







Nick Stokes had never seen anything like this dump job—not as an experienced criminalist for the Las Vegas police, not in his three years with the crime lab back in Dallas.

He moved past the detective and squatted over it with his digital camera. The victim’s hard-core body mod was grotesque but masterfully intricate—his eyeballs dyed black around their irises, a large round monocle tattooed over one eye, the area from the middle of the brow up transformed into a gold crown. It curved around the front of the head from temple to temple, its five evenly spaced points raised above the hairline.

“Implants,” Nick said.

“You mean the crown points?”

“They’re subdermals.” Nick took some snapshots. “Inserted under the skin, that is.”

Dressed in a sport jacket and jeans, Louis Vartan stood with his arms crossed and an expression of weary horror on his face.

“The Tattoo Man strikes again,” he said. “At least, the third case in as many months that fits the profile.”

“Except none of the others left anyone dead.”

Vartan expelled a breath. “True enough,” he said, looking down at the vic. “His eyes… were they inked that color?”

Nick nodded and adjusted his lens for a close-up. “Eye tats have been around for a while,” he said. “There’re also legit medical procedures for tinting the eyes of people with visible defects.” Of course, he’d never heard of a doctor who’d tattoo anyone’s eyeballs solid black, though anything was possible these days, especially in this town.
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For Kirby, who passed through as swiftly as life itself.
And always and again, for Suzanne.

 


We are as clouds that veil the midnight moon;
How restlessly they speed, and gleam, and quiver,
Streaking the darkness radiantly!—yet soon
Night closes round, and they are lost for ever:

Or like forgotten lyres, whose dissonant strings
Give various response to each varying blast,
To whose frail frame no second motion brings
One mood or modulation like the last.

We rest.—A dream has power to poison sleep;
We rise.—One wandering thought pollutes the day;
We feel, conceive or reason, laugh or weep;
Embrace fond woe, or cast our cares away:

It is the same!—For, be it joy or sorrow,
The path of its departure still is free:
Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like his morrow;
Nought may endure but Mutability.

—Mutability, Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822)





AUTHOR’S NOTE

For those with an obsession for continuity similar to my own, the events of Skin Deep occur during Season 10 of the CSI: Crime Scene Investigation television series, which is, of course, its driving inspiration.

While the narrative is entirely a work of fiction, I would like to acknowledge my debt to several people who helped give it some verisimilitude… in other words, let me pull off another one.

Thanks go to Victoria Ramone for her introductions and to Brian Decker, Joy Rumore, and master tattoo artist Logan Aguilar for their assistance with various aspects of my research—and their forbearance as I relentlessly picked their brains. My conversations with Brian and Logan resonated throughout the manuscript in ways that extended far beyond the technical to greatly deepen my understanding of—and respect for—the tattoo and body-modification community. They deserve all the credit for whatever I got right. The inevitable errors and inaccuracies are my responsibility alone.

Readers familiar with Nevada and Las Vegans in particular might notice that I’ve taken occasional geographic liberties to suit the needs of my story. I wish that I could as easily shift places around in real life, but the world is ever quick to remind me that it does not exist at my convenience.

A very special word of appreciation goes to Ed Schlesinger, my editor at Pocket Star Books. I suspect he knows why. What he might not realize is the extent to which I value his humanity and decency.



PROLOGUE

THE GOOSENECK LAMPS cast a wide fluorescent oval around his surgeon’s stool, making him feel afloat in the surrounding darkness, like some lost, forgotten castaway drifting on a remote sea of night.

Lost, forgotten… it suited him. And served him, no? He surely wasn’t eager to be remembered at this late stage.

He put on a thin nitrile exam glove, snapped it at the wrist, and slipped a second glove over the fingers of his other hand. Then he rotated his stool toward the stainless-steel counter along the wall, where he had mounted the young swine’s pink, fleshy head on the platform of an adjustable sculpting stand.

Rolling forward on silent castors, he swung a lamp directly over the head and then turned a handle to raise it several inches. Better. The light would sharply highlight the grain of the skin and allow him to sit up straighter as he worked. Bending forward for any length of time had become painful, even agonizing, as had many things he’d taken for granted in the past. He needed to avoid distractions and maintain a sure, steady hand.

Now he turned toward the equipment cart at his elbow and examined the implements and supplies on its upper tray—three ink caps, a disposable hypodermic syringe with a fine thirty-gauge needle, a set of surgical scalpels and graded circle elevators, and his silicone elastomer implants. Also on the tray was a row of glass sundry jars containing suture, cotton pads, bandages, and other medical supplies.

He swiveled back around and brought his face up close to the pig’s head, studying it for a moment before beginning his work. With its large blue eyes and static grin, it had a humanlike appearance that once might have surprised him. He couldn’t say for certain, not anymore, after so much had gone by. Experience bred familiarity—wasn’t that the saying? Or was he confusing things?

He’d learned, regardless, that porcine and human flesh were close biological matches. They had nearly identical hair follicles and sweat glands and a layer of subcutaneous fat that distinguished them from other species. Their color, surface texture, and dermal absorption rates were comparable. And both had large bare, hairless areas. It was the reason pig skin was often used for plastic-surgery research… and why he had chosen the swine’s head as a surrogate.

He would have ample negative space for his modifications.

Finding a blue-eyed specimen had been another bit of luck. He might have settled for one with brown pupils if nothing else had been available at the slaughterhouse. But it would have made it harder to notice ink bleeding from the sclera. If he pierced the cornea or pupil of a live subject and the color seeped through the eye’s connective tissues, it could lead to complete blindness.

He didn’t intend for that to happen. This would be a difficult, complicated piece of transformative art that would be ruined by the smallest mistake in preparation. He was determined that it be flawless.

“Manpig, pigman, we’re going to show the world what’s inside you,” he said huskily into the silence, hardly realizing his lips had almost brushed the flap of the swine’s ear. “The flesh follows the spirit.”

He reached for the slender hypodermic syringe, took an ink cap from his cart, and inserted the needle into its rubber stopper. With the needle still inside it, he turned the bottle upside down, depressed the plunger to force any air from the shaft, and then lifted it back up to draw in the ink, filling it with double the amount he meant to use. Finally, he thumbed the plunger again as a further precaution against air bubbles, squirting out the excess before he withdrew the needle from the cap.

Ready now. Pulling the skin around the swine’s eyeball taut with his gloved middle and index fingers, he slid the tip of the needle into its white and injected a small amount of ink. As he’d anticipated, a slight overflow bubbled up from its outer membrane, pooled at the corner of the socket, and then began draining out, spilling over its bottom lid like a runny black teardrop.

He took a cotton pad from his cart and dabbed the eyelid clean. Then he reached for the bottle of saline solution, flushed out the eye, and blotted the rest of the ink from the pig’s face with another pad. A colored spot about the size of a small mole remained where his ink had penetrated the white.

It would take thirty to forty pricks of the needle to stain the eye completely. With a voluntary recipient, he would mix his color with liquid antibiotic and inject it in multiple sessions—two or three weeks apart—to prevent irritation, infection, and cysts. But he wouldn’t have that luxury and was practicing for what would be relatively quick work.

When the blotch’s edges stopped spreading out, he reinserted the syringe and squeezed another milliliter of ink into it. He repeated his injections twice more, dabbing after each of them. After a while, he wiped the syringe clean and laid it back on the tray, watching the ink spread across the eyeball’s curvature.

He inhaled, exhaled, and flexed his neck, back, and shoulders to ease their tightness. There was no relief from the burning in his chest, and he’d expected none, but he had found meditations for when it became intolerable. In the Mirror Chamber, he could rise beyond pain.

He was ready to move ahead to the next step.

With the pencil grip of a fine-edged scalpel resting against his thumb, he wheeled back up to the swine’s head and made his incision. Blood welled up in a thin line as he carefully ran the blade down and in across its brow. Practice. When he did his actual modifications, he would want to avoid nerve damage and, for aesthetic reasons, cause the least possible amount of scarring.

Satisfied with his cut, he set down the scalpel and took his dermal elevator from the cart by its narrow handle. Slipping the instrument’s dull, round metal probe into the incision, he lifted away the skin to create a pocket between its subcutaneous layer and the thick fascial weave encasing the pig’s skull. He was very careful to go no deeper than a centimeter down and stay within a single layer of skin.

After loosening up the adipose tissue inside the pocket, he scraped it out and used a towel to wipe the blood and tiny white gobbets of fat off his instrument. Then he reached for the elevator with the next-largest probe and inserted it to widen the pocket. The graduated method he had developed wouldn’t be nearly as traumatic as one that utilized a single elevator. It hastened the healing process and would be especially important given his difficult working conditions.

Still gripping the elevator handle with his left hand, he picked up the first implant with his right and inspected it under his lamp. An inch wide and two inches high, it measured slightly less than the desired centimeter in thickness. The two others on his cart were perfect matches.

He wheeled himself closer to the head again, stretched the skin a little farther away from the fascia and bone with his elevator, and pushed the smooth silicone triangle between his fingers into the widened pocket. It went in easily. A soft, moist sound as he pulled the skin up over the implant, applying some mild pressure with his fingertips to tuck it down at the suture line.

He paused to briefly stare into the swine’s unseeing eyes.

“Glory to the crown,” he whispered, reaching for the needle and thread.

Alone, forgotten, attended only by darkness, he resumed his pressing and delicate work.
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THE TOWN OF MIRIAM was some four hundred miles northwest of Las Vegas in the Virginia Mountains, a drive of less than seven hours when highway traffic was light and his radar detector showed the road to be clear of trolling state police. He had made the trip often in recent weeks and this time had set out late on a Wednesday night, pushing past the speed limit most of the way there. Because he’d taken a low dose of his painkiller, it had not made him drowsy, and he’d needed to stop only for gas.

At around a quarter past six on Thursday morning, he had parked on the residential street where the father and son lived and then sat fifteen or twenty yards down from their home to wait. The tall evergreen hedge bordering the sidewalk screened the yard from view but also gave him some convenient, well-situated cover. He would not stay long; his intention was simply to observe their patterns and routines. By late afternoon, he would be on his way back to Vegas, giving him a full day to recover from the trip and prepare for his after-dinner appointment with the judge.

The yellow school bus pulled up to the house at seven o’clock, flashing its lights and extending its stop sign. He had noted in his previous visits that it was always on schedule, and this morning was no different. The boy, too, was invariably prompt when it arrived—credit the father.

Sipping the coffee he’d picked up at a diner near the railway depot outside town, he watched the father and son come down the gravel path to the street. Something inside him snarled as they hugged and the boy jumped aboard the bus. But he had managed to keep its bite in check so far and knew he could do so until the right moment came.

Credit the man who once had been a father.

Now the stop sign folded back against the school bus, and it rumbled off. The father stood and watched its wide rear end for a moment before turning back to the house. He would typically leave for his job at the auto-repair shop forty-five minutes later.

Straightening, the man in the car put his coffee cup in the holder beside his seat. On previous days, he’d waited to follow the father. On others, he’d charted the son. He had not decided between them. Or, more properly, the decision had yet to be revealed to him.

After a minute or two, he drove on after the bus, remaining several car lengths behind. A few more pickups, and then it was out carrying the children over a local road that rolled west toward the edge of town, where the Catholic church and outbuildings stood between dun-colored mountain slopes to back defiantly on the sheer drop of the valley ridge. In Nevada, the desert wilderness always breathed close on civilization’s neck. Its people understood this secret in their bones but would never share it with the tourists for fear of scaring them off. Every beast needed to be fed, and it was important to keep the swarm, with its money and giddy excess, lured by the tantalizing lights.

At the wrought-iron fence in front of the church grounds, the bus driver made a last stop to discharge his youthful passengers, idling at the gate as the students shouldered their bookbags and walked to the converted priory that served as their schoolhouse.

In his car behind the bus, the visitor again waited for its stop sign to be retracted. Once its operator drove off, he would move on past the church, wait a few minutes, and then circumspectly double back to resume his watch.

He never forced his inspirations and truly did not know whether it would be the father or the son. But time was growing short, that much was sure, and he felt confident the choice would present itself to him before long.

When it did, he meant to be ready.

Chinese food on Friday nights, Saturday mornings at the golf course, and Sundays out on the patio snoozing with his face under an outspread copy of the Wall Street Journal. Among the pleasures of retirement, Quentin Dorset supposed he placed the highest value on his leisurely, untroubled weekends.

He keyed the ignition of his Lexus SUV in the parking area outside Wu Liang’s, got the air going, popped on his lights, and waved to the driver of the Jaguar idling in the slot beside him. Joss Garland, a regular in Dorset’s dinner group, tapped his horn in acknowledgment and pulled out with his two passengers, Anthony Cervelli and Matt Pakonen. A moment later, Dorset saw the retired bishop of the Diocese of Las Vegas, Monsignor Sebastian Valdercourt, follow in his Honda.

Dorset had known the clergyman for twenty years. And he went back even longer with Garland, who had been among the Strip’s most well-known casino managers once upon a time. His boisterous storytelling was peppered with names like Sinatra, Presley, Newton, and Ann-Margret, who Dorset still thought was the sexiest woman ever to kick up her shapely legs onstage.

Yes, Joss had been a bona fide mover, and the same could have been said about all of the members of the group. Cervelli had headed the Nevada Gaming Commission throughout the 1980s. Pakonen was a celebrated defense attorney who’d represented mob boss Anthony Frattone at the height of his unrivaled power in Vegas—and whom Dorset had ironically gotten to know on a social basis after presiding over an extortion-racketeering trial that sent Frattone to prison for a quarter-century.

But the diverse bunch included more than just former legal and political big wheels. Or, putting it another way, Dorset thought, recognizable but attention-starved old farts, me paenitet, Monsignor. Blake Weller was a bestselling novelist in his thirties, Sheldon Cranston an agent representing dozens of current entertainers, Lars Ullen a preeminent chef. Though he was onstage at the Sands tonight and only joined them on occasion, Jackie “Rob” Calston one of the group’s relative newcomers, was half of Rob and Hood—pun obviously intended—the hottest illusionist act in town.

Surfacing from his thoughts, Dorset watched Garland’s Jaguar leave the outdoor lot, passing under the ornamental Chinese arch. No sooner had it swung onto Spring Mountain Road than he heard a buzzing noise over to his left. He glanced around as Ullen, wearing a silver jet-style helmet, sped off on his little Italian scooter.

Dorset supposed he’d better get going as well. He would drive back to Vista Bella on his customary route, heading in the opposite direction of the Jag toward South Decatur, then taking the interstate and Summerlin out to his home off the gated community’s eighteen-hole golf course. First, though, he’d make his usual stop at the gas station and Food Mart on the corner of West Charleston.

It was now a few minutes past nine o’clock. All told, he’d be in his living room mixing a Bitter Canadian by ten.

He backed out of his spot and drove under the arch to exit the plaza and merge with the evening traffic.

After stepping down from the district court, Dorset had second-guessed his decision on a host of occasions. He was in good health for a man of sixty-eight and felt he could have stayed on another five years, perhaps longer. But losing his wife had robbed him of something vital to the post. He didn’t know what name to lay on it. Commitment? Focus? Really, he didn’t know. He and Gilda had bought the Vista Bella house just three months before she was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. They’d planned to spend their weekends shooting holes on the course, socializing at the club, easing into their senior years. It was never to be, though. They hadn’t even had a chance to furnish the house when the pernicious disease took her from him.

And so he’d vacated the bench. The transition had been undeniably rough—rougher than he’d foreseen. And slower, too. There was boredom and loneliness and the long, sleepless nights of wondering if he’d made the right choice. But then, in eventual stages, almost before he knew it was happening, his doubts had eased off, and Dorset had found he’d settled into his lifestyle.

Approaching West Charleston now, he signaled, moved into the right lane, turned into the gas station, and pulled up to the pump. He got out, slid his credit card into the reader, and put the nozzle in his tank. He’d noted his fuel needle was halfway down and locked the handle before walking over to the grocery for his newspaper.

“Señor Juez, cómo estás?”

Dorset took out his wallet and smiled at the man behind the cash register. He always held a copy of the weekend Journal for him and had set it out on the counter beside cardboard displays of Easter candy and egg-decorating kits.

“I’m well, Enrique,” he said, handing over a five. “I ordered a new dish tonight, the Mongolian beef. It was the chef’s special.”

“Ah. Is good?”

“Perfection,” Dorset said. “You’re welcome to join me one of these nights.”

The vendor flapped a dismissive hand. “I not such an important person.”

“Nonsense. Who am I but a subpar golfer with bad knees?” Dorset said. “Seriously. You should come to dinner some night, try that duck for yourself. My treat.”

Enrique passed him his change. “Gracias, Señor Juez. Maybe one time, I surprise you.”

“I hope you do,” Dorset said. He tucked the paper under his arm. “Buen fin de semana, Enrique. Enjoy the weekend.”

A nod. “Tú también.”

Dorset headed outside. It was a beautiful March night in the valley, seasonably brisk, the moon a silver crescent above Mount Charleston, stars speckling the clear black sky. The chocolate Easter eggs and bunnies on Enrique’s counter had reminded him that the holiday was right around the corner, although special occasions of that sort were admittedly when he thought most about Gilda, who’d always applied a festive touch to their home when they were coming up on the calendar.

Thought about her, yes. And missed her dearly.

He strode from the glow of the storefront window into the dark and crossed to the pump island with its lighted canopy. The gas nozzle had cut off when his tank was full, and he paused before going around to hang it back on the pump, opening his passenger door to toss in his Wall Street Journal.

“Excuse me, sir, I think this might be your wallet.”

Momentarily startled, Dorset straightened with his door open, turned toward the sound of the voice, recovered at once. The man who’d come up to him under the canopy was smiling pleasantly, a brown leather billfold held out in his left hand. Thirtyish and clean-cut, he wore trendy thick-rimmed eyeglasses, a blue pullover Windbreaker with a kangaroo pocket and the Nike swoosh in front, and khaki trousers.

“I found it over there on the ground,” he said in a friendly tone, nodding toward the Food Mart. “Figured you might’ve dropped it when you left.”

Dorset didn’t have to check his trouser pocket. He could feel his billfold against his thigh, and the one in the young man’s hand didn’t resemble it at all. A gift from Gilda for some long-ago birthday, its worn tan leather was monogrammed in gold with his initials.

“It isn’t mine, thanks.” He smiled. “You’re very decent wanting to return it… have you seen if there’s identification inside?”

The man shook his head. “No,” he said. “But look at this.”

His right hand went into his kangaroo pocket and reappeared an instant later. Dorset’s eyes widened in shock when he saw what was in it. The man was gripping a small black pistol, aiming it at him point-blank. He barely had time to wonder how he could have missed its outline against the jacket’s thin nylon fabric before its snout was shoved hard against his side.

“Get in,” the man said. His voice was harsh now. “Then slide behind the wheel.”

He bodied up against Dorset, angling the weapon’s muzzle up under his ribs, thrusting it into him as he forced him toward the SUV’s door.

Dorset gasped as the air left his lungs, half stumbling, half falling into the passenger seat. The man was incredibly strong—far more powerful than he’d have guessed.

“Listen to me… you can have the vehicle,” he said. “My money. Anything else. You don’t need to do this.”

“Shut up. Don’t think I wouldn’t put a bullet in you right now.”

The man’s eyes burned into Dorset from behind his glasses. He pushed him deeper into the vehicle, got in after him, and shoved him over the center console against his faltering resistance.

Dorset winced as his shoulder bashed painfully against the driver’s-side door.

“Let’s go,” the man said from the passenger seat. The muscles of his jaw flexed. “You’ll drive.”

Dorset hesitated with the key in his hand, looking over at the man, struggling to keep his fear under control.

It proved impossible. Those eyes. They were boring into him. He felt as if he’d been pinned under the lens of a microscope.

“You have a wide forehead,” the man said, his voice dropping to a low mutter. “I had to measure to scale from photographs.”

Dorset looked at him in confusion. “What did you say?”

The man blinked as if startled from a momentary trance. Then Dorset felt the gun jab his side again.

“Never mind. Put your key in the ignition… hurry.”

Dorset inserted it, turned it, felt the Lexus shiver to life. He looked out at the Food Mart’s window and saw Enrique behind the counter.

“Do anything stupid, and you’ll be dead before he can help.”

Dorset’s pulse roared in his ears. “What is it you want?” he heard himself ask. His voice sounded distant and wavery. “Will you at least tell me that?”

The man was silent. His pistol still buried in Dorset’s side, he slammed the passenger door shut. And only then gave his answer.

“I’m going to king you,” he said.

“Okay. Stop.”

“This place… why did we drive here?”

“You’ll see.”

“But—”

“Shut up and stop. I already told you what I want to do. You should be pleased.”

Dorset braked, cut the motor. I’m going to kill you, he thought. He was sure they had been his words… right ?

The pistol nudged his ribs. “Now, get out. Slowly. Remember, there’s no one to hear me empty my gun into you.”

Dorset shuddered. He was greasy with sweat under his shirt.

“What are you waiting for? Open your door.”

Dorset reached for the handle and was reluctantly shifting around to leave the vehicle when he was struck under the back of his neck. It wasn’t hard—a light, stinging slap. But then he felt a sudden numbness spreading from his shoulders down through his limbs.

Dorset’s thoughts shrank into a cold point of terror. An instant later, darkness eddied around him, and he was swept away.
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“JOSH, YOU’RE AN IIIDIOT.”

“And you’re wasted.”

“A real iiidiot,” Caitlyn slurred, ignoring him. “You don’t believe me, jussht ask Mia and Owen.”

Josh stared at her, standing there on the dark concrete median between the eastbound and westbound lanes on Koval about a mile from where they’d left the dance club—a place called Random, which was the third place they’d hit that night, after Flicker and that first club with the French name he couldn’t pronounce. He was thinking that if Caitlyn the boozy birthday girl wasn’t such a hot figure-eight in her bandage dress and heels, and if he didn’t have maybe a seventy-thirty chance of rocking the mattress with her once she finally returned to their room and got over being pissed, and also if Owen wasn’t her older brother, and especially if the muscle-bound lump wasn’t twice his own size, he would tell her to keep her nasty, insulting mouth shut and show her what an idiot really was, leave her and her little posse stranded on this dark, miserable back road where there was nothing but trailer-truck depots, cheap all-night diners, and budget motels like the one they’d booked near the airport for their Vegas getaway. Happy birthday, sweetie. It was nice banging—excuse me, hanging—with you while it lasted.

All those things aside, Josh was still tempted to leave Caitlyn, her balloon-armed brother, and his twit of a fiancée right there. Good riddance. Meanwhile, he’d hike the mile or so back to where their cab had turned off the Strip at the monorail tracks and then cut onto Flamingo and grab a different taxi from the lines over at one of the resorts there, maybe with a driver who’d appreciate earning a buck in a day and age when half the people in America were unemployed and donating blood just to pay their electric bills.

Appreciate it, that was, in comparison with their last driver, the real culprit behind their getting dumped off like so much trash, no matter how Caitlyn was spinning things right now.

“Tell you something,” he said. “If I’m an idiot, that cabbie was a douche.”

“Gee, you sound soooo shhmart.”

“Come on,” Josh said. “Were we or weren’t we supposed to be partying tonight?”

“Doesn’t mean you had to get on that cabbie about the radio,” Owen said.

“Who got on him? I asked the guy to turn it up.”

“Told him’s more like it,” Mia chimed in.

“Whatever, I was respectful,” Josh said defensively, thinking that all he needed was for her to start in on him, too, make it a perfect three. “Ain’t my fault he was allergic to rap music.”

“Dude don’t got to turn it up ‘cause you say so,” Owen said.

“He wants his tip he does.”

“No, he don’t.”

“That’s the problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re insisting on it’s what got us kicked out.”

“Look, I told him we’re celebrating, right? Come all the way from Philly to celebrate your sister’s birthday.”

“Soooo shhmart,” Caitlyn said.

Josh looked at her. “You hear me talking to you?”

“I heard you talking about me.”

“So how about you don’t chime in till I finish my point?” Josh frowned sulkily. Given how things were deteriorating between him and Caitlyn, he figured the odds of getting it on with her tonight—well, actually, this morning, since it was almost three A.M.—had already dwindled to fifty-fifty. They shrank any more, he was absolutely ditching out on her. “I want the radio cranked so we can sing along to that Rob Z track in the backseat, what’s the major offense?”

“You got no right insisting that of him, is what,” Owen said.

“For the second time, I didn’t insist. Besides, what right does he have insisting we get the hell out?”

“You tell him he can forget about a tip he doesn’t turn up the song, he’s got the right,” Mia said.

“It’s the cabbie’s cab,” Owen agreed, nodding.

Josh gave Caitlyn a piercing look. He’d had his fill of taking crap from her gang of three here.

“It’s the cabbie’s cab,” he parroted. “Now, that’s what I call smart. Takes a genius to figure out it’s the cabbie’s cab.”

“You inshhulting my brother?”

“Why not?” he said. Owen wanted to haul off on him, he could be his guest. “I insist to the cabbie, I insult your brother, I’m the biggest idiot on the planet—”

“Got that shhhtraight,” Caitlyn said.

Josh kept glowering at her. Enough was enough. He was sick of being triple-teamed. Caitlyn could have their room to herself, assuming she ever made it back to the motel. He would get there ahead of her in taxi number two, have the driver wait while he packed his suitcase, and then bring him to another low-budget inn. There had to be a dozen near the airport with vacancies. More than a dozen, he bet. Once he checked in, he’d grab the phone book and order some takeout—preferably of the blond variety. Do some real Vegas-style celebrating.

“That’s it,” he said. “I’m going.”

“Where?” Caitlyn said.

“None of your business.”

“But it’s, like, three miles to the motel,” Owen said.

“Right.”

“You get us tossed out of that cab, and you’re cutting loose?”

“Right, genius.”

Josh turned around quickly, figuring it was now or never as far as Owen smacking him one to preserve his drunken sister’s honor… of which Josh had noticed little to none since they’d first hooked up in a bar maybe a month ago. When the blow upside his head didn’t come, he figured he’d better get a move on before the dumb galoot changed his mind. Or had it changed for him.

“Kick hisssh assh, Owen,” Caitlyn said behind him, trying her best to do just that.

“Screw him, he ain’t worth it.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, Josh hoped he would stay unworthy as far as Owen was concerned, if only long enough to disappear into the deep, dark night. He hustled across the eastbound lanes to the sidewalk and started backtracking toward the monorail, walking parallel to the chain-link security fence fronting an enormous truck lot to his left.

“Joshhh, you bashhhtard, shhhtop!”

Crap, he thought. Caitlyn had followed him across the road—he could hear her high heels unevenly scuffing on the pavement as she tried to catch up. Meanwhile, Owen and Mia were shouting her name even as she yelled his at the top of her lungs, creating the potential for a whole ugly scene to develop.

Josh wanted no part of it. Ignoring all three of them, he quickened his pace to a near trot.

“Joshhh, you ba—” Caitlyn suddenly broke off. “Omigod! Omigod!”

He barely had time to register the shock in her voice when a loud, wordless scream burst from her lips, tearing shrilly into the predawn silence along the deserted lane. He stopped cold and felt his blood rush into his legs.

Josh stood with his muscles locked. Caitlyn kept screaming. His heart beat twice, pounding hard against his chest, and he realized he’d turned to see what was happening. She was ten or twelve feet behind him, facing the truck depot, staring into it through the chain-link fence. Screaming, screaming, screaming, as Owen and Mia raced over to her from the median.

And then all three were gaping at something beyond the fence. Josh snapped his eyes in that direction. Saw the dark shape on the ground. It was just inside the linkage, visible at the outer rim of the glow from a lamp pole inside the lot. Caitlyn was still screaming hysterically, her eyes wide with fright and confusion, and now Mia was shrieking her head off, too.

Josh wouldn’t recall running over. But the next thing he knew, he was there alongside them, peering through the fence.

“What?” he said. “What is it?”

None of them could answer.

“Nick, Detective Vartan, take a look.”

Nick Stokes was already doing that. He had never seen anything like this dump job—not as an experienced criminalist for the Las Vegas police, not in his three years with the crime lab back in Dallas.

He moved past the detective and squatted over it with his digital camera. The victim’s hard-core body mod was grotesque but masterfully intricate—his eyeballs dyed black around their irises, a large round monocle tattooed over one eye, the area from the middle of the brow up transformed into a gold crown. It curved around the front of the head from temple to temple, its five evenly spaced points raised above the hairline.

“Implants,” Nick said.

“You mean the crown points?”

“They’re subdermals.” Nick took some snapshots. “Inserted under the skin, that is.”

Dressed in a sport jacket and jeans, Louis Vartan stood with his arms crossed and an expression of weary horror on his face.

“The Tattoo Man strikes again,” he said. “At least, the third case in as many months that fits the profile.”

“Except none of the others left anyone dead.”

Vartan expelled a breath. “True enough,” he said, looking down at the vic. “His eyes… were they inked that color?”

Nick nodded and adjusted his lens for a close-up. “Eye tats have been around for a while,” he said. “There’re also legit medical procedures for tinting the eyes of people with visible defects.” Of course, he’d never heard of a doctor who’d tattoo anyone’s eyeballs solid black, though anything was possible these days, especially in this town.

Letting his camera hang from its neck strap, Nick ran his latex-gloved fingers over the points of the crown. A moment later, he noticed a circle of high-intensity white light to his left, turned in that direction, and saw Sara Sidle approaching from the periphery of the crime scene, where LVPD cops were busily working to secure it with barricades and yellow tape. Beyond them in the predawn dimness, row upon row of parked semi-trailers were lined up like a herd of somnolent dinosaurs.

“Find anything?” he asked her.

She doused the forensic lamp and offered a half shrug. “No footprints or tire marks,” she said. “There are two places on Koval where the fencing’s separated from the posts.”

Making the lot easily accessible from the street. Nick could imagine how thrilled all the insurance companies covering the trailers for theft and damage would be over such airtight security. “Those openings close by?”

“The nearest one’s about ten yards away toward Sands Avenue.”

“And the other?”

“Fifteen or twenty yards farther along.”

“Either of them wide enough for the body? And whoever brought it here?”

“I haven’t taken measurements yet,” she said. “My guess is that both would allow entry. But you’d have to push back the fencing to get through.”

“Wouldn’t be too hard for someone strong enough to carry more than two hundred pounds of dead weight,” Nick said. Before becoming so much decomposing meat, fluid, and bone, their vic had been an older man, about six feet tall, and paunchy around the middle.

Sara stood regarding the corpse over Nick’s broad shoulders. Her wedge-cut brown hair was tucked back behind her ears, and she had on a black crime-scene vest, a CSI ball cap, and matching slacks.

“The gaps in the fence aren’t new,” she said. “I didn’t see the sort of clean, shiny edges you’d get from a chain cutter on the severed linkages.”

“Vandalism?”

“Could be. But the loose panel closest to us buckles outward… like maybe a truck backed into the fence while it was pulling in or out.”

Nick nodded his agreement. With giant rigs maneuvering around the depot all day, he figured that would be a commonplace occurrence.

“He came, he saw, he ditched the corpse,” he said. “Whether or not our killer scouted the depot ahead of time, it’s probably just an opportune site.”

“As opposed to one that has emotional or psychological significance.”

“Right.” Nick caught her hesitancy. “You disagree?”

She shrugged. “Why leave the body right along the sidewalk? It would have stayed hidden longer if he’d pulled it between the trailers.”

“He might’ve had trouble carrying it. Or been in a hurry.”

“Or wanted it on display.”

Nick considered that as David Phillips, the assistant coroner, came ducking under the tape with his aluminum crime-scene kit, one hand on the small of his back. He acknowledged Vartan with a glance, knelt beside Nick, and set down his case. “Hail to the king,” he said. “This man looks like he jumped off a deck of cards.”

Now, there’s an expert observation. Nick saw him rub his lower back again. “Something hurt, Dave?”

“Always.” He shrugged. “The wife buys me new insoles for chronic backache. I’d get better relief if corpses would occasionally turn up where I don’t have to bend or crawl to examine them.”

Nick gave a slight smile. He unhooked his ultraviolet flash from his gear belt, flipped the amber goggles down from over his close-cropped brown hair, and shone the light on the dead man’s head. “The incisions are well healed,” he said, carefully running his finger over the points of the crown. “There’s no bruising, very little swelling. And there aren’t any scabs. My guess is the work was done a couple of weeks ago.” He looked at Phillips. “You think whoever did this used dissolving sutures?”

“And gel bandages,” Phillips said with a nod. “Basically the type applied to burn victims. They help prevent scar tissue from forming as the skin heals.”

“A perfectionist,” Sara said. “Our man’s proud of his artistry.”

“Yeah,” Nick said slowly.

Phillips had opened his kit, taken a pair of gloves from it, and put them on. Now he lifted the dead man’s eyelid with a fingertip, wobbled his jaw, and brought an arm off the ground to manipulate the wrist and elbow. “Rigor’s at an early stage. There’s considerable stiffness in the head, almost none in the extremities.”

This indicated that the time of death fell within the past twelve hours. He’d lived to see what was done to him, Nick thought.

He noticed Phillips lowering the victim’s arm and motioned for him to keep it raised. “Hang on a sec,” he said, shining his flash on the back of the hand. “What do you make of this little red spot right here?”

Phillips peered down at the area in the circle of light. “A puncture wound over a dorsal vein.” He ran a finger over it. “Looks as if he had a peripheral intravenous line running into him.”

Nick considered that. After a moment, he turned off his flash, clipped it back onto his belt, and felt around in the corpse’s pockets for identification. It didn’t surprise him to find them empty.

“He’s wearing a good suit,” Sara said. “Very conservative but expensive.”

Nick checked out the tag under the collar. Brooks Brothers, sure enough.

Her eyes narrowed. “He’s clean-shaven. If he’s been missing for a couple of weeks, wouldn’t you expect to see stubble on his cheeks?”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “Somebody cleaned him up so he’d look his best.”

“Or so the tattoos would.”

Nick nodded silently and turned toward the group that had discovered the body. They were outside the taped-off crime-scene area, standing in the gray twilight with one of the cops who’d responded to their nine-eleven.

“What’s their story?” he asked Vartan.

“They’re out-of-town partyers,” the detective said. “They pick up a cab outside a dance club, head back toward their motel outside McCarran. Then one of them hears a song on the radio, insists the driver crank up the music so they can sing to it.”

“They think they’re in some television commercial?”

“Everybody’s got a Vegas fantasy,” Vartan said with a bemused shrug. “Anyway, the driver gets annoyed, boots them from his taxi about a half block up, takes off. They start arguing over who’s to blame, our singer takes off in a snit, walks back in this direction to find another cab. His girlfriend follows him and finds the DB.”
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