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About the Book

Is there a gene for murder?

Commuters on the London Underground are being murdered, seemingly at random. What is the killer’s motive, and how can he kill without leaving a single forensic trace?

Maverick forensic scientist Reuben Maitland has developed a system to identify future psychopaths from their DNA. But now he discovers that someone is using his research to hunt down and incite latent psychopaths.

Reuben knows he must find whoever is misusing his groundbreaking discovery, and fast. But what he doesn’t count on is that his investigation will lead him right into the path of the Underground killer.
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ONE


1

SOMETHING STOPPED DANNY Pavey dead still.

He glanced down at the heavy pool cue gripped in his right hand. A thick redness was dripping off it and falling rhythmically on to the floor. The cue was cracked in a couple of places. Small splinters of wood had grabbed at grey hairs, which were now tangled in the red. The blood kept falling, running along the underside of the tapered implement.

Danny ran his eyes along the dark floorboards, following the trails of blood, which hunted out the gaps and sank into them. The man on the floor wasn’t moving. Danny was scrambling to catch up. He felt like his brain hadn’t been consulted about the last five minutes of his life. Like the volume had been muted and he hadn’t understood what was being said. But now the volume was coming back strong, his ears ringing, amplified noises crashing off the walls.

Danny dropped the cue, his hand jerking open, suddenly aware of what it had been holding. It clattered on the wooden surface, setting off sharp echoes around the bar. He scanned the room, sense slowly beginning to return. He saw the faces of his friends, the ones he always went out with. His closest pals and their wives, people he had known for most of his life. They were staring back at him. Pale, open-eyed, mouths slack. Like he was someone they didn’t recognize.

Still no movement from the grey-haired man. Danny squeezed and unsqueezed his fists. There was a rumble of traffic outside. No one spoke. And then he caught her eye. She was near the toilets. His wife. Victoria. The single best thing about his life. Hair that shone, eyes that sparkled, lips that curled right up when she grinned. The face he gazed deep into every day, amazed that she gazed back in exactly the same way. But her face was different now. Shaking her glossy hair back and forth, the shock in her eyes, questions on her puckered lips. Why, Danny? Why? What on earth happened to you?

His brain was starting to fire again, images of the last few minutes flashing before him. A spilt drink. An inadequate apology. A look that seemed out of place. And then everything changing for ever. Being possessed by something, something almost inhuman, something that had been lurking in the shadows all these years, never quite making its presence felt. Until now. It had leapt out and taken control, engorging his muscles, clenching his fists, and making him beat another human being to a bloody pulp.

Danny glanced around, imploring. At his friends, at the bar staff, at Victoria. Stillness, fear, the air solid with shock. The music playing uselessly on. Starting to recognize the song that had been on all along, blows of the pool cue to beats of the drum. He felt like he was surfacing, coming up for air from deep below. He shook his head again, blinked his eyes, and stared at the unmoving man.

Then Danny Pavey glanced quickly at his wife, and bolted for the door.
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DR REUBEN MAITLAND stared momentarily through the window, watching a JCB gouge strips of brown from a surrounding area of green. It continued its metallic progress, dumping rocks and earth on to grey concrete, disdainful and without pity. To the right, men in hard hats wrote notes on clipboards and studied plans. Their fluorescent jackets proclaimed an uneasy mix of demolition and safety.

Very soon it would be time to abandon his laboratory and set up a different one somewhere else, where the diggers weren’t circling, where cranes weren’t hovering, where nothing needed to be redeveloped. In London, this was no easy task. The JCB was fifty metres away, and was scraping and clawing closer every day, dragging itself forward with its mechanical arm, taking soil, concrete and vegetation with it. The abandoned block of flats that housed his equipment would only be standing for another ten days, a fortnight at best.

Reuben turned back to what he was doing, letting his eyes wander around the converted flat with its fridges and freezers, its small centrifuges and large sequencers, its grey machinery that stood on white benches and scrubbed floors. Less than five months, and already he was going to need to move again. Reuben cursed, running his finger across the screen in front of him. He could hardly call Pickfords. This had to be done quietly, carefully, without the knowledge of the significant number of people who would be thrilled to discover his whereabouts. And that included a sizeable section of the Metropolitan Police force. Whatever side of the law they were on, Reuben appreciated that his continued safety depended on only a handful of allies ever knowing where he lived and worked.

Reuben tapped a couple of commands into his laptop and waited. He loosened his watch and rubbed his wrist. A pattern of the strap lingered deep in his skin, red and entrenched. His computer beeped and Reuben trained his full attention on the screen. There, in numbers and letters, in greens and reds, in thin peaks and elongated graphs, was the answer. Psychopath Selection was coming to life before his eyes.

A small beaker of 100 per cent ethanol sat beside him on the lab bench. He took a swig. It burned like it was alight. Even now, after years of laboratory-grade alcohol, it hurt. Still, it had a purity that appealed to him. No additives, or flavours, or alleged essence of peat. Forget single malt. This was the real stuff. Absolute ethanol. Nothing more, nothing less.

Reuben glanced up as the door opened, and quickly glanced back down again. Moray Carnock walked over and slumped on to the laboratory sofa, which sighed in recognition of his sheer bulk.

‘I guess you’ll be wanting your results,’ Reuben muttered.

‘Aye,’ Moray answered. ‘If I must.’ He shifted his considerable belly, trying to get comfortable. ‘Does it work then?’

Reuben continued to focus on what he was doing, his brow furrowed, his lips shaped in a silent whistle. ‘Hell, yes,’ he said.

‘The same as before?’

‘Better.’

Reuben picked up a black plastic square the size of a stamp and stared into it. Multiple DNA fragments were spotted on to a barely visible grid, a readable code that spelled the word p-s-y-c-h-o-s-i-s. This was the end product, the culmination of three years of work, meticulously typing the DNA of known psychopaths. Whole genome scans, pattern matching, trawling for similarities and differences, bulky algorithms that had ground through vast datasets night after night. By liaising with forces around the world, Reuben had been able to build a bar code of behaviour, the genotype of a pure, sadistic, cold-blooded killer.

Moray scratched himself liberally, his corpulent face caught halfway between pain and relief. ‘Why better?’

‘Not all killers have the same aberrant genes, but most have some. The key, when it comes down to it, is essentially just five major ones. About a hundred more have minor influences. It’s those other smaller genes I think I’ve been able to tweak a bit.’

‘So most psychopaths, the proper ones they make films about and fill Sunday newspapers with, have five fucked-up genes?’

Reuben replaced the DNA chip on the bench and grimaced through another slug of laboratory-grade ethanol. ‘It’s not that simple.’

Moray scratched himself one more time. ‘I didn’t think it would be.’

‘Look, possess one or two of the major aberrant genes and you’re probably entirely normal. Three of the five and it could go either way. Four and you’re more likely than not to perpetrate a violent crime at some point in your life. And if you have all five, it could just be a matter of when.’

Moray dragged a battered newspaper out of his scruffy overcoat, and struggled to unfold it. ‘ ’Bout bloody time you got the thing back up and running,’ he muttered.

Reuben had developed the technique during his days at GeneCrime, the elite UK forensics centre that pioneered new methods of crime detection. Before things all went wrong. Badly wrong. Now he was resurrecting it, building it up from scratch, having walked away from it when he was sacked, just one of the tangle of loose ends that never got fully tied. He pictured those days, the amphetamine hours, the pressures from above, the temptations of the technology, crossing the line that should never be crossed. And now, out of GeneCrime, on his own, a civilian, a forensic scientist for hire, free to do just what the hell he wanted. Reuben stared back at the Psychopath Selection chip he was testing, and tried not to get too excited. This could, he was well aware, be world-changing.

‘You know what the newspapers would call this?’ he asked Moray. ‘The genetics of evil. A gene profile of pure human sin. Biological, predetermined evil.’

‘You believe in all that?’

Reuben rubbed his face. ‘I believe a tiny proportion of society is hardwired to kill and to rape, to mutilate and to destroy. Seemingly normal people with normal backgrounds and stable existences. Ones who live within reasonable bounds of behaviour, but then suddenly dive into the aberrant with no second thoughts, no remorse, no guilt, just a desire for flesh, blood and conquest.’

‘Stop it,’ Moray said from behind his paper. ‘You’re scaring me.’

Reuben was quiet for a second. The potential was enormous. If you could predict future evil, if there was a test for nascent psychopathic behaviour … He took another slug of ethanol and peered across at Moray. They had been through thick and thin together. Moray, the enigmatic slob who could change in an instant, coming to life and turning situations on their head. He owed him a lot. Maybe it was the ethanol talking, but Moray had saved him more than once.

‘So,’ he began, ‘I’ve got your chances of violence, read from your DNA on this chip. Are you ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be.’ Moray fought his sizeable mass to sit up straight. The exertion added to the fine sweat that lined his forehead.

Reuben switched screens and scrolled slowly through a list of red and green numbers. ‘Sure?’

‘Yes.’

‘OK. Here goes.’ Reuben squinted at the digits. ‘The answer is …’ He paused, churning through the calculations in his head.

‘Look, there will be some fucking violence if you don’t get a move on.’

‘One in four lifetimes.’

Moray appeared less than impressed. ‘Is that it?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Well what the hell does that mean?’

‘That on average you would commit a serious act of violence once in every four lifetimes.’

‘And is that good?’

‘It’s all right.’

‘You’ve factored in my Celtic ancestry?’

Reuben grinned. ‘If it wasn’t for that, it’d be one in forty.’

Moray made a mess of folding his newspaper and dumped it on the floor. ‘So, if I’ve got your scientific mumbo-jumbo right, once in every three hundred years or so I might get myself involved in some serious bloodshed?’

‘That’s if you lived to be seventy-five each time.’

Moray grunted. ‘Back in Aberdeen, seventy-five gets you a telegram from the Queen.’ He slumped down on the sofa, his excitement ebbing. ‘Who else are you going to test?’

‘DCI Sarah Hirst. Judith Meadows. Anyone else I can think of.’

‘And what about you?’

Reuben paused. ‘Scientists shouldn’t get involved in their own experiments.’

He fixed his eyes on the distant JCB again. It continued to gouge its way forward, almost like it was coming directly at him. He swallowed another mouthful of pure alcohol. He knew he was almost there. Just another couple of weeks of testing and Psychopath Selection would be ready. And then crime detection could change for ever.
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SOL WATCHED MACLYN Margulis light a final cigarette and replace his gold lighter on the table. He noted the shallow drag and the way the smoke was exhaled through pursed lips. Sol understood the sigh that accompanied it. It said ‘I don’t believe you and I’m getting impatient’. Sol’s fear jumped up another notch.

Sol stared past Maclyn at the man standing silently behind him. Valdek Kosonovski. Trouble with a Polish surname. Sol’s left leg was shaking. He was breathing hard, his lungs working overtime, but he tried not to let it show. The stench of smoke was all around him, invading him, encircling him. He had heard about this place. Somewhere in the middle of London, so deep underground you were surrounded by rocks and nothing else. Wide and low, the walls brown like the earth, so dark in places that you couldn’t see the corners. All the mechanics of the room visible, the wiring and plumbing and ventilation all stuck to the inside. Nowhere to hide. There were two doors at the far end, one behind a steel shutter, the other halfway along, concealing God knows what. But what had most disturbed Sol was the ceiling. It was barely seven feet high. Valdek had had to stoop as he bundled him out of the car and into the room.

Sol blinked a few times, reliving the last twenty minutes. Valdek dragging him across the room, forcing him on to the metal chair, pushing his hands on to the stark wooden table and holding them there for long second after long second. The reason for that had taken a few moments to become clear. And now the implications were making his left leg shake uncontrollably.

Maclyn Margulis leaned forward across the table and carefully placed the lit cigarette between the index finger and thumb of Sol’s left hand. Next to it on the desk was an empty tube of superglue. Sol glanced at his hands, trying to calm his breathing. His ten fingertips were slightly splayed, pads down, and in each of the crooks now burned a cigarette. Eight filterless cigarettes in total with eight matching spirals of smoke reaching upwards. Sol tried to guess. Five minutes, maybe. He prayed to fuck they would go out.

Sol could feel the meagre heat from the lights above. He was starting to sweat now, a cold stickiness in his armpits, a fine dusting of moisture on his forehead. Maclyn didn’t say anything. He had stopped talking while he lit all the cigarettes in quick succession and put them in place. The silence was unbearable. Central London, and you couldn’t hear anything, not even the rumble of the Tube. This far down and beyond the concrete walls lay nothing but solid rock, indifferent and unmoveable. Utterly soundproof, and only one way out. He was in a lot of trouble, and he knew it. His only hope was keeping quiet.

Suddenly Maclyn half turned. Light sparkled off the diamond studs in each of his ears. He said the single word, ‘Valdek.’

Sol watched Valdek Kosonovski walk around the table. Big and slow in his movements, his head almost scraping the ceiling. He stopped, so close behind him that Sol could smell him. The sour stench of recent exertion. There was a metallic noise, a chain maybe. And then something round his neck. Sol tensed in his chair, fingers clamped to the table. Valdek shifted so that he was in his line of sight. Sol saw that it was a dog lead, an old-fashioned choker. A thick silver chain with a studded leather strap. His leg began to shake more violently.

He watched the veins on Valdek’s forearms standing to attention. For a second, they were mesmerizing. His blood vessels looked welded on. Not hiding deep in the flesh, but lying on the surface, like the plumbing and ventilation of the room. Sol didn’t doubt that years of steroids and weights had played their part in the rewiring of Valdek’s blood supply.

There was another moment of utter quiet. Then Maclyn nodded, a small rapid dip of his head. The arm moved almost instantly, a violent, wrenching tug. There was a sudden burning in Sol’s throat. The links chewed into the skin of his neck, his airway utterly closed. Sol started to thrash, fighting for breath, desperate.

Maclyn stared hard into his eyes. He took a mirror out of a drawer in the table and held it up. Suddenly Sol saw it. Himself, staring back. A rasping, guttural sound escaped from deep in his throat. His face was turning red, his eyes bulging out, his mouth wide open, his tongue twitching as if he had lost control of it. This was someone else, some other poor fucker being tortured by the man himself, Maclyn Margulis. Sol’s eyes were blinking, wet, rapid blinks, but still he focused on the man in front of him. Maclyn Margulis. Waiting. Precious seconds watching him. The cigarettes continuing to burn. Sol knew they wouldn’t go out. Even vertical, with no air being sucked through them, the tenacious fuckers would burn with all their might. They had one job to do and they would do it perfectly.

In the mirror, Sol could see his colour changing, the red darkening, coming closer to purple. His vision was narrowing. He saw Maclyn reach under the desk and stroke his dog, calm as anything. The guttural noises were getting louder, almost as if they were coming from someone else. Sol knew he was seconds away from blacking out, and that he couldn’t tell them anything now even if they wanted to hear it. And then Maclyn nodded at Valdek again. The pressure was eased as quickly as it had come.

‘Anything new to add, Sol?’ Maclyn asked quietly.

Sol fought for air. Huge rasping breaths, something animal in the noises. He coughed and swallowed, still breathing hard. The cigarettes continued to burn their way down towards his fingers. Columns of ash, growing all the while, marked their progress.

Maclyn rummaged casually in one of his drawers, Sol’s bloodshot eyes on him, wide-open pupils fixed on every movement of his hands. He brought out a small metal guillotine. He placed it next to one of Sol’s thumbs. Sol started to thrash in his seat again. Maclyn turned his pale blue eyes to Valdek, who yanked on the choker.

‘Easy does it, Sol,’ Maclyn said quietly. ‘You know what this is used for? It’s for chopping cigars.’ He pushed the tip of Sol’s superglued thumb into the implement. ‘Take the tip of your thumb right off.’

Sol started screaming. He couldn’t help himself. He heard the noise echoing through the low subterranean room, bouncing off its brown walls, crashing around the sparse wood and metal furniture. A harder tug on the choker stopped him dead.

‘But don’t worry.’ Maclyn smiled, straight white teeth glinting. ‘That would be much too quick.’

Maclyn opened another drawer and pulled a fat cigar out of a box. He ran it under his perfectly straight nose, his nostrils flaring, inhaling the aroma. Sol stared down at his fingers. Eight orange tips stared back at him, all the time descending, burrowing their way towards his skin.

‘Smoking, drinking, drugs. All the same thing. Vices. Things that human beings feel they need to do. Things that take them out of themselves, let them escape for a few minutes.’ Maclyn’s voice was quiet, a calm monotone, almost soothing. ‘You smoke, Sol?’

The choker relaxed a little, Valdek releasing the tension. Sol shook his head, quick, jerky movements, the links of the chain rattling along.

‘Nor me. Not any more. In fact I don’t do any of those things these days. I mean, I sell them all, but I don’t consume.’

‘Please,’ Sol gasped. ‘Please …’

Maclyn raised his palm. ‘Shh. In fact, I sell a lot of tobacco. Warehouse quantities. But then you know that, don’t you?’

‘Anything, anything, I’ll do anything else, just don’t …’

Sol spun around. Valdek stayed silent and unmoving to the side of him, one thick venous arm on the choker, ready to suffocate him again.

‘The thing I don’t get, Sol, is that if you don’t smoke, why would you steal my cigarettes? And why won’t you tell me who put you up to it?’

‘I can’t, I told you, I can’t.’ Sol’s words were sprayed out into the air, hot and wet, the sounds of fear. ‘I just can’t.’

‘You can,’ he said. ‘You can, and you will.’

‘I mean it, anything else rather than what you’re asking me.’

‘You’ve got to ask yourself, Sol, what would you do to someone who stole half a warehouse of your very valuable tobacco products?’

Sol fought the sudden liquid feeling in his bowels, squirming in his seat.

‘You’ve heard of the phrase “living by the sword and dying by the sword”?’ Maclyn asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. He nodded at Valdek. There was another violent tug on the lead. Sol’s eyes bugged out again. An airless scratching sound rattled around his mouth.

Maclyn chopped the cigar in half with the cutter. He placed both halves in his mouth and lowered them so that they were touching two of the lit cigarettes between Sol’s fingers. With every ounce of strength Sol tried to tear his hands from the table and smash his fists into Maclyn’s mouth. But he couldn’t. His fingers were stuck fast. Maclyn drew on the two cigar ends, sucking air through, puffing the smoke out of the side of his mouth. Sol rocked back and forth, his hands static on the desk. He knew he had wet himself, a warmness starting to turn cold. Maclyn straightened, retrieving both lit cigars from his mouth. He spat out a small strand of tobacco.

‘Filthy habit,’ he said. ‘Disgusting. Makes me sick these days.’

He held the mirror up again and Sol stared into it. His neck was bulging, slender streaks of blood running down the skin, the chain cutting into the flesh. His face was changing again, his mouth wide open, his eyes lolling, a cold sweat sticking his short brown hair to his forehead. His chest started to spasm like his heart and lungs were about to explode. His vision blurred and narrowed. The crushing of his windpipe made him start to retch. He desperately needed to clear the blockage.

Maclyn waited another few seconds. He reached down and stroked his dog again. Then he nodded at Valdek. The grip was released, and Sol gasped for air, coughing and heaving. He turned his head and was sick on the floor. The thin lunchtime contents of his stomach mingled with the pool of urine. He wanted to wipe his chin but his hands were stuck.

Sol knew he couldn’t hold out much longer. And when he uttered the name Maclyn wanted, the man would track him down and make an example of him. A very messy example.

‘That’s fine,’ Maclyn said, blowing out more smoke. ‘If you don’t want to talk’ – Sol watched him slide a thick roll of black tape across the desk towards Valdek – ‘then don’t talk. Valdek, you know what to do.’

Valdek took the roll and unwound a length from it. Sol checked out the eight cigarettes between his fingers. A couple of minutes at most. Two minutes to decide. There was a rough feeling across his face. Valdek had pushed the wide section of tape across his mouth. Sol felt it sticking to his lips, to his cheeks, to the hair at the back of his head. Valdek wound another layer round, tighter this time. Sol couldn’t breathe through his mouth. He snorted through his nostrils, sucking in all the air he could, trying not to panic. Half a million pounds’ worth of cigarettes had seemed worth the risk. But now he knew nothing was worth this.

Belatedly, Sol wondered about the tape. No one could hear him down here, and if they had wanted to asphyxiate him they would have used the chain. He kept breathing through his nose, telling himself that he would be OK.

And then suddenly he understood. Living by the sword …

Maclyn stood up and walked around the table. His dog woke up and started scratching. Sol knew what was about to happen. Maclyn held both cigars and dragged on them, centimetres from his face. Sol could feel the heat. And then Maclyn forced the first of the fat cigars into his nostril, burying it deep, almost into his sinuses. Burning up through his nasal passages. Sol screamed and screamed, the noise strangled somewhere in his taped-up mouth. Then the second one, shoved right up his other nostril, the palm of Maclyn’s hand driving it up as far as it would go. And the fuckers didn’t go out. Sol’s desperate screaming needed to be fed by oxygen, and the air pulled in through his nose travelled through the cigars and made them burn. The more deeply he breathed, the more flesh they scorched. Sol was burning himself from the inside.

He gave another muffled scream as the first cigarette burned into his flesh. He tried to wrench his hand away but it wouldn’t move. The small cone of fire gnawed into the skin between the little and ring fingers of his right hand. The first one Maclyn had lit. He convulsed, jolting his head from side to side, trying to escape the pain that was tunnelling towards his brain, eating through membranes and skin and hairs. The smell of tobacco and burning flesh. His eyes streaming in pain. Another two fingers shrieking with fresh burns. Living by the sword, dying by the sword.

Maclyn Margulis held the mirror up to him again. And Sol was ready to tell him absolutely anything he wanted to know.
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DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR Sarah Hirst examined her new office, trying to view it as if she had never seen it before. It was nearly four weeks since she had inherited it from her predecessor. Commander Malcolm Abner’s idea of decor had been dull metal plaques, pictures of guns, stacks of training manuals and a slowly failing pot plant. And now he was dead. Sarah tried not to feel too bad about it, given all that had happened. But the fact was that she had inherited a dead man’s office. The best one in GeneCrime, but a dead man’s office nonetheless. And now she was giving it life. Plants lined one entire wall and sat in the corners and on her desk – ferns, an orchid, three small varieties of cactus, a couple of dragon trees, a baby palm. The large open space that had previously reeked of testosterone and male power was becoming almost habitable again.

Sarah looked up at DI Charlie Baker, wondering if the improved atmosphere of the room would make any difference to him, or whether he had even noticed.

‘Any previous on Danny Pavey, our pool cue hero?’ she asked.

‘None,’ Charlie replied.

Sarah studied DI Baker. He was hairy to the point of fascination. She wondered where it all ended, or whether his entire body was covered in the same furry mat that formed his beard, ran down his neck and threatened to poke out the top of his collar. She flashed momentarily to an image of Reuben Maitland, and his comparative hairlessness.

‘But I thought someone said he was on record?’

‘Just on the Negatives database. Tested for exclusion in a hit and run eighteen months ago.’

‘Why was he tested?’

Charlie pointed at a chair. ‘Do you mind?’

‘Be my guest.’

Charlie sat down and Sarah frowned as he shifted a plant pot to get a better view.

‘The accident involved a white Mercedes transit van, similar to the one Pavey used for his work as an electrician. But this was unusual. The driver stopped to administer first aid, then panicked and drove off when he realized the girl he hit wasn’t showing any vital signs. The Forensic Science Service ended up testing nearly two hundred punters with the same make of van, until they matched a profile with one left at the scene.’

‘But not Pavey’s.’

‘No. Just coincidence that we’ve seen his profile before.’

There was a knock at the door. ‘Come,’ Sarah said. After a respectful pause, Dr Mina Ali entered, ripping off a pair of vinyl gloves as she walked, stuffing them in her lab coat pocket.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, heading for a chair that wasn’t supporting a plant.

‘Mina, we’re just discussing the Danny Pavey case,’ Sarah said. ‘As acting head of Forensics, what’s the division’s stance on this one?’

Mina took a second to compose herself. ‘All straightforward. We already have profiles, fingerprints, hairs, the murder weapon, you name it. Just a case of watching his home, keeping his friends under surveillance, and letting our colleagues in blue hunt him down.’

‘And then we throw it out to general FSS testing?’

‘Sure, if you want.’

‘Well, what do you want?’ Sarah stared hard at Dr Ali. ‘This is your remit.’

Mina paused, weighing up the options, sensing Sarah’s body language. ‘Let’s pass. Nothing we can learn from it.’

Sarah turned to DI Baker. ‘Charlie?’

‘I say we take it ourselves.’

Sarah peered closely at him. ‘Why? This is an open and shut. A bar-room brawl that got out of hand. A man who beats another man to death in front of numerous witnesses. Watertight forensics. Just a case, as Mina said, of finding him and nailing him. Wouldn’t you say we had other priorities?’

‘Danny Pavey had no previous. Nothing. We’ve checked. Decent background, stable relationship, good job.’

‘So?’

‘So I don’t want this fucked up.’ Charlie glanced from his boss to Mina and back again. ‘Excuse the usual, but you know how pub cases go. A lot of his friends there, half the witnesses pissed, clever barrister gets stuck in. We’ve got him on file here, might as well handle it internally, make sure we get a firm prosecution without some dolt in a lab somewhere else in the country losing the samples.’

Sarah suppressed a smile. Charlie was good, and getting better. He was up for promotion soon and would make a worthy deputy inside GeneCrime. The recent birth of his baby daughter seemed to have brought out a level-headedness in him, a resolve to look first before leaping. Maybe that was what reproduction did to people in general, Sarah wondered. Fat chance she’d get to find out at this rate. Her mind leapt again to Reuben Maitland, and an interlinked thought.

‘OK,’ she said, ‘we’ll keep it in house.’ Sarah made a show of checking her watch. ‘It’s nearly four o’clock. You’d better round everyone up. The service will just be finishing. It’s one thing deciding not to go to the funeral, but we shouldn’t miss the pub.’ She pursed her lips. ‘People would talk.’

‘I’ll round the troops up,’ Mina said quietly.

Sarah waved a strand of blonde hair away from her eyes. ‘I’ve invited Reuben, by the way.’

‘Permission to rough him up a bit, ma’am?’ Charlie grinned.

‘Permission denied,’ Sarah said. ‘You leave that to me.’
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REUBEN ENTERED THE pub with a sense of unease. The stale odour of spilt drinks awakened a rush of memories. CID celebrations, cases solved, backs patted. Sometimes still wired from amphetamines, drinking hard on the back of the speed. Colleagues who were dead now, or arrested, or who had fallen by the wayside. Trying to forget about the competition, the tensions, the divided loyalties inside GeneCrime, where cutting-edge crime detection was carried out by the ambitious, the ruthless, the sometimes subjective. Brief peaks of success among endless troughs of slow, meticulous procedure. Life as it had been. All-consuming, pressured, out of control.

Reuben picked out some of his previous colleagues from the throng. He saw a few of the lab people. Judith Meadows, sipping a Coke, her belly swollen. Mina Ali, dark, diminutive and bony, her glasses square and black. Paul Mackay, still on the edge of things, looking like he was never going to properly fit in. DCI Sarah Hirst, in the middle of the crowd, talking and holding court. Around her, plainclothes CID officers, the odd forensic technician, a couple of Pathology staff. The usual rabble at a police wake.

He was about to head for the bar when someone tapped him on the shoulder. He spun round.

‘Dr Maitland,’ Detective Leigh Harding said.

Reuben watched him run a hand through his sandy hair, unsure of whether to offer it. He had only known him briefly, so Reuben decided a handshake wasn’t necessary.

‘Leigh,’ he answered. ‘How are you doing? Settling in OK?’

‘It’s been a while now. I think I know my way around.’

‘So you didn’t go to the funeral?’

Leigh glanced around. ‘No. We were kind of told not to. You know, after the delays and all that happened.’

Reuben followed the direction of Detective Harding’s gaze. DCI Sarah Hirst. Blonde hair pinned tight, stiff white blouse that hugged her figure, a dark skirt that ended just above the knee. A knot of CID surrounding her, listening intently. Controlling and in control, a force to be reckoned with. And a magnificent force at that.

‘She’s settling into her new job all right?’

‘Did you ever think she wouldn’t?’

Reuben monitored her again as an obvious plainclothes entered the bar and headed over. ‘It’s what she always wanted,’ he muttered.

The man approached, and Leigh made the introductions. ‘Reuben, this is Detective Simon Grainger.’ Reuben took him in. Run-of-the-mill cop. The sort who doubtless saw GeneCrime as an academy of boffins. Grainger was tall, greying on the sides but not the top. Leigh turned to Reuben. ‘And this is the famous Dr Reuben Maitland.’

Detective Grainger shook his hand with enough force to dislodge it. ‘I read some of your stuff,’ he said with a grin.

‘He didn’t understand it though,’ Leigh added.

‘Mind him,’ Simon said. ‘He thinks he’s funny.’

Reuben grunted. A police double act. The force was littered with them.

There were a couple of moments’ silence. Reuben wondered how well Leigh and Simon knew each other. Cops were like that. Running into the same officers in the same pubs, at the same shooting ranges, on the same training courses. The invisible but all-important division between being a friend and being a colleague. Either way, Reuben surmised that things were probably more the latter than the former. He sensed a slight distance, gaps in the conversation. Leigh’s career was taking off. Detective Grainger, on the other hand, looked like any other CID officer in the Met, wearing clothes that were not quite casual enough, trying to blend in, chatting to an old friend who was climbing the ranks and catching villains in ways he could only imagine.

Leigh took a swig from his drink. Simon Grainger glanced longingly at the bar, and Reuben followed his line of sight. He spotted his former senior technician Judith Meadows making her way towards it, slowing to take a twenty out of her purse. He monitored her progress. The female body was amazing. Just a few weeks ago there was nothing to see, and now a nascent bulge, a future promise, a swelling that would grow and grow until she could barely walk without back pain or swollen joints. Then, if she was anything like his ex-wife, a few more months and she would be back to her normal slender self. He felt an ache of something that took a second to pin down. A paternal longing. A feeling that Joshua wasn’t enough, that another child would make him more fulfilled. No hope, he sighed, given his record.

He returned to the conversation as Leigh cleared his throat and said, ‘How’s that lad Charlie Baker was telling me about?’

Simon Grainger breathed in and out and said, ‘Crutches for life.’

‘Which lad is this?’ Reuben asked.

‘Some schoolboy athlete who got beaten up on Simon’s patch a couple of months ago.’ Leigh took a hefty swig from his drink. ‘Sounds like he’ll never run again.’

There was another silence, another lack of continuity. The background din of drunk-and-getting-drunker conversation seemed to get louder. Reuben glanced at the bar again. Judith had already been served and was walking back the way she had come.

‘At least we got the bastard,’ Simon said. He winked at Leigh. ‘Proper old-fashioned police work. None of your DNA mumbo-jumbo. And apparently he’s going to plead guilty.’

Reuben cleared his throat. A man could only stay thirsty so long. ‘Anyone need a drink?’ he asked.

Leigh downed his pint and handed over his glass. ‘Guinness please, Reuben.’

Detective Grainger tilted his head to one side, almost sadly. ‘Back on duty in an hour,’ he said.

Reuben smiled as DI Charlie Baker came over and shook hands all round. ‘I’ll catch up with you in a bit,’ he said to Charlie, leaving the three of them to it.

A police wake was bad. A sober one was worse. The same old conversations: cases solved, cases not solved; people hurt, people saved from hurt; colleagues you knew well, colleagues you didn’t. Often stuck with the ones you didn’t really miss, while the ones you did eluded you.

As he waited to be served, he spotted DCI Sarah Hirst making her way across to him, the sharp heels of her shoes tapping out her approach, louder with each step. He watched her, side on, trying not to stare. He wondered how long her fine features would survive in charge of GeneCrime. The unit had a habit of chewing up its superiors and spitting them out. And he should know.

‘So, Dr Maitland,’ Sarah said, ‘care to come over and join us?’ She pointed her gin and tonic in the general direction of the throng.

‘I’m not staying. Just a quick drink to pay my respects.’

‘You don’t like hanging around CID any more?’

‘Who says I ever did?’ Reuben smiled.

‘What’s wrong with you scientists?’

‘The same thing that’s wrong with you coppers.’

‘Which is?’

‘Figure that out, and you won’t end up like me.’

‘Old and grey?’

‘Disgraced ex-copper. And I think you mean experienced and distinguished.’

Sarah smiled for the first time. It was brief, a light going on and off, but Reuben enjoyed it all the same.

‘You got somewhere better to go?’ she asked quietly.

‘Not necessarily better.’

‘So?’

‘I’m already late. And it’s a fair slog on the Tube.’

‘Anything interesting?’

‘That depends on your point of view.’ Reuben glanced at his watch, and momentarily caught Judith’s eye. ‘But it certainly won’t be dull.’


6

DR JAMES CRANNELL flicked through to his closing slide. He was finally starting to calm down, the lecture taking his mind elsewhere. Another email had turned up on his university account earlier in the day, with the same unspecified threat. Lower-case letters, Arial font, a new address that had escaped the filter he’d set up: we are on to you. we are coming for you. He sighed out loud, the exhalation lost in the gap between his lectern and the students, a vacuum that seemed to hang permanently between them.

Dr Crannell paused, ready to make his final point, running his eyes intently around the room. It was an old-fashioned lecture theatre, with wooden flooring and wooden seats. In fact, the whole place, as he looked at it, was made of wood. Hundreds of trees cut down to line the walls and form the desks bored students gouged their names into. Recently, the room had been revamped with video projectors and new screens. In whichever direction he looked, his tired words stared back at him. Health and Safety had insisted on a sprinkler system as well. James was more than sure it would never be used in his lifetime. Air conditioning had been added, too, shiny ducts running along two of the walls, metal vents jutting obtrusively through the wood. What had once been a dignified lecture theatre now seemed to have had cheap trinkets slapped on to it to make it look youthful.

He stared at his students. Seventy-four of them had signed up to his module and most of them appeared to be here. He continued to wonder why. They should be outside, or in pubs, or making love, or doing whatever it was that young people did that made them feel young. Christ knows it didn’t last.

James scanned the text of the summary slide, knowing that after this he was free. It was the final session of a long day, and escape from his problems was beckoning. ‘So the point is, can you prevent it?’ he asked, his deep Sheffield tones bouncing around the light wooden panelling. ‘Can you cure it? Should the aim just be to increase life expectancy? After all, only ten per cent of patients actually die directly from their prostate cancer; the rest, as we’ve seen, succumb to old age and other more potent killers.’ Dr Crannell looked hopefully out at his students, who were folding pieces of paper, replacing their headphones or attacking their phones with pairs of bended thumbs. Just one intelligent comment would do. ‘Or should you just cut the thing out, despite the physiological and psychological repercussions? What do we think?’

‘Fuck all,’ he whispered to himself. And this was a good university, one of the best in the country. Competition for places. Internationally respected research. Dr Crannell pictured the sanctity of his own lab and sighed again. Not exactly world class any more. In fact, it was increasingly coming to resemble his lecturing. Getting by, doing what had to be done.

The students began to file out. A couple said thank you as they passed. Dr Crannell took that as a result. He pulled his memory stick out of the audio-visual computer and headed for the door. Past gaggles of students gathering in corridors, and those walking the slow, languorous walk of the young and unburdened. Down a flight of stairs, along a glass walkway, through two sets of double doors and past a security desk. And out into the fresh air.

It was nearly six. With a bit of luck he could be home by half past. Soon it would be dark. James shuddered at the thought of impending autumn, which would quickly slide into winter.

He headed across the concrete and tarmac of what was optimistically referred to as the campus. He thought again about the email, wondered whether he would get any more letters, considered whether the threats were specific enough to go to the police with. He pulled out his keys as he reached the staff car park and pointed them at an ageing VW Golf, which flashed its indicators at him. He threw his case in the passenger door and climbed in the driver’s side. A cold breeze entered with him. He shivered. Then something made him stop, made him look up.

And then he saw them. Two well-built men. He recognized them from the lecture theatre. Sitting at the back. Looking older than the others, but just as disinterested. The thought had struck him but hadn’t quite crystallized in his brain at the time: These aren’t students.

They were just ten metres away, staring at him. Cold and scary. He locked the doors from the inside. Another thought tracked him down: they had followed him from the lecture theatre. Down the stairs, along the corridors, past security, across the concrete, all the way. And now here they were. Just watching him. He glanced around. There was no one else about. It could only be him they were interested in.

James fumbled with his keys and forced them into the ignition. Started the engine, crunched it into gear. They remained glued to the spot, unmoving, boring into him with their eyes. He pulled away fast, his tyres complaining. He screeched by, metres from the men, almost expecting them to pull guns or stop him. But they didn’t. They continued to glare, eyes burning into him. He reached the barrier and told himself to be calm. This was nothing to panic over. He was in his car, his doors were locked, he’d be OK. He wound down his window and swiped his card. The barrier went up. He wound the window rapidly up again, scanning the rear-view mirror. He had lost sight of them.

The car park was complicated. He had to do almost an entire lap before he could get out, and when he reached the road the traffic was heavy. He was beginning to sweat. His hands were shaking on the steering wheel. He forced his way in. There was still nothing in the rear-view. The men weren’t following. He took a series of deep breaths and fought for calm.

He worked through reasons and explanations, but came up with nothing. Two men had entered his lecture theatre, waited until the end, and followed him to his car. And then they had simply walked away. It didn’t make sense. Car-jackers or thieves wouldn’t have made it so obvious. James frowned his academic frown, a tightness forming in his temples, an ache at the front of his skull. Again, the series of emails and letters came to him. Were they the senders? And if so, what the hell did they want?

He passed a Tube station, and then he saw them again. One of them was talking into a mobile phone. They hadn’t seen him. The man on the phone glanced around as he ended his call. Then they entered the Underground together.


7

THE BOOKCASE, THE CD collection and the DVD library did nothing to lift Reuben’s spirits. It was official. The man who had stolen his wife and child, whom Lucy had taken solace in while the job at GeneCrime had chewed him up, had good taste. Of course Reuben was well aware that good taste was an arbitrary concept, that one man’s Phil Collins was another man’s Radiohead, but there were certain incontrovertible facts. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest was a good film. The Corrections was a good book. New Order were a good band. And Lucy Maitland was a good-looking woman. Draw a Venn diagram of the people who liked these things, and Shaun Graves would be standing dead centre, smiling slyly with that cool, detached I’m-fucking-your-ex-wife look of his.

Lucy padded down the stairs, stopped off somewhere for a second, then came in holding two glasses of red. ‘He’s fast asleep,’ she said, handing over one of the glasses. ‘Shiraz. Hope that’s OK?’

Reuben stared into his drink. It was dark and impenetrable, more black than red. Generally, he preferred his alcohol clear and pure. ‘It’ll do,’ he answered.

He ran his eyes along the elongated racking system that displayed Shaun’s good taste for the whole length of one wall. This is what I lack, Reuben thought to himself. A home, a place to exhibit all the things that make me who I am, rooms that tell the story of my life.

He picked up a framed photo and waved it towards Lucy. ‘When was this taken?’

‘Only a couple of days ago. I’ve just had it framed.’

‘He’s starting to look better. More like a proper boy than a hospital patient.’

‘And he’s getting stronger. God, he’s got some energy at times.’

Reuben replaced the photograph of his son and turned to his ex-wife. It had been nearly two weeks since he last saw Joshua. As usual, Reuben hadn’t been invited in. He had been allowed a couple of hours in the park in the rain with him. And already Joshua was changing: some of his hair was growing back, maybe some weight returning to his features. He wasn’t out of trouble yet, but he was heading in the right direction. Remission was the word the consultants had used. It seemed such a gentle word after the pain and misery acute lymphocytic leukaemia had put his son through, sapping his energy, stripping away his immune system, attacking him from the inside. But ‘remission’ was now Reuben’s favourite word, infinitely better than any of the others that sprang to mind, unthinkable outcomes that had all too nearly come to pass.

‘So, what did you want to talk about?’

Lucy sat down on one of the two leather sofas and crossed her legs. Reuben watched her take a measured sip of her wine, savouring the moment, the reward for getting her child into
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