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Chapter 1

There is a moment for women – no more cacophonous than a petal falling from a dying flower – when good intentions have cost them their life, and they know it. That moment, so brief it would barely register on any clock, stretches long into the coming void.

Chloe Martin, stuck in her moment of eternal regret, stared at the foot separating her door from its frame as time stood still. You never knew when it was your turn, she thought. How could her day, her boring, run-of-the-mill day, have come to this? Where were the signs from the universe? Where was the sense of impending doom? It didn’t matter, now, that she always carried a rape alarm in her handbag, and it didn’t matter that she never walked home alone in the dark. It didn’t matter that she always put a lid over her drinks to prevent spiking, or that she never engaged in online dating. Because now she was in the thick of it, facing a shadowy figure at her door who had knocked and cried out for help, and she had rushed there so fast, so worried for the safety of a stranger, that she had failed to engage the chain.

‘Are you okay?’ she’d called out. ‘What’s happened? Do you need an ambulance?’

The foot, encased in a brown leather boot, was in her door before she’d seen the face beneath the hood. The darkness had shielded her assailant between a line of trees and her flat, the road beyond so near and yet so far. Too late, she realised that her exterior light wasn’t working. She didn’t need to look up to know that it had been smashed. Now that her adrenaline was flowing, she was able to put two and two together and come up with precisely four, no trouble at all. This was no random attack. Whoever the owner of the boot was, they surely knew that she lived alone. And they’d known to wait until after dark. 

Perhaps they even knew that she had been brought up to provide assistance when asked. To reply when someone spoke to her. To smile politely and walk away demurely when men cat-called her on the street. Not to reduce herself to the level of men who were crude in social situations. Not to slap the hands that touched her on the crowded tube, only to remove herself from the area. 

The burden was on her, as it always had been on women. Not to wear provocative clothes. Not to make bad choices. Not to encourage or put herself in danger. And she hadn’t. She hadn’t. She just fucking well hadn’t. And yet danger, mortal danger she suspected, had come looking for her just the same. Now she was opening her mouth to scream because it was only 9 p.m. and there should still be plenty of people awake to hear her, but there was a fist heading for her face and she couldn’t let the door go and run because then the owner of the fist would have free rein to enter and she wouldn’t stand a chance, and she couldn’t slam the door shut because they were already pushing on it and—

The fist smashed into Chloe’s mouth and seemed to stay there as her uninvited guest walked forwards into her apartment, pulling away only when he kicked the door shut. Chloe’s hand went to her mouth and came away grainy with spiky shards of teeth, and the pain from that hadn’t even begun to register when her attacker grabbed her arm and pulled her forward so she landed on her knees, and, Jesus, she was seeing flashing lights and hearing blood pulsing through her head, and—

Chloe vomited. The fight erupted out of her and washed the formerly immaculate hardwood floor with stinking, blood-streaked bile, splashing up the side of still-rolled birthday paper that she’d bought earlier that day. It was – had been, anyway – white with tiny gold stars and little pink hearts on it. The gift destined to be lovingly wrapped therein sat next to it, still in the bag. She had time to hope as the boots approached, that if the worst happened, her sister would find that bag and know that the giggling squirrel soft toy was destined for Chloe’s soon to be three-year-old-niece, Vivienne. Ridiculously, she was relieved that she had already bought the batteries for it, currently in the same bag, because it felt mean to give a gift to a child without ensuring the batteries were included. Her niece loved squirrels. Chloe tried to take her to the nearby park every weekend. They would run around, squirrel (her niece pronounced it ‘squirl’) hunting, until it was too dusky or gloomy or rainy to see into the trees any more, and time for hot chocolate and teacakes. 

The man who had violated her home, and her face, grabbed her by the hair. Chloe reached out to the plastic bag, as if touching it once more, holding onto it, could break her out of this nightmare realm and into the reality in which she was supposed to exist, where she got to meet the man of her dreams and play in the park day after day with her own giggling girl, showering her with plush squirrels and soft maternal kisses. As she was being dragged along her hallway to the back of the apartment, the bag slipped from her reach. The tears Chloe cried were for what she believed was about to happen, not just to her, but to the people who loved her.

He said no words as Chloe’s legs free-wheeled in the air trying to gain traction on the terracotta tiles, slapping and scratching the hand that gripped her messy bun, ripping tufts of hair from her head as they went. Much as she wanted to scream, breathing was her priority. The pain in her bile-coated mouth and sheer bloody panic combined to make the world’s most toxic gobstopper.

He kicked her bedroom door fully open, and Chloe wished, desperately, that he would say something – anything – and it occurred to her that she had never before in her stupid life wanted to hear the words, ‘If you do what I tell you, if you let me do what I want, I promise I won’t kill you.’ Two minutes ago, she’d have thought the idea of being grateful for such a threat was insanity. Now, nothing else mattered.

‘Pl—’ Her lips managed to form the right shape to emit the single syllable before the monster grabbed her by the throat and hauled her up onto the bed. ‘Pl … nu … nu …’

From the lounge, Chloe’s landline began to ring. It was a life raft, just tantalisingly beyond her grasp, and she was never going to be able to reach it, no matter how hard she swam. Her attacker stopped moving and listened as her answerphone message kicked in.

‘Hi, this is Chloe Martin. I’m not available right now, but leave your name and number and I’ll call you back as soon as I can.’ Her voice sounded impossibly cheery. Death had not even occurred to her as an option as she’d recorded the brief message. It was a mirage. Something in the distance she didn’t really believe in.

‘Don’t hurt me,’ she sobbed, the words finally forming, delivered with an accompanying bloody froth and broken teeth. Her attacker, no more than a huge presence, mask concealing his lower face, simply grunted and pulled cable ties from a coat pocket.

‘Hey, Chlo-Bo.’ Her sister’s sing-song tones echoed her message as they beamed through the phone line into the living room. Chloe cried louder. Big braying sobs of terror and loss. ‘Whatcha doin’? My baby girl is waiting for her auntie to come over tomorrow night for cake and candles! We’re counting down the hours so I said I’d phone you to make sure you don’t forget that it’s someone’s birthday tomorrow.’ Giggling in the distance. ‘Whose birthday could that be?’

‘Please …’ Chloe begged. She held out a desperate hand only to find it grabbed, gripped and tied to a pole of her metal headboard.

‘Is it Daddy’s birthday?’ her sister asked.

‘No!’ her niece shouted. 

Chloe turned her head and stared at the cable tie. Why wasn’t she fighting? If all she had were minutes to live, why wouldn’t she give as good as she got?

He reached for her left hand. Chloe tensed her stomach muscles, shot her legs up, and smashed a knee into his face. As he staggered back, Chloe scrambled up the bed, pulling desperately on the one cable tie connecting her to the headboard.

‘Is it Mummy’s birthday?’ her sister teased.

The cable tie wasn’t budging. She got up on her knees ready to fight some more, grabbing the lamp from the bedside table and ripping it from its socket, brandishing it in front of her.

‘No, it’s not. It’s not your birthday, Mummy!’ Her niece could barely get the words out through her laughter.

Chloe took the deepest intake of breath she could manage.

‘Help!’ she screamed, hoping against hope that the people in the apartment above hers were home from work, or that the elderly lady next door had her hearing aid switched on, or that someone was walking in the alleyway behind her building.

Her attacker put his head down and charged across the bed, arm up, ready to take whatever blow Chloe could muster with the lamp. Head butted head. She smashed the lamp into his side, falling off the edge of the bed as she swung, and above the rasping breath and groans of exertion, the popping sound of her arm leaving its socket trumped all.

‘Then whose birthday can it be?’ her sister shrieked joyously as Chloe screamed and begged.

‘Mine!’ her niece replied. ‘Mummy, it’s my birthday tomorrow. You know it is! Silly Mummy.’ And they laughed and laughed and laughed.

Her attacker hauled Chloe back up onto the bed as she screamed. He tied her previously free arm to the headboard as she thrashed her legs. He fitted a gag over her mouth as the pain and panic left her flitting in and out of consciousness.

‘Auntie Chloe?’ her niece called from the lounge down the line. ‘Are you okay? Mummy, is Auntie Chloe okay? Why isn’t she coming to the phone?’

‘I don’t know baby, but we’ll see her tomorrow, I promise,’ her sister said.

You won’t, Chloe thought. God help us, you won’t see me tomorrow. And I won’t see Vivienne grow up. I won’t take her to New York for her eighteenth birthday. I won’t become her legal guardian if anything happens to you, and you’ll never know that the moment you asked me was the proudest of my life. I won’t get to buy her wedding veil. You won’t come to me in tears when teenage Vivienne is mean to her mum. And she won’t know how much I loved her. A year from now, she’ll barely remember me at all.

‘Okay. I love you, Auntie Chloe. See you tomorrow. Don’t forget my present!’

I didn’t forget, Chloe thought. I hope you love the squirrel. I don’t want to die. I don’t want you to have to find out that someone killed me. I don’t want to be scared like this.

‘Sorry we missed you, Chlo-Bo. Love you, girl. See you tomorrow.’ Kisses into the phone. More giggles. A dead line.

Chloe lay still. The pain in her mouth, her head, her shoulder were at fever pitch, and yet they couldn’t touch the overwhelming tsunami of sadness that was dragging her under.

Rape me then. Hurt me if you have to. But let me live. Let me live. Let me live.

She could see the words of her thoughts hanging in the air between them, written in clouds of tiny black, buzzing insects.

He drew scissors from a voluminous pocket and cut her clothes open down the middle, then down each sleeve and leg, pulling the sections of cloth away slowly and letting them drift to the floor.

For a moment or a minute or an eternity, Chloe passed out.

She was at a party but she couldn’t remember who it was for. It felt strange because she was sure they should have been celebrating, but there was her sister in a corner being comforted by her brother-in-law, and as Chloe walked past another room, door locked, she was certain she could hear her father sobbing, and something had to be very wrong for that to be real because she had never, ever seen her father cry. Even at her mother’s funeral, her father had held it in, dignified (or was it repressed?) to the last.

And then Vivienne ran past, something fluffy in her arms. Delighted, Chloe ran after her, chasing happily through the house as they had done so many times, calling to one another as they slowed down and sped up, nearly catching, nearly being caught. What was in her arms? Chloe couldn’t quite see. Its face looked like any other sweet, stuffed toy but its tail end was painting a ragged dash of red on the wall as Vivienne ran, and now Chloe felt the early rumblings of nausea. The low boil of something not quite right. She was catching up to Vivienne now, close enough to see into her arms, close enough to see her niece’s face, but she wasn’t laughing; she was crying. And she was holding a squirrel which was strange because Chloe was sure she’d only just bought Viv a squirrel and hadn’t given it to her yet. In fact, she really had to get on and wrap it, because it was dark and she had a whole day of work ahead of her before her niece’s birthday party tomorrow. And if that was tomorrow then where was she now, and why was everyone – absolutely everyone – crying?

Chloe woke up, choking, trying to scream, only to waste the noise as it filtered through a soggy, stinking rag around her mouth, and the pain. The pain. The fucking pain. The enormity of the terrible, mind-twisting, devastating, fucking pain.

She wanted to die.

And now she knew why everyone was crying in her dream.

Chloe lay still for she had no choice, and cried with them until the end – her end – came far too slowly and painted red.




Chapter 2

Necto Corporation’s office in the United Kingdom doubled as a botanical garden. Prime London real estate had been dismantled, brick by brick, steel girder by steel girder, and replaced with lush greenery, flowers, insect colonies and curved glass. The staff spent their days in beautiful bubbles, looking out at the inner-city haven, within structures that rose up from the earth between the exquisite trees and stunning blooms. The cafeteria was built into a vast dome that featured a stream and fruit trees, rows of vegetables between rows of tables, while butterflies and bees kept the air alive. Necto was the future – biotech specialising in the human brain. Their American headquarters situated just outside San Diego were the envy of companies across the world, both for the stunning landscaping and the futuristic office space. The UK office was a little less prestigious and a fraction of the size, but the staff were working on the same projects for the same types of clients.

Midnight Jones was late for work and it was only Tuesday. It didn’t matter that she’d stayed an hour late the previous night, nor did it matter that she’d worked fifty hours the previous week. Late was late, and it showed a poor respect for self and a disregard for the commitment of others – or so said her line manager, more regularly than anyone on Midnight’s team felt was really necessary.

She dodged a double-decker bus, stepped over a cold pile of fish and chips that someone had dropped on the pavement the previous evening, and entered the haven that was Necto’s gardens. Midnight breathed deeply, knowing that for the next nine hours she would be taking in machine-conditioned air. In the beginning, she’d fallen for the scent of cut grass and petals, believing the hype that the air in her office was pumped in fresh from the gardens to keep her brain stimulated and her senses relaxed. That had lasted until a shame-filled, late-night cigarette outside a Battersea pub, five years earlier, when she’d bumped into a member of building support staff and learned that the true origin of those fragrances was carefully procured perfumes pumped into the air-con system. A few seconds after his miniature whistle-blow, he’d thrown up into a nearby skip and staggered off, presumably with no memory of his indiscretion the next morning. That was another thing. You didn’t share company information with anyone. Not ever. There wasn’t even access to the internet inside Necto, at least not at Midnight’s pay grade. The internet, they’d been told in training, was a distraction that could only lead to wasted time. More than that, it was a route in for hackers and a route out for valuable company secrets.

Today Midnight was late because her twin sister’s carer had been delayed. It was the only reason Midnight was ever late. It still wouldn’t matter to her boss. She swiped her card at the first security point, left her mobile phone in a locker, had her bag checked at the second, and entered her thumb print at the third. At the lifts, her security pass automatically dictated which floor she went to. The lift headed down.

Only the top two floors were gifted with natural light, comprising breakout rooms and a large auditorium, a cafeteria and client consultation suites. The lift went past level –1 which was production. Necto’s products ranged from virtual reality training headsets to electroconvulsive therapy units, and from polygraph machines to psychogalvanometers that measured physical responses to emotional stimuli. The development team was on –2. Those guys were the kings of the hill. She’d heard but never been able to confirm rumours of a masseuse, a sauna and hot tub, a gym, and a personal chef for lunches and snacks. From blue-sky thinkers to designers and coders, they ruled the company roost. When Midnight’s team were sent for training sessions, they might make it as far as the Eden cafeteria at ground level. The development team had been sent to Singapore and Bora Bora in recent history. The difference was replaceability. 

Midnight was bright in the grand scheme of things. She had a first-class degree in social sciences, and a master’s degree in psychology and neuroscience. But the developers were a breed apart. One-of-a-kind doctorate-wielding geniuses who could command pay at a level Midnight could only dream of. They, unlike her, could not be replaced by a throng of other suitable candidates desperate to join the Necto family. Midnight thought about that every single day. She was blessed in many ways, and she knew she had to stay grateful both for the vastly better than industry-standard pay packet that gave her the means to care for her sister, but also for the opportunity to work in a globally revered technology company. She loved her job, and she was more than fortunate. But still. Replaceable.

The doors opened at level –3. Applications made up the largest team in Necto’s offices, and they were still understaffed and overworked. Their job description was simple: they took the data that Necto’s equipment gathered and translated it into something their clients could use. Different teams could be found beavering away on a variety of projects. Medical were in the middle of a highly profitable bout of testing new drug efficacy. Psychiatric were doing great work assisting in-community mental health patients, and working with pharmaceutical companies to suggest new prescriptions and organise drug trials.

Then there was Midnight’s team, who spent all day, every day, profiling.

‘Miss Jones, you decided to join us!’ her line manager called across the network of pods, each of which contained a desk, chair and computer with virtual reality glasses and had the ability to close off your pod for privacy, a little like an electric soft-top on a car. ‘Shall we talk?’ As if saying no was an option. Her manager ushered her into his pod and shut the privacy hood. 

Midnight fought the urge to fold her arms, which would also earn her a hostile body language chat.

‘So, you know what I’m going to say,’ Richard Baxter began, adjusting his already-perfect tie, and smoothing steel grey hair that wasn’t out of place.

‘I can only apologise,’ Midnight said, injecting more emotion into her speech than she really felt. It was thirty minutes. Necto owed her a hell of a lot more than that for all the hours she put in. ‘My sister’s carer was late and I can’t leave the house until they’ve arrived. The health network I use to provide the care has been unreliable lately and—’

‘Let me stop you there, Midnight. What’s one of our founding principles that you’re failing to apply right now?’ Richard asked, a little smile on his lips that Midnight fancied slapping lightly, as if it were a fly that could be shooed away.

Instead, she took a deep breath before answering, keeping her voice low and sickeningly compliant. ‘Ownership.’

‘Right first time. Ownership. That means taking responsibility for our performance. If we want to claim the victories, we also have to own the deficiencies. Are you with me?’

‘I am,’ Midnight said. ‘And I know this is my responsibility, but my role as a carer comes with some issues …’

‘Yes, sure. Talk to me about that. What exactly is it that’s making you late again?’

‘My twin sister, Dawn, has severe special needs. She can’t be left alone. If I leave our flat before the carers have arrived, it can be dangerous, and I have no family I can call on to help.’

‘Yes, I think you’ve mentioned your twin before.’ Midnight most certainly had. At least a dozen times. ‘But you see, it’s still your responsibility to engage a good carer who will be there on time. It’s no good passing the chaos on to Necto. You know we can’t pick up the slack. A good team needs all its players to be on the ball. Am I right?’

Midnight gave her brightest grin. If Richard could see the scorn in it, he kept it to himself.

‘You’re right. My fault. I’ll stay late to make up the time and take a shorter lunch break.’

Richard turned his head slightly to one side, eyebrows raised. ‘And …’

‘And I’ll apologise to the team,’ Midnight said. ‘They shouldn’t have to pick up the slack. Thanks for being so understanding, Richard. You’re a great manager.’

‘Oh my goodness. You’re a keeper. I mean, not if you’re late again, obviously. That’d be too many strikes. But otherwise you’re a keeper. Now get going, Miss Jones. Time and Necto wait for no man.’

Midnight wanted to scorch his ridiculous sayings onto his face.

‘You bet,’ she said, grinding her teeth as she waited once more for the pod to transition out of privacy mode, turning away before he could offer her a sweaty-palmed modern manager’s high five. Walking slowly through the maze of pods, she issued a few, ‘Sorry I’m late!’ calls, receiving a variety of sniggers from her co-workers in response. 

Her desk was in the far corner, amid a horseshoe of three that made up Midnight’s mini-team. She threw her bag onto the floor next to her chair and tried not to look at her closest friend, Amber, certain Richard was still watching for any un-Necto-like behaviour. Behind Amber was an empty seat recently vacated courtesy of a transfer, resignation or firing. They hadn’t been told which.

‘Did you get the taking-up-the-slack lecture?’ Amber whispered without taking her eyes off her screen. 

‘Yup. And a quick reminder that I have to own my deficiencies. He hasn’t used that one for a while. How’s the system running today?’

‘There’s been a software update so it’ll be a couple of minutes before you can download any data. You want a coffee? You look like you need one. I’m due my screen break.’ 

Necto either allowed or enforced screen breaks – Midnight wasn’t sure which – during which time employees had to move away from the screen to protect their eyes and reduce headaches, a fact they widely advertised when seeking plaudits as a good employer. What they didn’t say publicly was that their own testing had proved employees actually increased their output after breaks. 

‘Coffee would be great. Dawn’s carer was late again, so I didn’t get any breakfast or a shower this morning, and I’m going to have to work late tonight to make up for not getting here on time.’ Midnight knew moaning was a bad way to start the day, but the lack of flexibility in her life was draining. She was so reliant on agency carers, some of whom might stay late if asked, but it was never guaranteed at short notice, and it wasn’t as if she had a network of personal contacts to plug the gap. She turned her attention to Amber to get her mind off it. ‘Anyway, how was your night?’ 

Amber responded with a grin and a wink that, combined with her dyed-crimson pixie cut and false eyelashes, made her look more like a naughty schoolgirl than the employee of a powerful corporation. She was trying out a new dating app and regularly regaled Midnight with tales of disastrous dates and hilarious hook-ups. ‘Oh God, tell me once I’ve had caffeine. It’s too early for any detailed descriptions of debauchery,’ Midnight groaned.

‘Fair enough. The debauchery debrief can wait, but I guarantee you’re going to want to hear it. The man was a built like a viking!’

As her friend disappeared towards the kitchenette, Midnight logged in, went through the security measures, and got down to it. Her assignment was profiling applicants to ensure each was suitable for their chosen higher education course, both academically and in terms of their interests and personality.

Amber delivered steaming coffee in a reusable bamboo cup before sliding into her own seat and getting back to work, whispering, ‘Lunchtime!’ to schedule a retelling of her previous night’s exploits. Midnight imported her first project of the day.

It was from Thames Environmental Sciences University, whose campus was only a short walk from her flat, evidenced by the number of drunk students passing her door on Friday and Saturday nights. The degrees they offered were all very theme-specific – the sciences, geography, social history, environmental law, politics, global economics and so on. That meant selecting students who showed both good strategic skills and high social conscience scores. She downloaded the first application – geography degree – fairly straightforward.

Her screen displayed an applicant number and a series of coded data scores. Midnight began to assess the profile. Somebody somewhere had just been sent an email or a text message that told them their application profile was ‘… now being assessed by Midnight J at Necto. You’re a step closer to your future.’ It was a nice touch, if slightly dramatic. It was all designed to integrate Necto into daily life. They didn’t want to be that big scary tech company who developed programs that could read your mind – cue the conspiracy theorists. Instead, Necto branded themselves as the good guys, making the world better, finding a solution for every problem, even the ones you didn’t know you had. 

Midnight studied the profile. The applicant’s interest levels were high for geography-related content. Concentration scores were average for what was expected intellectually at degree level. Socialisation and confidence was a little down but still within the client’s parameters. The applicant got more excited about sport than anything else – notably football and cricket. No interest registered for illegal stimulants, maximum score there. Low-level interest in alcohol. Various other markers, but all within the university’s acceptable range. Midnight confirmed it as a profile A, meaning that the application hit an average score for all the university’s requirements. She filled in the digital form, then sent it off for the university to process. Some happy person would be getting a course offer by the end of the week.

Her coffee was cold. Midnight considered sneaking away from her desk to fetch another, but she wasn’t due a break for forty minutes, and Richard had a sixth sense for when a rule was being broken, so she cracked on. The next application was for a male – the only identification factor revealed as it affected some of the biological scores – course unspecified, which was unusual but not impossible. TESU allowed testing before students had decided on a specific pathway. Overall, the university required a high level of analytical thinking, with moderate empathy. Cognitive and creative scores both had to be at the top end of the spectrum. Competition for places was tough. TESU was internationally renowned and always oversubscribed. 

She entered the data file and began looking at the various test scores. ‘Damn it,’ she muttered. ‘Must be a system error.’ Midnight removed her headset and scooted her chair across to Amber’s. ‘You getting any corrupt data through? I just got a set of results that have to be a glitch.’

‘Nope, all normal here. You tried unplugging it and plugging it in again?’ 

Midnight rolled her eyes. ‘You’re funny. Bugger, must just be my system.’ She rolled back to her own workstation, deleted the file she was working on, downloaded the data for a second time and took another look.

Same results again. All the levels were at the extreme edge of the readings. Midnight sighed. A problem like that meant going back to the original, raw files to figure out where the process had gone wrong and that was going to slow her output down. She had no hope of hitting her daily work target if she didn’t get moving. Had to be done though. Necto was obsessive about tracing the root of system errors. She put up her pod’s privacy hood and prepared to figure out where the software might have hit a fault.




Chapter 3

The equipment Midnight wore was exactly what any applicant would wear during testing: a headset featuring a band with sensors to register brain activity, a visor that both showed images on a screen and had a camera that recorded eye movement and pupil dilation, and a glove that monitored heartbeat, blood pressure, finger movement, oxygen levels and perspiration. None of it was painful or uncomfortable, and for the most part the applicants were never aware of just how much of their functioning was being monitored, yet the data it fed back was powerful at levels Necto was still investigating. 

At a basic level, the software could figure out if you preferred tea to coffee, men to women, sailing to skiing. But it was so much more than that. Show an image, and it would know where your eyes settled, how they followed, if you were aroused or repulsed, interested or bored. And a million, million other tiny things. But the really clever part was that the test adapted to each applicant’s levels. If you exhibited signs of excitement at one image, the computer would show you similar images until your excitement maxed out or you got bored, then it would move on to something new. Nothing was sacred. Nothing could be hidden. And what your future employer or organisation didn’t know about you by the end of it, to be honest, wasn’t worth knowing. It was psychometric testing imbued with artificial intelligence that was learning at a faster rate than Necto could harness, and Midnight was in awe of it. Amber said it made the CIA’s lie detector system look like something from the Neanderthal age. That, in fact, was still an understatement. When the software was first released, there had been complaints about invasion of privacy, but like most things, people got used to it. The reality was that almost no one understood just how powerful it really was.

All Midnight had to do was replay the precise series of images the applicant had seen and establish where the software had gone wrong. Necto’s profiling system did fail, occasionally. Not even Necto was infallible. Midnight donned the headset, sat back, and programmed the computer to replay the test sequence. 

It began, as every test did, with a bird’s eye view drifting slowly over a serene lake at sunset, hazy mountains on the horizon, with low-level inoffensive music in the background. The narrator told Midnight to relax and breathe normally, to imagine she was simply watching TV at home. Nothing to worry about.

And so it began. From images of courtrooms, to university lecture halls, environmental footage that ranged from polluted rivers to diseases, and dying cattle. And then the glitch hit.

The applicant had no empathetic reaction to the dying cattle. None at all. The average score at that point, Midnight could see, was in the mid-range. So the computer stepped it up a gear. Midnight watched animals being slaughtered in abattoirs. Still nothing registered in terms of a reaction that would make the university think the applicant would be a good match for one of their courses. The computer, trying harder to register a reaction, showed images of baby animals being tortured. Midnight squeezed her eyes shut until the clip finished playing, then checked whether it was Necto’s equipment that had malfunctioned as opposed to the software, but the applicant’s pulse readings were stable, his oxygen levels were normal and eye movement was still being recorded. The equipment had been operating perfectly.

She assumed it would stop. The screaming, the horror. But on it went. More footage followed, each clip more terrible and graphic than the last. Finally, the applicant’s pulse rate went up and his pupils began to dilate, but by then the computer had reached the limits of what it could offer and turned instead to images of drugs and alcohol. Bottles of wine and beer were shown, people laughing in pubs, couples smoking huge hand-rolled cigarettes, men staggering down the street almost too inebriated to walk. No response. The applicant’s pulse rate was so slow he might have been asleep. Needles and bongs, drug users staring glassy-eyed into the abyss. Nothing. Then a woman snorting cocaine and staggering gleefully towards a window, shouting happily to the people down below, before stepping out onto the windowsill. Kicking off her stilettos. Midnight was gripping her armrests. The woman took another step forward, spread her arms wide, then stepped forward one more time.

‘Don’t!’ Midnight pleaded.

But the woman did. Whoever was holding the phone camera lurched too late into action, succeeding only in showing the last two seconds of her journey to the ground, and the crumpled mass of designer clothes around a corpse that had imploded into a single lump on the pavement.

The applicant’s pulse rate exploded into the equivalent of a hundred-metre sprint. Midnight checked the data. His palms were sweating at that point, his breathing rapid, pupils fully dilated. He made no attempt to close his eyes to shut out the images. The applicant’s brain activity showed arousal without empathy. Midnight grimaced. But the computer still hadn’t reached the upper limit of the data scores yet, so on it went.

‘Holy crap,’ Midnight muttered as the footage rolled. 

She couldn’t watch. The sounds alone were enough to have her grinding her teeth. Focusing instead on the data feed, Midnight watched the applicant’s vital signs for distress and found none. The movies continued, the software trying in vain to find the applicant’s outer limit of emotion. The noises were beyond the reaches of anything Midnight had ever imagined. She felt sick. Her hand flew to her mouth and her eyes opened, looking for an exit. Right in front of her a person was being flayed with some sort of wire whip. Midnight froze.

‘Oh fuck. This isn’t okay.’ She tried to look away but the horror of it kept her gaze glued to the image. Her hands and jaw were aching.

The data told her that the applicant was breathing faster. His heart rate was up to ninety beats per minute, and that still seemed wrong because Midnight was aware that her own pulse was going at a good hundred and twenty, probably more. But unlike her vital signs, full of panic and desperation, trapped in a visor which she could not fight and from which she should not flee, the applicant had been having a completely different experience. 

His pupils were dilated. His eyes had not closed once, his hands were relaxed. His brain activity showed engagement and excitement. High-level stimulation. But still not – still fucking not – at the maximum. 

A new video began to stream of a woman tied to a bed and Midnight closed her eyes once more, humming a song to herself, one her mother used to sing to calm her sister down, back in the days when either of her parents were still interested in the concept of parenting.

Two more minutes passed of the computer trying to figure out where the applicant’s boundaries were. One hundred and twenty seconds of hell. Weeping, sobbing, pleading. Midnight sang louder and louder, forcing her mouth to form the words of the song to keep her brain busy enough that she didn’t have to listen.

‘Will you make me a cambric shirt?’ She began the song again. ‘Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme.’

Finally the noise stopped. Midnight didn’t trust it. She sat there a little longer with her eyes firmly shut, until the sounds of Christmas carols began to play, children giggling, the crackle of a wood fire in the background.

Taking a deep breath, she allowed herself to look once more. The scene was beautiful and postcard-familiar. Family and gifts. Giving and sharing. Food and drink. Safety, she thought. Comfort. She took a look at the applicant’s data. His pulse, finally racing at the end of the last set of images, had dived back down to sixty beats per minute. He hadn’t even carried the adrenaline with him into the new section of the test. His brain was showing no activity other than the basic minimum required to keep him alive.

‘Who the fuck are you?’ Midnight whispered.

The footage shifted again. Men, women, children. Different races. Different economic backgrounds. Workers in different jobs were shown. Various places of religious worship. Styles of home. Shops, restaurants, transport. The computer went through it all like clockwork, not a glitch in sight. 

Midnight sat there, numb and heartsick, wondering how she was ever going to get those images and that audio out of her head. The thought of going home that night to her innocent, lovely sister, having witnessed those things, made her want to throw the visor across the room. 

‘Do your job,’ she told herself. ‘It was probably computer-generated. That couldn’t have been real.’

The remainder of the footage, blissfully mundane, took thirty minutes to play, during which all Midnight could think of was getting out of that room, taking the lift back up to the ground floor, and walking in the clean air, then finding somewhere to drink the strongest alcoholic beverage money could buy. She took off the visor then lowered her privacy hood.

‘Shit, woman, what the hell were you doing? You look like you just ran with the bulls and lost.’

‘Yeah, weird thing, not sure I know. I mean, I thought it was corrupt data, but everything was working fine and now I don’t know.’ Midnight wasn’t making any sense, and she knew it.

‘You due a break? You look like you could use one,’ Amber said.

‘In a minute. There’s one last thing I can check. I’ll break after that.’ Midnight gave an impression of a smile that felt more like a grimace.

She extrapolated the data, double-checking the results as she went through every category. There was no question about her recommendation to the university. As far as Midnight was concerned, the applicant wasn’t fit to study any subject, at any educational establishment in the world. What she needed to do was complete her report and finalise the profile, and she fully intended to include a special message to TESU to make absolutely sure the applicant didn’t slip through the rejection net and apply at a later date.

She raced through the work, keeping her focus on going straight to the bathroom afterwards to splash water over her face and use the hand sanitiser to kill whatever germs might have been spread through a process of psychological osmosis that felt all too real. 

Midnight waited. Her computer was operating unnaturally slowly. The submitted data had to be chewing up the inside of her machine. It was doing the same to her brain.

‘Come on, come on, come on,’ she willed it.

Her computer responded with a profile code and a blinking cursor.

‘What the fuck is this now?’ Midnight asked her screen, rubbing her eyes and checking the phrase she’d never encountered before – hadn’t even known was a possibility – in spite of the thousands of data profiles she’d processed.

The computer didn’t care. It wasn’t changing its mind. Midnight downloaded the raw data onto a separate drive in case an update corrupted it, doubled up with transferring it onto a pen drive to show her manager, and logged off to get advice on how to proceed.

The applicant was a Profile K.




Chapter 4

The Applicant

He finished a sudoku and stood to stare out of the window. People scurried to and fro on the street below, completely unaware of him. Even if they noticed him looking, so what? He was just a man, cigarette in one hand, mug in the other, watching the world go by.

That week he would start a new job, and in preparation, he intended to tidy his flat. He needed to do a quick food shop too, and that was annoying because he hated lugging carrier bags back from the supermarket. The only thing he disliked about living in London was that car ownership was impractical. He’d enjoyed driving in his late teens and early twenties, but he didn’t have a garage, and the idea of trawling the streets at the end of the day looking for parking was intolerable. He’d recently come into possession of a motorbike, which was something, but still not as practical as a car.

He took one last drag and stubbed out his cigarette. Ten a day, as evenly spaced as possible time-wise, was what he allowed himself. He had rent to pay, and a future to save for. 

His list of chores for the day remained incomplete. It was washing day, and he had extra to do from – he struggled to find the right words to describe it in his own mind – the things he had done. It had been more than a day now and he still hadn’t seen anything reported on the news, which was both good and disappointing. Good, because it meant there hadn’t been any witnesses or nosy neighbours calling the police at the time. Disappointing for obvious reasons. There was something fascinating about the idea that a squad of detectives would be trying to figure out who’d done it, to unpuzzle the mess he’d left behind.

He liked puzzles, preferably mathematical ones, but he was also good at general knowledge, memory, word searches and sequencing. He’d always liked technology and had been good at science at school. The act of testing himself was fun, which was why he’d chosen to try the new profiling software. He’d been fascinated with Necto’s psychometrics ever since he’d first read an article about it, so when he’d received a letter three months earlier with a free voucher, he’d signed up just days later. The letter had said Necto would keep his results on file for any future employer, which was amazing given that he’d been considering a career change at the time. More importantly, it had talked about the test as if it were a game of chess (he’d always loved chess), as if it would be him versus the machine. He’d once written a story about exactly that at school, for which he’d won an award. How could he have resisted?

It wasn’t the first time he’d undergone psychological assessments – he’d done plenty of those at Moorview College – but what Necto did had been mind-blowing. It was difficult to put his finger on the exact moment during the test that everything had changed for him, but he’d felt it like a lightning bolt.

Now he was struggling with his discipline. Leaving chores undone so late in the day wasn’t like him. He was distracted. He’d caught himself several times recently, halfway through a task and unable to remember what he was supposed to be doing. 

The thing with the woman was that he should have taken photos. That was annoying him. He’d watched so many series in preparation, listened to so many podcasts, that he’d lost count. Even so, he’d been overwhelmed by the sudden rush of excitement. His planning had been amateurish. If he had photos to look back on now, it would all feel so much more real. Surely the police had to find her soon, then he could read about it in the newspapers. Help remind himself of the details.

His only hope was that his parents wouldn’t see the coverage and decide to pick it all apart while he was with them over the weekend. They did love a good in-depth discussion of news events, especially when it came to crime. It wasn’t so much that he cared what they thought of him – not that they would ever find out that he was the perpetrator – just that they were going to ruin it for him. They were both so incredibly analytical. His father had been an actuary and his mother was once an editor for a scientific magazine. They loved to read, were careful with their investments and came from conservative backgrounds. His father had attended a private school while his mother went to a grammar. They’d have been a sure match for one another had online dating been a thing when they were in their early twenties. Now in their late sixties, they still lived in his childhood home in the country. When he’d moved out, they’d given him the deposit and first six months’ rent money for his flat, but not provided enough to buy somewhere, because apparently he needed to be taught to be fiscally responsible. He sighed. The price he was paying for their generosity was high enough anyway. Lunch every Sunday, lending a hand with the washing-up (the dishwasher wasn’t a good use of water or electricity) and a game of Scrabble or cribbage while they discussed the week’s events. The coming visit would be full of questions about his new job. 

‘Fuck it!’ He grabbed the packet of cigarettes and pulled another roughly out, jamming it between his lips and taking a silver teardrop-shaped lighter from his pocket. He loved the lighter, and he wasn’t given to loving material things, but this felt good in his hand. Smooth, cold, heavy. He flipped open the tip of the droplet and flicked his thumb downwards to light a spark, then kept the flame burning to stare at it as he took his first drag. God, it was beautiful. The extra cigarette was another step down a pathway into addiction, but he was fit and healthy. Strong, too. He’d rarely had to test that in his lifetime, but the girl had fought and kicked, and there had been other tests of his strength recently too. He’d prevailed. That had felt good, the sense of physical dominance. He’d thought it was all going to be about the blood, but pushing his body to its limits had been incredibly liberating.

Someone buzzed at the outer door. He skipped down the central stairwell to find that a parcel had been left outside. Ripping open the packaging, he considered what he was going to do next. Not next as in later that day. Next as in … bigger things. Viewing Necto’s footage three weeks ago had been an awakening and, holy crap, it had been really, really good. He didn’t have the words for it. There was no metaphor that would ever do it justice. Only now there was nothing to look forward to. 

The delivery would help, chef’s knives so sharp they might have been destined for an operating theatre rather than a kitchen. He drew one from its metal block. The sound it made was pleasingly reminiscent of a sword being pulled from its scabbard in a black and white movie, that long tssssssss followed by the tiniest spark as its tip hit the air. From the fridge he took out an onion, aimed the knife above it and added just enough pressure to keep the cut clean. Straight through, effortlessly, with the satisfying crunch. Again. The blade was flawless. And again. He took a moment to shed the skin, then began dicing. Smaller and smaller, the pieces went. The juice ran from the flesh until the board was a sticky wet mess. He cut until those cubes were as small as he could make them, then rinsed the knife, added salt and pepper to the vegetable mound, and took eggs from the fridge. He might as well have omelette for dinner. Cooking was good for him. It was one of the activities he’d learned at college that kept him focused and purposeful – the weighing and measuring, the precision, the ability to start and finish a process. And he was hungry again now. Ravenous, in fact. He needed to do something. Mostly, he needed to keep his mind off Jessica. 

His phone pinged with a text message. He sighed, put down the knife carefully, and took a look at the screen, feeling a momentary sense of combined exhilaration and panic.

Congratulations, it read. Your profile is now being assessed by Midnight J at Necto. You’re a step closer to your future.

Midnight. That was quite the name. He wondered what the J stood for – and which was the surname, and which the first name? It had to be a woman, surely. He spent some time imagining her at her desk, drawing up his profile. Was her hair light or dark? What was her skin tone? How tall was she?

‘Midnight J,’ he said, as he cracked eggs into a jug and began to whisk. What would his profile reveal? The man who lived within the rules he’d been taught, or the new version of him, authentic and liberated? It hardly seemed fair that she was getting to know him so intimately, while he had only half her name. 

Maybe he would change that. How hard could it be? He was good at puzzles, after all.




Chapter 5

Midnight took the sort of breath usually reserved for free-divers and walked up to Richard Baxter’s desk.

He checked his watch as she entered his pod area.

‘Screen break?’ he asked. 

She couldn’t help but glance for the thousandth time at his wedding ring. What the hell type of person had married him? That was what Necto should really use psychometric testing for – checking out your intended. They’d make even more gazillions than they already did.

‘I need to report an issue.’

‘That’s what the technical teams are for. Follow the Necto code!’ He almost sang the words. 

Midnight closed her eyes for a millisecond against the corporate bullshit. 

‘Yeah, there’s nothing wrong with my system. I did all the checks. I mean, I followed the Necto code. It’s just that—’

‘Did you go back through your training manual? Almost every question you have can be resolved by tracing the information tree.’ He was still typing as he spoke.

Midnight wanted to talk to him about manners. About human resources. About shoving the Necto tree where it would be extremely difficult for him to retrieve it.

‘It’s a profiling anomaly and the training manual is clear that we’re supposed to report any profile-related issues to our line manager, so that would be—’

‘Are you struggling because you’re overtired? I know I was hard on you about the lateness but it’s for your own good.’ Richard gave her a synthetic smile. ‘And honestly, I have to say that wasting more time with this conversation when you’ve already turned up late is—’

‘What’s a Profile K?’ she blurted. ‘Because we weren’t trained on that. I looked it up and it’s not mentioned anywhere.’

‘There’s no such thing as a Profile K,’ Richard said, the saccharin in his voice now fully dissolved. ‘You’ve either made a mistake or someone’s messing with you.’

‘Messing with me how? Why would anyone think a Profile K is funny?’ she demanded.

Baxter held up a finger towards her face, shushing her. Midnight stared, incredulous. 

‘Miss Jones, it’s a joke. A poor joke, in fairness. When the profiling codes were put together, it was necessary to find a code for someone who failed on all counts – no empathy, past all boundaries on whatever depravity scale the software could throw at them, inappropriate responses that went beyond sociopathy and into the extremes of psychopathy. A code had to exist, so they gave it a K for killer, which I personally do not find amusing. But no one can hit those scores, and as far as I’m aware, even within military and special operations applicants, no applicant has ever returned a Profile K. Whatever you’re concerned about, I’m certain you don’t actually have one now.’

‘As reassuring as your management skills are, I do, in fact, have one. So what are we going to do about it?’ Midnight asked.

‘You might consider softening the tone,’ Baxter said.

‘You might want to rethink dismissing this out of hand. The term “Profile K” might have been some idiot’s idea of a joke, but I just checked the raw data. I viewed the footage and photos this applicant saw and I studied his responses at the same time. I’ve never seen anything – I mean anything – like it.’

‘Okay, let’s unpack that,’ he said. Midnight figured she was thirty seconds at best from punching him in the face. ‘I believe it’s important to recognise that women can be extremely sensitive, so some of the content you viewed, while upsetting to you, is probably only a little over the line for most men.’

‘Richard,’ Midnight said.

‘Yes?’

‘You need to shut the fuck up. I’m taking this to Sara Vickson.’

Midnight turned on her heel and headed for the exit. She walked past the lifts and into the door across the hallway where the senior staff had their offices. The corridors were wider, and the lighting was kinder. Plants lined the hallway, and here and there an item of designer furniture could be found, not that anyone was ever going to get caught sitting around instead of working. Around a corner, a smiling personal assistant was ready to greet her. Midnight didn’t bother smiling back. She knew that look. It said, gosh, it’s lovely that you’re here, and let me see if I can’t make you an appointment for a month or so hence.

‘My name’s Midnight Jones and I have an appointment with the Director of Operations,’ Midnight said. ‘Apologies, I’m a couple of minutes late, so I need to go straight in. I’d hate to keep Ms Vickson waiting.’

The fake smile morphed into a frown.

‘The director doesn’t have an appointment in her calendar,’ the assistant said. ‘You must be mistaken. I’ve never missed anything like this before.’

‘Then it’s you who shouldn’t keep her waiting. I don’t want to open my meeting with a complaint. Not a good look.’

‘I’ll need to check with her first. She’s very busy today, and if I let you in …’

‘By all means,’ Midnight said. ‘Feel free to check. Just do it fast.’ She could hear footsteps at the far end of the hallway and there was zero chance it was anyone other than Richard fucking Baxter. She had to make it to Sara Vickson before he did.

The assistant walked out from behind her desk and selected one of the six doors leading to much larger offices. Midnight should have stayed where she was. Instead, crossing her fingers as if she were still five years old, she walked as quietly as she could directly behind the assistant, waited until Sara Vickson’s door was open, and pushed through.

The assistant gasped. ‘Ms Vickson, I’m sorry but Miss Jones said she had an appointment—’

‘Not now. I’m too busy for whatever this is.’ Vickson didn’t even look up from her laptop.

‘No!’ Richard shouted from the end of the corridor. Now he was running.

The assistant was trying to push Midnight back out.

‘This is important,’ Midnight said. ‘It can’t wait. I know I’m not following procedure but I wasn’t getting anywhere with my line manager.’

‘Not true,’ Richard burst in behind her. ‘I was handling this. I have it under control. I’ll be making a referral to HR. Miss Jones failed to follow instructions. She obviously hasn’t processed a file properly.’

Sara Vickson glared at them all, her bronze-varnished nails hovering in mid-air above her keyboard as she ran a delicate tongue over perfectly glazed lips. Her assistant shrank into the background.

‘It’d better be good,’ she said, ‘or you’re all fired. Every single one of you.’ Vickson shook her ash blonde, loosely curled ponytail, as if flicking away flies.

There was a moment of stunned silence. Midnight recovered first.

‘I have a Profile K,’ she said. ‘And for the record, it’s definitely not a mistake.’

Vickson closed her laptop softly. ‘You,’ she told her assistant. ‘Hold my calls.’ The assistant scurried out.

‘Sorry,’ Midnight murmured to her as she went.

‘And you, go and file your report with HR. That’s not my problem.’ Richard took a small step backwards and blushed.

‘He’d better not,’ Midnight said. ‘He was extremely
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