs when I was at college.’

‘Really?’ Daniel chuckled. ‘I don’t think anyone else wants to hear him—’

‘He was quite popular in his day,’ interrupted Joanna.

‘You’ll have to excuse my wife,’ Daniel said apologetically. ‘She’s not very good when it comes to judging the mood of a room.’ Sinéad’s eyes sank to the table like a scolded dog. ‘She only listens to songs past their sell-by date. And nobody wants to keep something that’s past its sell-by date, do they?’

He draped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer for a hug. Sinéad rarely enjoyed the guitar-heavy songs Daniel favoured but he had an encyclopaedic knowledge of music and therefore, he assured her, a better taste. But his music brought with it dark colours and she’d been surrounded by enough of those to last a lifetime.

She’d attempted to explain to him several times what she saw when she heard music, how notes unintentionally evoked colours in her mind’s eye. She told him it was no different to him listening to a familiar song and it reminding him of a special moment in time. ‘Back in the day, you’d have been put in an institution for admitting things like that,’ he sniffed. She hadn’t mentioned it again.

‘How’s your apartment coming along?’ asked Joanna. ‘You were renovating it when I last saw you.’

‘Just cosmetic things like painting and wallpapering,’ said Sinéad. Her mind flashed to one room in particular. One that she couldn’t bring herself to enter no matter what the decor.

‘I love moving house and starting afresh,’ Joanna continued. ‘It drives Tim mad but I’m never happier than when I’m in the middle of a redesign.’

‘Daniel makes our decorating decisions. He’s quite specific with his taste.’

‘You surprise me.’ Joanna curled her top lip as if a sour taste had crept up her throat and into her mouth. That and the tone in which she said it took Sinéad by surprise. Everyone who knew Daniel seemed to adore him. They were drawn to his enthusiasm and determination. He possessed an ability to talk people around to his way of thinking. It had been part of his appeal in their early days together. It was rare to find someone who didn’t like him.

A waiter appeared and Daniel signalled for his attention. ‘I’ll have a rum and coke. Joanna?’

‘A red wine, please.’

‘I’ll have a gin and tonic,’ said Sinéad.

‘Perhaps it’s best if you stick with the soft drinks, now?’

‘It’s my song,’ said Joanna as the opening bars of an Amy Winehouse track played. ‘Do you remember her?’ Sinéad nodded – Amy was a favourite of her late mum’s. ‘Come on then,’ continued Joanna. ‘Let’s relive our youth.’ She grabbed at Sinéad’s arm and as they stood up, Sinéad caught a glimpse of her husband. His disapproving expression marred her enjoyment of the moment. She felt self-conscious with each twist of her arm or move of her foot. She couldn’t wait for the song to finish but as she hurried back to Daniel, he blanked her and walked towards the bathroom. Sinéad felt Joanna’s hand on her arm again as she reached the table.

‘You don’t have to put up with this shit,’ she hissed.

‘With what?’

‘You know what. You are not the idiot he wants everyone to think you are. I’m sorry if I’m stepping over the mark but I can’t hold my tongue any longer. Every time I see you together at one of these functions, he behaves in the same patronising manner and it really pisses me off. Daniel belittles you in front of everyone at every given opportunity. Over the years I’ve watched you transform from this warm, confident woman into someone who processes everything she thinks before she says it in case her husband doesn’t approve. He is a bully and you are not yourself when he is around. You yearn for something more; I can see it in your face. You just don’t know how to find it. There is more to you than what he allows you to have.’

Sinéad opened her mouth, ready to defend herself and her husband; to explain how Joanna didn’t know the real Daniel; how he’d remained by her side through the single worst moment of her life. And for that she owed him everything. Yes, sometimes his words were cruel but that was just his way. He didn’t mean it. He wanted the best for her. But for the first time in their relationship, she couldn’t bring herself to defend him.

‘There is a life to be had away from your husband,’ Joanna continued. ‘And you need to find it because mark my words, if you don’t, he will grind you down to nothing. It’s not too late to start again.’




CHAPTER 4

EMILIA

Emilia’s body convulsed as if someone had plunged something sharp and electrified into the crown of her head. Her eye sockets pulsed as she arched her back, threw her head to one side and tried to emit a scream. But her throat was too hoarse to make a sound.

She attempted to lift her arms to protect herself from whoever was hurting her but they were too weak to move and flopped by her side. It felt to her fingertips like she was lying between the sheets of a bed. She unpeeled her eyelids; they were bone dry and the bright lights made everything surrounding her dazzle and blur. Only when she opened and closed them in rapid succession did they moisten.

When the room started coming into focus, Emilia realised she was alone. Nobody was attacking her despite the excruciating pain she’d felt. Her arms were weak so it took several attempts for her hands to reach the top of her head where she’d felt the initial throb. There was nothing attached to it, no wires or electrical current. Had she imagined the electrocution? Because it had felt so real.

Overcome by an urgency to pull herself around, Emilia began pushing her body up the bed, centimetre by centimetre, her feeble wrists tingling with pins and needles. When she reached close to a ninety-degree angle, she clenched and unclenched her fists, trying to encourage the blood to circulate and help her regain feeling. Her fingers trembled as she reached for a clear bottle on a bedside table. She drew it to her nose, sniffed it then sipped the water until her thirst was quenched and her voice progressed from a croak into something audible.

Her mind raced as she cast her gaze across the unfamiliar surroundings. Where the hell am I? How have I ended up in here? What is this place? Do I even know my own name? ‘Emilia,’ she said in a husky voice.

A new, all-consuming fear spread through her when she realised this was the only thing she knew for certain about herself.

Emilia moved to feel the gap under the bed: there was enough space for her to slide beneath it and hide if necessary. She caught herself as she felt the urge to search for something to use as a weapon to defend herself. Why do I feel threatened? She had no answer, it was just her intuition warning her she was in trouble and that’s all she could rely on.

Her accommodation resembled a private hospital room yet there was none of the equipment she might expect to find in one. There were no seats for visitors. A single monitor sat on a table in the corner of the room, the screen facing in the opposite direction. Translucent patches were stuck to various sections of her arms, legs and torso under her grey hoodie and jogging bottoms. She felt around for wounds, bandages or laparoscopic incisions but there were none to be found, indicating she had not been operated upon.

Have I been in a coma? Her mind raced with possibilities. She remained convinced about just one thing: something about that place was a threat to her safety and she must leave immediately. But when she tried to recall where home was, she drew a blank. Likewise, when she tried recalling what it looked like, who she might share it with, or her career, her family, her friends and her interests, there was nothing. It frightened her more than the room itself.

She calculated that it would take twelve footsteps to reach the door. Slowly, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and placed her bare feet onto a tiled floor. The sound of whispers took her by surprise and she turned her head but she was definitely alone in the room. She must have imagined it.

A heel brushed against an object and she picked up a pair of black trainers. The soles were discoloured, indicating they’d been worn. Why would a coma patient need footwear? She slipped them on – they were her size – and discovered she could walk, albeit shakily. She made her way across the room and to the monitor to see if it might shed any light on her circumstances.

There was no keyboard attached, so she touched a couple of the screen’s icons to make it operable. It contained live footage of her empty bed. Instinctively, she knew how to operate it, pressing more onscreen controls until a timeline appeared. She rewound it, stopping moments before she awoke. Then she watched herself, lying on her bed, eyes and mouth wide open, motionless and zombie-like. The footage chilled her. What happened to me and who’s been watching?

Emilia rewound a further twelve hours before she saw two men in white porters’ uniforms helping her to her feet. She watched herself shuffle towards the door as if sleepwalking, both men propping her up. Her attention was drawn to her own face: her emotionless expression, her deadened eyes. Then upon her return later, they sat her on the bed, one spoonfeeding her from a plastic bowl while the other flattened her crumpled bedcover. They helped her back under the sheets and left her alone, her expression as blank as when they arrived.

She jabbed at other icons until the screen split into four sections. Each one contained a different person – two men and two women – sitting in a chair by a desk in a sparse room, seemingly unaware they were being filmed.

Emilia’s urge to escape intensified and she made her way to a frosted glass door with no handle. She hesitated when she spotted a touchpad attached to the wall. She went to place her hand upon it, then hesitated. Again, fuelled by instinct, she unclipped the front and found an emergency keypad hidden beneath it. She typed in a series of letters and numbers, timing the gaps as she input them. She held her breath until a green light flashed and to her relief, the door opened. Emilia clenched her fists and hurried away.

Her door led to a series of corridors illuminated by movement sensors. She silently padded from one to another, terrified of being heard and confronted. Emilia didn’t question how she knew where she was going, only that something was pushing her in a certain direction. She had little choice but to trust her instincts. More whispers and muffled voices seeped out from behind closed doors, but whomever they were coming from remained out of sight.

She used the same series of letters and numbers to gain access to eight more doors leading into eight corridors until she approached a door that was slightly ajar. Inside a room were dozens of metal lockers, a handful of them open with some containing clothing. She rummaged around until she found a jacket that fitted her and a pair of dark blue jeans. From there, she returned to the corridor and made her way into another room and a metal staircase which led to the building’s basement. Behind a tenth door lay a dark, cylindrical brick tunnel. Emilia was hesitant; she couldn’t see much further than her own outstretched hand. But she was convinced this was her only way out.

She pushed her way forward, her heart thrumming and fingertips leading the way along the exposed brick walls, until the door behind her slammed shut, startling her. Now she was in pitch black. Footstep by footstep, she inched her way along until her feet began sloshing through cold water. Its odour was stale, but to her relief it emitted no sewer-like stench.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, something came into view ahead of her, the size no larger than a pea. It was natural light. Emilia picked up her pace and hurried through the water; the legs of her jeans were now soaking wet, but she didn’t care. Eventually, she reached a metal gate at the end of the tunnel. She pushed to open it, but it was locked. Fumbling around the surrounding walls, she located a keyboard under a clump of moss and typed one last code before it unlocked and she pushed her way through it. She was free.

Emilia paused to survey this new environment. It was a public park with mown lawns, woodland and ponds. Looming skyscrapers and historic buildings surrounded it. She hazarded a guess that she was in London. However, instead of the relief that freedom brought, she was still every bit as scared as when she’d first awoken. She remained a prisoner of all that she didn’t know.

She began to walk in the direction of a built-up area. And for a moment, the assault on her senses threatened to overtake her. She held her hands over her ears to block out the noise of vehicles and machinery and squinted as she
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