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Chapter One


[image: ]


Six months had passed since the Old Bailey incident. Six months since Matt Murray had talked down Thomas Hewitt and prevented what would have been London's deadliest terrorist attack in decades. The Sterling Trust scandal had dominated headlines for weeks, leading to three arrests, two parliamentary inquiries, and one banking executive's suspicious suicide in Monaco.

Matt had been commended, promoted to Senior Consultant, and given a substantial pay rise that he barely noticed. What he did notice was the weight of survivor's guilt that still pressed against his chest every morning when he woke, and the phantom ache in his leg where the glass shard had embedded itself.

Now, on a grey Tuesday morning in late November, Matt sat in Interview Room Three at Special Branch headquarters—the new headquarters, hastily constructed in a converted office building in Vauxhall after the bombing had rendered the old station unusable. The room smelled of fresh paint and industrial carpet, lacking the character of the previous interrogation rooms with their decades of accumulated tension soaked into the walls.

Across the metal table sat a twenty-three-year-old student named Amir Hassan, arrested at Heathrow with suspicious communication patterns flagged by the intelligence services. Matt had reviewed the file. The boy—and he was a boy, despite his legal adulthood—had been messaging with known extremist sympathizers, researching bomb-making materials online, and withdrawing unusual amounts of cash.

"Tell me about your trip to Turkey," Matt said, his voice calm and conversational. He'd learned long ago that interrogation was rarely about aggression. It was about patience, observation, and understanding the architecture of lies.

Amir fidgeted, his fingers drumming against the table. "I told the officers already. It was a holiday. Istanbul, you know? The mosques, the history."

Matt nodded, making a note. "Beautiful city. I've been twice myself. Which mosques did you visit?"

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Amir's face. "The, uh, the big one. Blue Mosque."

"The Sultan Ahmed Mosque," Matt supplied. "Stunning, isn't it? All those tiles. And the Hagia Sophia?"

"Yeah, that one too."

Matt continued this gentle dance for another twenty minutes, mapping the inconsistencies, watching the micro-expressions that betrayed fabrication. By the end, he was reasonably confident that Amir Hassan was guilty of stupidity rather than terrorism—a lonely young man seeking belonging in online communities he didn't fully understand, parroting rhetoric without genuine conviction.

He'd write it up in his report: Low risk. Recommend monitoring and disengagement program rather than prosecution.

As Matt gathered his files and stood, preparing to leave, his mobile buzzed. Inspector Walton's name flashed on the screen.

"Murray," he answered.

"Matt, I need you at Canary Wharf. Now. We've got a situation."

Matt checked his watch. "I'm just finishing an interview. What's the situation?"

"Cyber attack on Mannering Private Bank. Started as a routine hack investigation, but now we've got a body. Employee found dead in his flat this morning. Suspicious circumstances."

Matt's interest sharpened. "Suspicious how?"

"Cyanide poisoning, initial assessment. But here's the thing—he's the third Mannering employee to die in the past month. First was ruled a suicide, second a heart attack. Now this. The Chief wants your eyes on it."

"Three deaths, one bank, one month," Matt murmured. "That's not coincidence."

"That's what we're thinking. Can you get here by eleven?"

Matt was already walking toward the door, gesturing to the uniformed officer outside to process Amir's return to holding. "I'll be there in thirty minutes."
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Mannering Private Bank occupied the forty-third and forty-fourth floors of one of Canary Wharf's gleaming towers. Matt had never had occasion to visit before, but he knew its reputation: ultra-high-net-worth clients, absolute discretion, and the kind of service that came with minimum deposits in the eight-figure range.

The lobby—if you could call the forty-third floor reception area a lobby—was all marble, glass, and hushed efficiency. A receptionist with perfect posture and a practiced smile directed Matt to a conference room where Inspector Walton waited alongside two other men.

Walton made introductions. "Dr. Murray, this is Detective Chief Inspector Frank Morrison from Financial Crimes, and Scott Mannering, the bank's owner."

Scott Mannering stood to shake Matt's hand. He was in his early fifties, with silver hair swept back from a tanned face, wearing a suit that probably cost more than Matt earned in a month. But what struck Matt immediately was the man's eyes—sharp, calculating, and currently radiating carefully controlled anxiety.

"Dr. Murray," Mannering said, his voice smooth with the practiced warmth of someone accustomed to managing wealthy clients. "I appreciate you coming. This situation is... unprecedented for us."

Matt nodded, taking a seat and opening his notebook. "Tell me about your three employees, Mr. Mannering. Start with the first death."

Mannering glanced at DCI Morrison, who nodded permission. "Jennifer Chen. One of our compliance officers. She jumped from her balcony four weeks ago. Ninth floor apartment in Shoreditch. The coroner ruled it suicide—she'd been on antidepressants, recently divorced."

"Second death?" Matt prompted.

"Marcus Webb. Senior analyst. Heart attack during his morning run two weeks ago. He was forty-six, apparently healthy, but the autopsy found severe arterial blockage. The coroner said it was natural causes, years of poor diet and stress."

"And the third?"

"David Pettigrew," Walton interjected, sliding a file across the table. "Found dead in his Docklands apartment this morning by his cleaner. IT security specialist for the bank. Preliminary toxicology indicates cyanide poisoning. No suicide note, no sign of struggle."

Matt absorbed this, his mind already sorting patterns. "What did these three have in common besides employment at Mannering Bank?"

"They all had access to our core systems," Mannering said. "Jennifer in compliance, Marcus in analysis, and David in IT security. They would have been among the handful of employees who could see the full picture of our client transactions."

"And the cyber attack you mentioned?" Matt asked.

Morrison leaned forward. "Three days ago, Mannering's systems were hit with a sophisticated breach. The hackers got through multiple layers of security before being detected. They were inside for approximately four hours before the intrusion was discovered and shut down."

"What did they access?"

"Client account information," Mannering said, his jaw tight. "Transaction histories, beneficial ownership data, source of funds documentation. Everything we're legally required to maintain for anti-money laundering compliance."

Matt made notes, processing the implications. "So someone breaks into your bank's systems, steals sensitive client data, and three employees with access to those same systems die within a month. The first two deaths were plausibly natural or self-inflicted, but the third is clearly murder."

"That's our assessment," Walton confirmed.

Matt turned to Mannering. "How many clients does your bank serve?"

"Three hundred and forty-seven," Mannering replied. "We're boutique. Selective. Our clients value privacy above all else."

"Privacy or secrecy?" Matt asked, watching Mannering's reaction carefully.

A flash of irritation crossed the banker's face before the professional mask reasserted itself. "Privacy, Dr. Murray. Everything we do is entirely legal and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority."

"Of course," Matt said mildly. "But someone clearly thinks your bank is hiding something worth killing for. Either the hackers are murdering your employees to cover their tracks, or someone inside your organization is eliminating people who knew too much."

The room fell silent. Mannering's face had gone pale.

"That's why we need your expertise," Morrison said. "We need to know if we're looking at external actors cleaning up loose ends, or an inside job."

Matt closed his notebook and met Mannering's eyes. "I'll need complete access to your personnel files, all communication logs for the three deceased employees, and a full accounting of what the cyber attackers actually took. And I'll need to interview your staff, starting with anyone who worked closely with the victims."

Mannering hesitated. "Some of that information is protected by client confidentiality—"

"Mr. Mannering," Matt interrupted, his voice quiet but firm, "three of your employees are dead. If you want to prevent a fourth, fifth, or sixth death, you'll give me what I need. Or we can obtain warrants, which will take time you may not have and will certainly destroy the privacy you value so highly when the press gets wind of it."

Mannering's jaw worked silently. Finally, he nodded. "You'll have your access."

"Good," Matt said, standing. "Then let's start with David Pettigrew's workspace. I want to see where he sat, who he worked with, and what he was working on in the days before he died."

As they filed out of the conference room, Matt caught Walton's eye. The Inspector raised an eyebrow questioningly. Matt gave a slight shake of his head—not here, not now. But his instincts, honed through twelve years of studying deception, were already screaming at him.

Scott Mannering was lying. The question was: about what?
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