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			One, two, cut a tattoo,

			Three, four, flay some more

			Five, six, my bloody fix

			Seven, eight, will not wait

		

	
		
			 

			i

			I peel away the blood-soaked T-shirt from the unconscious man’s back to reveal a spectacular tattoo. The photocopy I take from my pocket is crumpled but it’s good enough for me to check against the image on his skin. Thankfully, there’s just enough light from the street lamp to see that the two designs look the same. A round Polynesian tattoo in heavy black ink adorns the man’s left shoulder, an intricate tribal face scowling from its centre. Spreading out from the edges is a pair of stylised wings, one extending down the man’s shoulder blade, the other extending across the left side of his chest. All of it is speckled with blood.

			The images match. I have the right man.

			There’s still a pulse in his neck, but it’s faint enough to reassure me that he won’t cause any problems. It’s essential to do the job while his body’s still warm. If the corpse cools, the skin stiffens and the flesh becomes rigid. That makes the job harder and I can’t afford mistakes. Of course, flaying the skin off a living body means so much more blood. But I don’t mind blood.

			My backpack is lying nearby, discarded as I pulled him into the bushes. It was easy enough – the small park was deserted at this hour. It only took one blow to the back of his head and he crumpled at the knees. No noise. No commotion. No witnesses.  I knew this was the route he’d take when he left the nightclub because I’d watched him take it before. People are so stupid. He suspected nothing, even as I walked towards him with a wrench in my fist. Seconds later, his blood was spreading across the ground from a wound at the temple.  The first step executed most satisfactorily.

			Once he was down, I hooked my hands underneath his armpits and dragged him as quickly as I could across the stone paving. I wanted the cover of the shrubs so we wouldn’t be seen. He’s heavy but I’m strong, and I was able to pull him through a gap between two laurel bushes.

			The exertion has left me breathless. I hold out my hands, palms down. I see the ghost of a tremor. Clench fists, then open again. Both hands flutter like moths, just as my heart flutters against my ribs. I curse under my breath. A steady right hand is essential to carry out my assignment. The solution’s in a side pocket of my backpack. A packet of tablets, a small bottle of water. Propranolol – the snooker player’s beta-blocker of choice. I swallow two and close my eyes, waiting for them to take effect. At the next check, the tremor is gone. Now I’m ready to begin.

			Taking a deep breath, I reach into the bag and feel for my knife roll. Satisfaction floods through me as my fingers touch the soft leather, the steel outlined beneath. I sharpened the blades with great care last night. Intuition, you might say, that today would be the day. 

			I drop the roll onto the man’s back and untie the cords. The leather unfurls with a soft clink of metal, the blades cold beneath my fingertips. I select the short-handled knife that I’ll use for the first cuts, marking the outline of the skin to be removed. After that, for the flaying itself, I’ll use a longer, backward-curving knife. I buy them from Japan and they cost a small fortune. But it’s worth it. They’re fashioned using the same techniques employed for Samurai swords. Tempered steel enables me to cut with speed and precision, as if I’m carving shapes out of butter.

			I put the rest of the knives on the ground next to his body and check his pulse again. Fainter than before but he’s still alive. Blood seeps from his head, more slowly now. Time for a quick, deep test cut into his left thigh. There’s no flinch or intake of breath. Just a steady oozing of dark, slippery blood. Good. I can’t afford for him to move while I’m cutting. 

			The moment has arrived. With one hand holding the skin taut, I make the first incision. I draw the blade swiftly down from the top of his shoulder across the jutting angles of his scapula, following the outline of the design. A red ribbon appears in the wake of my blade, warm as it runs down onto my fingers. I hold my breath as the knife carves its path, savouring the shiver that rolls up my spine and the hot rush of blood to my groin.

			The man will be dead by the time I finish.

			He isn’t the first. And he won’t be the last.
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			Marni

			The needles punctured the skin faster than the eye could see, depositing dark ink into the dermis and leaving a bloom of bloody roses oozing on the surface. Marni Mullins wiped away the beads every couple of seconds with a fold of paper towel so she could see the outlines on her client’s arm. A slick of Vaseline, then the sharp dig of the needles into the flesh again, creating a new black line that would last forever. The alchemy of skin and ink.

			Marni sought refuge in her work, mesmerised by the hum and the soft vibration of the tattoo iron in her hand. It was a temporary escape from the memories that plagued her, the things she could never forget. 

			Black and red. The imprint she dug into the yielding skin. Her client flinched and jerked under the pressure of the needle heads, even as Marni used her wiping hand to keep his arm still. She knew all too well the pain he was experiencing. Hadn’t she endured too many hours at the sharp end of a tattoo machine? She could sympathise but it was the price that had to be paid – a moment to be endured for something that would last a lifetime. Something that no one could ever take away from you.

			She used her forearm to push a lock of dark hair from her forehead and swore under her breath as it slipped back into her eyes. Angling her lips to blow the hair to one side, she dipped the seven-tipped needle into a small pot of water to change the ink from black to slate grey.

			‘Marni?’

			‘Yeah. How you doin’, Steve?’

			He was lying face down on her massage bench. He twisted his head towards her, blinking and grimacing. ‘Can we take a break?’

			Marni glanced at her watch. She’d been working on him for three hours straight and she suddenly became aware of the tension that had built up in her shoulders.

			‘Sure, of course.’ Three hours was a long session, even for a regular like Steve. ‘You’re sitting like a champ,’ she added, putting her iron down on the equipment stand next to her stool. It was something she always said to clients, regardless of whether they were sitting like a champ or not – and Steve, with all his fidgeting and moaning, definitely wasn’t.

			But she needed a break too as she was starting to feel claustrophobic. It was always that way at conventions – artificially lit halls, stale air and noisy crowds.  The lack of windows meant you couldn’t tell if it was light or dark outside, and Marni needed to see the sky wherever she was. In here, the air was thick and hot, the hall crammed with bodies being tattooed and a crush of voyeurs watching the needles. All this was underscored by blaring rock music and the continuous grind of the tattoo irons on bloodied skin.

			She took a deep breath, rolling her head across her shoulders to release the tension in her neck. The sharp smell of ink mingled with blood and disinfectant hung in the air. She peeled back the black latex gloves and thrust them into a rubbish sack. Steve was stretching and flexing his arm, clenching and opening his fist to get the circulation back. He was paler than he had been when she’d started tattooing him.

			‘Go and get a snack. Come back in half an hour.’

			Marni quickly wrapped the bloody design in cling film to keep it clean, and pointed Steve in the direction of the cafeteria. Once he’d gone, she pushed through a knot of people on the stairs to reach ground level and burst outside through a pair of fire escape doors. Sucking in a lungful of cold air, she realised she’d escaped not a moment too soon. She leant back against the cool concrete wall and closed her eyes, concentrating on decompressing, letting the combined weight of the people and the building lift from her chest.

			She opened her eyes and blinked. The artificial glare of the hall was now replaced with bright sunlight. Gulls wheeled overhead, screeching at one another, and at the bottom of the deserted side street a slice of the sea shimmered invitingly. She tasted the salty air with relish and then arched her back until it hurt. Bones clicked and crunched as she rolled her shoulders. She had to wonder if she was getting too old for tattooing. But there was nothing else she could do – and truly, nothing else she’d damn well want to do. She’d been inking people since she was eighteen, nineteen long years, tattooing thousands of square metres of skin in that time.

			Thrusting a hand into her bag to check she had a packet of cigarettes, Marni set off through the warren of narrow streets that made up Brighton’s Lanes. It was a bank holiday weekend and tourists thronged the alleys, drawn like magpies to the vintage jewellery and antique shops, or looking in the chi-chi boutiques for the ideal wedding outfit or perfect pair of brogues. All her favourite cafés were packed, but she didn’t mind. Today she’d rather take her caffeine fix in the open air, so she emerged from the Lanes onto North Street and cut through to the outdoor café in the Pavilion Gardens.

			There was a long queue of people waiting at the serving hatch, which meant she’d probably be late getting back for Steve, but an extra few minutes out in the fresh air would make it worthwhile. She looked up at the sky. Pale blue. Not the bright azure of a summer’s day, but a soft periwinkle, diluted by wisps of dissolving cloud, fading to a hazy grey horizon that merged with the sea. Perfect for a spring bank holiday weekend. 

			‘What’ll it be, love?’

			‘Black Americano. Two shots, please.’

			‘Right you are.’

			‘And a muffin,’ she added as an afterthought. Low blood sugar. It wasn’t the best choice of food for a diabetic but she could adjust her insulin dose later to compensate.

			Chattering sightseers emerged from the Pavilion, still amazed by what they’d seen inside. It was a Disney palace built in Regency times, a wedding cake concoction of onion domes, spiky towers and pale creamy stucco which always made Marni think of Scheherazade and the One Thousand and One Nights. She’d fallen in love with the place on her very first day in Brighton.  She sighed, looking round for a place to sit. All the benches were taken and people sprawled on the lawns, eating and drinking, laughing or lying peacefully in the sun.

			Then she saw him and her stomach contracted. She turned straight back to the serving hatch, hoping that he hadn’t seen her. She wasn’t in the mood for an encounter with her husband this morning. Her ex-husband, to be precise – unpredictable at the best of times and always challenging in terms of the mixed emotions he stirred up. Together since they married when she was eighteen, apart for the last twelve years, but there was never a day when he wasn’t in her thoughts. Co-parenting complicated a relationship that the term love-hate could have been invented for.

			She risked a quick glance, and watched Thierry Mullins striding across the grass with a thunderous expression clouding his features. He looked shifty, glancing from side to side and over his shoulder. What was he doing out here? He was supposed to be at the convention hall – he was a member of the organising team. 

			‘Two pounds forty, please.’

			Marni paid for her coffee, grabbed the cardboard cup and sidled around to the far side of the café to avoid being seen by Thierry. Her hands shook with adrenalin as she lit a cigarette. How did he still have that effect on her? They’d been divorced for longer than they’d been married, but he still looked the same as when she’d first met him. Tall and lean with a handsome face, his black skin darkened by the tattoos that had kick-started her life-long fascination with this living art. Just as often as she tried to avoid him, she felt drawn to him. They’d nearly got back together on a score of occasions, until her instinct for self-protection had slammed on the brakes. But moving on from the relationship? She’d given up hope. She took a deep drag of her cigarette. Caffeine, nicotine, deep breaths. She closed her eyes, waiting for the chemicals to make themselves felt. 

			She dropped the stub of her cigarette in the dregs of her coffee and looked around for a bin, spotting a green plastic dumpster at the back corner of the café. She raised the lid with the foot pedal and, as she dropped the cup inside, a rush of putrid air overwhelmed her. It was a stench far worse than the usual smell of a park bin on a balmy day. Bile rose in her throat as she peered into the dark interior. And immediately wished she hadn’t.

			Amid the crushed Coke cans, discarded newspapers and fast food wrappers she could see something. Pallid and glistening shapes that swiftly materialised into an arm, a leg, a torso. A human body, unmistakeably dead. She saw a flurry of movement – a rat, gnawing at the edge of a dark wound. Disturbed by the onslaught of daylight, it disappeared back into the rubbish with a squeal.

			Marni stepped back, letting the lid come crashing down.

			She fled.
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			Francis

			Francis Sullivan closed his eyes as he allowed the communion wafer to glue itself to the roof of his mouth. He tried to focus on the murmurs of the celebrants and the congregation around him, but his mind was elsewhere.

			Detective Inspector Francis Sullivan.

			He let the words roll silently over his tongue. That would be him, tomorrow, first day on the job. The shock promotion had made him, at twenty-nine, the youngest DI on the Sussex force. He was more nervous about it than he had been on his first day at secondary school. It was a good thing, but terrifying. It showed a huge leap of faith by his superiors. Sure, he’d passed the exams he needed to with flying colours. He’d performed well for the interview board. But why promote him so soon, given his relative inexperience on the job? Because his father had been a celebrated QC? He hated the thought.

			His new boss, DCI Martin Bradshaw, had looked less than thrilled when he’d told Francis of the promotion. He hadn’t congratulated him, either. It made Francis wonder if Bradshaw had been totally behind the decision, or whether he’d simply been railroaded by the other members of the interview board.

			His stomach lurched as his thoughts turned to Rory Mackay. Detective Sergeant Rory Mackay. Passed over for the job and now assigned to be his number two. He’d met Mackay last week. A formal introduction in the boss’s office, during which the infinitely more experienced DS had made it clear that he wasn’t impressed. He’d worn the expression of a man who’d found the remaining half of a maggot in the apple he’d just bitten. Francis had kept his cool with polite detachment – he was aware of the risks of trying to become too chummy with your team – but he could sense theirs was going to be a prickly relationship.

			The man was willing him to fail. And Francis knew that he wasn’t the only one.

			‘The blood of Christ.’

			Francis snapped open his eyes and raised his head to receive the scant sip of wine from the chalice.

			‘Amen,’ he murmured. 

			So be it.

			But was it too soon? Throughout the selection process, he’d felt calm and confident. Exams had never been a problem for him. But had his success on paper created expectations that he’d find difficult to live up to on the job? The dangers of early promotion were mythical in the force. He’d heard stories in the cafeteria, apocryphal or not. Running before you could walk. Failing to get results. It wouldn’t need to be a catastrophic mistake for him to end up sidelined at this point, just a couple of tough cases that went cold. 

			Anxiety dulled the pleasure of his achievement. Detective Inspector Francis Sullivan. He hadn’t been sleeping since he’d heard the news. And the mental focus he’d need to rely on had evaporated. Damn it. He might be wet behind the ears but he wasn’t stupid. The team he was taking charge of didn’t think he could do the job. Didn’t think he was ready for it. He needed to get them on side from the very first day, on the very first case. Otherwise, they’d be proved right – he’d fail. They could see to that. Bradshaw and Mackay would be watching and waiting. They’d find ways of tripping him up.

			He glanced up at the carved figure of Jesus, suspended on his cross above the chancel. The Son of God was giving him a reproachful look, and Francis looked down again quickly. He muttered the bare bones of a prayer, crossed himself and rose to go back to his pew, feeling admonished for his distraction.

			He sang the final hymn on autopilot, taking no meaning from the words, then knelt to pray. He refocused for a couple of minutes on his reason for being here – a thought for his mother, an intercession for his sister. A benediction for their carers. Nothing for his father.

			The vibration in his trouser pocket didn’t give him enough time to get to his phone before the notification sounded. A bleeping that seemed longer and louder than usual in the silent church. Heads turned and a woman hissed her disapproval. He scrambled to mute his phone, glancing up at Father William.

			Francis bowed his head in regret, then surreptitiously read the text that had come in.

			It was from DS Mackay.

			Starting work a day early. Dead body called in. Pavilion Gardens.

			As soon as it was decently possible, Francis left his pew and headed towards the open doors at the back of the church. In the porch, Father William pursed his lips before speaking.

			‘Francis.’

			‘I can’t apologise enough, Father. I thought it was switched off.’

			‘That’s not my worry. You looked troubled throughout the service. Do you want to talk about it?’

			‘I would like to,’ said Francis. He meant it. ‘But I have to go. A body’s been found.’

			Father William crossed himself with a silent murmur, then put a hand on Francis’s forearm. ‘So much evil abounds. I worry for you doing this work, Francis. Always walking on the edge of despair.’

			‘But on the side of justice.’

			‘God is the final arbiter, remember that.’

			A middle-aged woman jostled Francis with her elbow. He was taking up more than his fair share of the vicar’s time.

			The final arbiter. Francis chewed the phrase over. In heaven, maybe. But down here on earth it fell to people like him to chase down the evil that men do. His job was to track killers and bring them to justice. The first had just come calling and he was determined to succeed, so help him God.

			And if there was no help coming from above, he’d damn well manage it on his own.

		

	
		
			 

			3

			Francis

			Francis inched his car along New Road. Even with his blue light flashing, the bank holiday crowds weren’t accommodating. Shared bloody space – it meant nobody knew who owned which bit of the road and everybody assumed they had right of way. He gave a short blast of his siren to shift a slow-moving family out of his path, raising his eyebrows as they glared at him.

			He pulled up by a row of benches in front of the Pavilion Gardens. A woman feeding ice cream to her children scowled at him for driving where she was walking, but most of the small crowd of people that had gathered there were too busy craning their necks at the police activity on the other side of the fence to take any notice of his arrival. He was relieved to see that the whole area had been taped off and that several uniformed officers were maintaining the cordon.

			He showed his warrant card and was quickly waved in. Rory Mackay spotted him straight away and came towards him, his bulky figure swathed in a white paper SOCO suit.

			‘Sergeant Mackay,’ said Francis, with a nod. ‘Give me a run-down on what we’ve got.’

			‘You’ll need to cover up first, boss,’ said the DS, giving him a withering look. ‘I’ve got a spare suit in the boot of my car.’

			Francis followed Mackay to a silver Mitsubishi parked with several other cars just inside the North Gate, on the other side of the gardens. He was silently spitting that he hadn’t anticipated the need for a crime scene suit. And that he hadn’t thought to come to this side where he could have parked more easily.

			‘Thought you’d be here a bit quicker, given it’s your first case.’

			Francis felt his shoulder muscles contract. ‘I was in church, Mackay. I shouldn’t have got the message at all. Or at least not until I got outside.’

			‘Right you are.’

			Francis saw the smirk that drifted momentarily across the sergeant’s features.

			Mackay opened the boot of his car and tossed Francis a SOCO suit. Francis took an inventory of the boot’s contents as he pulled it on. Three boxes of Stella, bottles, and two boxes of Heineken, tins. Barbecue coal. It was easy to tell how Mackay had been planning to spend his Sunday.

			‘Should be your size. Careful putting it on – they tear easily.’

			‘I have worn them before,’ said Francis.

			The suit was a size too small, the trouser legs too short. Rory propped himself against the side of his car, sucking on an e-cig as he waited.

			‘Let’s get on,’ said Francis, still adjusting the sleeves of the suit to his satisfaction.

			Mackay slammed the boot and they set off back towards the café.

			‘Desk sergeant took a call at 11.47 a.m. reporting a dead body in a dumpster behind the Pavilion Gardens Café. No other details at that point.’

			‘Any idea yet who made the call?’

			‘Woman’s voice. She hung up before the sarge could ask her name.’

			‘But we’ve got the number?’

			‘It was a pay-as-you-go.’

			That was the first thing that would need to be followed up.

			‘The body?’ continued Francis.

			‘Male, naked. Very obvious bang on the head and a significant wound to the left shoulder and torso. No ID as yet but he’s got a number of tattoos which should help.’

			‘Find anything else?’

			‘We’ll be able to search the dumpster once the body’s been removed – we’re just waiting on Rose.’

			Rose Lewis, the forensic pathologist. A safe pair of hands – Francis had worked with her on a couple of cases during his stint as a DC.

			‘Right, I’d better take a look,’ said Francis.

			As they walked back down towards the café, Rory took a call. ‘Yes, sir, he’s here now, sir . . . I’ve secured the area and put SOCO to work. Liaised with pathology, yes . . .’

			Rory fell silent for moment, nodding. ‘Yes, I think his phone’s switched on now. He was in church.’

			Francis could hear by Rory’s tone what he thought of that. He sped up his pace – this wasn’t exactly the start he’d envisaged for his first case.

			Rory led him across the grass and around the side of the café. There was a green plastic bin towards the rear of the building. Francis picked up the stench of the contents as they drew nearer, and began breathing through his mouth. He felt his gag reflex tighten and saliva flooded his tongue but he fought against it. White-suited SOCOs swarmed the area, scouring the ground, measuring distances and taking photos.

			‘Open it up,’ said Rory.

			DC Tony Hitchins was standing guard over the dumpster. As Francis and Rory approached, he used the foot pedal to raise the lid, trying to avoid looking inside as he did so. Francis pulled on a pair of latex gloves and stepped forward.

			Hitchins was looking distinctly off-colour, and as Francis came level with him, he saw the constable’s stomach and chest start to contract. His lips were clamped together in a thin line.

			‘If you’re going to puke, Hitchins, get out of my crime scene.’

			Francis caught the lid of the dumpster as Hitchins made a dash across the lawn. He only just managed to scrabble under the blue-and-white tape before bending double and depositing what was left of his Sunday breakfast in the grass.

			‘For pity’s sake,’ said Francis, and Rory shook his head. But their eyes didn’t meet. There wasn’t a policeman on the force who hadn’t thrown up after seeing a body at one time or another, and probably more recently than any of them would care to admit.

			Francis turned back to the dumpster and steeled himself to look inside, hoping desperately he wouldn’t repeat Hitchins’ faux pas. Not today.

			And there it was. His body. His first victim as senior investigating officer. This initial encounter was something akin to a blind date, with an individual he would come to know extremely well over the coming weeks and months. He’d learn more about the victim than he knew about members of his own family – and he’d likely discover secrets that would shake the victim’s family to its core. For now, the man was a stranger – grey, slick-skinned and decomposing, rotting like the garbage which surrounded him. But with his team, Francis would burrow under his skin to see what made him tick and who might want him dead.

			Francis mentally logged the shocking image. Limbs twisted, skin like putty, and red-black flesh where his face and torso had become rat fodder. Even the man’s own mother wouldn’t recognise him. This image would fuel Francis’s outrage and keep his focus sharp.

			‘Sergeant Mackay? Sergeant Mackay?’

			A voice from behind made Francis turn round. Rory was already walking towards the tape perimeter where a man with a camera slung round his neck was standing. Press.

			‘Tom,’ said Rory with a nod. ‘Thought you’d pitch up sooner or later.’

			‘Your bad penny,’ said the man, grinning. ‘What you got, Mackay?’ 

			‘Nothing for you,’ said Rory. ‘We’ll release information to the press when it’s appropriate, not before. Now fuck off.’ 

			He turned and walked back over to Francis. ‘Watch out for that one. Tom Fitz of the Argus. All over bloody crime scenes like a rash.’

			‘How does he get here so fast?’ said Francis.

			Rory shrugged. ‘Monitors the radio, buys the desk sergeants drinks.’ He was clearly unimpressed.

			‘Well, keep him sweet,’ said Francis. ‘You never know when the press can be useful.’

			‘Rose is here,’ Rory said abruptly. He obviously had no interest in pandering to reporters.

			‘Detective Inspector Sullivan,’ came a friendly voice.

			Francis turned to face Rose Lewis, who was directing a partially recovered Hitchins to set her various equipment bags down nearby. She was so petite that even the smallest crime scene suit swamped her and she had to stand on tiptoes to see over the edge of the dumpster.

			‘Ooh, nasty,’ she said. She turned to Hitchins. ‘Can you find me a step ladder so I can take photos?’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Congratulations are in order, I believe?’ said Rose, as Hitchins went off on his mission.

			‘Yes, thanks,’ said Francis. ‘Enjoying your bank holiday weekend?’

			‘I am now. Your first body in charge?’

			He nodded.

			‘Then you’d better bloody solve it, hadn’t you?’

			He knew that better than anyone.

			And the consequences of failure.
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			Marni

			It had taken all of Marni’s courage to make the call. Knowing that she was talking to a cop on the other end of the line had left her almost as shaken as discovering the body in the first place. She’d kept it short and refused to give a name. Anything to do with the police was still a trigger for her, carrying her back to a time she’d rather forget. She’d sworn that she’d never, for the rest of her life, get involved with them again.

			By the time she returned to the convention, Steve had been waiting half an hour for her and it was another half hour until her hands had stopped shaking enough for her to carry on tattooing him. But he hadn’t seemed put out once she’d reluctantly admitted what had happened. Not surprisingly, he’d shown a prurient interest in her discovery.

			‘I’ve never seen a dead body. Did it really smell as bad as they say? Did the police come straight away?’

			It made Marni’s head ache and she cancelled her final appointment of the day. When the convention closed for the night, she felt wrung out and emotional. The image of the dead body kept springing into her mind and the stench still seemed to hang in her nostrils. If only she hadn’t gone to the Pavilion Gardens. Talking to the police had raised her anxiety levels still further as the memories she’d worked so hard to suppress reared back into view.  

			Once her kit was stashed for the next day, Marni walked alone along the seafront in an effort to clear her head. She couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d seen. The way the man’s wet skin had glistened as the light fell on it. And those dark patches. At first, she’d taken them to be bruises but then she realised they were tattoos. The image was like a freeze-frame glued behind her eyelids – and each time she saw it, the details became clearer. The tattoo on the right-hand side of his torso – a pair of praying hands. And on one of his calves, a study of Saint Sebastian in black and grey, the arrow wounds picked out in red. 

			She tried to push thoughts of the body out of her mind to concentrate on where she was going. The front was busy with people and traffic. A high-pitched whine grew louder behind her, and she turned to see twenty to thirty mopeds streaming along the road, each vehicle decked out with mirrors, raccoon tails, pendants and flags. The mods were in town for the bank holiday and the riders were just as distinctive as the bikes, in their parkas, striped blazers, Hush Puppies and The Who memorabilia. The noise of the mopeds jangled her nerves as they passed by. 

			It was getting dark now. The sodium glare of the street lamps tinged everything a soothing deep amber, but Marni longed for somewhere darker and quieter. Relishing the cool air that bit the back of her throat, she dropped on silent feet down a flight of stone steps to the beach.

			The tide was out and she walked over the crunching shingle to the water’s edge. It was cold and dark here, the cacophony of the pier obliterated by the roar and hiss of the waves. The sound was as mesmerising as the grating buzz of the tattoo irons. She inhaled deep breaths of salt-laden air, massaging the over-worked muscles of her right arm as she walked. Tomorrow would be another long day of tattooing.

			She scanned the deserted beach, her gaze coming to rest on a decrepit hulk standing a couple of hundred feet from the shore. This was all that was left of the West Pier. Silhouetted against the dark sea, it had been left to rot after being gutted by fire. No longer umbilically attached to the shore, it was now an island haunted by the ghosts of long-forgotten holiday-makers and small-time local gangsters.

			Her thoughts returned to the discovery of the body. What would have happened to the man in the dumpster if she hadn’t found him? Would he have ended up in a landfill site somewhere, slowly dissolving until there was no trace left of him apart from his bones and his fillings, his tattoos vanishing as his corpse was devoured? Did inked flesh taste different to the rats that nibbled on the body? Or to the squirming maggots, fat and white, burrowing into the exposed red flesh? She shuddered to think about it. 

			Whoever had put him in there was almost certainly responsible for his death. She hoped to God the police would be able to find out and track down who did it. It was an unsettling thought that this sort of stuff went on so close to home.

			Marni shivered. She’d come out here to clear and calm her mind for sleep. Fat chance. She tugged her light cardigan around her shoulders and turned back towards the lights of the Palace Pier, as alive and buzzing as the West Pier was dead. The wind dropped and for a few short moments she could hear her own footsteps crunching on the shingle slope. The beach that swarmed with people during the day was a lonely place at this hour.

			Then a woman screamed.

			Goose bumps skittered across Marni’s skin like wind across the surface of a pond. Her chest tightened and she whirled around, staring into the darkness.

			A second later there was a shriek of laughter, the same woman’s voice, joined by a man. Marni took a deep breath and tried to calm herself down but her heart was pounding. The beach was deserted as she cut an angle towards the stone steps back up to the promenade. 

			She glanced ahead towards the Palace Pier. Shadowy figures were moving between the sturdy metal pillars that anchored it to the shore. Male voices rang out towards her through the spume-laden air. 

			‘You alone, love?’

			Marni turned away. He could rot in hell for all she cared.

			‘Come on, come and join us for a bit of fun.’ A different voice, closer this time.

			Marni ignored it, climbing up to the promenade as fast as she could.

			As she walked back home through the night-time quiet of Kemptown, her thoughts kept coming back to the same thing. The Saint Sebastian tattoo on the man’s leg. She knew why. It reminded her of Thierry’s work, particularly the way the arrow wounds were picked out in red. Thierry. Why had Thierry been out in the Pavilion Gardens when he was supposed to be at the convention?

			Please God, don’t let this turn into something.

			Could the tattoo on the man’s body really be one of Thierry’s? It was unlikely, and if it was, it probably meant nothing. Of course it meant nothing. She was making connections with the past that weren’t rational. But when it came to Thierry, she never was rational. He had an emotional hold on her that only seemed to grow stronger, try as she might to deny it. Of course there was no connection between Thierry and the body in the dumpster. It was just her obsession with the man that dragged him into everything that happened to her.

			As she turned into Great College Street, she could see a light on in the front room of her house. Alex was home. An eighteen-year-old boy didn’t need to see his mother in this kind of state. She took a deep breath to compose herself and pulled her phone from her pocket. Even though she spent most of her time avoiding him and trying to suppress her feelings for him, it always seemed to be Thierry she needed at a moment of crisis. She dialled, waiting for an answer, hoping for reassurance.

			‘Thierry?’

			All she could hear was white noise. Then bar noise.

			‘Marni?’ His French accent changed the sound of her name.

			‘Obviously.’

			‘Marni! I’m in the bar with the guys. Come and join us. Charlie and Noa want to say hi.’

			Charlie and Noa were Thierry’s colleagues at Tatouage Gris, Brighton’s only all-French tattoo studio. She could hear their voices in the background, as well as women’s laughter. Tattoo groupies, no doubt, in town for the convention. Thierry was mad if he thought she’d be interested in joining them.

			‘No. You come here – I need to talk to you.’ Suddenly she was desperate to see him and in the same instant she hated herself for it. He was an addiction she just couldn’t seem to kick.

			‘About what?’

			‘I’ve had a really bad day.’

			She heard Thierry sigh.

			‘Thierry, I found a body.’ Her voice was an octave higher than usual. ‘I’m scared . . .’

			‘Whoa, slow down. What are you talking about? Did you call the police?’

			‘Of course. But I need to discuss something with you.’

			‘No. I’m tired, chérie, and I’m not interested in dead people.’

			‘Thierry, come on. What if it was someone we knew? What if it was Alex?’

			‘It wasn’t. I spoke to him an hour ago. He was feeding Pepper. You’re out of dog food.’

			Pepper. Her bulldog.

			‘Come on, Thierry. Please.’

			Thierry made the vocal equivalent of the Gallic shrug, a nonchalant grunt that she used to love. ‘If this is a plot to seduce me . . .’

			‘For fuck’s sake.’ She hung up on him and went inside.

			‘Mum!’ Alex came into the hall and greeted her with a hug. ‘How was your day?’

			Marni squared her shoulders and smiled. ‘Great. Did some good work on one of my regulars and a couple of walk-ups. Yours?’

			Alex shrugged. ‘Revision. Boring.’

			A bowl of pasta and a glass of wine later, and Marni sank down onto the sofa to catch the news. Alex wanted to watch football but she had the remote. In retrospect, she wished she’d given in to him straight away.

			. . . police are appealing for the anonymous caller who alerted them to a dead body found in Brighton Pavilion Gardens to come forward to help with their inquiries. The man, found in a rubbish container, has yet to be identified . . .

			‘Okay, Alex, let’s see if they’ve scored yet.’ She tossed him the remote, trying to hide the sudden tremble in her hands.

			‘No, wait – there’s been a murder, right in Brighton. Nothing ever happens here.’

			But Marni didn’t want to hear more. ‘You’ll miss a goal,’ she said.

			With few facts to report, the news moved quickly on to another story and Alex flipped channels. They hadn’t missed a goal and it turned out to be a dull match. 

			Alex grew restless. ‘How was the show today?’

			‘It was good. Your father does a great job there – Brighton’s always the best of the conventions.’

			‘Mum, do you think you’d ever get back together with Dad?’

			Marni swallowed a gulp of wine the wrong way. She shook her head as she coughed. ‘Where did that come from?’

			‘You still get on when you’re together.’

			‘Sure.’ It all seemed so simple to someone his age.

			‘And I know Dad would want it.’

			Would he? Or was he having too much fun as a single man in a profession that afforded ample opportunities for flirtation? Marni sighed. ‘The problem with your father isn’t that he doesn’t like the idea of being married. He’s just not very good at the practical side of it.’

			‘No one’s perfect, Mum. Not even you.’

			 

			Marni Mullins didn’t dream. She couldn’t afford to – dreams were too painful. She lay awake, eyes wide open in the black void. She’d long since given up on sleep but her mind wandered, untethered and unfocused. Alex’s words rang in her ears.

			Nothing ever happens here.

			Only now something had happened and she was being drawn into it. A man was dead. And there was something about him tugging at the dark recesses of her mind. Something familiar. But what was the link? If he was a local man, who had been tattooed locally, she might know him. But that was hardly likely. Thousands of people in Brighton had tattoos. And even if Thierry had tattooed him, what of it? Did that implicate him in some way?

			Marni snapped on the bedside light, blinding herself. She squeezed her eyes shut and fought back against the sob rising in her chest. There couldn’t be a connection. It was just her mind in freefall between wakefulness and sleep. She sat up and the room spun. Bile burned at the back of her throat.

			She ran to the bathroom, dry heaving, and bent over the toilet bowl with gritted teeth. Saliva flooded her mouth and she took deep breaths to counter the feeling, finally bringing herself under control. She slumped down onto the floor, her eyes watering. She blinked. There was blood spattered across the white tiles. In the distance, she heard the harsh grating of metal doors clanging shut. She saw brick walls painted institutional grey. Her belly and breasts were tight and taut in the last stages of pregnancy. Footsteps in the corridor, her blood running cold, an explosion of pain. She was crouching, bleeding and cramping, crying for help. Receiving only another kick in the gut . . .

			She opened her eyes and the blood was gone. The dead body and the Saint Sebastian tattoo had triggered her. She needed to know, one way or the other, whether the tattoo on the murdered man was by Thierry. Hopefully not and then she could forget the whole thing.

			Back in her bedroom, she looked for her phone and Googled the number for the Brighton Crimestoppers line.

			It rang. And rang. And rang.

			Marni waited. She didn’t know why. It was twenty to three in the morning and there would be no one there to take her call.

			Finally, she gave up. She tossed her phone aside and lay back, waiting for the fears to come crowding in.
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			Rory

			The rancid stench of death assaulted Rory’s nostrils before he’d even made it through the morgue doors. Within seconds the smell became a taste in his mouth. He started to cough and made a beeline for where he knew Rose Lewis kept the Vicks VapoRub. At the same time, his ears were hit by a barrage of choral music playing at high volume. Rose Lewis’s morgue definitely wasn’t the place for a hangover – he knew that from past experience.

			‘Morning,’ shouted Rose over the noise. She was bent over the body of a naked man, a scalpel in her hand.

			Rory nodded at her as he slicked translucent gel across his top lip to counter the rotten apple smell of the embalming fluid and the sharp vinegar tang of formaldehyde.

			‘Membra Jesu Nostri,’ said Francis, who’d followed Rory in and was now waiting for him to finish with the Vicks.

			Rory didn’t have a clue what he was going on about.

			‘Damn, you’re good, Sullivan,’ said Rose, crossing over to her sound system and turning the volume down. ‘Composer?’

			‘Buxtehude.’

			‘Of course. It’s particularly suitable for work. The libretto details the individual body parts of the suffering Jesus. But you know that already.’

			Rory handed Francis the pot of gel without commenting. The intellectuals, showing off to each other. It seemed to be a game they liked to play, seeing who could be the smartest. But it didn’t solve cases and if Sullivan thought he’d be impressed by it, he’d need to think again.

			Truth be told, the morgue wasn’t Rory’s favourite place, so he tried to minimise his time there. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Rose – she was always perfectly polite to him, if maybe a little patronising – but her self-assurance in the harsh glare of the polar white surroundings made him feel belittled at times. Of course, the work she did was valuable, but DNA evidence and blood spatters weren’t everything, just part of the bigger picture. There was a growing tendency to view science as the whole case, instead of what it really was – a support tool to solid police work.

			He pulled on a pair of latex gloves and followed the boss over to Rose’s work station.

			This was the only body on view, but the steel drawers that lined one wall held plenty more. Rose and her team worked their way diligently through them, piecing together the stories of their lives, prising secrets from their blood, flesh, bones and teeth. He wondered what she’d be able to tell them about dumpster man.

			The body that lay in front of her on the autopsy table was partially covered by a white rubber sheet. Flat on his back, there was a cut from his sternum to his pubis, and Rose had started to remove his organs for further investigation. Rory studied the cadaver. The facial features were indistinct. The rats had stripped away the skin and flesh unevenly – part of one lip was missing, his nose had been chewed and both cheeks were mauled. A section of his torso had been similarly savaged. On the rest of his body, the skin was grey. Rory had seen enough recovered bodies over the years not to be fazed but he stole a sidelong glance at Francis. It wouldn’t quite be fair to say he was rattled – in fact, he looked interested. But there was a tightness to his jawline that hadn’t been there earlier.

			Rose would have already photographed and measured the body. She would also have scraped the detritus from under the man’s fingernails and logged each of his wounds and his tattoos in her taped report, pausing the music to record each detail. Right now, she was examining the inside of his mouth with gloved fingers. And next – the final indignity of an unexplained death – she would investigate his anus for signs of recent sex or sexual assault.

			The two policemen watched her in silence until she finally switched off her dictaphone and looked up at them.

			‘Conclusions, Rose?’ said Francis.

			She killed the music. Thank God for that. It had been getting on his nerves.

			‘Conclusion one: I’m going to be in trouble with Mike for working on a bank holiday Monday.’

			Francis shrugged. ‘If I had my way, killers would only strike nine to five, Monday to Friday.’

			Rose laughed.

			‘Just think of the overtime,’ said Rory. ‘How’s Laurie?’

			‘True enough. Brownie points to you, Rory, for asking. He’s good. Just started big school and loving it.’

			‘And this?’ Francis nodded at the body to pull them back on track.

			Rose flipped back to being business-like in a second.

			‘Right, here’s what I’ve got so far. My estimate of the time of death is twenty-four to forty-eight hours ago but I can’t tell you for sure if he was dead or alive when he was deposited in the dumpster. I assume your team will be checking when those bins were last emptied.’

			‘Hollins is on it,’ said Rory.

			‘And the CCTV on New Road?’

			‘Hitchins,’ said Francis.

			‘The Tweedles,’ said Rose. ‘Stay on their case – they can be a bit slow.’

			‘Don’t I know it,’ muttered Rory.

			Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dee, as Hitchins and Hollins were known around the station. They bore an uncanny resemblance to each other, both with unruly brown hair and physiques that were one doughnut on the wrong side of fitness.

			Rose looked at Francis and then at Rory.

			‘You lucked out having this one as your number two, Francis.’

			Francis nodded but stayed silent. 

			He can’t even bring himself to agree? thought Rory.

			‘Rory’s one of our most experienced,’ continued Rose. ‘He knows what he’s doing, so use his knowledge.’

			The boss frowned. Rory suppressed a smirk – it wasn’t exactly a vote of confidence in Sullivan from Rose.

			‘I’m sure Rory will let me know if I’m ever doing anything wrong,’ said the boss. There was an edge to his voice.

			Rory sniffed. He suddenly felt as uncomfortable with the turn the conversation was taking as Francis evidently did. Rose was stirring, and Rory had to ask himself why. What was her agenda?

			‘He wasn’t killed outright by the blow to his head,’ she said, thankfully turning her attention back to the body.

			‘Are you certain of that?’ said Francis. He peered at the partially shaved cranium. Rose turned the head slightly to one side so they could both see the bloody indent in the skull.

			‘Absolutely. That wound wouldn’t have been fatal. It did fracture his skull and it would have rendered him unconscious. Might have resulted in lasting brain damage.’

			‘So what did kill him?’ said Rory.

			‘It was a combination of factors,’ said Rose. Her voice rang with confidence in her findings. ‘After he’d been hit, he was unconscious. My guess is that he was still alive when abandoned. There was significant blood loss and that, coupled with prolonged exposure, is what killed him.’

			‘Blood loss from his head? The wound doesn’t look that big,’ said Francis.

			‘Some from the head, but mainly from this wound here.’ She indicated the large bloody area of exposed flesh on the man’s shoulder and torso.

			‘I thought that was rats, post mortem,’ said Rory.

			‘Not entirely. This is where it gets interesting, why I called you both in so quickly.’

			Rory studied the bloody pulp.

			‘Take a closer look,’ urged Rose. She turned to the bench behind her and picked up a magnifying glass. She gave it to Francis. ‘See? There are cut marks. As far as I can make out, they were made with a short, extremely sharp blade.’

			Francis bent down and examined the area with a gloved hand. ‘I see what you mean.’

			He handed the magnifying glass to Rory and stepped back. Rory examined the wound. Rose was right. There were unmistakeable cuts to the flesh that couldn’t have been made by animals.

			‘Jesus!’

			He noticed the boss wincing at his choice of words. Trust his luck to get stuck with a God-botherer for a DI.

			‘Do you think these were done before or after the blow to the head?’ he asked.

			‘I’m only guessing at this point, but probably after,’ said Rose. ‘There’s a level of precision that suggests the victim wasn’t struggling at the time. But the cuts aren’t deep. They weren’t intended to kill. It looks more like someone deliberately cut skin and flesh away from his body. But it’s hard to be sure. There are as many bite marks as cuts.’

			Rory continued to examine the exposed flesh. ‘The cuts all seem to be around the edges of the wound.’

			‘The perpendicular cuts, yes,’ said Rose. ‘But here and here in the centre there appear to be some cuts horizontal to the dermis.’

			Rory blinked and looked again. He could just see, amid the torn and dirty pulp that the flesh had become, several small, straight lines cutting deeper into the substrate. His stomach muscles clenched and he had to clamp his jaw shut for a couple of moments, until the feeling of nausea passed.

			‘Let me see,’ said Francis.

			Rory handed him the magnifying glass with relief.

			‘What does that mean?’ he said, peering through it.

			‘It means, Francis, that your victim was flayed. Most probably, judging from the blood lost from his body, while he was still alive.’
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			Francis

			Black jeans, black T-shirts, shaved heads or dreadlocks. Bare. Tattooed. Skin. Gallons of ink embedded in living flesh flowed past Francis and eddied around him so quickly he couldn’t make out what the images were. Dark black, smudgy blue or brightly coloured flashes. What the hell was he doing at a tattoo convention on a bank holiday Monday? He’d sent a grumbling Mackay back to the scene of the crime to conduct another fingertip search of the area, looking for pieces of flesh that might have been cut from the body. He, meanwhile, was here to track down the mysterious caller. They’d linked the phone that made the call to a local tattoo artist. Her website told them she was at the convention, and the chances were that she’d have more information. He wanted to find out why the woman had been so evasive.

			Francis felt painfully self-conscious the moment he stepped into the main hall of the Brighton Conference Centre. He must have been the only person in the building without a tattoo – and certainly the only person wearing a suit.

			Taking a deep but reluctant breath, he moved forward into the throng.

			People swarmed by him, bumping and pushing, treading on his toes, craning their necks to see into the booths. Then there was the noise. Each booth emitted heavy metal loud enough to drown out that of their neighbours. 

			And above it all, he could hear a constant high-pitched electrical whine. He couldn’t locate the source until his eyes came to rest on a man’s naked back. A woman was tattooing him – the noise was the collective drone of the tattoo guns. Blood oozed from the black lines she inscribed. Francis could taste its copper taint in the air and felt repulsed.

			The hall was airless and far too warm. He pushed his way to the end of the aisle, desperate to find an open space. He’d never understood the appeal of getting a tattoo, and en masse like this, he understood it even less. Surely all these people had looked better before they’d permanently marked their bodies. There was something tribal about it all. But what tribe, what meaning?

			‘Excuse me?’

			He caught a passing man by the shoulder. The youth turned his head to look at Francis. There was a blue spider’s web tattooed across the top left-hand side of his forehead, disappearing beneath his hairline.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘I need to find a tattoo artist called Marni Mullins.’

			The boy pulled a folded piece of paper from the back pocket of his jeans. It was a schematic of the convention hall with the booths numbered. He turned it over and consulted the list of tattoo artists on the other side.

			‘Marni . . .?’

			‘Mullins.’

			He looked down and Francis could see the rest of the spider’s web and the heavy outline of a word tattooed under his short blonde hair. He squinted at it, but couldn’t work out what it said.

			‘Stand twenty-eight.’

			‘Thanks,’ replied Francis.

			‘No problem, mate.’ Then he disappeared back into the seething throng before Francis could ask to look at the diagram to work out exactly where stand twenty-eight was. No matter. Presumably they were arranged in numerical order. With a sigh, he launched himself back into the crush.

			Three girls in strapless 1950s dresses, with Marilyn Monroe hair, propelled him along in a cloud of cloying perfume. Their arms, shoulders and chests were spattered with brightly coloured tattoos of flowers, bluebirds and love hearts. He hung back to escape from their gaggle of noise, only to find himself in the middle of a different gang: goths with hair as black as their inkings. He checked the stand numbers and ducked across to the next row.

			Francis elbowed his way along, glancing from side to side. A girl lay virtually naked on a massage table as two heavily tattooed men worked simultaneously on a spectacular Chinese back piece. A man sat silently with his eyes shut, tears washing down his cheeks, as a girl made deft strokes on a geometric pattern on his forearm. Sharing the same booth, a man was tattooing the top of another man’s skull. God, but that had to hurt, didn’t it? The guy being tattooed wasn’t even wincing.
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