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Prologue


It’s streaming. Quality’s good, not HD, but clear enough. On screen, top left, are the words: JedUrbXTM is LIVE. Could be that he’s the guy in the balaclava.


He’s close to the camera, holding it out like he’s taking a selfie, his face oversized from the weird angle. The tight woollen hood obscures his features, reducing him to two irregular-shaped eyeholes and a gash for a mouth. There’s light somewhere below his face, illuminating his lips. It makes him look ghoulish.


He’s talking. The balaclava shifts, the material skewing a few centimetres to give a hint of stubble around his mouth before the hood slides back into place. The sound has a minuscule delay, as though he’s lip-syncing out of time. His accent is northern, from Manchester perhaps. ‘I’m Jedx, and for me this is all about the rush … the massive adrenaline hit. The risk …’


As he speaks, hearts and thumbs-up emojis float across the bottom of the screen; the viewers of the live-stream are showing their appreciation.


He grins and gives a thumbs-up. Then the camera swings away from his face, plunging the view into darkness, and the autofocus struggles. The picture is grainy, impossible to make out, but the audio remains clear; there’s a sound like running water, as well as loud rustling, muttering with a few swears, then hurried footsteps on gravel.


A picture morphs into view. Three people, silhouetted by torchlight, march ahead of Jedx. The camera rocks from side to side as he follows them. Trees hang over the pathway, their gnarled branches clutching at his jacket like deformed bony fingers. The undergrowth is dense.


Jedx’s voice, disembodied this time, says, ‘It’s tough getting in, but no surprises there. We’ve found a virgin site … unclaimed. We need to tread careful. We didn’t see any on-site security when we reconned the place, but there are loads of “Keep Out” signs. If there’s a patrol, we don’t want them to know we’re coming.’


Comments are appearing under the live-feed:


DavidSees: Where are you guys?


Optxxxx: Dope!


UrbexFan984: Loving this feed


FunLeapExp: Bravo


VulcanD86: Where you at?


The camera wobbles and closes in on the three figures ahead. As it reaches them it pans right, to the closest one.


‘Hey, Sass. Tell the viewers where we are.’


‘Hendleton Studios.’ The woman’s voice is quiet, breathy. She half-turns to the camera but all that shows is that she’s wearing red lipstick, and tiny diamantes glitter around the eyeholes of her balaclava. ‘Famous from the black and white era until the end of the sixties … the hit movies Die Happy, Marriage and the Man, Lola’s Journey and The Fourth Way Down were made here. So was the cult horror classic Death by a Thousand Daggers. The studio closed after owner Joey Oakenridge died unexpectedly—’


‘In totally dodgy circumstances,’ a new male voice cuts in, higher pitched and younger-sounding, with a London accent. ‘Well suspicious if you ask …’


‘Beaker’s right.’ Jedx turns the lens back to himself. The angle’s crooked once more, with only his mouth visible. ‘Wikipedia says it’s haunted.’


‘Fucksake. I’m trying to give the facts here.’ Hands, with orange-painted nails emerging from fingerless gloves, grab the camera and yank it round to face the woman, Sass, again. ‘The verdict was death by misadventure.’


There’s a shout to hurry up from another voice, an older-sounding guy. The view shifts forward and the image sways as the trio jog towards the fourth person. He’s standing in front of a high wire fence. Although he’s a half-foot taller than the rest of them, the fence must be a good two feet higher than him.


The camera focuses on a sign. It’s weathered and faded with age. NO ENTRY. TRESSPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. The taller guy throws a rucksack over the fence, followed by a crowbar. It hits the top and the wire jangles.


Sass pulls the camera back to her. ‘Mortgaged several times over, the studio stopped production and closed its gates for the last time on 24 January 1972. It’s been lying dormant ever since.’


‘Until tonight,’ says Jedx. The view returns to him. He’s smiling beneath his balaclava and puts on an American accent, movie voiceover style. ‘Because tonight, folks, we’re breaking our way in.’


The on-screen counter beside the word LIVE is at 28:03. The viewer tally beneath it stands at over four hundred. A doorway comes into view, boarded up with plywood. Tattered ‘Keep Out’ notices are pasted haphazardly across it like badly hung wallpaper. The arched stone doorframe is green with algae but still impressive. Carved into the stone over the top of the door is HENDLETON STUDIOS: SOUND-STAGE ONE.


Jedx swings the camera round to face him. ‘We’re gearing up to gain entry. As you know, this is kind of illegal.’ He grins into the lens. ‘But you guys won’t tell anyone, will you?’


Pinnyhip078: Do it!!


DavidSees: Oh this is epic. Let’s see what’s in there!


Upyeah99: Hmmmmmm.


Koso: Don’t go inside.


LiveWildRock: Your secret’s safe with us!


UrbexUncovered: Googling Hendleton now!!


Thumbs-ups and hearts stream across the bottom of the screen again.


Jedx laughs. ‘Looks like you’re as keen to see inside as we are.’


The camera moves to catch the tallest guy taking his crowbar to the boarded door. The plywood splinters, rotten chunks of wood crumbling away as he levers off the board. He flings the pieces out of his way and steps through the mouth of the building.


‘Come on,’ he says, not looking back. Two paces in and the darkness swallows him whole.


The lanky guy – Beaker – follows, pulling a pair of night-vision goggles into place as he steps through the doorway.


‘We’re entering the sound-stage where all the biggest hits were filmed.’ Sass’s voice is hushed, excited. She climbs over the discarded wooden board as she talks.


‘Let’s check it out,’ says Jedx. The view swings left to right as he navigates the doorway. ‘This is such a rush. My heart’s going mental. Ready for anything. Bring it on!’


Inside, the only light comes from their torches. The hall is narrow. Old movie posters hang in tatters from an ancient noticeboard. The ceiling has caved in, spewing wires and debris onto the floor below.


They move quickly.


‘It stinks in here,’ Jedx narrates. ‘Really bad.’


Beaker, in the camouflage jacket, turns towards the camera. ‘Like somebody died.’


‘Shut up.’ Sass’s voice has more tension in it now. ‘You’re creeping me out.’


There’s a clatter as someone kicks something.


‘Fuck.’ Beaker stops. Curses some more under his breath.


The tall one calls from the front. ‘You OK?’


‘Yeah, Cap. I just …’ Beaker shines his torch onto the ground. ‘Shit.’


The camera zooms in. At his feet is a wooden box. It’s filled with clown heads.


Jedx laughs, but his voice sounds nervous as he swings the camera around and addresses the viewers. ‘Freaky, yeah?’


Laughter emojis float across the screen showing that those watching the action are still enjoying the show. The comments keep coming.


DavidSees: How does it feel being inside?


LiveWildRock: This is crazy!


Upyeah99: It’s too dark. More light needed.


Pinnyhip078: Woah! Awesome!


UrbexUncovered: Great work. Lovin’ your channel.


FunLeapExp: Great explore. Can I join you? DM me.


Jedx is nodding as he reads the comments on the live-stream from his phone. He looks into the camera lens. ‘David, it feels awesome, totally pumping. We’ve got torches, Upyeah99, that’s all the light we have. FunLeapExp – sorry, man, we’re a tight group – no vacancies.’


‘Come on,’ Cap calls from off camera. ‘Keep moving.’


Jedx gives a mock salute and the view rotates. He follows Sass along the corridor, manoeuvring around the piles of broken ceiling tiles and mouldering boxes that litter the route. The floorboards creak beneath their feet.


They move faster.


At the end of the corridor they stop. There’s a door. On the wall is a large beacon covered in decades of dust. The sign beside it says: NO ENTRY WHEN RED LIGHT IS ON. RECORDING.


Cap turns to the camera. The whites of his eyes look artificially bright against the balaclava and gloom. He’s talking fast; high on the thrill. ‘This is it, nirvana for this site. Abandoned over forty years ago. Now we’re about to breach. You ready?’


Sass holds up her SLR camera. Grins.


Beaker takes out his mobile. ‘Ready, Cap.’


‘Streaming live every step of the way,’ says Jedx. He looks into the camera. ‘You guys ready to see inside?’


Hundreds of thumbs-up icons flit across the feed.


DavidSees: Get in there now!


LiveWildRock: Hell yeah!


UrbGold300: This is so fascinating.


Upyeah99: Show us! Can’t wait it see how it looks.


Koso: Don’t! Go home.


Pinnyhip078: Dudes, go for it!


Optxxxx: Wooohooooo!


Jedx nods as he reads them from his phone, then grins at the camera. ‘I’ll take that as an affirmative.’ He pushes his phone back into his pocket and nods at Cap. ‘We’re good to go.’


As Cap pushes down the door handle the other three crowd in close. The camera tilts, and as it moves it looks as if the dusty red light blinks. Then the view is blocked, and only Beaker’s camouflage jacket and Sass’s black fleece are visible.


‘It’s stuck,’ Cap says. ‘The wood must have warped.’


There’s a thud and the camera view jerks upwards, showing Cap shouldering the door. The hinges squeal. Cap exhales hard. Then it finally starts to inch open.


Sass turns to the camera, just one of her crystal-ringed eyes visible, and whispers, ‘We’re in.’


They move into a small space, like an anteroom. Floor to ceiling curtains hang across the opening to the main sound-stage, obstructing their view. As they look around, their torchlight illuminates a row of dust-covered chairs and a low table with a pile of decomposing magazines. On the wall is a shooting schedule from forty years ago; the daily running order for a film titled Dark Pleasures.


Sass grins towards the camera. ‘This would have been the waiting area, the twilight zone between the real world and the fantasy of whichever movie was being filmed.’ She steps towards the curtains. ‘I’d have expected velvet curtains like in a theatre but—’


‘It’s black plastic sheeting.’ Beaker sounds nervous. ‘The velvet’s piled up in the corner over here.’


The camera moves to a heap of material in the corner, then Jedx swings it round to face him. ‘There’s no dust on these curtains, they can’t have been here long.’ He moves the camera closer to the plastic. ‘Yeah, these are pretty clean. The colour hasn’t faded and the plastic is thick, heavy-duty stuff.’


Sass appears. She runs her fingers across the black plastic. There’s confusion in her tone. ‘It’s been cut precisely to size and carefully hung, completely filling the opening.’ She looks past the camera, towards Jedx. ‘We’re not the first here. Someone did this recently.’


‘Wow’ emojis appear on the live-stream. Questions are being asked in the comments.


DavidSees: Why replace the curtains?


UrbGold300: Who did that? If the place hasn’t been touched for forty years …


Upyeah99: Plastic curtains?? Weird as!


ExpoDisW: Don’t like the look of that. Get out of there guys!


For a moment there’s complete silence. Then Cap steps alongside Sass and slides his hand between two of the plastic sheets. A chink of light appears.


Sass inhales hard. ‘Why’s there light? This place was cut off years ago. There shouldn’t be any power.’ She reaches towards Cap. ‘Wait, we ought to …’


But she’s too late. He’s already pulling the plastic aside.


The light is blinding.


‘Fucking … what the …’ There’s a tremble in Jedx’s voice. ‘That’s … that’s …’


The camera swerves sideways, the autofocus struggling. Silhouettes seem to morph into each other in the haze. Then the view stabilises and there’s a glimpse of a wooden frame, before it shifts again, focusing on an old Arriflex movie camera, its body and shooting reels covered in dust. The view tilts, revealing a second camera behind the Arriflex. This one is tripod-mounted and modern. Focused on what’s in the centre of yet more plastic sheeting, spread out across the stage floor.


Someone retches.


Sass cries out.


Beaker turns towards the camera, his eyes wide. ‘We need to move. Fucking move.’


‘Go.’ All the bravado’s gone from Cap’s voice. ‘Get out before they—’


There’s a noise like an angry roar. It sounds half human, half animal.


Cap shoves Beaker and Sass backwards into Jedx, blocking the camera’s view. They jostle against each other, panicking. Jedx twists round; the camera’s view is a blur of light. He pushes the others ahead and, for a brief moment, the camera finds colour – grey rope, brown wood, and a long river of crimson. Then it’s gone.


‘Quick, come on.’


‘Move!’


‘Shit.’


They scramble back through the plastic curtain. Barge through the door into the hallway.


The camera jerks side to side. Angled down, it films three sets of feet; black Nikes, maroon Converse, some kind of leather hiking boots. They’re sprinting. Leaping broken floorboards. Swerving round debris. Something falls from Cap’s pocket, no one seems to notice.


‘Hurry up.’


Loud breathing. Panicked cries.


There’s a crash. Swearing. The camera drops to the ground, landing at a right angle to the floor, and the lens fractures.


Jedx is on his knees, clown heads scattering around him. He scrambles to get up, the heads rolling in his wake, but they bring him down again, his face inches from the lens.


Loads of ‘wow’ emojis and hearts are flooding across the live-feed.


Jedx’s gaze is focused past the camera. He’s shaking his head. Eyes wide. Mouth open. Fear obvious.


Footsteps thud along the floor in a slow rhythm. Confident. Deliberate.


‘Oh fuck.’ Jedx lurches forward on all fours, his arms and legs paddling wildly. His expression desperate. His foot catches the camera and it spins, sliding along the floor, out of reach. Jedx crashes over the clown heads, crushing their skulls beneath his feet. Disappears.


The camera lies still.


The image is grainy. The view split into three by the broken lens. Rotten floorboards. Upturned prop box. A clown head with its smiling face caved in.


The footsteps come closer. Black Doc Martens appear on-screen. Halt. There’s a sigh, just audible. A gloved hand reaches towards the camera.


The image cuts to black.


JedUrbXTM live-stream terminated.
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CLEMENTINE


I would rather be anywhere but here. The headphones make me feel claustrophobic and I itch to rip them off. But I won’t. After over two months of media attention, I know what’s expected of me, so I do what I’ve become used to; hide my true feelings and force a smile.


The balding man sitting opposite me on the other side of the desk talks with the over-bright tone all radio presenters have. ‘Good evening, and welcome to W5X Radio. Tonight on Crime World, I’m joined by Clementine Starke, the young woman who solved a serial killer case before the police could.’


I twist the butterfly ring faster around my index finger. Lean towards the microphone and lie. ‘It’s a pleasure to be here, John.’


He glances at the paper on the desk in front of him, then back to me. ‘So, Clementine, you’ve become the poster girl for armchair sleuths everywhere …’


I know what’s coming. They all ask.


‘… tell me, what was it like to catch the Lover?’


I launch into my rehearsed media lines. Try to sit still. Fight the urge to fiddle with my headphones. ‘As I’ve said before, it was a group effort. I was part of an online collective – True Crime London. Initially, my interest in getting involved was more from an academic perspective, my specialism is online behaviour and I was studying—’


‘A lot of people have said it was always going to happen, with the rise of all these true-crime shows and podcasts and whatnot.’ John waves his hand dismissively. ‘They predicted amateur detectives would get bored of looking at cold cases and try something in real time.’


‘That’s what my PhD was—’


‘Exactly, and then you went a step further, you actually tracked down a killer rampaging around London.’


Media people sensationalise everything. Rampage sounds over-dramatic. The Lover killed four women and one man over a number of weeks; it was a binge, a splurge, or a spree rather than a rampage. But I know how this works, and the university requires me to play this media game to their advantage if I want to stay employed. Which is what I want too, for now. So I keep my expression neutral and wait for this over-excited idiot to ask me another question.


John leans forward over the desk. ‘Tell us more about how you discovered the Lover’s identity.’


‘We used a lot of social media sources.’ I stick to the truth, just a limited version of it. ‘And talked to people who knew the victims.’


‘Now, the victims, wasn’t one of them a friend of yours?’


I frown. ‘Yes, he was.’


John’s nodding, encouraging me to say more.


I twist the headphone cable around my fingers. John knows I don’t want to go into details about this. I speak sternly. ‘He was stabbed to death in his home.’


‘That must have been tough. And, of course, you yourself were almost murdered by the Lover when he broke into your apartment.’ John’s words are sympathetic, but his eyes are wide, his expression almost manic, as if he’s getting off on this. He leans forward across the desk. ‘I’m going to open the phone lines in just a minute for our live phone-in, but first, tell me, when you managed to get free and kill the Lover, what went through your mind? How did you feel?’


I can’t tell him the truth; that it felt like I was reborn. That on that night my ability to feel emotion returned in an overwhelming, suffocating, glorious flood of feelings, after the twelve years of numbness since my father’s death, since his murder. So again, I lie. ‘I was terrified, fighting for my life. In fact, if Detective Inspector Dominic Bell hadn’t arrived at that moment, creating the distraction that allowed me to grab the syringe, I don’t think I’d have survived.’


John licks his lips. Nods faster. ‘Well, it’s great that the detective barged in when he did, and that you’re OK.’


I stare at John. He’s grinning, oblivious to my real feelings. Things are not OK. It’s been two months and six days since I watched the life fade from the Lover. Now, rather than the numbness, I battle duelling emotions which fluctuate moment to moment. It’s overwhelming. Exhausting. And try as I might, I haven’t learnt to control them. I’ve almost given up thinking that I ever will. ‘I was the one who caught the Lover. But I owe my life to Dominic Bell.’


Ignoring what I’ve said, John looks through the glass of the recording studio into the control booth beyond. A woman in a red jumper holds up her hand, her index finger rises. He nods. ‘Let’s go to the phones now. Line one, what’s your question for Clementine Starke?’


‘Hi, John. I’m Mary from Biggleswade and I’m a big fan of Crime World. I wanted to ask Clementine if she’s working on another true-crime case at the moment?’


‘I’m still part of True Crime London and we have a few cases we’re interested in.’ I think about my longest running case, my father. ‘So, yes. I’m still very much interested in true-crime.’


The woman in red holds up three fingers. John nods. ‘Caller on line three, what’s your question for Clementine?’


‘This is Mark from Watford. Clementine, what are you doing next Friday? Fancy going out for dinner?’


I shake my head. What a dick. There’s always at least one in every phone-in or live appearance. ‘Mark, I’m flattered, but no thank you.’


John raises an eyebrow. There’s a smirk on his lips as he says quickly, ‘Let’s go to line two.’


‘I’m Jody from Brentwood. I saw that you’ve been awarded your PhD – congratulations – and wondered what research you’re doing now?’


I smile. At last, something interesting that I can talk about. ‘Hi, Jody. Great question, thank you. I’m just starting some new research that focuses on thrill-seeking versus voyeurism. Why do some people live their lives on camera and other people watch them? The rise of YouTube and camera phones has spawned this phenomenon, and technology enables narcissistic tendencies to flourish in all of us. But it makes me wonder, how much danger will people put themselves in to get the most followers, the highest likes, and how extreme would things need to get for the voyeurs watching to turn off?’


Jody starts to reply, but the call is cut off. The woman in the red jumper holds up her left hand and makes a winding motion with her right. John nods. ‘We have time for one more question, let’s make it a good one. Line five, you’re on with Clementine Starke.’


‘Clementine, this is David Ender.’


Shit. I feel cornered under the spotlight.


‘I’ve tried calling you at the university, but you’ve not returned my calls.’


John raises his eyebrows. I shrug and, trying not to look bothered, take a sip of water. I know David Ender’s been calling me; he’s left over twenty messages in the last two weeks.


‘After I read that interview you did in the Metro I knew I had to speak to you. I’m a huge fan of urban explorers, urbexers, and they’d be a perfect subject for your research. They explore abandoned places and post their adventures on YouTube or live-stream direct on urbex sites. They’re the ultimate thrill-seekers.’


‘They sound interesting, David.’ I keep my tone friendly but not too keen. ‘I’ll look into them as a potential group.’


‘There’s a huge community of viewers watching this stuff.’ David is speeding up, his tone urgent. ‘I know people, I could help you get access to all the best—’


‘I’m afraid that’s all we have time for tonight.’ John cuts across David, as the producer fades him out. ‘You’ve been listening to Crime World here at W5X Radio with me, John Webly, and my special guest tonight, the ultimate armchair detective, Clementine Starke.’


The woman in the red jumper gives us the thumbs-up and we’re off air. I pull the headphones off and rub my ears. It unsettles me that David Ender called into the show. I know he’s been trying to get hold of me for weeks, but to ambush me live on air is a bolder move. Why is he so desperate to introduce me to these urbexers?


John takes his headphones off and collects his notes. He leers at me. ‘Don’t think I’ve had a caller ask a guest out for dinner before.’


‘Really? It happens to me all the time.’


‘Nice for some.’ There’s a strange expression on his face, and I get the horrid feeling he’s about to chance his own luck.


I shake my head, making it clear there’s no sense in him asking me out either. ‘No. It’s really not.’


There’s only one person I want, but right now he refuses to speak to me.
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CAP


Cap isn’t going to tell them about the missing wallet. What good would it do? He must have dropped it at the studios, and if he says that it’ll only freak them out. They don’t know his real-life identity anyway. That’s part of the group rules – aliases only, no personal details shared other than the numbers of the unregistered pay-as-you-go phones they use to arrange each ‘exploration’. What they do is highly illegal, so the fewer things to connect them the better.


He checks his watch – it’s ten to twelve. If they’re going ahead with tonight’s planned exploration, they need to do it now. The CCTV system used by the owners of this location gets updated once every six months. Tonight is one of those times. If they’re not in and out within the next hour, they’ll have missed their chance.


Cap glances along the street to the junction. The traffic on the main road has thinned out but there are still loads of cabs and the odd bus around. Beyond the road, the lights twinkle, reflected in the surface of the Thames. Picture pretty but damn freezing. He’s thankful that Surrey Street’s quiet. There’s no one to notice the four of them talking in the shelter of the doorway on the corner, their scarves pulled up high, and their balaclavas rolled up to their brows. Lit cigarettes provide their alibi for loitering outside at this time, in this weather. No one questions a smoker’s motivation.


He nods towards the red-tiled frontage of the old tube station’s second entrance and exit. ‘We doing this then?’


‘I can’t.’ Sass’s voice has a tremble to it. Her eyes are blotchy from crying. Her usually sleek blonde hair is greasy and tangled, sticking out from the bottom of her balaclava. It’s the first time Cap’s seen her not wearing lipstick. ‘Not after last night, what we saw—’


‘But what did we see?’ Beaker says, shifting his weight from foot to foot. ‘It was dark. We were high on adrenaline. When I watched back our live-stream there wasn’t a clear view of anything, just some boots and a gloved hand before the camera switched off.’


Jedx, usually the joker of the group, is more subdued tonight. The dark shadows beneath his eyes are the tell-tale sign that what they witnessed has taken its toll. ‘We should go to the police.’


Cap shakes his head. ‘No police.’


Sass frowns. ‘But the woman …’


The image he’s been trying to forget all day flashes in his mind’s eye; her white-blonde hair, the pale skin splattered red, a growing pool of blood. He blinks the image away. Hardens his tone. ‘Because we’ll get arrested. We were trespassing, breaking and entering. Do you want a criminal record?’


Sass looks unsure. ‘But what we saw was—’


‘Already done. Telling the police won’t change that. In this world it’s survival of the fittest. We managed to get out of there, but we can’t change what happened to her.’


Jedx looks solemn. ‘Thinking about it, I’m with the Cap on this. I can’t get busted. What if they lock us up for all the breaking and entering we’ve done? Surely none of us want that?’


‘But …’ Despite the cold Sass’s cheeks flush red. ‘What if she wasn’t dead …?’


There’s a pause. When Beaker speaks his voice is low, almost a whisper. ‘No one could live after losing that much blood.’


Cap shudders and wishes that the others would shut up. ‘If we tell the police we’ll be suspects. We could get charged with murder. Think about it, it’d be all over the papers. Our lives would be ruined. Do you want that, Sass? Do you want to ruin our lives?’


‘But if we do nothing we’re leaving them free to do it again,’ Sass says. ‘What if they come after us?’


Jedx tries to calm her. ‘They can’t, they’ve got nothing to identify us, and they can’t trace me through my camera or the live-feed. We’re safe.’


‘I can’t do this. I … go without me.’ She turns away, her shoulders shaking. As she looks back at Cap, then at Jedx, tears are streaming down her face. ‘I’m done for tonight. I’m just done. And if you’re so cold-hearted you can ignore that woman … then …’ Sass shakes her head. ‘Then you as good as killed her yourself.’


Cap watches Sass stride away until she turns the corner onto the main road. He doesn’t mention the wallet. Tries not to think about what she said. Tells himself she’ll come around, that it’ll be OK, that it’s not his fault. He didn’t kill that woman, doesn’t know who she was; they didn’t even see her face. But there’d been someone else there too, most likely her killer. He shudders, then looks back at Jedx and Beaker. ‘What about you?’


Jedx speaks first. He ignores Sass’s departure and sounds more determined now. ‘I’m in. Our USP is posting regular adventures. We’re at over ten thousand subscribers – way over UrbGold, and catching up with ExpoJunkieUK. The audience loved the intensity of last night’s stream and they don’t really know what they saw. We shouldn’t do anything unusual or go blank. People could start asking questions. If we miss the gig promised tonight, we’ll get labelled inconsistent. Start losing viewers. And we’d probably kiss goodbye to the chance of sponsorship deals.’


Beaker nods. ‘We can’t lose everything we’ve worked for. The explore last night was good for our stats – we got an extra two hundred followers from that live-stream alone. And they want more.’


Two hundred followers, thinks Cap, and a murder on his conscience.


They cut the padlock on the secret exit door at eight minutes past twelve and crowbar it open. The CCTV should be off and there’s no security patrol. They slip through the metal grille and the second door, while the street outside remains empty.


‘Bodycams on,’ Jedx says. ‘Check now. It’s a shame we can’t live-stream from underground, but your cameras will wirelessly transfer footage to my master-cam. I’ll edit it all together and post it as soon as I’m home.’


Cap nods. He wonders about the camera that was lost last night, and who might have it now. He knows how precious it had been to Jedx. He brushes the thought away to focus on the job in hand. He switches on the beam of his head-torch first, then presses record on the small black box clipped to his jacket. A red light shows it’s working. He looks at Jedx and Beaker. ‘Ready?’


They nod, the beams of their torches tracing light across the passageway.


‘Let’s do this then.’ Cap sets off, jogging along the passage with the others behind. He’s studied the station layout and knows they should be able to get to the other side of the foyer, and access the tunnels, through the old lifts. On the wall to his left, his torch illuminates a tube map, grubby with age, and a ‘Way Out’ sign above it. Glancing right, he sees the lift doors are open, and feels relief. He looks over his shoulder at Beaker and Jedx and points to lift number one. ‘Through here.’


The old dual-exit lift, with its wood-panelled sides painted dark green, is big enough for forty-five people, and still in good nick. They run through it, their feet echoing off the slatted wooden floor, then take a right, past the ticket office and the steps leading up to the station’s other entrance via the Strand. There’s no natural light but in the beam of his head-torch Cap catches glimpses of old-fashioned signs – Exit, Booking Office, Telephones – sees chunks of plaster on the walls that are brown from damp, and a section of the ceiling above that’s been patched with yellow plastic sheeting. Behind him, Jedx is narrating what he sees for the camera.


‘… hope you guys at home are getting this. Sass can’t make it tonight, but we’ve still got something totally fresh for you – a three-way bodycam split. We can’t live-stream from underground, but although it’s not in real-time you’ll get footage of what each of us sees, three viewpoints on how this old station looks. Should be pretty cool …’


They reach the stairwell and start their descent. He read that it’s a hundred and forty steps down to the platforms. The stairs are steep, twisting, and the bottom of the wall around them seems to glow.


‘Spooky,’ says Beaker. ‘What’s that?’


‘Transport for London trialled luminous paint here as a possible safety feature for all underground stations,’ Jedx says. ‘It wasn’t used anywhere else in the end, but it’s useful for us. Makes it much easier to see the steps.’


‘There’s a hell of a lot of them,’ says Beaker.


‘Yeah,’ Jedx says. ‘It’s kind of weird, the way the spiral staircase and torchlight makes your eyes go funny. I feel like I’m going cross-eyed.’


He’s right. Cap’s glad when they make it to the bottom. He feels anxious, can’t get what happened at Hendleton out of his head. Up ahead there are metal grilles screening off derelict areas of the station. He peers through one of them and sees a dark void, a huge pit, with some kind of rusted machinery. Shudders.


‘Which platform?’ Jedx asks.


Cap turns to him. ‘Let’s do two first, it’s the one that’s been out of action the longest.’


They run through the tunnel and down onto the platform. The air is mustier here. Beaker doubles over, coughing. Cap can taste dust in every breath he takes. He shines his torch around the platform. On their side there are old posters on the wall for Madame Tussauds and the London Planetarium, and some of the original tiling says Strand rather than Aldwych. But on the other side of the tracks the walls aren’t as good, with tiles gone, and a lot of the panelling stripped away. At each end of the platform the access tunnel has been bricked up.


‘Fancy a closer look at the tracks?’ Jedx says, for the benefit of the viewers who’ll watch the video once it’s uploaded. He pauses for a moment, as if waiting for an answer, before jumping off the platform onto the rails with a whoop. He strides along them towards the far end of the platform, still narrating. ‘This is so cool. You see these tracks? If they were live, the combination of the positive and negative charged rails would put six hundred and thirty volts through me.’


Cap checks the time and feels some urgency. It’s almost half-twelve. They only have thirty more minutes before the security cameras come back online. ‘Come on, we need to hurry, let’s go to platform one next.’


Platform one looks almost as if it’s still in use. The Aldwych sign has the same look as modern Transport for London signs, and the platform is neat and clean. There’s no dust in the air like there was on platform two. And the tunnel here remains serviceable.


Jedx is narrating again. ‘So this is the place used to film underground scenes for loads of movies. Patriot Games, V for Vendetta, Sherlock and a bunch of others.’ He gestures to the posters on the walls for the Imperial War Museum and announcing the extension of the Piccadilly line to Heathrow. ‘These aren’t original, they were probably put here by the last production company that used the platform for filming.’


Cap walks down the platform. He feels tense and jumpy. The buzz he usually gets from exploring now seems to be morphing into a creeping fear. Every time they go into a new part of the station he braces himself, ready to see something awful – the blonde woman in the contraption at Hendleton keeps flashing into his mind. He checks his watch again; it’s 12.39. He really wants this to be over.


He hears footsteps running up behind him. Flinches as a hand touches his shoulder. ‘What the …?’


‘I thought I could add some clips of the movies made here at the end of the piece before I upload it,’ Jedx says. ‘What do you think?’


Cap doesn’t care. They can talk about it when they’re out of here. ‘Yeah, sure, whatever you think.’


‘Cool.’


He reaches the end of the platform. Standing still, he switches off his bodycam and stares into the tunnel. The wall lights are on, illuminating the track. He’d read about this safety feature – if those lights are on it means the voltage is switched off and technicians are safe to go onto the tracks to work.


‘All right, Cap?’


He turns and sees Beaker approaching. Am I all right, he wonders, but he knows he’s bloody not. Beaker and Jedx don’t seem as affected by last night, or the fact that Sass had been so distraught when she walked off earlier. Their reactions seem off to him, weird. Still, he nods and says nothing, then looks down at the grimy, disused tracks. A soot-covered mouse scurries beneath a rail and disappears. He used to wish he could disappear and put an end to the pressure of the financial shackles he’d got himself into; the houses, the cars, the children’s expensive schools, his ex-wife’s cosmetic surgery habit. But after last night, after seeing what had been done to that poor woman, he wants to cling onto his life with everything he has.


‘What we saw last night, I reckon it was a prank.’ There’s faked bravado in Beaker’s voice and Cap can’t tell if it’s disguising fear or something else. ‘It has to be.’


‘Does it?’ Cap thinks about his daughters – Poppy and Daisy – and a punch of emotion slams into his chest. He swallows hard. If one of them had her life drained from her in the same way the woman at Hendleton Studios had, it would break him. But he’d still want to know what happened. He’d want to be able to see her one last time.


He’d need to say goodbye.


Cap shakes his head. The woman deserves to be rescued from that contraption. Her family should know where she is; have the chance to get what happened to her investigated. Sass was right. They can’t hush this up.


He looks at Beaker and grimaces. ‘We should go to the police.’
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DOM


Death by tube is always bloody messy, but this one’s something different. Dom drops the phone back into the receiver and looks across the desk at his team; Detective Sergeant Abbott and Detective Constable Parekh. ‘There’s been a death at Holborn.’


Abbott turns away from his computer screen. ‘That’s not usually our thing. Why aren’t the British Transport Police handling it?’


Dom doesn’t look at his sergeant, and doesn’t hide the pissed-off tone in his voice either. ‘This isn’t a jumper. The victim didn’t die on the rails.’ He gestures to Parekh. ‘Get your coat.’


‘Died not murdered, guv?’ Parekh’s already out of her seat. She wraps her maroon scarf around her neck and pulls on her woollen peacoat, knocking a stack of files off her desk in her eagerness. Leaning down, she scoops them up and dumps them onto her chair. ‘Where?’


‘On the road outside the entrance, they said, but it’s not a straight traffic accident, their CCTV is showing some strange anomalies.’ He flicks a glance at Abbott. ‘Hence the call.’


‘Makes more sense.’ Abbott picks his phone off the desk and starts to stand, but Dom catches his sergeant’s eye and shakes his head.


‘You can stay here.’


Abbott grimaces and looks like he’s going to say something, but Dom turns away before he can. He doesn’t want a discussion. And he doesn’t want Abbott along on this job, or any job for that matter. Not after what he did.


Grabbing his parka from the back of his chair, Dom turns towards the exit. ‘Let’s go, Parekh. You’re driving.’


The morning rush-hour traffic is at a standstill, but Parekh uses a portable blue light to force her way through the crush in pretty decent time. It’s 7.45 when they arrive at Holborn, and Dom’s relieved to see a good job’s been done cordoning off the crime scene. Uniforms have shut off the road and, as well as the blue and white police tape corralling a yellow-liveried hackney cab, a forensics tent has been erected around the body, shielding the victim from the prying eyes of the damn rubberneckers who are already lining the barriers.


Ducking under the tape, Dom heads towards the inner cordon with Parekh alongside him. He pauses, observing the dent in the nearside of the cab’s bonnet, the shattered windscreen, blood tinting the remaining shards of glass red. He runs his gaze along the drag of blood from the bonnet to the tarmac.


Taking a breath, Dom looks away and gives their names to the officer for the scene log. He steps into the tent and isn’t surprised to find pathologist Emily Renton already inside.


He turns to Parekh. ‘While I have a quick word with the doc, can you find out what we’ve got so far?’


Parekh nods, her waist-length black ponytail swinging from the motion. ‘I’m on it, guv.’


Usually he likes to be alone with the victim for a few minutes, to get a sense of the scene, a feel for it, but in a situation like this there’s no point. The tent gives an artificial perspective to the scene of the crime. And outside it, the closed road changes the usual dynamics of the street.


He looks down at the victim. He’s male, but it’s hard to tell more as the body’s lying face down on the tarmac. Poor bastard, Dom thinks. The man’s arms are outstretched, his bloodstained hands clutching air. On his left wrist the face of his silver Breitling watch is smashed. Its time stopped at six forty-one.


Pathologist Emily Renton is crouched down, examining the victim’s torso. Her unruly brown hair is pulled up into a high, messy bun. The white paper CSI suit is a size too big and has wrinkled around her hips, waist and elbows, giving her the air of a partially deflated marshmallow man; it’s almost comical. Almost. But there’s nothing funny about death. Not for Dom. He’s pleased it’s Emily on this job. He has the utmost respect for her opinions and they’ve always worked well together, even if she can be inclined to try and mother him. ‘What can you tell me?’


Emily turns to look at him. Grimaces. ‘Well, there’s not much I can say about the actual cause of death that you can’t deduce for yourself.’


‘So, humour me.’


‘Fine.’ She stands, and as she straightens up he sees that her paper suit is blackened at the knees, and there’s a smudge of dirt across her left cheek and down the side of her left arm. Her voice is confident and unemotional as she says, ‘Our victim is male, around six foot three at a guess, and middle-aged. The cause of death is obvious given where we are, but a road traffic accident isn’t the only thing that happened to him today.’


‘Meaning?’


‘I need to turn him to show you.’ She checks that they have all the pictures needed with the body in situ, then beckons over a CSI and together they move the victim onto his back.


‘Shit.’ Dom now understands why they’ve been called in.


‘Exactly.’ Emily crouches next to the body. ‘As well as injuries consistent with a collision, this man suffered multiple stab wounds within the last few hours. As you know I don’t like to guess, still it’s safe to say he’d lost a lot of blood by the time the car hit him.’


‘But the stab wounds didn’t kill him?’


‘No, but given the depth and number of them, if this man had had a little more time before the cab finished him off, I think they might well have done. Not that I can say for sure. For that you’ll need to wait until I’ve got him back to base and had a proper look.’


Dom nods. ‘Appreciate it.’


‘Pleasure as always,’ Emily says. Her voice is heavy with sarcasm, but there’s a smile on her face. ‘Now, can I get back to it?’


Dom smiles despite the gruesome surroundings. Emily’s one of the good guys. ‘Course.’


‘Guv?’


As Emily gets back to work, Dom turns to see Parekh heading towards him followed by a stocky bloke with round glasses and a tight-fitting fluorescent tabard. ‘This is Jeff Timber, he’s the BTP Area Supervisor.’


Dom recognises the name of the man who called him in earlier. ‘Where’s the cabbie?’


‘He was pretty cut up from the accident, and having some trouble breathing so they blue-lighted him out.’


Dom nods, and turns to Parekh. ‘Get Abbott onto it. Find out where they took the driver and when we can speak to him.’ He looks back at Timber. ‘I’ve seen the victim, the doc tells me he’d been stabbed before the RTA. On the phone you said you had footage that made the death look suspicious – did you record the stabbing?’


Timber shakes his head. ‘Nothing as conclusive as that I’m afraid. We’ve got footage of him making his way through from the platform to ground level, and the remains of a blood trail for those movements.’


‘So he was stabbed on a tube, before stepping onto the platform?’


‘There’s no evidence of that. The platform he came from opened late this morning due to overnight track maintenance further along the line. No trains had stopped at that platform at the time he appeared.’


‘Appeared?’


Timber rubs his forehead, frowning. ‘I can’t think of a better way to describe it. Your guy just appeared in the tunnel leading from platform four. There was no sign of him before that anywhere in the station. It’s like he came out of nowhere.’
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CLEMENTINE


Sometimes I fantasise about murdering my colleagues. Monday mornings are one of those times. Professor Wade insists we do a weekly show and tell, a peer discussion about our ongoing research projects. For me this has no value. I prefer action to debate, but I am in the minority.


We’re squeezed into the glass-walled meeting pod that’s only really designed for two. On the other side of the glass is our faculty’s open-plan workspace. Our department’s desks are closest to the pod; a bank of desks set in a row three by two; six in all. I wish I was sitting at my desk now. Instead, I’m forced to satisfy Wade that I’m making an effort to engage in faculty life, following the required collegiate protocols, and justifying my existence. He’s threatened to block me from continuing my research if I don’t comply.


So it’s my turn to stand at the whiteboard and present my work. Getting up from my seat, I squeeze past Wade as I step towards the front. I hear him inhale deeply. Feel his hand brush against my bum, the pressure too firm to be accidental. Turning, I glare at him, warning him off. His expression is one of feigned innocence.


He needs to be more careful.


Using a blood-red dry marker I write the word OBSESSION across the top of the whiteboard in ten-inch-high capitals. I turn to face the group. There are fewer of us than normal, just Wade plus two of my fellow researchers; Jan with her bad breath and habit of always wearing pink, and Otto, sharply intelligent, whose eyelashes are so pale they’re virtually translucent, giving him a rather alien look. I tap my pen against the word and introduce my subject. ‘Obsession – an idea or thought, or in this case an activity, that continually preoccupies a person’s mind. My research focuses more on the genesis of the obsession; what it is about the person, their characteristics, drivers and experiences, that brought them to the world of voyeurism or thrill-seeking in the first place. What do they experience when they are in its thrall that sparks the obsession and keeps them coming back for more?’ I force a smile at Jan and Otto. ‘Basically, what gets them hooked?’


From the back of the pod, Wade scrutinises my words. Immaculate as ever, he wears a grey suit, checked shirt and no tie. His black hair, unnaturally dark for a man of his age, is swept up into his trademark quiff. He watches me, sitting with his elbows resting on the table in front of him, hands clasped together, his fingers forming a steeple under his chin. Our eyes meet. He purses his lips. ‘How are you progressing with the case studies?’


I hold his eye contact. ‘I’ve completed my initial literature search and have begun selecting my sampling frame and conducting preliminary interviews.’


Wade nods, but there’s something in his expression that makes me think he’s unsatisfied by my answer.


We’ve clashed over where and how I should work. He thinks that because he’s made me a Research Fellow I should become more of a team player, but I disagree. To make his point he’s enforcing the rule that I spend a minimum of fifteen hours in the office each week. As a subtle ‘fuck you’, I’ve made it my mission to do most of them outside the hours other academics work. But since I started coming in early, so has he. He’s also increased the number of compulsory meetings I have to attend. He’s trying to keep watch over me and I don’t like it. Just because I slept with him sometimes when I was his PhD student, it’s as if he thinks he owns me. He hasn’t realised that I can’t be controlled. It’s not in my nature.


‘From my first voyeurism subjects, I’ve found that although the urges driving them can be sexual, often linked with impotence or feelings of inadequacy, mostly they stem from the desire to fill a void. They’re trying to create meaning for themselves or to be a part of something bigger.’


Jan waves at me, her usual precursor to a question. ‘How do they get to feel part of something bigger?’


‘Technology. Social media lets them learn about the exploits of others, and they get involved in discussions online.’ I write the words ‘impotent’, ‘inadequate’, and ‘meaning’ on the white-board. ‘They get instant gratification. It’s something I’ll be studying further by monitoring their physiological and mental reactions in a controlled computer laboratory environment. I anticipate results will show a release of adrenaline followed by endorphins. In short, voyeurism validates them and makes them feel good.’


Wade runs his hand across his jaw. Licks his lips. ‘And the thrill-seekers?’


‘I’m still compiling my sampling frame, but my focus will be on individuals who take part in group outdoor pursuits and have a significant online following. It’s important their activity has an element of danger.’


Wade closes his eyes a moment. Shakes his head. ‘You’ve been working on this for several months, I expected you to have interviewed all your subjects.’


He’s being unreasonable, and it has nothing to do with my work. I’m progressing faster than all the other researchers, a fact he well knows. I’ve been observing his body language; the deep inhales, running his hand over his face as if to wipe away emotion, and briefly closing his eyes are all signs of frustration. And then there’s the times when he ‘accidentally’ touches me. We haven’t slept together for two months, and I know he can’t understand why I’ve not been interested. He doesn’t realise how I’ve changed. ‘I’ll complete the first phase within the next month.’


He holds my gaze. ‘No, no, that’s too long. I want the initial results put into a paper for the Psych2019 conference. Expedite the timeline. Have this phase completed and written up within two weeks.’


I clench my fists. My claws dig into my palms. ‘I don’t have any thrill-seeker subjects yet.’


‘Then find them, quickly.’


Two weeks is barely long enough to find and screen potential subjects, let alone conduct interviews and complete the preliminary report. Wade knows that. I’m about to tell him to go to hell when Otto speaks, seemingly oblivious to the tension between us.


‘I am intrigued.’ Otto blinks slowly as if his mind is still contemplating what’s been discussed. ‘What inspired you to study obsession?’


I inhale hard as the object of my own obsession appears in my mind before I can block him. A riotous surge of emotion pulses through me; desire battles with anger, protectiveness duels with regret. I push away his image before the memory of our last interaction starts to play out, but my physical responses continue; the prickle of heat raw across my skin, the acceleration of my pulse, the need, the yearning, deep within my core. But I tell them none of this. Instead I count to four and then exhale, before faking a smile. ‘It’s just something I find intellectually stimulating.’
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