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About the Book

Hunting killers is your job.

You’ve got a vicious psychopath in your sights.

What’s the only thing that could stop you pulling the trigger?

Two deaths, days apart but clearly linked. Each victim has had the tips of their fingers removed with a hacksaw.

Reuben Maitland, freshly returned to GeneCrime, is heading up the case. The forensics come in, DNA is sampled, the clues begin to mount up.

Then the killer strikes again, but not to kill. Reuben’s young son is snatched. The murderer sends Reuben a message: ‘Stop hunting me. Come after me and your son will die.’

Reuben now faces the choice every cop dreads: the price of stopping a psychopath from killing again could be the life of his own child.
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‘HACKSAW – THAT’S A great word, don’t you think?’

Dr Ian Gillick stared up at the man above him, listening to every nuance, observing every movement. He watched him pick the slender implement off the table, and imagined the cold metal handle warming to the man’s touch.

‘Not just sawing, but hacking as well. Two for the price of one.’

Dr Gillick didn’t answer. His mouth was sealed shut with thick black gaffer tape. He could taste the adhesive on his tongue, and smell the plastic in his nostrils.

‘Sawing sounds nice and neat and precise. Straight lines, measured progress, a clear objective. But hacking? That’s just butchery, don’t you think?’

Gillick stared past the man looking down at him, past his sickening stubble, the deep black pores of his skin, the red capillaries of his eyes. He focused on the ceiling, telling himself his only hope was not to react.

‘I don’t know where it came from or who invented it, but I like it.’ Dr Gillick watched as the man ran his eyes along the thin serrated blade. ‘I like it a lot.’

The man moved the hacksaw in front of Gillick’s face, allowing him to inspect it in even greater detail. Hiding in the crevices were specks of red. An attempt had been made to clean it, fibres of cloth snagging, water creeping into the teeth, particles of rust beginning to brown the surface. Dr Gillick fought a sudden nausea. He bucked against the ties clamping him firmly in place.

‘Words. Where they come from, what they mean. But then, as a scientist, you should understand all that.’

Gillick focused through the blade, its sharpness becoming blurred, its jagged profile blunt.

‘The first one, he couldn’t see the beauty either. But that’s OK. We had different aims. His aim was to survive at any cost. Mine was to make him understand.’

The man raised his eyebrows, inviting the question, which didn’t come, Gillick breathing hard through his nose, flexing against the ties, fighting to stay calm.

‘You do understand why I’m here, don’t you?’

Gillick grunted. It was as much noise as he had made for the past five minutes. He understood all right. At first it had been unreal, a different lifetime, events he had moved on from. But now it was as real as anything had ever been in his thirty-six years of existence.

‘And you do understand how much this will hurt, Dr Gillick? How much real, actual human pain you are about to feel? Sickening levels that will make you want to pass out, to die, anything but experience any more. And I want you to also understand that I will be doing everything I can to keep you alive and awake, so you can feel every tooth of the saw, every hack of the blade. And that I need you to watch carefully what I do with your fingertips after I’ve removed them. Exactly where I put them, and exactly how I do it.’

Gillick began to struggle more violently. The legs of the dining table he was tied to creaked and shook. But it was too wide and too heavy to move far. He had bought it four years ago from a shop specializing in reclaimed teak. It had needed three men to lift it into his flat. A couple of books and CDs dropped to the carpeted floor. Gillick began screaming into his sealed-off mouth, flailing his restrained limbs, sensing he was utterly trapped, panic overwhelming the calm.

The man standing above Dr Ian Gillick cast his eyes around the room, pausing for a second, taking it all in. Not bad, and a hell of a lot better than the place he was used to inhabiting these days. Deep wall colours, pale flooring, leather furniture, lots of wood. Not rich or luxurious, just plain and honest good taste.

He bent down and picked the cage off the floor. The smell infested his nostrils, sharp and piercing. ‘Rattus norvegicus,’ he said. ‘The common rat. Hungry little fuckers as well. But that really needn’t concern you.’

Gillick had ceased his futile attempts at escape. He was sucking air in through his nose, his cheeks red, his eyes wild and staring. The message was finally getting through.

‘At least not yet.’

The man gripped the metal handle of the hacksaw tight in his right hand. With his left, he clenched Gillick’s down-turned wrist, and pushed it hard into the table. ‘Although now I think about the word, about the whole job it has to do, I can see some sense in it,’ he added. ‘First the hack, then the saw. Hacking through the flesh, sawing through the bone.’ He lowered the blade. ‘I’d never really thought about it before, but now there’s a strange sort of beauty to it.’

The blade made contact with the three middle fingers. He rested it there, judging the line. Straight across and he could take the fingertips without touching the little finger or the thumb. Then he could do the little finger separately, and finally the thumb. Same for the right hand after that. Ten fingers with six main bouts of cutting.

Gillick’s legs were shaking uncontrollably. His face was so pale that a thick blue vein was bulging down the centre of his forehead. His eyes were barely blinking, just fixed open in panic and horror.

A deep cleansing breath. First the hack, then the saw. The rats were frantically scratching the plastic side of their cage, gnawing into the metal bars, climbing over each other to get out. He pulled the blade back, snagging through hairs and skin. And then he began slowly and methodically to work his way down to the bone.
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DR REUBEN MAITLAND ran his long thin fingers over the spikes of the cactus plant. It stood on his new desk in a shallow brown saucer, tiny white stones covering the soil. A fine dust from the stones encircled the pot, just under its rim. Judging by the cleanness of the rest of the desk, the plant had been there some time, polished around by whoever came in and tidied the office each day.

Reuben examined it in more detail. The cactus was remote, the lush fruit of its body sitting serenely behind a barbed-wire exoskeleton. Protection radiating in all directions, fending off all-comers. The body was six inches high and tubular, the spines an inch long in every direction. Reuben had no idea what it was called in English, Latin or any other language. Botany was not his thing. He had clearly inherited the plant along with the office, the only piece of greenery among the browns, whites and greys. Probably, he guessed, it had been left over from the previous occupant, too sharp to carry home or dispose of easily. He glanced around the bare room. There was of course another option: it could be a small token to say hello, to welcome him back to GeneCrime. But if it was a welcome present, he told himself, it was one hell of an unfriendly one.

Reuben wrapped his right hand round the cactus. He started to squeeze slowly, long second after long second. Multiple points of contact between human and plant. He glanced up at the two internal windows on adjacent walls which opened into separate laboratories. Through the one-way glass he watched forensic scientists chatting, leaning on benches, shrugging themselves into lab coats, ambling around, calling across to each other or staring into computer screens. Reuben gripped harder, the spikes making tiny white pricks, bloodless indentations, in his skin. The left window opened into the Gross Debris lab, the right into the DNA lab. He flashed through the hours he had spent in each, the scientists he had trained and become friends with, the ones who had died, the ones who had survived.

The phone rang. One long trill followed by silence. An internal call. He looked down at his hand. A couple of spikes had broken through, droplets of blood appearing. The phone continued to sound. One second on, one second off. He let it ring another ten times. Then he glanced at his watch and sighed. He used his left hand to lift the receiver.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Reuben? It’s Sarah. You ready?’

Reuben glanced down at his right hand. Slowly, he let go of the plant. ‘Yeah,’ he grunted.

‘You sure?’

‘I guess I am.’

‘They’re in the Command Room. Meet you in the corridor. Two minutes.’

The call ended, and Reuben replaced the receiver. He sucked the blood from his palm, sensing the sweet iron taste of haemoglobin. The Command Room. He sighed. Here we go again.

He paced towards the door, pausing to get a good look through the adjacent windows. Gross Debris handling hairs, footprints, fibres. A more casual attitude clearly visible from his vantage point. A couple of forensic technicians slowly and methodically picking hairs from sections of Sellotape, matching fibres under a dual-light microscope. The DNA lab, by contrast, looked more precise and pressured. Scientists scanning elongated lists of sequences, pipetting minute volumes of liquids into tiny tubes. Different levels of detection with the same end point. And both of them about to get busy.

Reuben had a final scope of the office. A different room in the same building. Subterranean, no daylight, cooled air pumped in on a loop. Back again, he told himself. A year and a half away, and now a jumble of feelings he hadn’t experienced for a long time. Excitement. Unease. Impatience. Ambition. The possibilities and the pitfalls. The pressure, the thrill of working in a team. The long troughs of endeavour, the short peaks of success. Everything came flooding back at once.

He took a second to compose himself, examining the army of small indentations in his palm, a few of them red, the rest white. ‘Here we go,’ he said quietly to himself, soft words that just escaped being sighed.

And then he opened the door and stepped out into the hallway.
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SARAH HIRST HAD beaten him to it. She was standing at the end of the corridor, one leg bent at the knee, her foot resting against the wall. In her arms she had a couple of A4 files which she was pressing to her chest. She looked oddly like a schoolgirl loitering in a hallway, waiting impatiently for something better to happen. Reuben shook the idea from his head. DCI Hirst as anything but the unit commander was now unimaginable.

As Reuben approached, she said, ‘Dr Maitland.’

‘DCI Hirst,’ he answered.

Sarah began walking. ‘Just like the bad old days, eh? How does it feel to be back?’

‘Scary.’

‘Scared? You?’

‘It’s been a long time.’

‘It’s only been a year.’

‘Eighteen months.’

‘So what’s your point? Ten years here and only eighteen months away. Blink of an eye.’

‘Blink of a slow and painful eye that still feels bruised and swollen.’

They turned into another long walkway, thin blue carpet underfoot, the walls white, neon strips lighting the way. Standard civilian police decor.

‘How’s the office?’ Sarah asked.

‘What happened to my old one?’

‘It’s mine now. And before you say anything, finders keepers.’

‘There’s some sort of cactus on the desk.’

‘Count yourself lucky.’

‘Whose was it originally?’

‘No idea. But like I said, finders keepers.’

They reached a set of concrete stairs and climbed three flights, Sarah quickly jogging up one at a time, Reuben taking two steps per stride. A thick double door led to another of GeneCrime’s long straight corridors. The building was a five-storey box. Reuben wondered whether the architect had ever drawn anything without a ruler.

Sarah slowed. ‘Here,’ she said, unfolding a broadsheet newspaper from a cardboard file. ‘Have a listen to this.’

Reuben suspected that Sarah spent a lot of her free time running, or in the gym, or doing whatever cardiac exercise came to hand. She was slim and fit, her movements nimble and quick. As she spoke, her breathing was barely any different, despite having just jogged up three flights of stairs.

‘“Police have officially linked the second death, of scientist Dr Ian Gillick, thirty-six, to the murder of a man found at his home last week in” blah blah blah.’ She turned to Reuben and a mischievous grin lit up her features. ‘Here’s the interesting bit. “Police sources revealed that the case is being handed over to GeneCrime, the elite but controversial Forensics division based in Euston. Tellingly, Dr Reuben Maitland, thirty-nine, recently reinstated to GeneCrime, will be overseeing the investigation.” New paragraph.’ Sarah grinned again. ‘You ready for some more?’

Reuben raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m thirty-eight,’ he said.

‘Either way, here we go.’ They pushed through another set of off-white double doors, Sarah scanning the paper. ‘They’ve gone to town on you big time. “Dr Maitland was implicated in a previous incident of serious misconduct and dismissed from the Forensic Science Service eighteen months ago. That case involved the use of pioneering forensic techniques by Dr Maitland to profile the lover of his now former wife Lucy Maitland, and resulted in the arrest of Shaun Graves, a junior partner in the corporate law firm of Bostock and Tuson.”’

Reuben noted that Sarah could barely keep the glee out of her voice. He walked on, appreciating that this was a long way from how he had imagined the start of his first day back.

‘“Mr Graves, thirty-six, subsequently received a five-figure settlement from the Metropolitan Police for false imprisonment and arrest. The reinstatement of Dr Maitland is bound to be seen in some quarters of the Met as inappropriate, so soon after a charge of serious misconduct and the ensuing legal fallout.”’

‘I wish they’d get their facts right,’ Reuben said dourly. ‘It wasn’t serious misconduct.’

‘No?’

‘No. It was improper conduct.’

‘Shhh. It gets better. They’ve done a biog on you.’

‘Sounds painful.’

‘“Dr Maitland formerly headed the Forensics section of GeneCrime before his dismissal. He was a regular contributor to the general media, writing articles for this newspaper as well as several others, and appearing occasionally on television and radio—”’

‘What paper is this?’

‘The Independent. Will you shut up?’

Sarah was enjoying herself. Reuben walked on in silence. Ten metres ahead of them a large wood-effect door was marked Command Room. He felt his stomach tighten involuntarily.

‘“Inside the force, Dr Maitland has a reputation as a maverick scientist, a fierce obsessive who has pioneered several forensic breakthroughs.”’ Sarah stopped in front of the Command Room door and lowered the paper. ‘I could go on. Maybe I should have walked slower. So, Mr Fierce Obsessive, with the improper conduct record, are you ready to join the big time again?’

Reuben grabbed the paper and quickly scanned what was left. He saw his son Joshua’s name, the term ‘acute lymphocytic leukaemia’, the hospital he had been treated in, the wonderful word ‘remission’, his wife’s name and the not-so-wonderful word ‘estranged’. They had been thorough. The press as detectives. Digging, enquiring, speculating. It would be an interesting experiment to get a good reporter on to a serious crime, see if they dug up the truth quicker than CID or Forensics.

‘How do the press get all this?’ he said, almost to himself.

‘Maybe because we brief them every single bloody day.’

‘There used to be a time when the force’s movements were not for public consumption.’

There was a moment of silence, Reuben’s words hanging in the artificial light. He examined Sarah out of the corner of his eye. As pretty and hassled as ever, blonde hair restrained, mouth slightly pursed, a frown breaking like a slow wave across her forehead.

‘Shall we?’ she asked.

Reuben handed back the paper. At the top, the headline proclaimed ‘Police Link Deaths of Two Fingerless Men’.

A cold nervousness continued to burrow into his stomach. His mobile phone started vibrating inside his pocket. Two plainclothes CID officers hesitated, then entered the room ahead of them. Sarah passed him one of her files, and gripped the door handle.

‘Let’s catch some killers,’ she said.
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IN HER RIGHT hand Lucy Maitland held on to the training reins that kept her two-year-old son tethered within a few feet of her. The reins were a new weapon in the battle to keep Joshua from running off as fast as his short little legs would carry him. All morning Lucy had felt like the centre point of a circle, the reins a radius, Joshua orbiting around her in a tight circumference. On the bus it was different, however, his progress hampered by seats and passengers. She stared at him while she waited for Reuben to answer. He was straining against her, wanting to explore the full length of the aisle, occasionally wailing in frustration as his progress was halted. In a couple of minutes Lucy would harness him in an altogether more defeating fashion. She would strap him back in his buggy, with its double belts that crossed at the shoulder and hip, a system of binding that would require some bribery.

Lucy’s call was finally answered by the single word ‘yes’.

‘Reuben,’ she said. ‘It’s Lucy.’

Her ex-husband cleared his throat. ‘I’m just about to enter the Command Room.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You weren’t to know.’

This is what it has become, Lucy thought with a sigh, holding the weight of Joshua in check. Brief sentences, a brusque politeness, functional communication.

Reuben seemed to soften. ‘Look, I was going to call you in an hour or so anyway. How did it go?’

Lucy hesitated, savouring the moment. Good news shouldn’t be rushed, particularly when it had been in such short supply recently. ‘He’s been passed over to the long-term medical team, who have reviewed his progress.’

‘And?’

‘The new team are extremely happy with Joshua’s progress. Blood counts good, all traces of anaemia finally gone, clean bill of health since the last check-up. Dr Khiara, he’s the oncologist, and Dr Morgan, the haematologist, reckon we’re very probably out of the woods.’

Lucy heard her ex-husband breathe out. It was slow and measured, an exhalation of relief.

‘Fantastic,’ he said. ‘Where are you?’

‘On the way back. Going to drop him at nursery and then head into the office.’

‘I would have been there. If, you know …’

‘I know. Anyway, I just thought I’d let you know what they had to say.’

Reuben was quiet again. Lucy heard a door open and close a couple of times in the background and tried to picture him back at work, serious, focused, reverting to his former self. She appreciated that Joshua’s three-month check-up had come on a difficult day.

‘You still there?’ she asked. ‘The reception isn’t great.’

‘I’m still here,’ he answered. ‘And that really is fantastic news. Thank you.’

From the tone of his voice, Lucy knew he was ending the conversation.

‘I’ll maybe talk to you later,’ she said.

‘Yeah. Sorry, got to get things moving here.’ Above his voice, a door scraped open and banged shut again. ‘But thanks, Luce. Bye.’

‘Bye.’

Lucy slotted her phone into the depths of her handbag, and pulled out a yoghurt drink. She showed it to Joshua, feeling a fresh wave of relief wash through her. A clean bill of health. It didn’t get much better than that. Joshua scampered towards her, unsteady on his feet as the elongated London bus took a corner, the reins that had held him back now keeping him upright. He reached for the drink with both hands, a toothy smile on his face, a dimple on his right side, just like his father, his pale cheeks rosy after his constrained efforts to explore the bus.

‘Dink, dink, dink!’ he squealed.

Lucy held it just out of reach. ‘Not till you’re in your buggy,’ she said.

Bribery and coercion. The two cornerstones of parenting, Lucy told herself. It was no wonder so many people turned out so bad.

She lifted Joshua up and kissed his cheek. Then she stood and shuffled towards the doors, grabbing Joshua’s buggy and unfolding it in one practised movement. She strapped her son in and finally handed him the yoghurt drink.

The bus slowed, and Lucy pushed forward, closer to the doors. She checked her son. He had managed to tip most of the yoghurt down his front. Lucy cursed silently. She had forgotten the wet-wipes. The euphoria of Joshua’s remission was already fading as she left the bus. Parenting was difficult enough with two of you. With just one it was nearly impossible – something she had recently been telling Reuben with increasing frequency.
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THE COMMAND ROOM was long and thin, almost an extension of one of GeneCrime’s many corridors. A table ran nearly the whole length, its occupants facing one another, their legs close to touching beneath the wooden surface. Reuben shuffled to the far end of the room, while Sarah remained closest to the door. They pulled their chairs out in unison, and the background chatter of the fifteen or so staff ceased.

DCI Sarah Hirst sat forward in her chair. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘let’s get cracking. Those of you lucky enough not to have been stuck here over the weekend will doubtless have seen the papers, who seem to know more about ongoing crime than we do. Two men missing the tips of their fingers, cause of death not confirmed at the moment.’ Sarah took in a sweep of the assembled CID officers, forensic scientists and support staff. ‘You will be thrilled to know that GeneCrime have been tasked with investigating. The Met have asked us as a matter of urgency to identify the killer or killers. It’s what we do quickly, and it’s what we do well.’

Sarah smiled at Reuben, and he took a deep breath, his reservations dissipating in an instant. The hardest part had been waiting, being away, having the time to think about everything. But now, back in the fold, at the very start of a new investigation, that was the thrill which overcame all the doubts. He realized that he was born for this, the hunt for the truth, the search for people who killed and raped and maimed.

‘And of course,’ Sarah continued, ‘today marks the return to GeneCrime of Dr Maitland, who is going to lead this investigation. Be nice to him. He might be slightly rusty after forgetting which side of the law is the right one for so long.’

There were a couple of low noises halfway between laughs and grunted acknowledgements of the truth. Three or four of the Forensics team nodded and smiled. Reuben scanned the room, naming names, reacquainting himself with faces. Bernie Harrison, bearded and scruffy. Mina Ali, bony and slightly gaunt. Simon Jankowski, pale skin, loud shirt. Paul Mackay, cropped hair, unusually smart for a scientist. A couple of CID made reassuring faces: Helen Alders, slim and boyish, and Leigh Harding, broad and fair. The support staff and IT largely ignored him. Chris Stevens from Pathology doodled in a notebook. It was as good a welcome as he was going to get.

‘Dr Maitland?’ Sarah said, raising her eyebrows. ‘Would you care to say a few words?’

Reuben nudged his chair back across the carpet and stood up slowly. ‘OK. No speeches, but it’s good to be back, and it’s nice to see some familiar faces.’ He opened the cardboard folder that Sarah had given him and slid its contents on to the table. ‘Now, as DCI Hirst said, over the weekend CID have officially linked two shocking and unusual murders. A sales executive was killed a week or so ago. The killing on Friday of a scientist shows striking similarities. Both victims had the tips of all their fingers removed, possibly with a saw of some sort. Worse, the fingertips were left inside a cage housing a couple of rats. The symbolism of this feels a little clumsy, but there may be more to it than we think at this stage. We shall see. Either way, we are about to embark upon an intense and high-profile investigation.’

Reuben forced himself to slow down, to suppress his eagerness to get started. People have died in horrible ways, he told himself. You have to coordinate a thorough and methodical search for their killer. Don’t ever make the mistake of enjoying this.

He glanced across at one of the IT support team. ‘Do we have visuals?’

A thin, nervous male slid a remote control towards him. ‘Just press the left button to flick through.’

Reuben turned to face a flatscreen monitor behind him. ‘Those of you who’ve just had breakfast might want to look away.’ Whatever was on the screen was going to be nasty. Despite his impatience to get the investigation started, he knew he would feel the same mild nausea he always felt when confronted with the violent loss of a human life, the ending of one person’s hopes and dreams. At least he hadn’t eaten. He hadn’t felt like it.

He pointed the remote and clicked the button. The image of a man lying on a kitchen floor filled the screen. It was bad, but not enough to make him pause for more than a couple of seconds.

‘I’m guessing this is in situ, at the victim’s house?’

Reuben began to run his eyes rapidly across the image, mining it for information. It was the first time he had seen it, but several things struck him simultaneously. Nice floor tiles. Expensive units. The rat cage. Signs of a struggle: two spoons on the floor, a broken mug in the corner of the shot. A lot of blood. Enough, in fact, to suggest the victim had still been alive when most of the blood loss took place. Small sprays of red on the fridge and a cabinet confirmed that the body hadn’t been moved, and that this was where the murder had taken place. He flicked to the next picture. The same image but with evidence tags, bright yellow plastic markers with black numbers at their centre. The rat cage was number 4, the broken mug number 7. He forwarded again. A close-up of the victim’s right hand. Congealed stumps lacking fingernails and final phalanges, crudely squared off, oozing thick clotted redness. He peered into the screen. A series of parallel scratches were visible close to the cage. Reuben realized suddenly that the killer wanted his victim to see the rats, to watch what they did.

‘The rats were for him,’ he said, ‘not for us.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sarah asked.

‘It’s a fairly spooky thing to do, and a difficult one as well. Taking live animals in a cage to the house of someone you want to kill. Not the sort of thing a spontaneous killer does. This takes planning. Therefore it must be important. Now the question is, important to whom? To the victim, to the police, to the public at large, or a message to the next victim? Plenty of killers leave us things, miscellaneous stuff to throw us off the scent, bizarre items their mental illness persuades them would be a good idea.’

‘But you think the rats are for the deceased?’ Sarah said. She glanced down at her own cardboard folder. ‘A Mr Carl Everitt?’

‘Look at the position of the cage. It’s close to the victim’s head, eye level almost. The killer was making Mr Everitt watch what happened to his fingertips. He didn’t shove them between the bars, even though he could have reached, and the bars are just wide enough. This wasn’t about live rats chewing his fingers down. It was about what happened after they were removed.’

‘I don’t know about anyone else, but this is giving me the creeps.’ Dr Bernie Harrison scratched his beard for a couple of seconds. ‘It reminds me of Winston Smith in 1984.’

‘Why, what did he do?’ Detective Leigh Harding asked. ‘Is he still banged up?’

Reuben watched closely as Bernie’s smile got lost somewhere in the thick brown hair that covered his face. Literate Forensics versus less literate CID.

‘As in the book 1984,’ Bernie answered. ‘Orwell’s hero threatened with a cage of rats gnawing into his face.’

‘I thought—’

‘We all know what you thought, Detective Harding,’ Sarah interjected, ‘but can we get back to the current year’s events, and not those of a fictionalized future now set in the past?’

Detective Harding remained silent, a pained coldness about his clean-shaven face. Reuben sensed the gulf between the two sides of the narrow table, just as wide as it had ever been. CID officers who had shown exceptional aptitude on other cases headhunted for GeneCrime. Talented forensic scientists and bio-statisticians recruited from industry and academia. All bright people with sharp minds, but very different personalities and backgrounds. An uneasy mix, but a gifted one nonetheless.

‘I think there’s one other significant thing here,’ Reuben said, turning back to the screen. ‘The patterns on the slate floor tiles near the fingers. Difficult to spot from a distance, but there are red striations on the tiles that lie almost exactly perpendicular to the sprays of blood on some of the kitchen units. The fingers have been removed here, the killer pushing downwards, through skin, flesh, bone and out again the other side, before scratching into the stone surface.’ Reuben turned back to the occupants of the room. ‘So what does this tell us?’

‘He’s strong,’ Detective Helen Alders answered, her boyish face frowning. ‘Or this was done in a frenzied hurry.’

‘A frenzy, no,’ Reuben said. ‘You don’t carefully place a cage of rats near the victim’s head and then set about removing his fingers all in a frenzy. But strong I would agree with. There’s no obvious evidence of restraint.’

‘What you’re saying,’ Mina Ali interjected, ‘is that you don’t just hold a fully grown man down and saw his phalanges off.’

‘Not unless you’ve married him first,’ Reuben muttered under his breath. ‘But no.’

Reuben smiled at Mina and she grinned back, a lopsided toothy grin, her eyes wrinkling behind her glasses. His new deputy, the senior forensic scientist who was going to make his life a hell of a lot more bearable than it had been before he left.

‘So how did he do it?’

‘This is what I want everyone to think about.’ Reuben peered down at his notes to check the name. ‘Carl Everitt was five eleven. Looking at him, he probably weighed in at twelve stone or so. How do you control someone like that for long enough to do what you’ve got to do?’

Reuben ran his eyes around the group. No one wanted to say anything. The room was silent except for the ever-present hum of the air conditioning. Somewhere in and around that lurked the buzz of the neon strip lights. The question floated unanswered in the windowless atmosphere.

‘OK,’ Reuben said finally, ‘let’s get some coffees in here. Someone grab me a tea. Let’s drink and think.’
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REUBEN SPENT HALF an hour flicking through photos, reading lab reports, checking times and dates, writing lists of questions and studying inventories of crime-scene objects. From time to time he sipped at the tea in his old GeneCrime mug. It had been with him from the start. Originally it was silver in colour, but this had long since perished, leaving a mottled grey and black covering. In all his time in the unit, no one had ever asked to borrow it, and no one had attempted to steal it when they lost their own mug. It reminded him for a second of the cactus, an object that survived simply because it was unappealing to the touch. Reuben took another sip, the tea now almost cold.

In the background, Forensics and CID combed through their own notes, cross-checking with each other, exchanging ideas. The hum of conversation was getting louder and Reuben knew it was time to get the meeting going again.

His mobile vibrated, and he flicked back to the conversation he had had with Lucy, the relief in her voice, the implication that the dark days were behind them. He thought briefly of his son, and the fact that he was on the mend. He checked the screen of his phone, which registered an unknown caller. Reuben hesitated, then pressed answer.

‘Yes?’ he said.

‘Dr Maitland?’

‘Yes.’

‘I have your son.’

‘What?’

‘Your two-year-old son Joshua. I have him here.’

Reuben got out of his chair and walked unsteadily over to the window.

‘Who is this?’

‘Someone I hope you will never meet.’

‘Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about. He’s with my ex-wife. I spoke to her half an hour ago.’

‘A lot can happen in thirty minutes.’

The sound of a crying child in the background. A clawing resonance in the gentle sobbing. Something painfully familiar in the voice.

‘Who are you?’ Reuben repeated.

A second’s pause. A rasping breath through the receiver.

‘The man who is in the papers, the one you are hunting.’

‘Which man?’

‘The one who takes fingers.’

‘Where’s my ex-wife?’

‘Looking for your child. But she won’t find him because I have him.’

The ticking of the Command Room clock. The room quietening down, staff waiting for the meeting to resume. A deafening throb beginning to beat through Reuben’s temples. This couldn’t be right. He checked his watch. Half an hour, forty minutes at the most.

‘Listen to me. I am the wrong sort of person to prank-call. Entirely the wrong sort of person.’

‘This is no prank, Dr Maitland. And in a second I will prove it. I have your son, and you’d better get your head around that now.’

A coldness surged in Reuben’s chest, a tightening in his stomach. Panic started to set in, implications stabbing home, a hammer blow of understanding arriving late.

‘What do you want?’ Reuben asked, as calmly as he could.

‘That you don’t try and find me.’

Reuben glanced over his shoulder. Some of the fifteen faces were monitoring him with a variety of expressions. Boredom. Indifference. Mild curiosity. A couple of Forensics were chatting to each other. A CID officer studied one of the sheets from Reuben’s file. Another had walked over to stare at the image of a mutilated hand. Two support staff were tapping into laptops. He saw Sarah glance impatiently at her watch. But time had utterly stopped for Reuben.

The voice in his ear continued. ‘You can speak to him. Ten seconds, that’s all.’

There was a scraping noise – the phone obviously being moved. Reuben heard the sound of his son’s distress intensify.

‘Joshua, this is Daddy. Are you OK, little fella? Where’s Mummy?’

Joshua said the word ‘Daddy’ and started crying louder, unmistakable and unique sounds hardwired into Reuben’s recognition centres.

‘Don’t cry. Mummy will be there soon. Mummy and Daddy love you very much.’

Joshua’s crying became more irregular, interrupted by jagged breaths, deep intakes of air. Reuben bunched the fist of his other hand, fingernails digging hard into his palm. Any lingering disbelief had just evaporated. Joshua was with this man, crying and scared.

More scraping noises told him the phone was moving back again.

‘Spell out exactly what you want,’ Reuben said evenly.

‘Just this, Dr Maitland. Do nothing to catch me. Say nothing to anyone. If your team makes any progress towards finding me, your son will die.’

‘Why?’

‘I need one more person, and then I will stop for good. This one deserves to die, just like the other two. He has committed an atrocity against society and will commit others. This is natural justice. The sort you secretly approve of. You are not to interfere, or your son will die. And you’ve seen what I’m capable of.’

Reuben pictured Joshua’s tiny hand and its delicate fingers. He looked over at the door. He wanted to be out in the corridor shouting at this fucker, telling him that he was going to find him and make him pay. But he was stuck at the far end of the room, trying to sound as normal as he possibly could as his heart and stomach and head felt crushed and sick and horrified.

‘And if I don’t?’ Reuben said quietly.

‘I will know. I’ve set you a trap, Dr Maitland. A big messy horrible trap. If you track me down, or I even sense that you’re trying, Joshua will die instantly.’

‘And I’m supposed to believe that?’

‘Believe what you want. But a life for a life, that’s what I’m offering you. You let me kill one more person, someone who deserves to die, and I’ll disappear for ever.’

In the background, Joshua’s sobs were sounding more and more broken and uneven. Reuben closed his eyes, drawn into the distress of his son, feeling it burrow deep into his soul, tugging at his composure. The sound of your only child, scared, alone, trapped with a stranger.

‘If you do anything,’ Reuben said quietly, his teeth clenched together, ‘anything at all, I will—’

‘You’ll do nothing. I’m in control, not you. And don’t make the mistake of letting this get personal, Dr Maitland. This isn’t about you or your family. This is about me.’

‘How the fuck is it not personal?’ Reuben hissed. ‘You have my only son.’

‘Like I say, this is just business. A trade. A swap. An agreement. A bargaining position.’

‘You sick fucking—’

The line went dead. A nothingness in his ear. Joshua cut off, isolated from him, taken away.

Out of the corner of his eye, Reuben sensed Sarah giving him disapproving looks. A couple of others were raising their eyebrows, their curiosity ebbing. This had just been Daddy Talk, Reuben talking to his son at work.

He slowly placed the phone back in his pocket, his mind racing. The killer of two men holding his son. Was he telling the truth? How had he got Joshua? How had he known about his son?

He walked back to his chair and sat down, his head filling with images and questions, plans and strategies. Tell no one, the killer had said. Stop the investigation dead. I am in control. Reuben needed to buy some time, talk to Lucy, see what the real situation was. He took his phone out again.

Someone cleared their throat. The team was waiting. Fifteen bright and impatient minds looking from Reuben to the screen and back again. Legs shuffling under the narrow desk. Feet almost touching, grinding into the carpet with nervous energy, a killer to catch. A paralysing moment of indecision. The air conditioning kicking in for a few seconds, blowing its cooled and filtered air around the room and then resting again. And Sarah, staring at him.

‘Dr Maitland?’

‘Right,’ Reuben muttered. ‘Where were we?’

‘How do you cut someone’s fingers off without tying them up,’ Mina Ali prompted.

Reuben cleared his throat. He stared into the keypad of his phone for a second, memorizing the numbers. ‘Any ideas yet?’ he said. As he waited for an answer, he typed the number from memory: 2255#63#669. A code, like the triplet code of DNA. Translated by predictive text into Call Me Now.

Simon Jankowski spoke first. ‘He knocks the man out elsewhere, then takes him to the kitchen and kills him there.’

‘And why would he do that?’ Reuben asked as he entered Lucy’s eleven-digit number and pressed send.

‘I don’t know.’ Simon bit into the inside of his cheek. ‘From what I’ve read, it doesn’t look like the same MO as the other death.’

The other death. Reuben put down his phone and reached for the remote control. Two bodies so far, one more promised, and then he would stop. That was what he had said. Everything now personal, related to Joshua, small significances looming large.

‘Let’s have a look,’ Reuben muttered. He flicked through several other slides of Carl Everitt. Then the backgrounds changed – a different house, rich interior wall colours, lots of wood. A solid dining table, looking down on it. Reuben pictured a police photographer balancing on a chair to get the angle right. A man tied to it, rope digging into one wrist, passing under the sturdy table and wrapping around the other wrist. The man on his back. Reuben scanned a piece of paper on his desk but couldn’t find what he was looking for.

‘Dr Ian Gillick,’ Sarah prompted.

Reuben glanced quickly at her then turned back to the screen, taking it all in, mining it for fresh information, anything that might pertain to his son. Ian Gillick was on his back. His fingertips were missing. Pools of dark redness had seeped over the edge of the table, most of it dripping heavily on to the wooden floor, some of it running along the ropes that bound his wrists. A plastic cage with metal bars sat near Gillick’s head. A different cage to the last one, smaller, scruffier.

Out of the corner of his eye, Reuben monitored his phone, willing it to ring, Lucy saying there’s obviously been some sort of mistake, Joshua’s here with me, safe and well. The phone sat silent and still, a lump of plastic and glass, inert and unmoved by human emotion.

‘You’re right, Simon,’ Reuben said. ‘This one is different. He looks to have been incapacitated and then bound.’ Reuben pointed the remote control at the screen. ‘Blood sprays on the CD rack there to the left. His fingertips were removed here. But again, how do you remove someone’s fingers without them moving their hands? He’s only tied at the wrist. Why didn’t he ball his fists up?’

The phone remained lifeless. Reuben tried to slow his breathing.

‘Could they pass out with the pain of having one fingertip removed?’ Simon asked. ‘And then the others are easy?’

Reuben shook his head, almost absently, barely hearing the response for the hundreds of thoughts and scenarios bouncing around his skull, smashing into one another. A few seconds of telephone conversation that threatened to change everything. Mere words that felt real and not real at the same time. ‘I don’t think so.’ Joshua alone with the man who had done this. A two-year-old boy with a fully grown psychopath. ‘You might black out for a bit, but surely you’d come round again.’ A cold ache was beginning to burrow inwards from each temple, grinding through his frontal lobes.

Reuben looked up at the man across the table from him. ‘Chris, you’re the closest thing we have to a real doctor. You care to comment?’

Dr Chris Stevens stopped doodling in his pad. ‘Pathologists are real doctors,’ he said. ‘It’s just that our patients complain less.’

While Dr Stevens outlined the intense nervous system of the fingers, and the concentration of pain receptors near the tips, Reuben focused on the words the killer had spoken to him, and the noises his son had made. He stared at his phone again, increasingly sensing that this was no mistake, that Lucy failing to return his text was an ominous sign.


7

REUBEN CHECKED THE reception on his mobile. One bar, cutting in and out, flashing as the phone signal wafted back and forth. A frail electronic waveform struggling to penetrate a solid room with thick walls and a concrete floor. Still nothing from Lucy. Nearly an hour since his text, and absolute silence. Lucy always carried her phone, always had it switched on, always had it charged and ready. It was her home, her work, her social circle. Almost everything in Lucy’s life was filtered through that small chunk of plastic. She had called him earlier so she clearly had it with her. Yet she was silent now.

They had filed out of the Command Room, along the stretched corridors of GeneCrime, back down concrete stairs and into the depths of the building where the morgue lay. Reuben watched Dr Chris Stevens pull open an elongated steel drawer, which glided out in deferential silence. He dialled Lucy’s number. Nothing, the phone flashing the words ‘no signal’. Dr Stevens rolled back a blue plastic sheet to reveal Ian Gillick’s face. An expression of horror remained, clinging to the corners of his open mouth and the glazed whites of his eyes. Reuben dialled again, picturing Dr Gillick’s journey. Being untied from his dining table. Lifted on to a stretcher and straight into a body bag. Being carried out of his house. A black unmarked Ford Transit transporting him across London. Slipping through the traffic, no external indication of what was inside. Stopping at red lights and pedestrian crossings, the diesel engine idling, living people standing inches away from the dead. The phone showed a symbol that suggested it was trying to connect. After a few more seconds, it cut out. Dr Stevens walked over and pulled on the handle of another brushed-steel drawer.

Reuben cast his eyes over the forensic scientists and CID officers staring silently at the corpse. He reflected on the power he now had. It hadn’t felt like power before today. If anything, it was an inconvenience, a responsibility, a set of behaviours to adopt and a book of regulations to uphold. Being in charge rarely felt like control or authority. Rather, Reuben believed that managing teams of people was like opening the door to a fuck of a lot of problems that threatened to wash you away on a daily basis. Of course there were small perks, but these were set against the huge and overwhelming fucker of having to manage a disparate group of human beings. And in GeneCrime, that meant the bright and the fragile, the gifted and the unpredictable.

He tried Lucy’s number again, gritting his teeth as he dialled.

Reuben was well aware that he had stumbled into authority rather than sought it out. And here he was, back in charge of GeneCrime Forensics. But he saw now that his power had one important perk: it could keep his son alive. Delay the investigation, push things in the wrong
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