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Superintendent Ronald Chalmers slotted a piece of chewing gum into his mouth and studied the burned corpse laid out on the stainless-steel table. He had been a police officer for more than twenty-five years and had seen more than his fair share of dead bodies over that time but this one was definitely in the top five when it came to making him nauseous. Chalmers had put a dab of Vicks VapoRub under his nose before entering the room but even so the stench of barbecued meat was strong enough to make his stomach churn.


A deep Y-shaped incision had been made from the top of each shoulder down to the sternum and then the cut had continued to the pubic bone deviating to the left of the navel. The cut always went to the left. Chalmers didn’t know why, but it was always done that way. The internal organs had been removed and preserved. Then the top of the skull had been sawn off and the brain had been placed in a solution of formalin.


The superintendent looked over at the coroner who had performed the post-mortem. She was a heavy-set woman with short permed hair and thick-framed spectacles. Her name was Lesley MacDiarmid and Chalmers had known her for the best part of ten years. ‘So what do you think?’ asked Chalmers.


‘Definitely dead,’ growled MacDiarmid.


Chalmers sighed. MacDiarmid was known for her dour Scottish sense of humour but she was also the best coroner in London, by far. ‘So tell me what I need to know,’ said Chalmers patiently. ‘Is this the body of Jack Nightingale?’


MacDiarmid flicked a sheet of paper over and stared at the sheet under it. ‘No question,’ she said. ‘We fast-tracked the DNA analysis and compared it with the sample you gave us. There’s no doubt.’


‘And cause of death?’


MacDiarmid opened her mouth to say something sarcastic but she saw from the look on the superintendent’s face that he wasn’t in the mood so she studied her report instead. ‘The fire was the actual cause. There was smoke and fire damage to his lungs so he was alive when the fire started. But he was in no state to get out. Someone had clubbed him over the back of the head with the proverbial blunt instrument.’


‘Any thoughts as to what that might have been?’ asked Chalmers.


‘A hammer, possibly. Something circular and metallic. Three distinctive blows. Two at the back of the head and one more on the top.’


‘So someone hit him twice and then again on the top of his head as he went down?’


‘I would say so, yes,’ said MacDiarmid. ‘The fire was presumably started in an attempt to dispose of the body.’


‘That sounds about right,’ said Chalmers. ‘The body was found in a burned building and the arson investigator thinks that the fire started in the room where the body was found.’


‘And they found the accelerator, of course?’


‘Petrol, they said.’


MacDiarmid nodded. ‘It was poured over him, no doubt about that. Someone wanted to make sure he burned. They probably assumed that he was dead already.’


‘But there’s no doubt about the ID?’


‘There’s no mistake with DNA,’ said MacDiarmid. ‘Back in the day when we needed fingerprints and dental records then a good fire might well have made identification impossible, but these days you’d have to reduce a body to ash and a petrol-based fire isn’t going to do that. You’d need a crematorium furnace.’ She looked over at him and raised her eyebrows. ‘Was he one of yours?’


‘Used to be,’ said Chalmers. ‘He left the force a few years ago. He’s a private detective now.’ He forced a smile and corrected himself. ‘Was a private detective.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said MacDiarmid. ‘Do you have any suspects?’


Chalmers shook his head. ‘Place was burnt to the ground pretty much so there’s not much evidence to go on. He had more than his fair share of enemies and we’re working through his client list.’


The doors to the post-mortem room opened and a young man in a blue suit mimed holding a phone to his ear. ‘Call for you, Leslie,’ he said.


MacDiarmid patted Chalmers on the shoulder. ‘I have to take this, it’s about a suicide we had last night.’


As she left, Chalmers stared down at the burned corpse chewing thoughtfully. Eventually he sighed and shook his head, almost sadly. ‘Well, Jack, I always said you’d burn in Hell. Looks like I wasn’t far off the mark.’
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TWO WEEKS EARLIER


The church service had been straightforward enough. A few hymns, a couple of prayers, and three readings. Jenny McLean had given the third reading, brushing away her tears with a lace handkerchief as she spouted some nonsense about death being a beginning and not an end. Twice she looked down from the lectern and caught Nightingale’s eye and he had smiled encouragingly. Nightingale sat towards the back of the church. The irony wasn’t lost on him that the man being lauded in the picturesque sixteenth-century church with its steepled bell tower and religious stained-glass windows was a confirmed Satanist who Nightingale was fairly sure had long ago sold his soul to a demon from Hell.


There were more than two hundred mourners crammed into the church. Plenty of famous faces were dotted around including three Members of Parliament, two newspaper editors, and writers, actors and television personalities who regularly appeared in the glossy Sunday supplements. Marcus Fairchild had been a truly evil man but he’d had a lot of friends.


Several times during the service Nightingale had noticed a group of men in the front pews turning around to look in his direction. There were half a dozen of them, big men in black suits, with greying hair and hard eyes. They were sitting together but barely spoke to each other and didn’t appear to be singing or praying.


Jenny was sitting on the right-hand side of the church, in between her mother and father. Nightingale didn’t know if Fairchild had any family, as far as he knew he wasn’t married and didn’t have children. It looked as if Jenny was the only mourner still in her twenties, the majority seemed to be aged fifty and older. Grey hair, parchment skin and watery eyes were the norm.


Once the ceremony was over, the six men who had been sitting close to the front acted as pallbearers and carried the coffin outside. As they walked by, two of them turned to stare blankly at Nightingale. The mourners filed after the coffin, starting from the front pews and working backwards. By the time it was Nightingale’s turn to join the procession, the coffin was at the graveside and the vicar was preparing to speak again, the wind ruffling the pages of the Bible in his hands.


Nightingale stood at the entrance to the church and watched as the pallbearers used thick green ropes to gently lower the coffin into the ground. Jenny was standing to the right of the vicar. She’d obtained a yellow flower from somewhere and was holding it to her chest. Standing behind her was her father, James, a big man with an expensive tan and short curly hair. He had his arm around his wife, Jenny’s mother. Melissa McLean was in her early forties, a decade or so younger than her husband and had the look of a former model – soft, glossy blonde hair and high cheekbones. Her eyes were red from crying and she kept resting her head on her husband’s shoulder. They were standing close to two other people that Nightingale recognised – Marc Allen, overweight with several chins and drooping eyelids, and his much younger and prettier wife, Sally. Also among the mourners Nightingale saw Lesley Smith, a Channel Four newsreader who had just had her first novel published, and Wendy Bushell, a sixty-something woman with shoulder-length grey hair who worked for the billionaire George Soros. He had met them once at a dinner with Jenny’s parents. Marcus Fairchild had been at the same dinner. Standing some way behind them was a white-bearded man with red veins threaded through his bulbous nose. Lachie Kennedy was the gamekeeper on the estate owned by Jenny’s parents. Kennedy was with a white-haired woman who was clutching a black handbag to her chest. Nightingale had never met her but he assumed it was Kennedy’s wife.


The vicar was in full flow now. The wind helped carry his voice over to where Nightingale was standing but the words were unintelligible. Jenny held the flower up to her lips and kissed it softly. Nightingale knew she was going to toss it into the grave and he had a sudden urge to run over to her, grab the flower and tell her the truth about her godfather, that Marcus Fairchild had been a member of a Satanic group that believed that sacrificing children was the way to amass power and money and to guarantee a place at Satan’s side in the fires of Hell. She wouldn’t believe him, of course. Who in their right mind would? Marcus Fairchild had been a family friend from before she was born, and his death had hit her hard. Her parents wouldn’t believe him, either. The only people who would believe Nightingale would be those mourners who were also in the Order of Nine Angles and they were all sworn to secrecy.


As Nightingale stood watching Jenny toss the flower into the grave he was aware of two men moving up behind him. He turned to find them looming over him. One was close to six and half feet tall, the other only a couple of inches shorter. They both had close-cropped hair and were wearing black raincoats.


‘Jack Nightingale?’ growled the taller of the two men in an Essex accent.


‘Who wants to know?’ asked Nightingale, trying to sound more confident than he felt.


‘Don’t fuck around,’ said the man. ‘Are you Nightingale or not?’


‘Of course it’s him,’ said his companion. His accent was Essex too, but smoother and more polished, as if he’d gone to a halfway decent university before joining the police.


‘What do you want?’ asked Nightingale.


The shorter of the two men reached inside his raincoat and Nightingale stepped back, half expecting a gun to appear in the man’s hand.


The man smiled. ‘Nervous type, huh?’ He took a Metropolitan Police warrant card holder from his coat and held it out. His companion did the same and they flicked them open at the same time to reveal two warrant cards. Detective Inspector Jon Cooper and Detective Constable Andy Peters. Peters was the taller of the two.


‘Superintendent Chalmers wants to see you,’ said Cooper.


‘I’m in the middle of something here,’ said Nightingale. He gestured over at the grave. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed.’


‘Body’s in the ground, looks like it’s all over to me,’ said Cooper. ‘And it’s not as if you’re family, is it?’


‘What’s this about?’


‘Superintendent Chalmers will tell you himself,’ said Cooper. ‘Please don’t give me a hard time, I’ve had a really shitty week.’


Nightingale looked at his watch, then over at the grave where Jenny was standing looking tearfully down at the coffin. Her mother and father moved to stand either side of her, offering moral and physical support. The inspector was right: Nightingale wasn’t family. He was only at the funeral because Jenny had asked him to be there. And there was definitely something hypocritical about his attendance, considering that he was the reason Marcus Fairchild was dead. ‘Okay,’ said Nightingale. ‘Let’s go.’
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The black Vauxhall Vectra came to a halt outside Bethnal Green police station, a nondescript brick building with the traditional blue light over the main entrance. ‘I’ll walk him in,’ said Cooper. ‘You can park the car and meet up in the incident room.’


Cooper climbed out and waited until Nightingale joined him on the pavement. ‘You used to be in the job, right?’ said Cooper as the car drove away.


‘Yeah. CO19, and I was a negotiator.’


‘Wish they’d give me a gun,’ said Cooper. ‘These days that’s just about the only way a copper is going to get any respect.’


‘Have I got time for a cigarette?’


Cooper looked at his watch. ‘Yeah, go on.’


Nightingale took out his pack of Marlboro, lit one and offered the pack to the inspector. ‘I’m a Rothmans man myself, but beggars can’t be choosers I suppose,’ said the detective, helping himself to a cigarette and then bending down so that Nightingale could light it for him. The two men blew smoke up at the leaden sky. ‘When did you leave?’


‘Three years ago.’


‘And you’re a private eye now?’


‘Yeah, for my sins.’


‘How’s that working out for you?’


Nightingale shrugged. ‘Pays the bills, pretty much.’


‘What sort of jobs do you get?’


‘Insurance work, checking that people are as injured as they say they are. Divorce, following unfaithful spouses. Tracing people. The usual stuff.’ He gestured at the main entrance. ‘What does Chalmers want?’


‘He didn’t say, just said he wanted you in his office ASAP.’


‘Anything happen to have caused his sudden desire to see me?’ Nightingale held smoke deep in his lungs.


‘We just do as we’re told,’ said Cooper.


‘What, are you like his Number Two?’


‘Nah, I only met him two days ago. He’s been brought on to our Murder Investigation Team. I’m based here, he’s just visiting.’


‘You got a murder?’


‘Five murders. Goths. You know the type. Dress in black and listen to gloomy music. We’ve got a serial killer who likes to butcher them.’


Nightingale nodded. ‘I read about it in the papers. How’s it going?’


Cooper scowled. ‘Not great,’ he said. He flicked away what was left of his cigarette. ‘We’d better get a move on.’


Nightingale took a last drag on his cigarette and followed the detective inside. They went through a door and along a corridor to the lifts. ‘Do you mind if we walk up?’ asked Nightingale.


‘Are you on a fitness kick?’


‘I just don’t like lifts,’ said Nightingale. ‘Never have done.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘I can walk up and you can take the lift. It’s no big deal.’


The detective chuckled. ‘No sweat, I could probably do with the exercise.’ He pushed open a fire door and took Nightingale up the stairs to the third floor. They headed down a corridor and Cooper stopped at an office on the left and knocked on the door before opening it. Chalmers was sitting behind a desk looking at a computer terminal. As Nightingale walked into the office, Chalmers gestured with his chin at Cooper and the detective left, closing the door behind him.


‘I was at a funeral, Chalmers.’


‘Anyone close?’ said Chalmers, his eyes fixed on the screen in front of him.


‘Not really. Marcus Fairchild, as it happens.’ He dropped down on to a chair facing the superintendent.


‘He was your lawyer, wasn’t he?’


Nightingale shook his head. ‘I only knew him through Jenny. He was her godfather.’


Chalmers took his eyes off the screen and sat back in his chair. ‘Funny the way he died, wasn’t it?’


Nightingale frowned. ‘Funny? He was shot in the back of his car by a hit man on a motorbike. Where’s the humour in that?’


‘I meant funny peculiar, not funny ha-ha,’ said the superintendent. ‘Lawyers usually settle their differences in court. I can’t remember the last time a lawyer was murdered like that. And with a MAC-10 and all. Anyway, what was the turnout like?’


‘Pretty good,’ said Nightingale. ‘He had a lot of friends.’


‘But you weren’t one, right?’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Just a feeling, Nightingale.’ The superintendent smiled. ‘I have to say you wouldn’t find me shedding a tear over a dead lawyer.’


‘Can we get the small talk out of the way, Chalmers? Why did you bring me here?’


Chalmers pushed his chair away from his desk. ‘As crazy as it might sound, I need your help.’


‘The Goths?’


Chalmers wagged a finger at Nightingale. ‘You’re a sharp one, Nightingale, and that’s the truth. Just be careful you don’t cut yourself. I’m not happy about having to ask you for help, but I don’t seem to have a choice.’


Nightingale’s eyebrows headed skyward. ‘I’m not a cop any more, remember?’


‘I’m not over the moon about this either, but conventional investigating is getting us nowhere,’ said the superintendent.


‘I’m not a cop,’ Nightingale repeated.


‘At least hear me out,’ said Chalmers, pushing himself up out of his seat and walking around the desk. ‘You’re not a cop but last time I checked you were still a citizen and that comes with responsibilities.’


‘I pay my council tax,’ said Nightingale. ‘And my television licence.’


‘Well done you,’ said the superintendent. ‘Come and have a look at what I’m dealing with.’


He opened the door and headed out. Nightingale sighed and followed him. They walked down a corridor to a set of double doors. There were meshed windows on each door and over one of the windows someone had stuck a sheet of paper on which the letters MIT were printed. Murder Investigation Team.


The room was about fifty feet long and twelve feet wide. A dozen tables had been set up in the middle of the room, each with its own computer terminal. There were half a dozen civilian workers sitting at terminals. Nightingale assumed they were inputting information into the HOLMES system, a vital part of any murder investigation. Strictly speaking it was HOLMES 2 as the first Home Office Large Major Enquiry System had been substantially improved. By inputting every single piece of information into HOLMES, the detectives could spot patterns and links that they would otherwise miss.


Another four tables had been pushed against the wall furthest from the door and four detectives in suits were on the phone. There were files and stacks of paper everywhere and a row of metal filing cabinets on top of which were tea- and coffee-making equipment. It was, like most incident rooms, organised chaos.


Five whiteboards had been fixed to one wall and even before they walked up to them Nightingale knew there was one per victim. ‘Five Goths all killed in the past two weeks,’ said Chalmers. ‘Three male, two female. Ages between eighteen and thirty-nine. Two from North London, one from West London, two from South London. Two were gay and three were straight, so far as we know. Two students, one long-term unemployed, one website designer, one shop assistant. The one thing that they have in common is that they were Goths. Strike that – it’s the only thing they have in common.’


‘So they’re hate crimes?’ said Nightingale.


‘That’s the theory we’re working on,’ said Chalmers. ‘But that’s our problem. If the victims are being singled out because they’re Goths, that doesn’t give us a profile of the killers.’


‘Killers, plural?’


Nightingale walked over to the first of the boards. Written across the top, in felt tip capital letters, was the name of the victim – STELLA WALSH. To the left of the name was a head-and-shoulders shot of a pretty teenage girl with spiky black hair and heavy mascara. Below the head-and-shoulders photograph were five crime-scene pictures. Stella had been stripped naked and her flesh cut to ribbons. Nightingale grimaced as he looked from photograph to photograph.


‘The nature of the crime scenes suggests that there are more than one,’ said Chalmers. ‘But the only thing we know is that they hate Goths. That’s not enough to go on. The Senior Investigating Officer is Detective Chief Inspector Rawlings but he’s getting nowhere. Not from want of trying, it has to be said, he’s done everything by the book but with zero results. Now we’ve got a tweeting campaign saying that if two of the victims hadn’t been gay, we’d be doing more to solve the case.’


‘Are you serious?’ asked Nightingale, turning to look at him.


Chalmers nodded. ‘The Met is now being described as institutionally homophobic and the commissioner is looking for heads to roll.’


‘The powers that be care that much about Twitter?’


‘About public perception, sure. We’ve now got celebs tweeting about the investigation, everyone from Stephen Fry to One Direction. I had my own daughter asking me yesterday why we hadn’t solved the case. That’s all down to her favourite One Direction singer tweeting about it.’


‘Seems to me that it’s the tail wagging the dog these days.’


‘Doesn’t matter what’s wagging what, what matters is that the commissioner wants this case breaking and he’s dumped it on my desk like a huge steaming turd.’


‘And you think you can dump it on me?’ Nightingale laughed. ‘I know in the job shit rolls downhill, but I’m not even on the hill any more.’


‘Rawlings hasn’t put a foot wrong,’ said Chalmers. ‘It’s not his first murder enquiry and he hasn’t done anything differently to the way I’d’ve handled it. There’s no link between the victims other than they’re Goths. We’re looking at it as a hate crime but there are no obvious suspects. They’ve been trawling through social media and anti-Goth and anti-gay websites but there’s no one who stands out.’


Nightingale looked back at the crime scene photographs. ‘And you’re sure it’s not a lone psychopath?’


Chalmers shrugged. ‘These aren’t simple killings,’ he said. ‘What’s being done to them takes time. It seems a lot of work for one person.’


‘And what’s the cause of death? Please don’t tell me she was alive when they cut her up?’


‘The coroner says that she was alive but almost certainly unconscious; she’d been hit on the back of her head. But the cause of death was blood loss.’


Nightingale shuddered. ‘Were they all killed the same way?’


‘Rendered unconscious and then mutilated,’ said Chalmers.


‘When was the last killing?’


‘Four days ago, at least that was when the body was found.’ Chalmers walked over to the whiteboard furthest to the right. He pointed at a head-and-shoulders photograph of a man with a double chin and thinning hair that had been dyed black and gelled. He had mascara and eyeliner and what looked like black lipstick. ‘Daryl Heaton, thirty-nine and unemployed. He was found in his flat in Kilburn after the neighbours had complained about the smell. His was the last body found but the coroner puts the TOD at about a week earlier.’


Chalmers moved to the next whiteboard along. ‘Assuming she’s right about the time of death, that would make Abbie Greene the last victim. She was found six days ago.’


Nightingale looked at the head-and-shoulders photograph at the top of the whiteboard. Abbie Greene was barely out of her teens. She was blonde and blue-eyed and had a cute smile that suggested either good genes or expensive orthodontics.


‘That was taken from her university application,’ said Chalmers. ‘She went Goth about six months ago. Dyed her hair black.’


Below the photograph were half a dozen gory crime scene pictures. Abbie was lying across a blood-soaked bed with barely an intact scrap of flesh on her, except for her face. ‘He doesn’t slash the face,’ said Nightingale. ‘Just the bodies.’


‘Maybe it’s sexual,’ said Chalmers. ‘The face turns him on, he can look at them as he butchers them.’


‘It’s not butchering though, is it?’ said Nightingale. ‘He doesn’t sever the hands or the feet, or rip out organs or cut off their ears. It’s not Jack The Ripper stuff, is it? More like he’s skinning them. Skinning them bit by bit.’


Below the crime scene photographs was a handwritten timeline that showed everything Abbie had done and everyone she’d met in the twenty-four hours before she died. According to the timeline, the last person who had seen Abbie alive, apart from her killers, was her girlfriend, Zoe. According to Zoe, Abbie had gone to see a film with a friend and had never returned. Her body was found the next day in a bedsit in North London, more than five miles away from where she lived. ‘The friend?’ asked Nightingale.


‘We don’t know,’ said Chalmers. ‘We checked all the numbers on her mobile and they’re all accounted for. If it was a friend, they didn’t talk on the phone.’


Nightingale walked from whiteboard to whiteboard, scratching his neck. ‘Two of them were found on Hampstead Heath?’


‘Luke Aitken. He lived in Hampstead with his parents. And Stella Walsh. She lived with her parents in Islington. Very little blood at the dump sites so they were killed elsewhere.’


‘Any attempt made to hide the bodies?’


Chalmers shook his head. ‘Dumped not far from the road in both cases. Wrapped in polythene. No forensics at all. The bodies were probably dumped at night and were discovered the next day. Gabriel Patterson was also wrapped in plastic and dumped on a railway embankment. Also no attempt at concealment.’


Nightingale waved a hand at the five boards. ‘And all these took place over a two-week period?’


Chalmers nodded. He took out a pack of chewing gum and slid a piece between his lips. ‘You’re wondering why so many, so fast?’


‘I’m wondering how a killer like this comes from nowhere. Serial killers generally work their way up to it. They start with rape and assault and then they move on to killing. This guy seems to have hit the ground running, don’t you think?’


‘There have been no other killings of Goths in the UK since Sophie Lancaster in 2007 and Greater Manchester Police caught the gang responsible.’ He nodded at the whiteboards. ‘This is totally different to the Lancaster case. This is organised and well planned and whoever is responsible leaves no evidence behind. No hairs, no fibres, no nothing. We’re working on the theory that the killers use forensic suits and foot coverings and probably hair nets.’ He pointed at the Abbie Greene crime scene photographs. ‘There was a lot of blood on the floor and signs that someone had stood in it, but no prints. Just smudges.’


Nightingale frowned and scratched his head. ‘So they know about forensics.’


‘So does anyone with a TV set these days,’ said Chalmers. ‘But the point isn’t that they know about forensics, it’s the fact that they go to all that trouble not to leave any evidence behind. There’s a lot of planning and forethought going into these killings and that’s not normally associated with hate crimes. With hate crimes you tend to get unplanned violence, someone gets angry and lashes out.’ He flashed Nightingale a tight smile. ‘Someone out there hates Goths enough to go to a great deal of trouble – we’ve tried to find them and drawn a blank. I’m hoping you might have more luck.’


Nightingale walked over to the single window in the room and looked down at the street below. ‘Why are you asking me, Chalmers? You cut me off your Christmas card list a long time ago.’


‘This is your area of expertise, Nightingale. At least that’s what it says on your website.’


‘My assistant looks after my web presence,’ said Nightingale. He turned his back on the window and folded his arms.


‘Yeah, well, according to her you’re a world authority on supernatural matters.’


‘And that’s what you think these killings are? Supernatural?’


‘I think that whoever is killing these Goths is part of that crazy, mixed-up world that you move in and out of. Rawlings has been sending his people in and the shutters come down. But you.’ He shrugged. ‘You they might talk to.’


‘If you hadn’t noticed, I don’t wear mascara and tight black jeans.’


‘No, but you talk their language.’


‘And you’ve got a budget for this?’


The superintendent frowned. ‘Budget?’


‘Payment. Money. I’m not a cop, Chalmers. Haven’t been for a while. I work for a living these days.’


Chalmers shook his head. ‘There’s no budget. You can do it pro bono.’


‘I was never a fan of U2, to be honest. Mind you that “Sunday Bloody Sunday” was a good tune.’


‘What the hell are you talking about, Nightingale?’


‘If you’re going to start talking Latin, how about quid pro quo. As in you give me quids and I work like a pro.’


‘I don’t have money to pay private investigators, Nightingale.’ He walked over to a table on which he’d placed photographs of the five victims. ‘Look at them. Five innocent people, killed and butchered. You’re a citizen, right? Time to do your civic duty. Find out what the freaks are saying.’


‘The freaks?’


‘The devil worshippers, the Wicca mob, the people who think that things go bump in the night.’


‘You’re asking me to solve your case, is that it?’


‘Not solve. Just get me some leads. Someone out there is butchering Goths and somebody must know who and why. Conventional profiling gives us the usual serial killer crap – a middle-aged white male who wet his bed and tortured his pets. But you and I know, despite what you see on TV, profiles don’t lead to convictions. It’s police work that gets convictions, plain and simple.’


Nightingale stared down at the five photographs. ‘And if I get you leads, what does that get me? What’s the quid pro quo?’


‘What do you want?’


‘A bit of help now and then, maybe? Access to the odd database.’


‘Let you go prowling through the PNC whenever you feel like it?’ He shook his head. ‘That’s not going to happen. How about this? You help me with this case and I’ll make sure you don’t fall foul of the Private Security Industry Act of 2001.’


‘And why would that be a problem for me?’


Chalmers flashed him a tight smile. ‘You can use your imagination, I’m sure. The word of a high-ranking police officer could smooth the way or …’ He shrugged. ‘Like I said, I’m sure you can use your imagination.’


‘That sounds like a threat.’


Chalmers shrugged but didn’t say anything.


‘Fine,’ said Nightingale. He gathered up the photographs. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


‘I need to know why,’ said Chalmers. ‘Give me the why and I’ll probably be able to nail down the who.’


‘I said I’ll look into it,’ said Nightingale. He slid the photographs into his raincoat pocket. ‘I can’t promise anything.’


‘Well, I can make a promise, Nightingale. If you don’t help us crack this case I’ll make your life unbearable.’


Nightingale smiled thinly. ‘Good to know you’ve got my back,’ he said. ‘I feel so much safer knowing that.’
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Nightingale jumped as the office door opened but he smiled when he saw it was Jenny. He was making himself a coffee so he reached for a second mug. ‘You’re early,’ he said. She was wearing a long Gucci coat with a large floppy collar and carrying a mustard-coloured Dior handbag. She dropped the handbag on her desk and hung the coat by the door. ‘I’ve got to get our VAT returns done today,’ she said. ‘And knowing the state your receipts are in I figured I’d need an early start. What happened to you yesterday? I looked for you at the reception but you’d gone.’


‘I went after they’d done the grave thing,’ said Nightingale. ‘I saw you drop the flower in.’


‘You should have stayed.’


‘I wasn’t close and it’s not as if I knew a lot of people there. Though it was a hell of a turnout, wasn’t it?’


‘Uncle Marcus was well loved, that’s true,’ said Jenny. Nightingale handed her one of the coffee mugs. ‘You should get in early more often,’ she said.


‘You’re welcome,’ said Nightingale. He took his coffee through into his own office where he’d set up a whiteboard on an easel. Nightingale had used Blu-tack to stick up the photographs that Chalmers had given him around the edge of the whiteboard. In the centre he’d fixed a map of London and he’d used a red felt marker to link the photographs to the locations where the bodies had been found.


Jenny frowned at the whiteboard as she sipped her coffee.


‘Chalmers needs help with a case,’ Nightingale explained. ‘Someone’s been butchering Goths.’


‘He’s paying you?’


‘He wants us to do it pro bono.’


‘See now, I think Bono’s a pretentious turd and U2’s music is very over-rated.’


Nightingale grinned. ‘That’s what I said but Chalmers has no sense of humour.’ He sat down at his desk and swung his feet up.


Jenny pulled up a chair and grimaced as she stared at the photographs


‘They were all hacked up pretty badly,’ said Nightingale. ‘Virtually skinned. I can get crime-scene pictures but trust me, you don’t want to see them. Three men, two women, so probably not sexual, despite what the gay activists are saying. But he leaves the faces alone, just mutilates the bodies. I say “he”, but we’re probably talking about multiple assailants.’


‘So it’s a hate crime. Someone who hates Goths or what they stand for.’


‘What do Goths stand for?’ asked Nightingale. ‘All I see is the black clothing and vampire make-up.’


‘It’s more about the music and the lifestyle than anything else,’ said Jenny. ‘Why would Chalmers want you involved?’


‘I’ve got you to thank for that,’ said Nightingale. ‘The new corporate website mentions the supernatural cases I’ve worked on.’


‘He thinks there’s a supernatural element to this?’


‘He thinks that Goths are freaks and that I’m more at home dealing with freaks than his men are.’


Jenny shook her head in dismay. ‘He’s a moron.’


‘No argument from me. But the quickest way of getting him off my back is to give him a lead he can work on.’


‘A lead?’


‘His murder investigation team is clueless. He thinks if I go and talk to the Goths, I’ll pick up on something.’


‘Well, good luck with that,’ she said, and sipped her coffee.


‘To be honest, I’m not sure where to start,’ said Nightingale. ‘Any idea where Goths hang out? I’m guessing graveyards and abandoned churches, right?’


Jenny laughed. ‘You’re such an idiot sometimes,’ she said. ‘Jack, Goths are just kids who like to hang out together and listen to the Cure and Depeche Mode or whatever the latest Goth band is. They wear black and eyeliner and generally just keep to themselves.’


‘How come you know so much about them?’


‘I used to hang out with a Goth couple when I was at university. They were a couple of softies but one night the boy got beaten up really badly. A group of skinheads just decided to give him a kicking. He was in hospital for two weeks. Almost lost his spleen.’


‘Bastards.’


‘Yes. Bastards. There are some sick people out there who like to hurt people who are different. Because of their colour, or their clothes, or their sexuality.’ She gestured at the photographs with her hand. ‘But this is more than a kicking, Jack. That’s not just anger, is it? That’s something much much worse.’


‘You’re telling me,’ said Nightingale. ‘Chalmers thinks the killings are ritualistic and that according to that wonderful website you set up, I’m a world authority on the subject.’


‘So you’re blaming my programming skills, is that it?’


Nightingale grinned and shook his head. ‘Nah, he would have given this to me anyway,’ he said. ‘He can’t get his own people to go knocking on Satanic doors, but he knows that I can talk their language.’


‘Jack, are you listening to yourself? You’re going to be on the trail of a psychopathic killer. How’s that going to end well?’


‘Like I said, it’s probably going to be killers, not killer. There’s too much going on for it to be the work of one man.’


Jenny folded her arms and pouted. ‘That doesn’t actually make me feel any better.’


‘Look, I’ll ask a few questions, come up with a motive and he’ll do the rest.’


‘And what if the killers find out that you’re on the case? You’re not thinking this through.’


Nightingale waved at the photographs. ‘They kill Goths. I’m not a Goth.’


‘You don’t know what they might do if they find out you’re trying to track them down.’ She sighed. ‘Just be careful, Jack.’


‘Always,’ he said.


She shook her head. ‘It goes in one ear and out of the other with you, doesn’t it?’


‘I’m listening, kid. Really.’ He nodded at the whiteboard. ‘So now here’s the thing. Five Goths, different ages and living in different parts of the city, all killed in the same way.’


‘No connections between them?’


‘Not that the cops can find and they’re usually good at things like that. The way murder investigations work these days involves getting as many cops to ask as many questions of as many people as they can, shove it all into the HOLMES computer and get it to highlight anything significant.’


‘And HOLMES has come up with nothing?’


‘That’s what Chalmers says. But here’s the thing I don’t understand. If it’s someone who hates Goths, why travel around the city? Why not just go to one place where Goths hang out.’


Jenny nodded. ‘That would seem logical. Why do you think they haven’t?’


‘Maybe they think it’ll mean they’ve less chance of being spotted if they move around.’ He shrugged. ‘It just seems to me that there might be a connection that HOLMES has missed. That they all met the killer, or killers, in the same place.’


Jenny looked at the map. ‘Well, they’re all within the M25,’ she said.


‘And all within Zone 2 on the Tube network. I don’t think that helps. Two were teenagers, two were in their twenties, and one was in his late thirties. Three were straight and two were gay. So Chalmers is working on the theory that they were killed because they were Goths.’


‘So they were just unlucky, they were in the wrong place at the wrong time when the killers were looking for a victim.’


Nightingale shook his head. ‘The way the killings were carried out it had to have been planned. They had equipment, and in three of the killings they did it at the victim’s home. So they must have cased the area first. They might have been targeted randomly, but once in their sights the killers did their research.’


Jenny waved her coffee mug at the whiteboard. ‘So what’s your plan?’


‘I need you to take a look at their social media pages. Facebook and Tumblr and whatever else people are using these days. Build up a profile for each of the five of them.’


‘Hasn’t Chalmers already done that?’


‘For sure, but now they’ll be at the not being able to see the woods for the trees stage. A fresh pair of eyes might see something that they’ve missed.’


‘I’ll give it a go,’ said Jenny. ‘What will you be doing while I’m chained to the keyboard?’


‘I need to talk to Goths. Where’s a good place to meet them?’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Chalmers is right, they won’t talk to cops, but they might talk to me.’


Jenny chuckled. ‘I’d love to be a fly on the wall when you start chatting to a teenage Goth,’ she said. ‘I’ll ask around. But I know the best place is on a Saturday, a club called The Crypt. It’s been running for almost thirty years. Every Saturday night from 10 p.m. until dawn. But you’re going to have a problem – I think there’s a dress code.’


‘I’ll manage,’ said Nightingale.


‘I don’t mean you need to wear a tie. There’s a Goth dress code.’


‘Yeah, well, maybe I’ll hang about outside and talk to them on the way in.’


Jenny laughed. ‘Yeah, and I can’t see that ending badly,’ she said. ‘I’ll get the details for you.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘So what’ll you be doing between now and Saturday?’


‘Thought I’d visit the relatives, flatmates, anyone who could shed some light on the sort of people they were and why anyone would single them out.’


‘The cops would have done that, surely?’


Nightingale nodded. ‘Yeah, but again fresh eyes might come up with something. I figured I’d do the two South London victims today. That’s Abbie Greene, the last to be killed, and Gabriel Patterson, the second victim. The rest are North London and I’ll do them tomorrow.’


‘Sounds like a plan. But what about the rest of our cases?’


‘We’ve nothing urgent,’ said Nightingale. ‘Everything can certainly hold fire until Monday by which time we’ll have a better idea of what’s going on.’


‘Does Chalmers think that the killers will strike again?’


‘I guess so. There hasn’t been an attack for over a week, though. So maybe they’ve stopped. The five murders took place over ten days, so it was rush rush rush. It could be that the police activity has persuaded them to go to ground.’ He sipped his coffee.


‘You’re loving this, aren’t you?’ said Jenny.


‘What?’


‘Being a detective again. Come on, admit it. You’re as pleased as Punch that Chalmers has brought you in on this case.’


‘To be fair, Jenny, five people have been murdered. It’s not about me, it’s about them.’


‘I get that, of course I get that, but let’s not forget that we’ve got a business to run.’


Nightingale held up a hand. ‘Speaking as CEO and MD and VIP of Nightingale Investigations, I can assure you that I’m very well aware of that.’ He grinned. ‘Seriously, kid, just a few days and then we’ll see where we stand. And let’s not forget that if we do crack this case, the publicity will mean we’ll have clients lined up down the street.’


‘Assuming that Chalmers allows you to take the credit.’


Nightingale looked at her over the top of his coffee mug. ‘You think he won’t?’


‘I think you can trust him about as far as you can throw him,’ said Jenny. ‘And the state you’re in, that’s not too far.’


‘I’m offended,’ said Nightingale. He patted his stomach. ‘It might not be a six-pack but I’m not fat.’


‘It’s not about fat, Jack. You don’t eat enough to get fat. It’s about smoking and drinking and your complete lack of interest in sport.’


‘I watch football,’ said Nightingale. ‘And rugby. And I was cheering with everyone else at the Olympics.’


‘You know what I mean. The only exercise you get is a bit of walking.’


‘And you do what? Hunting, shooting and fishing on your parents’ estate?’


‘I could outrun you, any day of the week.’


He grinned. ‘Are you challenging me to a race?’


She laughed. ‘Any time, anywhere.’


Nightingale looked her up and down. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on Jenny McLean; she was as fit as the proverbial butcher’s dog. She stood waiting for his answer, her hands on her hips and an amused smile on her face. ‘There’d have to be some sort of handicap, you being younger,’ he said.


‘You’re taller. But okay, I’ll give you a ten per cent start over whatever distance you want.’


He stood up and swung his arms around. ‘Ten per cent?’ He jogged on the spot.


‘Sure.’


‘And the winner gets what?’


‘How about the loser agrees to get the coffee for the next six months?’


He jogged around his desk and stood in front of her. He held out his hand. ‘It’s a bet,’ he said.


She shook his hand. ‘It’s a bet,’ she repeated. ‘When do we do it?’


‘Now,’ he said, turning and running through to her office. ‘First one to your desk wins!’ He reached her desk, slapped his hands down on it and then raised his arms in a Usain Bolt victory pose.


Jenny glared at him in disgust. ‘What are you, twelve?’


‘Milk and one sugar, please,’ he laughed, in between gasping for breath. ‘Then I’ll go and talk to Mrs Patterson.’
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Lisa Patterson was in her early twenties, her face pale and drawn, her hair dry and lifeless, frizzy at the ends and flecked with dandruff. She held a baby boy in her arms, less than a year old and oblivious to the fact that his father had been skinned alive. She sat on the sofa and did her best to stop the tears from trickling down her cheeks. Nightingale had refused her offer of a cup of tea but had accepted a glass of water and it sat untouched on the coffee table next to his armchair. ‘What did you say your name was?’ she said. She ran a hand through her hair and tried unsuccessfully to tuck it behind her ears.


‘Jack,’ he said. ‘Jack Nightingale.’


‘Have they found them? Have they found the animals who killed my Gabe?’


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Patterson. Not yet. That’s why I’m here, just to add to the information we have on our files.’ He looked around the cramped flat. It was above an off-licence in Clapham on a busy street. Trucks and buses roared by at regular intervals and each time the windows rattled. There were half a dozen half-drunk cups of tea on the table, several with thick brown scum on the surface, and an open pack of Pampers. The television was on with the sound muted and there was a towelling dressing gown on the floor by the door. Mrs Patterson was wearing a long denim dress, the front of which was spotted with dried milk and spittle. ‘Is there anyone here to help you?’


‘My mum pops around but she has to take care of Dad, he had a stroke last year.’


‘I’m sorry.’


She forced a smile. ‘They say bad things come in threes. My dad had his stroke, my sister crashed her car and was in a coma for two weeks – and then Gabe …’ She put her hand up to her face and shuddered, then shook herself and took a deep breath. She looked down at the sleeping baby and bit her lower lip. Nightingale knew what she was thinking, that the baby was all she had left.


‘Should I call your mother, ask her to come back?’


Mrs Patterson shook her head. ‘She’ll be back once she’s checked up on my dad.’ She looked up at him and forced a smile. ‘I’ll be all right, Mr Nightingale. Is it mister? Or sergeant?’


‘Call me Jack,’ said Nightingale.


‘It comes and goes,’ she said. ‘I go to bed and cry myself to sleep and when I wake up I forget that he’s dead and then it’s worse. There was a woman here from Victim Support who said every day the pain will get a little less but that’s not happening.’


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Patterson, I can’t imagine what you’re going through.’


She looked up from her baby. ‘You know, you’re the first person who’s said that,’ she said. ‘Everyone else says they understand, they know how difficult it is, how they know how I must feel, but they don’t. No one does.’


Nightingale smiled sympathetically. His time as a police negotiator had taught him that sometimes when you were dealing with a person in crisis it was best to remain silent.


‘It’s not just that I miss him, Jack. It’s that I wasn’t there when he died. He must have been so frightened, so scared. They hurt him so much and I know he must have been thinking about me and I wasn’t there to help him.’ She looked up at the ceiling and blinked away tears. ‘Sometimes I can hear him screaming my name and it’s like a knife in my stomach.’


‘Mrs Patterson, I’ve seen the post-mortem report and I can tell you with my hand on my heart that Gabe was unconscious when it happened,’ Nightingale said, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘He wouldn’t have known what was happening.’


She took a deep breath and then nodded slowly. ‘Sometimes I wish I was dead, too,’ she said. She moaned and the sound sent a shudder down Nightingale’s spine. He got up and sat down next to her. He knew he was breaking every rule in the book but he wasn’t a cop any more so he figured the rules no longer applied to him. He put his arm around her and she buried her head in his shoulder and cried, hugging the baby to her chest. She sobbed for several minutes and he felt his shirt grow damp with her tears. He said nothing, knowing that there was nothing he could say that would make her feel better.


Popular wisdom said that there were five stages of grief when a loved one died: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. But Nightingale knew the five stages didn’t always apply. Sometimes grief just hit you like a train and there were no stages to go through. There was just pain and loneliness and an empty black hole where the loved one had been. He held her and waited for her to stop crying. The tears would stop eventually, he knew, not because her sadness had gone, simply because her tear ducts would be empty.


It was only when the baby began to cry that she moved away from Nightingale. She fussed over the baby, making shushing sounds as she groped for his bottle. The baby sucked greedily and she smiled down at him, her cheeks glistening wet. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her eyes on her child, but the words were meant for him.


‘You’ve nothing to be sorry about,’ said Nightingale. His mouth had gone dry so he picked up his glass of water and sipped it.


‘What is it you need from me, Jack?’ she said. ‘I told the detectives everything I knew.’


‘I’m asking the same questions that you’ve been asking yourself,’ he said. ‘I want to know why anyone would want to hurt Gabe.’


‘Because they’re sick,’ she said. ‘There’s no logic to it.’


‘That’s what the police seem to think,’ said Nightingale. ‘Gabe was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’


‘What’s the alternative?’ she said as she watched her baby feed. ‘Somebody hated him so much they’d do that to him?’ She shook her head. ‘Gabe would never hurt anybody. He was a kind soul.’ She looked up at Nightingale. ‘The police say it was a hate crime. They killed him because he was a Goth.’


‘Did he dress like a Goth at home?’


She chuckled to herself. ‘He never dressed like a Goth, Jack. He was a Goth. It wasn’t a costume that he put on whenever it suited him. That’s what he wore. He never went out without make-up. Even if he was just popping down to the shops he’d make sure his mascara and lipstick was right. And he did his nails every few days, they always had to be perfect.’


‘But you’re not a Goth?’


She looked down at her denim dress and smiled. ‘Not always,’ she said. ‘For me it was about dressing up. I’ve got black wigs and all the gear. But Gabe was a Goth twenty-four seven.’


‘They didn’t mind him dressing like that at the office?’


‘They were fine. They were good about his ink, too.’


‘His ink?’


‘His tattoos. Most of them were on his back but he had a few on his arms and a lot of places won’t hire you if you’ve got tattoos. But his firm were totally cool. They design video games so they’re all a bit … creative, I suppose you’d say. There’s a pool table and all sorts of games and stuff for them to play around with.’ She shrugged. ‘Gabe always said it was the only place he wanted to work.’


‘Had he always been a Goth? I mean, since you knew him?’


She nodded and forced a smile. ‘We met at college. He was studying computer programming and even in the first year he wore make-up to classes and his hair was all spiky and he had these amazing boots with high heels.’


‘Did he have any problems at college?’


‘Haters, you mean?’ She shook her head. ‘Students are cool, mostly. Live and let live, right? Outside the college it was hit and miss. If he was in a pub then maybe someone would want to have their picture taken with him or they’d want to thump him.’


‘Did he get hit a lot?’


She laughed and shook her head. ‘He was too smart for that. He had the knack of knowing who was trouble and who was just having a laugh. If he sensed trouble he’d either defuse it with a joke or he’d just move away. He never got into a fight, not all the time I knew him.’ She shrugged. ‘But then he was careful about where he went. If you’re a Goth there are places that you wouldn’t want to go at night. And other places where you’d have a great time.’ She ran a hand down her face. ‘That’s why I don’t understand what happened. I don’t see how he could have got himself into a situation where he would have been hurt.’ She pulled tissues from a box and dabbed at her eyes. ‘We’d be in a pub and everything would be cool and then he’d see a group at the bar and he’d know, he’d just know, that they were trouble and we’d leave. It was like a sixth sense. So how did he let those animals get so close to him that they could do that?’


‘I don’t know,’ whispered Nightingale.


‘And if he knew he was in trouble, why didn’t he fight back?’


‘Maybe they surprised him. Maybe they caught him while he was busy doing something else.’


‘Gabe always knew what was going on around him,’ she said. ‘You never saw Gabe playing with his phone or wearing headphones while he was out. He was always aware, you know what I mean? He always knew what was going on around him. He loved people-watching, and listening to what they were saying. He wanted to be a writer.’
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