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      Monday morning

      

      Detective Chief Inspector Paul Cullen gripped tight hold of the overhead hand support as the packed tube train jerked to a stop. Caught off balance, he swayed against the back of the woman who was pressed close to him and mouthed an embarrassed sorry as she turned. Even just a nudge couldn’t be pleasant from a six foot three, fourteen stone police officer. Apology accepted, his attention turned back to the young man he’d been watching for the past few minutes on this journey below London towards Euston.

      ‘Apologies for the slight delay as we’re held at this red signal,’ the driver announced to the weary commuters over the inadequate speaker system. ‘Hopefully we’ll be on our way in the next minute or so.’

      The young guy under Cullen’s informal surveillance was standing against one of the glass panels, next to the sliding external doors, side-on to Cullen. From his vantage point across the carriage, the guy wearing a bright yellow construction worker style jacket looked to be really tight in to a young woman, his crotch sometimes brushing against her rear.

      There weren’t any signs that they were a couple – no communication between them, no acknowledgement of the other’s presence.

      Was the physical contact deliberate?

      There was a time when the thought wouldn’t have occurred to him. But not any longer. Such crime was a real problem on the tube network. London was no different to any other city on the planet, where heaving rush-hour transportation systems offered the chance for offenders to take advantage of the sardine-like conditions on trains, trams and buses and ‘have a feel’.

      And there were plenty of people, a depressing number, ready to use the conditions on the London Underground for their own pleasure. Almost always men. Young, old, suited City types, t-shirted tourists, teachers.

      Operation Archangel had caught all these, and more.

      Involving hundreds of uniformed and plain clothes officers from the British Transport Police stationed across the capital’s rail network, Operation Archangel had been remarkably successful at identifying and catching offenders who had previously got away with crimes that had often left women and girls terribly traumatised.

      For Cullen, as lead officer for the operation, the sheer number of offenders who had been caught in just a few months was satisfying and depressing in equal measure.

      Was this another one?

      The Northern Line train jerked again as it rocked forwards, not far now from Euston. This was Cullen’s daily commute. An early-morning, packed overground train from just outside the M25 into Waterloo, then onto the tube. Alighting a couple of stations early, the fifteen-minute walk from Euston to the British Transport Police Headquarters in Camden Town gave him precious time to think – about ongoing cases and, in recent months, about how to rescue his marriage.

      But at least there was now a solution in sight.

      The train emerged into the bright light of the station as Cullen kept his gaze on the man. People around him began shifting into position for disembarkation as the train’s brakes screeched. The guy bent down and picked up the rucksack that had been wedged between his feet. He was about to disembark.

      If he were going to do anything more obvious, it would be now.

      Cullen allowed people to slide past on either side of him as he watched on. The adrenalin was really pumping now. He craned his neck to keep eye contact with the two people. The train juddered to a stop and, just before the doors swished open, it happened.

      The guy's hand snaked around the girl’s waist and slithered up her right side. The girl, still with her back to him, reacted instantly, shrugging him off in disgust and shrinking back into the carriage, her face full of shock.

      The guy darted out through the doors, not looking back.

      Cullen had just a few seconds.

      He moved quickly towards her as the rest of the passengers exited. ‘That man, did he assault you?’

      She was tearful. ‘Yeah, he did.’

      ‘Don’t worry, he won’t get away with it.’ Cullen looked across at the doors. He didn't have much time. People were already boarding. He shoved a hand into his pocket and placed the card in her palm.

      ‘Paul Cullen. British Transport Police. Call me.’

      And then, against the tide of incoming commuters, he headed for the doors.
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        * * *

      

      A mass of people flowed onto the train, clutching bags, carrying cases or hand in hand with children. For such a large guy, Paul Cullen weaved impressively around the incomers, apologising as he went, his chances of disembarking and giving chase to the offender slipping away. Just as he reached the exit, the warning beep to indicate the doors were about to close sounded. He threw out a powerful hand, jamming the door open. Straining against him, the door resisted. Cullen thrust his right foot to its base, bumped the doors open with a shoulder charge and, as expected, initiated the tube train’s safety mechanism. All the doors slid open.

      He slipped out onto the now quieter platform. The eyes of an old couple directly ahead were on him, their anxiety obvious, before they looked away.

      ‘Oi!’

      Cullen looked up as a visibly annoyed underground worker strode towards him, wagging a finger.

      ‘You can’t do that.’

      There was no time to show ID. ‘Paul Cullen. British Transport Police. Operation Archangel.’

      ‘Oh,’ the man said, standing down and flushing crimson. He would be well aware of the high-profile police operation. ‘Well, sorry, officer.’

      ‘Sorry to delay the train.’

      ‘That’s fine… can I…’

      But Cullen was already off down the platform, flashing past the still-waiting train. The man he was pursuing had long gone. But there was still a chance of intercepting him, even if he had left the station – especially with his distinctive jacket.

      But the opportunity faded with each passing second.

      Soon the guy would disappear into London’s maze of people-filled streets.

      Fortunately the platform was quiet, and Cullen hit a strong stride around the corner and up the well-worn stairs: quicker and quieter than the escalator. All the time, he scanned for the neon jacket.

      Out on the concourse he reached the back markers from the train he had just left. A young family of American tourists talking excitedly about the day ahead, an old man, head down, with a walking stick, an elderly lady with a wheeled shopping trolley, bumping it over the uneven floor.

      No sign of the man in the neon jacket.

      Still he remained hopeful that he was closing the gap, given that the guy didn’t know he was after him and presumably wouldn’t be hurrying.

      But if he were getting on a bus directly outside the station...

      He picked up the pace.

      This was one reason why he loved his job.

      You never knew what was coming.

      He scanned through the ticket barriers and out into the main concourse of Euston’s mainline overground station, trying to spot the guy. To the right the electronic boards displayed the 9:35am train to Edinburgh, via his home town of Wigan: the town made famous by George Orwell, with its tiny pier by the canal.

      He thought momentarily of Sarah. She would be packing at home, finalising things for her journey up North.

      Would she ever come back?

      Snapping his attention back to the task at hand, he spotted two uniformed officers over to his left.

      Both recognised him as he approached.

      ‘Sir.’

      Cullen didn’t have time for pleasantries. ‘A young black guy in a bright yellow neon jacket. Like a construction worker’s. Have you seen him?’

      ‘No, sir.’

      ‘He would have come up the escalator from the tube. Just a minute or so ago.’ He looked around again, but still no sign.

      Unless he’d connected with another service underground...

      Damn.

      Both officers shook their heads.

      ‘Sorry, we’ve just been helping a member of the public who’d lost their bag. Really sorry, sir.’

      Cullen suppressed his frustration. It wasn’t their fault. ‘Can you put a call out, black male, short dark hair, yellow neon jacket, in the vicinity of Euston station or travelling from there on the network. Suspected sexual assault. He might be long gone, but worth a shot.’

      ‘Of course.’

      Cullen moved towards the exit, still not giving up, as he heard one of the officers radio through his instructions.

      And there he was, exiting the pastry shop just outside the station, paper bag up towards his mouth.

      Cullen jogged towards him, adrenalin pumping, his prey in his sights. He waited until the man was just a few metres away and came at him from the side.

      ‘Hey!’

      The man’s head snapped sideways in surprise.

      ‘Police. Can I…’

      The man shot off at speed, as if the words had been the firing of a starting gun in an Olympic sprint final. Cullen gave chase, nearly slipping on the bag that the man had dropped to the ground. He thought he heard a girl shout from behind as he pursued the man down the path from the station, but he couldn’t really take anything in apart from his goal.

      ‘Stop!’ he shouted, as the man increased the distance between them.

      But he didn’t stop. Didn’t slow. Bemused passers-by turned their heads as the two men continued their race.

      The man, now quite a few metres ahead of him, approached the always-busy main road that traversed the front of the station, connecting North London’s great mainline stations of Paddington, Euston, St. Pancras and King’s Cross. The crossing was on red, with several people waiting as four lanes of London traffic rushed by.

      Maybe he would turn sharp left and continue along Euston Road, try to outrun him and then dart into one of the many side roads.

      But Cullen thought not.

      He would more than likely take the much riskier but potentially more effective option.

      And he did.

      The man hardly slowed as he reached the crossing, darting through the first lane of traffic, a black taxi blasting its horn as it was forced to push on the brakes.

      Cullen, too, reached the crossing, heart pounding as he stood shoulder to shoulder with the other pedestrians, willing the lights to go green. But they remained steadfastly red.

      Another horn blared as the man stepped out in front of a delivery van coming from the opposite direction of the taxi, this time causing the vehicle to come to a complete stop. Several horns blared as the ripple from the sudden braking stopped three more vehicles behind.

      Cullen dismissed the idea of traversing the dangerous road himself. He didn’t fancy his chances. And a dead detective would never catch the guy. Surely the lights would turn any second.

      But not in time.

      Maybe the man’s attention had been taken up by the near-miss with the van, or maybe he was so close to the other side that his concentration had faltered.

      He stepped right in front of the oncoming red double-decker bus.

      With a shocking thud the man was propelled along the road from the force of the impact, skimming along the tarmac and into the oncoming traffic. An articulated lorry coming from the opposite direction crunched over his body, dragging it under its large wheels as it slammed to a halt with a hiss just in front of them.

      Surely the guy had no chance.

      Screams rang out from both sides of the road as Cullen hurried up to the vehicle. The man’s body – he was just a boy, really, maybe nineteen or twenty – was crushed and broken, his face twisted in shock.

      There was blood everywhere.

      Cullen cradled his head, supporting the limp and lifeless neck, looking him in his dead, questioning eyes. Just seconds ago this person had been in flight, full of life, but now the lights were out.

      ‘Oh my God, oh my God! He’s… oh no, please no, please…’

      Cullen turned to see the girl skid to a stop, feet from him. It was the victim from the tube carriage.

      Her face was twisted in despair and shock, tears gushing. A woman who had been waiting at the crossing instinctively placed an arm around her back.

      ‘He’s dead. Oh my God, he’s dead!’

      Cullen didn’t understand.

      ‘My boyfriend!’ the girl screamed at him, her eyes flaring with sudden anger. ‘You’ve murdered my boyfriend!’
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      Previous Friday evening

      

      Natalie Long gazed at the Edwardian building in London’s Mayfair and took a deep breath before moving to the door and pressing the security intercom.

      ‘Brand New. How can I help?’

      ‘Hi, I’m here for the selection weekend. It’s Natalie Long.’

      In the moment’s pause Natalie convinced herself that there had been some embarrassing mistake. The selection letter had been posted out to her accidentally. Maybe there had been some mix-up with the mail merge, and she was supposed to get the brush-off version, the one that said thanks but no thanks. She’d have to return to Bristol with her tail between her legs…

      ‘Natalie, do come in.’

      She brushed down her shirt and pushed open the grand door, emerging into a brightly lit reception room, with a chandelier sparkling above like some UFO about to land.

      This place was other-worldly. She could already see that.

      To the smell of vanilla and something exotic she couldn’t put her finger on, Natalie signed in at the reception desk, beaming.

      ‘Here’s your keycard,’ the glamorous young receptionist said. ‘The welcome reception is at six.’ She looked across at the grandfather clock in the corner. ‘You’re nice and early, so there’s plenty of time to settle in and explore.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Natalie smiled, taking the card. ‘I’m really looking forward to it all.’

      ‘Your welcome pack is in the room. It outlines what you should expect during the weekend, and spells out the ground rules.’

      ‘Ground rules?’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry. It’s all pretty standard for this kind of thing.’

      Natalie nodded, never having had any experience of anything remotely like ‘this kind of thing’.

      Would the rest of the applicants be just as naive as her?

      She doubted it.

      What is it that Amy had said? ‘Fake it till you make it.’

      ‘Your room is on the top floor, second on the left,’ directed the receptionist. ‘Sorry, there’s no lift. Just the staircase.’

      Natalie was about to quip that she could manage the walk, even with her suitcase, but before she could speak a porter appeared at her shoulder and grabbed the case. ‘I'll take that for you, madam. Please, do follow me.’

      She followed the porter up the wide, winding staircase, glancing back as she went – self-conscious that if she’d carried any dirt on her shoes it would really make a mess of the cream carpet. Fortunately the carpet remained pristine in her wake.

      ‘Here you are,’ the porter said, as they reached Room Fourteen.

      ‘Thank you.’ She reached into her bag.

      ‘That won’t be necessary,’ he said, smiling. ‘All part of the service. Would you like me to carry the bag into the room?’

      ‘No, it’s fine, thank you.’

      ‘Very well.’ He half-bowed. ‘Have a pleasant stay, Miss Long.’

      She watched as he set off back towards where they had come from. She could get used to this.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Wow.’

      Natalie stood open-mouthed as the door closed behind her. She stepped slowly into the luxurious room, savouring every moment.

      ‘This is… just… wow!’

      She turned in a small circle, not quite believing just how amazing this room was. There’d been a programme on television a few months ago, featuring the world’s most glamorous hotels – spa resorts in Switzerland, gold-laden towers in Dubai. And this property was right up there.

      The room was about twice the size of any hotel room she’d ever been in. There was an inviting-looking Super King-sized bed, a flat screen so large it covered half the wall, and a sofa area complete with a bean-to-cup coffee machine.

      The bathroom had a superb-looking shower, and a sensational roll-top bath at its centre. There were two marble sinks and a huge wall-to-wall mirror, with angel-white lighting around.

      Kicking off her shoes, she flopped onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling, still not quite believing that this was real.

      Things were really looking up.

      After a few minutes of just taking in the ambience, she found the welcome pack and, legs tucked underneath her on the sofa, began to leaf through it.

      The inside page had a short welcome message from Sir Kenneth New, complete with a close-up professional photo of him smiling to camera. The photo looked like a recent one. He was sixty-five, but had youthful, enthusiastic, bright-blue eyes. His close-cut red beard matched his still full head of hair.

      Welcome to New House, in the heart of the great city of London! And congratulations for doing brilliantly enough to get this far. You stand on the edge of a great future. For one of you, this weekend will mark the beginning of an amazing journey with me and my company. So, best of luck to you all and may the best person be triumphant!

      Natalie’s nerves returned. This was for real. Somehow her speculative application had won her a place here. How on earth had she stood out of the crowd? Surely there must have been hundreds, if not thousands of people desperate for such an opportunity?

      Why her?

      She leafed through the rest of the welcome pack, which contained details of mealtimes, and the locations of the dining area, gym, and even a small swimming pool in the basement. Applicants were free to use any of the facilities outside of assessment hours. But she didn’t have a swimming costume or clothes suitable for working out – who would have brought those things with them?

      She was just checking out the coffee machine when there was a knock on the door.

      ‘Natalie, so lovely to meet you.’ The woman proffered a hand, smiling with teeth so white, it looked as if they’d been painted with emulsion. She was dressed in a black suit, and her hair was pulled tightly back into a ponytail.

      ‘Hi,’ Natalie replied. The woman’s grip was stronger than she had expected. ‘Lovely to meet you too.’

      ‘I just thought I’d see how you were settling in.’ The woman seemed to steal a glance past Natalie into the room. ‘I’m Tabitha Blair. I work with Sir Kenneth. I’ll be your relationship manager for the weekend.’

      ‘Oh, hi. It’s great to be here. A real honour.’ She immediately regretted sounding so sad, but it gained another smile from Tabitha.

      ‘It will be such an experience for you,’ she said. ‘I was wondering, have you watched the video yet?’

      ‘Video? No, what…’

      ‘The induction video. There’s a note on the table? Maybe it wasn’t…’

      Natalie twisted and saw it there. She turned back, more embarrassed than she should have been. ‘Really sorry, I didn’t see it.’

      ‘That’s fine, no problem, no problem at all. It’s just that it would be really great if you could watch it before the get-together this evening. As soon as possible.’

      ‘Sure, I’ll watch it now.’

      Another beaming smile. ‘That’s great, then. I hope you have a lovely stay with us, Natalie.’

      ‘I’m sure I will.’

      ‘And if there’s anything you need, anything at all, just call down on the room phone and we’ll get onto it straight away.’

      Natalie returned to the coffee machine, managing to produce a good-tasting latte before powering up the TV to watch the video that seemed so important. Her phone buzzed. It was a message from Amy, wishing her luck. She would answer it after the video. But she noticed the battery was down to thirty percent, so she fished out the charger from her case.

      Where were the wall sockets?

      She looked on each side of the bed, but there was nothing. And nothing above the table, or underneath. All the lights were set into the walls and ceiling, so it wasn’t even possible to use sockets from there.

      ‘There must be a socket somewhere…’

      But there wasn’t.

      She gave up looking and switched on the television to watch the induction video. The screen sprang to life: another close-up headshot image of Kenneth New, smiling right at her. It kind of gave her the creeps, like one of those paintings where the eyes seem to really look at you, and follow you around the room.

      A few seconds later, the video began. It must have been set to autoplay upon switching on the system. Natalie hoped that she wouldn’t have to watch it every time she switched on the TV.

      ‘Hello and welcome to New House,’ a female voice said. Then the video played through a high-spec production of the company’s history, accompanied by vox pops from several beaming company staff, unanimous in their love of both Brand New and Sir Kenneth. One of the workers was Tabitha.

      ‘I’ve been with the company just under twelve months now, and it’s been the most fantastic experience imaginable,’ she said to camera. ‘I really couldn’t imagine a better place to live out my career!’

      Five minutes in, and Natalie was tiring of the bombardment of positivity. She glanced down at the remote control and wondered whether they had Netflix piped through. Maybe this evening, after the activities, she could catch up with a box set.

      ‘So,’ the narrator said to a black screen, ‘we hope you enjoy your weekend stay at New House, whether or not you are ultimately successful. To maximise your experience, we ask all participants to comply with the house ways of working and living.’

      ‘Ways of working and living,’ Natalie repeated.

      ‘Firstly, New House does not permit the use of electronic communication devices. Please deposit your mobile phones, personal computers, smart watches, fitness trackers and other electrical equipment with a member of staff. Your devices will be held securely and returned to you at the end of your stay.

      ‘Secondly. New House does not permit guests. Guests must not enter the property at any time. This includes family, friends and partners. Any family member, friend or partner who arrives at New House requesting to meet with you during your stay will be politely asked to return after the recruitment experience.

      ‘Thirdly, New House does not permit intimate relations between participants.

      ‘And finally, participants are asked not to leave the premises during the duration of the experience, unless express permission has been given by your Brand New relations manager. In the event of a fire or other emergency, then please follow the evacuation procedures as outlined in your welcome pack.

      ‘Your continued presence at New House represents your express agreement of the aforementioned ways of working and living. Should you decide that the ways of working and living are unacceptable to you, then we politely request that you leave the property immediately. You will then be withdrawn from the recruitment experience. This decision is final and return will not be possible. You will be unable to apply for any similar opportunities with Brand New going forward. Do think extremely carefully before making your decision and its implications for your future career prospects.’

      ‘Heavy stuff,’ Natalie noted.

      ‘If you contravene any of the aforementioned ways of working and living, you will forfeit participation in the recruitment experience and will be immediately asked to leave the property. You will have no longer than ten minutes to gather your belongings and leave. Any participant who, upon request, refuses to leave the property will be questioned initially by our experience manager and house security. Any escalating situation will involve law enforcement officers.’

      ‘Very heavy stuff.’

      ‘Thank you for your co-operation. Enjoy your experience!’

      Natalie just stared at the screen. These ‘ways of working and living’ sounded over the top. But then again, Brand New was a company known for its eccentricity. Now that she thought about it, there had been something in the news a few months ago about how the company offices had introduced an ‘email-free day’ each Friday, where no one was allowed to send or look at emails. This was about focus and productivity, or so the company had claimed. Supposedly quite a few companies had done likewise. But a total ban on electronic equipment? It seemed extreme.

      Still, rules were rules. Even if they were called the rather strangely worded ‘ways of working and living’. She pulled out her phone and began to text Amy. Her friend and housemate had asked to be kept up to date with events over the weekend; she might get worried if she didn’t hear anything. If Natalie just texted to explain the situation, then it would stop her from…

      Knock! Knock!

      Phone in hand, the message half-written, she moved towards the door.

      ‘Miss Long.’ It was the guy who had carried up her case. ‘I’m here to collect your personal electronic devices.’

      ‘Oh,’ Natalie replied, the phone in her hand hanging down by her side. ‘I was just in the middle of messaging my…’

      ‘The ways of working and living are clear. Use of electronic communication devices on site are forbidden.’

      ‘Yes, but I thought I’d better…’

      ‘You did watch the induction video.’

      ‘Yes. But…’

      ‘Then you know that you do have free choice to leave the property and forfeit your participation in the recruitment experience.’

      Natalie nodded. She turned the phone off and handed it to the man.

      ‘Thank you. Do you have any other devices?’

      ‘No, that’s it.’

      Then she had a thought. ‘The room phone. We can use that for outside calls?’

      He smiled sadly. ‘I’m afraid not. It’s on the internal network only. If there are any emergencies, then we do have external phones down at reception. The staff would be happy to make calls, should the need arise.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Have a pleasant stay, Miss Long.’

      Natalie closed the door and surveyed the room again, wondering what on earth she had walked into.
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      ‘Paul. I hear you’ve had a busy start to the week.’

      Paul Cullen grimaced as he took the seat that had just been offered by Detective Superintendent Maggie Ferguson, Cullen’s senior officer at British Transport Police’s Central Division, based at BTP’s Camden Town Force Headquarters.

      ‘You could say that.’

      Despite being offered a lift in a squad car, Cullen had decided to walk the few minutes from the tragic incident to HQ, an unassuming high-rise block of offices on Camden Road. It was home to the Major and Serious Organised Crime department that Cullen headed up, working on cases nationally that involved the rail network, alongside his colleague DCI Harper and her team in the Leeds northern office.

      ‘Talk me through what happened.’

      Cullen exhaled, still trying to process the events himself. He’d already told them to one of the uniformed officers who had followed him out of the station. And without doubt he would be telling the story a number of times more yet, including during the Coroner’s inquest and inevitably as part of the Independent Office for Police Conduct investigation.

      ‘I’ve been briefed already, of course.’

      Cullen couldn’t help but smile at the honesty of his boss. She was a tough Glaswegian who didn’t suffer fools. Upon her arrival from Police Scotland, she’d certainly stamped her authority on the division, taking on some of the more difficult characters with gusto. But she was also a fair-minded person and had backed him for his promotion to Detective Chief Inspector just a short six months ago.

      ‘I was on the tube, a few minutes out of Euston, when I saw what I suspected was a case of ongoing sexual assault, involving a young male against a young female.’

      ‘Suspected?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘And you tried to confirm your suspicions?’

      She pulled across her keyboard.

      ‘I asked the… the victim for confirmation, and she gave it.’

      ‘I see.’

      She tapped away into the computer. ‘I just want to get this clear, for any further investigations.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘So you asked her if she’d just been sexually assaulted and she said yes.’

      ‘That’s correct.’

      ‘It all happened very quickly,’ she commented. ‘You were trying to get off the train and had limited time. It was a high-pressure situation. Are you sure you heard her correctly?’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      Warning bells were sounding. Something wasn’t right here.

      He asked the question. ‘Has she denied it?’

      Ferguson’s brow creased, giving him his answer.

      ‘I’m one hundred percent certain that she confirmed the assault,’ Cullen stated, trying to remain calm. ‘There might be witnesses from the train carriage who heard what she said.’

      ‘We’ll certainly pursue those lines if we need to,’ she replied. ‘So, you then gave chase.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Do you think that was wise?’

      Cullen shrugged. ‘No less wise than not giving chase. He was wearing a distinctive yellow jacket. I was confident of apprehending him before he left the station.’

      ‘But you didn’t.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Go on…’

      ‘It took a bit of time getting out of the carriage, and then I was stopped briefly by an underground worker. I caught up with the guy outside the main concourse.’

      ‘And he ran.’

      ‘As soon as he heard the word “police”.’

      She was typing again. ‘Seems an odd thing to do if you haven’t done anything wrong.’

      ‘Uniformed found a small amount of cannabis on his person. But only enough for personal use.’

      ‘Maybe he just panicked in the moment,’ she offered. ‘He knew he had the drugs on him, and his first instinct was to run.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      Ferguson detected Cullen’s mood. ‘I’m with you on this, Paul, believe me. I’m just asking the questions to get it clear in my mind from the source I trust the most. I have total confidence in you.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘But… we do have a problem. We have a dead man, who was killed whilst being pursued by one of our officers. We have a suspected victim who now denies being one and is very angry and upset. And we’ve got a potential media storm about to break across the capital. It’s not good.’

      ‘No, it’s not.’

      ‘The girl is key. We’ll be questioning her again shortly, obviously mindful of the sensitivities. Hopefully she’ll go back on what she said in the immediate aftermath and confirm your version of events.’

      ‘What did she say?’

      ‘You know I can’t tell you that.’

      ‘Of course. Sorry I asked.’

      She pushed the keyboard away from her. ‘Paul. How about having a break, just until this blows over?’

      ‘You're not…’

      ‘No, not suspension, of course not. Just a break. Call it a holiday, whatever you like, maybe for a week or so.’

      Cullen was about to argue – there was so much to do in the office and he didn’t like how this might look to those on the outside. ‘Do I have a choice?’

      ‘Yes, of course you do. But that would be my strong recommendation.’

      He thought about his wife packing and travelling up to Wigan alone. A week off would enable him to accompany her, help her settle in, show her that he really cared and supported her in her decision to move back up North for the short term.

      It could save his marriage.

      ‘Okay,’ he said, although part of him was still fighting the decision and wanting to instead get cracking with the working day downstairs with his team of officers. ‘Just a week, until things blow over.’
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        * * *

      

      Cullen splashed his face with ice-cold water and stared hard at himself in the toilet mirror with his striking emerald green eyes as the drips fell like tears into the basin. He’d been replaying the events to his tired-looking reflection, from the first moment he had spotted the guy on the train, right through to the moment of impact and the way his girlfriend had screamed and then crumpled in despair at the foot of her dead boyfriend.

      Great, heaving, guttural sobs.

      It had only been a couple of minutes since he’d agreed to the time out, and he was already regretting his decision. There was so much work to do, for a start. And he didn’t like the way it looked, him disappearing at the first sign of trouble. It wasn’t the way he worked.

      But was Maggie Ferguson really giving him the choice?

      He doubted it. Yes, suspension was probably too far, and she certainly wouldn’t want to go down that route, risking alienating a senior officer and fanning the flames of blame that the media might well be stoking at this very moment.

      He could just imagine the way The Daily Post would play it, despite his relatively good working relationship with a couple of their more experienced journalists.

      But if she was being pushed into a decision, and if he’d resisted her ‘offer’, he didn’t doubt that she would have acted swiftly and decisively.

      He eyed the toilet door as it swung open.

      ‘Boss.’ DS Tony Beswick let the door close behind him. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’

      Cullen smiled, flattening down his short, dark but greying hair with one last look in the mirror. ‘Well, looks like you’ve found me.’

      ‘I heard about what happened.’

      ‘The jungle drums are working well today,’ Cullen deadpanned. He leant against the sink with the back of his hands.

      ‘You want to talk about it?’

      Cullen nodded. ‘Not in the toilets, though.’

      ‘Why ever not…’

      ‘Call me picky, but I’d prefer somewhere that didn't smell of urine.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘You've changed,’ Beswick joked as Cullen ordered a skinny flat white. At Cullen’s suggestion, they’d gone to the branch of Costa Coffee that was just a few metres down from Headquarters.

      The girl behind the counter looked across at Beswick. ‘Just a black coffee for me,’ he said.

      ‘Americano? Would you like to try our new Nicaraguan blend?’

      Cullen smiled as he watched Beswick’s mind whir, a slight panic behind his eyes as his salt and pepper moustache twitched.

      ‘Err, just a black coffee.’

      They retreated towards a quiet corner when the coffees arrived.

      ‘I bloody hate all that choice,’ Beswick said, pulling up his chair with an ear-splitting scrape. ‘I preferred it when a coffee was just a coffee. What the heck is skinny anyway?’

      ‘Skimmed milk.’

      ‘Oh,’ he said, non-plussed. ‘And the flat white bit?’

      ‘No idea. But it tastes great,’ Cullen said, taking a sip.

      Beswick was more than just a colleague. Now good friends, they’d worked together for the past eight years, ever since Cullen had transferred to the capital from the North West. The born and bred East Ender had always looked after him, and as Cullen had climbed the ranks rapidly from Sergeant to Inspector and then to Chief Inspector, there had never been a hint of jealousy from his older but now technically junior colleague.

      ‘So, what happened?’

      Cullen recounted the events as Beswick looked on without comment, his facial expression not giving anything away.

      ‘And that’s it,’ Cullen finished. ‘I came straight to the office.’

      ‘And how are you feeling?’

      ‘Okay. I think.’

      In this job, you got to see some horrific sights, but this morning had been particularly shocking. The face of that boy, the way his wide eyes seemed to bore into him; he would never forget it.

      ‘Maybe you should take some time off?’ Beswick suggested. ‘Just a few days,’ he added quickly. ‘To let it all sink in.’

      ‘I am,’ Cullen replied. ‘The whole week, at least.’

      ‘Oh.’ Beswick sounded surprised. ‘Well, that’s a good decision, I think.’

      ‘The Super made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,’ Cullen said. ‘Take a holiday or else.’

      ‘She said that?’

      ‘Not in as many words, but you know how it works.’

      'Yes. I still think it’s for the best though.’ He looked closely at Cullen. ‘You don’t?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Look, Boss, I understand it goes against your instincts. But you’ve got a good team, the world won’t stop turning if you take a few days off.’

      ‘I know. I’ll probably go up to Wigan with Sarah.’

      ‘So she’s not left yet?’

      ‘This afternoon.’

      ‘It’s a good idea. It must be difficult for her with what’s happening to her brother. I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.’

      Sarah had made the decision to be close to her brother, Philip, whose early-onset dementia had been getting worse in recent weeks.

      ‘Hopefully.’ Cullen looked off to his left. ‘I keep thinking about what happened this morning… it doesn’t really make sense.’

      ‘Why his girlfriend changed her story?’

      ‘Not just that. Why he ran. And he didn’t just run, he ran for his life.’

      ‘Bad choice of words.’

      ‘Indeed.’ Cullen struggled with his thoughts. ‘I know they found the cannabis, but it was such a small amount. I just don’t think that’s the reason he ran.’

      ‘Any theories?’

      ‘Well, the girl changing her mind, that seems pretty obvious. They’d had an argument, she was spurning his advances on the tube, and when he copped a feel I presented her with an opportunity to get revenge. She probably thought it would just teach him a lesson, no real harm done.’

      ‘I can see how getting the police to put the wind up him would have been tempting.’

      ‘Particularly on the spur of the moment.’

      ‘And then she followed you off the train and out of the station, maybe already regretting what she’d done.’

      ‘Just in time to see him hit by the bus.’

      ‘And then, scared and guilt-ridden by what she’d said to you, she changed her story.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Cullen said. ‘Sounds plausible?’

      ‘Eminently.’

      ‘But why he ran, with such urgency, I don’t really have any concrete ideas. You?’

      ‘No. But I’ll give it some thought.’

      ‘It might all come out in the wash, once the background checks have been carried out. He might have a history.’

      ‘Hopefully.’

      ‘Do you think I overreacted?’

      ‘Not from what you’ve told me. I would have done the same. Except with this body, I don't think I’d have caught up with the guy anywhere north of the Thames.’ He offered a smile.

      ‘You should try the skimmed milk.’

      ‘No thank you. Anyway, you always do the running.’
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      Cullen was standing on the platform at Waterloo station, waiting for his train back home, when his phone rang. He thought it might be Sarah, calling back about something she’d forgotten to say when they’d spoken just before he’d left HQ.

      But it was Amy, their nineteen-year-old daughter.

      ‘Dad, thank goodness you picked up.’

      ‘Amy, are you okay?’ She didn’t sound her usual self and Cullen felt sick as a terrible thought flashed in his mind.

      ‘Not really.’

      Cullen, phone pressed tightly to his ear, moved away from the others on the platform. ‘What’s up, love?’

      Please let her be okay…

      ‘It’s Natalie. She’s gone missing.’

      ‘Natalie, as in your housemate?’

      ‘She went to London at the weekend for a selection event at Brand New, you know, the big international marketing and branding company.’

      Cullen was aware of the company. Their mercurial and charismatic founder, Kenneth New, was a well-known celebrity who had recently fronted a reality TV show called Pitch Your Life.

      ‘She was due back on a train from Paddington last night. I went to bed early and this morning I realised she hadn't come back.’

      ‘You’ve tried her phone, presumably.’

      ‘Permanently off.’

      ‘Battery ran out?’ Cullen tried.

      ‘Maybe. But it still doesn’t explain why she didn't come home.’

      ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘She got friends in London?’

      ‘Plenty.’

      ‘So maybe she decided at the last minute to stay over Sunday evening with one of them? And in the meantime her phone went dead? She could be on her way back as we speak.’

      ‘I don’t think so, Dad.’

      ‘Why so sure?’

      ‘Because the last text message I got from her was from Paddington, just as she was about to board the train back to Bristol.’

      ‘What did it say?’

      ‘It said Can’t wait to get home. Made a terrible mistake coming here.’

      ‘Right. And that's the last you heard from her?’

      ‘I didn’t spot the text for a few minutes. By the time I tried to call back, there was no answer. I texted but no reply. Can you see why I’m worried?’

      ‘Yes, I can. How about her boyfriend? Has he heard anything?’

      ‘Ex-boyfriend. They split up a couple of weeks ago.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘I did call Jack, first thing this morning, but he says he hasn’t heard anything from her since the night they broke up.’

      ‘Her family, have you checked with them?’

      ‘She’s just got her brother left…’

      Of course, he knew that her mother and father were dead.

      ‘…And he’s trekking in Nepal. So Natalie isn’t in regular contact with him at the moment.’

      ‘How about contact with Natalie over the weekend? Any indications that something was wrong? Anything that might explain what the terrible mistake might be referring to?’

      ‘Apart from the last text message, the only other time I heard from her was just before she entered the selection centre, on Friday evening.’

      ‘Tell me about this selection centre.’

      ‘Well, it was at a large property in Mayfair, a weekend-long residential event, staying on site for two nights. As far as I know, they had to do a series of tasks, as well as having interviews. Natalie told me that there were eight people who got through to this stage. It's a really competitive process, with thousands applying. She was desperate to get a job with them. Said it would be a dream come true.’

      ‘So the terrible mistake, maybe it relates to applying to the company.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘What would you like me to do?’

      ‘Investigate. This is your remit, isn’t it? She’s gone missing on a train.’

      ‘We don’t know that.’

      ‘Well, she was last heard from at a Network Rail station, at London Paddington, and that’s also British Transport Police jurisdiction.’

      ‘True.’ Cullen always admired Amy’s determination. At least she wasn’t one of those sons or daughters that knew nothing of what their parents did.

      ‘Can’t you launch a missing person’s alert?’

      ‘It wouldn’t be me. That would be the London division. We only deal with major and serious crime. Anything else, the regional guys deal with. That includes missing people, unless it’s escalated, in which case we would get involved.’

      ‘So can you liaise with them?’

      ‘I can do that. Of course.’

      ‘Thanks, Dad. That’s brilliant, I’m so worried… oh!’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Natalie’s just texted.’

      ‘That’s great.’

      There was silence from his daughter.

      ‘Amy? That’s good news. What does she say?’

      ‘It says: Sorry I didn’t come home. Just need some space. Staying with friends until I get my head together Nat x.’

      Amy sounded very hesitant as she read it out.

      ‘You okay, Amy?’

      ‘I… I just have a bad feeling.’

      ‘You’re worried about her state of mind? That she might do something silly?’

      ‘I… I’m not sure about this.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘I don’t really know.’
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        * * *

      

      Cullen was halfway home, twenty-five minutes into the journey from Waterloo, when Amy called back.

      ‘Amy.’

      ‘Hey, Dad.’

      She still sounded troubled.

      ‘Not heard anything more from Natalie?’

      ‘The phone’s off again,’ she replied despondently. ‘I’ve tried and tried. Fired off a couple of texts, messaged her on WhatsApp, sent a direct tweet, but if the phone isn’t ringing through, there’s not much point.’

      ‘Just give her time, Amy. She’ll get in touch when she’s ready. It won’t be long, I’m sure.’

      ‘I’ve just sent her an email, in case she’s on a computer somewhere. But her laptop’s back here, at the house. She travelled to London pretty light.’

      ‘Try not to worry, love.’ Cullen checked his watch. ‘Haven’t you got classes this morning?’

      ‘Yeah. I’ve skipped the first one,’ she admitted. ‘I just couldn’t go in as normal, while Natalie was missing.’

      ‘But now you know she’s not missing…’

      ‘Yeah, I guess so.’

      ‘What’s bothering you so much about this?’ There definitely seemed more to her skittish behaviour. The way her voice faltered between words, her mind processing things not quite as fluently as usual. He worried whether her anxiety issues might be surfacing again, the dark, destructive monster emerging from the swamp to wreak havoc on his beautiful daughter and on those who loved her.

      ‘I… I don’t know, Dad.’

      Cullen felt the sickening feeling in his gut again. Amy had been fine for almost two years now. The anxiety had developed in her final years at school, creeping through her like a metastasising cancer without anyone noticing, until it had taken hold. It had taken over a year of medication and therapy, plus a huge amount of support from her family, for Amy to recover.

      Amazingly, though, throughout all this, she had still managed to excel in her exams, gaining a place at Bristol.

      But the immense strain of supporting Amy had nearly broken Cullen’s marriage. It had been the worst of times. And he would do anything to not go back there.

      ‘Talk me through what you’re worried about.’

      ‘Well, it’s just… I don’t know… it sounds overdramatic…’

      ‘Just tell me,’ Cullen soothed. ‘If there’s something bothering you, it’s best to get it out.’

      Amy took a steadying breath, obviously still unsure about vocalising her worries. Cullen had noticed, since her recovery, that she rarely told them about her day-to-day concerns. Often they found out about things after the event, such as when Amy and Natalie had gone a week without heating during a bitterly cold period. It was good that she could cope on her own, without Dad coming to the rescue. But he wondered whether it was more than his daughter just growing up. Maybe she was now averse to worrying her parents, feeling guilty at what her illness had put everyone through. And he would never want that. He always wanted to be there to help. It was his job.

      ‘This might sound crazy,’ Amy began. ‘Just tell me if you think I’ve lost the plot. But the text message. I’m not sure about it.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘What if it wasn’t from Natalie? What if someone else sent it?’

      ‘You mean, if someone had taken Natalie…’

      There was a pregnant pause. ‘It sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it?’

      Cullen checked himself before replying. He didn’t want to sound dismissive. Not least because of his wider worries of his daughter’s state of mind. ‘It sounds unlikely.’

      ‘Yes, I know it’s unlikely,’ she replied, talking it through with herself as much as with him.

      ‘It sounds like Natalie has had a very stressful weekend,’ Cullen continued. ‘From what you said, this was a big deal for her, and if it didn’t go well, then I can see how she might have reacted the way she has.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘This kind of thing happens all the time, people going missing, but in the vast majority of cases, they disappear of their own accord, for a reason, and mostly they come back.’

      ‘Okay…’

      ‘You don’t sound convinced.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know…’

      ‘Natalie’s lucky to have a friend who cares about her. And when she does come back to Bristol, I’m sure she’ll really appreciate your support.’

      ‘Right…’

      Again, something didn’t feel right. He wasn’t going to leave the conversation here. ‘Is there anything you haven’t told me, Amy, that might be important here?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Then you’d probably feel a lot better if you spat it out.’

      ‘Okay. It’s just that I didn’t want to get people into trouble, you know, if I’m not right… it’s her boyfriend, her ex-boyfriend, Jack…’

      Cullen left a space for her to continue. He was finally getting somewhere.

      ‘I think something happened before they broke up. Something bad.’

      ‘Go on…’

      ‘I can’t prove anything, and Natalie wouldn’t talk. We fell out about it, actually. So I decided to leave it, because it’s her own business, I guess, and the important thing is that they’d split up, so I figured, you know, she was okay.’

      ‘You’re not explaining yourself properly, Amy.’

      But it was quite obvious where this was going.

      ‘Natalie changed over the last few months. She became really withdrawn. You know she’s a really good badminton player, one of the best in the university first team? Well, she just quit. A month ago, right out of the blue. The team were in the finals of the Inter-university Championship, and she’d been so excited about it, but suddenly she just quit. No proper explanation. Just said she’d got fed up with it.’

      ‘Maybe she had?’

      ‘She also stopped going to the gym. Stopped swimming too. Then she stopped coming to the pub. For the past two weeks, after breaking up with Jack, I could see the old Natalie coming back. She was brighter, more optimistic, looking forward. This weekend was part of her new future.’

      ‘You think their relationship was abusive?’

      ‘Jack’s quite a strong character. He has strong opinions about lots of things, thinks he’s always right. I must admit, I never really took to him, but I trusted Natalie’s judgement. She seemed to know how to handle him, and could put up with his speeches about politics and life. But as things went on, I started to suspect he was controlling her.’

      ‘And that’s what you confronted her about?’

      ‘Yes. She denied it. Said I should mind my own business.’

      ‘So you let it drop.’

      A pause. ‘Yes. Until three weeks ago. When I saw the marks on her body.’
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