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‘Youths green and happy in first love,

So thankful for illusion;

And men caught out in what the world

Calls guilt, in first confusion;

And almost everyone when age,

Disease or sorrows strike him,

Inclines to think there is a god,

Or something very like him.’

Arthur Hugh Clough
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Clipping from the Police Review:

‘King’s Cross Executioner’ kills PC, escapes custody

A hired killer who left his beheaded victims on building sites in the King’s Cross area would have fatally undermined public confidence in the multi-million-pound project to reinvigorate the former red-light area if he had not been identified, said an official Home Office report last week.

However, the report went on to castigate the unit bosses for failing to provide adequate security checks at its temporary headquarters, an oversight which resulted in the escape of the suspect.

The investigation had been conducted by London’s Peculiar Crimes Unit, a little-known police division created by academics in 1940 to handle serious crimes that could be considered a threat to public order and confidence. As a secret wartime department, the PCU was allowed to develop many innovative (and questionable) investigative techniques. In the 1950s the unit fell under the jurisdiction of the Metropolitan Police, and was later absorbed into the British Military Intelligence department MI7 to handle cases involving domestic and foreign propaganda. In the last few months, the PCU has found itself increasingly mired in controversy after being placed under Home Office jurisdiction, and the principles upon which it was founded have been called into question.

Ministers accused the management team of failing to follow accepted procedural guidelines. But its senior detectives, Arthur Bryant and John May, remained determined to operate on the London streets using investigation methods unauthorized by present-day government officials. As a result, they successfully brought in a suspect known only as Mr Fox, who admitted carrying out the King’s Cross murders for financial gain.

However, what should have been a cause for celebration turned to tragedy after Mr Fox succeeded in breaking out of the unit’s holding cell and stabbing the officer on duty to death. PC Liberty DuCaine lost his life after being attacked by the accused, who then found his way back to the street. To date, the killer has not been recaptured.

Despite their ultimate exoneration by an independent judicial body, the PCU’s future is looking less secure than ever before in its contentious history.

From the Desk of Raymond Land:

Is it necessary to remind staff NOT to provide the press with information about the escape of the so-called ‘King’s Cross Executioner’? We don’t want to give tabloid hacks a reason to go through our dustbins for the next six months. DON’T SPEAK TO ANYONE. If you’re in any doubt, talk to me first.

A word of warning about PC Liberty DuCaine’s funeral: his family don’t want any of you lot going anywhere near them this morning. They already had the Mayor creeping round for a photo op, and sent him away with a flea in his ear. Send flowers if you want, but stay away from the service.

I have to acknowledge the resignation of our Liaison Officer April May from the unit, effective immediately, for health reasons. April is planning to spend some time with her uncle in Toronto, following the recurrence of her agoraphobia. I’m sure you all join me in wishing her well for the future. I thought we should have a whip-round to get her something nice. By the way, when April said she’d like a gift voucher for a couple of hours in a flotation tank she was, in fact, joking.

As of this morning we now have fully functional computers and phones. You have John May to thank for this. I don’t know how he did it. No one tells me anything.

Older members of the PCU will recall a pair of utterly useless workmen who sat in our former offices at Morning Crescent for months, brewing endless pots of tea instead of getting on with their work. You’ll be thrilled to know that another pair of layabouts, two Turkish gentlemen both called Dave, will be arriving today to restore the electrics and plumbing, while no doubt offering unsought-for advice on the policing of the capital. Don’t complain, their quote came in a lot lower than anyone else’s. I daresay we’ll find out why in due course.

By the way, there’s a hole in the floor in Mr Bryant’s office. Don’t go near it.

If anyone sees Crippen, can they please butter his paws before letting him out? We don’t want him getting lost in this neighbourhood. He’s put on a bit of weight lately, and there are a couple of dodgy takeaways on the Caledonian Road that look like they could use the meat.
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A PRIVATE FEUD


FROM: LESLIE FARADAY, HOME OFFICE SENIOR POLICE LIAISON

TO: RAYMOND LAND, ACTING TEMPORARY HEAD, PECULIAR CRIMES UNIT

CONFIDENTIAL

Dear Raymond,

With regard to your apprehension of the hired assassin operating in the King’s Cross area, this so-called ‘King’s Cross Executioner’ chap, thank you for acting so quickly on the matter, although it’s a pity he subsequently managed to give you the slip. I had a bit of trouble opening your report because, frankly, computers have never been my strong point, but the new girl in our office seems to understand these things and printed out a copy for me.

Following the judicial review we decided to scrap the idea of holding a press conference, but we’re speaking to our key contacts today, so we’ll have some idea of the coverage that’s likely to run in tomorrow’s papers. Always talk to the press, I say, even when you’ve got nothing to tell them. We’re hoping that a bit of publicity might flush him out. I’m trying to discourage sensational references to his nickname, without much luck, I’m afraid, but when a little boy finds a human head while fishing for eels in a canal, you can expect the press to react strongly.

I have passed your amendments and conclusions on to my superior and other concerned department heads, and will return with their reactions in due course. I also have to acknowledge the receipt of an additional report on the case from one of your senior detectives, Arthur Bryant, although I must admit I was only able to read portions of this document as his handwriting was extremely small and barely legible, and pages 23 to 31 had some kind of curry sauce spilled over them. Furthermore his account is opinionated and anecdotal in the extreme, and on several occasions positively offensive. Could you have a word with him about this?

Naturally we are all sorry to hear about what happened. It is always with great sadness that one hears of a police officer’s demise in the course of his duty, especially in this case when the officer in question was so highly regarded, with such a bright future ahead of him.

Although the tribunal was reasonably satisfied that no member of the PCU could be held responsible for the unforeseen events occurring on your premises, we do not feel that full autonomy can be returned to the unit until a series of regulatory safeguards have been put in place to ensure that the impossibility of such an incident—’



‘Oh, for God’s sake get on with it,’ Arthur Bryant complained at the page, balling it up and disdainfully throwing it over his shoulder as he skipped to the concluding sheet. He had filched the report from Raymond Land’s mailbox and was vetting it before the acting chief arrived for work. ‘Let’s see – “inadequate safeguards”, yadda yadda yadda, “irregular procedures”, yadda yadda, “unnecessary risk factors” – all predictable stuff. Ah, here’s the bit I was expecting – “because the perpetrator of these crimes was allowed to escape and is still at large, he remains a potential menace to society, therefore we cannot consider fully reinstating the PCU until he is apprehended.” In other words, catch him but don’t expect us to help you with additional resources. Bloody typical. Oh, listen, you’ll like this bit. “Due to the financial reorganization of the Home Office’s outsourced operations units, you have until the end of the week (Saturday at 6:00 p.m.) to conclude this and any other unfinished investigations in order to qualify for annual funding.” So he wants us to achieve the impossible in one week or he and his ghastly boss Oskar Kasavian will cut us off without a penny. “Your Obedient Servant, Leslie Faraday.” Who signs their letters like that any more? Anyway, he’s not our Obedient Servant, but I suppose he couldn’t sign it Sad Porky Timeserver or Snivelling Little Rodent.’

With increasing age the grace notes of temperance, balance, harmony and gentility are supposed to appear in the human heart. This was not entirely true, however, in Arthur Bryant’s case. He remained acidulous, stubborn, insensitive and opinionated, and was getting ruder by the day, as the byzantine workings of the British Home Office sucked away his enthusiasm for collaring killers.

Bryant started to screw up the rest of the memo, then remembered he wasn’t supposed to have seen it, and flattened it out imperfectly. He fished the other pages out of the bin, but now they were smeared with the remains of last night’s takeaway.

‘I don’t know why you get so het up, Arthur. What did you honestly expect?’ John May carefully pinched his smart pinstriped trousers at the knee and bent to give him a hand picking up the pages. ‘A man kills three times, is arrested by us, breaks out of a locked cell, stabs a police officer in the neck and vanishes. We were hardly going to be rewarded for our efforts.’

‘What about the innocent people we protected, the deaths we prevented?’ Bryant asked, appalled.

‘I think they’re happier counting the millions of pounds we saved them.’ May rose, twisted his chair and flopped down, stretching himself into a six-foot line. ‘Just think of all the companies that would have pulled out if we hadn’t been able to secure the area.’

‘What a case for my memoirs,’ Bryant muttered. ‘Three mutilated bodies found on the mean streets of King’s Cross. Murders committed solely for financial gain, by a slippery, adaptable thief who’s grown up in the area around the terminus, a small-time crook propelled to the status of murderer when a robbery went wrong. You know what’s happened, don’t you? For the first time in his life this Mr Fox has been made to feel important, and the escalation of his criminal status from burglar to hired killer has increased his determination to stay free.’

There was a darkness at the heart of this chameleon-like killer that the members of the Peculiar Crimes Unit had underestimated. For a while it had felt as if gang war was breaking out in the area, but by getting to the root of the crimes, the detectives had managed to allay public fears and reassure investors that the newly developing region was still open for business. In the process they had lost an officer, and had been unable to stop their quarry from escaping back into the faceless crowds.

Bryant pottered over to the sooty, rain-streaked window and tapped it. ‘He’s still out there somewhere,’ he warned, ‘and now he’ll do one of two things. Having had his fingers so badly burned he’ll either vanish completely, never to be seen again, or he’ll returneth like a dog to vomit, just to taunt me further. Proverbs 26:11.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said May. ‘Why are you taking this so personally?’

‘Because I’m the one he’s after. DuCaine just got in the way.’ Bryant had never exhibited much empathy towards his co-workers, but this struck May as callous even by his standards.

‘Liberty DuCaine’s parents have just lost a son, Arthur, so perhaps you could keep such thoughts to yourself. Don’t turn this into a private feud. It concerns all of us.’ May rose and left the room in annoyance.

Bryant was sorry that the lad had died – of course he was upset – but nothing could bring him back now, and the only way they could truly restore order was by catching the man responsible. With a sigh he popped open his tobacco tin and stuffed a pipe with Old Arabia Navy Rough Cut Aromatic Shag. His gut told him that Mr Fox would quickly resurface, not because the killer had any romantic notion of longing to be stopped, but because his anger would make him careless. His sense of respect had been compromised, and he was determined to make the police pay for cornering him.

I’ll get you, sonny, Bryant thought, not just because I owe it to DuCaine, but to every innocent man, woman and child out there who could become another of your statistics. You’ll turn up again, soon enough. You’ve tasted blood now, and the need to let others see how big you’ve grown will drive you back out into the light. When that happens, I’ll have you.

Unfortunately, Bryant tried to avoid reminding himself, it would need to happen this week.
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CHOREOGRAPHY

DC Colin Bimsley and DC Meera Mangeshkar were watching the station. They had no idea what their suspect might look like, or any reason to assume he would suddenly appear before them on the concourse. But Mr Fox knew his terrain well and rarely left it, so there was a chance that even now he might be wandering through the Monday-morning commuters. And as the St Pancras International surveillance team was more concerned with watching for terrorist suspects following a weekend of worrying intelligence, it fell to the two detective constables to keep an eye out for their man. At least it was warm and dry under the great glass canopy.

Each circuit of the huge double-tiered terminus took between twenty minutes and half an hour. Bimsley and Mangeshkar wore jeans and matching black nylon jackets, the closest anyone at the PCU could come up with to an official uniform, but Bimsley was a foot taller than his partner, and they made an incongruous pair.

‘Down there,’ Meera pointed, leaning over the balustrade, ‘that’s the third time he’s crossed between the bookshop and the florist.’

‘You can’t arrest someone for browsing,’ Bimsley replied. ‘Do you want to go and look?’

‘It’s worth checking out.’ She led the way to the stairs. Colin checked his watch. Eight fifty-five a.m. The Eurostar was offloading passengers from Brussels and Paris, the national rail services brought commuters from the Midlands and the North, trains were disgorging suburbanites and reconnecting them to the Tube. Charity workers were stopping passers-by, others were handing out free newspapers, packets of tissues and bottles of water, a sales team was attempting to sell credit services, the shops on the ground-floor concourse were all open for business – and there was a French cheese fair; tricolour stalls had been set out down the centre of the covered walkway. Travellers seemed adept at negotiating these obstacles while furling their wet umbrellas and manhandling their cases through the crowds. But was a murderer moving among them?

‘There he goes again,’ said Meera.

‘You’re right, he just bought a newspaper and a doughnut, let’s nick him. Uh-oh, look out, he’s stopped by the florist. I’ll make a note of that; considering the purchase of carnations. Well dodgy.’

‘Suppose it’s Mr Fox and you just let him walk away?’

‘You want to call it? I mean, if we’re going to start stop-and-search procedures down here, we’d better have some clearly defined criteria.’

‘You can come up with something later – let’s take him.’ Meera paced up through the crowd, then stopped by the French market, puzzled, looking back. ‘Colin?’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Something weird.’ She pointed to the far side of the concourse, where half a dozen teenagers had suddenly stopped and spaced themselves six feet apart from each other. Bimsley shrugged and pointed to the other wall, where the same thing was happening. ‘What’s going on?’

All around them, people were freezing in their tracks and slowly turning.

‘They’re all wearing phone earpieces,’ Meera pointed out.

Now almost everyone in the centre of the station was standing still and facing forwards. Beneath the station clock, two young men in grey sweatshirts and hoods set an old-fashioned ghetto blaster on a café table and hit ‘Play’.

As the first notes of ‘Rehab’ by Amy Winehouse blasted out, they raised their right arms and span in tight circles. Everyone on the concourse copied them. The choreography had been rehearsed online until it was perfect. The station had suddenly become a ballroom.

‘It’s a flash mob,’ Meera called wearily. The internet phenomenon had popularized the craze for virally organized mass dancing in public places, but she had assumed it had passed from fashion a couple of years ago.

‘I took part in a freeze in Victoria Station once,’ said Bimsley, watching happily. ‘Four hundred of us pretending to be statues. It’s just a bit of harmless fun.’

‘Well, our man’s using it to cover his escape.’

‘Meera, he’s not our man, he’s just a guy catching a train.’

The diminutive DC did not hear. She was already haring across the concourse, weaving a path between the performers. The song could be heard bleeding from hundreds of earpieces as the entire station danced. The song hit its chorus and the choreography grew more complex. Colin could no longer see who Meera was chasing. Even the transport police were standing back and watching the dancers with smiles on their faces.

As the song reached its conclusion there was a concerted burst of leaping and twirling. Then, just as if the song had never played, everyone went back to the business of the day, catching trains and heading to the office. Meera was looking through the crowds, furious to find that her target had disappeared. But just as Bimsley started walking towards her, someone grabbed at his shoulder.

Colin turned to find himself facing a portly, florid-faced businessman who was slapping the pockets of his jacket and shouting to anyone who would listen. ‘Hey, calm down, tell me the problem,’ Bimsley advised.

‘You are police, yes?’ shouted the man. ‘You look like police. I have been robbed. Just now, I am crossing station and this stupid dancing begins, and I stop to watch because I cannot cross, you know, and my bag is taken from my hand.’

‘Did you see who took it? What was the bag like?’

‘Of course I did not see, you think I talk to you if I see? I would stop him! Is bag, black leather bag, is all. I am Turkish Cypriot, on my way to Paris. The takings are in my bag.’

‘What takings?’

‘My restaurants, six restaurants, all the money is in cash.’

‘How much?’

‘You think I have time to count it? This is not my job. Maybe sixty thousand, maybe seventy thousand pounds.’

‘Wait a minute,’ said Bimsley. ‘You’re telling me you were carrying over sixty thousand on you – in notes?’

‘Of course is notes. I always do this on same Monday every month.’

‘Always the same day?’ Bimsley was incredulous. How could anyone be so stupid?

‘Yes, and is perfectly safe because no one knows I carry this money. How could they?’

‘Well, what about somebody from one of your restaurants?’

‘You tell me I should not trust my own countrymen? My own flesh and blood? Is always safe and I have no trouble, is routine, is what I always do. But today the music start up and everybody dance and someone snatch the bag from me. Look.’ The irate businessman held up his left wrist, dangling from which was a length of plastic cable, neatly snipped through. ‘I want to know what you will do about this,’ the man shouted, waving his hairy wrist in Bimsley’s perplexed face. ‘You must get me back my money!’

Meera came back to his side. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

‘Nothing,’ Colin sighed. ‘Another bloody Monday morning in King’s Cross.’
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PARASITICAL

Bryant stared down into the sodden streets. It was hard to detect any sign of spring on such a shabby day. At least the doxies and dealers had been swept out of the area as the fashionable bars moved in. Eventually the raucous beckoning of hookers would only be recalled by the few remaining long-term residents. Such was life in London, where a year of fads and fancies could race past in a week. Who had time to remind themselves of the past any more?

Maybe it’s just me, thought Bryant, but I can see everything, stretching back through time like stepping stones, just as if I’d been there.

No one now remembered Handel playing above the coal-shop in Clerkenwell’s Jerusalem Passage, or Captain Kidd being hanged from the gibbet in Wapping until the Thames had immersed him three times. Thousands of histories were scrubbed from the city’s face each year. Once you could feel entire buildings lurch when the printing presses of Fleet Street began to roll. Once the wet cobbles of Snow Hill impeded funeral cortèges with such frequency that it became a London tradition for servicemen to haul hearses with ropes. For every riot there was a romance, for every slaying, a birth; the city had a way of smoothing out the rumples of the passing years.

The elderly detective tossed the remains of his tea over the filthy window and cleared a clean spot with his sleeve. He saw coffee shops and tofu bars where once prophets and anarchists had held court.

The recent change in King’s Cross had been startling, but even with buildings scrubbed and whores dispatched, it had retained enough of its ruffian character not to feel like everywhere else. Bryant belonged here. He basked in the neighbourhood’s sublime indifference to the passing of time and people.

A week to solve a case. Well, they had risen to such challenges before. Carefully skirting the alarming hole in his office floor, Bryant donned his brown trilby, his serpentine green scarf and his frayed gabardine mackintosh, and headed out into the morning murk. At least it felt good to be back in harness. As he left the warehouse which currently housed the Peculiar Crimes Unit he almost skipped across the road, although to be fair he had to, as a bus was bearing down on him.

Arthur Bryant: have you met him before? If not, imagine a tortoise minus its shell, thrust upright and stuffed into a dreadful suit. Give it glasses, false teeth and a hearing aid, and a wispy band of white hair arranged in a straggling tonsure. Fill its pockets with rubbish: old pennies and scribbled notes, boiled sweets and leaky pens, a glass model of a Ford Prefect filled with Isle of Wight sand, yards of string, a stuffed mouse, some dried peas. And fill its head with a mad scramble of ideas: the height of the steeple at St Clement Danes, the tide tables of the Thames, the dimensions of Waterloo Station, and the methods of murderers. On top of all this, add the enquiring wonder of a ten-year-old boy. Now you have some measure of the man.

Bryant jammed the ancient trilby harder on his bald pate and fought the rain on the Caledonian Road. Typically, he was moving in the wrong direction against the elements. He seemed to spend his life on an opposite path, a disreputable old salmon always determined to head upstream.

As he marched, he tabulated life’s annoyances in escalating order of gravity. He was sleeping badly again. He had forgotten to take his blue pills. His left leg hurt like hell. He had six days in which to close the unit’s cases, and no money to pay his staff. He was likely to be thrown out of his home any day now. A good officer had died in the line of duty. And he had a murderer on the loose who was likely to return and commit further acts of violence. Not bad for a Monday morning. With a gargoyle grimace, he looked up at the rain-stained clouds above and muttered a very old and entirely unprintable curse.

Everyone talks about the unpredictable weather in London, but it has a faintly discernable pattern. At this time of the year, the second week in May, caught between the dissipation of winter and the failed nerve of spring, the days were drab, damp and undecided, the evenings clear and graceful, swimming-pool blue melting to heliotrope, banded altostratus clouds forming with the setting of the sun. You can forgive a lot when a dim day has a happy ending.

On this Monday morning, though, there was no sign of the fine finish to come. Bryant made his way to the threadbare ground-floor flat in Margery Street where their escaped assassin, Mr Fox, had been living.

The building was a pebble-dashed two-storey block set at an angle to the road, possessing all the glamour of an abandoned army barracks. Dan Banbury, the unit’s Crime Scene Manager, had already been at work here over the weekend, tying off the apartment into squares for forensic analysis. Bryant stepped over the red cords in his disposable shoe covers, but managed to lose one and dislodge a stack of magazines on the way.

‘Just sit over there on the sofa, can you?’ Banbury demanded irritably. ‘Stay somewhere I can see you. You’re supposed to wear a disposable suit.’

‘I am. Got it from a secondhand stall on Brick Lane.’

‘At least put your hands in your pockets. There’s meant to be a constable on guard to log visits but Islington wouldn’t provide one. Dispute over jurisdiction.’

‘You’re an SCO, you can let in who you want. Have you had your ears lowered?’

‘Oh, my nipper came back from school with nits and wanted his hair cut off, but he wouldn’t let me do it until I’d tested the electric shaver on myself. I went a bit too short.’

‘Wise lad.’ Bryant stuck his hands in his coat and found a boiled sweet that was probably a barley twist under the pocket fluff. He sucked it ruminatively, looking around. ‘Still using pins and bits of string? I thought you could do it with a special camera now.’

‘That’s right. Buy me the equipment and I’ll mark out the grid electronically. I think it’s about seven grand.’

‘Point taken. Bagged much up?’

Banbury sat on his heels and massaged his back. He had been staring at biscuit crumbs and dead flies for the last half hour. ‘There’s no physical evidence to take.’

‘Don’t be daft. There’s always evidence.’ Bryant picked a bit of fluff off his barley sugar and flicked it on to the floor.

‘Not in this case.’

‘Have you started on the bedroom?’

‘Not yet. But if you’re going to poke around in there, please don’t – you know – just don’t.’

Bryant was infamous for his habit of traipsing through crime scenes and fingering the evidence. He had begun his career at a time when detectives had been trained simply to observe with their eyes rather than to illuminate body fluids with blue lights and Luminol reagents. These days, specialist equipment came with specialists who charged by the hour. Many routine cases of criminal damage and assault were dumped simply because it was too slow and expensive to send off samples.

Bryant stood at the head of Mr Fox’s single bed and studied the room. No books on display. Hardly any furniture. A framed photograph of a blue-eyed girl with long blonde hair, vacuous to the point of derangement. It was the photograph that had come with the frame. Mr Fox was a human sponge, a magnet for the knowledge of others, but he had no interest in real human beings and therefore possessed no real friends. He couldn’t trust himself in any relationship that demanded honesty.

According to the Council’s rental records, their murderer had lived here for almost ten years under the name of Mr Fox. Yet there was no character to be found in the rooms, nothing that would reveal his personality traits or give any clue to his real identity. Most people’s hotel suites offered up more than this. To Mr Fox the flat was a place to sleep and visit periodically for a change of clothes, but even here he had been careful not to leave spoor.

‘Fox,’ said Bryant aloud. ‘Dictionary definition: a wary, solitary, opportunistic feeder that hunts live prey. Good choice of a name. No real sign of who he is, I suppose.’

‘Nothing,’ Banbury called back. ‘It’s really odd. You and John met the man. You interviewed him at length. You didn’t get anything at all?’

‘We did, but it was all lies. Our mistake was taking what we saw at face value. He played us beautifully. I don’t understand how he disarmed me. I’m usually so suspicious.’

Bryant felt that he understood very little about serial killers. Demonstrable motivation was the keystone of criminology, and just as altruists made the best benefactors, murderers were at their most comprehensible when it was possible to see what they gained from their actions. This chap was a total cipher.

Mr Fox should have been easy to find. After all, he had initially killed for gain, not because he derived pleasure from it. But, Bryant wondered, would he have to continue killing, now that he had discovered the taste?

A parasite, he thought. He takes and takes without giving anything back, and remains in place until the host is dead. He studied the lair of his quarry, and felt an ominous settling in his stomach that warned him of imminent danger – although it might have been germs on the barley twist.
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THE VOID

‘A serial killer,’ said Banbury, standing up to stretch his aching calves. ‘That’s what I reckon we’ve got here. We’ve not had many of them at the PCU, have we?’

‘Not proper saw-off-the-arms-and-legs-boil-the-innardsput-the-head-in-a-handbag-and-throw-it-from-abridge jobs, no.’ When it came to fathoming the private passions of serial killers, Bryant felt lost. What were their most notable attributes? Solitude and self-interest. The rest must surely be conjecture. Novels and films were filled with the abstruse motivations of intellectual murderers – they carved designs into corpses according to biblical prophecies and hid body parts in patterns that corresponded to Flemish paintings – but the reality was that the act of murder remained as squalid and desperate as it had always been, the province of the spiritually impoverished.

Bryant dug out a none-too-clean handkerchief and noisily blew his nose. ‘Why do you think he’s a serial killer?’

‘Well, here’s the thing, Mr Bryant. It’s very hard to completely hide your personality. I know when my boy’s been in my room, no matter how hard he tries to cover his tracks.’

‘The poor little bugger’s got a forensic scientist for a father. How can he ever hope to pull the wool over your eyes?’

‘And we always know where you’ve been – we follow the smell of your pipe, the mud and the sweet wrappers. It’s easier if you’ve no personality there to begin with. And serial killers suffer from a sort of moral blankness. There was a case in America, a young couple, Karla Homolka and Paul Bernardo. They were known as the Ken and Barbie killers because they were middle-class WASPs. In the trial notes, the prosecution asked Karla how she could take breaks to sit downstairs in the lounge reading, while her husband murdered a young girl upstairs. Do you know what she replied? “I’m quite capable of doing two things at once.” Blankness, see? And they go about things in the wrong way. Karla was worried that she’d leave behind evidence, so she shaved a victim’s head. It really confused the profilers, who thought it must be a psychosexual signature, but she’d done it so she wouldn’t have to throw away the rug that the corpse was lying on. She was more concerned about the rug than the murdered girl.’

‘And you can see something like that here, can you?’ Bryant could not appreciate the silence of empty souls; his passions were too rich and various. They included Arthurian history, anthropology, architecture, alchemy and abstract art, and those were just the As. He let his partner handle the messy human stuff. While he appreciated the biological intricacies of the heart, its spirit remained forever encrypted.

An absence of personality. Banbury’s right. Mr Fox takes alienation to a new level. He examines others as if they’re circuitry diagrams. Bryant studied the murderer’s cold, bare little bedroom in wonder. He sees this weakness as a skill, but we have to make it the cause of his downfall.

The room was as dead as an unlit stage set. Ten years, he thought. That’s how long you’ve been hiding your true nature. When did you come to realize you were different? What happened to make you like this? Do you even remember who you once were?

Bryant knew that the man they were looking for had befriended several local residents. They had visited him, and Mr Fox had socialized with them in order to use their knowledge of the area. Had he let them inside the flat? Why not – he had nothing to hide here. He was an actor who adopted personalities and characteristics that he thought might prove useful. Actors were good at doing that. How many books had been written about Sir Alec Guinness without ever revealing what he was truly like?

‘When you report in to Janice, get her to circulate Mr Fox’s description to acting schools, would you? There are several in the immediate area,’ said Bryant. Banbury threw him an intrigued look as he repacked his kit. ‘This ability to deceive might be rooted in some kind of formal training.’

Bryant could only sense his quarry in the broadest of sweeps. There were people out there who were touched by nothing. The damaged ones were the most dangerous of all. He needed concrete facts about his quarry. But even the people who had been befriended by Mr Fox seemed to recall nothing about him. In a world of streaming data, how could one man leave behind so little?

‘Dan, can I borrow your brains for a minute?’ Banbury was good at repopulating empty rooms; he could put flesh back on the faintest ghosts. Everyone at the unit knew that Banbury had been a lonely child, overweight and socially lost, locked in his bedroom with his flickering computer screens. Perfect PCU material in training, as it turned out.

Banbury dusted powder from his plastic gloves with an air of expectation. Bryant had a habit of asking questions that weren’t easily answered.

‘What can you tell me about Mr Fox from this room? I don’t mean on a microscopic level, just in general. There must be something. I can’t read much at all.’ Bryant looked around at the IKEA shelves, the cheaply built bed, the bare cupboards.

‘You met him, Mr Bryant, you know what he looks like.’

‘That didn’t tell me a lot. He stuck to answering questions, gave us facts without opinions, avoided bringing himself into the conversation. He’s very clever at not sticking in the memory, especially a memory like mine.’

‘Well, give me your impression.’

‘I don’t do impressions. Let me think. Slight but muscular. About five ten. Smooth, unmemorable face, like a young actor without make-up. Fair complexion. Grey eyes. Not much hair, although I have a feeling he shaved his hairline. I wish we’d had a chance to photograph him. I got one interrogation in before going to brief the others – entirely my fault; I was anxious to get down the details of the case. We should photograph them on arrest, the way they do in America. John took a picture on his mobile, but the room was dark and it didn’t come out very well.’

‘OK, so we don’t have an ID for him, but there’s a piece of face-recognition software that might pick up his main features from your shot and find a match. That’s assuming he has a record.’ Banbury took a few steps forward, pinched his nose, leaned, peered, scratched at his stubbly head. ‘I’ve already had a good look around, of course – ’

Of course you have, thought Bryant. Natural curiosity got the better of you. We all want to know about the kind of man who can kill without thinking twice.

‘I think he’s probably lived here since his late teens, which makes him just under thirty. A loner from a broken home. Very closed off about the past. Something bad happened there that he doesn’t go into very often – there’s usually some kind of family trouble in the background. We know that his friendships are cultivated for their usefulness, and any emotions he expresses are meticulously faked. The habit of never presenting his true self to anyone is probably so ingrained that he wouldn’t be able to reveal himself now if he tried. A classic user, unemotional and unrepentant. You tell ’em they’ve done wrong and they look at you as if you’re speaking French. This really does place him in the serial-killer category. Clever planning, no witnesses, no evidence; it’s a pattern. I bet he hasn’t used his real name for so long that he’s almost forgotten it. Probably has OCD. A fantasist, a reinventor, but it has all come out of necessity.’

‘Where are you getting all this?’

‘Oh, the belongings, mainly.’ Banbury waved a hand across the shelves. ‘A few other points of interest. The picture on the wall there.’ He indicated an evenly lit photograph of an empty red metal bench against a white tiled wall. ‘You couldn’t get much more sterile than that, could you? He doesn’t do people. Except his grandparents – there’s an unframed photo of an old couple on the bedside table. We’ll see if we can get anything from it. There are only two types of items here: the stuff he owned as a child, and recent acquisitions. In the former group you’ve got the alarm clock with the chicken on it beside the bed, and that little grey metal animal – an armadillo, I think. The clock’s from the early 1950s so I’m guessing it was purchased by the grandparents. Anything that ugly would have to have sentimental value. The armadillo figurines were popular in Texas in the mid 1970s, but were available here. Maybe it reminds him to keep a tough shell. Might have been a gift from his father.’

‘That’s a bit of a leap.’

‘The trick is not to look at anything in isolation. Whether they mean to or not, most people continually reassess their belongings, adding and subtracting all the time to keep everything in balance. So I add the picture, the clock and the armadillo to that book over there.’ He pointed to a single hardback in an alcove beside the bed. Founders of the Empire was a volume on great British explorers. ‘It’s signed with a message from his father. No names, unfortunately.’

Banbury picked up the book and showed Bryant. He wasn’t about to let the detective touch it without gloves. ‘See, he’s written on the flyleaf. “An independent man makes his own way in the world – Dad.” Hard to imagine a more impersonal note. I guess he wanted his kid to grow up self-reliant and disciplined. No sign of a mother anywhere. Kid’s stuff here, near the bed – adult stuff over there. The teenage years are missing. Then we jump to a few recent purchases in the cupboard: the paperback copy of Machiavelli, psychology manuals, the fiction choice suggesting that he likes reading about villains more than heroes – American Psycho, The Killer Inside Me, damaged people. He’s interested in learning how to control others. He’s probably disdainful of ordinary folk, despises their weakness, thinks of them as lower life forms. The books and magazines are arranged thematically and alphabetically. Four separate volumes on the great disasters of London; maybe he enjoys reading about other people’s tragedies. He’s obsessive-compulsive because at first it was the only way to protect himself and keep his real feelings hidden, and now it’s an unbreakable habit.’

Banbury walked around the bed. ‘Check out the wardrobe drawers. His clothes are neatly grouped into different outfits for the personalities he wants to project. Grey suit, white shirt, blue tie; jeans and grey T-shirt. Grey, white, blue, the colours of sorrow, austerity, emptiness. The brands are H & M, Gap, M & S. No choices that reveal any sign of individuality. The bed linen’s been washed so there aren’t even any fabric prints to lift. One plate and one mug – he certainly wasn’t planning to have anyone over to stay. He lives here and yet he doesn’t.’

‘What do you mean?’

Banbury scratched his nose and thought for a minute. ‘Some people have no sense of belonging, because they live inside their heads. They carry themselves wherever they go. They’re complete from one moment to the next. Most of us, if we were told we had to board a plane in the next couple of hours, would need to head home first. We like to tell others what we’re doing, where we’re going. We go online, make calls, form connections. He doesn’t. No phone, no mail, no laptop, no keys, wallet, money, bills or passport. He always makes sure he’s got everything he needs on him.’

‘But he had nothing on him when he was arrested.’

‘Then he has a place to stash stuff. Obviously he’d be tagged at any airport.’

‘I don’t think he wants to leave the country,’ said Bryant, ‘or even leave the area. Something is keeping him right here.’

‘Then what are we missing? Don’t touch that, it’s not been dusted yet.’ Banbury pulled out a camel-hair brush and twirled it between his fingers. ‘It’s complicated. He’s living off the grid, old-school fashion, face contact only. He stays in this block because it’s Council-owned but cared for by the residents, which means the cops aren’t as familiar with it as they are with the Evil Poor Estate up the road.’ The so-called Evil Poor Estate was home to multi-generational criminal families whose recourse to violence and destruction was as natural to them as going to the office was for others. Such estates formed modern-day rookeries around London.

‘Have a look at this,’ said Banbury. ‘There are stacks of local newspapers in the cupboards, articles starred in felt tip – he’s fascinated by London, particularly the area in which he lives. Plenty of neatly transcribed notes about the surrounding streets and Tube stations. He has abnormally strong ties to his home. This is interesting because it contradicts all the other signifiers. To me, it’s the only part of his behaviour that’s outwardly irrational.’

‘An emotional attachment to the neighbourhood. Why would you stick around if you’d killed someone?’

‘Killers do. But it’s usually the disorganized, mentally subnormal ones who stay on at the location. The organized ones use three separate sites: where the victims are confronted, where they’re killed and where they’re disposed of. Then the killer leaves the area. So we have a contradiction.’

‘Hmm. Anything more from the newspapers?’

‘He’s earmarked the obituaries of people who live around here. Maybe he was planning identity theft.’

‘Think he’ll come back to the flat? Is it worth keeping someone on site?’

‘He’s got no reason to return. There’s nothing worth taking.’

‘Come on, Dan, give me something I can use.’ Bryant impatiently rattled the boiled sweet around his false teeth.

‘OK. His name. I’ve bagged one of the notes you might find interesting, some research about a dodgy pub that used to exist nearby called The Fox At Bay. He’s clearly a local lad, born in one of the surrounding streets. Maybe he took his name from the pub. He won’t have become friendly with anyone else in the building, but maybe someone knew his old man. I think at some point Mr Fox lost contact with his family, maybe when his folks split up. He cuts his own hair, is capable of changing his appearance quickly. But he’s cleaned his electric clippers so that there’s not so much as a single hair left behind. He’s bleached everything. He left home fully prepared to travel, because there’s nothing of value here, only the two changes of clothes and one pair of knackered old shoes. No one else’s fingerprints but his own, and he hasn’t got a record so we can’t match them. No foreign fibres so far, nothing to link him to the murders beyond what we already have. We could try the National DNA Database, but less than 8 per cent of the population is recorded on it, so if he’s managed to keep himself out of trouble and away from hospitals it’s of no use. He keeps his dirty work off the premises. Hair dye in the bathroom cabinet, and a pair of steel-rimmed spectacles with plain glass in them. Not exactly a master of disguise, but you do feel he enjoys the power that accompanies deception. No sign of a woman anywhere. He’s the kind of man who visits prostitutes. He can’t risk getting close to anyone. He wouldn’t trust them.’

‘Well, I’m disappointed,’ Bryant complained. ‘I thought you were going to provide me with some genuine revelations instead of a load of old guesswork.’

Banbury blew out his cheeks in dismay. ‘Blimey, Mr Bryant, I thought I was doing quite well.’

‘Let me tell you something about this man. He doesn’t see himself as damaged. The cities are our new frontiers; it’s here that the battles of the future will be fought, and he’s already preparing himself for them. He knows that the first thing you have to do is chuck out conventional notions of sentiment, nostalgia, spirituality, morality. There’s no point in believing that faith, hope and charity can help you in a society that only wants to sell you as much as it can before you die. Mr Fox has divested himself of his family and friends, and he’s taking his first steps into uncharted territory. He considers himself as much of a pioneer as, oh, Beddoes or Edison.’

Banbury stared in bewildered discomfort at Bryant, who was cheerfully sucking his sweet as he considered the prospect.

‘You think he’s some kind of genius, then? Sounds like you admire him.’

‘No, I’m just interested in the way people protect themselves in order to survive. It’s an instinct, but he’s turned it into an art. And this solipsism ultimately blinds him. Ever had dinner with an actor?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t. All they ever talk about is themselves. They never ask questions, never bother to find out who you are. They’re not interested in anything but getting to the truth of their characters. And in most cases there isn’t any truth, just an empty, dark, faintly whistling void. The serial killer Dennis Nilsen was so incredibly boring that he actually sent his victims to sleep.’

‘Blimey.’

Bryant broke the unsettling silence. ‘I had an aunt once who appeared in drawing-room comedies. She was doing a Noel Coward at Richmond Theatre – Hay Fever, I think – when a man in the front row dropped dead. She was very put out, because there was a practical meal in the second act and they had to halt the show while the St John’s Ambulance Brigade carried the body out, so her food got cold. Heartless and selfish, you see. Do you want a gummy bear? They’re a bit past their sell-by date but that just improves the flavour.’ He seductively waved a paper packet at Banbury.

‘No thanks. I’m going to close up here, then.’ He stopped in the doorway and looked back. ‘It’s incredible that someone can operate as a lone agent in a city this size. You wouldn’t think it possible. We’ve got four million CCTVs beaming down on us, rampant personal-data encryption and local-authority surveillance, and he can still make himself invisible.’

‘Urban life has an alienating effect on all of us, Dan. When was the last time you got a smile in a shop or talked to someone on the Tube? Mr Fox has learned to adapt and embrace the new darkness. He has the tools to control it. His life unfolds inside his head. I need to know what he’s planning next.’

‘I don’t know how you can find that out. He’s a murderer, Mr Bryant. He’s separated from everybody else.’

‘Maybe he always has been. What happened to create the void in him? There’s a danger that when you pack up from here, tape the front door shut and leave, we may never see or hear from him again, do you understand? I can’t let that happen.’

‘I’ve done my best, but I can’t work with what isn’t there.’ Banbury shrugged.

‘We’re supposed to specialize in finding out what isn’t there. Find me something.’

‘Some people – ’ Banbury sought the right phrase, ‘ – don’t have a key that unlocks them. But if Mr Fox does, I’m willing to bet it’ll be in his formative years, between the ages of, say, seven and twelve. It won’t tell us where he is now, of course – ’

‘Maybe not, but it’s a place to start,’ said Bryant. ‘Keep looking, and leave everything exactly where it is, just in case he decides to come back. I’ll see if we can run surveillance for a few days at least.’

Bryant was about to leave, then stopped. Inside the open bathroom cabinet he could see a small white plastic pot. Removing it, he checked inside. ‘He wears contacts. The case is still wet, and there’s what looks like an eyelash. Can you run this through your DNA Database?’

‘Depends on whether the saline solution has corrupted the sample, but I’ll give it my best shot.’

‘You’ll need to. We don’t have anything else.’

‘Do you think he’s insane?’

‘We’re all mad,’ Bryant replied unhelpfully. ‘That chap Ted Bundy was working as a suicide-prevention officer while he was murdering women. In 1581, the test of legal insanity was based upon an understanding of good and evil. A defendant needed to prove that he couldn’t distinguish between right and wrong. But what if he could, and still committed atrocities? The insanity ruling was amended to allow for those who couldn’t resist the impulse to kill. Nowadays, that clause has been removed because serial killers don’t fit the legal definition of insanity. They accumulate weapons, plan their attacks, hide evidence and avoid detection for years, so it’s clear they should know right from wrong. They certainly appear to be making informed choices. Voices in the brain? Perhaps. Something in the darkness speaks to them.’

‘I thought you didn’t know anything about serial killers,’ said Banbury.

‘I don’t,’ Bryant replied. ‘But I’ve seen the things that make men mad.’
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