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Praise for My Little Eye


‘The first novel in what promises to be a riveting new series, My Little Eye is a one-sitting read’


Mick Herron


‘My Little Eye is an enthralling, intriguing and twisty tale for all of us armchair detectives who think we know it all.’


Liz Nugent




For Grammy –
who encouraged me to be brave, and let me steal her name!
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PROLOGUE


Kate can still feel his touch on her skin. He only held her hand. No, less than that, he put his hand over hers, just for a few seconds – nothing in the grand scheme of things. A comforting gesture because she was upset, that was all, she tells herself. A few days ago he’d walked into the break room at work just as she’d hung up on Mart after yet another argument. He’d seen she was crying, and he’d held her hand; a totally normal thing between colleagues – no, friends.


Since then, she’s thought about that moment, their moment, a lot. It felt exciting, and she hasn’t felt excitement for what seems like forever. She liked the feeling. A part of her wants to feel it again.


She refuses to feel guilty about it.


She’s almost at the flat now. She looks up at the first floor out of habit, expecting to see darkness, but there is a soft glow behind the curtains, a light on inside. She frowns. Wasn’t Mart working tonight? She’s sure he’d said he had a late set at the club. Wasn’t that why he’d waved away her excuses for doing overtime on the late shift? Hadn’t he said he didn’t care?


Setting the two jute bags of groceries down on the step, she fumbles in her jacket pocket for her keys. Her hands are numb from the cold and it takes her a couple of attempts to grasp them. She adds ‘buy gloves’ to her mental to-do list. The folks back home had told her it never got properly cold in central London. Now, in the middle of a dark, rainy November, Kate knows they were talking bollocks.


She unlocks the door, picks up the bags and pushes the door open with her shoulder. As it closes behind her the automatic light in the communal hallway comes on. She blinks at the brightness reflected back from the cerise-painted walls, sidesteps around the upstairs neighbour’s bike and heads towards the stairs. Glancing at the stacks of mail on the tatty side-table as she passes, she spots a pile for her and Mart.


‘Fucksake,’ Kate mutters, snatching it up. ‘Do I have to do everything?’


She leafs through the envelopes; two bills and a piece of junk mail plus what looks like a credit card statement for Mart with Final Demand stamped in angry red across the top of the envelope. She sighs. Shakes her head. He really is crap with money.


Tucking the post under her arm, she picks up her bags and trudges towards the stairs. She starts working out how much cash she’s got stashed away across her savings accounts – the one he knows about, and the other two. No matter what her mum tells her about Mart being a rubbish freeloader and that she deserves better, Kate has always bailed him out. She knows he thinks she will again.


But that would mean she can’t have that holiday in Dubai she’s been saving for. The thought of having to stay in cold, damp London all winter pisses her off even more. The bags feel heavier, her legs more tired. She tries to remember if there is any wine in the fridge. She has a horrible feeling the answer is no.


Sod it. She won’t bail him out again. She’s going to Dubai with Eva.


Reaching the door to the flat, she drops the bags again and undoes the lock. Pushing the bags inside with her foot, she enters and closes the door behind her, calling, ‘Hey Mart, I’m back.’


No reply.


Great, she thinks, hoisting up the bags again. Don’t help me, will you. Since they’ve been living together he’s treated her more like his mum or housekeeper than his girlfriend. When they first moved in they split all the chores down the middle; he cleaned and shopped, she cooked and did the ironing. Now he’s always too busy with his music, the implication being that what she’s doing is less important. That he thinks she is less important.


Kate pushes open the door into the living area. Halts a few steps inside.


The corner lamp is on, the low lighting giving the place a dusky haze. Two glasses of red wine are sitting on the glass top of the coffee table. There’s music playing over Mart’s high-end speakers, some ballad from the eighties that she vaguely recognises as one her dad likes. Not Mart’s usual kind of tune, but maybe he’s trying to be retro and romantic. It’s been a while since he made that kind of effort; the sweet love notes and surprise gifts of their early days are long in the past.


‘Mart?’ she says.


Nothing.


She puts the bags down and takes a few more steps into the room. Listens hard, but can’t hear him. ‘Mart, where are you?’


Still nothing.


Kate moves forward to the coffee table and picks up a glass. Takes a sip of wine. It’s the good stuff, delicious. She needs it after doing a double shift. Needs it to help her forget the hand holding, and remind herself not to feel guilty, more guilty. She takes another sip and glances round the room again. That’s when she notices the red splodges on the carpet near the bedroom door. The door is ajar, a chink of light visible through the gap.


As she draws closer she recognises what the splodges are. Her heartbeat quickens. Guilt tightens in her chest. This is big, unexpected.


Kate stares at the rose petals scattered around the entrance to the bedroom and wonders what’s got into Mart to go for such a grand gesture. Whatever’s caused it, it’s about time. She’d been thinking the relationship was on its way out, but if he’s making this amount of effort, maybe they still have a chance.


‘Mart?’ she says, her tone soft, playful.


The bedroom door opens halfway.


Kate gasps. The cream duvet on their bed is strewn with rose petals. Candles encircle the iron bedstead in flickering light. ‘Mart, it’s beautiful.’


She steps onto the threshold, transfixed. Remembers the good times; sharing candlelit baths, talking for hours about anything and everything. Mart is the guy for her. This proves it. She wonders if he’s about to propose.


Kate takes another pace forward. ‘This is amazing. Where did you—’


The lights cut out. Plunging her into darkness, aside from the candlelight.


To her right, the door jolts back, bashing the wall and making her jump.


She feels movement behind her. Inhales a cocktail of unfamiliar scents. Lemon. Vanilla. Something else she can’t place. ‘Mart?’


He says nothing, but she feels his touch; a lingering caress from her temple, across her cheek, towards her mouth. She starts to turn towards him. ‘I—’


His hand clamps across her lips and nose, yanking her backwards. She braces against them, lashes out with her hands, trying to break free.


Fails.


Loses her balance.


Falling.


Another hand slides round her arms, her waist. Pulls her back against a body, a chest. Holds her prisoner. She struggles harder. Tries to scream beneath the suffocating force. Her cries muted against flesh.


His grip tightens round her jaw, digs into her cheek, forcing her head to the left. She feels a sharp sting against her neck by her ear. Gasps.


The room seems to tilt, the candlelight dancing, the scarlet petals and cream duvet kaleidoscoping patterns in front of her. Her mind seems sluggish. Tiredness weighs her body down. Her eyelids feel heavy.


The pressure across her mouth disappears. She feels hands clasp her shoulders, spinning her round.


Dizzy. Nauseous. Afraid.


His face looks blurred, distorted by the flickering of the candlelight.


He reaches towards her. Strokes her cheek. ‘Sleep now, my love.’


She tries to shake her head. Tries to speak, to say his name, to ask him why. Tries to tell him to stop hurting her. That she’ll do whatever he wants.


The darkness takes her before her lips can form the words.




MONDAY




1
CLEMENTINE


They say I was dead for three thousand and six seconds. They say that when I woke I was different, but I don’t know if that’s true. What I do know is that my world became a different place once every one of those precious seconds had expired. People – Mother especially – seemed to move around me at double speed, talking, always talking, while I remained stuck on go-slow, unable to shift the fog of sleep that remained in my head, no matter what I tried.


They said I’d get better, that everything would be OK. I just needed to give myself more time. But even then, through the bewildering haze of the drugs and the pain, I knew that they were lying.


Reality was the problem. The facts could not be hidden under my bandages. A word, a single whispered truth, repeated inside my mind over and over again, and I knew that it was right.


Murderer.


First the doctors made excuses; said I’d suffered extreme trauma, that stress and shock took time to heal. They spoke of the panic I must have felt in that place, the terror as the flames surrounded me, the horror as I watched his life ebb away.


I don’t remember those things. What I do remember is the shouting; the fury burning my mouth as I spat the words ‘I hate you’. The rage building inside me until I couldn’t control it, didn’t want to control it, until I let it control me. Since that moment, I’ve felt nothing.


As seconds became minutes, minutes added into days and days to months, I got used to the nothingness. Like the skin grafts, it became a part of me. Sometimes I wonder if that’s when I truly changed, but I cannot remember. It’s possible I’ve always been this way.


One thing I can attribute to that night, though, is my fascination with ‘what if’. What if I’d been at school that day? What if Father hadn’t got so angry? What if I hadn’t killed him?


Before, I lived in the moment. After, I dwell on the possibility of future moments, hiding behind theory and hypothesis, never taking action. Never feeling alive.


I want to change.


I think I know how.


You see, I’ve been watching them for a while.




2
DOM


The shrill, repetitive beep of his mobile jolts Dom awake. He fumbles for it on the floor beside his bed, his sleep-addled brain making him clumsy. The caller rings off before he can answer.


It’s too bloody early, still dark outside. Groaning, Dom rolls over, his back muscles aching as he reaches out for Therese. He’s only forty-three but he feels bloody ancient. Her side of the bed is cold and it makes him remember; she’s not stayed here in nearly two months.


He’s sore from the two-hour workout last night. A session that only ended because the gym was kicking out at half eleven and he couldn’t persuade any of the fitness team to stay late. He didn’t stretch. Didn’t drink enough water. He knew he’d pay for it, and he is; his head is pounding.


The training session hadn’t helped him sleep anyway. So he buried himself in the murders he’s working, going back through the case files he shouldn’t have brought home. Two young women – Jenna Malik found dead four weeks ago, and Zara Bretton who died six days ago. He’s still got nothing to connect them except for the way they were killed, and the anguish on their loved ones’ faces when he broke the news. Even after nineteen years on the force it never gets easier. The memory of their distress is a constant reminder that Jenna and Zara were real people, with real lives, and their deaths affect others; the devastating ripple effect of murder. It makes the fear even greater. A killer like this always kills again, if they aren’t stopped, if Dom doesn’t stop them. He doesn’t want that on his conscience, there’s enough weighing him down already.


He tried to sleep, but was still awake at three, thinking about her. Always her. Just like every other night since things went to shit, he couldn’t stop the memory of their last argument replaying in his mind. He’d screwed up big time. He never meant to hurt her.


The phone in his hand starts to ring again. ‘This is Bell.’


‘Guv?’ The nasal tone of Abbott. ‘We’ve got another one.’


Shit, so much for having a day off.


It feels like his brain is bashing against his skull. Dom rubs his forehead, hoping it’ll ease the pressure. It doesn’t. ‘What do we know?’


‘She was found at home, by her boyfriend. He didn’t recognise her straight off because she looked so different – changed hair, everything. When the first responder saw the scene he connected it to our case and made the call.’


‘And it looks like our guy?’


‘Jackson thinks so. He green-lighted bringing you in.’


Dom frowns. He’s the lead on these murders, but he’d have thought DCI Paul Jackson would’ve jumped at the chance to have someone else work the case. Not just because he’s not found the killer yet, but because with the IPCC taking over the investigation from Professional Standards – leading the hunt for what, or who, caused the operation he was part of last month to go bad – Dom’s surprised he isn’t already flying a desk.


Dom cradles the phone between his ear and shoulder as he pulls on his trousers. ‘All right. Where?’


‘Near Angel. I’ll text you the address.’


‘Right.’ He stands, staggers to the wardrobe to grab a fresh shirt. His legs feel leaden, sluggish.


‘Word is there’s already rubberneckers outside.’ Abbott’s voice sounds strained. ‘The media will be next.’


‘I’ll be there.’


‘Just don’t let the Rats catch you. They’ve set up on Fulham Palace Road again, the bastards.’


‘Bastards,’ Dom says. Traffic police were scum. Every real officer knew it. Getting to Angel by car could take an hour, more if he was unlucky. ‘I’ll take the tube. Should be there in thirty.’


He hangs up. The time on his phone shows it’s just gone 6.30 but he barely registers that. It’s the photo background on the screen he’s staring at. Therese smiles out at him. She’s lying in his bed with her long blonde hair draped across the pillow. The look in her eyes is playful, enticing. Her skin is tanned and glows with health. She looks like a different person from how she’d looked the last time he saw her. Four days ago her skin was pale. Her eyes had dark circles beneath them. Her hair was lank, the roots dark and more obvious than usual against the contrast of the white bandage covering her wound. Her injuries. His fault.


He pushes the thoughts of Therese away. He has a case to solve. He clicks off the screen, watching Therese’s image fade to black, then grabs some shoes and pulls on his black denim jacket.


He hurries through the flat. In front of the door a small black cat is stretched out along the length of the mat, asleep.


Dom opens the door a crack. Looks at the cat. ‘You’re going to have to move, mate.’


The cat opens one eye but stays put.


‘Come on, BC.’


The cat looks at him disapprovingly before closing its eyes again.


Shaking his head, Dom inches the door wider until the pressure forces the cat to move. Ignores its furious glare.


Outside, with his head still pounding, the crisp morning air makes him feel even worse. He knows from experience a migraine at a crime scene is never fun. Pulling a blister pack of codeine from his wallet, he swallows a couple of tablets.


His phone beeps once. A text: Abbott. Dom reads the address, and heads towards the tube. Guilt vibrates through him with every step.


Not another dead body.




3
CLEMENTINE


This morning things got interesting.


I’m one coffee and two cigarettes into my day when the news hits Twitter. It’s 5.42. Streetlights reveal the cluttered pavement of St John Street on bin day, but not the sprawling extent of its filth. From my attic room four floors above I watch the meat lorries trundle past on their way to Smithfield Market, then turn back to my laptop and reread the tweet.


@DeathStalker The Lover strikes again. Woman’s body found near Angel. Blue lights on scene.


Taking a long drag on my cigarette, I watch the retweets continue to rise: four, nine, thirteen, twenty-one. True-crime fans never sleep. They’re always waiting for a new case, another body; a fresh hit of adrenaline. Fantasists, most of them. Most, but I don’t think all.


I stub the cigarette out in the overflowing ashtray and reach for the keyboard. I click the shortcut to CrimeStop, the specialist social networking site for true-crime fans. The homepage loads. Its logo, a blood-splattered microscope, is as familiar to me as the people who inhabit this virtual space.


The icon in the corner of my screen shows twenty-three notifications. I click to read the alerts:


Death Stalker posted in True Crime London


Mysteries Solved, Blood City and twenty others commented on a post in True Crime London


I click the first alert and it takes me to the private area for London-based crime fans. Death Stalker’s post tops the feed:


Breaking News: ‘The Lover’ strikes a third time? My inside source says dead woman’s appearance was totally changed. Rose petals found around the body. Has London’s ‘Lover’ struck again? My images attached.


There are three photos. The quality isn’t great, but they’re geotagged. The first is the outside of a building; terraced red-brick flats above a takeaway. Crime scene tape has been strung along the pavement outside.


The others are exterior shots too. One is the doorway; three stone steps leading to a black door, the number forty-three above the brass doorknob. The other shows the first floor window. I double-click the image, enlarging it, but curtains block any glimpse of the interior. There’s no caption, but that doesn’t matter, it’s easy enough to guess what these photos mean. Death Stalker, the unofficial leader of the True Crime London group, is at the scene of the crime.


I reread the post and wonder who the inside source is. Glancing at the avatar beside Death Stalker’s username – the outline of a face, the photo too dark to make out any features or even their gender – I wonder who they are; young or old, male or female? Online you can be anyone you want.


Flicking back to the first photo, I zoom in, focusing on the reflection in the window of the takeaway. Behind the light-flare from the flash, just visible, is the outline of a person. My heart rate quickens. The picture is too dark to make out much detail but, from their silhouette, I can be sure of two things: first, the photographer is wearing a hoodie, and secondly, Death Stalker is a man.


I see you.


Reaching over last night’s Thai takeaway carton for my journal, I jot down the wording of Death Stalker’s post and the points of interest from the photographs. I note the details of the figure reflected in the window and beside it I write: gender reveal – intentional or accident?


If it’s an error then it’s the first I’ve seen him make, and I’ve been watching for a while. It’s nineteen months since I first gathered data for my doctoral study. Back then CrimeStop was one of many websites on my list, and true-crime fans were just people I used in order to explore my hypothesis – that no matter what gossip might be spread across the internet, in reality crowd-sourced crime solving would never be achievable.


True Crime London made me rethink all that. Specifically, Death Stalker caused my rethink – he knows things the public shouldn’t, with access to protected data from contacts close to the investigations. He has the case information gathered by the police, but without the bureaucracy and protocols that hamper them. It gives him, and anyone working with him, the chance to solve a crime faster than the police.


Now a new question inhabits my mind: could this group of true-crime fans solve a live murder case?


I think they have the potential to, and I think some of them believe that too. In the months I’ve been watching, several members of the group have talked about taking on the challenge of a live case. Every time another incidence of police incompetence or corruption hits the media the debate is had again. Each time the Lover has killed, the conversations have turned more serious.


The likes are increasing on Death Stalker’s original post. Interest is rising. I copy the geotag into Google Maps and it zooms in on a side road near the back end of Islington High Street. It’s a more daring choice of kill site – an area busy with foot traffic and cars most times of the day and night. The Lover is getting bolder.


There have been two murders in the last four weeks – one in Camden, the other in Crouch End. Two women are dead, both found in their bedrooms with the lights dimmed, candles burning and rose petals scattered around their naked bodies. Now, six days after the second murder, it seems there’s been a third; the kills are increasing in frequency.


An alert pings at the top of my screen:


Death Stalker posted in True Crime London


Question: Can we find the murderer before another victim is taken? Funding to public services is at an all-time low. Police budgets have been slashed. We can’t rely on the Met to bring this ‘Lover’ serial killer to justice – they simply don’t have the resources to cope. It’s time for us to step up. Who’s with me?


The comments are stacking up beneath the question:


Bloodhound I agree. This government doesn’t seem to have any kind of plan for how to tackle policing. I blame Brexit. Something needs to be done. Perhaps this is how we show the folks in Whitehall just how bad things are. I’m with you.


Crime Queen Great idea @DeathStalker – I’m so up for this. @Witness_Zero might be interested too, I know he’s been following the case.


Justice League I don’t think he’s a serial killer yet. Isn’t it four kills before they’re called that?


Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson @JusticeLeague Serial killer 101 – they get serial status when kills tally three or more with a cool-off period in between ergo the Lover is a serial killer.


Justice League @Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson I stand corrected. @DeathStalker I agree the MET don’t seem to be directing enough resources towards this case. This man needs to be stopped; the devastation he’s leaving in his wake is horrific. I want to help


Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson it’s a dreadful business. @DeathStalker I am, of course, with you


Witness_Zero agreed. I’m in


Ghost Avenger It’s shocking the Met can’t divert more officers to this case. The Lover’s signature is so specific. How the fuck haven’t they got leads on him? I don’t like the idea of going all Lord of the Flies, but what other choices are there? This killer can’t be allowed to murder again. I’m with you – let’s find the sick fucker.


Death Stalker By my count that’s seven of us ready to take an investigation live. I’m going to cap the team at eight. So this is the final call for the last spot. Any takers?


Glancing out through the grimy window, I watch the sunlight peeping over the rooftops of the terrace opposite and know the rest of London will soon be waking. The story will hit the mainstream media in time for the breakfast news bulletins. If I want to be part of this, I need to decide now.


Death Stalker has invited you to a secret group: Case Files: The Lover


Click here to accept this invitation


This is crazy. I study this stuff, I don’t take part in it. My studies are in psychology and human – computer interaction. My doctoral thesis explores the relationship between theoretical concepts of self-identity and how individuals construct, maintain or adapt their identities when interacting online.


Everyone lies. With some it’s an airbrushed photo and a few pounds knocked off their weight, or an adopted happy-go-lucky persona to conceal the sadness inside. Others hide their weakness behind spite and hate, spewing poisonous bile to deflect from their own inadequacies. I’m fascinated by how and why they lie, and watching how it shapes their relationships. But the members of True Crime London are fascinating for a different reason; they concentrate on the lies and failings of the police, the corruption within the system that lets killers stay free. I have a vested interest in that type of lie.


As I click to accept the invitation I can’t deny the fizz of anticipation. It takes me to a new page. Unlike the main pages, this is open only to Death Stalker, Crime Queen, Ghost Avenger, Bloodhound, Justice League, Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson, Witness Zero and me.


Death Stalker posted in secret group Case Files: The Lover


Initiation: Our goal is to reveal the Lover’s true identity before the police. So, listen up, here are the rules of engagement. I’m the team leader. To be part of the team you must (i) live in London (ii) contribute actively to our investigation (iii) share all the intel you gather (iv) wait for my say before making information or suspects public – either online, to the police or the media.


I read the rules twice. They’re simple enough, but there’s something missing; how will they know for certain if they’ve identified the killer? Does this investigation end when they’ve agreed who they think the killer is? That can’t be right; it’s not resolution. I need to know their planned end-game.


I click in the comments box and start typing my question. Beside my online handle – The Watcher – my avatar appears. It’s a close-up image of my left eye, the aquamarine of my iris vivid against the black of my lashes. I press return and my comment appears beneath Death Stalker’s message.


The Watcher @DeathStalker What do we do once we know the killer’s identity, do we inform the police?


I wait for a response. There’s nothing at first. Then the replies start to rack up, but none from Death Stalker.


Ghost Avenger Good point @TheWatcher we need to share our findings with them asap so he’s caught, yes?


Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson I’d say so. The whole point is to get him off the street.


They want a wolf hunt, to run the murderer to ground and get their justice. By running with them I put myself in danger; a wolf in women’s clothing, hiding among them as they call for blood.


A new message appears:


Death Stalker @TheWatcher Aren’t you confident? Excellent. Once we agree on the killer we can decide the specifics of how we reveal them. It’ll be important to maximise media coverage if we’re going to show Whitehall the error of their ways. This isn’t just about one killer, it’s about restoring order to society. Don’t lose sight of that.


First I’m worried. Then I’m irritated by his condescending tone. The irritation wins. Death Stalker talks of ‘we’, but so far he’s been very clear about this being his investigation. I’d bet money he’s already decided what happens if and when we identify the killer but, for now, I’ll play along. The literature says a key ingredient for group bonding is trust. If I collude with him it should help me lay the foundations for trust. Then I’ll be able to influence the direction of this hunt.


The Watcher @DeathStalker Of course. Thanks for clarifying.


Death Stalker posted in Case Files: The Lover To succeed in our investigation we must be organised, focused and fast. To get us off to a good start I’ve compiled a list of tasks. Each person will be allocated a task and must complete it and report back within twenty-four hours to show they are serious and remain part of the team. To help me assign tasks, I need you to enable the location finder on your profile so I can see where you’re based. Please do it now.


I don’t disagree that we need to be organised and fast, but once I’ve enabled the location finder I’m exposed – all those in the group will know where I live.


One by one a location appears beside each person’s name. I hug my arms around myself, pulling my tatty woollen jumper tight. I’m alone, but it feels like everyone is staring at me.


I glance towards the door. Four bolts, a deadlock and a security chain divide me from the outside world. That’s how it’s had to be for me to survive. Caged by the fear that just by looking into my eyes people will know who I am, what I am.


For the past twelve years I’ve been almost invisible from the world. Even the university doesn’t have my real address; only my PhD supervisor – Professor Wade – does. I feel safe in my cyber bubble, watching others but not being watched. Hiding behind my own careful lies. Trying to understand those of others.


But something is shifting; this little group within True Crime London has enticed me to break cover because we share a common belief that the police are at best ineffective, and at worst inherently corrupt. Their goal to catch The Lover fits with one I’ve been coveting for a very long time – to expose the police for what they really are; to prove the system is broken. To show people that no one is safe.


I’m bored with hiding. Twelve years of exile is long enough; I do not want to make it thirteen. What I want is to move among people in real life, undetected. To feel alive, and prove I’m more than just words on a page; that I can have a life outside of my research, like my PhD supervisor Professor Wade tells me I should.


Maybe if I do this, if I help this group catch the Lover and beat the police, and I succeed in hiding my true nature from them, I’ll feel something more than the nothingness I’ve lived with for every second of the past twelve years.


It’s a risk, though. What if they discover the truth?


They shoot wolves; don’t they?




4
DOM


The rain starts as soon as Dom reaches the crime scene. It’s in a side road off the end of the High Street. The uniforms have moved fast: the outer perimeter has been taped off, blocking the road. Fifteen yards inside, a second cordon surrounds the part of the terrace housing a chicken takeaway and the entrance for the flats above.


He spots Abbott hovering in the area between the outer and inner cordons, his lanky frame swamped by an oversized navy parka. Seeing Dom, he raises his hand in an awkward wave.


Bowing his head into the rain, Dom strides across the road to meet his DS. Either side of the cordon people are watching. The press have commandeered the side of the barrier closest to the residential entrance. Dom recognises that ratty-looking bloke from the Mail, and a chain-smoking woman from Sky. In a group of older guys stands a youngish chap with a pudding-basin haircut and an SLR in a waterproof casing. It won’t be long before more arrive, and they start yelling for details. He fucking hates that.


Reaching the tape, Dom ducks underneath and stops next to Abbott. ‘See we’ve got company.’


‘They showed up about ten minutes ago.’


‘Better let Jackson know.’


‘Already done.’


Dom glances back at the twenty or so people gathered at the other barrier. ‘What about them?’


‘Public, not media.’


Dom does a quick scan of their faces and reckons Abbott’s right. Some he recognises; regulars brought out by the sniff of blood and the hope of getting a photo of the body onto Instagram. A woman at the back is clutching a coffee. Dom wishes he’d got one. It’s too late now. ‘How the hell are they here already?’


Abbott shrugs. ‘Word gets around fast these days, guv.’


Dom glances towards the building. A female uniform is standing beside the black front door. ‘You been inside?’


Abbott grimaces. ‘Yeah.’


Dom studies his sergeant’s expression. It takes a lot to get Abbott riled, but this case is making him increasingly twitchy. ‘So it’s our man?’


‘I think so. There’s no sign of forced entry.’


‘She let him in?’


‘Looks that way, same as the others. The building’s split into four flats, all rentals. Ours is on the first floor. Her name’s Kate Adams.’


Dom nods, grateful Abbott keeps the information brief. He’s glad his DS humours his idiosyncrasies; his need to not hear any personal information about the victim until after he’s had the chance to observe the scene. Details come later; first he needs to get a feel for the crime scene, observe the victim without making a prior judgement.


Dom glances towards the reporters. More have arrived in the few minutes since he’s been here. He knows what they’re thinking – that this is his fault – another dead woman, one who’d still be alive if he’d already caught this bastard.


An old boy in a flat cap notices Dom looking. He waves. ‘DI Bell, can you confirm this is another Lover victim?’


A blonde in a cream mac rushes to the barrier, thrusting a voice recorder towards him. ‘A third victim in four weeks, have you got a suspect yet?’


Fuck. The press are going to roast him and, even though he loathes them, a part of him knows he deserves it.


Ignoring the questions, Dom turns to Abbott. ‘Come on, let’s get on with it.’


Abbott ushers him to the inner cordon. He flashes his warrant card to the uniform on duty, tells her their names for the scene log and heads inside.


Dom follows. The familiar cocktail of adrenaline pulses through his blood – apprehension mixed with anticipation. He’s used to it, but this time there’s something else. It sits like ballast in the pit of his stomach. Guilt.


With a final glance towards the gathering crowd, he goes up the stone steps and enters the building.




5
CLEMENTINE


I’m not bored any more. I stand on the outskirts of the crowd, a few feet away from the others. Inside the restricted area, a tall black guy wearing a navy parka strides over to greet a newcomer.


I step closer to the crowd to get a better view. The newcomer stands, shoulders hunched, with his back turned to the driving rain. The denim jacket he’s wearing is already sodden, his dark hair plastered against his skull; dishevelled-looking, but not unattractive for an older man. He looks like the picture I’ve seen of the lead detective on the Lover case. He looks seriously pissed off.


As if sensing my scrutiny he glances this way, so I turn, angling my face away from his line of sight, and hope my hood shields my features from view. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch as he and his colleague start walking towards the building, heading for a black door that I recognise from the photo Death Stalker posted. As they reach the entrance the guy stops and looks back, scowling. I feel like he’s staring right at me, but I know that’s ridiculous; with me standing here behind the crowd he’ll barely be able to see me.


I twist the lid off the takeaway cup of green tea I got from the coffee place on the High Street, and raise it to my lips. The heat coming off it feels scorching. I blow on it rather than drink, and can’t resist glancing back at the detective. As I do, he turns away and steps inside the building. The black door closes. I gaze at it for a moment and wonder what he’s doing now. Then I focus back on my task.


Pulling my phone from my pocket, I open the CrimeStop app and reread Death Stalker’s last post.


First assignment: All actions must be completed within 24 hours and useful intel contributed. Anyone who doesn’t achieve this will be removed from the group. Post intel gathered online here. I’ll message each of you your task privately.


I tap the messenger icon. My brief appears. It’s the first and only private message I’ve received.


Death Stalker to TheWatcher Attend the crime scene (you’re closest). Document activity, take photos, listen for information shared by police and media. Find something useful. You have until 06:23 tomorrow.


The deadline stresses me. Panic flutters in my chest. It’s almost 7.30; in theory I have twenty-three more hours, but the crime scene is live now and there’s no way for me to get through the barrier. I can take photos but I’ll need more than that. I have to find something useful, or I’ll be ejected from the group. I can’t let that happen.


The noise of an engine on the road behind me draws my attention. A police van halts at the cordon sending a burst of watery spray over the tape and the small gathering of people standing beside it. A uniformed officer rushes over to them. She’s pointing along the barrier towards the rest of the crowd, telling those near her to move. There’s some head shaking and muttering, but most of them obey and shift along the barrier. A couple sharing a pink golfing umbrella stop a few feet to my right. Their heads are bowed in conversation. He’s speaking in a low voice, but she’s no way near as cautious. I can’t help but overhear.


‘… told him I had an early briefing … God knows how long the street will be closed …’ the woman says. Her pink lipstick is the same shade as the umbrella. ‘… little bastard won’t cover for me … told you this was too risky …’


If they’re having an affair she should be more worried about the news crews setting up their cameras on the other side of the barrier.


I snap a couple of shots of the police van easing through the cordon into no man’s land. As I do, two girls in front of me start talking about the victim – Kate, they’re calling her. From their comments about her boyfriend and the unhappy state of their relationship it sounds like they knew her, although they don’t seem upset that she’s dead. That I find strange. From my observations I’ve found death makes normal people feel sadness; they cry, or frown, or their voices sound strained. I don’t detect any trace of that here.


I shuffle closer to try and hear more. The blonde turns – her dark eye make-up and red lip-gloss are total overkill for this time in the morning. She looks at me, but doesn’t smile. Instead she nudges her friend and they move away.


Inside the crowd I feel invisible again. But I’m not. There’s a man looking right at me. I inhale sharply. I recognise him, well, a version of him anyway. With his disappearing hairline and rounded paunch, there doesn’t seem to be anything much ‘chainsaw’ about Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson in real life, but it’s him, definitely him. He smiles and starts making his way through the crowd towards me.


I fight the urge to bolt. Tell myself that he can’t know who I am – my profile picture only shows my eye. Even so, my heart’s bouncing in my chest at double speed. My free hand curls into a fist inside my pocket. I glance round, checking my exit route. There’s a clear path to the High Street. I could leave. If I go I’ll be home in half an hour. But, if I do, I won’t be able to complete my task. I’ll have to forfeit my place on the investigation.


I watch Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson weave through the crowd. He’s ten metres away and closing.


Stay or go?


Fight or flight?


I clench my fist tighter. This is my first test. I will not run from it. I’ll find out if he can tell who I am, what I am.


So I let the tubby, balding version of the man whose face is so familiar from his twenty-years-younger profile picture come to me. Online he’s the group know-it-all. If you’re after random case facts, or the details of strange forensic anomalies, he’s your man. But online behaviour does not necessarily follow the same pattern as real life interactions. I’m going to find out if that’s true for him.


He gestures to the taped-off area and the building beyond. His wispy, overlong eyebrows rising as he speaks, testing the water. ‘They say a woman’s been murdered.’


His words might be serious, but the glint in his eye gives him away; he’s excited, delighted. This is the most fun that’s happened to him in years. I nod. ‘That’s the rumour I’ve heard.’


He leans closer and I catch a whiff of Old Spice. Tapping the side of his nose with his finger, he says, ‘Stop pretending. I know.’


Am I that obvious? My breath catches in my throat.


Robert ‘chainsaw’ Jameson smiles, not noticing my fear. ‘You’re TCL, right?’


I stare at him. He’s waiting for a response. There’s little point denying it; somehow he’s worked out who I am, and it’s too late to run. ‘How did—’


He grins. ‘Your eyes, love. Never seen green-blue eyes like yours in real life.’


‘Impressive,’ I say. Him noticing such a small, subtle detail is more than I’d have given him credit for.


He looks pleased by the compliment. I file that knowledge for future reference. Flattery is easy, and those susceptible to it are among the quickest to manipulate.


‘It wasn’t hard. Death Stalker mentioned you were tasked with coming here.’ He nods at my eyes. ‘Are they contacts?’


I shake my head. Death Stalker told another member my task but wouldn’t share the tasks with the group? From that I have to assume he and this short, pot-bellied man know each other well, that he is part of the inner circle.


He holds out his hand. ‘Robert “chainsaw” Jameson,’ he says. Leaning closer, he gives me a conspiratorial wink. ‘But you can call me Bob.’


I hesitate a moment, then clasp his hand. I keep my expression friendly, hiding the repulsion I feel from his clammy skin touching mine, and give his hand a firm shake.


‘I’m The Watcher,’ I say. The name feels odd on my tongue, like it’s not designed to be spoken out loud, but it has to do. I don’t want this man, or any of True Crime London, knowing my real name. I force a smile, faking a happy emotion to hide my discomfort. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’


Bob’s yakking on, continuing the blow-by-blow account of his tube journey to the crime scene. I don’t do the tube. Can’t. So its inner workings hold no interest for me. I tune him out. Bob doesn’t seem to notice.


I start to appraise him. He’s in his early sixties I reckon, but not in good condition. I clock his blotchy complexion and the purple thread veins zigzagging across his nose. High blood pressure, I suspect, most likely with a high alcohol consumption kicker. As a threat to me, physically he doesn’t rate highly.


He grins, and from the intensity in his gaze I guess he’s expecting me to agree to something. I say nothing. Wait.


‘Look, I’ll show you,’ he says, and starts rummaging in his trouser pocket. He pulls out a mobile. Angling it towards me, he starts swiping through photographs.


Bob’s been busy. His glee at having a found a fellow TCLer, someone he deems a worthy audience, is unbounded. He doesn’t notice my irritation. He flicks through picture after picture. In his accompanying monologue, he highlights the obvious subjects in each: the crowd, the police, the media and the location. There must be seventy images. He’s completed my task before I’ve begun.


‘The crime scene photos are my task.’


He smiles. ‘It’s no trouble, love. I like attending scenes up close. Helps me get a feel for a case. Crime’s my passion, you see. I like being at the heart of the action, try to get as close as possible to the body. There’s nothing like the mystery of a good murder, is there? At my age it’s good to have something to pit your wits against, stops the grey cells dying off.’ He swipes to the next photo. ‘And here’s you.’


The image is taken from a distance. It’s a little pixelated, and my hood hides my hair and most of my face. Only if you look closer can you make out a few stray wisps that have escaped. Unless you know me well, and I can count the number of people who do on less than one hand, less than one finger, it’s unlikely someone would recognise me. I don’t like it, though. ‘Promise you’ll delete it.’


Bob looks rather crestfallen, and I realise my error.


I lean closer to him, as if I’m taking him into my confidence. ‘With us doing our own investigation, don’t you think it’s best if there’s no photographic evidence of us at the scene?’


Bob’s eyes widen. ‘You’re right, love. Can’t be too careful these days. Eyes everywhere.’


He deletes the picture.


‘Thanks, I appreciate it.’


‘Not a problem,’ he says, giving my arm a squeeze. ‘I’ve got more pics on here. You’d be surprised how addictive this crime lark is once you’ve a taste of it.’ He goes back to the picture menu. The photo albums number into the hundreds. ‘I’ve got a great shot of a dead body on one of them.’


Before I can reply, thunder rumbles overhead and the rain starts again in earnest. Bob tucks his double chin into his collar and turns away from the wind.


‘Maybe later,’ I say, gesturing towards no man’s land. ‘So, what usually happens at these things?’


His porky cheeks flush pink. ‘This is the exciting bit. All the key people are here – detectives, forensics and the coroner. They’re all doing their thing inside the inner cordon. It’s a real shame we can’t see inside. If you’re quick enough to the open air ones you sometimes get a look before they screen it off. A residential one like this, the most we’ll see is the trolley when they wheel it out – everything will be covered though.’


I ignore his glee over seeing dead bodies. His delight at murder seems rather distasteful, even to me. ‘It’ll be a while before the road’s opened again then?’


‘Well, they can’t let the public through until they’ve got all the evidence. If they open it too fast we’ll contaminate the scene. Could make them miss something vital. Can’t have that, can they.’ He points towards the police van inside the cordon where a couple of uniformed officers are loading plastic boxes into the back. ‘Looks like it might not be too much longer.’


Dampness has penetrated through the seams of my jacket. Shivering, I think longingly of my warm, dry apartment, but I can’t leave yet. ‘I should get on,’ I say. ‘I need to take the photos for the group before they finish.’


‘No need, love. I’ll upload mine.’


‘I need to do it, it’s been assigned to me.’


He gives me a hard stare. ‘Well, we can both upload them.’


Not helpful. ‘Or you could let me—’


‘I can’t and I won’t. I always upload pictures to my profile page. I’m not making an exception; I’ve got a reputation to uphold.’


Shit. ‘If I don’t contribute something I’ll be ejected from the team.’


He shrugs. Shifts his weight from one leg to the other. Then raises a hand at someone in the press area. ‘Just spotted an old mate,’ he says, not meeting my eye. ‘I best go and see what he knows about this murder.’


As Bob scuttles away like a portly cockroach, I wonder if sabotaging my task was his main purpose for coming here. Whether beneath the affable persona is a ruthless competitor who wants to keep the group as exclusive as possible.


I can’t let him force me out. I glance around the crowd. Death Stalker must have been here earlier, when he took the first photos. I wonder if he hung around.


Opening the CrimeStop app on my phone, I search for Death Stalker’s profile. The location finder isn’t enabled. Cursing, I send him a private message:


The Watcher to @DeathStalker Are you still at the scene?


I wait. Ten seconds pass. Then twenty. A green light appears beside Death Stalker’s name – he’s come online. Moments later an answer appears.


Death Stalker to @TheWatcher No


I wonder where he is. Why he’s not shared his location with us, despite his call for transparency.


The Watcher to @DeathStalker I’m not the only TCL here. They’ve taken pictures. Is there any point me continuing? Do you want to reassign me?


From the High Street, I hear the siren of a police car or ambulance. It passes and gradually fades from earshot as I wait.


Three dots appear beside Death Stalker’s name. He’s typing.


Death Stalker to @TheWatcher That’s irrelevant. The crime scene is your assignment. If they’ve already got photos then find something better.


I glance across to where the journalists are gathered. Bob’s there, deep in conversation with a man in a tweed cap.


Tension builds like an overloaded valve in my chest. I have to stay part of this. I need to test if I can hide in plain sight. To beat the police at their own job and demonstrate why they are no longer fit for purpose. To prove my PhD conclusion right – crowdsourced crime solving could be the future.


The Watcher to @DeathStalker What if I can’t?


Death Stalker to @TheWatcher Then you’re off the team.




6
DOM


The hallway is painted bright cerise. It’d be migraine-inducing enough at the best of times, even if his head wasn’t already pounding from dehydration and lack of sleep. Dom looks up the stairs. They’re steep; typical Victorian with those narrow treads that he can get barely half his foot on. He glances at Abbott, who’s making slow work of zipping his suit. ‘Better get up there.’


Abbott nods. Waits for Dom to go first.


Dom knows why. This many years into the job and you’ve got a flood of crime scene memories; so many dead bodies, too many. It’s like your brain tries to second-guess what you’re about to find, or floods you with old images in an attempt to desensitise you before you see the real thing again. It doesn’t work, though. Can’t. It’s not like any dead body is ever a good thing.


He grasps the banister and takes the stairs two at a time. Abbott keeps close behind. The stairs creak.


Stepping into the flat, he takes a moment to get a sense of the place. It’s a decent size for a one-bed in this part of town, newish furniture, with lots of glass and leather in the open plan living space – modern, with a nod towards pretentious. Stripped floorboards. The walls are painted burgundy. Kate Adams and her boyfriend must earn a decent wage to afford this place. The look is contemporary, like a copy of some celebrity pad. Dom imagines that matters to them.


On the glass coffee table there are two glasses of red wine. One looks half-drunk, the other untouched. An indication Kate Adams had company before she died. Dom nods at the glasses. ‘Same as the last two.’


‘Yeah. CSIs are on it,’ Abbott says. ‘Unlikely he’s left prints, though.’


‘True.’ He hadn’t at the homes of the previous victims. ‘Her wine or the killer’s?’


‘I’ll get that checked with the boyfriend.’


Dom nods.


‘Photographs are done.’


‘Good,’ Dom says, but he doesn’t mean it. He was last to arrive, and the team are professionals; there’s no reason they should have waited for him, he knows that.


He unclenches his fists a finger at a time. Rolls his shoulders, once and again. He needs a clear, logical head on for what comes next.


‘Nothing looks out of place, no sign of a struggle …’


His DS doesn’t say it, but Dom hears the implication: for all their poking, the CSIs haven’t found anything useful yet. ‘Noted.’


‘Bedroom?’


Abbott points him towards the doorway on their far right. ‘Over there.’


The CSIs look up, and he sees one of them roll her eyes at the other. He tries to ignore it. Spots Emily Renton, Pathologist, standing in the doorway. The white paper suit does nothing for her mumsy figure.


She raises an eyebrow. ‘So nice of you to join us, Dom.’


‘It was meant to be my day off, all right?’


She laughs. Her glasses slip down her nose, and she pushes them back into place with a gloved finger. ‘So I’m told. And did you have a nice rest?’


As usual with her, he can’t help but smile. ‘For about two minutes.’


‘And now you’re here.’ She nods into the bedroom; her tone becomes more serious. ‘Seems we’ve got another one. Similar MO, but—’


‘Give me a minute, yeah? I need to take a look before we dive into the detail.’


‘Not a problem.’ Emily moves into the bedroom, speaking to people out of Dom’s view. ‘Can we clear the room, folks. Take ten.’


Two techs file out, Emily follows. ‘All yours.’


He nods his thanks. Ignores the mutters of the techs, who’ve stopped in the lounge. He can guess what they’re saying – that the IPCC are after him, that he’s not long for this job. Keeping his gaze low he steps into the room. Inhales a faint aroma of vanilla. Out of the corner of his eye he sees candles, burnt down low, which line the floor at the foot of the bedstead. He catches a glimpse of rose petals bright scarlet against the cream of the duvet.


He doesn’t look up, not yet. Knows that he’s stalling. Also knows that if this is like the previous two crime scenes, she’ll be on the bed. Part of him doesn’t want to look. So he stands there, not moving. Every sound seems magnified: his breath, his heartbeat, the steady dripping of a tap in what he assumes is the en-suite. He’s still got the headache; it’s worse now, jabbing at his temples.


He turns to face the bed.


Déjà vu.


It’s her, but, of course, it can’t be. But she’s an exact replica of the last two victims – of Jenna Malik found in her musty bedsit in Crouch End, and of Zara Bretton in her canal-view studio flat in Camden. He takes a step closer. Keeps looking. She’s got the same loosely curled shoulder-length hair, in the same shade of medium brown, and from this distance her face seems identical: fresh, dewy skin, a pinkish bloom to her cheeks and lips, pretty. She’s wearing the same make-up too – black eyeliner, peacock-blue eye shadow, purple lipstick – very eighties.


She’s naked.


He stops at the boundary made by the candles. Her face is clearer in close-up. The resemblance is unnerving, but now he sees her healthy glow is from make-up, not life. Her lips are full and slightly pouted. Her eyes are fixed open, again like the others. He looks into her unseeing gaze.


Peaceful. That’s the first word that comes to him. There’s no blood, no obvious cause of death. He’s not fooled, though. This is how the other victims looked, and there was nothing peaceful about what had been done to them. He keeps looking at her. Needs this uninterrupted time to get a sense of the place, to try and feel what she felt, to understand more about the killer. The silence helps him find what others miss.


One thing here is different.


It’s not here. She’s the same, like a carbon copy of the other two, but the MO is slightly different. There’s no rose.


What does that mean?


He checks again, slower this time. Scattered on the duvet, rose petals form a circle around her, but there’s no actual rose here. Dom turns, scanning the room, looking to see if the rose has been placed somewhere else.


Like the lounge, this room looks normal, if there ever is such a thing. There’s no hint of a struggle, nothing seems knocked out of place or broken. Dom’s gaze lingers over the dressing table. He notices how shiny the surface is, like it’s been freshly polished. It’s the only furniture that has. On top of the mirror there’s a layer of dust, same with the bedside cabinet.


Something else draws his attention. Make-up and potions are heaped in a messy pile on the floor beside the dressing table. It’s an anomaly. Everything else about this flat is clean and ordered.


He nods at Emily for the CSIs to re-enter the room. Beckons one over to the dressing table. Dom’s seen her before, at another crime scene; petite with freckles. He tries to remember her name, Penny, Paula, something like that. It doesn’t come to him. ‘Hey, err, hey …’ He points to the bottles and pots heaped beside the table. ‘Make sure you get these.’


The CSI nods, unsmiling.


‘Cheers.’ Dom wonders if the media are the only ones who’ve been losing faith in him.


He turns back to the girl on the bed.


What happened, Kate? Why did he do this? Why do it to you?


Behind him, Abbott clears his throat. ‘She’s twenty-six years old. Only child, parents live in Twickenham. Works for NHS 111. Lives here with her boyfriend, Mart Stax. He’s the one that found her.’


He doesn’t look round. ‘Lived.’


‘Sorry, sir?’


He knows he’s being pedantic, but doesn’t stop himself. Those pots heaped by the dressing table are still bothering him. And the fact there’s no rose. The previous two victims had a single rose placed along their sternums, between their breasts. Why has the killer changed that this time? He needs to think. Doesn’t want Abbott’s input, not yet. ‘She lived here with her boyfriend. Past tense.’


Abbott says nothing.


Dom stares at the girl. Tries to think, but his concentration’s shot. Abbott’s words repeat in his mind – twenty-six years old. Twenty-bloody-six. What sort of an age is that? Nothing. A total waste. ‘What do we know?’
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