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‘There is one thing stronger than all the armies in the world; and that is an idea whose time has come.’


Victor Hugo





PROLOGUE


Israel. February 1991


Utter conviction was the Englishman’s only luggage.


He sat in silence on the lumpy seat in the back of the lurching Mercedes taxi that smelled of greasy vinyl and old cigarette butts, immersed in his thoughts.


Alpha and Omega. The words repeated like an old tune in his head he could not shake free.


I am the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last.


Yahweh.


Not any more you bastard, he mouthed silently.


The air conditioning was not working. He stared out of the open window at scenery that had looked much the same for the past hour. Hot, arid air riffled his hair. A plastic thermometer stuck to the dash registered close on 120°; every few moments there was an irritating ‘ping’ as a Star of David suspended from the interior mirror struck it.


Occasionally he noticed the smells of the desert outside; mostly a milky sweetness soured by occasional sharp tangs of salt. They passed through a village, through a stench of sewage, then thick sweet smells of grilling meats and roasting nuts. A child waved at them, but he did not wave back.


I met a traveller from an antique land.


Shelley, he thought. Ah yes, Shelley. He understood. Shelley, Byron; they knew the secret, they had tried to share it, tried to live it.


Sometimes,


The Devil is a gentleman.


He smiled.


Twenty minutes later the taxi halted abruptly. ‘You walk from here,’ the driver said. ‘No good, the road.’


But to the Englishman the road looked no worse ahead than it did behind: still a scar in the sand, fly-blown, strewn with boulders and loose stones, shimmering in the heat.


He paid the driver: ‘Half now and half when I come back.’


The driver was staring at the mountains at the end of the scar with frightened eyes. ‘Come back,’ he said as if it were an echo. ‘Tomorrow. Ten o’clock I waiting here.’ He already had the Mercedes in gear and was gunning the engine.


Then the Englishman was alone under the metallic blue sky with the drifting plume of the taxi’s dust. He shivered, feeling just a fleeting doubt as he stared across the pink, yellow and cream hues of the desert sand, strewn with the occasional oil drum from past wars.


He had travelled three thousand miles by aeroplane and by taxi. Now he had the hard part ahead, the walk on foot alone to the end of the journey. And to a new beginning.


He felt suddenly awed by the power he had come to meet, and he knew that the taxi driver had felt so also; knew that was why he had refused to go further. This was a land where history held the evidence for legends, where the proof sought by the rest of the world still lay locked away, where a secret could remain untouched in the mountains for centuries. For millennia. Or could be lost for ever like the Clavicle of Solomon. And had been.


He put his hat on, shouldered his small bag and began walking. He carried no map but he knew where he was going, did not even need the track that stretched out beyond his shadow in front of him. He knew, because something was drawing him forward like a magnet. Drawing him to his destiny. Towards the closest-kept secret in the world. His time had come and he was prepared.


The wind brushed against his face, like a sign.


He walked due west. Thoughts came to him, tumbled into his mind, jostled for space. The hailing frequency had been opened and he was here to listen, to be instructed; to receive. To receive the gift that was above all others. Moses had led the children of Israel through this desert. Now he too was being led through this same desert, walking in time’s footsteps, and soon he would be standing on the shoulders of a giant. The Sermon on the Mount had been delivered on one of the slopes that lay ahead. The history of Christianity belonged in the granules of sand that coated the terrain.


Silicon came from sand. From two bits of dust came the Big Bang – all Creation. From a few grains of sand came the silicon chip. Chemistry. Chemistry was everything. Now you could have a computer that was smaller than a grain of sand. And I will show you something different from either / Your shadow at morning striding behind you / Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you; / I will show you fear in a handful of dust.


He walked for two hours at an unfaltering pace, passing several flocks of sheep and goats tended by Bedouins in tatty black and white robes, preparing himself all the time, the way he had been taught. Opening up the channels. Sweat sloughed off him, drenching his white silk shirt, gluing it to his skin, spreading dark stains under the arms of his linen jacket. He always wore a suit and tie and it had not occurred to him to wear anything less now. A camel train moved across the horizon like a mirage, but his inner concentration was such that he barely noticed it.


The Alpha and the Omega, he thought. The words repeated in his head like a mantra as he walked. The Alpha and the Omega. He smiled; it gave him strength, warded off the fear that he still felt with every step that it could go wrong, so terribly wrong. It had been known to go wrong before. He paused to drink from the water bottle he carried in his bag, then walked on.


The mountains were closer now. He could see the sheer faces of sandstone rising into the sky like shadows, and could feel in his bones the inky darkness of the cave that was steadily reeling him in. But he had no fear now, only a growing elation. Above him, a lone hawk cruised high overhead, and somewhere else in the sky an unseen bird cried a single low call that reminded him of a gull.


The sun was beginning to sink down towards the peaks, lengthening his shadow ahead of him, and he felt tired for the first time as he started the climb. There was no track now, no signposts or markers, no hint that man had ever been here before, just the ever-steepening wall of rock that was both rising above him and dropping beneath him into the valley.


Then finally as he continued his long traverse, he saw a figure above him, sitting motionless like a statue. Standing silently beside it, he could make out the tethered goat. They were here; he had come to the right place; he chided himself for having had momentary doubts, then his pace quickened with a new energy.


He walked along a narrow ledge, the mountain dropping sheer away to his left; the wind came out of the darkness of the cave to greet him: dank, cold air. The seated man did not move as he approached, did not turn his head but just stared ahead into the narrow entrance of the cave that stretched back miles into pitch blackness, as motionless as the wooden stake beside him to which his goat was tethered.


Dressed in a dirty white jellaba, the goatherd was skeletally thin, with the Semitic features of the region that could have passed him for a Jew or a Palestinian. His small dark eyes were glazed and devoid of all expression.


The Englishman eyed the goatherd carefully. He was about twenty; personally he would have chosen someone a bit younger and stronger, but he would do, he supposed; anyone in their prime would do. He walked on past him into the darkness of the cave itself, without acknowledging him.


In the dim edges of light he could see the pentacle carved as finely as a tomb into the floor, and the ornate stone chair that stood like a throne in its midst. He put his bag on the floor then sat in the chair as he had been told, folded his hands in his lap, closed his eyes and meditated for an hour.


As he opened his eyes again, the first rays of the setting sun came through the opening in the five-sided lodestone that hung beneath the roof of the cave. Minutes later the whole orb of the sun was visible, dazzling, but the Englishman stared at it, imposing his will against it, and remained silent.


The sun slid directly down behind the back of the goatherd, until it seemed that he had absorbed all its light and the Englishman could see nothing but his shimmering silhouette against the sky. Then darkness came rapidly outside.


The Englishman waited patiently as if all time had stopped for him, waited until the signal came into his mind, then he began to speak the words of the incantation he had been learning, rehearsing and reciting every day for ten years.


They were behind him, somewhere, in the darkness. He had not seen them and they made no sound but he knew they were there, all of them standing in their ordained positions, except for the old man who would be lying on the stretcher on which they had carried him. After two hours he finished the incantation. The last echoes of his words died.


Now he had to wait again.


All time was really suspended now. All time was his. The Englishman could see and hear nothing; he stared ahead blindly, dimly aware of the chill air numbing his body. He felt more calm than he had ever been before in his whole life. More ready. It was coming and it would be here soon.


The first signal came from the goat. A tentative bleat, then another, more insistent. He heard a hoof shuffle on the stone floor, then a stamp, the rope of the tether creaking against the stake. Then more bleats, rising fear.


The first icy tongues of wind licked the Englishman’s face hungrily, teased his hair, ruffled his clothes. They came in fast, unannounced, strengthening in intensity every second, getting colder, rougher, pushing him around on his chair, buffeting him.


He heard a rumble like an approaching tube train, followed by a faint tremor. Now! It was coming now. Travelling across all time to meet him. It was an appointment he had always known, from the day he was born, that he would one day keep. Here it was!


‘Ayaaaaaayaaaaaaa!’ The goatherd’s cry of terror rang out and was swept away in the vortex of wind that exploded like a bomb inside the cave.


The Englishman was catapulted from his chair, hurtled across the floor and slammed into a wall. Wind screamed around him, pressed on his ears as if it were going to shatter his drums, implode his head; for a moment his faith left him and he tried to blot out the pain, bit his tongue to prevent himself from screaming out loud.


The wind caterwauled around him; it carried voices, foreign tongues, strange sounds, chants. It lifted the Englishman up, sent him tumbling across the floor, lifted him again, dropped him, gashing his head on the stone chair. He groped the floor wildly with his hands.


Stay inside the pentacle.


The instruction, had to obey the instruction, the first rule. He felt for the lines carved into the floor; the floor heaved, shook, tipped him sideways.


Then there was complete silence.


He lay still. The wind had gone completely. There was nothing now, nothing at all except for bitumen blackness and the silence.


Somewhere a light flared. He smelled the smoky warmth of burning paraffin. Flickering lights on the walls, growing in number, in intensity. He looked behind him: a row of lit torches stretched the full two hundred yards’ width of the cave. He could see the silhouettes behind them but not the faces. There was no need to see the faces; many he already knew; the others, in time, he would meet.


He turned to look at the goatherd and the goat. He saw the frayed fronds of the snapped tether first; then one of the goat’s hooves and a section of the leg. Beside it lay two human arms torn off at the elbow, the fingers interlinked as if in a final gesture of prayer; they were partly covered in a ragged strip of bloodstained cloth. A coil of the goat’s intestines glistened in a slimy heap on the floor near them.


He saw a human foot, then the goatherd’s head and the top part of his torso crudely severed at the breastbone; close beside lay the head of the animal severed at the neck and tilted at an angle, with one ear raised as if cocked to listen. Blood, strips of flesh, fragments of organs lay scattered across the floor and adhered to the walls as if hurled by an explosion.


The silence seemed as if it would last for ever.


It was broken finally by the old man’s voice; the old man they had carried here on the stretcher. He spoke in sure, quiet tones filled with the authority he had held for so many years:


Nema. Olam a son arebil des
Menoitatnet ni sacudni son en te.
Sirtson subirotibed
Summittimid son te tucis
Artson atibed sibon ettimid te
Eidoh sibon ad
Munaiditouq murtson menap
Arret ni te oleac ni
Tucis aut satnulov taif
Muut munger tainevda
Muut nemon rutecifitcnas
Sileac ni se iuq
Retson retap.
Hail the new emperor of the Grand Grimoire!


The Englishman bided his time before replying. He stood up, restored himself in his chair, and sat facing away from the torch lights and out into the night. He breathed in slowly and deeply, filling his lungs so that his voice would carry, then braced himself: ‘Hail Satan,’ he said.


The echo came back in unison: ‘Hail Satan!’
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Reading, England. November, 1993


Only one of them would survive. They raced through the darkness, guided solely by instincts handed down through three billion years. And each of them had less intelligence than a clockwork toy.


Just one survivor out of sixty-five million. Strength would have something to do with it but mostly it would be luck. The right place at the right time. Like life itself.


Sixty-five million wiggling, tadpole-like creatures inside a soup of chemicals, ejaculated into the woman, freed and doomed simultaneously. Ripples of contraction joined with their own efforts and propelled them forward in tiny tramlines through the mucus, at a rate of one inch every eight minutes, up towards the uterus. Each elbowed the next, as they fought their way through the prickly follicles of hair that blocked their path and which entwined them like tentacles, some getting no further. The rest moved on, propelled by a primal urgency they were not equipped to understand, and with no concept of what failure meant.


Unaware of the turmoil deep inside her own body, Sarah Johnson stared up at her husband’s face in the glow of the bedside light and smiled. ‘Don’t move,’ she said. ‘Stay there, it feels so good.’ She reached up and kissed him.


He kissed her back then softly nuzzled her ear. ‘How was it?’


‘Nice.’


‘Just nice?’ he said, a little flatly.


‘Very nice,’ she said, and kissed his upper lip.


‘That’s all?’


‘The earth moved,’ she said teasingly.


‘Not the whole universe?’


‘I think the whole universe probably moved too,’ she said quietly. She felt him contract and she clenched him with her muscles, trying to hold him there for longer. Their eyes danced with each other. They had been married for four years and were still wildly in love.


She pulled her fingers through his thick, wavy hair, her heart still racing; he expanded then contracted a fraction inside her and fresh aftershocks of pleasure resonated through her. She breathed deeply, the pounding in her heart only slowly beginning to subside.


‘God, I love you so much, Sarah,’ he said.


‘I love you too,’ she said.


Over sixty-four million of the sperm were dead now, but most of them still carried on with their journey, travelling as fast as the ones that were still alive, propelled like flotsam on a riptide by the contractions of the uterine muscle.


A mere three thousand were still living when they reached the mouth of the Fallopian tube. A further two thousand died, either crushed, asphyxiated, or exhausted in the next inch of the journey. One solitary sperm, alive and healthy, finally reached the egg ahead of the rest.


From its mouth it spat an enzyme that acted like a paralysing anaesthetic on the cells surrounding the egg, enabling it to push them apart. From its feet it excreted a glue that enabled it to bond to the outer zone of the egg. Then it began to tunnel through the heavily protected protein shell. Finally it reached the egg inside and began to fuse with it.


The sperm’s task was nearly over. Its long, stringy tail dropped off and was discarded. The sperm’s nucleus entered the egg and within minutes the egg had begun to divide. The sperm and the nucleus each carried twenty-three chromosomes – a half set. Each chromosome carried between 50,000 to 100,000 genes, which carried between them three billion units of DNA. Like all eggs, this one contained an X chromosome. The sperm contained a Y.


By the time Sarah Johnson had fallen asleep, she was pregnant with a baby boy. Neither she nor her husband, Alan, had any forebodings that night. They had no way of knowing then, as they lay in each other’s arms, that the child they yearned for so much would kill her without ever having spoken a word.
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Georgetown, Washington. September, 1994


The bird hung motionless in the sky above the small boy, its wings outstretched, as if suspended by invisible threads. Slowly, like the blades of a helicopter, it began to rotate on its own axis: a giant, black predator scouring the landscape beneath it for quarry.


Suddenly it side-slipped, as if the threads had been severed, stopped and steadied for one fleeting moment; then it began to zigzag downwards, half flying, half plummeting, like a shadow chasing itself, its wings flapping clumsily as if they were clawing the air.


Seconds later it alighted on the ground only a few yards from where he stood, with a thud. Its head jerked sharply up, and seemed to stare straight at him in surprise.


The boy stared back for a moment in sheer disbelief. ‘DAAAADDDDDDYYYYYYY!’ he screamed. ‘DAAAADDDDYYYY! DAAADDDYYYY! DAAADDDYYYY! DAAADDDYYYY! DAAAA –’


‘Honey, it’s OK, honey. Mummy’s here, your mummy’s here!’


Then the face of the bird dissolved into bright light.


Silence.


Conor Molloy opened his eyes, stared up at the glow of the pearl bulb in its familiar plain shade. Then he saw the bookshelves lined with his old comics, annuals, children’s encyclopaedias, his tiny microscope …


The room was as he had left it a decade and a half ago; the same flimsy curtains, the dull red carpet, the white chest of drawers. The bed he now lay in was the same bed that he had outgrown some time in his teens, but which had never been changed.


‘Conor, you all right?’


His mother’s face was peering at him anxiously, her slender fingers glinting with the base metals of far too many rings, and in an instant nothing had changed. Fifteen years, more, were stripped away like bedclothes. He was a child again, a small boy saved from a nightmare by his mother.


‘Honey, darling, are you all right?’


He swallowed the lump that was in his throat and nodded.


‘You were hollering your head off.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘The dream? Was it the dream?’


He was quiet for a moment, wondering whether to admit it, aware of the rebuke it would bring once more. But he knew there was no point in trying to hide anything from her, she could always see through him. She could read the inside of his head as clearly as if it were beaming out to her from a television screen. ‘Yes,’ he said.


She was fifty-six and still beautiful. Her long dark hair was flecked with occasional grey strands, but they looked more like highlights than age. Her blue eyes were still set in a fine classical face, barely different from the one that he had seen staring out from the host of mail-order catalogues and magazine ads she kept crammed away in a cupboard.


However much she might have embarrassed him as a child with her strange behaviour in front of his friends, he looked at her now and knew that he had never ceased loving her. He admired her for all that she had given him as a mother.


‘You want to go back to sleep or you want a drink?’ she asked.


Conor glanced at his watch; it was ten past three. But tomorrow was the last day he would see her for a long time. ‘A drink would be good, Mom. Sorry to wake you.’


‘You didn’t – I haven’t been to sleep.’


He slipped out of bed and pulled on his dressing gown. As he padded towards the kitchen he heard the kettle starting to boil and smelled the sweet smoke of a freshly lit cigarette. The ranch-style house had grown in keeping with his mother’s prosperity over the years. It had started as a modest bungalow in an area that just qualified for a Georgetown address. Appearances had meant a lot to his father – he preferred to live in a small property with a good address, rather than a larger house elsewhere. His father’d had strong, intractable views on pretty well everything.


His mother made some herbal tea, ignoring the fact that Conor loathed the stuff, then took it through to the old living room that was now only used when his mother was frightened about something. In his early childhood, the room had been a conventional family centrepiece. But over the years his mother had changed it dramatically. She had had the walls and the ceiling panelled in oak, giving it a rather claustrophobic air that was further enhanced by two of the walls being covered floor to ceiling in bookshelves – packed solid with occult reference works and grimoires. Also arranged along the shelves, making access to some of the books tricky, was a vast assortment of rock crystals fashioned into bizarre shapes, and eerie bronze and stone gargoyles.


Heavy crimson drapes, permanently drawn, kept the outside world at bay. Two Burmese cats sat like sentinels either side of a gas coal fire in a crenellated hearth. This was kept burning, along with two joss sticks, day and night, all year round. A massive woven pentagram hung on the wall directly above the fire, flanked on each side by two tall black candles.


His mother had eased herself into one of the two comfortable sofas and sat serene in her long black robe. Behind her was the small wooden table where she had done her sittings. A crystal ball, a small glass pyramid and several other artefacts were laid there. On the far wall a row of voodoo masks stared menacingly down on to her computer workstation, from which in less affluent times she posted occult news on to the Internet, gave tarot readings by fax and eMail, and communicated messages for psychic healing.


A locked door between the two walls of bookshelves led into her inner chamber, where she had conducted her seances and practised ritual magic. Conor had never been permitted inside the room; and although frequently as a child he had stood with his ear pressed to the door, he had never heard anything other than meaningless chanting.


His mother drew hard on her cigarette and blew the smoke at the panelled ceiling, which was covered in carved occult symbols. ‘Conor, I know you say your mind’s made up, but I want you to reconsider one more time. I’ve lost too much in my life. I don’t want to lose you.’


‘You’re not losing me – I’m at the end of a phone, we can eMail each other every day – and I’m going to be just a plane ride away.’


‘You know what I mean,’ she said, her tone becoming sharper.


He said nothing.


‘You just don’t know what you’re getting into. Maybe I’ve taught you too much, given you false confidence. Believe me, I’ve seen it for myself, I’ve experienced what they can do. Think again while you still have the chance.’


‘Mom, I’m going.’


‘You don’t have to go. There are other companies – right here –’


‘Mom! We’ve had this out a thousand times. I have to do this.’


‘You’re as stubborn as your father.’


‘I’m his son,’ he said simply.




3


London, October, 1993


‘What you have to realize is that in the past one hundred and fifty years the pharmaceutical industry has gone from selling snake oil to controlling the future of the human race. The problem is, it’s still run by the snake-oil salesmen.’


Oh Christ, Montana Bannerman thought, staring at the television monitor up above her.


‘Thieving, unscrupulous bastards, the whole lot of them!’ Her father thumped the coffee table, and the female interviewer beside him looked a little flustered.


Dr Bannerman was a giant of a man in every way; both physically tall and powerfully built, and a towering genius in science. But with his bald dome rising from a mane of greying hair, his semi-permanent rig of denims, Chelsea boots and a checked lumberjack shirt, he looked more like an ageing rock star than a molecular biologist.


Monty had tried to stop her father from drinking before he’d gone on air, but he had gulped down two large whiskies in the Sky News hospitality suite and he was now in full flood. The Rastafarian leader of the Afro-Caribbean rap group which was due on next nodded his head in enthusiasm. ‘He’s right! The man is right! Wow, is he right!’


Monty smiled politely through gritted teeth. Her father was not doing much right now to endear himself to the pharmaceutical establishment on whom he depended for his funding. On whom they both depended.


‘Don’t you think, Dr Bannerman, that the pharmaceutical industry has made human life very much more comfortable? It’s eliminated an enormous amount of pain, it’s eradicated or brought under control countless previously incurable diseases. How do you argue against that?’


‘All that is a by-product. The pharmaceutical industry is interested in one thing and one thing only: profit. If it happens to help a few people on the way, fine, so be it.’


‘And that’s what you really believe?’ the interviewer said.


‘That’s what I was told, verbatim, by the chief executive of one of our largest pharmaceutical companies when I was a young research student. All this do-gooding stuff is crap. Look at the Nobel Prize. Alfred Nobel made his fortune out of inventing dynamite. He followed that by establishing an annual prize for peace. How much more cynical can you get?’


‘If that’s the way you feel, why did you accept a Nobel Prize for Chemistry?’


‘Sometimes I wish I hadn’t.’ Bannerman shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’m afraid in my line of work we have to be whores, selling ourselves to anyone prepared to put up cash for the next three years’ funding.’ He smiled and the true warmth of the man fleetingly shone through the storm cloud of his expression. ‘Nobel Prizes make good calling cards.’


Plug the book, Daddy! Monty thought, staring at the fat hardback that lay on the table, angled at the camera but out of focus. That’s why you’re there – to plug the book – not to slag off the pharmaceutical establishment!


The interviewer shifted position and leaned closer towards him. She was about the same age as herself, Monty thought, late twenties, a pretty brunette with hair in a neat bob and a businesslike suit. The tone of her voice emphasized the change of subject.


‘You are the first molecular biologist to have cracked the secret of switching on and off human genes. This has been acclaimed by the scientific world as one of the most important breakthroughs of all time. Up until now scientists have been able to identify certain genes, those related to disease and ageing, but they’ve not been able to do anything about them. None of the gene-therapy attempts with cystic fibrosis sufferers, for example, have yet totally succeeded. In your position most scientists might have tried to keep their work secret, but you’ve refused to patent your discoveries and have published them for all the world to see in your new book, The Gene Bomb – The 21st Century Holocaust.’


The camera zoomed in on the jacket. Good girl! Monty thought.


‘Why have you done that, Dr Bannerman?’


His voice was big and deep, with a slight Transatlantic accent, reflecting his obsession with Americana. ‘Because no one has the right to patent human life by patenting genes. Genes will ultimately give scientists absolute control over life, but who will control the scientists?’ He thumped his fist hard on the table again. ‘Not governments – they’ll be bought off. No, it’s going to be the pharmaceutical industry. An industry so secretive they don’t even allow you in the door. Is that because they’re worried about you stealing their secrets? No! They’re worried you might find out how much money they’re all making, and how much money they’re paying out as baksheesh. Did you know that in 1988 the top eighteen US pharmaceutical companies paid out one hundred and sixty-five million dollars in bribes to doctors?’


The interviewer flinched. ‘Do you have evidence of that?’


‘Those are figures published by the US Government,’ Bannerman said triumphantly.


There was a ragged cheer from the rock band who were glued to the monitor. Monty groaned silently. But the interviewer, failing to grab a good story by the nose, rapidly changed the subject once more. Monty sighed her relief.


‘I would imagine, Dr Bannerman, that at this moment you must have every pharmaceutical company in the world beating a path to your doorstep to offer you funding.’


‘And they can turn round and go straight back home, the bastards. They ignored me for thirty years and now suddenly I’m everybody’s best friend. We share seventy per cent of our genes with slime mould – but I think in the pharmaceutical industry the percentage is even higher.’


Monty closed her eyes and groaned again. The book, do the book, Daddy – we need the money!


Sure, her father had a valid axe to grind, he had a right to be bitter against an industry – and a succession of governments – that held scientists in such low esteem that it forced them to emigrate, or to spend much of their working lives scrabbling around for funding instead of concentrating on their real work. But neither was Dick Bannerman an easy man to work with or to deal with. One of the true enfants terribles of science. In spite of his genius, over the years he had not helped himself as much as he might have done; he was nudging sixty now, and age had not mellowed him one bit.


‘How did I do?’ It was always the first question he asked Monty after any interview or speech, a sudden childlike innocence appearing in his brown eyes, as if knowing he had done wrong and not wanting to face up to it.


She backed her MG carefully out of the bay, then drove slowly towards the exit booth of the underground car park. ‘How do you think you did?’ she replied with a smile.


‘Four out of ten?’


‘Maybe five,’ she said.


‘You’re being generous.’


She paid £2.50 to the attendant at the barrier, then drove into the falling darkness of the South London rush hour.


‘The interviewer was a child,’ Dick Bannerman said, as if in his own defence.


‘At least she’d read the book, which is more than most.’


‘True,’ he said, sounding distant. ‘Very true.’


Monty recognized the signs of her father lapsing into his own deep thoughts. ‘I think you should call Sir Neil Rorke back,’ she said, continuing a discussion they’d been having before the interview.


‘Think he’ll still want to speak to me?’ he said wryly.


‘If he wasn’t watching Sky News.’


Sir Neil Rorke was Chairman of the Bendix Schere Foundation, the third largest pharmaceutical company in Britain and ranked high as a world player. In addition to its main business of manufacturing prescription and over-the-counter pharmaceuticals, it had a massive baby-food division, a worldwide chain of fertility clinics and a group of prestigious private hospitals. Bendix Schere had been one of the first pharmaceutical companies to invest heavily in genetics research and was the largest single provider of research funds for genetics in the country.


For the past thirty years Dick Bannerman had refused to go to the pharmaceutical industry for funding, because he was passionately against the whole concept of patenting. Knowledge should be shared, he believed, and it was a principle he rigidly adhered to at Bannerman Genetics Research sited on the campus of Berkshire University. His funding came partly from the university, partly – and very sporadically – from the government, and even more sporadically from a handful of charitable organizations – in particular those supporting research into genetic-linked diseases, such as the Imperial Cancer Research Foundation, the Cystic Fibrosis Trust, and the Parkinson’s Foundation.


But with the constant expense of keeping up to date in technology, combined with the increasing desire of funders to see a return on their investment beyond pure research results, the pressure in keeping the labs running, with their staff of twenty, was taking its toll. Whenever Monty thought about the breakthroughs her father had made despite all the handicaps, she wondered how much more he could achieve with better funding. Sir Neil Rorke might just be the answer. ‘I’ve never heard anything good about Bendix Schere,’ Dick Bannerman said.


‘What have you heard that’s bad?’


He pushed a toothpick into the side of his mouth and bit on it. ‘Nothing specific. They’re obsessively secretive.’


‘So’s the whole pharmaceutical industry.’


‘Rorke’s not going to offer any funding without wanting his pound of flesh.’


‘Patents aren’t that terrible, Daddy – and they don’t last for ever. Seventeen years in the UK – that’s not long.’


He looked at her with his head slanted. ‘Seventeen years will see me out.’


‘I hope not.’


‘Well – you’ll be pushing me round in a wheelchair, and I’ll be gaga.’


‘And still scratching around for funding.’


The remark silenced him, and she knew the barb had struck home.


He was getting tired of the fight for money; and he knew that time was running out on him. They’d had a letter from Berkshire University telling them, with regret, that their funding was going to be halved for the next three years; it had added that with Dr Bannerman’s recent achievements in genetics there should be little difficulty finding funding from the commercial sector. The government had been making similar hints. He was going to have to go cap in hand to the pharmaceutical industry one day, and right now he was riding high. The timing had never been better.


‘You have nothing to lose by meeting Sir Neil,’ Monty said. ‘If you don’t like what he says, then fine.’


‘Yup, OK, fine, we’ll meet, see what’s what. Will you come too – help assess him? Maybe you can charm some loot out of him.’


‘Sure I’ll come. Whenever I’ve seen him on television he always looks very friendly.’


Dick Bannerman removed the toothpick and twisted it in his fingers, examining the tip. ‘Cobras always smile before they strike.’
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Berkshire, England. October, 1993


On Tuesday nights Anna Sterling’s husband Mark went to rugger practice, followed by a drinking session then a curry with the guys. Monty Bannerman and Anna usually had supper together or went to a film.


They had been meeting up like that, weekly, for as long as Monty could remember. Anna was her oldest friend, and she was also one of her few remaining pals who did not have children. Monty was aware that was probably the main reason nothing had changed between them.


With her own thirtieth birthday looming up next April, and still single in spite of some past close relationships, to her irritation the thought of children often preyed on Monty’s mind. She liked to think she was stronger than other women, that she wasn’t simply a prisoner of her genes and sentenced, by the mere lack of a Y chromosome, to broody emotions about washing nappies and wiping bums.


There were some days when she successfully convinced herself that she really did not like children, that they were loathsome little creatures, rating on her own list of desirability only marginally higher than being suspended upside down in boiling oil. But there were other times when her defences were blown away and she would find herself sucked into an emotional whirlpool of longing.


Monty and Anna had been at school together and had gone on to the same art college. Anna was a genuinely gifted sculptress, and her talent was evident. She had already had successful exhibitions, and was getting many commissions. Monty considered herself to be a moderately proficient landscape painter, but no more. She had hoped for a career in the art world, either in restoration or valuation. But halfway through her second year at college her mother had died, and she had taken a few weeks off to help her father who had been devastated by his loss.


Sarah Bannerman had died of breast cancer within a year of the disease being diagnosed, and her husband had felt a deep sense of guilt and failure that, despite all his work, he had not come up with any kind of gene therapy in time to save her – feelings that had since been heightened by the announcement that scientists in America had found a way of detecting the cancer gene.


Dick Bannerman, although a brilliant scientist, was a hopeless businessman and had depended on Monty’s mother, who had been his secretary, PA, and book-keeper. Monty had intended helping him out just until she could find a suitable assistant for him, and now, nine years on, she was still with him and had become his right hand.


Although sometimes regretting that she had abandoned her art, her biggest love in life, Monty enjoyed the challenge of her work and was fiercely proud of her father. Largely as a result of his own enthusiasm, she had gone from being profoundly uninterested and ignorant about science, to having a fascination and deep respect for it.


Anna and Mark Sterling lived in a tumble-down Georgian farmhouse on the edge of a Berkshire village, ten miles from Monty’s cottage, and Mark brought in an increasingly large salary as a lawyer in a London practice. Anna had always been a character who liked to be in control of every situation, and even tried to organize her friends’ lives, but recently Monty had begun to notice that in spite of her growing success she seemed to be losing some of her grip.


Normally strict with her pets, Anna allowed her new puppy, a boxer named Buster, to run around unchecked. As they sat in the untidy kitchen, Monty watched as the dog emptied the contents of the wastebin on to the floor without a word of admonishment from Anna, who simply refilled their glasses with white wine and ignored it.


Monty studied her, a little alarmed at the changes she was noticing. Anna was an attractive girl, but she put on weight easily and she was definitely doing so at the moment; although parcelled as she was in a sloppy joe and shapeless trousers, it was hard for Monty to tell quite how much.


‘Anna, you don’t look happy,’ Monty said. ‘What’s wrong?’


Her friend shoved the bottle of Australian Chardonnay along the pine table as if moving a chess piece. She stared morosely at the table. ‘I’m infertile. I can’t bloody conceive.’


‘I – I didn’t know you wanted to,’ Monty said, taken aback.


‘We’ve been trying for two years. My period started this morning – three weeks late. I really thought that this time was it.’ She pursed her lips tightly.


‘Have you been to see anyone?’


‘I’ve had a checkup – they’ve looked at my tubes, everything seems to be working fine. Mark’s had his sperm count done –he’s producing enough to impregnate the entire population of China.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me about this?’


‘I don’t know.’ She slopped some more wine into her glass. ‘It just makes me feel so bloody inadequate. I was hoping to surprise you with the really good news that you were going to be a godmother.’ She shrugged. ‘We have to take my temperature every day, fill out a chart, pick the right days of the month to make love.’ She looked at Monty forlornly. ‘I’m worried I might never have children.’


‘I don’t think you should start worrying yet,’ Monty said. ‘There’s tons of things you can do – infertility treatments are very sophisticated now.’


Anna nodded. ‘The doctor wants to put me on a drug called Maternox.’


‘Maternox?’ Monty repeated. ‘Yes – that’s the one everyone takes these days. It’s meant to be the best. That’s probably all you need.’


Anna stood up and opened the door of the oven. The tantalizing aroma of lasagne filled the room. She closed the door and sat back down. ‘Another ten minutes. Anyway, how’s you?’


‘I’m OK.’


‘Listen, there’s a friend of Mark’s I want to try to get you together with – his wife has just left him – and he’s really nice, I mean seriously nice. Very dishy.’


‘So why did his wife leave him?’


‘She’s a bloody fool. I’ll arrange a dinner party some time in the next month – I think you’d like him.’


‘What does he do?’


‘He’s a laywer – one of the big City firms.’


The prospect did not immediately appeal. Although Monty was hugely fond of Anna and liked her arty friends, she invariably found Mark’s friends dull and only interested in themselves. ‘Sure,’ she said flatly.


‘He’s fun, you’ll be impressed. You will!’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Martin Meads.’


Martin Meads. Monty repeated the name silently in her head. It did not do much for her. Mrs Martin Meads. That did even less. Mrs Monty Meads. No better. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Why not?’


‘Hey, by the way,’ Anna changed the subject abruptly, ‘I saw your father on television on Tuesday – switched on Sky News and there he was. He seemed on pretty good form, slagging off the pharmaceutical industry. Actually, the book sounded quite interesting, I might give it a try. Is it as impenetrable as A Brief History of Time?’


‘Only in parts. There are some good chapters – you’d get through it.’


‘How is he?’


‘Not easy; he’s very stressed at the moment. Things are really tight. All the staff at the lab have agreed to take a ten per cent pay cut to avoid redundancies.’


‘I find that incredible with all the acclaim he gets for his work. I don’t understand why you have such a hard time getting funding.’


‘If he’d agree to let the pharmaceutical industry fund us, we’d have no problem.’


‘And he still won’t because of his views on patenting?’


‘I think he’s coming round a little. We’re meeting the Chairman of Bendix Schere on Monday. Hey, I just realized – they’re the company that makes Maternox!’


‘Maybe you can get me a discount …’


‘I’ll ask!’ Monty grinned and clinked her glass against her friend’s. ‘Cheer up. I want to come to a christening in a year’s time.’
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London. October, 1993


‘What time are we meeting these shysters?’


‘One, Daddy,’ Monty said, through clenched teeth as she coaxed the clapped-out fax machine into accepting the letter she was trying to send to Washington. ‘We should leave in half an hour.’


At least her father was wearing a suit; that was something. Charcoal grey, single breasted, the cut flattered his burly physique, made his shoulders look straight in spite of the years spent slouching over his experiments. But he was pacing around the office restlessly, like a schoolboy in his Sunday best waiting to be dragged to church.


Bannerman Genetics Research occupied a crumbling Victorian building that had originally been built as a laundry. It was on the fringe of the campus, tucked away beyond the main car park of Berkshire University and for the past three years had been subjected to a constant bombardment of noise and dust from a new science block under construction only yards away.


Monty shared the dingy first-floor office with her father. Every year she thought it was a miracle that their laboratory got its certificate from the Health and Safety Executive without a major review. That was definitely on the cards. All it needed was a new, vigilant inspector and they’d be in for tens of thousands of pounds of expenditure.


She looked fondly through the dividing glass that revealed the main laboratory with its scientists, students and technicians at work. The older generation in their white coats, the younger one in jeans and sweatshirts. Some of these people had been with her father all their working lives. Walter Hoggin, their chief technician, was one of them.


She watched him walking ponderously across the lab now, a gentle giant of a man. He must be nearing retirement, she thought sadly, not looking forward to the day when they would lose him. So long as Walter was there, applying his scrutiny to everything, she knew that in spite of their antiquated premises and equipment the safety of their staff would never be compromised.


‘ON LINE TRANSMIT,’ appeared in the window of the fax machine. The letter began to feed in, then suddenly slipped sideways, and there followed a series of warning bleeps. Panicking, Monty grabbed the page and tried to retrieve it. It tore in half.


‘Damn you!’ She glared at the machine in fury and saw an error code number appear in the window. They had spent a hundred pounds having it serviced less than a week ago. The engineer had warned her that it was fit for the scrap heap, but Monty had hoped she might be able to eke another few months out of it.


She opened the cover and carefully retrieved the torn and crumpled remains of the other half of the letter, which she had just typed for her father, accepting an invitation to talk at Georgetown University next autumn. Then she sat down and reprinted it on her equally clapped-out word processor. Money, she thought. God, they needed it.


The forty-nine-storey windowless monolith that housed the headquarters of the Bendix Schere Foundation was situated on the Euston Road in London, dwarfing the building of one of its fellow giants and rivals in the pharmaceutical industry, Wellcome plc and the Wellcome Foundation.


Even in an industry not widely noted for its openness, the Bendix Schere Foundation had a unique mystique; it combined a wide range of public activities, including billions of pounds and dollars donated to medical research charities, with an obsessive secrecy about its ownership and an internal organization that had defeated the investigative attempts of some of the world’s most persistent journalists.


From the turnover figures made public in order to satisfy the requirements of the American Food and Drugs Administration and the British Department of Health and Social Security, Medicines Division, Bendix Schere was currently ranked in sixth place among the world’s pharmaceutical giants. The company was registered in Liechtenstein and its stock was entirely held in bearer bonds rather than registered share certificates, making the identification of its stockholders as impenetrable to outsiders as access to its buildings.


The engine of Monty’s MG rumbled as a security guard inside a mini fortress checked for authorization, then handed her two green lapel clips and opened the high steel gate in front of them.


She drove into the vast parking lot and headed, through the ranks of immaculate-looking cars, towards the visitors’ bay against the far perimeter.


‘Doesn’t anyone ever drive these cars?’ her father murmured. ‘They’re all bloody spotless.’


He was right; the cars looked as if they’d been driven straight from the showrooms; it was only the registration letters that gave away the fact that they weren’t all new.


‘Maybe someone’ll clean this for us while we’re inside,’ Monty said, staring at the grime on the white bonnet. She had bought the MG second-hand ten years ago and still loved it dearly. But pressure of work during the past year, and the strain of always juggling their resources, had left her with not even enough free time to give the car the thorough clean and polish it deserved.


The Bendix Building, as it was called, looked as if it had been hewn from a single block of electric blue steel. It rose steeply into the sky, a sleek complexity of razor-sharp lines and dark recesses that gave it, from some angles, the hint of a medieval fortress. Walking across the lot towards the main entrance, Monty could not decide whether she liked the architecture or not, and recalled the controversy when the building had first gone up.


It had its own white sound acoustics equalizers, an artificial daylight system combined with ionizers, which the architects claimed gave a better feelgood factor than any natural sunlight environment, and which had been proven to increase productivity. And there had been the sinister rumours. Why, people had asked, had Bendix Schere felt the need for a headquarters without windows? What did they want to hide? Was it simply a design statement? An experiment in futuristic architecture? Or were they performing macabre animal experiments behind those sculpted walls?


It was a mild autumn morning, and neither Monty nor her father wore a coat. She had been debating for several days how to dress for this meeting. In the end she had settled for her black velvet jacket, a white silk blouse, with a jungle-print Cornelia James woollen shawl, a black short skirt and shoes with a medium heel to give her a little more height. She had been described in a newspaper, several years back, as her father’s ‘petite’ daughter. She had tended to avoid flat shoes ever since.


At five feet four inches, there were many times when she wished she was taller, but she had no actual quarrel with her legs. She had been blessed in that department and knew it. It was her hair that was the least predictable part of her appearance: a mass of tangled blonde tresses that buried her shoulders, and which was naturally frizzy. There were some days when it looked great, dynamite even, but there were others when it acted like someone had sprayed it with weed killer.


Monty had inherited almost all her features from her Norwegian mother and after even the lightest exertion her complexion became a picture of Scandinavian health and vitality. But she knew only too well that after months of a long wet winter it could look horribly sallow and pasty.


She was aware of so much she had inherited from her mother, not just in looks but in tastes also. Most was welcome, but one thing was not: ever since the diagnosis of her mother’s illness, Monty had carried at the back of her mind the knowledge that one particularly unwelcome gene might have come with the bundle handed down to herself. But she rarely dwelt on it, allaying her fears with the hope that advances in genetic science might find a way of dealing with it before anything happened.


Almost everyone who met Monty enjoyed her company. An intensely positive person, she carried an air of expectancy in her stance, and a sparkle of humour in her face that seemed to touch a chord in people’s better natures.


As father and daughter walked up a row of white marble steps, electronic doors slid open and they entered an atrium the height of a cathedral. The white marble theme was continued throughout, giving a subdued neoclassical air. The only colour came from some tubs of evergreen plants.


The far side of the lobby was cordoned off by a line of electronic turnstiles flanked by a long security counter and a battery of monitoring equipment, behind which three uniformed men sat. As they walked over to the counter, one of the men looked up and smiled politely.


He was black, but his face was drained of any depth of colour by some ailment that was clearly affecting him badly. He looked as if he had once been strong and quite tall, but had now lost both height and weight. ‘May I help you, please?’ His voice had the nasal sound of someone with a cold.


‘Yes, we have an appointment at a quarter to one with Sir Neil Rorke.’


‘May I have your names, please?’


Monty gave him both their names, which he entered on a keyboard. A printer whined and a moment later he handed them two computerized lapel badges. Monty and her father looked down at the green badges they had been given outside and had already clipped to their breast pockets, then added the new passes. The guard studied the keyboard again, selected another key, and watched the computer screen. Then he smiled at them a second time.


‘I’ll take you up there.’


He waved them through the turnstile, then led them to the atrium’s twin banks of lifts. When he pushed a card into a slot, the nearest doors opened immediately and in almost complete silence. Monty found the absence of noise slightly disconcerting as she stepped into the plushly carpeted and mirrored interior. She noticed, with some surprise, that there was no panel of buttons.


The guard waited courteously for her father, then followed them in, looked up and gave a single nod. The doors began to slide silently shut. Monty followed the direction of his gaze up to a tiny glass sensor above the doors; except it wasn’t a sensor, she realized, it was a lens.


Moments later she and her father found themselves delivered by the guard into a palatial anteroom. There were pilasters along the walls and a colour scheme of shades of grey; it gave Monty the sense of having walked on to the set for the closing scenes of 2001: A Space Odyssey.


An elegant brunette in her early thirties seated behind an island desk in the centre of the room took over from the departing security guard and said pleasantly, but slightly robotically: ‘Good afternoon, please have a seat. Sir Neil will be with you in a moment.’


What a place! Monty thought. Gazing around from a grey leather sofa, she noticed that there were several large abstract paintings on the walls, by artists she felt she ought to recognize. Not her taste at all, although no doubt a wise corporate investment, she acknowledged. She compared this palace to their own premises. Bannerman Genetics didn’t even have a waiting room; visitors had to stand awkwardly between the desks of the accounts department, shoehorned into a space barely larger than a broom closet.


God, the money here! She eyed her father, wondering what was going through his mind. Give it a chance, Daddy, she thought. Please.


She had butterflies in her stomach; she wasn’t nervous of meeting Sir Neil Rorke, she was frightened of her unpredictable father expressing his disgust at the ostentation of this place and storming out. He was already looking around with a frown on his face.


‘Have you noticed – there’s nothing here that says anything about the company at all? If I had this kind of space, I’d damned well use it to show off some of my products.’


He sounded in positive humour. Stay that way, she thought fervently. At least just long enough to get a proposal from them!


She glanced at the brunette who was typing on a keyboard. Monty wondered if the monitor in front of her showed the inside of the lift, and if it was she who controlled it. Then a door opened at the far end of the room and the unmistakable figure of Sir Neil Rorke appeared.


‘Dr Bannerman! Miss Bannerman! How very good to meet you!’


The greeting was cheery and friendly, and his voice had the warm, baritone delivery of a seasoned after-dinner speaker. He was dressed in an amply cut chalk-striped suit and his head of thick wavy hair was left flamboyantly long. His face was mapped with broken veins, carrying in its fleshy creases the aura of panelled dining halls, fine wines and the owners’ enclosures at race courses. He had about him an air of avuncular cuddliness. In those first moments, it took an effort of concentration for Monty to remember that she was in the presence of one of the world’s greatest captains of industry.


He held out a hand that was large and pink. Monty shook it, and was a little taken aback by the power of his grip: it was hard as steel. And at the same time, she felt a spark of something as she met the twinkle in his deep, hazelnut eyes. Not a sexual frisson, or anything of that nature, it was more a sense that he understood her, that he knew exactly why she had come here and the problems she faced with her father, and that he wanted to communicate the message to her that he was on her side, that he was in the conspiracy with her and she could trust him.


As he released her hand and turned to her father, she was left with the feeling, from that one fleeting moment, that she had known him all her life. She began to understand now why it was that people warmed to him: in just a few seconds he had become her favourite uncle, they were going to share a special treat together, he was going to take her to the pier and buy her candy floss and a huge ice cream with a chocolate flake sticking out of it.


She glanced surreptitiously at her father, but his face gave nothing away.


‘Come through to my office and have a drink. Dr Crowe, our Chief Executive, will be joining us for lunch in a few minutes.’ Rorke led the way and Monty walked into a long, plush corridor lined on both sides with more bizarre canvases.


‘You once wanted to be a painter, didn’t you, Miss Bannerman?’ he said, walking beside them, hands behind his back.


Monty frowned, wondering how he knew that. ‘Yes – a long time ago.’


‘But you’re a traditionalist.’ He parted his hands and gestured at the abstracts. ‘I don’t think these are your scene at all.’


She looked back at him, unsure what to reply, surprised and puzzled. ‘I – I never got as far as studying abstract art,’ she replied, not wanting to be rude.


Rorke smiled benignly, and his voice became melancholic. ‘Ah well, you see, life for all of us is full of unmade journeys.’ He turned to her father and said pointedly: ‘I am sure you would agree, Dr Bannerman?’


I like this man, Monty thought. I really like this man.
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Barnet, North London. 1940


The bedclothes were ripped away and it seemed that the electric light came on simultaneously. The small boy in striped pyjamas, hands folded across his navel, blinked, startled awake from a deep sleep.


‘May the Lord forgive you, Daniel Judd.’


His mother’s voice. A bony palm struck his cheek, the blow knocking his head sideways, cricking his neck. The cold night air chilled his thin body as his mother glowered down at him, her face framed by grey hair pulled straight and flat into a tight bun, the muscles of her bare neck tense with rage and protruding from her woollen dressing gown.


As the second blow struck he saw his father, also in dressing gown and slippers, glaring at him from the door. Reedy tall, his face leathery, cadaverously thin, tightened further with anger.


‘Lord forgive our boy,’ his father said, ‘for he knows not what he doeth.’


The boy stared up at his parents, blinking against the harsh glare of the bulb. His mother’s hand, hard as iron, gripped his wrists, forcing his hands violently apart. ‘We’ve told you!’ she said, her voice quavering. ‘How many more times do we have to say it?’


He tried desperately to mouth a question, to ask her what she meant, but his throat – constricted with fear – allowed no sound to escape. Another blow struck his face.


‘Eternal damnation,’ his father’s voice intoned. ‘That’s what you are courting, you evil boy. The Lord our Father in Heaven sees all our sins. To be carnally minded is death; we have to save you from yourself, from the wrath of the Lord.’


‘You filthy, disobedient, evil sinner,’ his mother’s voice raised to a shriek and the boy flinched in fear. And confusion.


‘Don’t you remember the words of our Lord, boy?’ his father said. ‘Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles?’


The boy stared, bewildered. No, he did not remember. He was six years old.


‘Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshipped and served created things rather than the Creator – who is forever praised. Amen.’


The boy stared in silence.


‘Amen!’ his father said again, more loudly. ‘Amen, boy!’


Daniel Judd warded off another blow from his mother by meekly mouthing, ‘Amen.’


There was a brief lull. He lay, terrified, hands by his sides, beneath the seething fury of his parents. Then his mother spoke, her eyes half closed, as if she were in a trance and receiving her instructions from a frequency into which she had just tuned. Her face softened from anger into a serene smile.


‘Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires, but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace. Because the sinful mind is hostile to God, it does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so. Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.’


‘You understand that, Daniel, don’t you?’ his father said, his voice gentle now, pleading.


The boy nodded meekly as his mother continued without pausing for breath. ‘You are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you.’


‘Does the Spirit of God live in you, Daniel?’ his father asked.


The boy was silent for a moment then nodded.


‘Are you sure, boy?’


‘I’m sure, Father.’ It came out as a frightened squeak.


‘You want to please God, boy?’


‘Yes, Father, I want to please God.’


‘If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ,’ his mother said. ‘But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness.’


‘Do you understand that, boy?’ His father’s voice had lost its gentleness.


The boy did not understand, the logic was beyond him. Yet he knew the answers that were expected, knew the only way to get peace, to avoid another slap, to avoid being thrashed or locked in the unheated shed in the garden all night. He nodded, and gave a weakly mouthed ‘Yes’.


‘You want the Spirit to be living in you, boy, or do you want eternal damnation?’ his father said.


‘Spirit,’ the boy mouthed.


‘Speak up, Daniel, I can’t hear you and your mother can’t hear you, and if we can’t hear you the Lord our Father cannot hear you.’


‘Spirit,’ the boy said again, more loudly, choking on the tears that guttered down his cheeks.


‘For if you live according to the sinful nature,’ his mother continued, ‘you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live, because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.’


The father pressed his face close to his son’s. So close the son could feel the warmth of human breath, could see chin stubble.


‘You do not want to commit any misdeeds of the body do you, boy? Assure your mother and I and, above all, assure our Lord.’


‘No mm-mm-middeeds,’ the boy said in terror.


‘For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, Abba, Father. The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.’


‘And you want to be one of God’s children, don’t you, boy? Not one of Satan’s?’


‘God’s children,’ the boy mouthed.


‘Now if we are children, then we are heirs – heirs of God. Like Christ. And if we share in His sufferings it is in order that we may also share in His glory.’


His parents fell silent. Daniel watched their faces in turn; cold eyes raked him. He had let them down again, even in his sleep, in some way he did not comprehend.


‘Do you want us to save you from the Lord’s wrath, boy?’


Daniel stared at his father and nodded meekly. He saw his mother slip out of the room.


His father asked again. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather enjoin with Satan? Suffer the eternal fires of damnation in Hell?’


The boy shook his head.


‘Shall we say the Lord’s Prayer together, boy?’


Daniel nodded.


‘Our Father which art in Heaven,’ his father began.


‘Our Father which art in Heaven,’ the boy repeated as his mother returned to the room with two long leather straps. As they continued to recite the Lord’s Prayer, she bound his left arm tightly by the wrist, then tugged it down the outside of the bed, looped the strap tightly around the outside of the metal frame and secured it. Then she did the same with his right arm so that he was lying on his back with his arms pinioned down the outside of the bed.


‘It’s for your own good,’ his father said more gently when his mother had finished. ‘To save you from yourself in the eyes of the Lord. To save you from being tempted to touch your forbidden parts.’


‘To save us all from the Lord’s wrath,’ his mother added in her sour, loveless voice. ‘To save us from your sins.’


Then they turned the light off and closed the door.




7


London. October, 1993


The Directors’ dining room on the forty-ninth floor of the Bendix Building felt so light and airy it seemed to Monty almost impossible to believe that it had no hidden windows with natural daylight streaming in.


The décor was the same Regency grey and white colour scheme as the anteroom; it was furnished with a traditional oval mahogany dining table and matching chairs, and the walls were hung with Impressionist paintings, which was the school she loved most. There was a Degas still life on the wall behind her father, and she found herself unable to stop looking at it. An original Degas. Not a print or a copy. She was eating her lunch in front of a real Degas! She had never seen one outside a gallery before.


The menu was superb: grilled scallops, followed by fillet steak, and an exotic fruit salad, along with fine white and red wines.


At least her father had behaved himself so far. In fact, he had been remarkably good company, tucking into his meal and chatting convivially, mostly about genetics, more as if he were at a dinner party with favourite colleagues than at an interview on which his future might depend.


Rorke ate and drank with gusto as well; in contrast, Dr Crowe cut his food one sliver at a time, his slender fingers manipulating his cutlery with surgical deftness. Almost as a foil to Rorke’s cheery ebullience, he sat quietly, whilst studying Monty and her father with alert, steely eyes that missed nothing.


He was a lean, sharp-featured man of fifty-two, with a narrow equine face, and his eyes were abnormally close together, giving an intensity to his gaze that Monty found rather unsettling. His lips were strange also, she thought. They were very thin, with a vermilion hue that stood out against his alabaster complexion, their effect being to make him look rather effete.


She had done her homework on Crowe and had been impressed by his background. It was rare in the pharmaceutical industry to have a chief exec who was a scientist, and Crowe undoubtedly could have had a very brilliant career in research if he’d chosen. He had graduated from Cambridge with a double first in biology and pharmacology, then gone to the United States where he had done his masters at John Hopkins on the immune system.


Back in Britain he’d spent three years as a research fellow at the Imperial Cancer Research Foundation. He’d then joined the Clinical Trials division of the Bendix Schere Foundation and become head of it after two years. At the age of thirty-six he was made the youngest main board director in the history of the company. Ten years later, in 1986, he was appointed Chief Executive on the sudden death of his predecessor, who was killed when the company jet crashed in mysterious circumstances during a routine visit to the Bendix Schere manufacturing plant in the Philippines.


Whilst Rorke was a man who had clearly reached the top through inborn leadership quality and force of personality, Crowe struck Monty as more of a manipulator. She had not taken a dislike to him, but at the same time had not warmed towards him in the way she had to Rorke. Yet she knew there were big advantages for her father in having a fellow scientist at the top of the company, because at least they could talk the same language.


Dick Bannerman pushed a wedge of cheese into his mouth, chewing ruminatively. ‘Sir Neil, one of the things that’s always struck me as curious is the obsession with secrecy that your company – foundation – seems to have.’


Monty looked at the three men anxiously. This was the first hint of hostility from her father. Crowe impassively snapped a biscuit in half; in the silence it sounded like a gunshot.


Rorke smiled, and opened his hands expansively. ‘A very reasonable query, Dr Bannerman.’


Monty had noticed that, in spite of the conviviality of the luncheon, their hosts had made no overtures about relaxing the formalities and moving to first-name terms.


‘You see,’ Rorke continued, ‘in our industry we encounter opposition from a great many sources. People object to the mark-ups we make on prescription pharmaceuticals, forgetting that the cost today of developing a new drug and bringing it to the market is upwards of one hundred million pounds, and that we only have a limited patent life in which to recoup those costs. And there are some very unpleasant fanatics among the Animal Rights lot – quite frankly as dangerous as some political terrorist groups. We keep information about our company secret to protect the shareholders, the directors and our staff. Simple as that.’


‘Would you be prepared to divulge the shareholders to me?’


After a brief exchanged glance with Crowe, Rorke smiled amiably. ‘We’re going to put a proposal to you today, Dr Bannerman. If you accept it, I’m sure you’ll find there are no secrets kept from you.’


Dick Bannerman leaned back in his chair and looked at the two men in turn. ‘So, what is the proposal?’


‘We’d like to give you a short tour first, show you some of the work we’re doing here and the facilities we have – if you can spare the time?’


Rorke went to the door and opened it. As Monty walked through she sought Rorke’s eye and he winked.


They went back into the lift they’d come up in. Rorke looked at the lens above the door and enunciated clearly: ‘Sixth floor.’


The door closed and the lift sank swiftly downwards.


‘How does that work?’ Monty asked.


‘A combination of visual and voice recognition,’ Crowe said, with a smile of satisfaction. ‘Computer identification security. It matches the face of the person giving the command to the image in its data base, combines it with the voice print, then accepts the command. Or denies it.’


The lift stopped and they stepped into a wide corridor with emerald carpeting and pale green walls. One side was much brighter than the other, as if bathed in rays of sunshine streaming through invisible skylights. The doors boasted elegant brass handles, and with the exception of the small observation windows cut into a few of them, and the faintly acrid smell, it felt more like the corridor of a modern five-star hotel than a laboratory.


Rorke inserted a card into a slot, punched a sequence of numbers on the key pad, then courteously ushered Monty and her father into another, equally plush corridor, which stretched into the distance. There was a row of notice boards on either side, with graphs, Department of Health and Safety regulations, and various posters, giving it a slightly more familiar air to Monty, and the acrid smell she always associated with molecular biology labs was stronger here.


‘On this floor and the next two above we do pure genetics research,’ Crowe said, ‘and we also co-ordinate the results from our research campuses in Reading, Plymouth, Carlisle, Bern, Frankfurt and Charlottesville.’


‘You’re in the process of building new labs at Slough, aren’t you?’ Dick Bannerman said.


‘Yes,’ Vincent Crowe confirmed. ‘We’re building a completely new research campus from scratch. When it’s completed in three years’ time it will house the largest transgenics laboratory facility in the world.’


‘And it’s all underground, isn’t it?’ Dick Bannerman pursued.


Crowe stiffened fleetingly, then smiled. ‘The transgenics, yes. I wasn’t aware that was public knowledge.’


‘Twenty-seven acres of underground labs, I believe?’ Bannerman said, then stopped, momentarily distracted by a computer screen on the wall that was an electronic notice board. The screen was headed: BENDIX SCHERE NEWSNET, and a flashing announcement beneath it read: MATERNOX-11 RECEIVES FDA APPROVAL.


‘Twenty-eight acres,’ Crowe said.


‘Why underground? Security?’


‘Precisely.’


‘And you think that kind of environment will be conducive to work? To getting the best out of people?’


‘How do you find the atmosphere in here, Dr Bannerman?’ Crowe asked.


‘It’s very impressive,’ he said. ‘I have to admit that. I find it hard to believe there aren’t any windows.’


‘It won’t be any different at Slough. There’s no magic formula about daylight – in fact much of daylight, as you know, is highly corrosive. We’ve simply applied science, sifted the good qualities and filtered out the bad. Productivity here in the Bendix Building is thirty per cent higher than in conventional working environments.’


‘I’d like to see how you arrived at those figures,’ Bannerman said sceptically.


Monty gave him a cautioning glance. It was all going so well, she want him blowing it now with a sudden display of temper.


‘Happily,’ Crowe said. ‘We are so convinced by the figures that we are installing artificial daylight environments in our new hospitals, and we believe they’ll cut a substantial percentage off recovery times.’


The innovative ethos of Bendix Schere excited Monty. She was experiencing, in this rather futuristic building, in the presence of these enormously powerful and influential men, the sensation of being a privileged insider at the very cutting edge of science.


Rorke led them into a vast lab that left Monty speechless with envy. She had simply never seen any laboratory, anywhere, so well equipped and so orderly: rows and rows of white work surfaces brimming with state-of-the-art lab technology. The staff, all wearing white coats, seemed to have a luxurious amount of space and through the air of concentrated efficiency Monty could almost feel the progress that was being made.


Her father pointed to a television camera above the door. ‘What’s that for?’ he said suspiciously.


‘Safety,’ Crowe replied. ‘If someone’s working here on their own late at night or over a weekend, and they have an accident, they might need help. This way Security can keep an eye on all the labs in use and act swiftly.’


Rorke led them on through more labs, some even larger, some much smaller, all equally well equipped. Monty compared all this to their own dingy Victorian premises. They could have fitted Bannerman Research Laboratories into a single floor of this building a dozen times over, and as she thought of their hopeless struggle to survive she began to feel increasingly angry. Angry at governments which had ignored the importance of scientific research for decades, angry at all the organizations and foundations which had made her father beg like a dog for every scrap of money. She looked at him now, hoping against hope that some of the excitement of this place was rubbing off on him also.


‘Ah, Mr Seals!’ Crowe said, raising his voice suddenly to hail a long-haired man in a white coat who had just emerged from one door and was about to go through another. When he realized it was Crowe and Rorke, he straightened his shoulders and immediately walked up to them.


‘Mr Seals is Chief Lab Technician for our genetics department. This is Dr Bannerman and his daughter, Miss Bannerman.’


Monty watched Seals’ face as he gave her father a look of recognition and admiration, and then said politely: ‘Very pleased to meet you both.’


He was in his mid-thirties, with lank brown hair that tumbled across his forehead and rested on his shoulders. When he tossed it back with a practised motion a single stud was revealed in his left ear. He would have been very good-looking if it wasn’t for the ravages of teenage acne that had left his skin slightly pockmarked.


‘You have quite a set-up here,’ Dick Bannerman said.


‘Thank you. I’m afraid a lot of the techniques we’re employing are based on your own work in your published papers.’


‘Nothing to apologize for,’ Bannerman said. ‘That’s why I publish them – to share knowledge. Do you share it too?’ he asked pointedly.


Seals reddened. ‘I’m afraid that’s not my decision.’


‘I guess you have a lot of bricks and mortar to pay for here.’


‘Modern equipment is very expensive, Dr Bannerman, as I’m sure you appreciate.’


Monty admired the way the young man first held his ground, and then became increasingly animated as he explained the new generations of gene-sequencing machines they had just got up to speed. She saw in him a lot of youthful energy and a sense of purpose, of mission. Without realizing it, she found herself comparing him to their elderly plodder of a Chief Lab Technician, Walter Hoggin, for whom computers continued to remain a mystery, and anything hi-tech was something to be regarded with suspicion. And she knew that however fond of Walter she might be, it was people of the calibre of this Seals character that they really needed – but could not afford.


A squat gold frog, the size of a football, occupied centre stage of Sir Neil’s massive desk. Monty wondered if it was a trophy and thought, irreverently, that it was not dissimilar to Rorke’s own shape. She disliked frogs and this one had a reptilian smile that made her shudder when she glanced at it.


There were few other items on the desk: a leather blotter, a silver receptacle for pens, a dictating machine and telephone, and a computer terminal. There was not a single sheet of paper in sight anywhere in the office, and she suddenly realized that she couldn’t remember seeing any paper in any of the labs either.


To the right of the desk was a tall, white machine that Monty at first thought might be connected with the air system. She had noticed similar machines in all the downstairs labs. Then she recalled seeing such a machine in a movie recently, and realized what it must be: a paper shredder.


The four of them were seated at a conference table, ready to drink the tea just poured by Rorke’s secretary. Rorke picked up his spoon and began to stir his cup, then he spoke.


‘Dr Bannerman, let’s be direct with each other. I know your views about patenting scientific discoveries, and in particular human genes, and I’m not unsympathetic. But in the real world, money has to come from somewhere, and our profits at Bendix Schere come from the manufacture of pharmaceuticals on which we hold patents.’ He raised a hand. ‘The life of a patent in the UK is only twenty years. We have exclusivity for that period. But considering the resources we have to invest in developing our products, it’s really a very short time.’


Monty wondered if her father was going to launch into one of his antipatenting polemics, but to her relief he sat impassively, staring back at Rorke. He had obviously been impressed by what they’d been shown that afternoon, and whilst he might have strong opinions, and contempt for the establishment, he was no fool. And what he had seen today was a display of the finest research tools that money could buy.


‘We could kick some funding into your laboratory in Berkshire,’ Rorke went on. ‘But I don’t think we’d get the best value for our investment that way, and frankly I don’t think, even with proper funding, that you can reach anywhere near your true potential with your current set-up. Dr Crowe and I both believe you’re the finest genetics scientist in this country, and probably the world. And you still have a great many highly productive years ahead of you, whether we do business together or not.’


Bannerman smiled, waiting for the crunch.


‘If you were given the right facilities, and the right funding, I think you could achieve very much more – and that’s not to demean all you’ve done to date.’


‘What kind of facilities?’


‘The kind you’ve seen down on the sixth, seventh and eighth floors here; the kind we have at our UK plants in Reading, Birmingham and Edinburgh. Or overseas in Bern, Frankfurt and Charlottesville.’ Rorke paused and picked up his teacup. ‘Our proposal is very simple: we’d like you to join the Bendix Schere Foundation as head of our entire worldwide genetics research programme.’


Bannerman shook his head. ‘I’m very flattered, gentlemen, but I’m a scientist not a businessman. I want to do research – not run an organization.’


‘I think perhaps Sir Neil hasn’t made it quite clear,’ Crowe said. ‘Research is exactly what we want you to do, and nothing else. You would have the entire human resources and all the facilities in the Bendix Schere Foundation to utilize in any way you wanted.’


Dick Bannerman didn’t miss a beat. ‘I couldn’t abandon my own staff.’


‘I don’t think that would be a problem,’ Rorke said, looking expectantly at Crowe.


‘No,’ Crowe said, a little hesitantly. ‘I’m sure we could keep your key people.’


‘All my staff are key people,’ Bannerman said. ‘It’s damned hard getting work of the kind they’re specialized in. I’d want an assurance from you that there wouldn’t be one single redundancy before I even considered any proposal. And I’d want your assurance that my daughter could continue to work as my right hand.’


‘I’m sure we could give such an undertaking,’ Rorke said genially, ignoring the warning signal Crowe was trying to communicate with his eyes.


There would have to be some give and take over staff, Monty knew, but she was thrilled by the proposal, and encouraged that at least her father had not rejected it out of hand.


‘Could you tell us exactly what budget would be available, and what remuneration we’d receive?’ she asked, eager to have the details made concrete.


Crowe smiled and produced, seemingly from thin air, two identical documents, one of which he handed to Monty, the other to her father. They were the first actual pieces of paper Monty had seen in the building.


The bold wording at the top said: RESTRICTED CIRCULATION: MAIN BOARD DIRECTORS ONLY. FROM THE CHAIRMAN’S OFFICE. Beneath was the heading: ‘Proposals for the Acquisition of Bannerman Genetics Research Laboratories.’


‘They are buggers, these people, aren’t they?’ Dick Banner-man said as the lift sank rapidly down towards the ground floor.


Monty raised a finger to her lips, looking warily at the lens above the door. ‘They might be listening,’ she whispered.


He shrugged, but said nothing more until they were outside the building and walking towards the car.


‘Why did you say they are buggers, Daddy?’


‘Laying on that fancy lunch – thinking I’m going to be impressed by something like that.’


‘I was impressed,’ she said. ‘I was very impressed with the company and with them.’


‘They’ve got some decent kit,’ he said. ‘A few gizmos we could do with.’


‘A few?’


‘I can see the plus points,’ he said. ‘But I can also see one hell of a lot of minuses.’


‘I can’t see any minuses,’ she said. ‘None at all.’
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London. Saturday 22 October, 1994


DR BRUCE KATZ. MR DUNSTAN OGWAN. INTERNATIONAL FACTORS. MRS V. ALASSIO. MR JOHNSON – FORD MOTOR COMPANY. R. PATEL. A. COHN. CROSSGATES TRAVEL. MR OBERTELLI. MISS REDMAYNE.


Conor Molloy surveyed the battery of signs that greeted the passengers exiting from the customs channels into the arrivals concourse at Heathrow, then stopped when he couldn’t see his own name amongst them. He leaned on the brake bar of his baggage cart, scanned the sea of faces and handwritten placards more carefully.


In his early thirties, at a shade over six feet tall, with his short black hair fashionably gelled and shovelled haphazardly backwards, even red-eyed with jet-lag he cut a striking figure, and several of the people waiting to greet passengers looked at him, wondering if he was a movie star they ought to recognize.


Both his outfit and his face shouted Entertainment Industry: he was dressed in an open-necked denim shirt over a white t-shirt, washed-out cotton chinos with rugged boots, and a suede bomber jacket. His face had elements of both Tom Cruise and Tim Robbins but was an improvement on each. Conor Molloy possessed, by almost any criteria, drop-dead good looks. Much of his charm came from the fact that he was unaware of this. In fact, in his chosen profession, looks did not matter at all; he would have made exactly the same progress if he had been born the Elephant Man.


His eye was eventually caught by a man pushing his way through the jostling crowd, and he realized that this was his driver.


‘Conor Molloy? Charley Rowley! We’re going to be working together. Fucking awful traffic this morning – thought I was going to miss you!’


‘The flight came in a little early, I guess. Pilot said we had a strong tailwind,’ Conor replied, taking an instant liking to the man’s cheery nature.


They shook hands. Although Charley Rowley was also only in his thirties, from the way he was puffing and perspiring he seemed badly out of shape. Ignoring Conor’s protest, he wrestled the baggage cart away from him and began pushing it across the concourse.


The American hurried along in pursuit, holding his shoulder bag, containing his laptop computer, which he had not let out of his sight on the journey. ‘It was good of you to come – you needn’t have worried – I could have taken a cab.’


‘The Directors wouldn’t hear of it! BS is very big on the personal touch. You’ve heard the slogan “The World’s Most Caring Company”? Well, that applies to its staff as well as its customers.’


Conor detected the note of cynicism. ‘Yeah, well, it’s still good of you to give up a Saturday morning.’


Rowley sniffed and said with a grin, ‘Yah, I think so too!’


As he accompanied Rowley through the exit and into the car park, Conor was careful not to say too much. No one was to be trusted. No one. He had waited twenty-five years for this opportunity, had worked himself into the ground to get the qualifications, and finally pulled off what he had once thought to be an impossible goal. He was aware that his mother’s fears for his safety were wholly justifiable, and he did not underestimate the intelligence, the resources and the sheer power of what he was up against. He knew that with just one slip he could lose his chance for ever – and very probably his life.


‘Shit!’ Conor looked around his apartment with a broad grin. ‘This is all mine?’


Charley Rowley nodded.


Conor walked across the living-room floor and stared out of the window. He could see right across Hyde Park to the hazy silhouettes of South Kensington beyond. The morning sun glinted like foil on the dewy grass; he saw a jogger, and a woman walking a string of assorted dogs. Traffic poured down the Bayswater Road beneath him. It made a different sound from the traffic in Washington; there it was the tramp of rolling tyres, here it was the grinding roar of trucks, and the diesel rattle of idling taxis.


‘Great view!’ He stifled a yawn and wished he hadn’t drunk so much on the plane, nor smoked so much. Nerves. His nerves had got to him on the flight. Now his brain was muzzy and a sharp band of pain ran down the centre of his forehead. He felt unwashed and grungy, and was aware of the smell of his body through his crumpled shirt; his trousers had rumpled and his feet felt sweaty from spending the night inside his insulated boots. But in spite of that he was on a high right now, adrenaline running.


He fancied strong coffee and a cigarette, but decided to be careful about the cigarette; Charles Rowley might not smoke and he didn’t want to start off giving a bad impression. At least that was one compensation about living alone: he no longer had to worry about someone else’s health fascism.


Since splitting up with his live-in girlfriend eighteen months back, he’d been enjoying the luxury of not having to sneak out into the street whenever he fancied a smoke, or write down the units of alcohol he drank in a daily log. He looked forward to the possibility of a sexual fling with someone in England, but not an emotional relationship. He was going to need all his wits about him in the coming months, and wanted minimum distractions.


‘That view gets even better in mid-summer,’ Rowley said, ‘when the crumpet lies out there topless.’


Conor grinned. ‘Think I can hang on to this place until next summer?’


Rowley yawned, as if he had been infected by the American’s tiredness. ‘Someone from Human Resources will be along to see you on Monday about finding a permanent pad.’


Then he eyed the two heavy suitcases in the doorway with their dog-eared Washington baggage tags, and the Duty Free carton of Marlboro beside them. ‘OK, I’d better leave you to get settled in. You must be knackered.’


‘Want a coffee first?’


Rowley squinted at his watch and wavered. ‘Yah, OK, thanks, just a quick one. The kitchen should be stocked – there’s a woman who looks after the BS apartments and she’ll get you anything else you need.’ He checked his watch again. ‘I have to pick my girlfriend up – going to a charity ball down in Dorset this evening, otherwise I’d have suggested doing something.’


‘I’ll be fine. I’m going to crash out for a few hours then take a wander around – try to see some of the sights. Might catch a movie if I can stay awake.’ Conor nodded at the thick envelope packed with magazines and papers he’d just been given. ‘And you’ve left me enough reading material on the company to keep me occupied most of the weekend.’


They went through into the kitchen, which looked as if it had never been used, and searched their way through the fitted units for the coffee and cups.


‘Got any friends over here?’


Conor shook his head, and gave the answer he’d been rehearsing for months: ‘A few ancestors kicking around some place in Ireland; we’re not a very tight-knit family.’


‘Irish ancestry?’


‘Yup – but we don’t make any big deal about it’


‘You’re not married, right?’


‘Nope.’


Rowley grinned. ‘Next question: couldn’t help noticing the carton of cigarettes – do you smoke?’


‘Uh huh,’ Conor said guardedly.


‘Brilliant! Join the Bendix Schere Speakeasy!’


‘What do you mean?’


Rowley pulled a pack of Silk Cut from his pocket and offered one to Conor. ‘Bendix Schere’s a no-smoking company.’ He clicked a gold Dunhill and held it up to give Conor a light.


Conor inhaled. ‘We have plenty of those in the States.’


‘As extreme as BS?’


‘Extreme?’


‘You’re not just forbidden to smoke on the premises, you’re forbidden to smoke at all, anywhere … ever.’


‘You don’t mean at home?’


‘At home, on holiday, on Mars.’ Rowley began opening and shutting cupboard doors searching for a substitute ashtray. He finally settled for a saucer.


‘Any other regulations I ought to know about?’ Conor began to fill the kettle.


‘You mean they didn’t send you a list?’


‘Maybe I didn’t read the small print.’


Rowley shook his head. ‘The Bendix Schere bylaws are seriously unreal; there’s pages of them; it’s written into your contract of employment that you learn them by heart. You didn’t read that?’


‘I saw the clause but I don’t remember seeing a copy of the actual bylaws.’


‘They probably didn’t want to scare you off. You don’t drink, do you?’


Conor looked alarmed. ‘Drink? Alcohol? Sure I drink.’


Rowley wagged a finger reproachfully. ‘Naughty boy. Drinking is strictly verboten! No one is permitted to enter company premises within twenty-four hours of having consumed alcohol.’


‘That is unreal!’ Conor said indignantly.


‘If the Thought Police catch you, you’re out; for good.’


‘The who?’


Rowley sniffed again. ‘S’what I call them. Security.’


Conor said nothing.


‘You want me to go on? Your car, right – you’ll be getting a car on Monday – it should have been ready for you today, but there was a cockup. You have to keep that car clean. The Thought Police patrol the car park. They see a dirty car belonging to a staff member, they take it away and they return it a week later with an eighty-nine pound bill for valeting. Docked from salary.’


Conor stared at him. ‘You’re not serious?’


‘I’m serious. You want the honour of working for Bendix Schere, you play by their rules. Everyone who works for BS knows there’s a long queue pressing up against their back, waiting for their job. They pay the best, they have the finest equipment and some of the finest people. Their gameplan is to become the largest pharmaceutical company in the world and that’s where they’re heading. I’ve met a lot of folks who are actually shit scared of this company.’


‘Employees?’


Rowley glanced around the kitchen, sizing it up. ‘Yah. And outsiders in related industries. BS has long tentacles and they’re spreading all the time.’


‘A lot of subsidiaries, right?’


‘You can’t believe what they own. In a couple of years they’ll control the world baby-food market. They own half the over-the-counter pharmaceutical companies in this country, in Europe and in the States, and they’re buying up generics companies around the world in a kind of feeding frenzy.’


‘I heard,’ Conor said.


‘Did you also hear about their retail operations?’ Rowley said, his voice dropping a fraction.


‘Retail?’


He nodded. ‘Retail pharmacy. They own PriceSave DrugSmart, one of the largest pharmacist chains in Britain.’


Conor frowned; PriceSave DrugSmart were also one of the largest mall pharmacist chains in the States, but his research into Bendix Schere had not revealed any connection to them. ‘I didn’t know that,’ he said.


‘You’re not meant to.’ Rowley unscrewed the cap from a jar of Nescafé, as the kettle hissed. ‘You’re also not meant to know that they fund the United States Herpes Association, the World Psoriasis Group and the International Arthritic Association – among other leading charities.’


‘A lot of pharmaceutical companies give charitable donations, surely?’


‘Sure – donations. With BS it’s more than just donations. They actually fund them. They control them and they appoint the trustees.’


‘So these charities all recommend Bendix Schere drugs in their newsletters?’


‘Exclusively. And they trash all the competitors’ products.’


‘Even if they’re better?’


‘Especially if they’re better.’


Conor began to wonder how much more about the company his research had failed to show up.


Rowley raised his eyebrows, and added, a trifle defensively, ‘They’re not doing anything different from their competitors –except perhaps doing it better.’ He held up the coffee jar. ‘One spoon or two?’


‘Two, thanks.’ Conor tapped ash off his cigarette, his mind working hard. The kettle rumbled as it came to the boil then switched itself off, and he poured the water into their cups.


‘Best thing to do, Conor, is not get too stressed about it. They pay well and there are a few OK people amongst the dross. Just keep your head down and get on with it, and before you know it you’ll be sixty-five and collecting your pension!’


Conor blinked slowly. You might be, he thought. But not me, baby.


With that, Charley Rowley stubbed out his cigarette, took two gulps of coffee, tugged on his battered Barbour and shook Conor’s hand. Wishing him luck, he told him he looked forward to seeing him on Monday.


‘Oh – by the way,’ he said. ‘When we meet in the office I’m Mr Rowley and you’re Mr Molloy, OK?’


‘Sure,’ Conor said, a little surprised.


‘Another rule,’ he said. ‘No first-name terms between staff at any time. Under the terms of our contracts I could be sacked for calling you Conor in here.’


‘Lucky no one’s listening,’ Conor said.


Rowley gave him an odd smile. ‘Don’t bank on it.’


‘You mean that?’


He shook his head. ‘Not so much here – but be careful in the office – you never know when the Thought Police might be eavesdropping.’


‘Great!’


‘You get used to it. We all seem to survive!’ Then he sloped off down the corridor towards the lift.


Conor closed the door, sensing the void Rowley had left behind. He was alone now, really alone for the first time, in a foreign country, and the extent of his task seemed to have grown. He looked around the apartment, walking from room to room, checking it out, and wondering if it really might be bugged. But there was nothing anyone was going to pick up from him with a microphone.


Three bedrooms, one really sumptuous and each with bath and shower. Designer kitchen, and an amazing living room the size of a football pitch … bare parquet floor scattered with oriental rugs; big soft sofas, stark chromium lamps and chairs that looked like they’d been lifted from the Museum of Modern Art. This pad had style. Like something out of a commercial. It disgusted him.


He poured himself a second coffee, then unpacked his Macintosh PowerBook, opened the lid and switched on. While it was booting up, he unwound the modem lead, slipped the plug into the rear of the computer, then knelt down on the floor, pulled out the phone jack from the wall, and inserted the modem jack in its place.


After a further thirty seconds the machine was ready. He opened the eMail program and checked for messages. There were two. The first was from a long-time associate-cum-pal, Dave Schwab, who now worked at the US Patent Office, wishing him good luck in his new job. The second had no sender identification and was entirely encrypted into seemingly meaningless letters and digits.


Conor opened his encryption program, moved his cursor to the box marked ‘Decode’ and clicked on it.
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Monday 5 September, 1994


Alan Johnson woke with a start. The smash of breaking glass. His chest felt as if it were caught in a wrench. Sarah … thrashing about beside him. Screaming.


‘Do something! Alan, for God’s sake do something!’


She was shaking, convulsing, her body twisting from side to side. His right arm sent the clutter on his bedside table to the floor, his glasses amongst it; found the light, pressed the switch, turned to look at her.


Oh, God!


Her face was bloated one side, hideously contorted and distended like a rubber mask the other; her eyes, encased in black rings, were bulging and focusing wildly. Her skin was clammy, complexion opaque, except for the red spots and dark scabs where the livid ravages of the burning rash were attacking her.


She thrashed to the right, the left, howling like someone possessed. Her stomach rose up under the bedclothes; she twisted again, seemingly in mid-air, fell on to her swollen belly, rose, fell down again, chewed the pillow in her agony, shuddered with a convulsion that crashed through her like an aftershock, tearing a moan from deep inside her.


‘Darling,’ he said, anxiety constricting his voice. ‘Darling, what’s happening – is it starting? The baby coming? I’ll call the doctor.’


She spun round on to her back. He pulled the bedclothes off and stared wide-eyed; it was as if the baby she was carrying had gone berserk, was trying to bash its way out through her stomach. It was punching her, kicking her. He could see where sections of her skin had stretched, shrunk; her stomach extended so far he thought for one ghastly moment the skin would burst and a hand or a foot would come through.


He jumped off the bed, grabbed the phone, hunting in the address book at the same time, and dialled the doctor. Eight and a half months: she wasn’t due for another fortnight but she had been so ill with the rash, nausea, headaches. And no one had been able to do anything. They were scared to give her painkillers in case they harmed the baby. And they didn’t know what was wrong. A virus, they said. Unidentified viruses do sometimes strike, Dr Humphreys had explained. The phone rang, then gave way to a bland cold voice at the other end.


‘Dr Humphreys, please,’ gasped Alan.


‘Dr Humphreys is not on call tonight. I can page Dr Anselm for you.’


‘It’s an emergency!’


‘I don’t know how quickly I can get him. If you’re very worried, you had better call an –’


The rest of her sentence was drowned by a horrendous scream from his wife. ‘Doooo something! Alan, quick! please do –’ Her voice dissolved into a choking gargle.


He turned and the wrench around his chest tightened. ‘No, God, no. Sarah!’ Blood was spewing from his wife’s mouth, spattering the pillow. He depressed the phone cradle with his hand and dialled ‘999’. Pressed his free hand to her clammy forehead. ‘Be OK, going to be OK, going to be fine.’ It was just like she was plugged into an electrical socket, shimmying, pulsing, then contorting.


Alan Johnson stood watching his wife stretched out on the metal table in the cramped Casualty resuscitation room, surrounded by emergency paraphernalia and figures in green surgical scrubs – attaching lines, hooking up tubes, adjusting monitors.


He had married relatively late, at thirty-seven, largely due to his shyness with the opposite sex. A slightly built man of old-fashioned values, he worked as a junior accountant in an engineering firm and had met Sarah at Bible study at their local church. She was a quiet, gentle girl, who had worked as a book-keeper with a pharmaceutical research laboratory until five months into her pregnancy when she’d become too unwell. She had a straight bob of light brown hair which she normally kept immaculately neat, and which was in keeping with her shy demeanour. Her screams were as out of character as the tangled hair matted and plastered to her face. His heart heaved as he watched a nurse standing over her, holding an oxygen mask to her face; they had tried to get an endotracheal tube down but all her muscles had gone into spasm, rejecting everything, as if her body was trying with every ounce of remaining strength to expel the baby.


He squeezed his wife’s cold, sticky hand, but there was no response. He tried again, looked pleadingly at her eyes for some sign but they were closed. He stared wildly around the room: at the anaesthetist who was busy changing a bag on to a drip stand; at the obstetrician who was bleary-eyed from being dragged out of bed at three in the morning.


‘Is she going to be all right?’


Experienced grey eyes stared back at him from above the mask. The voice was deep and soft, with a reassuring tone to it, but could offer little to go on now. A finger pointed to the jagged orange graph-line on the foetal heart-trace monitor. ‘Mr Johnson, that’s showing us the baby is hyperactive, with prolonged episodes of bradycardia. The heart rate is consistently below eighty, and the baby is suffering severe foetal distress.’ A hesitation. ‘We’re going to have to do a Caesarean if we want to try to save the baby, but there’s a real possibility your wife might not survive the anaesthetic; she’s extremely weak. I’m afraid you are going to have to make the decision.’


‘Decision?’ Alan Johnson echoed, barely comprehending. He questioned the obstetrician’s calm eyes, and his voice began trembling. ‘Wh-what d-do you – you advise?’


The obstetrician broke it to him as gently as he could. ‘Mr Johnson, I don’t think your wife has any chance of surviving unless we operate; the baby will kill her if this goes on. There is a chance if we operate that she will live – and that the baby will also.’


Alan Johnson wrung his hands. Slowly he nodded. ‘Go ahead, please, you’d better go ahead.’


They allowed him into the operating theatre and he stood at the rear, in a gown, mask and white clogs, beside the anaesthetics machine, his eyes switching from his wife’s motionless face to the dials of the monitors. He was thinking of the cot in the small upstairs room of their home, with the yellow walls and blue skirting board that he’d painted himself, and the paper frieze of nursery rhymes that he and Sarah had put up together … the pram, and the toys and clothes they had bought although they had not known whether it would be a boy or a girl.


Until the past few months their marriage had been utter bliss. He had never felt so happy in all his life. He should have realized, he knew, that there was a price to pay. God never gave without asking for something in return, although sometimes it was hard to understand the reasons behind His requests. But God was always right, and they knew that whatever pain He put them through, He loved them both as dearly as they did Him.


God had tested them for the first three years of their marriage by not permitting Sarah to get pregnant, in spite of their regular and passionate love-making. They understood the value of this test was to make them realize that human life could not be taken for granted, nor could the right to create it. Dr Humphreys had prescribed a course of a fertility drug called Maternox, and within three months of starting to take it, Sarah had fallen pregnant.


Alan could remember the joy as they had sat together in Dr Humphreys’ small surgery and he had confirmed the news that she was indeed expecting a baby. He thought back with tears in his eyes to those early days of her pregnancy. Apart from the small growing bump, Sarah had hardly seemed affected. None of the symptoms you read about, like morning sickness or strange food crazes. Then she had lost colour from her face and suddenly started feeling very tired, drained of energy. Anaemia, the doctor had told them, nothing to worry about; he had prescribed a course of vitamin supplements and for a while afterwards she had seemed fine.


Fine until she had learned the company she was working for was being taken over and rumours were rife that there would be redundancies. A week later the first attack of the rash had struck. Just a small, localized reaction on the right-hand side of her chest and over the top of her shoulder, which Dr Humphreys had diagnosed as shingles, brought on by the stress of fearing about her job. But even he had been surprised how quickly it had faded.


It was a few weeks later that she had complained of the first headache; he remembered her lying in bed, clamping her skull between her hands and fighting back tears. Then the nausea and the vomiting. Dr Humphreys had become alarmed. For a month she had been able to hold down very little food and he had suggested she should be admitted to hospital. But Sarah was an independent creature and had not wanted that.


So Alan had taken time off work to look after her, nursing her night and day, exhausting himself, applying ointment and damp towels to the painful rash that had returned with a vengeance in the past month. And which now lay, like burn blisters, in large swathes across her body. Dr Humphreys had had Sarah examined by a dermatologist, who suspected a virulent form of psoriasis, and had taken a biopsy for laboratory analysis. But the rash matched no known strain of psoriasis. The dermatologist’s final diagnosis was that it was a symptom of an unidentified virus that had infected her. He explained that such viruses attacked at random, and there was no other cure than medical supervision, and time.


‘I’ve never seen a viral rash like this,’ the obstetrician said quietly to Alan. ‘Have you been abroad somewhere?’


‘No one’s identified it yet,’ Alan Johnson said. ‘The Centre for Tropical Diseases thin –’


His voice was cut short as his wife’s belly seemed suddenly to stretch in three different directions at once; for an instant the bare skin looked like molten lava bubbling in a volcano. The obstetrician stepped back to her side and the team of medics closed in around Alan’s wife, blocking his view.


He still stood at the back of the small theatre, fearfully scanning the readouts on the digital gauges. He identified the pulse monitor, watched with sickening despair as the orange waves and troughs seemed to be getting smaller and smaller. He pressed his hands together and closed his eyes, whispering quietly: ‘Please God, don’t let her die, don’t let my darling Sarah die, let her live, please let her live.’


Then he said the Lord’s Prayer, followed by more prayers, then the Lord’s Prayer again. Prayer sustained him during the next few minutes, then he swayed giddily, and had to steady himself against a tiled wall. Can’t pass out, not now, can’t.


There was a sudden flurry around the operating table. Two orderlies had wheeled in a large box of apparatus on wheels. He heard the sharp hiss of compressed air. Then again, then a silence. He opened his eyes and the room slid past him as if he were viewing it through a train window. A hand took his arm, he heard the obstetrician’s voice, gentle but weary.


‘I’m sorry, Mr Johnson.’


He looked down at his wife through tear-filled eyes. One of the nurses was already turning off the drips that had been sustaining her. Another was disconnecting the wires from a monitor. Her belly still thrashed wildly and Alan found himself having to comprehend in a single moment that his wife was dead but that their child was still alive inside her.


Then the surgeon made an incision down Sarah’s navel. A band of blood followed the blade’s path.


‘I –’ Alan mouthed. ‘I – she’s – she’s –?’ His voice trailed and no one noticed that he had spoken; they were all concentrating now, two nurses clamping back the cut skin, the surgeon pushing his gloved hands inside the opening, a third nurse swabbing. His view became blocked.


Then a surgically gloved hand raised into the air a tiny, wriggling creature trailing a long white cord.


Alan Johnson’s spirits lifted a fraction. The creature was moving. Sarah’s baby! Their baby. Their baby was born! God had made this bit go right!


He pushed his way through the forest of green gowns, barely registering the sudden eerie silence, not seeing the frowns above the masks.


Then he froze. Stared in disbelieving horror. At the creature. The child. His and Sarah’s child.


No. Oh God, please no.


The tiny human shape coated in wet blood and vernix was thrashing like a hooked fish. He made himself study the head, where the face should be except there was no face; just a mass of hideously twisted and misshapen flesh; blank skin; no nose, no mouth; just one eye at an odd angle in the centre of what might be the forehead.


‘Jesus,’ someone behind him said.


‘It’s alive,’ someone else said. ‘It’s alive.’


‘Male.’


Alan stood transfixed; a cowl. He had read somewhere that babies were sometimes born with one; they would take the cowl off in a moment and it would be fine. He would be fine; their son would be fine.


The surgeon turned the baby round; its back was dark. As Alan looked closer he realized the skin of the baby’s back was covered in thick matted hair.


He let out a moan. Someone caught him as his legs buckled. Two nurses helped him towards the door. He tried to walk but his legs would no longer support him. They helped him sit on a chair in the corridor. He saw a fire extinguisher and a hose reel on the wall, felt a cold draught blow on his face. A moment late the obstetrician with bloody gloved hands was standing in front of him, addressing him in a lowered voice.


‘I’m afraid the baby is terribly deformed. The little chap doesn’t have a face at all. It’s a version of a rare malformation caused either by an extra chromosome or possibly the deletion of a small chromosome segment. We don’t have sufficient knowledge of DNA to understand the exact cause yet.’ He paused for a moment. ‘It’s called Cyclopism, or Cyclops Syndrome.’


‘Just a cowl. Isn’t it just a cowl? Can’t you remove it?’


The obstetrician shook his head slowly. ‘I’m afraid it’s not a cowl. I wish it was. Cyclopism happens very occasionally and we can’t pick it up from the scans. He’s alive now but once we sever the umbilical cord he’ll be unable to sustain himself. I think it would be kinder to let him die rather than put him on to life support.’


Alan Johnson shook his head slowly from side to side. ‘Can’t you do anything? Plastic surgery – can’t you –’ He was rambling, he knew, clutching at straws.


‘It would be best not to do anything,’ the obstetrician said quietly but firmly.


Alan sank his face into his hands. He tried to imagine what Sarah would have wanted if she were still – still – he pictured the baby turn in the gloved hand, saw the vernix, the blood, the thick hairs on its back. A tremor shook him, then another. He looked at the surgeon helplessly pleading, beginning to weep, silently at first, then with deep gulping sobs.
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London. Tuesday 25 October, 1994


At eight in the morning beneath a flinty sky Conor Molloy, harassed after getting lost and taking longer than anticipated, turned his small new BMW across the traffic flow along the Euston Road. He joined one of the lines of cars crawling through the metal security gates alongside the Bendix Building, and showed his ID card to the guard who nodded him through into the car park. In spite of the early hour, it was almost full.


He climbed out of the car, casting a cursory eye over the immaculate grey paintwork. It would be several days before he needed to worry about getting it washed, he thought, mindful of the penalty that Charley Rowley had warned him about.


Rules and regulations. This place had more rules than an institution, and it seemed like every few minutes he discovered another one. He had spent most of his first day at work, yesterday, encountering and learning them whilst getting to know the geography of the building under Charley Rowley’s guidance. He had not appreciated when Rowley had met him at the airport that he was the Sectional Manager of Genetics, rather than just a mere colleague. But after only one day with him, Rowley felt even more like a colleague than a boss, and Conor fully intended to cultivate their budding friendship.


He had learnt that Bendix Schere was organized into five directorates: Production, Marketing, Research and Development (R & D), Finance and Secretariat (F & S), and Security – with a maze of sub-divisions within each. Leisure facilities consisted of a luxurious staff canteen, and a very impressively equipped health hydro in the basement, complete with personal training programmes, squash and tennis courts, and an Olympic-size pool.


Rowley had taken him to almost every floor, except for the top three which were off-limits: the forty-ninth was the Directors’ enclave, and the two below, which Rowley called the Pentagon, housed the global command centre of security for the entire Bendix Schere Foundation.


Conor had been introduced to a number of heads of department, and he had privately assessed each one as to whether he thought they were loyal company people, or potential rebels like Charley Rowley. To his disappointment almost all of them struck him as zealously dedicated to the Bendix Schere ethos. With a few exceptions within his own department, Group Patents and Agreements, almost all the employees he’d met seemed to be sharply dressed males and females who greeted him with power handshakes accompanied by piercing eyeball contact, and glib phrases of welcome delivered like a foreign language learned by rote.


He noticed also that there seemed to be no unattractive, handicapped or overweight employees, and that the only non-whites were either in Security or menial jobs. There was a uniformity, as if everyone had been hired from a restricted intellectual, personality and appearance band. Or maybe it was the artifice of the building’s interior that had this effect on employees after a length of time?


Although just at the start of his second day, Conor had already begun to doubt whether anyone other than Charley Rowley, and a long-haired lab technician called Jake Seals, had any spark of individuality about them. If the science of cloning were more advanced, it wouldn’t take a big leap of imagination for him to believe almost everyone else had been cultured in a laboratory from a specific formula.


Conformity, Conor thought as he buttoned his coat against the biting wind and hurried across the lot. Science was about discipline; about systematic observation, experiment and measurement. And yet medicine was always acknowledged as being such an inexact science. By dressing the company up with strange rules and tough procedures, perhaps Bendix Schere felt it could convey the impression to the world that its particular knowledge of medicine was more exact than it really was.


He glanced up at the sculpted windowless edifice of the building, and felt a certain respect despite himself. Then he walked up the marble steps, through the electronic doors and into the white marble interior of the lobby atrium, which was almost deserted. He showed his ID to another guard, swiped his smart-card on a security turnstile and walked across to the lifts.


They were all in use, and as he stood waiting he tried to make out his reflection in the burnished copperplate of a lift door, and checked the knot of his paisley tie.


He was dressed smartly but conservatively, in a plain navy double-breasted suit, white shirt, and navy Crombie greatcoat. His hair had been rearranged by the wind and a couple of gelled locks were standing vertically. As he smoothed them down with his hands, he was suddenly conscious of being stared at by a young woman in her late twenties. She was standing beside him, watching him with a look of amusement.


He shuffled his feet and dug a hand in his coat pocket awkwardly. She was quite a bit shorter than him, with a fashionable frizz of long blonde hair and an assertively pretty and intelligent face. A lift announced its arrival and they stepped in; several more people followed. The young woman smiled at him a little triumphantly as if she knew she had caught him out, but there was a hint of interest also. As the crowd jostled them closer together, he smelled the musky scent she was wearing and found it distinctly sensuous.


He looked at her again. Gorgeous greeny-blue eyes full of warmth and humour. She stood out, she was definitely from a different mould. ‘Rebellion’ was stamped all over her.


The lift stopped on the fifth floor and two men in white overalls got out. The doors closed again. Conor found himself trying to sneak a glance down at her legs but her trench coat blocked his view. ‘Like it here?’ he asked her.


‘In the lift?’


He was slow this morning, the jet-lag seemed to be knocking him and it was a second before he got the joke and grinned. ‘Sure – I guess the lift’s pretty special. How about the rest of the place?’


‘So far. We’re still just moving in at the moment. My father and I.’ She had a nice voice, confident, punchy.


A couple of people frowned at them. Staff were advised not to converse in the lifts. Security; you never knew who might be in there with you.


She glanced away from him, distracted by some thought that seemed to be troubling her, then caught his eye again and they exchanged a brief silent smile. He shot a surreptitious look at her hands and noticed she was wearing no wedding or engagement ring. Then they stopped at the eighth floor, one of the genetics labs, he remembered, and he watched her step on to the green carpet and walk jauntily away, his eyes staying on her until the door closed. Nice, he thought. Very, very nice. Sparky and approachable.


The car began to rise and a few seconds later halted at the twentieth floor, which was to be his home for the foreseeable future. The door of the lift opened on to a small reception area staffed by an attractive but frosty young woman who was seated behind a row of monitors on a console, typing.


‘Good morning, Mr Molloy,’ she said, without even looking up from her screen. Good looks, but cold as ice. He smiled and tried to sound as pleasant as possible.


‘Good morning – ah –’ Her name momentarily escaped him. Then he remembered. ‘Miss Paston.’


Bendix Schere operated a system of anonymous secretaries. Some offices were already equipped with voice-activated word-processor systems, but most correspondence and document generation was produced by secretarial pools with whom the rest of the staff rarely had contact.


The system, Rowley had explained, was simple. There was a dictation icon on your computer terminal screen. You clicked on it and dictation controls appeared. You then dictated a letter or document the usual way, before keying in a command to send it down to the secretarial pool. A short while later, the typed letters or documents would come up on your screen and you could key in any changes or corrections yourself. Any letters would be automatically signed for you by the computer and your copy would be stored on disk.


Miss Hoity-toity still hadn’t looked at him, and he walked past her desk, inserted his smart-card into the door behind her, then punched in his code. The lock clicked and he pushed the door open.


Each directorate was colour coded. Group Patents and Agreements (GP & Ags) came under Research and Development and therefore shared the same emerald-green carpeting and pale green walls as the laboratories. But in contrast to the futuristic feeling of the rest of the building, the Group Patents and Agreements Department looked as if it had been there for ever.


It was a labyrinth of narrow corridors lined with cramped offices, and open-plan areas with desk cubicles squeezed too closely together. Despite being spread over three floors, the Department was urgently in need of more space. And although it had all the computerized equipment it needed, most patent work was still carried out on paper and there were filing cabinets wall-to-wall, many of which were decades old. Whole areas were shelved like libraries, and crammed with reference texts.


Even some of Conor’s new colleagues looked refreshingly old-fashioned: serious, sedate men in various shades of grey suits with various shades of greying hair, and ties of the wrong colour and width. It seemed to him that any fashion sense in the Department was vested with the women, who looked smart and elegant. And like all patent offices, its studious atmosphere belied the fact that this was the hub around which global fortunes revolved.


GP & Ags was presided over by a team of British and international patent lawyers and patent agents. No product that Bendix Schere invented, developed, bought or tried to sell was of any use to it unless it owned and controlled the patents worldwide, and the Department’s role was to get the most comprehensive patents it could – both to protect the company’s own products and to block the competitors’. This meant not only rigorously defending the patents, but also using every trick in the book to get their life extended. In extreme cases from time to time they obtained new patents on old products by carefully reformulating those products.


In most countries the limit on patents ranged between seventeen to twenty years, but with annual profits of over £500,000,000 coming in from each of its most successful patented pharmaceuticals, every extra year that could be gained meant massive extra profits for Bendix Schere.


Conor’s office was next door to Charley Rowley’s, and as he passed by he could see the open briefcase on the desk, indicating that his colleague had beaten him to it. He would apologize later for his time of arrival, he thought, as he stood outside his own office, punching in the code number. Virtually every single door in the Bendix Building had a security combination lock: to reach restricted access areas, such as the laboratories, and the Group Patents floors, a smart-card had to be inserted into a slot as well. From his experiences yesterday, Conor was already finding moving around the premises a real bore.


His office was not much bigger than a cupboard. A gerbil would feel pretty claustrophobic in here, he thought; but at least it was better than open plan, which meant no privacy. He hung his coat and jacket on the rear of the door, squeezed past three steel filing cabinets and the paper shredder and eased himself behind his desk.


For security purposes, wastepaper baskets were strictly forbidden. All unwanted paper had to be fed into the shredders. Bulkier items had to be put into black garbage bags and pushed into a chute, on each floor, down to the basement incinerator. It was a sackable offence to leave any paperwork whatsoever, other than incoming correspondence, on a desk in an unattended office.


The only extraneous items on Conor’s desk this morning were a fresh Manila envelope addressed to him, and a crimson leather-bound book, which was embossed with a gold line-drawing of a small boy under a halo, kneeling in prayer. The accompanying wording read: ‘The Bendix Schere Creed’.


Conor had looked through the book yesterday in disbelief. All new employees were meant to read it from cover to cover. It told the story of how the company’s founder, Joshua Bendix, had made his first fortune peddling invisible ink made from lemon juice. There was even an illustration of the original bottle.


It went on to detail the deeply Christian ethos in the formative years of the company, back in the 1880s. Conor had read that there used to be regular morning prayer assembly for all employees. And Joshua Bendix had decreed that ten per cent of all profits should be donated to charity, a practice that was continued to this day.
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