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The spirit of the desert can be elusive, and certainly is not something 
easily found in a European city. If a search were to be mounted, however, a 
little-known jazz bar in a cosmopolitan corner of Paris might just be a good 
starting point. Anna, of course, had had no intention of looking for any such 
thing. Her discovery could have been described as fortuitous, or perhaps that 
would be the wrong word, as it turned out. Either way, she seemed to have 
ended up in exactly the place she was meant to be. 

She happened to be strolling along a trendy avenue just across the 
river from the Louvre, dotted with an eclectic selection of music venues. 
Her glistening red raincoat kept off the worst of the gentle drizzle as well as 
drawing attention to her already eye-catching figure. Taking a moment under 
a canopy to compose herself, she cast her mind back, trawling through 
memories at once both vivid and misty. He’d been just another client at first. 
Although, she reminded herself, at her agency the designers weren’t meant 
to meet the clients at all, by chance or happenstance. 

The tree-lined streets looked much as they always had, she supposed. 
Lush green foliage glistened with raindrops, tourists sipped espressos, 
passing the time until the skies cleared by discussing the catastrophes and 
controversies of the day. The only difference if you saw the world through 
her eyes (and few enough people did, it seemed) was that if you looked 
very closely at someone, you could sometimes discern a very faint glow, 
almost a vibration, and then perhaps an oh-so-subtle shift. You could put 
it down to imagination, which had always been a strong point of Anna’s 
relative to her contemporaries. Some of them might have remonstrated 
that the way she tended to hold herself left little enough for anyone else to 
imagine. She was rather striking, with a shock of impeccably maintained 
blonde hair, curvaceous figure and penchant for bold colours which belied 
her true nature. She had always been more of a voyeur than a participant 
on social occasions. 

Now that she had been trained to use her gift properly, she liked to think 
of it as an algorithmic process. It was this kind of automation which seemed 
to run through her veins, to cast a filter over her very vision. She had got used 
to feeling somewhat removed from the world, to feel everything hard, cold 
and flat as if blindly probing her own reflection. 

Detached as she was, he struck her at once, effortlessly beautiful, with 
chiseled cheekbones lifted straight from another era. Fading slightly now, 
but still with that telltale glow. None of her calculations had come close to 
predicting this.  She’d been working on an update, but she never dreamed 
she’d run into an earlier prototype in person. Especially not on a virtual 
Parisian evening full of bad jazz and worse weather. He didn’t recognize her 
of course, and she’d had a few too many martinis at home before leaving, 
so she decided to twist the rules and introduce herself. An earlier prototype 
shouldn’t count, and in any case, she had taken the precaution of disabling 
her tracker. 

Who wants to be followed around the virtual world by their boss, after 
all? She’d rather they thought her accomplishments were the result of 
feminine intuition. 

-Darling, you were so perfect last night, how can ever I thank 
you for getting me home after my show? SO unusual to meet such 
a true gentleman. Agnes’s parties are always such a hoot, aren’t 
they? And fancy running into you here! Such a lovely surprise!

(knowing, as she spoke, what his official schedule had been for the 
previous night and that after the numbers of people he had encountered at 
THAT particular function his algorithm would err on the side of politeness 
and buy her a drink. The agency placed a high priority on social graces, and 
name-dropping went a long way in any sphere of life)

-Why hello. How fabulous to see you. Have a seat.

(he didn’t hug or kiss, except with some reluctance. It was one of his habits)

-No worries at all, he continued, and as for the party, what a 
night. I’ve never seen such an array of talented blonde ladies. Of 
course, as you can see, I’m rather fond of that particular shade 
myself. You do have excellent taste. 

(he was talking about his latest hairdo, and it was not fabulous by chance, 
she reflected; after all, she’d designed it for him herself)

She sat down and dissolved into conversation—an effortless 
conversation which came as a shock as it was so unusual for her. She 
had always struggled to communicate with other humans. It was as if he 
had been designed specifically for her. Of course, he had actually been 
designed specifically BY her, but it may as well have been for her, after the 
long hours she had spent listening to his gritty, post-rock, strangely erotic 
music as a teenager. As if that were not enough, it had been followed by 
even longer hours closely inspecting and recreating every detail of his body. 
But this was something she had never before truly experienced: the physical 
sensation of closeness, his smell, the taste of his saliva on his cocktail 
glass when he offered her a sip. Those were real experiences to treasure 
forever, although technically she supposed they were just another type of 
simulation. Unparalleled daydream fuel, not that she needed any more, as her 
daydreams were already on rather the extreme side of virtual reality. 
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Anna’s daytimes, and daydreams as it turned out, were spent at the 
agency. The agency’s main product came about accidentally, as the best 
inventions often do. A group of leftfield Chinese academics had started 
experimenting on human roadkill in a vain attempt to find a cure for brain 
trauma.  Of course, mainstream scientific journals wanted nothing to do with 
their findings, conducted as they were with a tenuous grasp of medical ethics. 
When the agency had bought up the patent for the research they got it for a 
song. They were the only ones who had realized its potential.

The rest of the world back in the 2010s wouldn’t have dared to 
contemplate what resulted, but Anna, as you know, had never wanted for 
imagination. She got on board with the agency in the early days and had 
made good progress up the ranks. Even then, it was beyond her wildest 
dreams to have been selected to work on Rick’s account. She’d been his 
biggest fan back in the day. On one occasion she remembered camping 
outside over the whole weekend in torrential rain on a dingy inner-city 
pavement to be the first in line to meet him at a record signing. To this day 
she still kept a well-thumbed photograph of the encounter in her ostrich skin 
Hermès handbag.

It had been rather a letdown after all that to discover that the real-life Rick 
spent a lot of time chilling out with his cat, Lois, reading the daily economic 
papers and bemoaning the state of modern life. His subscription to the 
agency was very much up to date though, and that meant another model 
was well overdue. Anna’s job was to create the cosmetic appearance of that 
model, and that meant that she had to spend months up close and personal 
with every last detail of Rick’s chiseled physique, right down to the individual 
hairs on his head, and other places too.  She’d heard that his genitalia were 
somewhat on the … unusual side, but after a while she’d simply got used to it 
and started to enjoy the perks of her position. She was senior enough to have 
quite a few of those, including (but not limited to) personal use of a terminal at 
home, and her boss’s predilection for curvaceous blonde ladies helped her to 
get away with bending the rules.  

For most celebrities, as Anna was fond of saying in her sales pitch, the 
real world in 2032 had become simply too hazardous. Stalkers, criminals, 
thieves, or just a good old unflattering press shot—the dangers were real. 
That was where the agency came in. For a price, they could create a virtual 3D 
projection of your real self. Looks, habits, quirks, even personality—they could 

all be replicated. And even better, the new digital you would live on after you 
passed away, enabling marketing of your assets to continue long after you 
were dissolving into dust. This was the true secret of eternal youth. 

Even back in the first days of her employment Anna couldn’t believe that 
most people were still swallowing those tired old lines. Still, people had been 
paying for tenuous routes to immortality for millennia. She remembered one 
particularly foul smelling (and extortionately priced) concoction sourced from 
rare species of sea urchin flying off the shelves. 

As a result of this artificially extended and polished existence, big stars 
could go on forever. Nothing truly original had to be created any more. Rick’s 
back catalogue was now being used as a template for new material. It was 
written by anonymous ‘ghosts’ and maintained a steady stream of income 
for all concerned. The PR department were safe in the knowledge that the 
original artist would never be rumbled pottering around the back garden in 
his slippers, or making an outmoded non-PC comment to the tabloid press. 
Hence for someone whose oeuvre included classic tunes such as ‘Suck my 
Funk (Motherfunkers!)’ Rick’s lyrical skills appeared to be coming on a lot in 
later life. The acquisition of this new-found sophistication had been put down 
in the press to his discovery of jazz. 

That first night she had been feeling particularly naughty. Who wouldn’t 
bend the rules when in so bending one could cheekily pop over to Paris 
or London for a soiree with one’s adolescent self’s rock idol? Even if it 
were with a slightly out of date digital model. She had heard on the office 
grapevine that some of his representatives would be surfing the relaxed 
vibe in the cooler part of the 8ème arrondissement. It had practically been a 
work assignment. She always covered her tracks anyway, in case someone 
should query the log. 

Except it wasn’t just one night. She had to admit it, she was in out of her 
depth. The next week drifted into the next week and soon it was the next. It 
became a routine. Come home from the agency. Disguise location. Log onto 
the network. A burger bar, the underground catacombs, a romantic walk 
along the Seine, long evenings at his luxurious London townhouse cuddling 
up on the couch stroking Lois. One night stretched into nine fabulous months 
together, bonding, experiencing the world.  Spending the daytimes designing 
his future and the evenings experiencing his past.
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COFFEE, STAT

PARIS, AGAIN

LONDON
She staggered into the office thirty minutes behind schedule, having been 

up late yet again logged into the system with Rick last night. Logged into the 
system, what the hell was she thinking? It made a night of love, music and 
laughter sound so bland. Fortuitously no-one had spotted her come in, as 
she made a pretty picture, yesterday’s rumpled suit accessorized with last 
night’s mascara smudged half way down her cheekbones. The photographs 
they took last night would be halfway around the world by now and it was 
only a matter of time before someone at the agency’s press office cottoned 
on. Why had she taken off her hood? Could she really have been that naïve, 
that impetuous, that reckless?

It was too late now. She had to make a plan. Was this how it was for Rick 
all the time, she pondered? Who was the real Rick anyway? Even after all this 
time she doubted that she really understood him, although she felt that she 
did. She had never been clear if the digital models existed in the true sense 
of the word, never found out what happened to them after they got updated. 
She thought that it might be possible, with careful planning, for her to keep 
hold of the old one. It would be just like having a pet, albeit an independent 
minded one. But there would be complications. And those complications 
were giving her a splitting headache.

All in all, Anna was feeling as if she might dissolve from a fragmented 
shadow of a human to something even less than that, and she badly needed 
some sound to focus her mind on the best course of action. She picked up a 
record at random and set the turntable spinning. The agency had been good 
to her. She knew that the right thing to do was to stop her clandestine fling 
with the digital Rick immediately, before it was too late. Just at that minute 
the music caught her attention. Suck My Funk, the non-digital Rick sang to 
her. Of course, she had to have picked up one of his records. 

That tune took her back, right back to the early days going through 
the body mapping logs, when she had first been assigned to his account. 
Rick had been one of their very first subscribers, and as a result his every 
experience in his younger days had been picked up by the latest in wearable 
technology. She wasn’t au fait with how it worked but being able to plug in 
the name of work and relive your teenage icon’s physical sensations was 
pretty much unparalleled. She had to be the only blonde woman in her late 
twenties to have experienced how it truly feels to have one’s penis and anus 
stimulated simultaneously. 

Certainly, there’s nothing like a reminder of truly reckless behaviour to 
convince someone to indulge in some more. The decision was made. Feeling 
much more relaxed, she adjusted her face, fabricated a last-minute business 
meeting with an important contact, and logged onto the network. This would, 
of course, be absolutely the last time, but it would have been impossible to 
leave without saying goodbye. 

Another café, sheltered from the weather, which had been consistently 
poor for the time of year. Cuddled up on a patent leather sofa dressed with 
faux reindeer skins, trim made of leopard skin print. The décor was the only 
reason they kept coming back to this bar—certainly it was not the music.  
The beat tonight was insistent, the drummer cutting through the romantic 
surroundings with an extended crash cymbal based improvised solo. 
Unnecessary, she thought. 

Rick didn’t seem to notice the music when they were together. He 
only seemed to notice her. In fact, when they spent time alone, she found 
herself forgetting all about the agency. None of it seemed quite real. That 
glow started to fade. She realized at that moment that she was actually 
approaching a state of happiness, and wondered how and why this had 
happened. Perhaps this was what people called love. 

The waitress brought them matching cocktails, one with a pink parasol, 
one with a purple one. It seemed oddly appropriate somehow.  Sipping her 
drink, she pondered her dilemma. It wasn’t as if she could ask the agency 
for permission to continue the affair—that, she knew, would result in instant 
dismissal and total separation. Rick himself had no knowledge that he was an 
algorithmic creation, so out of respect for his feelings she hadn’t brought it up. 

Maybe the music had brought on a moment of madness, but in that 
second she simply decided never to unplug. To take things as they came, to 
walk out into the rain with Rick free as a bird, to catch the Eurostar back to 
London and live a life together. 

Something wasn’t right. She couldn’t find the key and had to let herself 
in by breaking the window of the back door. It wasn’t just that, though. The 
familiar surroundings seemed to have lost their lustre somewhat, the way that 
places sometimes do when they are not quite so new. 

It’s just a way of experiencing a greater depth of real emotion, she told 
herself, as a ginger and white tabby cat slid past her calves. 

-Ow!

She rubbed her leg, where a trail of blood had appeared as the hissing 
animal scuttled away. 

-What’s got into you, Lois? 

She picked up a garish blue plastic packet full of cat treats and rattled it 
hopefully. Lois didn’t seem pacified in the least. She had even started growling. 
Odd. Perhaps they should take her to the vet tomorrow for a check up.

She headed straight for the bedroom and started to undress, leaving her 
brand-new silk underwear on. It was a special occasion, because today was 
going to be the day they consummated their relationship. Talking, talking, 
always talking, but the stimulation was invariably all verbal. So she had set 
a date. Unusual for a girl with such striking looks not to be pounced on by a 
man at the first opportunity and even more unusual given that they were now 
cohabiting, but that was what made him so exquisite. She planned to savour 
every moment of their first time. She’d even bought a special silken scarf for 
the occasion. Leopard print. His favourite. 

The front door opened and the draft set her exposed nipples tingling in 
anticipation of his arrival. She’d left the bedroom door open so he’d come 
straight to her. He was very particular, always leaving everything in the same 
place, so even a small discrepancy would put him on her trail.  The footsteps 
drew closer….and closer….  It reminded her of that first night, in Paris. Her 
footsteps on the way to that bar had sounded just the same—tentative, yet 
full of suppressed excitement. Almost afraid of what was to happen. 

She was a pretty one, he had to admit. They didn’t usually come in 
looking their best, though, and she was no exception. He liked to think he’d 
heard it all, but she really took the biscuit, rambling on about algorithms and 
logging out and Lord alone knows what else. They’d had to restrain her after 
she attempted to slit her wrists with the fragments of a plastic coffee cup 
he’d offered her. 

He didn’t usually bother offering the clients coffee. It was fair to say, 
however, that blonde hair and big breasts went a long way in Primrose 
Hill police station in 2017.  This was despite their owner having been in 
unfortunate proximity to an act of apparently fatal erotic asphyxiation and 
coming across a little, shall we say, on the eccentric side. 

It was rather bad luck for George to have been on duty on the one night 
a celebrity panic button had been pressed in earnest. As it turned out, Rick 
had pressed it just a few minutes too late. Admittedly they hadn’t exactly 
hurried to answer the call, as he’d set it off inadvertently in the throes of an 
impromptu orgy the previous week. Fading rock stars were notorious for this 
sort of behaviour.  

It had been a shock, all the same, the angular, slight body dangling 
from the iron frame of the faux gothic four-poster bed. A leopard print silk 
scarf, of all things. The hysterical blonde cowering in the corner. At first 
they had thought it was an unfortunate accident, but a few things simply 
didn’t add up. The scratches on both of their legs, for a start. The jet-black 
bird swooping in and out of the patio doors was even odder. And his eye.  
George was, admittedly, a conservative man but in his line of his work he’d 
seen a few things, and the excoriated pulp-like mess that had been Rick’s 
left eye had really turned his stomach for a minute.  Not enough to put him 
off his coffee, but then few things would manage that at 4am on his third 
consecutive night shift. No, he reflected, taking a sip from his regulation 
plastic cups (doubling them up helped not to burn his fingers), this was 
definitely one for the coroner. 

As he filed Anna’s mugshot his eyes lingered on her chest. Spending 
your last moments with that perky pair can’t have been the worst way to go. 
It was unfortunate, though, the whole thing, bloody unfortunate, and this 
stack of paperwork was just the start of it. All in all, as night shifts went, this 
one had been on the heavy side, he mused, as he picked up the phone to 
the duty shrink. 

THE 
POLICEMAN
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Anna sat in silence. The bearded gentleman opposite her didn’t seem 
to mind, and so this state of affairs continued for some time. It amazed her 
that anyone wearing an official looking badge, and therefore supposedly 
“working”, had quite so much time to dedicate to sitting around doing 
absolutely nothing. 

It wasn’t an awkward silence, not for her, anyway. She wasn’t quite sure 
exactly what was going on here, but the agency would never forgive her for 
talking about their work. She had already let too much slip as it was. There 
were stories about what happened to people who talked. Perhaps it was 
their voices she could hear, barely above a murmur but unusual in tone, 
with almost an edge of pain, as if a tortured scream were being transmitted 
across a poor connection. That was it, she decided, she was in an area of 
poor connection. They’d better hurry up and get it fixed, before she lost her 
already fragile grip on sanity. She could feel the lights changing again and 
that was always a bad sign. She needed to get back home, reboot, relax. 
Everything would then go back to normal. 

In the meantime, she studied her surroundings. There must be some 
sort of major fault in the algorithm. This oddly dressed gentleman seemed 
to be under the impression that it was back in the 2010s.  She’d rarely seen 
such a disastrous ensemble: drab, shapeless suit over an open necked shirt, 
bedraggled beard and to top it all off, long greasy hair pulled back in a bun. 
There was a time when that sort of thing was fashionable. She searched 
her memory for the name. That was it: hipsters. Tragic, if you asked her. Of 
course, he wasn’t asking her, but she supposed she could offer him some 
help of a sartorial nature, it being her profession. She had noticed him 
eyeing her outfit earlier. Engaging with him might offer her a way out of her 
predicament. More imprisonment than predicament, if she were completely 
honest. Her tongue almost formed the words, but something stopped her 
giving them voice. 

Silence it would have to be, then. Silence, and eventually, darkness. 

Excerpt from the deposition of Dr A Monahan, forensic 
psychiatrist, to the High Court regarding Anna LeBARRE of 28 
Chalk Farm Road, London

Anna was admitted to the custody of the secure ward at Hopinvayne 
Hospital on the 28th of September 2017 for assessment under Section 2 of 
the Mental Health Act. 

On admission Anna was suffering from fixed delusions and was not 
oriented in time or place.  She believed that she was living in the year 2032 
and was employed as a designer of some form of virtual celebrity cloning 
technology. She had been under the impression that she had been in a 
relationship of many months with the deceased, whereas from all accounts 
she had only ever encountered him in passing. She had worked temporarily 
as a runner on the set of his most recent comeback music video. 

Examination of her social media confirmed that she had been 
experiencing these symptoms for over six months. Numerous Photoshopped 
images were found of her posing with the deceased in front of several well-
known Parisian landmarks. She had also changed her hair colour to match 
that of the deceased, as well as emulating his style of dress and mannerisms. 

She reported her frustration that the deceased would not formalize their 
relationship, although close friends of the deceased denied ever meeting him 
in her company. Associates reported him to have been physically celibate 
for a number of years although he was a keen voyeur at his regular parties. 
CCTV footage confirmed that the night the police were called to his address 
was the first time she had entered the building. 

Anna has previously been diagnosed as suffering from borderline 
personality disorder, which nevertheless fails to explain her behavior at the 
time of the events. After assessment it is my opinion that she was suffering 
from a form of dissociative disorder resulting in psychosis and was therefore 
not in her right mind at the time of the murder. Treatment has included a 
regime of electroconvulsive therapy combined with several antipsychotic 
medications. Although her condition has proved unusually resistant to 
treatment, she is now fit to stand trial. 

STALKER STUNS 
THE STRAND!
 
Anna LeBarre wowed onlookers at the Royal Courts of Justice today with 
her plunging neckline showing off her first line of defence to perfection. 
 The busty blonde, accused of stalking and strangling the fading 
glam rock star Rick Richards, blew kisses to the jury as the charges were 
read. Accessorising her pale fitted pencil skirt suit with leopard print clutch 
and kitten heels, she certainly seemed dressed to kill, while her facial 
expression gave little hint of what lay underneath. 
 As the actor said to the bishop, who knows what’s going on 

THE 
PSYCHIATRIST
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