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A classified operative races against a
75-minute clock to stop an assassin before
a UN treaty conference, only to discover
that preventing the killing was the opening
move of a six-month shadow state
infiltration orchestrated by the person they
trust most.
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ACT |I: THE INTERCEPT

TheBriefing

The room had a clock and Meridian had been watching it.

It was the cheap analogue kind hotels installed when they
were trying to feel European — brass-rimmed, with a second
hand that didn't quite tick, just glided. From the desk by the
window, Meridian had watched it cross 20:58 and 20:59 and
now hold at 21:00. They had been waiting for it to do that for a
little over four hours.

The suite was on the third floor of the Hotel Accademia,
with a window that looked across a courtyard and, through a
narrow gap between two terracotta roofs, onto the southwest
corner of the Palazzo della Gran Guardia. The palace was lit.



From here it looked like a postcard. Meridian had counted the
lit windows twice, not because counting them helped, but
because counting them was something to do.

The laptop on the desk was the one CIPHER had issued
— date-grey, no manufacturer's mark, a single port on each
side. It had been open and idle for an hour. Now Meridian
refreshed the inbox for the eleventh time, and this time the
email was there.

No subject line. No sender name. A single string of
characters where the address should have been, and a body of
two lines.

AUTHENTI CATE.

Code: 7F- MERI DI AN- 04- NOV- VR

Meridian read it. Read it again. Then opened the browser.

The portal lived on a URL that was not memorable on
purpose — a string of letters and numerals that looked, if you
saw it over someone's shoulder, like atracking link. The login
page was black. A singlefield. A cursor.

Meridian typed the code. Hit return.

The page held for two seconds. Then it built itself in front
of them, line by line, like something being drawn rather than
loaded. Header bar across the top in a thin cognac serif:
CIPHER / FIELD OPERATIONS PORTAL. Below that, a
row of muted tabs — Briefing. OSINT. Investigation Board.
Field Comms. Suspects. Accusation. All except Briefing were
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greyed out.

In the centre of the screen, a panel:

OPERATI ON MERI DI AN
Cl assi fication: COVWARTMENTED —EYES ONLY
Theatre: Verona, |IT

Asset: MERI DI AN (ci pher specialist,
contract ed)

Status: STANDBY —awai ting acknow edgenent

Meridian read the line cipher specialist, contracted and
felt the word contracted sit oddly. They had been a CIPHER
asset for eleven months. Contracted was what one called the
people you used and didn't keep.

Below the asset block, a paragraph of standard mission
boilerplate they had seen in three previous briefings — the
part about lawful authority and acceptable means and the
chain of escalation — and then, lower, the operational
summary.

CONTEXT

The Verona Accords ("the Accords") are a
binding nultilateral treaty restricting

t he depl oynent of |ethal autononous
weapons systens by signatory nations.

Ei ght nations have conmtted to
ratification. Opening renarks are
schedul ed for 22:15 | ocal fromthe dais of
the Pal azzo della Gran Guardi a by



The Briefing

Ambassador HELENA WHI TFI ELD (UK),
principal architect of Articles 6-9.

Intelligence assessed at H GH CONFI DENCE
a contracted shooter will attenmpt the
assassi nation of Anbassador Witfield
during her appearance. |f the Anbassador
does not deliver opening remarks, the

ei ght-nation consensus col | apses. The
Accords cease to exist.

Three persons of interest have been
positively identified at the venue or in
the i medi ate operational vicinity. One of
themis the shooter. The other two are
not .

M SSI ON

Identify the shooter and | odge a fornal
accusation through this portal prior to
the Anbassador's appearance on the dais.

Meridian read the paragraph twice. Then a third time.
The cursor in their hand was steady. Their pulse was not.

There was a button at the bottom of the panel. It said, in
cognac letters on athin black field:

ACKNOWLEDGE & BEGIN MISSION
Meridian moved the cursor over it. Did not click.

Out the window, the palace was lit. A black car was at the
south entrance, doors closed, hazard lights pulsing once a



second. Probably nothing. Probably one of the diplomatic
vehicles staging for the arrival.

Meridian clicked the button.

Three things happened at once. The greyed tabs across
the top of the portal lit cognac. A counter appeared in the
upper right of the screen — five digits in a thin monospace,
reading 75:00, and then 74:59, and then 74:58. And the phone
on the desk, a small black handset Meridian had not touched
since arriving, rang.

It rang once and Meridian picked it up.

"Meridian."

A pause. A click. Then the voice.

"Thisis Handler Alex. Confirm you have the portal ."

Mid-Atlantic English, the kind that had been worked on.
Cam. The dlight hush of a secure line behind it. Meridian had
heard the voice in training and twice in operations and would
have known it from any one syllable.

"Confirmed. Portal islive."
"Good. Y ou have read the briefing."
"l have."

"Then | will not repest it. | will frameit." A short breath.
Not a sigh. A breath taken before words that mattered. "In
seventy-four minutes the Ambassador walks onto a stage. If
she walks off it, eight nations sign a treaty that, among other



things, makes the next decade of warfare slower and stupider,
which isto say more survivable. If she does not walk off it, the
consensus that took six years to build dissolves before her
body is removed. The shooter understands this. The people
who paid the shooter understand this. So do we."

Meridian said nothing.

"There are three persons of interest on your screen. One
of them is the shooter. The other two are not. Your jaob is to
identify which. You will work the open-source material, the
field comms, and the analyst products as they arrive. Y ou will
not have time to be wrong."

"Understood."

"Sam isin Verona Sam will move when you need eyes.
Morgan is at the station. Morgan will work the signals and the
records.” A pause. "You will hear from both of them shortly.
You will hear from me when there is something you need
from me, and not before. The line goes quiet so the line is
useful. Isthat clear."

"Clear."

"One more thing." The voice did not change register but
the air around it did. "You have done good work in eleven
months. Y ou have not done this particular work before. | want
you to remember three things. Read the evidence, not the
story. Trust the cipher, not the source. And when the clock is
loud, slow your hands."

"Yes"



"Good." Another breath. "The dais opens at 22:15.
Acknowledge."

"Acknowledged."
"Meridian."

"Yes."

"Welcome to the field."
The line went dead.

Meridian set the handset back in its cradle. The counter in
the upper right of the portal read 73:42.

For several seconds Meridian did not move. They were
sitting in a hotel suite with cream curtains and a courtyard and
aview of a postcard palace, and a man whose voice they had
heard four times had just told them that eight nations and a
treaty and a woman they had never met were, for the next
seventy-three minutes and forty-one seconds, their
responsibility. The room was warm. The laptop fan was
making a small, even noise. The clock on the wall had glided
past 21:01.

Meridian let one breath out and clicked into the OSINT
tab.

Twelve items. Numbered. The portal rendered them as a
column of muted cards — photograph, headline, source, time
stamp. Twitter thread, English, geolocated to via Garibaldi,
19:11 local —three men loading equipment cases at a service
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entrance, partial face on one. Reuters wire, Italian, 18:00 —
police perimeter widened on the Piazza Bra. LinkedIn, public,
six weeks old — Dmitri Karlov listed as Senior Venue Security
Supervisor at Eventi Storici Veronesi, prior employment
redacted. Telegram channel, Russian, 17:42 — anonymous
post, screenshot of a venue schematic, no provenance.

Meridian read the headlines, did not yet open the bodies.
The portal preserved click-through state in a sidebar —
opened / unopened / flagged. They were going to have to be
disciplined about what they spent time on. They flagged the
Telegram screenshot for later, opened the Twitter thread,
scanned, closed it, opened the Linkedin entry. They read it
twice. Senior Venue Security Supervisor. Three years at the
palace. Prior employment redacted. That last word was doing
work.

They scrolled to Suspects.

Three cards. The portal had laid them out side by side,
the way a casino lays out a hand.

VI CTORI A CRCSS

British career diplomt. Venue

coordi nation lead for the Verona summit.
Publicly opposed to the Accords on
procedural grounds; private correspondence
(intercepted) characterises the treaty as
"the formal surrender of strategic

aut onony." Cl eared for the building.
Cleared for the dais.
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DM TRl KARLOV

Venue security supervisor, Palazzo della
G an Guardia. Three years at the pal ace.
Russi an national, naturalised Italian.
Fornmer FSB (counter-intelligence,
2003-2011). Daughter, Elena, age 12,
currently receiving treatnent at the
Istituto Nazionale Tunori, MIlan. C eared
for the building. Cleared for the dais.

DR LENA CHEN

Academ c, international security. Visiting
fellow, Sciences Po. Vocal public opponent
of treaty ratification; published an op-ed
in the Financial Tinmes el even days ago
characterising Articles 6-9 as
"strategically illiterate.” Summt
attendee. C eared for the building. Not
cleared for the dais.

Meridian read each card twice. The third time through,
they noticed that the portal had rendered the words cleared for
the dais in a dightly heavier weight on the first two cards. A
typographic raised eyebrow. They could not tell whether it
was the system or a person.

They sat back.

Three persons. A diplomat with a motive and access. A
security supervisor with a daughter and a former life. An
academic with an opinion and a press following. One of them
was going to do, or had aready done, something that would, in
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seventy-two minutes, end Helena Whitfield's life and the
eight-nation consensus and a treaty that had taken six years to
draft.

The counter on the portal read 72:48.

Meridian opened a notebook beside the laptop. An actual
paper notebook, narrow, leather, the only piece of analogue
tradecraft they trusted in a room they did not yet trust. They
wrote three letters down the left margin — V, D, L — and
beside each, a single column header.

Then they put the pen down, because the portal had
pinged.

A small cognac dot had appeared on the Field Comms
tab.

Karlov Surfaces

The dot meant a new message. Meridian clicked through.

FI ELD COMWSB — I NBOX (1 new)
21:14 | CIPHER-6 / SM5 / encrypted



KHUHQRWOHUYRXVKHL VZRUNL QJ

Twenty-five characters. No spaces. No punctuation. The
format alone told Meridian what it was — Morgan's signature,
pulled straight off a security frequency the summit detall
thought was clean and was not. Caesar. Probably a low shift.
Morgan never made you work harder than the data deserved.

Meridian wrote the string out across the top of a fresh
page in the notebook. Below it they wrote the alphabet, then
beneath that, the alphabet shifted three to the left. They wrote
the plaintext one letter at a time, because they were not going
to make a careless mistake at minute fourteen.

HEILSNOTNERV.OUSHEISW.O.
R.K.I.N. G.

Heis not nervous. He is working.

Meridian read it once on the page and once aloud, not
loud, just to put it into the room. Then they looked at the
suspect cards again.

The phrase did two things. It collapsed the abstract —
one of three — into the specific. He. Two of the three were
male. Karlov and, by some readings, the inflection of the
message itself. But working was the harder word. Working
meant Morgan had eyes or ears on someone who was, at that
moment, executing. Nervous was the calibration — Morgan
had been watching long enough to know what nervous looked
like, and was telling Meridian what she was watching now
was not it. Nervous would have been the academic. Nervous



Karlov Surfaces

would have been the diplomat in the wrong corridor. Working
was the security supervisor walking his post.

Meridian wrote, under D in the notebook: 21:14 —
observable, not anxious. Operating, not reacting.

The portal chimed again. An email thistime.

21:22 /| FROM =

SUBJECT: re: Karlov

Of the record. Three years he's been at
this venue. Three. That's the part that
matters. Whoever brought himinto this
didn't recruit himand plant himhere —
they found himalready in the building and
made himan offer. He isn't inprovising

He doesn't need to. He knows the door
codes, he knows the canera dead zones, he
knows where the second-shift guards take
their cigarette breaks because he wote
the rotation. If the brief is treating him
as one of three equally weighted
possibilities, the brief is wong. —S

Meridian read it. Read it again.

Sam wrote the way Sam talked, which was the way Sam
fought — no wasted mation, the next sentence already |oaded.
If the brief is treating him as one of three equally weighted
possibilities, the brief is wrong. Sam had been watching
Karlov for three years on and off. Sam was not a man who
said the brief is wrong without having earned the sentence.
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Meridian noted, under D: 3 yrsin place — pre-recruited
in situ. Familiarity is the weapon.

They sat with it for a moment.

If Sam was right, the model Meridian had been holding
— three suspects, weight them by motive and access,
eliminate by evidence — was the wrong model. The right
model was: assume Karlov until ruled out. Spend the clock
confirming, not deliberating.

Meridian did not yet write that down. They had been
warned, by training and by Alex, about the moment when the
evidence and the story started to feel like the same thing. The
point of the exercise was to keep them apart for as long as
possible.

The portal chimed a third time. A different chime. A
voice call.

Meridian put the laptop's earpiecein.

"Meridian." Sam's voice. Half a step out of breath. Wind
on the line — a parking deck, concrete echo, the small
mechanical sounds of a city's underside.

n %mlll
"Youread it?"
"Just now."

"I'll tell you what | saw. | walked past him. Parking deck
level minus two, behind the loading bay. He came out of the



service stair, turned right, didn't break stride. He didn't see me.
He wasn't looking for me, which is the point. He wasn't
looking around at al. He was —" A beat. "Meridian. Listen.
He was walking like a man going to a meeting he set. Not
nervous. Not scanning. He had a clipboard. He had a
clipboard, Meridian. He was, from any angle you'd care to
take, on shift."

"What was on the clipboard.”

"Schedul e sheet. Patrol rotation. | saw it for a second and
ahalf."

"Genuine?"

"Looked genuine. Looked like the one I've watched him
carry for three years. Which is the answer, isn't it. He doesn't
need afake one. He's the man who signs the real one."

Meridian was already typing.
"Where's he going.”

"East Tower stairwell, if | had to bet. He's gone up past
the loading bay, and the only thing up the loading bay corridor
at this hour, with him in particular carrying that clipboard, is
the East Tower service door. From there you have the stairwell
up to the rooftop maintenance level. From the rooftop
maintenance level you have a corridor to the southeast
parapet. From the southeast parapet, with line of sight across
the Piazza Bra—"

"You seethe dais."



"You see the dais."
Neither of them said anything for a moment.

"I'm going to keep walking," Sam said. "I'm not going to
follow him into the stairwell because if he turns around | am
the only person down here who isn't a chef or a cleaner, and
the last thing we need is him recalibrating. I'm going up to the
lobby, I'm going to look like a man who's lost a coat-check
ticket, and I'm going to wait for you to tell me what you need.”

"Understood."”
"Meridian."
"Yes."

"He isn't nervous because he isn't worried. He isn't
worried because he isn't planning to be caught. Find me the
reason he believes that."

The line went.
Meridian set the earpiece down and looked at the screen.
67:01.

Below the counter, Sam's call had auto-logged: 21:24 —
voice — m — duration 1:47. In the Investigation Board tab,
which Meridian had not yet opened, a new node had appeared
and pulsed once, cognac. The portal was watching them work.

They opened Investigation Board.



Karlov Surfaces

It was a graph. Three nodes for the suspects, faintly lit.
Around them, smaller unlit nodes for evidence categories —
financial, signals, OSINT, physical, witness. Meridian could
see how it was meant to work; you would attach observations
to nodes, and the system would render the shape of your
theory as a constellation. Wrong connections would burn red.
Correct ones would hold cognac. Right now everything was
the soft grey of the unproven.

Meridian dragged the Caesar message onto the Karlov
node. The line that drew between them was thin and steady.
They dragged Sam's parking-deck observation onto the same
node. A second thin line. Two strands of a thing that was not
yet arope.

The portal chimed.

21:32 /| FROM Cl PHER- 6

SUBJECT: Patrol |og —anonaly

Meridian —pulled the venue's internal
security log for tonight's rotation. The
21:30 to 22:15 window in the East Tower
patrol schedule was edited at 01:47 the
follow ng norning. The original entries
are not recoverable fromthe live system
I pulled themfromthe off-site mrror,
whi ch the venue does not appear to know
exists. Attaching both versions.

Original: East Tower stairwell sweep at
21: 35, 21:50, 22:05. Three sweeps.
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St andard rotation.

Edi ted: East Tower stairwell sweep at
21:35 only. The 21:50 and 22: 05 entries
were replaced with "rooftop maintenance
check —supervisor signed" —which is to
say, no patrol, supervisor's presence on
the rooftop is itself the log entry.

The edit was nmade under Karlov's
credentials. The fact that it was nade
retroactively —at 01:47 the follow ng
nmorni ng —neans that whoever did this
expected to be in a position to clean the
log after the fact. They expected to still
be in the building. They expected to still
have access

The wi ndow during which there will be no
schedul ed patrol of the East Tower
stairwell is 21:50 to 22:15. The

Anbassador wal ks onto the dais at 22:15. —
M

Meridian read it slowly. The kind of slowly Alex had told
them to slow down to.

A scheduled gap in the patrol. From 21:50 to 22:15.
Twenty-five minutes during which the route to the rooftop
parapet would not be walked by anyone except the man who
had erased the patrol from the log. The same man who had,
eight minutes ago, walked through the parking deck carrying a
clipboard, on hisway to that stairwell.

22



The retroactive edit was the second strand. They expected
to still be in the building. Morgan had said it as carefully as a
person could. Karlov had not built an escape into the plan
because the plan did not require one. From his point of view,
at 22:16 he would still be the venue security supervisor, the
patrol would have been logged as the supervisor's own rooftop
check, and the body would belong to someone else's problem.
He was not going anywhere. He worked here.

Meridian dragged Morgan's log forensics onto the Karlov
node. A third line. The constellation was beginning to have a
shape.

Under D in the notebook, in handwriting that had gone a
little harder against the page:

— pre-recruited (3 yrs) — observed working, not anxious
(Sam, 21:24) — Caesar from frequency: "heis not nervous, he
isworking" (Morgan, 21:14) — patrol log edited retroactively
to clear 21:50-22:15 East Tower window (Morgan, 21:32) —
expects to remain in role post-event

Meridian set the pen down.

It was a clean column. It was, if they were being honest,
the cleanest column they had built on any operation. The
pattern was sitting up on the page like a thing asking to be
named.

They moved the cursor across to Suspects. To Cross. To
Chen. The cards held the same one-line profiles they had
loaded with. No new evidence had attached to either. The



Investigation Board showed the Karlov node with three
strands of cognac line; the Cross and Chen nodes sat alone,
unlit.

63:18.

Meridian became aware that they had stopped, for several
minutes, looking out of the window or at the room or at the
clock on the wall. The world had narrowed to a black screen
and a column of facts. They could feel the narrowing as a
physical thing — the muscles around their eyes, the small
tightening across the shoulders. Briefing-mode had ended.
Surveillance-mode had begun. The person they were watching
was aready in the building, already walking the route, already
up the stairwell. The plan was happening now and it was
happening in real time.

They sat with that for a beat.

Then they reached for the laptop again, because there was
one thing they had not yet done, and it was the thing Alex had
told them to do. They opened Cross's card and read it again
from the beginning. They opened Chen's card and read it from
the beginning. They did not, yet, allow themselves to think
Karlov. They allowed themselves to think not yet ruled out.

Because the other thing about a clean column was that a
clean column was, in this work, sometimes a column that had
been built for you.

Meridian wrote, at the bottom of the notebook page, in
small letters:



Read the evidence, not the story.

They underlined it once.

Then the portal chimed, and a new dot appeared on the
Field Comms tab. It was not Morgan's signature. It was not
Sam's. It was a channel Meridian had not seen open before.

The Breach and the Red Herring

The signature was a single letter, italic and lower-case: .

Meridian had not, in eleven months, seen that signature.
They knew, in the abstract way one knows the names on an
organisational chart one has been alowed to glance at, that
there was a Quinn Delacroix who served as the Deputy
Director's Chief of Staff. They knew the title and they knew,
from a single training briefing, that Quinn's channel was the
channel the senior leadership opened when the senior
leadership wanted, very quietly, to put athumb on the scale.

They opened the message.

21:40 /| FROM q / SMB



Meridi an —you are | ooking at the wong
per son.

Karlov is the weapon. Find who is holding
the trigger.

—Q

Meridian read it.

Then they read it again, because the first reading had
been the reading of a person whose theory had just been called
into question, and they wanted the second reading to be the
reading of a person who was assessing what had been said.

It was not, on a careful re-reading, the message they had
first taken it for. It did not say Karlov is not your man. It said
Karlov is the weapon. Which meant Karlov was, by Quinn's
framing, till the man on the stairwell, still the hand on the
rifle, still the body that would, in the next half-hour, attempt to
put a round through Helena Whitfield. Quinn was not
contradicting the column under D. Quinn wastelling Meridian
that the column under D was insufficient.

Find who is holding the trigger.

Meridian became aware, as they read the message a third
time, of a small, complicated feeling, which they recognised
after a beat asrelief. The relief came from the simple fact that
someone senior had reached down into their evening and
offered them a frame. The frame was not a contradiction; it
was an extension. Yes, Karlov. But also, behind Karlov. It was
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the kind of intervention a junior asset received from a senior
office on a night when the junior asset was, by any measure,
doing the work and the senior office wanted them to do alittle
more of it.

Meridian noticed the relief and noted it and set it aside.
Then they typed under D in the notebook:

—weapon, not principal (Quinn, 21:40)
And under anew heading, ?:
—principal: TBD. Who pays Karlov?
The portal chimed.

21:44 /| FROM Cl PHER- 6

SUBJECT: Chen comrs —decoded

Meridian —pulled the encrypted

si de-channel out of Chen's hotel network.
It has been running since she landed in
Verona on Tuesday. Three nessages, al

out bound, all to a single endpoint

cannot yet attribute. | have decrypted

t hem

The key Chen used to encrypt is your
codenane. Meridian. |Issued by Cl PHER at
19: 18 this evening.

Two hours ago.
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The set of people who knew your codenane
at 19:18 is small. The set of people who
could have transmtted it to Chen between
19: 18 and the time of her first encrypted

message (19:41) is smaller. | amone of
those people. So is Alex. So is whoever is
reading this email, if you are not in fact

Meri di an, which | am noting because the
integrity of this channel is what | am
here to defend.

I amflagging this as an unexpl ai ned
breach. | have asked Al ex. Al ex has not
responded. —M

Meridian read it through once and then sat back from the
screen.

The rdief from Quinn's message was gone. Something
colder had moved into the space it had occupied.

Chen had been writing for forty-eight hours using a key
that was Meridian's own codename. A codename that had been
generated, by an interna CIPHER process, less than three
hours ago. Which meant either the codename had existed
before its formal issuance — and Chen had received it through
whatever channel had been used to leak it — or someone
inside CIPHER had pushed the name across to Chen the
moment it was issued.

Meridian did the small involuntary thing of looking
around the hotel suite. The cream curtains. The clock. The
desk. The laptop. None of them looked back. The clock was at
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21:44 and the counter on the portal read 51.:009.

They re-read Morgan's last line. | have asked Alex. Alex
has not responded.

Alex aways responded. The man's whole register, the
entire performance of the line goes quiet so the line is useful,
was built on responsiveness to substantive signal. A breach
that named the asset's own codename was substantive signal.
Alex would respond to that within minutes. Alex had not
responded for — Meridian checked the timestamp on
Morgan's email — at least the time it had taken Morgan to
draft and send the message, which Morgan would not have
done without first giving Alex the opportunity to be the one to
surfaceit.

The portal chimed. The same chime as before, the voice
call chime.

Meridian put the earpiecein.

"Meridian." Morgan. Quiet. The acoustic of a small
room. No wind, no echo, no concrete. Wherever she was, it
was a building.

"Morgan."

"Y ou read the email."

"Just now."

"Then you understand what | have not put in writing."

A beat.



"] think so," Meridian said.
"Tell me, so | know."
Meridian breathed in. Breathed out.

"You're telling me that the key used to encrypt Chen's
outbound comms is a string that, until 19:18 this evening,
existed only inside CIPHER. You're telling me Chen had it by
19:41. You're telling me the people who could have moved it
across the gap in twenty-three minutes are, by your count, a
small enough set to name. And you're telling me that you have
asked the man whose job it is to manage this asset whether he
is one of those people, and he has not answered.”

"Yes"

"And you are one of those people."

"Yes."

"And so am |, technically, though | did not moveit."

"I am operating on the assumption that you did not. If |
am wrong, this conversation is the most foolish thing | have
donein adecade. | have decided to be wrong if | am wrong."

Meridian closed their eyes for a second.
"What are you telling me to do, Morgan.”

A pause. When Morgan spoke again, her voice had the
small apologetic note Meridian had heard her use once before,
when she had reported a thing she would have preferred not to
be true.



"I am not telling you to do anything. That is not my role.
I am telling you that the column you are building under D may
till be correct. The patrol log isreal. The stairwell window is
real. Sam saw what Sam saw. Karlov is, by every indicator |
can pull, the man on the rifle. None of that has changed.

"What | am telling you is that something else has aso
become true in the last hour, and you should know about it.
The information environment around this operation is not
clean. Someone inside the building moved your codename
across an air gap, and either Alex authorised it and has not told
you, or Alex did not authorise it and has not noticed it, or Alex
is the person who moved it. | do not yet know which of those
isthe case."

"Could it be atest?"

"It could. The Directorate runs information-integrity tests
on live operations. They are within their rights to do so. They
normally tell me. They have not told me."

"Could it be Quinn."
A very small pause.

"Quinn's channel opened at 21:40," Morgan said,
carefully. "Quinn's first message to you is in the same
fifteen-minute window as my email to you. Quinn has access
to your codename by definition. Quinn is on the list. | am not
saying Quinn moved it. | am saying Quinn ison the list."



Meridian thought about the small complicated feeling of
relief they had felt eleven minutes ago.

"Okay."

"Be careful," Morgan said, "who you trust on this. That is
what | called to say. | would have said it in writing but | do
not, this evening, trust the writing."

"Understood."

"Karlov isstill the man on the stairwell. Work the man on
the stairwell. L odge the accusation when you are sure. Just —
keep one eye on the room you are sitting in. Not literally. You
know what | mean."

"I know what you mean."

"Good." Another pause. "I am going back to the records.
I will email if | find Alex. | will cal if | find something
worse."

The line went.

Meridian sat very still for what they would later, in the
way one assembles a night afterwards, judge to have been
about thirty seconds. The counter on the portal read 49:38.
Outside, in the courtyard, someone had opened a window and
someone else was playing, very faintly, a piece of music with
asaxophoneiniit.

They picked up the pen.



Under the heading ? in the notebook, beside principal:
TBD, they wrote: cf. Cross — funding? Quinn — channel?
CIPHER internal — codename leak?

Then they wrote, beneath that: Alex unresponsive
21:32—present.

Then they put the pen down and looked at the screen.

The Investigation Board now had three nodes lit cognac
for Karlov, two nodes lit faint amber for unattributed
principal, and a new soft pulse of grey somewhere off to the
side that the portal had not yet labelled. Meridian hovered the
cursor over it. A tooltip resolved: CHANNEL INTEGRITY —
UNVERIFIED.

They had not put that there. The system had.

Meridian thought, with a clarity that surprised them: The
system is also watching what it knows and does not know. It
was a small, useful thought. It meant that whatever was going
on, the portal itself was not pretending. The portal was
flagging its own uncertainty in real time, and that uncertainty
was — for now — an instrument Meridian could trust.

They did the thing Alex had told them to do at the
beginning of the night, when Alex had still been avoicein the
line and not a question mark in a notebook. They slowed their
hands.

The shooter was on a stairwell. The shooter's name was
Dmitri Karlov. The shooter had been pre-recruited, was
carrying a clipboard, and would, in forty-nine minutes,



attempt to put a round through a woman who had drafted
Articles 6 through 9 of atreaty Meridian had not read.

That was the foreground.

The background — the leaked codename, the
unresponsive handler, the helpful senior office that had just
opened a channel — was the background. It would still be the
background in forty-nine minutes. It would still be the
background after Whitfield walked off that stage.

Meridian opened Field Comms and typed, to Sam, four
words.

Hol d position. Stay visible

They pressed send.

The reply came back inside ten seconds.

m: Copy. Lost coat-check ticket, very
enmbar rassed about it.

Meridian almost smiled. They did not smile, because the
room was still the room, and the clock on the wall was still the
clock, and the counter read 48:11. But they noted the almost,
and they noted that the almost was the first warm thing in the
room in twenty minutes, and they let it count for something.

Then they went back to the column under D.



The Breach and the Red Herring

CHAPTER 4

The Physical Evidence Chain

The next chime came at 21:50, which was, Meridian noted
with the part of their brain that had now been counting in fives
for an hour, the minute the East Tower stairwell patrol had
been scheduled to begin and would not.

21:50 / FROM = / SMS

Service |ocker 7B, hotel staff corridor by
the rooftop access. Case inside. Locked
Rental |og shows it was signed in at 16:40
today by an A Petrov, |D nunber that does
not, when | run it, exist in the Italian
system | have not opened the case. | have
| ooked at it. The hinges are wrong for
hotel inventory —they' re keyed for a

Pel i can-cl ass. The top edge of the foam|
can see through the seamis grey, the kind
you cut for a rifle. There's a fingerprint
along the inside of the Iid where you'd
brace it open with your left hand if you
were right-handed and in a hurry. The
print is partial but it's clear enough
I"msending it up the line. —S

Meridian opened the attachment.
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The photograph was tight and yellow-lit, the inside of a
metal locker on a hotel service corridor. The case visible
through the half-open door was matte black and longer than a
man'sarm. A small forensic placard had been laid alongside it,
a yellow plastic 1, which meant Sam had documented the
scene without disturbing it. The fingerprint, on a second
image, was on the inner lip of the lid — a partial loop and
arch, captured in oblique light, sharp enough to print.

The portal pinged again, faster than Meridian could read.

21:50 / FROM CIPHER-6 / AUTO

Print match: 94.6% Subject: KARLOV,
DM TRI. Source: ltalian residency
regi stration, 2014.

Meridian set the laptop on the desk and pressed the heel
of one hand against their forehead for two seconds.

Karlov's print. Inside a case that was a rifle case. In a
locker on the corridor to the roof. Forty-eight minutes before
the Ambassador stepped onto the dais.

The shooter's hand had already been on the weapon. The
shooter had not yet picked it up tonight. He would, in the next
fifteen minutes, walk down the rooftop corridor, into Sector
7B, into locker — Meridian re-read Sam's message — locker
7B, take the case, walk the rest of the corridor to the parapet,
set the case down, unclip the latches, lift the lid with his left
hand on the inner edge of the lid where the print already was,
lift therifle out, and put it on atripod.



The Physical Evidence Chain

Meridian wrote, under D in the notebook:

— prints on inside of case in service locker, Sector 7B.
Karlov, 94.6%. Case rented under non-existent 1D. Weapon
already on site.

Then the portal chimed again and Meridian's hand was
reaching for the trackpad before they had registered the sound.

21:53 / FROM HANDLER ALEX

SUBJECT: Cross / HELI X CAPI TAL
Meri di an.

Wre activity on Cross's controlled
accounts, traced through to a shel
vehicle registered in Jersey, then through
Cyprus, then to an entity whose beneficia
owner shi p we have spent fourteen nonths
reconstructing. The entity is HELIX

CAPI TAL. Cl PHER has had HELI X under
structural surveillance since March of

| ast year. W have, in that period,
observed $2.3M nove out of the entity in
tranches that correlate, at a confidence
we woul d describe as operationally
actionable, with SPECTER procurenent.

Cross noved £180, 000 into HELI X twenty-one
days ago. She noved a further £240, 000
four days ago. The second tranche cl eared
this norning.

37



MERIDIAN

She is not the shooter. She does not have
the profile, the training, or the Iine of
sight. She is, with high confidence, the
paynast er .

The predictive matching analysis is
attached. You will see that Karlov is the
only suspect of the three who clears all
filters for position, line of sight,
means, and access at 21:55. Cross does not
cl ear neans. Chen does not clear access.
Karlov clears all three.

Make the accusation through the secure
portal at your discretion. I will be on
the Iine when you do.

—A

Meridian read it twice. The second time, they noticed the
small bureaucratic restraint of Alex's prose — operationally
actionable, at your discretion, | will be on the line when you
do — and they noticed, also, the relief of having Alex back in
the system after twenty-one minutes of his silence.

They noticed the relief and held it at arm’s length for a
beat. Morgan's voice in their ear had not quite left the room.
Either Alex authorised it and has not told you, or Alex did not
authorise it and has not noticed it, or Alex is the person who
moved it. Meridian read Alex's email athird time, looking for
what was not in it. There was no reference to the codename
leak. There was no acknowledgement of Morgan's flag. There
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was no | owe you a clarification on the channel-integrity
matter; | will provide it after. There was an email about
Crosss money and HELIX CAPITAL and a predictive
analysis, and that was all there was.

Which could mean Alex had not seen Morgan's flag yet.
Which could mean Alex was prioritising the operational signal
over the meta-signal because the operational signal was about
to expire on a stairwell. Which could mean other things.

Meridian made a small decision. Read the evidence, not
the story. The evidence had not stopped arriving. The evidence
had, in the last six minutes, become a shape with three sides.

They opened the predictive analysis attachment.

The portal rendered it as a matrix. Three columns —
Cross, Karlov, Chen. Four rows — position at 21:55, sightline
to dais, means, access. Each cell was filled with a confidence
interval, a small piece of supporting evidence, and a coloured
square: cognac for clears, grey for does not clear.

Cross at 21:55: ground floor, north reception. Cognac for
position. Cognac for sightline, technically — she could see the
dais. Grey for means. no observed acquisition or training, no
associated firearm signature in any intercept. Cognac for
access. Three of four. Insufficient.

Chen at 21:55: third-floor delegate seating, southwest
balcony. Cognac for position. Cognac for sightline. Grey for
means. no acquired weapon, no associated case, no rooftop
credential. Grey for access. not cleared for the rooftop



corridor, not cleared for the East Tower service stair. Two of
four. Insufficient.

Karlov at 21:55: rooftop corridor, between East Tower
stairwell and southeast parapet. Cognac for position. Cognac
for sightline — direct, unobstructed, 142 metres to the dais.
Cognac for means: rifle case in service locker 7B, fingerprint
match 94.6%, false rental ID. Cognac for access: full
credentials, building familiarity of three years, retroactively
edited patrol log clearing the relevant window.

Four of four.

Meridian sat with the matrix on the screen for what felt
like longer than it was. The clock on the wall had glided to
21:54. The counter on the portal read 41:22.

The shape of the night, looked at honestly, was now this:
a man who worked in this building was going to step onto a
roof in approximately one minute, and a woman who had paid
a shell company for the privilege was going to stand in the
lobby with a name badge. The one was the hand, the other the
money. The third suspect, the academic with the opinion, had
been a courtesy of completeness. The portal had drawn the
constellation. The portal was waiting to be told it had got it
right.

The portal chimed.

21:55 / FROM HANDLER ALEX

PRI ORI TY: CRI TI CAL



Accusation gate is now open. Lodge your
accusation through the secure portal
bef ore the Ambassador steps onto the dais.

—A

A new tab had lit cognac at the top of the portal:
Accusation. Meridian had watched the tab sit greyed for the
entire briefing, and now it was lit, and there was a small
cognac dot beside it that pulsed once a second like the hazard
lights on the diplomatic car at the south entrance of the palace,
three hours ago, in a different country than the one Meridian
was currently living in.

They did not click yet.
Instead they stood up.

This surprised them. They had not stood up since 20:58.
Their legs informed them, with the small ache of disuse, that
they had been sitting in one position for very nearly an hour
and a half. They walked, three steps, to the window. The
paace was lit. The black cars at the south entrance had
multiplied to four. Across the rooftops, on the far side of the
Piazza Bra, the southeast parapet of the Palazzo della Gran
Guardiawas — Meridian could not see this from the suite, the
angle was wrong, but they could see it in their head — a dark
stone edge above a lit stage, with a man in dark clothes
walking the length of a corridor towardsiit.

They went back to the desk.



They did the thing they had been trained to do before
lodging anything irrevocable. They reviewed the column.

KARLOV, D. — prerecruited (3 yrs) — observed
working, not anxious (Sam, 21:24) — Caesar: he is not
nervous, he is working (Morgan, 21:14) — patrol log edited
retroactively to clear 21:50-22:15 East Tower window
(Morgan, 21:32) — expects to remain in role post-event —
weapon, not principal (Quinn, 21:40) — prints on inside of
case in service locker, Sector 7B. 94.6%. Weapon already on
site. (Sam, Morgan, 21:50) — predictive matching: clears
position, sightline, means, access at 21:55 (Alex, 21:53)

Eight strands. Three independent sources — Sam in the
building, Morgan at the station, Alex at the desk — each of
which had, working from their own data, surfaced the same
name. Quinn's intervention sat alongside, not contradicting.
The portal's own system flag — CHANNEL INTEGRITY —
UNVERIFIED — was still on, somewhere in the corner of the
Investigation Board, and Meridian made a note of it in the
margin of the notebook and underlined the note.

But the question on the table was not is the information
environment clean. The question on the table was is this man,
in the next fourteen minutes, going to put a round through
Helena Whitfield's head.

The answer to that question was on the page in front of
them.

They sat back down. They looked, for one second, at the
clock on the wall. They thought, with a clarity that startled



The Physical Evidence Chain

them: Alex was right. The clock is loud. They slowed their
hands.

Then they clicked into the Accusation tab.

[

CHAPTER 5

The Accusation and the Win

The Accusation tab loaded a single panel. White on black. A
field for the name. A field for a one-paragraph justification. A
field for the supporting evidence, which the porta had
pre-populated from the Investigation Board — eight strands,
each with its timestamp and source. At the bottom, a button.

LODGE FORMAL ACCUSATION

Meridian typed.

ACCUSED: DM TRI KARLOV, Senior Venue
Security Supervisor, Palazzo della G an
Guar di a.

Karlov is the contracted shooter. He has
been pre-positioned at the venue for three
years. The patrol log for the 21:50-22:15
wi ndow in the East Tower was edited
retroactively under his credentials to
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clear the route to the southeast parapet.
Arifle case bearing his fingerprint
(94.6% match) is staged in service | ocker
7B on the rooftop service corridor. He is,
at the tine of this accusation, en route
to that position. Victoria Cross is the
paymast er (HELI X CAPI TAL, $2.3Mtraced
over 18 nonths) but does not satisfy
means. Dr. Lena Chen does not satisfy
access. Karlov clears all four predictive
filters.

I ntercept now.

They read it once. Their hand was steady. The cursor was
steady. The counter on the portal read 20:14.

They clicked the button.

The portal held for one second, then two. The button
greyed out and the panel beneath it built itself, again the way it
had built itself at the beginning of the night, line by line, the
way something is drawn rather than loaded.

ACCUSATI ON LODGED. 21:55:42.

SUBJECT: KARLOV, DM TRI.

STATUS: TRANSM TTED TO FI ELD COMVAND.
I NTERCEPT AUTHCRI SED.

A new line appeared beneath it, in smaller type.

Stand by.



Meridian stood by.

They did not, at first, know what they were going to do
with their hands. They had spent the last hour and fifty-five
minutes typing and writing and clicking and holding an
earpiece, and now there was nothing in front of them except a
screen with two words on it. They put one hand flat on the
desk and the other in their lap, and they noticed that the hand
in their lap was trembling slightly. They had not noticed that
during the work. The body had, sensibly, waited.

The clock on the wall glided past 21:56.

The portal chimed once. A new line appeared.

21:57 /| Field Conmand / AUTO

East Tower stairwell —converging.

Three minutes passed in which nothing else moved.
Ouitside, in the courtyard, the saxophone player had stopped,
and a small wind had come up from the river. Meridian's
notebook lay open on the desk with eight strands written down
its left side and the underlined sentence Read the evidence, not
the story at the bottom of the page. They did not look at the
notebook. They looked at the screen.

22:00 / Field Conmand / AUTO

Subj ect intercepted. Southeast parapet
corridor, level 4. Case recovered. Wapon
not yet deployed. No shots fired



Meridian read the line three times.

The first time they read it, nothing happened, because the
words had not yet resolved into the thing they meant. The
second time, the air in the room changed — not in any way
they could have described, but in the small way that air
changes when a thing one has been bracing against turns out
not to be coming. The third time, they put their face in their
hands for about four seconds, and then they took their face out
of their hands again and sat up and read the line a fourth time,
because they wanted to be sure.

Weapon not yet deployed. No shots fired.

The counter on the portal stopped counting down. It froze
at 15:00 and turned, after a beat, cognac. A small notation
appeared beside it: KILL WINDOW CLOSED.

The phone on the desk rang.
Meridian picked it up before the second ring.

"Meridian." Alex. The voice was the voice. But there was
something around it that had not been there at 21:00.
Something tighter. The composure was doing work; the work
was audible.

"Alex."

"Karlov isin custody. He was intercepted at the head of
the southeast parapet corridor, two minutes off the firing
position. He had the rifle case in his left hand and the parapet
door key in his right. He did not resist. He looked, by the



report | have in front of me, like a man who knew he was
going to be caught the moment he saw who was on the other
side of the corridor. Which, given what we now know about
his daughter, may be a more complicated thing than we yet
understand. But that is for tomorrow."

Meridian said, "Whitfield."

"Whitfield is secure. She is, at this moment, sixteen
minutes from stepping onto a stage in front of seven other
heads of delegation, and she is going to do it. The summit
proceeds. The eight nations sign tomorrow morning. The
treaty exists."

"Good."
"Yes."

There was a pause. Meridian had time, in the pause, to
feel the relief move through them like a slow drink. The relief
was real. The body recognised it before the mind did. The
hand in their lap had stopped trembling.

Then Alex said, "Meridian."
"Yes."

"You did your job."

"Thank you."

"But understand.” A small breath. "Stopping Karlov was
the opening move in a much larger play. | want you to hold
that. | am going to say it twice because | want you to hear it



both times. Stopping Karlov was the opening move. The
opening move."

"I hear you."

"HELIX CAPITAL is the shell. It has run $2.3 million
through eighteen months of correlated procurement. Karlov is
one operation. There are others. There have been others. There
will be others. Someone hired him. We find out who, or this
happens again, on a different stage, with a different
ambassador, in eleven weeks or four months or a year. The
work you did tonight bought us the room to do the next piece
of work. It did not finish the work."

Meridian was quiet.
"Areyou with me," Alex said.
"I'm with you."

"Part 2 begins now. Not tonight. Tonight you sleep.
Tomorrow we begin. But understand that we begin." A best.
"The portal will hold what you built. Y ou will pick it up where
you left it. Sam and Morgan know. Quinn —" The smallest
pause Meridian had heard from Alex al night. "Quinn will
continue to be available to the operation. The Deputy
Director's office has taken an interest. That is, generdly, a
good thing."

"Yes"

"Get some water," Alex said. "Walk the room. The body
is going to need a minute. The body is alowed a minute."



"Understood."
"Meridian."
"Yes."

"Good work."
The line went.

Meridian sat with the receiver in their hand for a moment
longer than they needed to, and then set it back in its cradle.

The portal had advanced. The Investigation Board, when
they clicked into it, had reorganised itself into a final-state
view: Karlov at the centre with eight cognac strands attached,
Cross attached to Karlov by a green-rimmed funding
connection, HELIX CAPITAL hanging off Cross as a node
now lit a colour Meridian had not seen on the board before —
a dark amber that pulsed, slowly, the way a thing that wanted
to be looked at later pulsed. Chen had been removed. A new
field had opened at the bottom of the board: TRUST SCORES.
Three rows.

SAM REYES — TRUST 0.97 MORGAN VEX — TRUST
0.94 QUINN DELACROIX —TRUST 0.91

Alex was not on the list. Meridian noted that, and then
noted that the trust scores were the system's, not theirs, and
that the system had been right about alot of things tonight and
uncertain about one. They moved their cursor over Quinn's
row. The number did not change. The portal did not offer
commentary. The number simply was what it was.



They closed the Investigation Board.

The portal sat quiet. The counter in the upper right had
stopped, and the chimes had stopped, and the small cognac dot
that had been pulsing beside Accusation had gone dark. The
tabs across the top of the screen were now all cognac, all
available, and none of them were asking anything.

Meridian stood up. They walked, slowly, to the window.
The hotel courtyard was empty. The window across the way
had closed. The palace, on the other side of the gap in the
terracotta, was still lit, and the black cars at the south entrance
were dill there, and Meridian could see, faintly, the small
movement of figures around the cars — security teams,
drivers, the choreography of a diplomatic event preparing to
begin. Inside that building, in approximately twelve minutes, a
woman who did not know Meridian's name was going to walk
onto a stage and say Distinguished delegates, and the eight
nations were going to listen, and the treaty was going to exist.

Meridian was glad about this. They tried, standing at the
window, to feel as glad as the situation warranted. They felt,
instead, a complicated thing.

They went back to the desk.

They sat down. They closed the notebook. They did not
close the laptop, because the portal was still the portal, and the
system flag in the corner of the Investigation Board —
CHANNEL INTEGRITY — UNVERIFIED — was still on,
faint, where they had |eft it. The system had not cleared it. The
system was, tonight, telling Meridian what the system did not



yet know.

A codename had been moved across an air gap. A
handler had been silent for twenty-one minutes during the
operational window and had returned to the line without
acknowledging the silence. A senior office had opened a
channel with a helpful sentence, and the helpful sentence had
been, in fact, helpful — Karlov was the weapon, and Cross
was, by every available indicator, the trigger-holder Quinn had
told them to find. Sam was in alobby with a coat-check ticket.
Morgan was in a small quiet room, somewhere, that Meridian
had not seen and would, in the next stretch of this work,
probably need to see.

A man with a daughter named Elenawas, at this moment,
being walked through a stairwell in handcuffs by people
whose names Meridian did not know.

A woman in London who had built a career on the careful
construction of international consensus had, through three
intermediaries and a shell company in Jersey, paid $2.3
million to a Russian security supervisor to put around through
the head of an ambassador who had drafted Articles 6 through
9 of atreaty that had taken six years to draft. She had done it,
somewhere underneath the procedural objections she had
given in public, for areason Meridian did not yet know. There
was probably a name in that reason. There was probably a
man, dead or disgraced, whose career or memory or honour
Victoria Cross had decided, in her own private accounting,
was worth more than Helena Whitfield's life and the lives of



an unknown number of people who would, in some future
war, not be killed by an autonomous weapon because of the
treaty Whitfield was about to put her name to.

Tomorrow Meridian would learn that name. Tomorrow,
or the day after, or by the end of the week. Part 2 would begin,
and the work would re-open in the morning with a different
shape and alonger clock.

But tonight —
Tonight Helena Whitfield walked onto a stage.
Tonight the shot was not fired.

Tonight the kill window had closed at 22:00 and the man
with the rifle had been taken in a corridor and the case had
been recovered and the weapon had not been deployed, and a
treaty that would, in the next decade, save an unknown
number of lives, was going to exist.

Meridian let one breath out.

They sat with the relief and they sat with the dread, and
they noticed, with the part of themselves that had been trained
to notice such things, that the two feelings were occupying the
same place in their chest at the same time, and that this was,
on the available evidence, the correct response to the available
evidence. They had stopped a shooting. They had not stopped
aconspiracy. The win was real. The win was also incomplete,
because the win was the opening move of a thing that had
been planned, by someone, to survive its own opening move.



They thought, briefly, about Alex's voice at the very
beginning of the night. Read the evidence, not the story. Trust
the cipher, not the source. When the clock is loud, slow your
hands.

They thought about the system flag in the corner of the
Investigation Board.

They thought about the trust score that had not appeared.

Then they reached out and, very gently, with a tiredness
they had not realised they were carrying, closed the laptop.

The room was quiet. The clock on the wall had glided
past 22:01. Out the window, somewhere across the rooftops,
an ambassador was straightening a microphone. Meridian sat
in the chair at the desk and did not move for along time.

The work was not done.
They knew that.

They sat withiit.



ACT Il: THE CONSPIRACY

Days 8-9 — The Cliffhanger

The portal looked the same.

That was the first thing MERIDIAN noticed when they
opened the laptop on the morning of Day 8 — that the
interface had not been changed to mark what had happened.
No banner. No commemoration. No quiet adjustment of
language. The login screen still asked for the access code in
the same flat sans-serif. The clock at the top of the dashboard
still ticked. The threat board still showed Verona on the map.

The only difference was that the seventy-five-minute
counter at the top of the screen — the one that had governed
every breath of the previous week — was gone. In its place
was a date stamp. Day 8. Asif the world had agreed to keep
using calendars.



Days 8-9 — The Cliffhanger

There was an email from Alex.

MERIDIAN had expected this. Alex had said, on the call
after Karlov was intercepted, that he would write in the
morning. MERIDIAN had assumed the email would close
things — that there would be a sentence acknowledging the
case, a sentence acknowledging MERIDIAN's role, and then a
sentence about administrative leave and a date for a
debriefing. They had assumed, in a way they only recognized
now as childish, that the file would be closed.

The subject line was Status — Karlov.

Karlov is in custody at a secure facility
I will not name in this transm ssion. He

has not spoken since the second hour. H's
| awyer arrived from Geneva forty m nutes

after his arrest. Forty minutes. That is

the detail | want you to sit wth.

Geneva to the holding site, on a Saturday
night, in forty mnutes —this nmeans his

| awyer was already in notion before the
public arrest was | ogged. Soneone inside
the | egal contact tree knew he was taken
before the arrest was nmade public. That is
not a |leak. That is a system SPECTER has
conti ngenci es Cl PHER has not mapped, and
we are inside one of them now

The summit continues today. Witfield is
alive. She will sign at twelve hundred
local. That is the headline. The headline
is also msleading. Witfield being alive
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is the outcome. Wiitfield being alive is
not the concl usion

Pl ease open the portal at your discretion
today. There are no schedul ed events.
There may be unschedul ed ones.

—A

MERIDIAN read it twice. They read it athird time on the
assumption that they had missed a softer line, a closing line,
some courtesy that would convert the email into a goodbye.
They had not missed it. There was none.

They closed the laptop. They made coffee. They burned a
piece of toast. They opened the laptop again. The email was
still there. The portal was till there. The world had not, in
fact, agreed to a debriefing date.

They did not open the Investigation Board. Not yet. They
went and stood at the window of the flat and looked at the
street, and the street was a street, and the people on it were
people who had not heard the name Karlov and would not hear
it, and the sun was as bright as it had been on every Saturday
morning MERIDIAN had ever lived, and somewhere a
sniper's lawyer had flown two countries on a phone call
MERIDIAN had not been allowed to read.

In the evening, Quinn's SMS arrived.

It was a single line and it sat on the lock screen for
nineteen minutes before MERIDIAN picked the phone up to



read it.

You stopped the weapon. You haven't found
t he hand.

Then, aminute later, a second message.

Take Sunday. Monday the portal will be
di fferent.

MERIDIAN did not reply. There was nothing to reply
with. They put the phone face-down on the counter and the
message stayed where it was on the screen on the other side of
the wood, which somehow made it heavier.

They took Sunday. They took it badly. They walked the
city for four hours and tried to think about anything else and
discovered that the brain, once it has learned to investigate,
does not stop investigating because you have asked it to. It
investigates the pattern of cracks in the pavement. It
investigates the rotation pattern of the waiters at the cafe. It
investigates the angle at which the sun strikes the bell tower
and at what hour it would last have lit the East Tower stairwell
of the convention center where the shot had not been fired.

That last thought sat down beside MERIDIAN at the cafe
table at three in the afternoon and would not get up again.

The shot had not been fired.

A sentence in the negative voice. A sentence whose tense
felt unfinished — whose grammar implied that what had been



prevented in Verona had been prevented only in Verona, and
only at twenty-one twenty-two on a Saturday, and only by a
specific operative working a specific portal, and that none of
those conditions necessarily held in any other city, on any
other day, against any other target.

On Day 9, MERIDIAN opened the Investigation Board.
It had changed overnight.

This was the detail that hit hardest in retrospect — the
timestamp at the bottom of the board read 03:47 UTC. While
MERIDIAN had been asleep, somebody had been moving
cards. The shape of the board was different. It had been
redrawn.

In Act One, the board had been a simple triangle. Karlov
at the trigger. SPECTER as the contractor. Victoria Cross at
the top of the funding chain, paying through HELIX
CAPITAL. A clean financial pyramid with Cross at the apex.

The board MERIDIAN was looking at now did not have
Cross at the apex. Cross had been moved. She was till on the
board, but a new node had appeared above her, larger than her
node, drawn in a heavier line — and the connection between
Cross and the new node was labeled, in small grey text,
upstream of Cross.

The new node had no name. It was a placeholder. A grey
circle with aquestion mark.

MERIDIAN's phone buzzed.



Morgan. One SMS, no preamble.

You were drawi ng the wong shape. Look
again. —M

MERIDIAN looked again. The board's shape was no
longer atriangle. It was atree. Cross was a branch. Above her
was a trunk. Above the trunk, the implication of a canopy
MERIDIAN could not yet see.

In the Intel tab, a new file had appeared.
SPECTER _PERSONNEL_PARTIAL_RECOVERED.pdf.
Beneath the filename, the portal had added a single line of
metadata: Dead drop — Verona, recovered 23:40 local Day 7.
Heavy redaction. Cipher Lab access enabled.

MERIDIAN opened it.

The document was six pages of redacted personnel
records. Black bars over names, black bars over dates, black
bars over the operational designations. The header on the first
page read SPECTER INTERNAL — DO NOT DISTRIBUTE
in a typeface that looked like it had been chosen by an
organization that had never expected the document to leave its
building.

The Cipher Lab had appended an unlock tool. The
mechanism was not new — MERIDIAN had worked it in Act
One on a smaller scale. Each redaction was overlaid on a text
layer that had been imperfectly destroyed. The original text
could be recovered by chaining matched fragments — a date



in one record cross-referenced against a position in another, a
partia codename against a partial geography. Solve enough,
and the names placed themselves.

MERIDIAN worked.

The first name to come back was a field operator.
CRESCENT. The record gave a six-year operational history
across four cities — Vienna, Brussels, Belgrade, Tunis.
CRESCENT was not a sniper. CRESCENT was a fixer.
CRESCENT moved money and moved people and on three
occasions had moved bodies. CRESCENT had been on
payroll since 2019.

The second name was a courier. 9G. The record was
thinner. 9G existed primarily as a connector — anode through
which financia instructions passed from a tier above to
operators below. 9G had no field history. 9G's value was
access.

The third record placed aregional coordinator in Western
Europe. The name under the redaction was Victoria Cross.

That was the moment the shape of the tree began to settle.

Cross was not the architect. Cross was an employee.
SPECTER was an employer of contractors, and Cross had
been one of them — high-ranking, well-positioned, valuable,
but not at the top. Above SPECTER's contractor tier sat the
entity that hired SPECTER. Above the entity that hired
SPECTER sat the entity that funded the entity that hired
SPECTER.



The portal had drawn the canopy MERIDIAN could not
yet see, and labeled it, in the small grey text reserved for
working hypotheses: HERALD.

MERIDIAN sat back from the laptop.

The kettle in the kitchen had finished boiling some
indeterminate time ago and had clicked off, and the click had
been audible, and MERIDIAN had not heard it. The flat was
quiet in the way flats are quiet when a person inside them has
stopped breathing for several seconds without noticing.

The expected relief had not arrived. It was not arriving. It
was not going to arrive. Karlov had been the door. Behind the
door was a corridor. The corridor had been there before
MERIDIAN had opened the door, and the corridor went
somewhere, and the somewhere it went was not in Verona,
and it was not on a Saturday night, and it did not have a
seventy-five-minute clock attached to it.

MERIDIAN closed the laptop very gently, as if not to
wake it, and then opened it again because the corridor was not
going to stop existing just because the laptop was closed.

There was a second SMS from Morgan, sent while
MERIDIAN had been working the redactions.

I don't know what the canopy is yet. But
it was visible in the access |logs three
weeks before Verona. Someone was reading
these files before Karlov was ever in the
buil ding. —M



MERIDIAN read the message twice. Then a third time,
dowly, parsing the implication.

Three weeks before Verona, someone inside CIPHER
had been reading files about a conspiracy CIPHER had not yet
identified.

The world had moved on without them. That was the
sentence Day 8 had taught them. The world had been moving

for along time before them. That was the sentence Day 9 was
teaching now.

MERIDIAN did not reply to Morgan. They sat with the
laptop open in the lengthening afternoon and watched the
cursor blink on a field they had not yet been asked to fill in,
and they understood, with a precision they had not asked for,
that whatever came next would not be a debriefing.

Days 10-12 — The Dead Drop

Day 10 began with absence.

MERIDIAN opened the portal at seven in the morning,
on the schedule they had begun to keep without deciding to
keep it, and the first thing they looked at was Field Comms.



They did this without thinking, because in Act One they had
checked Field Comms the way other people checked the
weather — to know whether the day was going to be
survivable.

Alex's agent card had a statusline.
LAST ACTIVE: 4h 12m.

It was a small line of grey text. It was the smallest thing
on the page. MERIDIAN looked at it for along time.

Four hours and twelve minutes meant Alex had last
touched the system at around two-fifty in the morning. There
was nothing in MERIDIAN's inbox from him. There was no
SMS. There was no scheduled event with his name on it. He
had been awake at three in the morning and he had been
looking at something and he had not told MERIDIAN about it.

The phone buzzed.
Morgan. He's gone quiet. | noticed. You
shoul d | ook at his Intel entry. —M

MERIDIAN went to the Intel tab.

There was afolder there that had not been there yesterday
— Personnel — Internal — A. MERIDIAN did not remember
opening it on any prior day. The folder contained a single file.
The file was a dossier and the dossier had been built by Sam
Reyes.



The fox emoji sat in the header next to the build date. It
looked, in that placement, like something between a signature
and awound.

MERIDIAN began to read.

Twelve years in CIPHER field operations. Seven years
state intelligence before that, in a service Sam had abbreviated
without naming. Recruitments in three cities. A
commendation in 2010 that listed no operation. A reprimand
in 2013 with the operational reference redacted. A two-year
gap from 2014 to 2016 marked ssimply medical. A return to
activein 2017. Promotion to handler in 2019.

And in the middle of thefile, on a page on its own, aline
that read: Minsk Operation, 2012 — FILE SEALED.

Sam had not pulled the file. Sam had not tried to pull the
file. Sam had recorded its existence and stopped.

MERIDIAN read the dossier four times. Each time, the
sedled file at the center got heavier. There was no information
in it — that was the point. The absence of information was the
information. Whatever had happened in Minsk in 2012 was
the only thing in Alex's twelve-year operational history that
CIPHER had decided MERIDIAN should not be permitted to
see.

At the bottom of the dossier Sam had added a
handwritten line, scanned in.

Read this and decide what kind of operative you want to
be.



MERIDIAN closed thefile.

Day 11 was quiet. MERIDIAN did not open the portal
until the evening. When they did, Alex's status read LAST
ACTIVE: 9h 02m, and the inbox was empty, and the
Investigation Board had not moved. The canopy node
remained unnamed. The placeholder above Cross continued to
hold its question mark. MERIDIAN went to bed at midnight
and did not sleep, because they had spent the day thinking
about the word medical and how thin a euphemism it was, and
how many different things it could cover in a personnel file
that was otherwise meticulous.

Day 12 began with Quinn.

The SMS came in at eight-fourteen in the morning. There
was no text. Only an image attachment.

MERIDIAN tapped it.

The photograph was a scan of a printed photograph — a
4x6, by the proportions, taken on film. The colors had the
particular yellowing of mid-2000s photographic chemistry.
The setting was a hotel bar, somewhere European, somewhere
with too much brass. Two people sat at a small round table
with a candle between them. The candle was lit.

The woman on the left was Victoria Cross. Twenty years
younger but unmistakable — the same precise posture, the
same neat hairline, the same long fingers around a coffee cup.

The man on the right was Alex.



He was perhaps thirty. The mid-Atlantic stillness
MERIDIAN knew from the voice callswas already in hisface,
but there was something looser in it too — a person who had
not yet learned to hold his shoulders the way the older Alex
held his shoulders. He was wearing a jacket too heavy for the
room. He was looking at Cross across the candle and he was
smiling, slightly, and Cross was smiling back.

There was no caption.

MERIDIAN held the phone in their hand for a long
minute. The flat was cold. The radiator had not yet come on.
They could hear, very faintly, traffic from the street below,
and a child somewhere shouting at a parent in alanguage they
did not speak.

The portal logged an SMS decision pending in
MERIDIAN's outbound queue. The system had recognized
that this was a piece of intelligence that required a routing
choice. Tell Alex you've seen this, the queue option read. Or:
Hold.

MERIDIAN sat with the decision.

The argument for telling Alex was the argument for
transparency, for handler integrity, for the kind of operational
hygiene MERIDIAN had been trained to. If you saw
something that affected your handler's reliability, you raised it
with him. You did not let it sit and rot inside the working
relationship.



Days 10-12 — The Dead Drop

The argument for holding was the argument MERIDIAN
had not yet learned to make out loud — that if Alex had a
piece of his own history he had chosen not to volunteer,
raising it now would tell him only that someone was feeding
MERIDIAN photographs from that history. It would tell him
MERIDIAN had a channel he did not know about. It would
tell him MERIDIAN was being calibrated.

MERIDIAN held.

They sent nothing. The decision queue logged it. The
portal did not comment.

It was the first time in any sense MERIDIAN was aware
of that they had taken a piece of information about Alex and
decided not to tell him. It did not feel like an act of disloyalty.
It felt like the first move of a game MERIDIAN had not yet
agreed to play.

In the afternoon, Morgan's email arrived.

The subject line was Access-log audit byproduct —
please review.

MERI DI AN —

Pulled this fromthe Cross archive
overnight. It was sitting in a directorate
cache | had read access to as part of the
access-log audit Alex authorized nme to
run. | amforwarding it because it
appeared in the cache without explanation
and the netadata suggests it was deposited
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there, not generated there.

Most of it is redacted at source. | have
not been able to clean it. | am sending
what | have.

If you have a Cipher Lab session open you
may be able to do nore with it than | can

—M

The attachment was CROSS INTERNAL_ASSESSME
NT_REDACTED.pdf.

MERIDIAN opened it.

Thefirst three pages were what Morgan had described —
an internal CIPHER assessment of Victoria Cross's career and
operational reliability. The visible text discussed her tenure in
three postings, her performance in the European desk, an
evauation by a supervisor whose name was redacted.
Standard institutional paperwork. The kind of document that
lived in every analyst's career folder somewhere.

Page four was where the black bars began.

The page header was visible: Asset Satus — Internal
Reference Only. Below it, three paragraphs were amost
entirely blacked out. The black rectangles covered names,
designations, dates. There was the texture of a structured
document undernesth — fields, sub-fields, labels — but
nothing readable.



Days 10-12 — The Dead Drop

MERIDIAN did what they had done in the Cipher Lab a
hundred times.

They right-clicked. They selected text. They dragged the
cursor across one of the black rectangles.

Text highlighted under the bar.
MERIDIAN paused.

Thiswas— MERIDIAN knew this technically. They had
read about it. PDFs were composite documents. A black
rectangle drawn over text in some PDF redaction tools did not
remove the text underneath; it smply obscured it visually. The
text layer remained selectable. Anyone who had been told this
and who knew to try it could copy and paste under the visual
redaction.

The redactor of this document had not been told.

MERIDIAN copied the highlighted text. They opened a
blank text file. They pasted.

Asset Designation: HERALD- GHOST. Cover
identity: Chief of Staff, Ofice of the
Deputy Director, ClIPHER International.
Oiginal recruitnment: March 2023, Vienna.
Reporting line: F.L. via cutout.

Handl er - of -record: see seal ed annex.

MERIDIAN read it twice.

Then they read it athird time.
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Then they sat very still for avery long time.

Quinn Delacroix. Chief of Staff, Office of the Deputy
Director, CIPHER International. The codename Quinn used
over the portal was GHOST. The codename in this document
was HERALD-GHOST. The recruitment was not by CIPHER.
The recruitment was into something. From March 2023. By
someone listed only as F.L., through a cutout, with a
handler-of-record seadled in an annex MERIDIAN did not
have.

Quinn — who had sent MERIDIAN the SMS during the
Verona crisis that turned the investigation toward Karlov.
Quinn — who had warned them about looking at the wrong
person. Quinn — who had sent the photograph of Alex and
Cross at eight-fourteen that morning. Quinn — who had been
the most helpful voice in the apparatus since the first call.

Quinn was named, in a classified internal CIPHER
document Morgan did not know she had forwarded, as a
HERALD asset planted inside the Deputy Director's office.

MERIDIAN went back to Morgan's email. They read the
cover note again.

| am forwarding it because it appeared in the cache
without explanation and the metadata suggests it was
deposited there, not generated there.

Deposited. Not generated. Someone had put the filein a
directorate cache where Morgan, in the course of an
access-log audit Alex had authorized, would find it. Someone



had wanted Morgan to find it. And Morgan, perfectly loyal
Morgan who tracked truth the way other people tracked
weather, had forwarded it on without realizing what was
visible under the black bars.

Morgan did not know.

That was the second thing that settled. Morgan, who had
built a career on noticing what didn't fit, had forwarded the
most consequential document of MERIDIAN's career so far
and had not seen what was inside it. Because she had trusted
the redaction. Because the redaction looked official. Because
in any other week, the redaction would have held.

MERIDIAN closed the laptop.

The flat had gotten dark while they were reading. The
street outside had moved on into early evening. Someone was
cooking onions somewhere in the building, and the smell of
onions came up through the floor, and onions smelled, in this
moment, like an entirely ordinary world that MERIDIAN was
no longer permitted to livein.

They had more information than they knew what to do
with.

That was the precise shape of it. Not less information.
More. They had the photograph of Alex with Cross from 2005
or thereabouts, hidden in a 4x6 from a hotel bar with a candle
on the table. They had the dossier Sam had built showing a
seded file at the center of Alex's career. They had the
access-log finding that someone had been reading conspiracy



files three weeks before Verona. They had aredacted PDF that
named the person they had most trusted as an enemy asset.
They had Morgan, who did not know what she had sent. They
had Quinn, who had now made three helpful moves in two

days.
And they had no one safeto tell.

That was the shape of the vertigo. Not that they were
aone. That every direction they could turn was already
compromised. Alex had history with Cross. Morgan had
inadvertently surfaced Quinn. Quinn was named in the
document. Sam was in the field somewhere MERIDIAN could
not reach by SM S without leaving a record.

MERIDIAN put their head in their hands.

The laptop fan hummed up. The portal, in the dark,
continued to keep its calendar.

Days 13-15 — The Turning Point

Day 13. MERIDIAN called Alex.



It was a decision made the way decisions get made at
four in the morning after a night of not sleeping — without
ceremony, without preparation, without a script. The number
was the same number MERIDIAN had used in Act One. The
line picked up on the second ring.

"It'sme," MERIDIAN said.

There was a pause on Alex's end. Not surprise.
Recalibration. He had been expecting this call, or one like it,
for several days. MERIDIAN could hear that in the pause.

"Areyou secure," he said.

"Yes."

"Then | should tell you about Minsk."
MERIDIAN said nothing.

"I was going to put it in writing," he said. "I drafted three
different versions. None of them survived the morning. There
isaway to write these things and there is away to say them. |
had not figured out the way to writeit. | think | can say it."

He paused.

"In 2012 | was running a network out of Vienna. We had
three assets inside a state intelligence service | will not name
on this line. The operation was caled MERIDIAN — no
relation to your codename, although when they assigned you
the callsign | noticed and | sat with it for aweek. We had been
told the network was secure. We had been told the cutouts
were holding. We had been told a number of things, by a



number of people, that turned out to have been wrong in ways
no after-action review entirely cleaned up."

A small breath. He was choosing his words at the speed
of aman who had been over thisin his own head for seventeen
years and still did not know the order to put them in.

"Cross was on the desk that processed our take. She was
younger then. She was good then. She is good still. She was
the person who flagged the inconsistency in the second asset's
product. She wrote a memo. It was a careful memo. She did
not name a conclusion. She named alist of facts and asked for
an audit."

Another pause.

"The audit was not granted. The product continued to
flow. The product continued to be wrong. | did not push for
the audit harder than | pushed for it, which was not hard
enough. Three assets were burned over the following four
months. Two of them died. One of them is alive and is not the
person they were. | signed the after-action report. Cross signed
the after-action report. Cross has been investigating the failure
for seventeen years. She believes it was sabotage from inside
CIPHER. She has believed this since 2014. She has been right
about this since 2014 and the institution has not let her say so."

He stopped.
MERIDIAN said, "She funded Karlov."
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"Because she thinks CIPHER killed her mentor."”

"Halsey. Yes. Halsey was Crosss mentor. Halsey was
destroyed in 2008 by an interna review whose terms of
reference Cross has been trying to reconstruct for two decades.
The officia line is that Halsey took his own life. The
unofficial line is that he was helped to. Cross believes the
unofficial line. Sheis probably correct about it."

Theflat was very cold. MERIDIAN had not turned on the
radiator. They could see their own breath, faintly, in the lamp
light.

"Alex," MERIDIAN said. "Why are you telling me this

now.

"Because you have a photograph,” he said. "Quinn sent it
to you yesterday. | know Quinn sent it to you yesterday
because | keep an audit log on my own outbox and on Quinn's
outbox, which | should not be permitted to do but which |
have been doing since Tuesday, and | would rather you heard
the history from me than reconstruct it from a candle in a hotel
bar."

MERIDIAN said nothing.
"You did not tell me you had received it," he said.
"No."

"That was the correct choice," he said. "I want to be clear
about that. | am not asking you to apologize for it. | am asking
you to understand that | knew. There are very few people



inside thisinstitution at this point in time who | can say that to.
| am saying it to you because | am about to ask you to do
something | should not ask you to do, and | would rather ask it
of someone who already knows that | am compromised by my
own history."

He drew along breath.

"Stay in the portal," he said. "Whatever order you receive
in the coming days — stay in the portal. The order may come
from the Deputy Director's office. The order may come from
me. The order may come from a channel you have not been
told about yet. Whatever it says — stay in the portal until you
understand what HERALD is."

The call ended.

MERIDIAN sat with the dead phone in their hand for
some long time and did not put it down.

Day 14 brought the SMS.

It arrived at six-twelve in the morning. The number was
unfamiliar. The text was Alex.

| shouldn't send this here. Found
sonmething in the Cross files. Too
sensitive for Field Cooms. Call this
nunber and listen: +43 [redacted in

VERI DI AN s read history]. Do not save this
nunber. Do not reply to this. —A

MERIDIAN called the number.



Days 13-15 — The Turning Point

It rang four times and went to a voicemail box with no
greeting — only atone.

The recording was Alex.

His voice was different from the call the night before.
The night before, he had sounded like a man making a
confession. This morning he sounded like a man who had not
dept since the confession had ended.

If you are hearing this and you are ne,
ignore this nmessage. If you are hearing
this and you are not ne —you found the
dead drop. That nmeans | am al ready gone

or | am about to be, and you should listen
careful ly because this recording will be
deleted fromthe carrier in ninety

nm nut es.

I found a second | edger

It was in a place | had been told it was
not. I will not tell you the place on this
line. I will tell you the shape. The wire
chain begins in 2019. Three years before
HERALD exi sted as a name in our files. The
chain runs froma hol ding conpany in
Geneva to a holding conpany in Nicosia to
a nunbered account in Vaduz to an operator
pool I amnot yet ready to describe. The
pool has been paid continuously for six
years. The pool has not, until this year,
been used.
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MERIDIAN

Soneone inside Cl PHER has been buil ding
this network since 2019. Quietly. Wth
institutional noney. The position that
person occupies inside CIPHER is one | can
name and will not nane on this line. If
you have been listening to ne carefully
you can al ready guess one of two names.
You will be right about one of them and
wrong about the other. The one you are
wrong about is the one that matters.

If you are hearing this —if you found the
dead drop —then | trust you with the next
thing, which is this. Do not act on what |
amtelling you. Verify it. Use Sam Use
Morgan. Use whoever you can reach who has
not been read into HERALD. Do not use
Quinn. Do not, in particular, use the
Deputy Director's office

Stay in the portal. Watever order
arrives.

—A

The recording ended.

MERIDIAN held the phone away from their ear and
looked at it asif it might rearrange itself.

Six years. The conspiracy had been funded since 2019.
The HERALD file had been compiled in 2023. The Karlov hit
had been the first operational use of an asset pool that had
been waiting for four years. Cross had funded Karlov. Cross
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was aregional coordinator. Cross was a branch. The trunk had
been growing in CIPHER soil for six years.

At twenty-two-oh-two that evening, Quinn called.

It was the first time Quinn had used the voice channel
since the Veronacrisis. MERIDIAN had not expected the call.
They picked up before they had decided to.

"Y ou have been working very hard," Quinn said.

Quinn's voice was the voice MERIDIAN remembered
from Day 1 — even, low, dlightly amused, slightly tired, with
the texture of someone who had spent a long career in rooms
where people lied for aliving and had learned to do something
different. The voice was not the praoblem. The voice had never
been the problem. The voice was the reason MERIDIAN had
picked up.

"I'mtired,” MERIDIAN said.

"I know," Quinn said. "I want to make this call easier for
you. | want to drop one piece of the performance. | have been
calibrating you for six days. You should know that. You
should know that | am telling you that. The calibration is not
done. But it has gone far enough that | owe you the courtesy of
telling you it has been happening."

MERIDIAN said nothing.

"You are looking at the wrong floor of the building,”
Quinn said. "That is the only line | will use twice on this
channel. | am where you should be looking. You found the



PDF. | know you found the PDF. | know because | deposited
the cache where Morgan would find it on the audit. Morgan
does not know. Morgan will never know if you do not tell her.
| am asking you not to tell her. | am asking that for her sake,
not for mine."

MERIDIAN's breathing had gone shallow.

"You need to understand what | am before you
understand what this is," Quinn said. "l am not SPECTER. |
am not HERALD in the simple sense the PDF implies. | was
placed inside HERALD by a CIPHER faction. The faction has
aleader. The leader is a person | will refer to by the initias
F.L., because the name on this line is not yet useful to you.
F.L. approved your recruitment. F.L. placed me inside
HERALD. F.L. authorized the channel you and | have been
using since Day 1. F.L. isthereason you are diveto be on this
cal."

"Why are you telling me this."

"Because the next four days are going to be difficult for
you," Quinn said. "And because the people who are about to
tell you things about me have their own reasons for telling you
those things. | want you to hear my version first. | am not
asking you to trust it. | am asking you to remember that you
heard it from me, on this line, on Day 14, before anyone else
got to you."

The call ended.

MERIDIAN sat with the phonein their lap.



Days 13-15 — The Turning Point

On the desk, the laptop's lock screen ticked over to Day
15 at midnight.

Day 15 brought Cross.

The email was timestamped 06:43. The sender address
was a string MERIDIAN did not recognize. The subject line
read This address will be inactive in one hour.

MERI DI AN —
You will not hear from nme again on any
channel after this norning. | want to be

cl ear about a small nunber of things.

I was prepared to kill Helena Witfield.
am not taking that back. Wiitfield was the
architect of the 2008 review that
destroyed Robert Hal sey. Hal sey was ny
mentor. Hal sey did not take his own life
Hal sey was hel ped to take his own |life by
peopl e who decided, in a wi ndow ess room
inabuilding | will not nanme, that he had
becone i nconvenient.

I have spent seventeen years building the
means to be inconvenient in return.

Karl ov was an instrunent. SPECTER was a
vendor. | funded the operation through
HELI X CAPI TAL because HELI X was where

Hal sey' s | ast operating account was
domciled, and there is a symetry to that
I do not expect you to admire

81



MERIDIAN

I want to tell you two things you wll
find useful.

The first is that | amnot at the top of
what you are investigating. | was paid to
coordinate. | was not paid to design. The
design predates ne by four years and is
bei ng executed by people | have net tw ce
and could not identify in a room | do not
know who they are. | have ny suspi cions.
will not nane them because | will not be
the reason anot her generation of
investigators is destroyed by an
unsupported accusation

The second is that the person who is
currently nost helpful to you is the
person you shoul d be nost careful with.
will not nane them either. You have the
information to identify them Use it.

Tell my sister, when you can, that | am
not com ng hone. She wi |l already know.
Tel | her anyway.

—V.C

MERIDIAN read it twice and then closed the email
window because there was nothing to do with the email
beyond reading it.

In the afternoon, the Intel tab unlocked a Vigenere.
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The key was MERIDIAN. The cipher was old,
polyalphabetic, the kind of thing MERIDIAN had been
working since training. The plaintext, when it came out, was a
short paragraph confirming what MERIDIAN had begun to
suspect about Chen — that Chen was an intelligence officer,
that Chen was active in Verona, that Chen had been in the
room at the summit, and that Chen had no operational
relationship to SPECTER, HERALD, or the assassination plot.
Chen was a spy. Chen was not the spy.

The third suspect was eliminated.
MERIDIAN sat back from the laptop.

The board no longer had three suspects. It had a tree with
a missing canopy and a regional coordinator who had just
emailed her resignation from the species. The conspiracy was
not three named people. The conspiracy was a structure. The
structure had a leader MERIDIAN had been told two
contradictory things about — that the leader was a CIPHER
faction lead named F.L. who had placed Quinn inside
HERALD on the side of the angels, and that the leader was
someone inside CIPHER who had been funding an operator
pool since 2019 on the side of nobody whose interests
resembled the angels.

Both of those things could not be true.

MERIDIAN realized, sitting in the lamp light at five in
the afternoon with the radiator finally on, that one or possibly
both could be lies. That this was the precise shape of the
vertigo Alex had warned them about. That the floor was not



made of stone. The floor was made of glass, and the glass was
clean, and someone had been polishing it for six years before
MERIDIAN was ever asked to stand on it.

Days 16-18 — The Network Exposed

Day 16. The SMSfrom Alex arrived at fourteen-oh-two.

Sonething is wong with Quinn. | cannot
put it inwiting. Call me at +41
[redacted] within the next two hours.
W ndow cl oses 23:59 UTC. WII go dark
after. —A

MERIDIAN called the number at fourteen-eleven.

Alex picked up on the first ring. The first thing
MERIDIAN heard was that he was somewhere with traffic —
a hotel window left open, by the sound of it, or a cafe terrace,
a city that was not the city he was supposed to be in. He did
not greet them. He started in the middle of the sentence he had
been forming when the phone rang.



"— | have been running an unauthorized audit on the
case management system," he said. "Since Tuesday. | have not
told anyone. | am telling you now because | need a person
outside the building to hear me think out loud, and you are the
only person outside the building | am able to reach on a
channel | can deny if | haveto."

“Alright.”

"Quinn Delacroix's read access exceeds Quinn's role
description by a margin that is not survivable to scrutiny if
scrutiny ever arrives. Quinn has been reading the Cross
operationa file since Day 1. That is consistent with Quinn's
job. Quinn has been reading the HERALD-attribution files
since Day 4. That is not. Those files are compartmented to a
list of nine people. Quinn isnot on thelist."

He paused. There was the sound of a glass set down
somewhere. He had been holding a drink.

"Quinn has been reading the MERIDIAN personnel file
since two weeks before the Verona event. That is the part |
cannot get past. Quinn was reading your file before you were
recruited. Quinn was reading your file before | was read into
the Verona threat tasking."

MERIDIAN sat down. They had been standing by the
window. They sat down on the floor because the chair was
further away than the floor and they did not trust their knees to
find the chair.



"There are two readings of this," Alex said. "l want to be
honest about both of them. The first reading is that Quinn is
the mole. Quinn is inside the Deputy Director's office. Quinn
has access to compartments Quinn should not have. Quinn
surfaces helpful pieces of intelligence at intervals that have
been useful to you, which is the textbook pattern for a double
agent calibrating an asset. Under this reading every helpful
thing Quinn has done has been a deposit. The Karlov SMSin
Act One. The photograph two days ago. The voicemail
recording you presumably found by now. The redacted PDF
that Morgan thinks she discovered. Quinn is building a
relationship with you that pays out when Quinn asks for
something."

"Yes," MERIDIAN said.

"The second reading is that Quinn is investigating the
mole on someone else's behalf. There is a faction inside
CIPHER that has been hunting HERALD since 2021. | have
heard the faction described in three different ways and | do not
know whether all three descriptions refer to the same group.
Under this reading, Quinn's access pattern is what it would
look like if someone above Quinn — someone with the
authority to grant compartment access without logging it
conventionally — was using Quinn as the field hand for an
off-books investigation."

He drew a breath.

"I called you because | cannot tell from where | am which
of those readings is correct. Those two readings produce the



same access logs. They produce the same helpful SM'S pattern.
They produce the same voicemail recording. They are the
same observation from where | am sitting. | am sitting in a
hotel room in a city | should not name, drinking something |
should not drink, and | cannot tell. | called you to think out
loud with someone outside the building. | will not name a
conclusion on thisline."

MERIDIAN closed their eyes.
"Alex," they said. "What do you want me to do."

"Nothing yet," he said. "Watch. Verify. Do not act on
Quinn's offers. Do not refuse them either. Note when Quinn
asks for something irreversible. The first time Quinn asks for
something irreversible, that is when you know."

He paused.
"And do not tell Quinn we have spoken."”
"No."

"I am going to be unavailable for the next thirty-six
hours," he said. "Thereisathing | need to do in acity | should
not have flown to. | will be back on the channel by Day 18. If |
am not — if my agent card shows me as more than
twenty-four hours dark on Day 18 — that means | am wrong
about one of the readings, and you should assume | was wrong
in the direction that costs me the most."

The call ended.

Theflat was very quiet.



MERIDIAN put the phone on the floor next to them and
sat with their back against the wall and looked at the ceiling
for awhile.

At sixteen-forty that afternoon, the SMS from Morgan
arrived.

Samis inside, nmoving now. Do not call
him Do not text him He will surface when
he surfaces. —M

MERIDIAN understood without being told. Sam wasin a
building he was not supposed to bein. Samwasinreal time, in
the field, somewhere whose name MERIDIAN had not been
given. The next message could be that he had what he needed.
The next message could be that he was extracting. The next
message could be silence, and a silence of certain durations
meant things MERIDIAN did not want to think about.

Day 17 camein slowly.

MERIDIAN did not open the portal until ten in the
morning. They could not have said why. The honest answer
was that they were afraid Sam's agent card would show him as
dark for too many hours and they wanted to delay that
information.

When they opened the portal, Sam's agent card said LAST
ACTIVE: 8m.

MERIDIAN exhaled in away that hurt their ribs.



Morgan's SMS arrived a minute later.

He's out. He has a photograph for you.
Forwar di ng now.

The image came through on the porta Field Comms
channel. It was a photograph of a printed ledger page, taken in
low light at an angle that suggested the photographer had not
been able to lay the document flat. The page was a payment
schedule. The header line read HERALD — INTERNAL
FUNDING DISTRIBUTION — Q2.

Below the header, the page listed eleven line items. Each
line item had a designation, a regional position, and a
quarterly figure in euros.

CRESCENT — Field Liaison, SPECTER — 180,000. 9G
— Courier Network, Multi-Region — 90,000. GHOST —
Cover Asset, CIPHER Internal — 240,000. CARDINAL —
Eastern Coordination, Vienna — 320,000 ANCHOR —
Western Coordination, Brussels — 320,000. And, in the
middle of the page, in the same line type as the rest —
CROSS, V. — Regional Coordinator, Western Europe —
140,000.

Crosswasin the middle of thelist. Not at the top. The top
of thelist was aline that read F.L. — Architect — 0.00.

The architect was not paid. The architect did not need to
be paid. The architect was the line that had no number because
the architect was the entity for which al the other numbers



MERIDIAN

existed.
MERIDIAN stared at the page for some long time.

F.L. The initials Quinn had used on Day 14. The faction
lead Quinn had said had placed Quinn inside HERALD on the
side of the angels. The same initials, appearing on aHERALD
internal funding distribution as the architect of the network.

Quinn had told the truth about the initials.

Quinn had told a different truth about which side they
were on.

At fifteen-twenty, Quinn's SMS arrived.

We shoul d use Elena's fundi ng source as

| everage. This is | everage we can use

wi thout lying to him Karlov's daughter,
Stage |V ovarian. Treatnent at Hei del berg,
funded t hrough a SPECTER i nstrunent.
Transfer the funding to a trust SPECTER
cannot reach, and Karlov gives us
positions. Authorization sits with you. —

Q

MERIDIAN read the message four times.

There was no good way to read it. The act was — on its
face — useful. Karlov had information CIPHER could not pry
loose by any conventiona method. Elena Karlov was
twenty-six years old and was dying, and her dying was being
weaponized by SPECTER as leverage on her father, and
removing SPECTER's leverage would remove the principal
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reason her father was silent. The math was clean. It was also a
piece of intelligence work that put MERIDIAN'S name on an
operation Quinn had designed.

MERIDIAN approved it.

They sat at the keyboard and typed the words Authorized
— proceed. They sent them. They watched the message ship.
They put the phone face-down on the desk and felt the small,
specific weight of having taken Quinn's hand on something
irreversible.

It was the first time Quinn had asked for something
irreversible.

Alex's instruction came back to MERIDIAN as the
message | eft their queue.

The first time Quinn asks for something irreversible, that
is when you know.

But MERIDIAN had said yes.

They had said yes because the math was clean and
because Karlov was a sniper who deserved nothing and
because Elena was a daughter who deserved everything, and
because the calculation of an act of mercy that was also an act
of intelligence was the kind of calculation Quinn had clearly
modeled around them and had clearly known they would
accept.

Quinn had asked for the irreversible thing in the precise
shape MERIDIAN was |east equipped to refuse.



MERIDIAN

MERIDIAN sat with that knowledge for some minutes
and did not move.

Day 18 brought the email.

Quinn sent it at eleven-oh-six. It was short.

Karl ov accepted within four mnutes. That
is how you know he was waiting for soneone
to offer.

El ena is being noved to Charité-Berlin
under the trust instrunment. The transfer
paperwor k hol ds. SPECTER s controllers
tried to interrupt the transfer at 09:14
and were | ocked out by the trust deed.
Three SPECTER operative positions —
CRESCENT field liaison, 9G courier hub, a
third I will not yet name —have been
burned by Karlov's testinony.

CRESCENT was operating out of an apartnent
in Weddi ng under the cover identity | am
attaching. 9G s drop locations are |listed
in the second attachnent. W have two
hours before SPECTER s middle tier
confirms Karlov has tal ked. Use the

Wi ndow.

—Q

MERIDIAN forwarded both attachments to Morgan and
to Sam without comment.
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In the afternoon, the Investigation Board redrew itself for
the second time.

Cross dropped further down the tree. The placeholder
above HERALD's known roster was no longer a placeholder
— it had been filled in with the marker F.L. — Architect,
although the identity behind the initials remained unspecified.
Below F.L. sat HERALD's coordination tier. Below the
coordination tier sat the operator pool. Below the operator
pool sat SPECTER's contractor list, which now included
CRESCENT and 9G as named entries.

Morgan's SMS arrived at sixteen-fifty.

You were drawi ng the wong shape. Look
again. —M

It was the same sentence she had sent on Day 9, when the
original triangle had become a tree. MERIDIAN understood,
now, that Morgan used the sentence the way other analysts
used a code phrase — that she would keep sending it every
time the shape MERIDIAN was working from had become
inadequate to the information she had pulled.

MERIDIAN looked at the board.
The board was no longer atree.

It was a hierarchy with chain of command. It was an
organization. It had a regiona structure. It had a funding
architecture. It had operationa compartmentation that
protected the architect from the operators. It had a pad



network of eleven named positions and an unknown number
of unnamed ones, and the network had been receiving
institutional money for six years, and the architect at the top
was a CIPHER officer using only initials.

Thiswas not a conspiracy.
Thiswas aparallel intelligence service.

MERIDIAN had not understood, until that moment, what
HERALD actually was. They had thought it was a faction.
They had thought it was a cell. They had thought it was a
small group of compromised officials. It was none of those
things. It was a shadow service. It was an organization that
had been built inside CIPHER and that was now functionally
independent of CIPHER and that had operational reach into
three regional coordination cells and at least one contractor
network and an unknown number of cutouts and a leader
whose identity was protected by the same kind of
compartmentation areal service used.

MERIDIAN closed the laptop very carefully.

In the hall mirror, on the way to the kitchen, they caught
a glimpse of their own face. They did not recognize it for a
moment. The facein the mirror looked older than the face they
had brought home from Verona. It looked like someone who
had stopped checking the time.



Days 16-18 — The Network Exposed

CHAPTER 10

Days 1921 — The Stand-Down and
Defiance

Day 19. The email came from a domain MERIDIAN had not
seen in their inbox before — a directorate-level subdomain
that did not normally route to assets.

The subject line was Operational Direction — Cease
Pending Further Guidance.

OPERATI VE MERI DI AN,

This office has determ ned that current
investigative activity related to the
HERALD desi gnati on has exceeded the scope
of the original Verona tasking. You are
directed to cease investigative actions,
hol d any active intelligence in place

wi t hout further dissem nation, and await
further guidance fromthis office.

No portal activity is required fromyou
bet ween the receipt of this transm ssion
and the issuance of further guidance

No external contact is required fromyou

bet ween the receipt of this transm ssion
and the issuance of further guidance
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No communi cation with Handl er [ REDACTED]
is required fromyou between the receipt
of this transm ssion and the issuance of
further guidance.

This direction is issued under the
authority of the Deputy Director, ClPHER
I nternational.

Acknowl edgnent is not required.

MERIDIAN read the email three times.

The third time, they noticed the bracketed word
[REDACTED] where Alex's name should have been. The
system had redacted Alex's name in the directive that ordered
MERIDIAN not to contact him. The redaction was either a
courtesy or aforeshadowing.

At nine-twenty-two, Morgan's SMS arrived.

Al ex has not responded to anything since
this nmorning. —M

MERIDIAN checked the agent card.
LAST ACTIVE: 6h 47m.

Six hours and forty-seven minutes meant Alex had
received the same stand-down order and had not complied
with it long enough to log a response and had subsequently
gone dark on the portal. Six hours and forty-seven minutes
meant Alex was either in motion or in a room without internet
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Days 19-21 — The Sand-Down and Defiance

or in trouble of akind that did not allow signing back into the
system.

MERIDIAN did not reply to Morgan. They did not reply
to the directorate. They did not log out of the portal.

At ten-forty, Quinn's SMS camein.

I am not naking himsynpathetic. | am
maki ng hi museful. Karlov is in a Berlin
saf ehouse under joint protection. Elena's
transfer is irreversible. The trust deed
is German and SPECTER s instrunent cannot
reach it. Three SPECTER positions remain
burned. Two nore positions will burn

t oday.

St and-down order is fromthe Deputy
Director's office, not fromF.L. You
shoul d know t hat .

—Q
The last sentence was offered without explanation.
MERIDIAN sat with it for along time.

Sand-down order is from the Deputy Director's office,
not fromF.L.

Quinn was telling MERIDIAN that the order to stop
investigating did not come from the architect of HERALD.
The order came from CIPHER's institutional |eadership.
Which meant either that the Deputy Director's office and
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HERALD's leadership were two different sets of people who
were now operating at cross purposes — which was Alex's
second reading of Quinn — or that the Deputy Director's
office and HERALD's leadership were not entirely
overlapping sets, and HERALD had reach inside the Deputy
Director's office without controlling it, which was Alex's first
reading.

Either reading produced the same SM'S from Quinn.

The SMS was useful. The SMS was true. The SMS was
also, MERIDIAN was beginning to understand, the precise
pattern Quinn used. Tell MERIDIAN something true and
useful. Wait. Tell MERIDIAN something else true and useful.
Wait. Build arecord of true and useful contributions so dense
that when the final ask came, the ask would arrive on a
foundation of demonstrated reliability.

The final ask was due.

MERIDIAN knew this with a certainty they could not
have justified to anyone but themselves. The calibration was
nearly complete. Quinn had said so on Day 14. Quinn had
warned them on Day 14 that the calibration was not finished.
Six days later, with the irreversible Elena decision banked,
with SPECTER positions burning, with Alex dark and the
directorate ordering silence — the final ask was due.

It arrived at twenty-one-fifteen on Day 20 by voice.

MERIDIAN picked up on the third ring. They had been
waiting for the call. They had not been sure they would pick



up. They had picked up anyway because the alternative was
not knowing.

"Six days ago," Quinn said, "l told you | was calibrating

"Y ou passed.”

There was a silence in which Quinn drew a breath, and
MERIDIAN heard for the first time that Quinn was also tired
— that whatever the previous six days had cost MERIDIAN,
the same six days had cost Quinn something too, and that the
cost on Quinn's side was something Quinn had decided, at this
moment, to let MERIDIAN hear.

"I am going to give you a roster,” Quinn said. "l am
giving it to you because the next conversation we have cannot
be productive without it. Take it down. | will go slowly."

MERIDIAN opened a blank document.

"HERALD operational membership,” Quinn said.
"Partial. The complete roster runs to between forty and sixty
individuals — | have access to twenty-three. | will give you
eleven on this call. Those are the eleven whose identification |
can place on this line without exposing a method | am not
ready to expose."

MERIDIAN typed as Quinn read.

"GHOST. Cover identity Chief of Staff, Office of the
Deputy Director, CIPHER International. That is me. | expect



you have known this since Day 12. | am confirming it for the
record.”

A pause.

"CRESCENT. Field liaison to SPECTER. Identity Marc
Ostermann, German national, operating from Berlin, currently
in extraction status as of Day 18 — that is your work and
Karlov's together. CARDINAL. Eastern Coordination,
Vienna. Identity Annaliese Berger, former Austrian state
intelligence, currently  activee.  ANCHOR.  Western
Coordination, Brussels. Identity Pieter Hendricks, former
European Council secretariat, currently active. 9G. Courier
network. Identity unknown to me — 9G is a position, not a
person, and the person occupying the position rotates on a
quarterly schedule. The current rotation began on the
fourteenth of last month."

MERIDIAN typed. Their hand was steady. They had not
expected their hand to be steady.

Quinn read six more names. Two were inside the
European Commission. One was a deputy bureau chief inside
a national intelligence service MERIDIAN had read product
from twice in their career. One was a senior partner in a
Geneva law firm whose retainer agreements were now,
MERIDIAN redized, the legal mechanism by which Karlov's
lawyer had appeared on Day 1 within forty minutes.

The eleventh name was not a name. It was a position.



"F.L.,” Quinn said. "The architect. | will not give you the
name on thisline. | will give you the role description. F.L. isa
senior CIPHER officer with continuous service since 1998.
F.L. has held three director-level positions inside CIPHER
over the last fifteen years and currently holds one. F.L.'s
clearance permits compartment-level access to operational
planning across three regional directorates. F.L. has been
building HERALD since 2019. F.L. isthe reason | am where |
am, and the reason you were recruited, and the reason the
Verona event was permitted to proceed to the point at which a
portal asset like you could be tested under live conditions."

MERIDIAN stopped typing.

"You were never the response team,” Quinn said. "You
were the audition. The Karlov operation was selected because
it permitted a controlled assessment of how a new portal
operative performs under genuine consequence. The shot was
never going to be fired. Karlov was never going to reach the
firing position. The security gap Morgan found was permitted
to exist for thirty-eight hours so that you could find it. The
financia trail to Cross was permitted to be traceable so that
you could trace it. You did your job. The job had a second
purpose.”

MERIDIAN was very cold.

"I have been authorized to offer you a choice," Quinn
said. "F.L. believes you are the kind of operative HERALD
needs. | will not pretend that is a flattering offer or that it is
meant to be flattering. It is an offer. The choice has two sides.



The first side is this. Step outside CIPHER's chain of
command with me. Walk into a parallel structure that has six
years of operational depth, financia independence, and
oversight that does not pass through the directorate that just
ordered you to be silent. The second side is this. Remain
inside CIPHER. Watch Alex take the fall for the off-books
audit he has been running. He will take the fall. He has already
taken steps that cannot be retracted. The directorate is
currently building a case that will end his career and his liberty
by Day 27. You can stay inside the institution that is going to
destroy him and watch him be destroyed, or you can leave
with me."

MERIDIAN said nothing for along time.
"I have questions," they said.

"Of course.”

"WhoisF.L."

"I will not tell you that on this line. | will tell you in
person if you accept the offer. | will tell you, before you
accept the offer, that F.L. is not in the eleven names | gave
you. F.L. isnot on any roster | have given you. F.L.'s identity
is the only piece of HERALD that is held by F.L. and one
other person. | am not that one other person. That is the
operational shape of the network. The architect protects the
architect.”

"Why me."



"Because you held the photograph for two days without
telling Alex," Quinn said. "Because you ran the Cipher Lab
Vigenére on Day 15 and confirmed Chen rather than letting
the suspect linger as ambiguity. Because you forwarded the
CRESCENT and 9G attachments to Morgan and Sam without
comment on Day 18 — without trying to claim credit for
them, without trying to obscure where they came from.
Because every move you have made for fourteen days has
been the move of someone who treats information as the thing
that matters and recognition as the thing that does not. That is
rare. F.L. has been looking for that. F.L. found you in
Verona."

"What happensto Alex if | leave with you."

"He is destroyed either way," Quinn said. "Whether you
leave or stay does not change Alex's outcome. | want to be
honest about that. Alex's outcome was set when he initiated
the off-books audit on Tuesday. The institution will require a
fall guy for the Verona disclosures, and Alex has volunteered
for the role by acting outside his charter. Your choice is not
whether Alex falls. Y our choiceis whether you fall with him."

"What happensto Morgan."

"Morgan is safe. Morgan does not know what she has
surfaced. She will continue not to know. The institution will
not move on someone whose loyalty is verifiable and whose
comprehension of the conspiracy is partial. Morgan goes on
with her career. That is the most honest answer | can give

n

you.



"What happensto Sam."
A pause.

"Sam is harder,” Quinn said. "Sam has been in places he
was not supposed to be. Sam has photographs. Sam is the asset
most likely to be compromised by the directorate's response to
what is coming. | can protect Sam. F.L. can protect Sam.
CIPHER will not protect Sam."

MERIDIAN closed their eyes.
"How long do | have."

"Six days” Quinn said. "Every principal in this
conversation will be in one room six days from now. Y ou will
know the location when it matters. The room is the
convergence. The room is where the choice becomes
operationally meaningful. Before the room, you can sit with
the question. After the room, the question will have answered
itself.”

The call ended.
MERIDIAN sat with the phone in their |ap.
Day 21 was a Saturday.

There was a poetry to that MERIDIAN did not appreciate
until they noticed it at eleven in the morning, when they were
standing at the kitchen window with a coffee they had not
drunk and the date on the laptop in the next room ticked over
and they realized that exactly two weeks earlier, on another
Saturday, they had been working a seventy-five-minute clock



Days 19-21 — The Sand-Down and Defiance

to stop an assassin. The world had a sense of arithmetic that
did not respect the peopleinsideit.

Alex'semail arrived at thirteen-oh-eight.

It came from a personal address MERIDIAN had not
seen before. The subject linewas | owe you a reading.

MERI DI AN —

| have been replaying Days 1 through 7 in
my head since Wednesday. | have repl ayed
themin three different orders. Forward.
Backward. Qut of sequence. The shape
changes dependi ng on the order, but the
concl usi on does not, and the conclusion is
one | owe you in witing because if | say

it on avoice line it will sound like a
man rationalizing what he failed to
prevent.

We were never the response team We were
t he audi ence.

Read that sentence twice. | have read it
twenty tines and it has not becone easier
to | ook at.

Wil e we were watching Verona —while we
were wat ching Karlov in the East Tower
stairwell and the patrol gap and the HELI X
wire transfer and Cross at the apex of a
triangle that turned out to be a branch —
sonmebody was wat ching us. Specifically,
sonebody was wat ching you. Watching how

105



MERIDIAN

you noved. Watching how fast you processed
a Cipher Lab puzzle. Watching how you

al l ocated the field operator. Watching
whet her you woul d accuse a man on the

evi dence you had or wait for evidence you
did not have. Watching whet her you woul d,
when of fered a hel pful SM5 froma stranger
naned GHOST, decline it or use it.

You used it. You were right to. There was
no information available to you at the
time that would have told you to refuse
it. But the using of it was |ogged. The
using of it was the data. The Verona
assassination was an audition for the
operative who woul d prevent it.

I do not know what to advise you to do.

I have been a handler for fourteen years.
| have been the voice that tells
operatives what to do for fourteen years.
I have witten field directives at three
in the norning and sent nmen into roons |
could not get themout of. | have never
in any of those roons, faced a situation
where the institution that authorized the
directive was the institution producing
the threat. I do not know the procedure
There is no procedure. The procedure
assunes the institution is on the
operative's side. The procedure is the
thi ng bei ng subverted.
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What | can tell you is this. Qinn has

of fered you sonething. | amwiting under
the assunption that the offer has been
made by Day 21, because if Quinn was going
to make it Quinn was going to make it in
this window. | do not know what Quinn

of fered. | can guess. The offer will | ook
attractive in three ways and will be wong
ina fourth way that you will not be able
to see frominside the offer. | cannot
identify the fourth way for you. If |
could identify it I would not have to
wite this email

I will not tell you to stay. | will not
tell you to leave. | will not tell you to
trust ne, because the case the directorate
is building against nme will, in twelve
days or fewer, nake the question of
whether | amtrustworthy a question that
no | onger has a useful answer.

I will tell you this. You will know the
right nmove when the roomarrives. You will
not know it before. You will know it
because you will see the thing in the room
that none of the nmessages on either side
prepared you for, and the thing in the
roomw |l tell you who is |ying about

what .

I amsorry | cannot do better than that.
amsorry | cannot be nore useful from

where | amsitting. | amsorry | amthe
one witing this email, and not soneone
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who has a cl eaner record and a cl eaner
consci ence and a cleaner history with a
woman in a hotel bar in 2005.

Stay in the portal.

—A

MERIDIAN read it.
They read it a second time.

They read it a third time, and the third time they noticed
that Alex had signed it — A in the same way he signed every
transmission, and that the signature had not become smaller
across two weeks of disintegration. It was still the same letter.
Still the same line. Still the same handler, on a personal email
address, on a Saturday afternoon, writing a confession he had
not been authorized to write to an operative he was not
currently permitted to contact.

At nineteen-forty-four on Day 21, an SMS arrived from a
number with no country code.

It said only:

Si x days. Every principal. One room You
wi Il know the | ocation when it matters.

MERIDIAN held the phone.

They held it the way you hold a piece of evidence whose
chain of custody has just been broken. They held it for some
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length of time they did not measure.
Three facts sat in front of them, irreconcilable.
The chain of command was ordering them to be silent.

The handler was defying that order and writing them a
confession.

The mole was offering them extraction.

Each of those facts was real. Each of them was supported
by documents MERIDIAN could read. Each of them came
from a source that had been right about other things and might
be right or wrong about this thing. None of them could be
tested in isolation. None of them led to a clean conclusion.
None of them resembled a choice MERIDIAN had ever been
trained to make.

The portal was still open on the desk in the next room.

MERIDIAN could see it from the kitchen — the lock
screen, the date stamp, the small blue cursor pulsing in the
field where the next action would go. The portal did not know
what the next action was. The portal was waiting.

MERIDIAN stood at the window for along time.

The street below was a street. The people on it were
people. The world was a world that had not heard the name
HERALD and would not hear it, and that arrangement was,
MERIDIAN understood now, the precise arrangement
HERALD had built itself to preserve. The world's not-hearing
was the architecture's product. The world's not-hearing was



what MERIDIAN was being asked to choose aside in.
Six days.

They went back to the desk. They sat down. They put
their hand on the trackpad. They did not yet know what they
were going to type. They knew only that the portal would still
be open in six days, and that on that day, in a room whose
location they did not yet have, every principa in this story
would be present, and the floor of the room would be made of
glass, and the glass would be clean, and someone would have
polished it.

The cursor pulsed.

MERIDIAN began to type.



ACT Ill: THE CONFRONTATION

Days 22-24 — The Leverage and the
Choice

The email arrived at twenty-two thirty, and the subject line
was empty.

MERIDIAN was at the kitchen counter when the
notification chimed — not the secure tone from the portal, but
the soft civilian ping of an ordinary inbox. They had been
standing there for some time, holding a glass of water they had
not yet drunk, watching the city through the window like a
person who already understood that the next thing was coming
and only wanted to know what shape it would take.

They set the glass down. They opened the laptop. They
read.



There was no header. No signature in the conventional
sense. Just a short paragraph, the kind a person writes when
they want you to know they have measured exactly how much
to say and have chosen, deliberately, to say only this much.

We know about your sister's daughter. We know about
the apartment in the eleventh district, the one you have not put
on any form. We know what you are afraid of, because you
told someone, once, and that someone is part of an
organization that keeps notes. Stand down. Walk away from
the assembly. Do not name what you think you have found. If
you do these things, we will treat what we know as if we did
not know it. If you continue, we will demonstrate the reach of
what is on this side of the line. —H.

MERIDIAN read it twice. Then a third time, more
sowly, the way they had learned in training to read a
document that was designed to make the reader feel things —
not to absorb the feelings, but to mark each place where the
feelings landed, so that later they could go back and ask why.

The sister's daughter. The apartment. The detail no file
held.

The detail had come up exactly once, years ago, in a
conversation with a man in a Brussels hotel bar who had
asked, with the gentle precison of a confessor, what
MERIDIAN would not do for the work. MERIDIAN had
answered honestly, because honesty had seemed cheap at the
time. The man had nodded. He had bought another round.
They had talked about something else.



MERIDIAN had not known, then, that the man kept
notes. They knew it now.

There was a particular kind of stillness that came over a
person when they understood that someone had been holding a
knifeto their throat for avery long time and had only just now
made the courtesy of letting them feel the blade. MERIDIAN
sat with that stillness for a minute. They did not move. They
did not type.

Then they made the choice.

They opened the portal. They went to the field comms
log. They composed a short message to Alex, three lines, no
flourish:

Leverage attempt received. Source claims HERALD.
Demands stand-down. Standing.

They sent it. They closed the laptop. They drank the
water.

The portal updated as it dways did, quietly, the way a
competent system tells you a thing has happened without
insisting on the telling. Trust indicators ticked upward —
Alex, Sam, Morgan — the three small green increments that
meant the three people on the other side of the wire had been
told, in whatever language the system used to tell them, that
MERIDIAN had been offered an exit and had not taken it.

It was a small thing. It changed nothing about the email.
The reach H. had described was still on the other side of the
line, and the line was thin, and the people MERIDIAN had



spent twenty-two days learning to trust were still — every one
of them — only arow of pixels on a screen.

But MERIDIAN had stood.

That was the thing that mattered. Standing was a verb. It
did not feel like courage. It felt like inventory: you took stock
of what you had, you took stock of what you had been told
you would lose, and you noticed, with a kind of detached
clinical interest, that the inventory was the same on both sides
of the choice. The people who could be reached could already
be reached. The work was the only thing that the choice could
still touch.

So MERIDIAN chose the work.

Morgan's text came in at seven minutes past one in the
morning, when most people in MERIDIAN's time zone were
adleep, and Morgan, presumably, was not.

Traced it. The leak is the COS terminal. Same access
pattern as the 11-Mar audit. Same hours. Same fingerprint on
the routing. Whoever sits at that desk is the bleed. I'm not
naming names in a text message. You know who sits at that
desk.

MERIDIAN knew who sat at that desk.

They sat with the message for awhile. They did not reply
immediately. Morgan was not a person who required



immediate replies. Morgan was a person who told you the
truth and then waited, with the patience of someone who had
aready arrived at the conclusion you were just beginning to
see, for you to catch up.

After a few minutes, MERIDIAN typed: Understood.
Hold the trace. Don't surface it yet.

Morgan's reply came in under thirty seconds. Already
holding. | wanted you to have it. We'll need it later.

That was the whole exchange. There was no warmth in it
and no coldness either. There was only the fact that Morgan
Vex, CIPHER-6, who had spent fourteen days assembling an
evidence picture in parallel to MERIDIAN's own, had decided
that the time had come to put a piece on the table and let
MERIDIAN seeit.

MERIDIAN closed the message. They opened the
Investigation Board.

The Board had grown in the last two weeks the way a city
grows: in increments, in adjacencies, in the slow accretion of
things that had been built to stand next to each other without
quite knowing why. There was Karlov in the center, where
they had pinned him on Day One; there was Cross, two
ribbons away, with the HELIX CAPITAL filing dates beneath
her name; there was HERALD, the word itself, in a node
MERIDIAN had drawn in cognac ink because they had not
been able to decide what color a shadow state should be.



And there were the four small unlit cells along the bottom
edge of the Board — the dots that had been waiting, for along
time, for MERIDIAN to be ready.

They were ready.
They started with the first.
cipher_leak.

The CIPHER relay was sedled. That was the founding
assumption — the assumption that had made it possible to
work at all, the assumption every operative carried into the
field the way a climber carried a rope. The relay was sealed.
The terminals were audited. The personnel files were
classified at alevel that meant a person had to have a reason to
know, a reason on paper, before they could read asingle line.

And yet H.'s email had named a detail that lived only in a
personnel file. Not in the file MERIDIAN had given to
CIPHER on Day One — the cleaned version, the one that
omitted the apartment and the niece. The full file. The file no
one had seen.

Someone had seenit.

MERIDIAN tagged the contradiction. The cell lit. The
Board re-balanced itself around the new weight.

mole role.

Morgan's Day Eleven audit had caught three
unauthorized reads of MERIDIAN's personnel file from a
terminal flagged Chief of Staff. At the time, MERIDIAN had



absorbed the information and set it aside, the way an operative
learned to set aside the things that did not yet have edges to
grip. Now the edges were visible. The terminal had a name on
it. The name was Quinn Delacroix. Quinn Delacroix had also
been the signature on the Day Eighteen debrief — the warm,
considerate debrief, the one that read like a friend looking
after a colleague.

The friend had read the file three times before
MERIDIAN had even been recruited.

MERIDIAN tagged the contradiction. The second cell lit.
fast_break.

Karlov had broken in four minutes. MERIDIAN
remembered the time stamp because Quinn had given it to
them — Quinn had been the one to relay Elena’s medical
posture, Quinn had been the one to suggest, with the careful
neutrality of a person offering a tool whaose use was none of
their business, that Karlov's sister could be moved. Four
minutes was not interrogation. Four minutes was a man who
had aready decided he would break the moment a particular
lever was pulled, because someone had told him, in advance,
which lever to wait for. The pressure point had not been
discovered. It had been delivered.

MERIDIAN tagged the contradiction. The third cell lit.
file_access.

Three reads. Three dates. The Day Twenty-Two email
had used the deepest detail from the file. The terminal that had



done the reading was the terminal Morgan had just named.
MERIDIAN tagged the fourth. The cell lit.

The Board sat in its new configuration, four small green
squares along the lower edge, and for a moment MERIDIAN
alowed themselves to look at it without doing anything else
— without analysis, without next-step planning, without the
small constant pressure to be useful. They looked at the Board
the way a person looked at a photograph of a place they had
once lived. There was no triumph in the looking. There was
only the fact that, after fourteen days of carrying the picture in
pieces, the picture was now whole.

Quinn was the mole. Quinn had aways been the mole.
The body of evidence that proved it had been visible from Day
Eleven; what had been missing was MERIDIAN's willingness
to set the proof in front of themselves and say, in the voice a
person used when they were no longer asking a question, yes.

The tagging was the commitment.

MERIDIAN sat at the screen for a long time after that.
Outside, the city kept being acity. A tram bell rang two streets
over. A neighbor on the floor above ran water in a sink.
Somewhere, far away from this kitchen, Quinn Delacroix was
probably also awake — Quinn always seemed to be awake —
and was probably also looking at a screen, and was probably
also doing the work that Quinn had been doing for three years,
which was the work of being two people at once and trying, in
whatever the private accounting was, to keep the two people
aligned.



MERIDIAN did not feel sorry for Quinn. They did not
feel angry at Quinn either. The feeling, in the end, was the
feeling MERIDIAN had had at the kitchen counter with the
glass of water — akind of inventory, taken without flinching.
The thing that had been there from the beginning was till
there. The thing that needed to happen next was visible.

The vertigo of Act |1 — the dow tilt of two weeks during
which every confidence had been provisiona and every
comfort potentialy a tooth — gave way, for the first time, to
something steadier. Not certainty. Certainty was for people
who had been spared the work. What MERIDIAN had instead
was a path, and the path was hard, and the path was the only
one that opened forward.

They closed the laptop.

They dept for four hours, and the sleep was the first
uncomplicated sleep they had had in two weeks.

Day Twenty-Three passed in administrative quiet.
MERIDIAN packed dslowly. They moved through the
apartment touching things — a book, a coat, a kettle — the
way a person touched the surfaces of a place they were not
sure they would see again, not because they expected not to,
but because the not-sure had become the only honest posture.
They did not call the niece. The niece was nine and had not
been told and would not be told. The apartment in the eleventh



district had been quietly transferred two years ago to a name
that was not MERIDIAN's, which was an irregularity
MERIDIAN had committed because love sometimes required
small irregularities, and which was the irregularity H. had
found. Whoever H. was, they had found it because someone
with a CIPHER badge had given them the rope to find it with.
That, too, was now visible,

Sam's signature came in the late afternoon. The little fox
glyph m and three words:

You okay? —m
MERIDIAN typed back: Yes. Standing.
A pause. Then: Understood. Sanding with you.

That was the whole conversation. Sam Reyes had a way
of saying exactly what was needed and then leaving the
silence to do the rest of the work. MERIDIAN was grateful for
it the way a person was grateful for a steady hand in a
corridor.

Day Twenty-Four. Eleven in the morning. Alex's text.

Convergence point is locked. One assembly, one
confrontation, all principals present. What you choose to do
matters. Vienna. Austrian Foreign Ministry, Ballhausplatz,
oak room. The chair's identity is not yet confirmed in writing,
but | believe we both know who will be sitting in it. Sx days.



—A

MERIDIAN read it standing up, in the small grey light of
the kitchen, with a coffee cooling on the counter. Then they
read it again.

What you choose to do matters.

Alex had away of writing a sentence that sounded, in its
formal flatness, like the most personal thing a person had ever
said to them. He did not write | am proud of you or you have
done well. He wrote sentences that pointed at the work and
said, with a kind of dry tenderness, the work is real, and the
part of you that doesit isalso real, and the two of those things
are connected. MERIDIAN had read Alex's writing for
twenty-four days now, and the cadence of it had become,
against their better professional judgment, something close to
avoice they trusted.

They put the phone down. They poured the coffee out.
They started alist.

Travel. Documents. Cipher kit. Sam's coordinates for the
field rendezvous. The number for the Austrian liaison Alex
had given them in the secure-line message at the bottom of the
text — buried below the visible body, in the format Alex used
when he wanted to make a thing technically deniable while
till making sure MERIDIAN saw it. MERIDIAN saw it.

They were going to Vienna.

The thing in the kitchen was not fear, exactly. Fear was a
feeling that took up a lot of space. What MERIDIAN had



instead was a kind of compressed attention — the same
attention a cipher specialist learned to bring to a page of
intercepted text, the attention that did not waste itself on the
wholes but moved character by character and trusted that the
wholes would assemble themselves if each character was
treated with respect.

Six days.

The Investigation Board, when MERIDIAN looked at it
one final time before closing the portal for the night, had a
particular geometry now. All the lines pointed toward Vienna.
All the lines pointed toward one room. The four small green
cells along the lower edge sat exactly where MERIDIAN had
placed them, lit and steady, and the rest of the Board — the
two weeks of architecture, the patient pinning, the slow
accretion of names — sat around them like abuilding around a
foundation.

The foundation held.
That was what mattered.

MERIDIAN turned the screen off, and the kitchen went
dark, and somewhere in the world the people who were going
to be in the oak room six days from now were also turning off
their lights, and the city slept the way cities sleep, which is to
say not at al but with great courtesy toward the ones who
needed to.



Days 25-26 — The Synthesis

Viennain late May had the kind of weather that diplomats had
been writing into joint communiqués for two centuries —
clear, mild, the air carrying the particular dry warmth of
central Europe at the moment it was deciding to be summer.
MERIDIAN's plane touched down at Schwechat in the late
afternoon of Day Twenty-Five. They came through passport
control under the working name CIPHER had cleared,
declined the cab line, and took the train into Wien Mitte the
way a person took a train when they wanted to spend the half
hour looking at fields and small industrial sheds and the slow
approach of acity that had been acity for athousand years and
had no intention of hurrying for anyone.

The safe flat was in the eighth district, a clean small
two-room in a Griinderzeit building with high ceilings and the
wrong kind of doorbell. MERIDIAN let themselves in with
the key from the dead-drop at the corner kiosk, set the bag
down, did not turn on the lights, and stood for amoment in the
dim of a stranger's furniture, listening to the sound of a city
that did not know they werein it.

Then they got to work.



Sam's text arrived as they were unrolling the cipher kit on
the kitchen table.

| have extract options staged. Two routes south, one east.
All warm. Say the word and | pull you out before the assembly
convenes. No questions, no debrief, no record. The offer is
real. —m

MERIDIAN read it. They held the phone for a moment,
not because they were considering the offer — they were not
— but because they wanted to give the offer the weight it
deserved. Sam Reyes had spent fifteen years building a
particular kind of skill, which was the skill of getting people
out of rooms they should not have been in, and the skill was
expensive, and Sam was offering it to MERIDIAN without
conditions because Sam had decided that MERIDIAN was the
kind of person who should be allowed to choose their own exit
if they wanted one.

The fact that the offer was real was what made it possible
to refuse.

MERIDIAN typed: Acknowledged. Staying in. Need you
in the gallery on the 27th. Bring the second kit.

Sam: Copy. Gallery. Second kit. See you in the room.

That was that. MERIDIAN set the phone face-down on
the table and turned to the actual work.



Day Twenty-Six began at four in the morning because
that was when MERIDIAN's nervous system decided sleep
was over. They made coffee in the small kitchen, brought it to
the table, and opened the portal on the secure laptop.

The Synthesistile had unlocked overnight.

It sat in the upper-right quadrant of the operative
dashboard, a small cognac square with theword SYNTHESIS
in the readout font, blinking with the slow patience of a system
that had been waiting for the operator to be ready and had no
intention of pressuring them. MERIDIAN clicked it.

The screen filled with fragments.

Not a document. Not a dossier. Fragments — the way a
desk fills when a person dumps a folder onto it and then walks
away. Names, dates, transaction lines, voice clips already
transcribed, photographs with metadata stripped and then
half-restored, a Swiss bank account number, a flight manifest,
the redacted page from Morgan's Day Twelve PDF with the
hidden text now legible in pale grey beneath the black bars.
Asset Designation: HERALD-GHOST. Cover identity: Chief
of Saff, CIPHER International. Original recruitment: March
2023, Vienna.

Vienna. MERIDIAN noted the city. The mole had been
recruited in the same city in which the mol€'s chair would now
be confronted. There was a tidiness to it that MERIDIAN did
not bother to admire.



The Synthesis was not a puzzle in the sense that any
single piece needed to be decoded. The two weeks of Act Il
had already done that work — the ciphers had been broken,
the transcripts had been read, the access logs had been pulled.
The Synthesis was an exercise in arrangement. The objective
at the top of the screen read, in small lit letters:

Name the chair.
MERIDIAN began.

They started with the financia trail. HELIX CAPITAL
had funded Karlov through three shell companies in Belize,
the Caymans, and a small entity registered in Luxembourg
under the name HALSEY HOLDINGS — an act of
sentimentality on Cross's part that MERIDIAN had noted but
had not, at the time, used. The Luxembourg entity had paid a
retainer, monthly, since November 2024, to a consultancy
registered in Viennathat did not appear, on any public record,
to exist. The consultancy's listed director was a woman whose
name MERIDIAN had seen exactly once before — in the
margin of a CIPHER briefing from February of the current
year, in afootnote about treaty-process working groups.

The name in the margin matched a name in the Day
Twenty Quinn list. The name in the Quinn list had a redaction
over it. The redaction was an ingtitutional one — the kind
CIPHER used when a person held a rank above a particular
threshold. MERIDIAN had stared at the redaction for a long
time on Day Twenty without doing anything about it, because
there had been nothing yet to do.



Now there was something to do.

They cross-referenced the consultancy's director against
the access logs from the Deputy Director's office. The director
had cleared into the building on the morning of Day Eleven —
the morning Morgan's audit had caught the unauthorized read
of MERIDIAN's personnel file from the Chief of Staff
terminal. Two minutes apart. Same lift. Same floor.

The director had also signed, in pencil, the visitor log for
the Vienna safehouse on the 14th of March 2023.

March 2023. Vienna.

Quinn's recruitment date. Quinn's recruitment city.
MERIDIAN sat back from the laptop.

The chair had been the oneto bring Quinnin.

The picture was clean now. The shadow-state
architecture that had been a dispersed cloud through Act Il —
HELIX, HERALD, the consultancy, the rotating coordinators,
the regiona cells — collapsed inward to a single figure at the
center, and the figure had a name, and the name had been
sitting in the margin of MERIDIAN's briefing material since
February, because [FL_NAME] had been the one to authorize
MERIDIAN's recruitment.

The chair of HERALD was the off-books CIPHER
faction lead.

[FL_NAME].



MERIDIAN had suspected it since Day Twenty, when
Quinn had used the phrase off-books CIPHER faction on the
dead-drop voicemail and had then declined, with a particular
kind of conversational sidestep, to name the faction'slead. The
sidestep had been the tell. Quinn had been protecting a person
whose name Quinn could not afford to say in writing, and the
only person whose name Quinn could not afford to say in
writing was the person who had placed Quinn inside
HERALD three years ago. The placement and the chair were
the same person. The off-books CIPHER faction had not been
resisting HERALD from outside. The off-books CIPHER
faction was HERALD. The architecture was not a defection. It
was a hand of cards held by the same player on both sides of
the table.

[FL_NAME] had not been running a counter-operation
against HERALD. [FL_NAME] had been running HERALD,
and had used the language of counter-operation to give Quinn
astory they could tell themselves.

MERIDIAN looked at the screen for along minute.
Then they tagged the chair.

The Synthesistile pulsed once, in coghac, and resolved to
aquiet steady green.

Morgan called at twenty past four in the afternoon.



It was a voice call, not text. Morgan rarely called. When
she did, it meant she had something to say that did not survive
compression into a sentence, and she was prepared to spend
theair it took to say it properly.

"Hi," she said. Her voice was the voice MERIDIAN had
heard once or twice in field comms — the precise
mid-register, faintly Boston-flat, with the small careful pause
she put between clauses, asif she were waiting to see whether
each clause had landed before delivering the next.

"Hi," MERIDIAN said.
"You'rein Vienna."
"Yes."

"I'm not going to ask where, because | don't need to
know. | want to talk through something. Do you have ten
minutes?”’

"] have ten minutes."

There was a small breath on her end. The breath of a
person who had been working a problem for a long time and
was now going to put the problem into a sentence and listen
for the sentence to come back with the right shape.

"I've been thinking about the access-log timeline,” she
said. "And I've been thinking about who had the clearance to
authorize Elenas trust-fund transfer. That's not a Chief of Staff
signature. That's Deputy Director authorization. The Deputy
Director's signature is on the wire from March of last year. So



either the Deputy Director is the liaison, or the liaison reports
directly to the Deputy Director, or the liaison is the Deputy
Director. Those are the three doors. | want to be honest with
you that | think two of them are closed.”

MERIDIAN waited.

"The Deputy Director is aman whose voice I've heard on
conference calls since | was a junior analyst," Morgan said. "l
have opinions about him, but the opinions are mundane. He is
not the kind of person who builds a shadow state. He's the
kind of person who attends one and doesn't notice."

"All right."

"So that closes the first door. And the second door —
reports directly to — opens onto a structure where the Deputy
Director would have to know, and not act. That's possible. It's
institutionally possible. But the financial routing I've been
tracking goes around him, not through him. It goes through his
office. Specifically through one chair in his office. The third
door."

MERIDIAN heard her stop.
"Morgan," they said.

"I want you to say it," she said. Her voice was very level.
"Not to me. Not for me. For you. | want you to say the name
out loud, in a room, before you walk into the assembly
tomorrow. Because once you walk in, you are committed. And
I would like for you to be committed to a name you have said
with your own voice, not a name you have tagged on a board.”



MERIDIAN looked at the wall of the safe flat. The wall
was beige. The light coming through the window had the slow
heavy gold of a late-spring afternoon in a city that had
perfected the art of letting evenings begin.

"Quinn Delacroix," they said.

The room absorbed it. The wall stayed beige. The light
stayed gold. Nothing in the physical world changed, because
nothing in the physica world had been waiting for the
sentence. Only MERIDIAN had been waiting.

"And the chair," Morgan said quietly.

"[FL_NAME]."

A small breath. Not relief. Acknowledgement.

"Thank you," Morgan said. "I'll seeyou inthe galery."
She ended the call.

MERIDIAN sat for a while at the small kitchen table in
the small flat in the eighth district, with the coffee cold in the
cup and the laptop slegping and the Synthesis tile resolved to
its steady green, and they did not feel triumphant and they did
not feel afraid. They felt, for a moment, the way a runner felt
at the top of the last hill — not because the running was over,
but because, for the first time in a long while, the body could
see the road ahead and knew the road was a road and not a
maze.

It was Day Twenty-Six.



Tomorrow was Day Twenty-Seven.

Tomorrow was the room.

Day 27 — The Confrontation

The Ballhausplatz at nine in the morning had the particular
Vienna stillness — the stillness of a square that had watched
things happen for three centuries and had stopped being
impressed by any of them. MERIDIAN crossed it on foot,
with Sam four paces behind on the diagonal, the two of them
moving with the slight loose looseness of people who were
trying to look like they were not together and were succeeding
at it because they had both done this work for a long time and
had nothing left to prove to each other in the matter of
approach geometry.

The Austrian Foreign Ministry's east entrance was set
back behind a low wrought-iron gate and a stone arch with the
eagle in relief above it. The day's protocol officer — a thin
man in a charcoa suit, holding a clipboard with the cheerful
posture of someone whose entire career had been spent
ushering people who had killed each other into rooms where



they would not kill each other today — checked MERIDIAN's
credential's, nodded, and waved them through.

Inside, the corridors were tall and pale and smelled of
beeswax. A long carpet ran the length of the centra hall, the
kind of carpet that had been replaced every twelve years for a
hundred and forty years, and somewhere in the building a
clock was striking the quarter-hour with the small clear chime
of athing that had not been wrong about a quarter-hour since
the empire.

The Oak Room was on the second floor.

MERIDIAN climbed the stairs.

The room itself was smaler than the briefing had
suggested — twenty-two seats arranged around a long oval
table, the oak surface so old it had developed the dight matte
sheen that only oak older than three hundred years acquires,
with a brass nameplate at each seat and a small carafe of water
and a single pale-green pencil in a holder. Above the table, a
chandelier hung that had been wired for electricity some time
around 1908 and had not been redesigned since. The walls
were panelled, the panels carved with vines that did not
represent any specific plant. Two doors at opposite ends. A
small galery, raised about a meter, ran along one long wall —
for observers, secretaries, the occasional translator. Alex was
in the gallery. MERIDIAN saw him without quite looking at



him. Morgan was beside Alex, in a charcoa blazer, hands
folded on therail like a person attending the opera. Sam was at
the far end of the gallery, near the door MERIDIAN would use
to leave. The arrangement of the three of them was the only
thing in the room MERIDIAN had personally placed, and they
had placed it perfectly.

At the table itself: the eight signatory delegations to the
Verona Accords, plus two observers, plus the convening chair.
Quinn Delacroix was in the third seat on the left side, with the
small enamel pin of the Deputy Director's office on the lapel
and the same neutral half-smile Quinn always wore in rooms
where neutrality was the safer expression than warmth.

[FL_NAME] was in the eighth seat — the convening
chair'sleft hand. Not in the chair itself, but adjacent to it, with
the easy posture of a person who had positioned themselves to
whisper.

MERIDIAN took the observer's seat they had been
assigned. They set the leather folder on the table in front of
them. They did not open it yet.

The chair gavelled the assembly to order at ten precisely.

The first forty minutes were the architecture diplomats
build around themselves when they want to delay the moment
of saying the actua thing. The chair read the agenda. The
Swiss delegation's lead read a statement about verification



protocols. The Norwegian observer asked a guestion about
implementation timelines that the Norwegian observer aready
knew the answer to. The Brazilian delegate made a small joke
that was not quite a joke and that everyone laughed at exactly
the correct amount.

MERIDIAN listened with one part of their attention and
watched Quinn with the other.

Quinn was good. Quinn had always been good. Quinn
made the small notations a Chief of Staff makes in the margin
of an agenda, sipped water at the polite intervals, exchanged
one short whispered comment with the Deputy Director's
deputy on the right and one short whispered comment with
[FL_NAME] on the left, and at no point in the first forty
minutes did Quinn look at MERIDIAN.

That was the tell. In a room where Quinn was relaxed,
Quinn would have looked at MERIDIAN at least once, in
passing, with the small acknowledging flick of the eyes that
Quinn used as a courtesy across rooms. Quinn was not
flicking. Quinn knew.

The chair came to the third item on the agenda. The third
item was a procedural matter regarding the ratification
calendar. The chair invited brief comments from observers.

MERIDIAN raised one hand.

The chair, who had been briefed that an observer would
request the floor and had not yet been told who or why,
nodded and gestured.



MERIDIAN stood.

They did not stand quickly. They stood the way a person
stands when they understand that the act of standing isitself a
statement, and that the statement should be delivered with the
unhurried courtesy of a person who has prepared. They picked
up the leather folder. They walked the four steps to the
speaker's lectern at the head of the room. They set the folder
on the lectern. They opened it.

"Madam Chair," they said. "Distinguished delegates.
With your indulgence, | would like to submit, for the record of
this assembly, a brief evidentiary presentation. The
presentation concerns a matter of conduct that bears directly
on the integrity of the treaty process this assembly is here to
ratify. | will be precise. | will not be long.”

The chair, who had been smiling the polite procedural
smile, stopped smiling.

The room got very quiet.
MERIDIAN turned the first page of the folder.

"On the eleventh of March of this year," they said, "an
internal audit of the CIPHER International access logs
identified three unauthorized reads of a classified personnel
file. The reads were performed from a single terminal. The
terminal was logged to the office of the Chief of Staff to the
Deputy Director of CIPHER International. The reads were
dated the second of March, the fifteenth of February, and the
sixth of February. | will return to those dates."



A small movement, in the third seat on the left. Quinn
had set down the pencil. Quinn was sitting very still.

"On the twenty-second of April,” MERIDIAN said, "an
email was received by the operative whose personnel file had
been read. The email was signed 'H.' The email referenced two
pieces of biographical information that were present in the
operative's personnel file in its uncleaned form, and were not
present in any other document. The email demanded that the
operative stand down from an active intelligence operation.
The operative did not stand down."

The chair was looking at MERIDIAN with the wary
courtesy of a procedural officer who had not been warned that
the floor was being used for this purpose, but who was also a
Viennese diplomat with three decades of service, and who
therefore knew, on instinct, that interrupting now would
compound rather than contain.

"The active operation,” MERIDIAN said, "concerns the
attempted assassination of Ambassador Helena Whitfield at
the Verona A ccords negotiation summit on the eighth of April.
The assassin, Dmitri Karlov, was intercepted in the East
Tower stairwell of the venue. Karlov was funded through a
shell-company architecture centered on HELIX CAPITAL.
HELIX CAPITAL is a vehicle controlled by Victoria Cross.
Cross is in custody. Crosss statements, recorded under
controlled conditions and verified, identify her as a regional
coordinator for a transnational network operating under the
designation HERALD. | am submitting Cross's transcripts to



the record as Exhibit A."

They placed three bound documents on the lectern. The
protocol officer, who had been standing against the side wall,
came forward at the chair's small nod and took the documents
and waked them to the recording secretary, who accepted
them with the dow ceremonia care of a person who
understood that what had just been entered into the record
could not now be withdrawn.

"HELIX CAPITAL's retainer payments,” MERIDIAN
said, "route through a Luxembourg entity registered under the
name HALSEY HOLDINGS, and from there to a consultancy
registered in Viennawhich does not appear in any open-source
corporate directory. The consultancy's listed director cleared
into the CIPHER International building on the morning of the
eleventh of March of this year — at oh-nine-seventeen — two
minutes before the first of the three unauthorized reads of the
operative's personnel file. | am submitting the access logs to
the record as Exhibit B."

A second bound document. The recording secretary took

"On the twentieth of April,” MERIDIAN said, "an
internal  source within  HERALD provided a partia
membership list. The list included one designation under
ingtitutional redaction. The redaction concealed a name
corresponding to the consultancy's listed director."

MERIDIAN turned a page.



"On the twelfth of April,” they said, "a redacted
document was forwarded internally within CIPHER to the
operative. The document, when extracted by standard means,
contained the following text, which | will now read into the
record. Asset designation: HERALD-GHOST. Cover identity:
Chief of Saff, CIPHER International. Original recruitment:
March 2023. Vienna."

The room, which had been quiet, became a different kind
of quiet.

[FL_NAME] had not moved. [FL_NAME] was looking
at MERIDIAN with an expression MERIDIAN had not seen
on a human face before — not anger, not surprise, but a kind
of dow professional appraisal, the expression of a person
re-evaluating the cost of a decision they had made three years

ago.
Quinn was looking at the carafe of water in front of them.

"The operative whose file was read," MERIDIAN said,
"is myself. The Chief of Staff to the Deputy Director of
CIPHER International is Quinn Delacroix, currently seated in
the third seat on the left side of this table. The consultancy
director, whose name is in Exhibit B, was the officer who
authorized Mr. Delacroix's deployment to Vienna in March
2023, and who has been, since at least November 2024, the
chair of the HERALD coordination cell. That officer is
currently seated in the eighth seat of thistable."

MERIDIAN named [FL_NAME].



They named [FL_NAME] quietly, in the clean even tone
that a cipher specialist used when reading out a decrypted line,
and the name carried the way names carry in oak-panelled
rooms — without echo, without drama, with the small fina
clarity of athing said exactly once and not again.

There was a moment. It was not a long moment. It had
the duration of one slow breath taken by twenty-two people in
unison.

Then the doors opened.

Three Austrian security officers entered through the east
door. Two more came from the west. They did not run. They
moved with the unhurried professionalism of men who had
been told, in detail, what to do and were going to do it without
making the room into a story they would have to apologize for
later. The lead officer crossed to Quinn's seat, leaned down,
and spoke five words in German that trandated, roughly, to
please come with us now. Quinn rose. Quinn did not resist.
Quinn did not speak. Quinn looked, just once, at MERIDIAN,
across the silent room.

The look was not hatred. The look was not even apology.
It was the look of a person who had spent three years in a
position whose only honest description was waiting for this
moment, and who, now that the moment had come, was
relieved that it had been delivered by someone Quinn had
liked.

A second officer crossed to [FL_NAME]. [FL_NAME]
rose more slowly. [FL_NAME] said one word to the chair —



Madam — with a small inclination of the head, the way a
person might pay aclosing courtesy on the way out of adinner
whose host had failed them. The chair did not respond.
[FL_NAME] walked toward the east door, with the officer
half a step behind, and on the way past MERIDIAN's lectern
[FL_NAME] paused, briefly, not threateningly, and said in a
voice pitched only for MERIDIAN: "Well done. We will
speak again." Then continued.

The east door closed.
The west door closed.

The room was, again, twenty seats and four observers and
a chair, with two empty chairs along the long oval table and
the small pale-green pencils still in their holders.

The chair, after a beat, looked at the recording secretary,
looked at the protocol officer, looked at MERIDIAN, and said,
with the dry composure of a woman who had been a diplomat
for thirty-one years and had decided that the only correct
response to what had just happened was to keep the meeting:

"The record will reflect the entry of three exhibits and the
detention of two members of the delegation pursuant to
procedural authorities outside the scope of this assembly. The
assembly will recess for forty-five minutes.”

She gavelled.

MERIDIAN closed the folder. They walked back to the
observer's seat, sat down, set the folder on the table, and put
both hands flat on the wood, palms down, and breathed once.



In the gallery, Alex had not moved. Alex was looking at
MERIDIAN with the expression of a man who, for the first
time in six months, did not have to hold his face in any
particular shape.

Sam, at the far end of the gallery, gave the smallest nod a
person could give.

Morgan, beside Alex, was already on her phone, walking
documents through the secure channel to whatever endpoint
Morgan had decided documents needed to walk through next.

The Oak Room emptied slowly. People did not look at
MERIDIAN as they left. That was its own form of
acknowledgement.

When the room was nearly clear, MERIDIAN stood.
They picked up the folder. They walked across the carpet
toward the gallery stairs. The protocol officer, by the east
door, opened it for them as they passed, and inclined his head
— not deeply, not formally, but the way a Viennese
functionary acknowledged a piece of business that had been
conducted, in his opinion, with the appropriate
professionalism.

MERIDIAN went up the gallery stairs.
Alex was waiting at the top.

He did not speak immediately. He took the folder from
MERIDIAN's hand and tucked it under his arm, and then he
placed his other hand, briefly, on MERIDIAN's shoulder —



not as a senior officer congratulating a subordinate, but as a
man who had been carrying something for a long time and
was, at last, setting it down.

"Comeon," hesaid. "Let'sgo."

They went.

In the corridor, waking toward the west stairs,
MERIDIAN's phone buzzed once in the inside pocket of the
jacket. They did not check it then. They would check it later,
in the car, when they were already moving toward the airfield
Sam had staged the second kit at, and the message would be
from Alex, and Alex's voice would be on the other end of an
encrypted line two hours after that, sounding like a man who
had finally exhaled.

But that was | ater.

Right now there was only the long pale corridor of the
Austrian Foreign Ministry, and the carpet that had been
replaced every twelve years for a hundred and forty years, and
the small clear chime of the building's clock striking eleven,
and four people walking out of an oak room that would, by the
end of the week, be back to being a room where polite men in
charcoal suits resolved the procedural details of treaty law as
if nothing had happened in it at all.

The institution kept moving.



So did MERIDIAN.

Aftermath

i A. The week after

The first email came on the seventh day after the
assembly. It arrived in the unattributed channel CIPHER
reserved for communications that the institution did not want
to acknowledge it had sent, but did not want to leave unsent.
There was no header, no signature. The body was three lines.

[FL_NAME] is detained but not charged. The liaison
relationship is not a crime within the bounds of what Vienna
can prosecute. The chair is, however, out of position. The
structure is disrupted. You chose the hard path. That was the
point.

MERIDIAN read it once and then deleted it, because the
channel auto-deleted in any case after a single read, and the
gesture of deleting was a small private ceremony of
acknowledgement — the operative's equivalent of placing a
stone on a cairn and walking past it.



They thought, briefly, about who in CIPHER could have
sent it. The list was short. It was not Alex. Alex did not write
in three-line bursts that read like aphorisms. Sam did not write
anything that wasn't a coordinate or a fox glyph. Morgan
wrote in complete paragraphs with citations. The sender was
someone older than al of them and had wanted MERIDIAN
to know, in the dry way the institution communicated
approval, that the choice MERIDIAN had made in Vienna had
been the choice the older parts of the institution had been
hoping the younger parts would make, if asked.

That was all. MERIDIAN did not chaseit.

The Verona Accords were signed and ratified the
following Tuesday. All eight signatory nations deposited their
instruments with the depositary state on schedule, in a
ceremony that took forty minutes and was, by the standards of
treaty ratification, brisk. Ambassador Helena Whitfield made
a short address. The text of her address would be quoted, in
the months that followed, in the law-review article that would
become the standard reference for the verification regime she
had architected. The address contained no reference to what
had happened in Vienna. There would not need to be. The
address held.

Letha autonomous weapons systems were now
restricted, under international law, within the bounds of a
verification regime that gave inspectors meaningful access and
signatory states meaningful obligations. The regime was
imperfect. It was the most that could be done in the present



configuration of the world, and it was more than had been
done before. MERIDIAN, reading the final text of the ratified
version on atablet in asmall flat in a city that was not Vienna
and not the city they had come from either, registered the fact
of the ratification without elation. There was a quiet line in
them that registered it with something closer to respect.

The formal documentation from CIPHER arrived in a
sealed pouch on the Friday. Commendations — three.
Classification level raised by one band. A letter, hand-signed
by an officer whose signature MERIDIAN had not previously
been authorized to see, that contained the standard
institutional language and one dlightly less standard line in the
second paragraph: The directorate notes that the operative
declined an offered exit at a moment when accepting it would
have been institutionally understandable. The directorate
further notes that this decision is consistent with a category of
conduct the directorate considers to be its most valuable asset.

MERIDIAN put the letter back in the pouch and put the
pouch in the small fireproof box they kept under the bed, with
the other letters they could not destroy and could not display.

Quinn's message came through Field Comms on the
Saturday.

This should not have been possible. Quinn's clearance
had been revoked at the moment of detention; Quinn's
channels had been closed within the hour; the institutional
architecture had moved, with its full bureaucratic competence,
to ensure that Quinn Delacroix's voice did not appear in any



official system again. But Field Comms was a system Quinn
had helped design, three years before Quinn had been
recruited to design it for a second purpose, and there were
corners of it that Quinn had quietly engineered to admit the
kind of message a person with Quinn's history might one day
need to send.

The message was asingle line.

You made the choice | hoped you wouldn't. That proves
you're not HERALD. Stay that way. — Q

MERIDIAN read it. They sat with it for awhile, because
Quinn deserved to be sat with, in the small private way an
operative could grant another operative the courtesy of
attention.

Then they did not reply, because there was nothing to
reply with that would not betray either the work or the person,
and they closed the channel from their end, and Field Comms
registered the closure with the small grey indicator that meant
the channel was, now, in fact, permanently sealed.

H#HH B. Alex'svoice

The message came two weeks after Vienna, on an
unsecured channel, which was new. Alex had never used an
unsecured channel before. The voice file was forty-one
seconds long.

MERIDIAN played it sitting on the small balcony of the
flat they had moved to, with a coffee in one hand and the
afternoon light angled low across the rooftops, and Alex's



voice came through the small phone speaker with a clarity that
was somehow more intimate for being unencrypted, asif Alex
had decided that the work, for once, did not need to hide.

"Hello," Alex said. He did not say MERIDIAN and he did
not give a designation. He said hello, the way one person said
hello to another. "l wanted to record this on an open line
because | think the things | want to say to you are the kind of
things a person should be able to say in plain air. The work
continues. That has always been true. But the part of the work
that has been pressing on us for six monthsis, for the moment,
off the chest. The opening move and the follow-on play are
both, now, in the institutional record. The structure that ran
them is disrupted. You did that. | want to be clear: you did
that. Sam was support. Morgan was support. | was support.
You were the operator. The decison was yours, and the
decision was the right one, and it was not an easy one to make,
and | do not believe you have any obligation to feel about it
any particular way."

A small pause. The faint sound of Alex setting down a
cup.

"Come home when you're ready. There is no schedule on
this. You have an apartment in the eleventh district that |
gather has now been very carefully removed from any roster
that should not have known about it. Y our sister has been told
the ingtitutional version of what happened, which is not much,
but enough. The niece is fine. The world that the niece will
grow up inis, in one measurable respect, dightly less bad than



it was six months ago. | take some comfort in that. | hope you
do too."

Another pause. Then, more quietly:
"You have donewell. — A."
The message ended.

MERIDIAN sat with it for along time. The light on the
rooftops did the slow gold turning the light did at the end of an
afternoon in a European city in late spring. A bell sounded
from a church four streets away, the quarter hour, and then
was qui€t.

MERIDIAN's operative file would, in the next
institutional cycle, be re-classified at a higher band. The fina
assessment ling, in the section that read Recommendation,
would be the line MERIDIAN would not see until years later,
when a different officer would show it to them on the back of
an unrelated briefing as a gesture of professiona respect:
Capable. Principled. Resistant to leverage. Willing to burn
ingtitutions to find the truth. Recommended for: advancement.

MERIDIAN, on the balcony, did not yet know what the
assessment line said. They only knew what Alex's voice had
said, and that was, for the moment, enough.

### C. The closing
The portal was quiet.

MERIDIAN sat with the laptop open on the small kitchen
table of the small flat, in a city that was not Vienna and not



L ondon and not the city where the niece lived, but athird city,
chosen with the operative's habitual care for the third option
— the one not on any list. The Investigation Board was up.
They had not opened it in a week. They had wanted, before
closing the active session, to ook at it one more time.

It was complete.

Every node had aline to every other node it needed aline
to. Karlov in the center, with the East Tower stairwell pin still
in place from Day One. Cross, two ribbons away, with the
HELIX filings and the Halsey footnote. HERALD in cognac.
Quinn in the third ring, with the GHOST tag and the
access-log dates and the line that ran, now, all the way back to
a Vienna safehouse on the fourteenth of March, 2023.
[FL_NAME] in the outer ring, with the consultancy
registration and the eight-seat assembly diagram and the small
grey indicator that meant detained, not charged, status
pending.

The four small green cells aong the lower edge — the
contradictions MERIDIAN had tagged on Day Twenty-Two
— sat exactly where they had been placed. They had not
moved. They would not move. They were the geometry the
rest of the Board hung from.

Outside the kitchen window, evening was coming on.
There was a cathedral somewhere in this city that was about to
strike the hour. There was a tram four streets over that was
about to slow at a stop. There was a woman in the building
opposite, in a kitchen on the third floor, who was, every



evening at this time, washing the same set of dishes she had
washed the evening before, with the careful unhurried
tenderness of a person whose life had become small in the way
that lives became small when they had been lived for long
enough, and who was, by every available measure, content.

MERIDIAN watched her for a moment. They did not
know her. They would never know her. She had no idea that
anything in the world had changed in the last six months, and
her not knowing was, in some way that MERIDIAN was not
going to try to articulate this evening, the point.

The ingtitution kept moving. HERALD was wounded.
HERALD was not dead. Somewhere, in some other city, in
some other oak room, the cells that had not been in Vienna on
the twenty-seventh were aready restructuring around the loss
of the chair, and a new figure was aready being selected, and
the work would have to be done again, in ayear or in three, by
an operative who was hot yet recruited and whose file had not
yet been opened.

That was the shape of the work. MERIDIAN had known
the shape on Day One. They knew it differently now.

They looked at the Board one more time. Then they
pressed the small grey key that closed the active session.

The Board folded inward, neatly, the way the system had
been designed to fold, and resolved to asingle dark icon in the
corner of the screen — present, available, deeping. The
dashboard cleared. The cognac indicator on the operative
status line moved, with the system's small administrative



chime, from ACTIVE to STANDBY.
MERIDIAN closed the laptop.
The screen went dark.

In the kitchen window, the woman opposite finished her
last plate, dried her hands on a cloth, turned out her kitchen
light. The cathedral struck seven. The tram slowed at its stop
and started again.

MERIDIAN sat for a long time at the table, in the dim,
with the laptop closed and both hands flat on the wood, palms
down, breathing the slow even breath of a person who had
been carrying aweight for along time and was, for the present
moment, allowed to set it down without yet being asked to
pick it up again.

The work continued.
They would too.

Outside, in the city that did not know them, the evening
went on being an evening, and the small ordinary lives that the
treaty would now protect went on being small and ordinary,
and somewhere on the other side of the world a phone in a
drawer was waiting, patient, to ring again when the institution
next needed to ask.

It would, in time, ring.

When it did, MERIDIAN would answer.



For now, they did not. For now, the room was quiet, and
the screen was dark, and the kitchen held only the small fading
light of a late spring evening and the soft sound of a person
breathing, alone, in aflat in acity of their own choosing, after
a hard day's work that had been, by every measure the
operative was willing to apply to themselves, done.

—end of Act Il —
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