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Chapter One
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The fluorescent lights of the Special Branch training facility cast harsh shadows across the one-way mirror. Matt Murray stood in the observation room, watching two rookie officers attempt to interview a role-playing suspect. Their technique was clumsy, their questions leading, their body language screaming inexperience.

"Stop," Matt said into the intercom. Both officers looked up at the mirror, relief evident on their faces. "Davies, you're telegraphing every question before you ask it. Your suspect can read you like a book. And Collins, stop fidgeting with your pen. It makes you look nervous, which makes the suspect think they have the upper hand."

Six months back at Special Branch headquarters, and Matt had fallen into a routine that felt simultaneously comfortable and suffocating. Training officers in psychological interrogation techniques. Reviewing case files. Writing reports. The bureaucratic machinery of counter-intelligence work.

But mostly, he found himself thinking about Kateryna.

Kateryna Bondar. Ukrainian intelligence officer. Fierce, brilliant, beautiful. They'd shared three weeks together in Kiev during the Sokolov operation, stolen moments between briefings and tactical planning sessions. Then he'd flown back to London, and she'd stayed to rebuild her country's shattered intelligence networks.

Six months of video calls that never felt long enough. Six months of time zone calculations and encrypted messaging apps. Six months of wondering if what they had was real or just the adrenaline-fueled connection that forms in crisis situations.

Matt's phone buzzed. A text from Kateryna: Miss you. Briefing in 10. Talk tonight?

He smiled despite himself and typed back: Always. Be safe.

"Dr. Murray?" One of the trainees, Officer Davies, had opened the observation room door. "Should we continue?"

Matt pocketed his phone. "No. We're done for today. Both of you, go watch the Sutcliffe interrogation tapes from 1981. Study how the detectives built rapport before pressing on contradictions. We'll reconvene tomorrow."

As the officers filed out, Matt's supervisor, Chief Inspector Sandra Okonkwo, entered. She was carrying a folder and had that look on her face that meant Matt's routine was about to be disrupted.

"Don't get comfortable," Sandra said. "You've got MMA training in twenty minutes."

Matt groaned. "Sandra, I'm a psychologist, not a cage fighter."

"You're a psychologist who keeps ending up in situations where people try to kill him," she corrected. "Brussels, Kiev, that mess with the Russian defector. The Commissioner is tired of worrying that our most valuable interrogator is going to get his head kicked in."

For the past six months, Special Branch had mandated that Matt undergo Mixed Martial Arts training three times a week. His instructor, a former Royal Marine named Tommy Chen, took great pleasure in repeatedly putting Matt on the mat.

"I'm getting better," Matt protested weakly.

"You're getting less terrible," Sandra agreed. "Which means you might survive long enough to run away. Speaking of which, I need you at the Commissioner's office at 4 PM. Wear something presentable."

"What's this about?"

Sandra's expression softened slightly. "You're receiving a commendation. For your work on the Sokolov network. The Commissioner wants to formally recognize your contributions to national security."

Matt felt a familiar discomfort. Awards and recognition had never sat well with him. He'd seen too many officers chase medals instead of results.

"Can't you just email me a certificate?"

"Matt, you helped dismantle a 43-person spy network and prevented a major terrorist attack. Let the Commissioner shake your hand and take a photo. It's good for departmental morale."

Before Matt could argue further, his phone rang. The screen showed an unlisted number with a US country code.

"Murray," he answered.

"Matt, it's Sonny." Sonny Toombs, CIA operations officer. They'd worked together during the defector crisis. "Got a minute?"

"Give me a second." Matt looked at Sandra, who waved him off and left the observation room. Once alone, Matt put the phone on speaker. "What's happening, Sonny?"

"Just wanted to give you a heads up. That trial for Gregor Volkov? It's been moved up. Starts next week in London. Closed proceedings."

Gregor Volkov. Brother of Viktor Volkov, the defector Matt had interviewed at Langley. Gregor had been arrested three months ago trying to activate sleeper agents in the UK. Matt's testimony about his psychological assessment of Viktor—which had helped identify Gregor's tradecraft—was crucial to the prosecution.

"They told me it wouldn't be until next month," Matt said.

"Prosecutor's office accelerated the timeline. Something about wanting to move before Gregor's legal team can drag it out further. You'll be getting official notification tomorrow, but I thought you'd want to know."

"Thanks for the warning."

"How's civilian life treating you? Still training people to be as paranoid as you?"

Matt smiled. "Someone has to teach them proper technique. How's Langley?"

"Same old. Lots of meetings about meetings. I actually miss being in the field with you. At least things made sense when people were shooting at us."

They talked for a few more minutes before Sonny had to disconnect for a secure briefing. Matt sat in the observation room, looking at his reflection in the one-way mirror.

An award ceremony at 4 PM. MMA training in fifteen minutes. A court date next week that would put him in the same room as a dangerous Russian intelligence operative.

His phone buzzed again. Another text from Kateryna: Forgot to say: I love you.

Matt's heart did that stupid flutter it always did when she said those words. He typed back: I love you too. Stay safe out there.

He stood, grabbed his gym bag, and headed for the training facility. Tommy Chen was going to make him pay for being distracted today.
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Chapter Two
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Tommy Chen was a compact block of muscle with scarred knuckles and a teaching philosophy best described as "applied suffering."

"Hands up, Murray. You're dropping your left again."

Matt circled on the mat, trying to remember the combinations they'd drilled last session. Jab, cross, hook. Keep your chin tucked. Don't telegraph your movements.

Tommy feinted left, then swept Matt's legs out from under him. Matt hit the mat hard, his breath exploding out.

"Dead," Tommy announced cheerfully. "That's the third time this round. What's got you so distracted?"

Matt climbed to his feet, his ribs aching. "Just thinking about that court case next week."

"The Russian spy? Yeah, I heard about that." Tommy tossed Matt a water bottle. "Five minute break, then we're doing ground work. And Matt? When someone's trying to kill you, they don't care what you're thinking about. Your brain needs to be right here, right now."

They worked for another ninety minutes. By the end, Matt was drenched in sweat, his muscles burning, but his mind felt clearer. There was something meditative about physical combat—it demanded absolute presence.

"You're improving," Tommy admitted as they wrapped up. "Six months ago, I could've taken you down in thirty seconds. Today you lasted almost two minutes."

"Your encouragement is overwhelming."

Tommy grinned. "Here's some real encouragement: you've got decent instincts. Your problem is you think too much. In a fight, analysis gets you killed. Trust your training."

Matt showered and changed into the suit he'd brought for the award ceremony. By 3:45 PM, he was walking into the Commissioner's office suite.

The ceremony was small and private—just Commissioner Richard Ashford, Sandra Okonkwo, and two other senior officials. No press, no cameras. Exactly how Matt preferred it.

"Dr. Murray," Ashford said, shaking Matt's hand. "Your work over the past two years has been exceptional. The Sokolov network, the Sterling Trust case, your contributions to officer training—you exemplify the highest standards of Special Branch service."

He handed Matt a framed certificate and a small medal in a presentation box. Matt accepted them with what he hoped was appropriate humility.

"Thank you, sir. I was just doing my job."

"That's what the best people always say." Ashford smiled. "I know you're not one for fanfare, so I'll keep this brief. But I want you to know that your unique skillset has saved lives and protected national security. We're fortunate to have you."

There was polite applause. Sandra gave him a knowing look that said See? That wasn't so bad.

As the small gathering began to disperse, Ashford's assistant appeared in the doorway, her face pale.

"Sir, I'm sorry to interrupt, but we have an urgent situation."

The room's atmosphere changed instantly. Ashford's expression hardened. "What is it?"

"It's about the Volkov trial. The prosecution just contacted us. There's been a development, and they need Dr. Murray immediately."

Matt felt that familiar tightening in his gut that preceded bad news. "What kind of development?"

The assistant looked directly at him. "There's been a credible threat against you, Dr. Murray. The prosecution believes someone is planning to prevent you from testifying. They're invoking emergency witness protection protocols."

Sandra stepped forward. "How credible?"

"Credible enough that MI6 and CIA are both involved. They're assembling a protection team now."

Matt's award ceremony was forgotten. Within minutes, he was being ushered into a secure conference room where three people waited: a Special Branch protection officer he recognized named Marcus Webb, a woman in her forties who introduced herself as MI6 agent Helen Garrett, and a young American with a crew cut who flashed a CIA badge.

"Dr. Murray, I'm Special Agent Kyle Brennan, CIA security division. We've received intelligence indicating that Russian intelligence services are planning to eliminate you before you can testify against Gregor Volkov."

Matt sat down slowly. "How specific is this intelligence?"

Helen Garrett answered, her voice crisp and professional. "Very. We have intercepts suggesting a hit team entered the UK seventy-two hours ago. Their target profile matches you exactly: mid-forties, Special Branch psychologist, key witness in the Volkov prosecution."

"The trial doesn't start until next week."

"Which is why we're moving you into protective custody immediately," Marcus Webb said. "We've secured a location. Four-person Special Branch protection detail, plus Agent Garrett from MI6 and Agent Brennan from CIA. You'll stay there until the trial."

Matt thought about his flat, his routine, his scheduled video call with Kateryna tonight. "For how long?"

"Until the threat is neutralized or you've given your testimony
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