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Chapter One
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The crack of gunfire echoed through the underground range, each shot making Matt Murray flinch despite the ear protection clamped over his head. He lowered the Glock 17, his hands steady but his mind elsewhere. This was his eighth week of mandatory firearms training, and he still couldn't shake the feeling that holding a gun was somehow antithetical to everything he'd trained to do. His weapons were words, psychology, the careful dissection of human behavior—not nine-millimeter bullets.

"Again, Dr. Murray," Sergeant Daniels called from behind the safety barrier, his voice crackling through the range speakers. "You're pulling left. Breathe, squeeze, don't anticipate the recoil."

Matt reset his stance, feet shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent. The paper target downrange—a simple silhouette—seemed to mock him with its untouched center mass. His grouping was decent, all things considered. Five rounds within a six-inch circle at fifteen meters. But "decent" wasn't what Special Branch demanded from its personnel anymore, not after the Sterling Trust bombing two years ago, not after the Mannering case last year.

He fired again. The shot went wide, hitting the target's shoulder.

"Better," Daniels lied. "Take five."

Matt removed his ear protection and safety glasses, grateful for the reprieve. The range's fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in a harsh, clinical white. Three other shooters occupied neighboring lanes—two uniformed officers and another plain-clothes detective he didn't recognize. They all looked comfortable with their weapons, natural even. Matt felt like he was playacting at being an action hero.

He'd argued against the firearms requirement, of course. Made his case to Inspector Walton with all the logical precision he'd honed over fifteen years of academic and field work. "I'm a psychologist, not a field agent," he'd said. "My value is in interview rooms and analysis, not tactical operations."

Walton had been unmoved. "You're also the man who talked down Thomas Hewitt at the Old Bailey and uncovered a Russian assassination network inside a private bank. Whether you like it or not, Murray, you've become operational. And operational personnel in Special Branch are armed. Non-negotiable."

So here he was, every Wednesday afternoon, learning to become proficient with a weapon he hoped he'd never have to use outside this sterile basement range.

His phone buzzed in his jacket pocket, hanging on the hook beside his lane. Matt glanced at it—a blocked number. He almost ignored it, then remembered that blocked numbers in his line of work were rarely telemarketers.

"Murray," he answered.

"Dr. Murray, this is Commander Sarah Chen, MI5. I need you at Thames House immediately. A car is already en route to your location."

Matt's pulse quickened. MI5 didn't call unless something had gone catastrophically wrong. "What's happened?"

"Not over the phone. The driver will brief you on what he can. How quickly can you be ready?"

Matt looked down at his range clothes—jeans, a polo shirt, his usual lecture attire minus the bow tie and jacket. "I'm at the firearms range. Five minutes to change and—"

"No time. Come as you are. The car will be there in two minutes."

The line went dead.

Matt stood there for a moment, the dial tone humming in his ear, then snapped into motion. He cleared his weapon, locked the slide back, removed the magazine. Daniels appeared at his shoulder, frowning.

"Everything alright, Doc?"

"Emergency call. I have to go."

"You're not done with your—"

"I know. I'll make it up next week."

Matt signed out his weapon and ammunition, secured everything in his locker, and grabbed his jacket. He was heading for the exit when his phone buzzed again—a text this time, from an unknown number: Black Range Rover. License plate Golf-Victor-Seven-Three-Hotel-Mike. Don't keep them waiting.

He emerged from the range into the grey London afternoon to find the vehicle already at the curb, engine running. The rear door opened as he approached.

Inside sat a woman in her mid-forties, silver-streaked dark hair pulled back in a severe bun, wearing a charcoal suit that screamed government official. She extended a hand as Matt climbed in.

"Dr. Murray. I'm Deputy Director Helen Forsyth, MI5 Counter-Intelligence. We have a situation."

The door closed with a heavy thunk, and the Range Rover pulled smoothly into traffic.

"Commander Chen mentioned that," Matt said, buckling his seatbelt. "What kind of situation requires pulling me out of a shooting range?"

Forsyth opened a tablet and turned it toward him. The screen displayed a photograph of a man in his early sixties—distinguished, grey-haired, with the kind of face that belonged on political debate programs. Matt recognized him immediately.

"Sir Geoffrey Caldwell," he said. "Parliamentary Under-Secretary for European Affairs. Former MEP, current advisor to the Prime Minister on EU relations." Matt looked up from the screen. "What's he done?"

"We arrested him this morning at his home in Highgate. Quietly, no press, no formal charges yet. We have evidence suggesting he's been passing classified information to foreign intelligence services for at least three years."

Matt studied the photograph again. Caldwell looked exactly like what he was—a career politician, smooth, urbane, the type who could charm a room full of skeptics. "Evidence suggesting, or evidence proving?"

"GCHQ intercepted encrypted communications between Caldwell's personal devices and a server in Brussels. The encryption was sophisticated, but we cracked it. The content was... concerning. References to upcoming policy decisions, classified assessments of NATO troop movements, internal cabinet discussions about defense spending."

"Who was he communicating with?"

"That's where it gets complicated." Forsyth swiped to a new screen, showing a network diagram with dozens of nodes and connections. "The Brussels server is a relay. We've traced connections to at least five different intelligence services—Russian SVR, Chinese MSS, but also French DGSE and German BND."

Matt frowned. "Our allies? That doesn't make sense."

"No, it doesn't. Unless what Caldwell is involved in goes beyond simple espionage." Forsyth took the tablet back. "We've been interrogating him for six hours. Standard protocol, enhanced questioning techniques, the works. He's admitted nothing. Hasn't even asked for a lawyer, which is itself suspicious. Just sits there, calm as Sunday morning, and tells us we're making a terrible mistake."

"You want me to interview him."

"Commander Chen speaks very highly of your work. Says you have an unusual ability to see through deception, to find the psychological pressure points that others miss." Forsyth met his eyes. "We need to know what Caldwell knows, who he's working for, and what he's told them. And we need to know it before this leaks to the press or, worse, before his handlers realize he's been compromised."

The Range Rover turned onto Millbank, Thames House rising ahead—an imposing Portland stone fortress that housed the Security Service's headquarters.

"What makes you think he'll talk to me when he won't talk to your interrogators?" Matt asked.

"Because you're not an interrogator," Forsyth said. "You're a psychologist. Non-threatening, academic, the kind of person Caldwell has spent his entire career talking down to. He'll underestimate you. And when he does, you'll find his weakness."

The vehicle pulled into the secure underground car park. As they climbed out, Forsyth handed Matt a security badge.

"One more thing, Dr. Murray. Caldwell keeps asking one question, over and over: 'Do they know about Meridian?' We have no idea what that means. No operation by that name in our databases, no known intelligence asset, no classified program. It might be a diversion tactic, or it might be the key to everything."

She led him toward the lift.

"Find out what Meridian is," she said. "Find out before it's too late."
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Chapter Two
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The interview room was deliberately bland—grey walls, fluorescent lighting, a metal table bolted to the floor, three chairs. No windows, no clock, nothing to orient a subject to the outside world. Matt had been in dozens of these rooms over his career, but usually on the other side of the process. Now he sat across from Sir Geoffrey Caldwell, a manila folder closed in front of him, studying the man who might be a traitor.

Caldwell looked remarkably composed for someone who'd been in custody for seven hours. His suit was slightly rumpled, his tie loosened, but his expression remained calm, almost bemused. When Matt entered, he'd glanced up with the polite interest of someone greeting a colleague at a boring conference.

"Dr. Murray," Caldwell said, his voice carrying the rounded vowels of an Oxford education. "I must say, this is an unexpected pleasure. I've read your work on cognitive dissonance in radicalization. Quite brilliant, really."

Matt didn't react to the flattery. It was a standard technique—establish rapport, find common ground, make the interrogator feel seen and respected. He'd taught these methods himself.

"Sir Geoffrey," Matt replied neutrally. He opened the folder, though he'd already memorized its contents. "I understand you've been uncooperative with my colleagues."

"Uncooperative?" Caldwell smiled. "I've been nothing but cooperative. I've answered every question honestly. It's not my fault they don't believe me."

"You've denied passing classified information to foreign intelligence services."

"Because I haven't passed any such information." Caldwell leaned back in his
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