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Chapter One


[image: ]


Matt Murray stood in the sterile administrative corridor of HMP Belmarsh, the high-security prison that housed some of Britain's most dangerous criminals. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting a sickly pallor on the grey walls. He wore a prison-issued tracksuit, deliberately too small, with his head freshly shaved and a three-day stubble darkening his jaw. The transformation from Special Branch's Head of Psychological Investigations to convicted criminal had taken less than forty-eight hours.

Inspector Rebecca Walton stood beside him, her face grave. They'd worked together since the Sterling Trust bombing three years ago, and she knew better than anyone what Matt was walking into.

"You don't have to do this," she said quietly, though they both knew it was a formality. The decision had been made at levels far above either of them.

Matt flexed his hands, feeling the unfamiliar absence of his watch, his wedding ring that wasn't there because he'd never married, his sense of identity stripped away. "How many bodies have they found so far?"

"Seventeen confirmed. All women between eighteen and thirty-five. But Dr. Lawrence Pritchard's psychiatric evaluation suggested there could be dozens more." Walton handed him a thin file. "You have ten minutes to memorize this. Then it gets shredded."

Matt opened the file to see the face of his soon-to-be cellmate. Dr. Edmund Crowe, age fifty-three, former university lecturer in medieval history. Arrested six months ago after a dog walker stumbled upon remains in Epping Forest. Then another body. Then three more. The investigation had snowballed, but Crowe had said nothing beyond requesting a lawyer and smiling that peculiar, knowing smile that made hardened detectives uncomfortable.

"He's been completely cooperative on everything except the one thing that matters," Walton continued. "Eats his meals, reads his books, exercises in his cell. Model prisoner. But he won't tell us where the bodies are buried or how many there actually are."

"And you think he'll tell me?" Matt studied Crowe's photograph. Thin face, wire-rimmed glasses, receding hairline. He looked like someone you'd pass on the street without a second glance. That was precisely what made him dangerous.

"You're the best psychological interrogator in the country, Matt. If anyone can get inside his head, it's you." Walton paused. "But there's something else. Intelligence suggests he might have an apprentice. Someone he was grooming to continue his work."

Matt's head snapped up. "Based on what?"

"Pattern analysis. The last three victims showed different methodology. More aggressive. Less refined. Our profilers think Crowe might have been teaching someone."

"And you want me to find out who in forty-eight hours while sharing a cell with a serial killer who might decide I'd make victim number eighteen?" Matt closed the file and handed it back. "Standard Tuesday, then."

Walton didn't smile. "There's a panic button sewn into the waistband of your tracksuit. Press it and we'll have armed response in under ninety seconds. But Matt—"

"If I press it, the operation is blown and Crowe will never talk. I know." He met her eyes. "I'll be fine. I've survived worse."

"Have you?" Walton asked softly.

Matt thought about the ten-floor balcony jump in Brussels, the firefight in Kiev, the corruption conspiracy that had nearly cost him everything. "We'll find out, won't we?"

The door at the end of the corridor opened and a prison guard appeared. Billy Shaw, late forties, twenty years in the service, carefully selected for this operation. He looked at Matt with professional assessment.

"Time to make it look real, Dr. Murray," Shaw said, pulling his truncheon from his belt. "You ready?"

Matt took a deep breath. This was the part he'd been dreading. To sell the cover story—that Matt Murray was actually Marcus Webb, a violent fraudster who'd finally been caught after years on the run—they needed to make his arrival authentic. That meant a beating convincing enough to fool Crowe, who would be watching through his cell door's observation slot.

"Do it," Matt said, spreading his stance and bracing himself.

Shaw's first blow caught him across the shoulders, driving him forward into the wall. The pain was immediate and stunning. The second strike hit his ribs, forcing the air from his lungs.

"You think you're special, Webb?" Shaw shouted, his voice echoing down the corridor. "You think you can run from the law forever? Not in my prison!"

Another blow, this one to his kidney. Matt's knees buckled. He tasted blood where he'd bitten his tongue. This was method acting taken to its brutal extreme.

Shaw grabbed Matt's shoulder and spun him around, landing a controlled but forceful slap across his face that split his lip. Matt felt blood running down his chin.

"Get up!" Shaw hauled him to his feet, then shoved him stumbling down the corridor toward Cell Block D, where Edmund Crowe waited.

Matt's vision swam. Shaw was good at his job—maybe too good. The beating felt entirely genuine because it was. The only difference was that Shaw knew when to stop.

They reached the heavy metal door leading into D-Block. Shaw swiped his card and the locks disengaged with a mechanical clunk. The door swung open to reveal the cellblock's central corridor, lined with cells on both sides. Most were occupied by men serving life sentences for murder, terrorism, and crimes too disturbing to contemplate.

And at the end of the corridor, Cell D-14. Edmund Crowe's home for the foreseeable future.

Through the observation slot, Matt caught a glimpse of a face. Crowe, watching. Always watching.

Shaw pushed Matt forward roughly, maintaining the performance. Several other inmates had appeared at their observation slots, eager for the entertainment of a new prisoner being put in his place.

"Fresh meat for you, Crowe!" one of them called out. "Don't eat him all at once!"

Laughter echoed through the block. Dark, hollow laughter.

Shaw opened Cell D-14 and shoved Matt inside. He stumbled, catching himself on the edge of a metal bunk bed before falling completely. The cell door slammed shut behind him with a finality that made his stomach tighten.

Forty-eight hours. Just forty-eight hours.

Matt slowly straightened, wincing at the pain in his ribs. The cell was perhaps eight feet by twelve feet. Two bunks, one against each wall. A toilet and sink combination unit. A small metal table bolted to the floor. One narrow window, reinforced glass, looking out at nothing but another prison wall.

And sitting calmly on the lower bunk, reading a leather-bound book, was Edmund Crowe.

He didn't look up immediately. Turned a page. Read a few more lines. Then carefully placed a bookmark—a strip of fabric that looked disturbingly like it had been torn from clothing—and closed the book.

When Crowe finally raised his eyes to meet Matt's, the first thing Matt noticed was their complete lack of affect. Not hostile. Not friendly. Simply observing, cataloguing, filing away information.

"Marcus Webb," Crowe said softly. His voice was cultured, educated, with the faintest trace of a Yorkshire accent. "The financial fraudster who thought he could outsmart the system. How wonderfully poetic that we should share this confined space."

Matt stayed silent, maintaining his cover. Marcus Webb was supposed to be angry, defiant, not easily intimidated. He wiped blood from his lip and glared at Crowe.

"They put me in here with a fucking serial killer?" Matt's voice was rough, genuinely strained from the beating. "What did I do to deserve this?"

Crowe smiled. It was a small, precise smile that never reached his eyes. "I prefer 'collector,' actually. Serial killer sounds so pedestrian. So common." He gestured to the upper bunk. "That's yours. I hope you don't snore. I'm a terribly light sleeper."

Matt climbed onto the upper bunk, every movement sending fresh waves of pain through his body. Shaw had done his job too well. As he lay back, staring at the ceiling only inches above his face, he could feel Crowe's gaze on him.

"Tell me, Marcus," Crowe said conversationally, "do you believe in fate? In the idea that certain people are meant to meet?"

Matt didn't answer. This was how it would be. Crowe probing, testing, trying to understand his new cellmate. And Matt doing the same, looking for the psychological leverage points that might make a serial killer confess.

Outside the cell, the prison settled into its evening routine. Doors clanging. Guards shouting. The constant underlying hum of contained violence and desperation.

Matt closed his eyes and began the mental countdown.

Forty-eight hours.

What could possibly go wrong?
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Chapter Two
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Matt lay on his bunk, staring at the ceiling as evening turned to night. The cell lights had dimmed but never fully darkened—prison regulations meant they were never in complete darkness. Through the small window, he could see the sodium lights of the prison yard casting an orange glow against the clouded night sky.

Below him, Edmund Crowe had returned to his book. For the past three hours, he'd said nothing. Just read, occasionally turning a page with precise, deliberate movements. The silence was deliberate, Matt knew. A test of patience and nerve.

Matt had conducted enough interrogations to recognize the technique. Crowe was establishing dominance through stillness, through the message that he was perfectly comfortable with silence while most people desperately needed to fill it.

But Matt Murray had interviewed terrorists, spies, and corporate criminals who'd murdered for profit. He could wait.

At nine o'clock, the cellblock's main lights went to their night setting, plunging most of the corridor into shadow. The sounds of the prison changed—fewer guards on duty, inmates settling into their bunks, the building itself seeming to exhale after the tension of the day.

"Tell me about your work, Marcus," Crowe said suddenly, his voice cutting through the quiet. He'd closed his book and was looking up at Matt's bunk. "Cryptocurrency fraud, wasn't it? Quite sophisticated, from what I read in the newspapers."

Matt shifted, turning on his side to look down at Crowe. Marcus Webb's cover story had been carefully constructed by Special
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