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Chapter One
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The Pacific Coast Highway stretched before them like a ribbon of dreams, the California sun warming the convertible as Matt Murray drove north from Los Angeles. Beside him, Rosy Ross—now Rosy Murray—had her head back, auburn hair dancing in the wind, a smile of pure contentment on her face.

"Mrs. Murray," Matt said, reaching over to squeeze her hand.

"Dr. Murray," she corrected with a laugh. "We're both doctors now, remember? Though mine's in mathematics and yours is in poking around inside people's heads."

"Criminal psychology," Matt protested. "It's a very respectable field."

"So is cryptography, and look where that got me—married to a man who attracts danger like a magnet."

Matt couldn't argue with that. In the six months since they'd met during the cipher killer case, he'd been shot at twice, nearly blown up once, and spent three weeks tracking down the remnants of Simon Cross's network. But through it all, Rosy had been there—brilliant, steady, unflappable.

The wedding had been small, just fifty guests at a chapel in the Cotswolds. Inspector Walton had served as best man, making a surprisingly touching speech about how Matt had finally found someone as stubborn as he was. Rosy's colleagues from GCHQ had filled the bride's side, a collection of mathematicians and codebreakers who'd drunk the bar dry and sung rugby songs until three in the morning.

Now, two days into their honeymoon, they were approaching San Francisco. The City by the Bay rose ahead of them, the Golden Gate Bridge spanning the narrows in rusty grandeur.

"There it is," Rosy breathed. "God, it's beautiful."

They'd chosen San Francisco for its romance, its history, its distance from London and all the darkness Matt had accumulated over the years. No terrorists, no serial killers, no conspiracies. Just cable cars, sourdough bread, and two weeks of blissful anonymity.

Matt pulled the rental car through the city streets, navigating by GPS to Nob Hill. The Fairmont Hotel stood like a palace at the summit, all baroque grandeur and old-world elegance. Doormen in burgundy uniforms swept open the car doors.

"Welcome to the Fairmont," one said with a practiced smile. "Checking in?"

"Murray," Matt said. "Honeymoon suite."

The man's smile widened. "Congratulations. You're going to love the view."

He wasn't wrong. The suite occupied a corner of the hotel's tower, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the bay. Alcatraz sat like a gray tooth in the water. The Bay Bridge stretched east toward Oakland. To the west, the Golden Gate shimmered in afternoon haze.

"Matt," Rosy whispered, moving to the window. "This is perfect."

He came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist. For the first time in months—maybe years—he felt the weight lift from his shoulders. No encrypted messages demanding he save lives. No bodies arranged in biblical tableaus. No ghosts of Kateryna whispering in the night.

Just Rosy, solid and real and his.

"I love you," he said into her hair.

She turned in his arms, green eyes bright. "I love you too. Now, are we going to stand here being maudlin, or are we going to explore this city?"

They explored. They rode cable cars and ate Dungeness crab at Fisherman's Wharf. They walked through Golden Gate Park and watched sea lions bark at Pier 39. They drank wine in North Beach and held hands crossing the Golden Gate Bridge at sunset.

By the time they returned to the Fairmont that evening, Matt felt like a different man. Younger, lighter, unburdened.

"Room service and a bath?" Rosy suggested, kicking off her shoes.

"Sounds perfect."

They ordered steaks and champagne, drew a bath big enough for two, and settled into domestic bliss. Matt watched Rosy through the steam, her face flushed from the heat, and thought: This is what normal people have. This is what I've been missing.

The knock on the door came just after nine o'clock.

Matt, wrapped in the hotel's thick robe, assumed it was room service with dessert. He opened the door with a smile.

A woman stood in the hallway, mid-thirties, athletic build, dark hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. She wore a navy pantsuit and an expression of professional regret.

"Dr. Murray?" she said. "I'm Special Agent Mary Moss, CIA. I'm sorry to interrupt your evening, but we need to talk."
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Matt stared at the CIA agent, his honeymoon glow evaporating like mist in sunlight.

"How did you find me?"

"MI6 extended us a courtesy notification that you were in the country," Mary Moss said. Her accent was East Coast, educated, clipped. "Standard protocol for foreign intelligence personnel."

"I'm not intelligence. I'm a criminal psychologist on honeymoon."

"You're Head of Psychological Investigations for Special Branch, with Top Secret clearance and operational experience in Ukraine, Brussels, and Kiev. That makes you intelligence personnel, Dr. Murray, whether you like it or not."

From behind him, Rosy appeared in her own robe, hair still damp. "Matt? Who is it?"

"CIA," Matt said flatly.

Rosy's expression went from curious to stony in an instant. She'd dealt with enough spies during her GCHQ career to know what this meant. "We're on our honeymoon."

"I know," Mary Moss said, and she did sound genuinely apologetic. "If there were any other way, I wouldn't be here. But we have a situation that requires Dr. Murray's specific expertise. May I come in?"

Matt wanted to say no. Wanted to slam the door and pretend the last two minutes hadn't happened. But he'd been in this game too long to believe that would work.

He stepped aside.

Mary Moss entered, glancing around the suite with professional assessment. She noted the champagne, the dimmed lights, the bathroom door still ajar. "I really am sorry about this."

"What's the situation?" Matt asked, resigned.

Moss pulled a tablet from her bag, tapped it to life. "Three days ago, a research scientist named Dr. Leonard Vance disappeared from a biotech facility in Berkeley. Vance was working on viral countermeasures for the Department of Defense—specifically, treatments for engineered pathogens that could be used in bioterrorism."

She showed them a photo: a nervous-looking man in his fifties, thinning hair, wire-rimmed glasses.

"Vance took with him samples of a modified influenza virus—H7N9, weaponized with genetic modifications that make it both more contagious and more lethal. In its current form, it has an estimated mortality rate of sixty percent and an R-naught of seven."

"Jesus," Rosy breathed.

"We initially suspected defection," Moss continued. "Vance had financial troubles, a gambling problem. Classic recruitment vulnerabilities. But then this arrived."

She swiped to a video. The image showed Leonard Vance, bound to a chair in a concrete room, a black-clad figure standing behind him with a knife to his throat.

"We have Dr. Vance," a distorted voice said. "We have the virus. In seventy-two hours, we will release it in a major American city unless our demands are met. You will receive further instructions."

The video ended.

Matt felt his analytical mind engaging despite himself. "What were the demands?"

"That's the problem," Moss said. "We never received any. That video was forty-eight hours ago. Since then, nothing."

"No contact at all?"

"None. We've had every signal intelligence asset working the problem. The video was uploaded through a VPN chain that dead-ends in Kazakhstan. No useful metadata. No ransom demand. No manifesto. Just silence."

Matt moved to the window, looking out at the glittering city. Somewhere down there, someone had a weaponized virus and the will to use it. "Why me?"

"Because six hours ago, we caught a break," Moss said. She pulled up another image: a young man, Middle Eastern features, being led in handcuffs through an airport. "Customs flagged this individual trying to enter Canada with a false passport. His real name is Rashid Al-Dosari, Saudi national, trained chemist. When we searched his luggage, we found molecular biology equipment and notes referencing the H7N9 virus."

"One of the kidnappers."

"That's what we thought. But when our interrogators got to work on him, they hit a wall. Al-Dosari admits nothing. He's been trained in counter-interrogation, possibly by foreign intelligence. Standard enhanced techniques aren't working, and we're running out of time."

Moss looked at Matt directly. "We need someone who can get inside his head. Someone who can find the psychological lever and pull it. Your reputation in that area is... exceptional."

Matt thought of Edmund Crowe, the serial killer who'd nearly broken him. Of Thomas Hewitt, the terrorist he'd talked down. Of Simon Cross and the cipher games. Every time, he'd found the psychological key that unlocked the truth.

But this was his honeymoon.

He turned to Rosy. Her face was unreadable, but he knew her well enough to see the calculations running behind her eyes. She was a cryptographer, trained to find patterns and solve puzzles
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