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Dr Matt Murray walked along the familiar streets of Pimlico, his mind half on the email he'd read that afternoon and half on what Rosy might have prepared for dinner. Six months had passed since their eventful honeymoon in San Francisco, and life had settled into something resembling normalcy. Special Branch work, training sessions, the occasional consultation. Safe. Predictable.

Boring.

Matt hated himself for thinking it, but there it was. He'd become addicted to the adrenaline, the danger, the feeling of being truly alive that came from standing on the edge of something catastrophic and somehow surviving. The routine psychological evaluations, the endless meetings about protocol updates, the bureaucratic reports—none of it gave him that feeling anymore.

He was considering talking to Rosy about a career change. Perhaps consultancy work. Maybe teaching. Anything to break the monotony that had crept into his professional life like frost on a window.

The black Range Rover swept past him so smoothly he barely registered it. Then it stopped twenty meters ahead, engine idling.

Matt's instincts, honed by ten books worth of near-death experiences, immediately went on alert. His hand moved unconsciously toward his concealed firearm—a habit he'd developed after The Hunted. He slowed his pace, evaluating exit routes.

As he approached, the rear door opened.

A voice from inside, cultured and calm, said, "Dr Murray, do get in. Shame to shoot you in the street. So messy, and your wife would be devastated."

Matt stopped. Through the open door he could see a man in his late fifties, silver hair immaculately styled, wearing a bespoke suit that probably cost more than Matt's monthly salary. The man held a suppressed pistol casually in his lap, not quite pointing at Matt but not quite pointing away either.

"You have three seconds to decide," the man said pleasantly. "After that, I'm afraid the mess becomes unavoidable."

Matt's mind raced through options. Run—get shot in the back. Draw his weapon—get shot before he could clear the holster. Call for help—get shot while reaching for his phone. Every scenario ended with him bleeding on a Pimlico street.

He got in.

The door closed behind him with a solid thunk. The car pulled away smoothly, merging into traffic. Matt found himself sitting next to the silver-haired man, with two more men in suits facing them from the rear-facing seats. The driver was separated by privacy glass.

"There's a good fellow," the man said, tucking the pistol into his jacket. "I do apologize for the dramatic introduction, but we needed to ensure your cooperation. You have something of a reputation for being difficult to convince."

"Who are you?" Matt asked, forcing his voice to remain steady while cataloguing details. The man's accent placed him as upper-class British, probably military background from his bearing. The suit was Savile Row, the watch a Patek Philippe. The two men facing them were clearly muscle, but high-end muscle—former special forces, Matt guessed.

"You may call me Captain Corner," the man said. "Former SAS, though that was rather a long time ago now. These days I run a different sort of organization. One that operates in the spaces between what's legal and what's necessary."

"A criminal organization," Matt said flatly.

"How reductive," Corner smiled. "We prefer to think of ourselves as pragmatists. We do the work that governments cannot acknowledge. Remove problems that the official channels are too squeamish or too slow to address. Occasionally we profit from our endeavors, but that's merely sound business practice."

Matt's psychology training kicked in automatically. Corner was a narcissist, certainly, but an intelligent one. He was justifying his actions through a constructed moral framework—the classic response of someone who's done terrible things but needs to believe they're righteous.

"Why kidnap me?" Matt asked. "If you're so pragmatic, you must know that taking a Special Branch officer will bring every resource in the country down on your head."

Corner laughed, a genuine sound of amusement. "Kidnap? My dear doctor, you got in voluntarily. No one saw anything untoward. And who says Special Branch will even know you're missing? We've been watching you for weeks. Your routine is remarkably predictable. Rosy expects you home in twenty minutes. We'll send her a text from your phone saying you've been called in for an emergency case. Happens all the time, doesn't it?"

One of the facing men held up Matt's phone. Matt hadn't even felt them lift it.

"Bastards," Matt muttered.

"Professionals," Corner corrected. "Now, let's discuss why you're here. We have a problem, Dr Murray. A traitor in our organization. Someone has been feeding information to MI5. In the past six months, three of our operations have been compromised. Millions of pounds lost. More importantly, six of my people are now in custody or dead."

"Good," Matt said.

Corner's smile didn't waver. "I expected that response. But consider this—the person informing on us isn't doing it out of moral conviction. They're doing it for money, or perhaps leverage. They've sold out their colleagues not to the police, but to MI5's less scrupulous elements. The intelligence is being used not to prosecute us, but to eliminate competition and take over our operations."

Matt's interest, despite himself, was piqued. "You're saying MI5 has gone rogue?"

"I'm saying that within MI5, as in any large organization, there are those who see opportunities for personal gain. Our traitor is feeding information to someone in MI5 who's building their own little empire. They're using official resources to eliminate us so they can take over our networks."

The car turned onto a side street, then into an underground car park. The architecture suggested they were somewhere in Mayfair.

"You want me to find your traitor," Matt said.

"I want you to do what you do best—interview suspects, analyze behavior, detect lies. We've narrowed it down to five possibles within our organization. You will interview each one. You will identify the traitor. And then..." Corner shrugged. "Well, we'll deal with that aspect ourselves."

"And if I refuse?"

Corner pulled out a tablet, tapped it, and showed Matt a live video feed. Rosy was visible in their kitchen, chopping vegetables, completely unaware she was being watched.

"We have people in position," Corner said quietly. "If you refuse, if you try to signal for help, if you deviate from our arrangement in any way, your lovely wife dies. Quite painfully, I'm afraid. My people are very good at making things look like random violence. A robbery gone wrong, perhaps. Or a psychotic break by a neighbor. The statistics on violence against women are quite horrifying, aren't they?"

Matt felt rage surge through him, but he forced it down. Emotion wouldn't help Rosy. Only his mind could save her now.

"How long do I have?" he asked.

"Forty-eight hours. More than enough time for someone of your abilities. Complete the task, identify the traitor, and you go home to your wife. She'll never even know you were gone. Refuse, and..." Corner gestured at the tablet.

The car stopped. The door opened to reveal a private lift.

"Welcome to your temporary office, Dr Murray," Corner said. "Let's begin your strangest consultation yet."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


The lift rose silently through what Matt estimated was eight floors. When the doors opened, he stepped into what looked like an upscale corporate office—all glass, steel, and minimalist furniture. Floor-to-ceiling windows showed a panoramic view of London, though Matt couldn't quite pinpoint the exact location.

"Impressive, isn't it?" Corner said, leading him down a corridor. "We acquired this building through a series of shell companies five years ago. Officially it houses a technology consultancy firm. In reality, it's where we coordinate our more delicate operations."

They entered a conference room with a large table and sophisticated recording equipment. Five files sat on the table.

"Your subjects," Corner said, gesturing to the files. "Each person has been with the organization for at least three years. Each has had access to the operations that were compromised. Each has their own motivations for potential betrayal."

Matt sat down and opened the first file. A woman's face stared back at him—late thirties, attractive, with cold eyes.

"Sarah Blackwood," Corner narrated. "Former MI6 operative. Joined us after she was burned by her own service on a operation in Moscow. Excellent at human intelligence gathering. Has access to all our communication protocols."

The second file: a man in his fifties, military bearing.

"James Cartwright. No relation to your friend the Admiral from San Francisco," Corner added with a knowing smile that told Matt they knew everything about his past cases. "Former Colonel, Army Intelligence. Dishonorably discharged for taking bribes from defense contractors. Handles our logistics and transport operations."

Third file: a younger man, perhaps early thirties, with an academic look.

"Dr. Philip Chen. Computer scientist, hacker, general technical genius. Runs all our cyber operations. Also handles our financial transactions and encrypted communications. If someone wanted to feed information to MI5, Philip would know how to do it without leaving traces."

Fourth file: another woman, this one in her early forties.

"Victoria Cross—yes, that's her real name. Former detective with the Metropolitan Police. Left under a cloud after allegations of evidence tampering. She handles our intelligence analysis and maintains our network of informants within law enforcement."

The fifth file showed a man who looked like he could break Matt in half with one hand.

"Marcus Webb. Former Royal Marine, special forces. Now our head of security and enforcement. If we need someone to disappear, Marcus makes it happen. He also provides security for our most sensitive operations."

Matt studied each file carefully, his analytical mind already forming profiles. "You said I have forty-eight hours. When do I start interviewing?"

"Immediately. We've told them all that we've brought in an external consultant to review our security protocols after the recent breaches. They don't know you're trying to identify a traitor. That would make them defensive, harder to read. You're simply doing a security assessment, asking questions about procedures and protocols."

"They'll recognize me," Matt said. "My face has been in the papers."

Corner smiled. "You flatter yourself, doctor. Certainly some of the security services
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