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Chapter One
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The Glock 17 felt heavy in Matt Murray's hand, despite its polymer frame. He'd been holding it for nearly two hours now, and his arm ached from the repetitive motion of raising, aiming, firing. The ear protection muffled the sharp cracks of gunfire around him, but he could still feel each shot reverberating through his chest.

"Again, Dr. Murray. Focus on your breathing." The firearms instructor, a compact woman named Sergeant Patel, stood behind him with her arms crossed. "You're anticipating the recoil. Let it surprise you."

Matt lowered the pistol and turned to face her, pushing the ear protection down around his neck. "With all due respect, Sergeant, I became a psychologist specifically to avoid shooting people."

Patel's expression didn't change. "And Special Branch decided you're too valuable to send into the field unarmed. Your choice is simple: pass the qualification, or stay behind a desk."

Matt had been having this argument for three weeks now, ever since his promotion to Head of Psychological Investigations. The title came with new responsibilities, including fieldwork that his superiors deemed "potentially hazardous." After the bombing at headquarters two years ago, and the subsequent international cases that had put him in increasingly dangerous situations, the brass had finally put their foot down.

"I investigate minds, not crime scenes," Matt muttered, raising the pistol again.

"You investigated a Ukrainian black site six months ago," Patel countered. "You were in Kiev while bullets were flying. You can either be prepared, or be a liability."

She had a point. Matt aligned the sights, exhaled slowly, and squeezed the trigger. The shot went wide, missing the target's center mass by several inches.

"Better," Patel said, though her tone suggested otherwise. "Your grouping is tightening. Another hundred rounds and you might actually hit something vital."

Matt was lining up his next shot when his phone buzzed insistently in his pocket. He lowered the weapon, engaged the safety, and checked the screen. The message was from Inspector Walton: Emergency briefing. Main conference room. Now.

"Looks like I'm needed elsewhere," Matt said, placing the Glock on the bench.

Patel checked her watch. "We're not done here. You have your qualification test next week."

"Then I'll fail it next week." Matt removed his safety glasses and started toward the exit. "Some of us have actual work to do."

Behind him, he heard Patel mutter something about "bloody psychologists," but he was already through the door.
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THE MAIN CONFERENCE room at Special Branch headquarters was on the third floor, a secure space with reinforced walls and signal-blocking technology. When Matt entered, he found Inspector Walton standing at the head of the table alongside two people he didn't recognize: a severe-looking woman in her fifties wearing a grey suit, and a younger man in his thirties with the bearing of military intelligence.

"Dr. Murray," Walton said, "thank you for coming so quickly. Please, sit."

Matt took a seat, noting the classified folders on the table and the tension in the room. Whatever this was, it wasn't routine.

The woman spoke first, her accent crisp and educated. "Dr. Murray, I'm Deputy Director Sarah Thornton, MI5. This is Major James Hardwick, also MI5. What we're about to discuss is classified at the highest level. You'll need to sign an updated security clearance before we proceed."

A folder slid across the table toward him. Matt opened it, scanned the dense legal language, and signed. He'd done this dance before.

"Three days ago," Thornton continued once the paperwork was collected, "we arrested Sir Geoffrey Hartley, the Minister for European Affairs, on suspicion of espionage."

Matt's eyebrows rose. Sir Geoffrey was a fixture in British politics, a career diplomat who'd served under three Prime Ministers. "That's quite an accusation."

"It's quite a situation," Major Hardwick said, his voice clipped. "We've had Hartley under surveillance for six months following intelligence that suggested he was passing classified information to foreign entities. We moved when we intercepted a coded communication that indicated an imminent handoff of sensitive documents."

"And?" Matt prompted.

"And he won't talk," Thornton said flatly. "We've tried everything within legal bounds. He's refused counsel, refused to explain himself, and sits in his cell smiling like he's won the bloody lottery. Our interrogators can't get anywhere with him."

Matt leaned back in his chair. "Which is where I come in."

"Your reputation precedes you, Dr. Murray," Thornton said. "Your success rate with difficult subjects is exceptional. We need you to break through Hartley's defenses and find out what he's done, who he's working for, and what damage has been caused."

"When do I start?"

"Immediately," Walton interjected. "You'll be given full access to all surveillance materials, intercepts, and background files. Hartley is being held at a secure facility in Surrey. You'll conduct your first interview tomorrow morning."

Matt nodded slowly, his mind already working through approaches. A politician of Hartley's caliber would be trained in resistance techniques, would understand interrogation psychology. This wouldn't be a simple interview.

"There's one more thing," Thornton added, and something in her tone made Matt's attention sharpen. "We believe Hartley isn't working alone. We've identified anomalies in communications from at least three other high-ranking officials in European affairs. If Hartley is part of a wider network, we need to know before more damage is done."

"A spy ring," Matt said. "In the heart of government."

"Potentially," Major Hardwick confirmed. "Which is why this needs to be handled with extreme discretion. If word gets out before we've identified all the players, they'll scatter like rats."

The meeting continued for another hour, with Thornton and Hardwick providing background on Hartley's career, his recent activities, and the surveillance that had led to his arrest. Matt absorbed it all, building a mental profile of the man he'd be facing tomorrow.

When the briefing finally concluded, Walton walked Matt to the door. "This one's important, Matt. High as it gets."

"They're all important," Matt replied. "But yes, I understand. A minister selling secrets could bring down the government."

"It's worse than that," Walton said quietly. "Some of the information we think he passed relates to NATO deployments, intelligence-sharing protocols, EU security vulnerabilities. If this gets out to the wrong people..."

He didn't need to finish. Matt understood perfectly. This wasn't just about British security; it was about the entire western alliance.

"I'll find out what he knows," Matt promised. "One way or another."

As he left the building, Matt's phone buzzed again. This time it was an email with attachments—the Hartley files, hundreds of pages of surveillance transcripts, financial records, and intelligence assessments. He'd be up all night reading.

So much for firearms training.
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Chapter Two
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The secure facility in Surrey looked like a country estate from the outside—rolling lawns, mature trees, a Georgian mansion that had once housed minor nobility. But the moment you passed through the gates, the illusion fell away. Cameras tracked every movement. Armed guards patrolled in pairs. The windows were reinforced with steel bars disguised as decorative ironwork.

Matt arrived at eight in the morning, having spent the previous night immersed in Geoffrey Hartley's life. The man's career read like a textbook example of British diplomatic success: Oxford educated, fluent in six languages, postings in Brussels, Geneva, and Washington. He'd helped negotiate trade agreements, mediated international disputes, and advised Prime Ministers on European policy for two decades.

And somewhere along the way, he'd apparently decided to betray everything he'd worked for.

The question was: why?

Matt was escorted through multiple security checkpoints before reaching the interview suite—a comfortable room designed to feel less like an interrogation chamber and more like a private study. Leather chairs, a mahogany table, indirect lighting. The sort of environment that might make a suspect forget they were under arrest.

Sir Geoffrey Hartley was already seated when Matt entered. He was in his late fifties, silver-haired and distinguished, wearing the same suit he'd been arrested in three days earlier. His posture was relaxed, almost casual, and when he looked up at Matt, there was a hint of amusement in his eyes.

"Dr. Murray, I presume," Hartley said, his voice cultured and calm. "They've sent in the mind reader."

Matt set his folder on the table and took the opposite seat. "I don't read minds, Sir Geoffrey. I just listen better than most."

"How refreshing. Honesty." Hartley leaned back, steepling his fingers. "Your colleagues have been rather less forthcoming. They ask questions they already know the answers to, hoping I'll trip over my own words. It's tedious."

"Then let's not waste each other's time," Matt said, opening his folder. "You're accused of espionage. You've refused legal counsel and declined to offer any defense. That suggests either supreme confidence or complete resignation. Which is it?"

Hartley smiled. "Perhaps both. Or perhaps I simply recognize that some games are already won before the final move is played."

"That sounds like a man who thinks he's outsmarted everyone in the room."

"Not everyone," Hartley corrected. "Just most people. Present company excepted, perhaps. Your file makes for interesting reading, Dr. Murray. The bombing survivor who stopped a bank conspiracy. The psychologist who uncovered an EU corruption network. You're quite the hero."

"I'm not interested in being a hero," Matt said. "I'm interested in truth. And right now, the truth is that you've been passing classified information to foreign powers. The only question is why."

"Why," Hartley repeated, as if tasting the word. "That's the eternal question, isn't it? Why do men betray their countries? Money? Ideology? Coercion? Revenge?"

"You tell me."

Hartley was silent for a long moment, studying Matt with calculating eyes. "What if I told you that everything
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