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“The most radical revolutionary will become a conservative the day after the revolution.”


—  Hannah Arendt



AUTHOR’S NOTE

These stories were written in the margins — between warnings ignored and consequences arriving. Some were shaped by moments where the choice had already been made, even if no one was ready to admit it. Others emerged from the silence that follows impact, when systems pause, fracture, or fail entirely, and individuals are left to navigate what comes next.

This volume moves closer to the point where denial is no longer possible. Signals are missed. Lines are crossed. The machinery of power continues to turn, often without regard for those caught beneath it. What interested me here was not the catastrophe itself, but the human response to its approach and aftermath — the decisions made in partial darkness, the compromises justified too easily, the costs that cannot be deferred.

These are not stories of collapse as spectacle. They are stories of pressure. Of people who sense what is coming and act anyway, or hesitate, or look away. Of survival that demands more than endurance. Of truth that arrives late and changes nothing—and everything.

Nothing here promises resolution. Nothing seeks absolution.

This collection is about what remains once the warnings have sounded and the quiet no longer means safety.

— Carl Lakeland
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BAGELS AND A WHITE ROSE
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LIFE NEVER FELT SO good. That was the lie I told myself as the ninety-six tram groaned its way toward St Kilda, wheels screaming softly against wet steel. The rain had settled into a steady, unambitious fall — not enough to wash anything clean, just enough to make the city glisten like it had secrets it didn’t want to keep. I watched droplets chase each other down the window, merging, separating, choosing paths the way people do when they think no one’s watching.

Business was booming. That was the phrase they used in the briefings, usually delivered with a tight smile and a nod that meant don’t ask for details. Booming implied growth. Momentum. Success. It didn’t mention the cost of sustaining it, or who paid when the momentum finally diminished.

I was one of the doers. That was the polite term. Operatives. Assets. Field personnel. We took what was handed down from offices with frosted glass and neutral carpet, from men and women whose shoes never touched pavement after dark. They planned. They approved. They authorised. Then they slept.

We followed procedures. We completed tasks. We didn’t ask questions, because questions implied doubt, and doubt had a way of spreading. We didn’t feel guilt or remorse or anything else that required introspection. Those things slowed reaction time. They interfered with judgment. They made for hesitation when hesitation got people killed. If there was a need to pull the trigger — justified or not — and it came from the top office, the job was done. I’d been telling myself the same thing for years. Justified. Duty. Obligation.

The tram I ride that night rocked gently as it took a corner, the interior lights reflecting my face back at me in fractured angles. Older than I remembered. Sharper around the eyes. The kind of face that didn’t belong to any one age because it’d learned too early not to relax. I caught my reflection looking back, studying me the way I studied others, and for a moment I wondered what conclusions I’d draw if I were a stranger.

Probably I was tired. Probably I was dangerous. The truth was simpler. I was running out of places to put the weight.

Eagle Shield was nearing its conclusion. That much I knew. Not the details — never was — but the rhythm had changed. Fewer redundancies. Tighter timelines. A sense of inevitability in the way instructions arrived, like gravity asserting itself. 

Shilo — Maggie Gallagher had made it clear: this was not a mission you walked away from. Too much at stake. Too many moving parts. Too many lives balanced on assumptions that required men like me to keep doing exactly what we were told.

I’d been tempted, over the years. Everyone is, sooner or later. The idea of throwing it all away had a way of surfacing late at night, usually when you’re alone with your own thoughts and no one’s watching your pulse rate. But temptation was a luxury. Consequences weren’t. And walking away didn’t mean disappearance. It meant correction.

The tram slowed, doors hissing open, letting in a couple soaked through. They’d laughed like they’d won something by getting wet together. I envied them in a distant, academic way. Shared inconvenience had a purity to it. You could complain without implication. Suffer without strategy.

I checked the reflection again, scanning the tram without turning my head. Old habit. No obvious tails. No one paying too much attention. A man pretending to read. A woman scrolling through her phone. A student asleep with his head against the window. If I was being watched, it wasn’t by anyone careless enough to sit this close. But that didn’t mean anything. I’d learned the hard way that absence of evidence was not reassurance. 

The rain thickened as we moved north, St Kilda receding into a blur of streetlights and wet asphalt. I thought about the choice that’d been circling my mind for weeks now, tightening its orbit every time I tried to ignore it. Keep doing what I was handed or stop pretending there’d ever be a clean end. The problem with ends was that they rarely revealed themselves.

My stop came just after midnight. I stepped off the tram into the cold, collar turned up more out of habit than necessity. The city felt quieter at this hour, but not empty. Melbourne never really slept. It just changed shifts. 

I walked the last few blocks home under the steady hiss of rain, boots splashing lightly, my mind running ahead the way it always did — door, lock, code, inside. Routine as refuge.

The apartment building they called the safe house rose out of the dark like a sealed vault, all concrete and angles. The kind of place designed to be ignored. I crossed the threshold and shook off the rain. 

I stood alone in my shadow in front of the hardened steel door that separated the world from my living space. Key in. Half turn right. Half turn left. Code entered without hesitation.

The locking mechanism made that familiar grinding clunk before releasing. Every time I heard it, some part of my brain flashed to old prison films — the sound of doors opening and closing with finality. Sometimes it made me smile. Sometimes it made me angry enough to grind my teeth. As I entered, this time it did neither.

I stepped inside, expecting darkness. Silence. The controlled emptiness I’d grown used to after long days and longer nights. Instead, there was light. Not bright — just enough to cast shadows — and Angel was seated at the dining table, hunched over her study materials. One lamp above her, everything else in shadow. She looked up as I entered, eyes sharp, assessing, and then returned to her notes as if my presence was incidental.

For a moment, I just stood there, rainwater pooling at my feet, watching her. Seventeen years old and already carrying herself like someone who knew how to survive rooms full of adults. I didn’t say anything. I walked past her toward my bedroom, the weight of the day still sitting heavy on my shoulders.

“No hello, or anything, Nathan?”

I stopped, half turned. “Well, you’ve changed your tune. I can’t remember the last time you gave me a hello. I suppose you’re maturing for your seventeen years after all.”

Angel yawned, long and unguarded, stretching her arms above her head before smiling at me. Really smiling. Head tilted slightly, eyes warm. For a second it caught me off guard, the way it always did when she let her guard down.

That was when I noticed it — the smile. One corner of her mouth lifting higher than the other. Her mother’s smile. The realisation hit harder than I expected. Angel was growing up. Not just older, but away from me. Toward a life I couldn’t follow. And one day, not too far off, I’d have to let her go. For her own good. For reasons she didn’t yet know about or couldn’t possibly understand. For reasons I wasn’t sure I’d believed in anymore.

“Tell me,” Angel asked me, folding her arms and studying me with a seriousness that hadn’t always been there, “how was your day today?”

I knew the answer she expected. The same one I’d given her for years.

I’m ASIS, Angel. I can’t discuss these things.

But before I could say what I was thinking, she giggled, the sound breaking the tension between us like glass. With her, it’d become a game. A ritual. Ask the same old question, watch me deflect. I let it pass.

“I thought you were heading to Jenny’s place for the night,” I said instead.

“She had to work late. She’s still picking me up in about thirty minutes.”

“At this hour?”

“There’s a party at Busby’s.”

I frowned despite myself. “Out so late. Why?”

She didn’t answer but rolled her eyes in that teenage way. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”

“You’d better be.”

She cut me off with a sharp look. “Nathan.”

“I’m just saying —.”

“I know what you’re saying. I’m not an idiot.”

For a moment, she looked at me the way someone looks at an outdated map — not useless, just no longer reliable. Then she softened. “You don’t have to protect me from everything,” she said quietly.

I didn’t answer.

Angel gathered her things, slung her bag over her shoulder, and headed for the door without another word. It closed behind her with a soft click that echoed louder than it should’ve. I stood there alone, the apartment — the lie I told myself moments before still circling my thoughts.

Life never felt so good. Some jobs ended. Others just changed the way they followed you.

The apartment felt different once Angel left. Not emptier — just quieter in a way that made sound noticeable. The hum of the refrigerator. The distant drizzle of rain against the glass. My own breathing, steady and controlled, like it’d been trained to be exactly that way.

I waited for a moment after the door had closed, listening for footsteps in the hallway, for the lift, for anything out of place. Nothing. Only then did I move.

The bedside light came on dim and low. The walls were bare save for a framed print I’d never bothered to replace — a neutral landscape, anonymous enough to pass inspection if anyone ever cared to look closely. I closed the door behind me and crossed to the far wall where a safe was built flush into reinforced concrete.

Kneeling, I pressed my thumb to the biometric reader. It accepted me without any comment. The panel slid open with a muted click, revealing the contents arranged with a precision that bordered on compulsion.

Weapon first. I removed it carefully, clearing the chamber out of habit even though I knew its state without looking. Magazine out. Slide back. Visual confirmation. Mechanical memory taking over where thought would only interfere. Satisfied, I laid it inside the safe, angled just so, alongside the spare magazine and suppressor wrapped in oilcloth.

Next, the passport. Australian, of course. Clean. Unremarkable. The kind of document designed to attract no interest at borders or counters. Beneath it, another, sealed in a black sleeve, never used and never explained. I never looked at that one. Identification followed. Government issue. Valid. Boring. I hesitated before closing the safe. The pause was new. New enough to startle.

For a moment, the idea occurred to me — absurd, impractical, dangerous — that I could leave the safe open. That I could stop pretending I wasn’t constantly one step away from needing what was inside. The thought lingered just long enough to be dismissed. I slid the panel shut and listened to the lock engage, the sound final and comforting in its certainty. Routine restored.

My Amani suit came off next. Expensive. Perfectly tailored. Designed to disappear in rooms full of other men wearing the same uniform of success. I stripped it away with more force than necessary, as if the fabric itself were responsible for the things I’d done while wearing it. Jacket on the hanger. Shirt smoothed flat. Trousers folded. One of a dozen nearly identical black suits waiting patiently in the wardrobe, each one carrying its own invisible history.

I reached for a t-shirt — soft, worn, comfortable — and pulled it over my head. Track pants followed. Clothes that belonged to a man who existed only in private. A man no one briefed or debriefed.

As I dressed, I caught myself listening again. Habit. The apartment remained still. From the living room, the dining table lamp still glowed faintly, Angel’s chair pushed back at an angle that suggested she’d left in a hurry. I stepped out and looked at the empty space she’d occupied only minutes earlier. Her books were gone, but the impression remained, like warmth lingering after a body moves away. I shook my head. “Bloody teenagers,” I muttered, rubbing a hand over my face. “I never did that.”

The voice in my head answered immediately, without mercy. Yeah — you did.

I walked to the window and looked out over the street below. Wet pavement reflected streetlights in long, distorted streaks. Somewhere out there, Angel was laughing, unaware of the calculations that followed her through my mind like shadows. I trusted her — or told myself I did — because the alternative was admitting how little control I truly had. 

There was one more thing I needed to do. One last task before I let the night close in. I stood there for a long moment, weighing it. I’d tried before. More than once. Each attempt had ended the same way — incomplete, inconclusive, unanswered. Failure dressed up as due diligence.

I told myself this would be the last time. If it failed again, I’d let it go. Accept the truth of it. Move on. That was the plan, at least. The plan I’d rehearsed carefully enough to almost believe.

The truth was, I missed her.

The admission came without a warning, raw and unwelcome. I missed the way she drove, profile lit by passing streetlights as I watched her instead of the road. I missed finding her scent on my t-shirt in the morning — the one she’d borrowed because she’d forgotten her overnight bag. I missed listening to her breathe beside me, counting the seconds between each rise and fall, afraid to sleep in case time accelerated and stole it from me.

I missed her awful morning breath. Her hair at first light, tangled into something that resembled a nest of hornets. I missed the way she laughed when I said something stupid, and the way she didn’t hold back when she was angry. I missed the weight of her body when she fell asleep on top of me, pinning me in place because neither of us wanted to be the one who moved.

Damn it.

I stood there, fists clenched, feeling something dangerously close to need settle in my chest. Need had no place in my life anymore. It compromised judgment. It invited mistakes.

And yet —

One last shot.

I turned toward the far corner of the living room, where the workstation sat behind an innocuous bookshelf that slid aside at the touch of a concealed switch. The set of curved monitors came alive as I stepped forward, their glow painting the walls in sterile blues and greens.

“Alexa,” I said, my voice steady despite the tension coiled beneath it, “open a new case file.”

For a fraction of a second — just long enough to notice — nothing happened.

Then the system responded. “Good evening, Nathan,” the AI said calmly. “A security code is required for this operation. Please enter your security code.”

I straightened. “November. Echo. One. Three. One. Five. Charlie. Bravo.”

I stepped back as the screen populated, lines of code racing past before resolving into a familiar lime-green interface. The Australian Secret Intelligence Service official text filled the centre of the display, crisp and authoritative. Beneath it, Australian Coat of Arms, Kangaroo and Emu. And the words Australian Federal Government glowed with quiet conviction.

“Accessing,” Alexa continued. “Access granted.”

I hesitated. Just for a second. I had time to ask myself what I was doing? Could I change my mind and back away? Was this a good idea? But now, that was too late. Somewhere in the system, a record had just been created. A timestamp. A name. A choice.

I took a breath. Decided to move on. If there were consequences I’d answer them. Nothing new here. “Please continue to files,” I said.

The night leaned in closer. The system waited. Not impatiently — Alexa didn’t do impatience — but with the same neutral expectancy that made decisions feel smaller than they were. The coat of arms faded away, replaced by a segmented interface I hadn’t used in years. I recognised it immediately. Deep Dive Protocols. The kind you didn’t access unless you were prepared to leave a footprint behind.

“State the nature of the operation,” Alexa said.

“Deep Dive,” I replied. “Level three.”

A pause. Longer this time.

“Please be advised. Level Three Deep Dive operations are subject to retrospective audit. This action will be recorded.”

I exhaled slowly. “Acknowledged.” The word felt more consequential than it should’ve.

“The name of the contact?” Alexa requested.

I swallowed. Dry mouth again. Ridiculous. This wasn’t a firefight. No one was putting a weapon to my head. Still, my pulse picked up, betraying me. “Roslyn Tran,” I said. “Asset designation one-seven-hotel-four-bravo-kilo.”

The screen flickered. “Accessing. Please stand by.”

Lines of data scrolled faster than I could read, not that I needed to. I’d seen this often enough to know what mattered — what returned to the screen was what didn’t matter at all. Names, dates, locations, all assembling themselves into patterns designed to reassure. Designed to suggest completeness. I waited for more.

Seconds passed. Then more started to show itself. The system’s processing bar crawled forward in deliberate increments, each one a reminder that somewhere, deep inside layers of compartmentalisation and redundancy, a question had been asked that hadn’t been asked in a long time. I thought about the last time I’d seen her. Not the specifics — those were locked away carefully — but the feeling. The quiet certainty that some connections didn’t obey orders or timelines. That some things, once known, refused to stay buried.

“Deep Dive complete,” Alexa said at last.

The screen resolved into a single data panel.

“Roslyn Tran, also known as Ngoc Tran,” Alexa continued. “Date of birth: August third, nineteen seventy-two. Place of birth: Da Nang, Vietnam. No current operational status available.”

I leaned forward slightly. That wasn’t right.

“No current information?” I asked.

“That is correct,” Alexa said. “This contact is classified as inactive. No further data available within authorised intelligence partitions.”

Inactive.

The word landed with a dull thud. Inactive could mean a lot of things. Retired. Reassigned. Contained. Dead. It was a word designed to end conversations. But the fact that a record still existed at all mattered. Truly erased assets didn’t leave even this much behind. Not even a bread crumb. They were dark beyond dark. If this was the case, a Deep Dive would produce nothing.

“Expand search parameters,” I said. “Cross-reference with allied databases. Global returns.”

“Please confirm,” Alexa replied. “This action will increase exposure.”

“Confirmed.”

Another pause. Another crawl of data. I forced myself to stay still, hands loose at my sides, posture relaxed. If anyone was watching my biometrics — and it wasn’t impossible — I wanted nothing for them to read.

“All possible scenarios assessed,” Alexa said. “No alternative aliases detected on worldwide service grid markers.”

I frowned. “You’re telling me she’s completely off grid?”

“That is correct.”

“Even with redundant grid markers?”

“That is correct.”

The answer was too clean. I stepped back, running a hand over my beard, frustration simmering beneath my skin. Years of searching, of half-answers and dead ends, and this was all the system could give me? Either Roslyn was gone, or she’d gone so dark that even our highest-level networks couldn’t see her. I stared at the screen, hardening my stance.

“Keep scanning,” I said. “There has to be something.”

“Affirmative, agent Masters.” Alexa replied.

I turned away, pacing the length of the living room, every instinct telling me I was pushing too far for reasons that had nothing to do with national security. This wasn’t tradecraft. This was personal. The kind of thing that got people reassigned if they were lucky, buried if they weren’t. Sometimes there were no answers. When an agent went dark properly, they vanished. Clean. Deliberate. Final. I was almost ready to accept it when Alexa spoke again.

“There is a civilian telecommunications record associated with this contact. Historical. Dating back to nineteen ninety-two. Would you like me to retrieve it?”

I stopped mid-step. “Yes,” I said immediately. Maybe too quickly.

The number appeared on the screen. Old format. Obsolete by modern standards. The kind of thing you’d expect to be long disconnected, a relic of another era. But it was there, unmistakably real.

My heart rate spiked. I felt it in my throat, in my hands. I tried to swallow, dry, and failed.

“Would you like me to initiate contact?” Alexa asked.

For a split second, I hoped the answer would be no. That the system would block the option, save me from myself. That this would remain theoretical — data without consequence. I imagined her voice. Her silence. The possibility that she wouldn’t answer at all.

“Yes,” I said.

The line connected. I held the phone to my ear, listening to the ring tone echo across the years I’d pretended not to miss. Each ring tightened something in my chest, a countdown I hadn’t agreed to. I told myself she wouldn’t answer. That the number was dead. That this was just one more attempt ending the way all the others had. The ringing stopped. Disconnected. For a moment, I couldn’t move. I stared at the floor, heat flooding my face, disappointment cutting deeper than I was prepared for. That was it. The final answer delivered without ceremony. I exhaled, long and slow. But I wasn’t done.

“Alexa,” I said quietly, “cross-check that number.”

“Please stand by.”

The system processed again, faster this time, as if the barrier had already been breached.

“This number is currently registered with Optus services,” Alexa said. “Subscriber name: Roslyn Tran. Known address on record: eleven thirty-two Bay Road, St Kilda.”

I closed my eyes. How could this be so simple? But there it was. Not hidden. Not erased. Just — civilian. Outside the walls we all pretended were impenetrable.

“Why wasn’t this flagged earlier?” I asked.

“This information resides outside intelligence grid markers,” Alexa replied. “Civilian data partitions are not prioritised in Deep Dive operations.”

Of course they weren’t. For years, I’d been searching in the dark for someone who was already standing in the light. I opened my eyes and stared at the address on the screen. St Kilda. Close enough to taste. Close enough to ruin everything. But somewhere in the system, a log entry had just grown a set of shark’s teeth.

I grabbed my phone from the table, hands still unsteady and typed the message before I could talk myself out of it.

Rose. It’s me. I think it’s time for a bagel. Wouldn’t you agree?

I placed the phone face-up on the table and stepped back, putting distance between us like it was an explosive device. The reply came almost immediately.

Good morning, Nathan Masters. It’s been a while. I was beginning to think you’d never find me. Congratulations. What can I do for you at this ungodly hour?

The night had just changed shape. I didn’t pick the phone up straight away. I stood there, a few steps back from the table, watching the screen glow softly in the half-light of the apartment as if it might change its mind. As if the words might rearrange themselves into something less real if I gave them time. My name sat there in plain text — Nathan Masters — stripped of rank, designation, or buffer. Just me. Just the thing I’d spent years making sure never appeared anywhere it didn’t belong.

Ungodly hour.

She was right. And wrong. For Roslyn, night had always been a beginning. I crossed the room and picked up the phone, feeling the familiar weight of it in my hand, suddenly aware of how absurd it was that something so small could carry so much history. I quickly typed my reply before my mind cascaded in on itself.

Ungodly hour, my arse. We both know you’re just getting started about now.

There was a pause this time. Longer. Maybe deliberate.

I imagined her reading it somewhere not unlike where I stood — alone, lights low, systems humming quietly in the background. I wondered if she hesitated the way I did, or if that was something she’d trained out of herself long ago.

The reply came.

I thought you’d forgotten. My employers prefer me armed for all contingencies, Nate. Nothing has changed.

Employers.

Plural.

That detail lodged itself in my mind and refused to move. I let it sit there while I typed. 

It’s been a long time, Rose.

Her reply.

Has it? Time passes differently when you stop waiting.

That one landed clean. No wasted words. No softness. Roslyn had never believed in cushioning blows.

I leaned back against the edge of the table, staring at the rain-streaked window beyond the phone screen. Streetlights blurred into elongated smears of gold and white. Somewhere out there, Roslyn was closer than she’d been for years, but farther away than ever.

I tried. 

I typed, then stopped.

Tried what? To find her? To forget her? 

To convince myself that walking away had been a choice rather than an order?

I watched my screen. The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. And then words.

You don’t have to explain. I know how your world works. I gave up waiting for answers a long time ago.

I closed my eyes briefly, adjusting my stance. I typed and sent.

I didn’t give up on us.

That was the first truly dangerous thing I’d said.

Her response took longer this time. Long enough that I began to regret it. Long enough that I imagined her deleting drafts, choosing words with care, deciding how much truth I was allowed to keep. Then words came.

I gave up. I had to.

I felt the admission settle into my chest like a weight finding its place. Next moment, a new message,

I moved on. I built something else. You need to understand that before you say anything else. If you can’t understand, this conversation ends here.

My fingers hovered over the screen. But I typed them anyway. Sent.

You’re married. 

I winced at how blunt it looked once it was there. There was no immediate reply.

When it came, it was accompanied by a location ping I hadn’t asked for. 

Yes. And no. It’s complicated, Nate.

Of course it was.

Is he a good man? 

I sent it before I could stop myself.

Her response was laughter rendered in text — excessive, unrestrained.

You’re unbelievable. All these years, and you still manage to make everything about you.

I smiled despite myself. A small one. Unwanted. Familiar. I replied.

Now I’m confused.

She shot back.  

Then you’re paying attention. Good.

The tone shifted then. I felt it even through the screen, the way you feel pressure change before a storm breaks. Roslyn replied again.

Look. We don’t have much time. And I didn’t respond to your texts, come back into your life so you could reminisce.

You came back?

You found me. There’s a difference.

Another pause.

I’ve been watching you, Nate. Eagle Shield is nearly finished. You should be proud. Most of us don’t get to see our work conclude.

My stomach knotted.

How do you know about Eagle Shield?

The reply was immediate.

Because I never stopped being good at what I do.

I exhaled slowly, realising just how naïve I’d been to think she could ever truly disappear. Then she wrote back again.

Forget about me. Forget about what we were. It was real. It mattered. But now it’s over.

My fingers trembled as I typed.

I —

Don’t. Don’t even go there. Don’t do this to me. I can’t afford it. And neither can you.

The words arrived sharp and absolute as though she’d read my thoughts.

I stared at the screen, the silence between messages was suddenly deafening. I had nothing prepared for this version of her — controlled, distant, still lethal in her honesty. I lowered myself into the chair, shoulders slumping, the fight draining out of me faster than I’d expected. For the first time in years, I didn’t have a comeback. The phone vibrated again.

I looked down.

I’ll see you shortly. I’ll bring bagels.

I sat there long after the screen dimmed, heart pounding, mind racing, knowing with absolute certainty that whatever happened next would cost me something I couldn’t replace.

And knowing, just as clearly, that I would pay for it anyway.

***
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THE APARTMENT FELT smaller once the decision had been made. Not physically — the walls hadn’t moved, the ceilings hadn’t dropped — but the air had changed, thickened, like it was holding its breath along with me. I stood there for a moment after the last message, phone still in my hand, staring at nothing in particular, letting the reality of it settle.

She was coming.

After all the years of silence, all the failed searches and half-answers, Roslyn Tran was crossing the city to my door, with bagels in her hand like nothing had ever broken between us. Bagels that once were a code between us that only we understood. That thought alone should’ve been enough to make me stop. Instead, I checked the locks. Front door first. Manual bolt engaged. Electronic lock green. Secondary latch intact. I moved methodically, the way I always did when nerves threatened to interfere. Windows sealed. Balcony access locked. Motion sensors active but calibrated to ignore anything smaller than a cat — or anything I’d already authorised.

I paused at the workstation, fingers hovering over the controls. I could shut everything down. Kill the cameras, blind the external feeds, reduced the apartment to a dead zone that wouldn’t register as anything more than another dark square on the active grid. It’d be cleaner. Safer. It would also be a confession. I left the systems running.

In the bathroom, the shower took longer than necessary. I stood under the hot water until my skin flushed and the noise drowned out my thoughts, replaying our exchange over and over again, analysing tone and timing the way I’d once meticulously analysed intercepted communications. Too familiar. Too easy. Too dangerous.

Married. And no.

Complicated.

That word again. It followed people like me the way smoke followed fire. 

I dressed more carefully than I had earlier, changing out of the track pants and t-shirt without quite admitting why. Jeans. A polo shirt — neutral, understated. Something that said civilian without trying too hard. I shaved, slowly this time, watching my reflection for signs of something I couldn’t name. Excitement. Fear. Regret. All three, probably.

The doorbell chimed.

Once.

I froze, razor still in my hand, a clean line half-finished along my jaw. I waited for it to sound again. It didn’t.

That was pure Roslyn Tran. Precise. Confident. No wasted effort.

I rinsed the blade, set it down, and took one last look at myself in the mirror. I didn’t recognise the man staring back — not because he looked different, but because he looked hopeful. That was much worse.

By the time I reached the living room, the apartment was silent again. I approached the door slowly, every sense tuned outward, listening for anything out of place. Nothing. No footsteps retreating down the hall. No movement on the other side. I disengaged the locks.

The door opened inward on silent hinges. No body. Anywhere. No one I could see.

I closed the door again. Puzzled by the chime. But as I turned around, she was there. Roslyn was already inside the safe house.

She sat on the sofa as if she’d always belonged there, legs crossed, posture relaxed but alert. A plain cardboard box rested beside her on the cushion, the lid still closed. Laid diagonally across the top was a single white rose, its stem trimmed neatly, petals unblemished. For a moment, neither of us spoke. She looked up and smiled. Not wide. Not cautious. Just enough.

Time folded in on itself. She hadn’t changed the way people usually do. No dramatic alterations, no obvious signs of age. Her hair was swept up and pinned in place, exposing the line of her neck. Her coat was dark and tailored, unbuttoned but not yet removed. Makeup minimal. Eyes sharp. Alive. The same woman who’d once known how to read me better than anyone else.

“I see you kept the place tidy,” she said lightly, her voice exactly as I remembered it — calm, detailed, carrying layers beneath the surface.

“How did you —”

She lifted a hand. “Later.”

I nodded, accepting the answer even as questions crowded my mind. Of course she’d bypassed the security. Of course she’d done it without effort. It was what she did.

“I brought bagels as usual,” she said, gesturing to the box. “And I didn’t forget.”

My gaze dropped to the rose, then back to her.

“You never did,” I said.

She stood then, smooth and unhurried, closing the distance between us with the same deliberate grace I remembered. Up close, I could see the fine details — the faint line near her eye when she smiled, the familiar steadiness in her breathing. She scanned the room without turning her head, cataloguing exits and angles as naturally as other people checked their phones.

“We don’t have much time,” she said quietly. “And this isn’t what you think it is, Nate.”

I felt the weight of that statement settle between us, heavier than the silence it replaced.

“Then tell me what it’s supposed to be.”

She looked at me for a long moment, something unreadable passing through her eyes. “First,” she said, “you’re going to sit down. And then you’re going to listen. If you interrupt me, I leave.”

I pulled out a chair and sat.

Roslyn took the seat opposite, resting her hands lightly on her knees, posture perfect. “Nathan, after this, you won’t see me again. It ends tonight.”

And just like that, the night stopped being about what I wanted — and started being about what I was about to lose.

Roslyn waited until I was still. Not quiet — still. Shoulders squared. Hands visible. The kind of stillness that meant I was listening with more than my ears. Only then did she speak. “You broke protocol,” she said. No accusation. Just fact. “Not the dramatic kind. The subtle kind. The kind people overlook because it doesn’t look dangerous.”

I didn’t argue.

“You ran a Deep Dive when you had no operational justification,” she continued. “You bridged intelligence partitions that were designed not to be compromised. And you did it using your real name, your real access, from a fixed location.” Her eyes held mine steadily. There was no anger there. Only assessment. “That log already exists. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Good,” she said softly. “Then we can skip the part where you lie to yourself.”

I exhaled and leaned back in the chair. “If you’re here to tell me I made a mistake, you’re late. I knew that when I opened the Deep Dive.”

A corner of her mouth lifted. “You always were a stubborn bastard.”

She reached for the box of bagels but didn’t open it. Just rested her palm on the lid, grounding herself. “I’m here because the mistake you made doesn’t belong only to you anymore.”

That got my attention.

“You didn’t find me because you were clever. You found me because someone stopped hiding me.”

The room seemed to tilt slightly.

“Who?” I asked.

Roslyn shook her head. “Not yet. But you need to understand this: I didn’t disappear all those years ago because I wanted to. I was removed. Quietly. Cleanly. I accepted it because it was the only way to keep certain people alive.”

I sat up, back straight. “Including you.”

“Including me,” she agreed. “And including someone else.”

I thought of Angel. I thought of my charge. I thought of Eagle Shield before I could stop myself. Roslyn noticed. She always did.

“She’s grown,” Roslyn said. “Angel. Your mission. Your assigned charge.”

I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. “You shouldn’t know about that,” I said.

“I know more than you think,” she replied gently. “Which is why I’m here.”

Roslyn stood and crossed the room, not toward me, but toward the window. She looked out at the city as if it were a board she’d played on to forget. “You think Eagle Shield is about preparation? About Angel and her induction into ASIS? About her starting a new order?”

“It is,” I said. “No question. It’s been that way since she was ten.”

Roslyn turned back to me. “Eagle Shield is about a handover, Nate.”

The word sank in slowly. “Handover to who?”

“That’s the part you were never meant to see,” she said. “It’s a legacy operation. Assets, infrastructure, influence — all transitioning to a new control architecture. Public-facing where it needs to be. Private where it matters.”

“You’re telling me we’re giving Eagle Shield away.”

“I’m telling you it’s being absorbed. By people who don’t care about restraint anymore. They want Eagle Shield abandoned.”

I stood up. “That’s not possible,” I said. “There’re safeguards. Oversight.”

Roslyn smiled sadly. “You still believe in process, Nate. Don’t be naïve. You’re smarter than that.”

I pushed a hand to my chin, anger bleeding into motion. “If what you’re saying is true, then why come to me at all?”

“Because you’re bloody visible. And because you still hesitate.”

I stopped. I let the words sink in.

“Hesitation isn’t a flaw,” Roslyn continued. “And right now, it’s the only reason you’re still useful.”

That stung more than it should’ve.

“Look. I’m married. This time, it’s true. And no, it’s not safe. It’s a containment marriage. A stabiliser. It keeps certain assumptions in place.”

“You’re not in it for love?”

She didn’t answer straight away. “I respect him,” she said finally. “And I protect him. That’s not nothing.”

“So why risk this at all? Why come here?”

She met my gaze again, and this time there was no professional distance left. “Because you needed to hear it from me. And tonight is the last moment where this choice is still yours.” Roslyn stepped closer. Close enough that I could smell her — the same faint, familiar scent that memory had never quite let go of.

“You can finish Eagle Shield. Do exactly what’s expected of you. Protect the machine. Protect your charge by staying predictable.” She paused. “Or, you can hesitate. Publicly. At the wrong moment. Just enough to force a delay. Nate, now’s not the time for sudden movements. Stay in play.”

“A delay gets people killed,” I said.

“So does momentum,” she replied.

I looked at her then — really looked — and saw not the woman I’d missed, but the operative she’d always been. Calculating. Honest. Dangerous.

“And us?” I asked quietly.

“Us? We already happened.”

The words carried the weight of everything we hadn’t said — and everything that was about to come due. Roslyn didn’t touch me. That was how I knew she meant it. She stepped away, giving me space the way you give a loaded weapon room to misfire. The white rose felt out of place in my hand — fragile, symbolic, ridiculous in a room where decisions had hard edges. I set it down carefully on the table beside the unopened box of bagels, aligning the stem without thinking. Control where I could get it.

“You’re asking me to sabotage my own operation,” I said.

She corrected me without heat. “I’m asking you to slow it down.”

I let out a humourless breath. “That’s a semantic difference people use when they don’t want to say the word out loud.”

Roslyn shrugged out of her coat and laid it over the back of the sofa, movements unhurried. Beneath it, she wore black — simple, exact, functional. Not a disguise. A statement. “You know how many operations survive because someone hesitates at the right moment?” she said. “Not enough to make it into the training manuals.”

I shook my head. “And you know how many fall apart because someone thinks they’re the smartest person in the room?” 

Her eyes flicked to mine. Sharp. Slightly amused. “You used to be the smartest man I know. Or at least honest enough to know when you weren’t.”

I turned away, pacing again, feeling the walls press in around me. This apartment had always been my safe space, my controlled environment. Tonight, it felt like a box with the lid halfway closed. “You’re assuming I even have that kind of leverage,” I said. “Eagle Shield doesn’t hinge on one man’s timing.”

“No,” she agreed. “It hinges on trust. And you have more of that than you realise.”

I stopped near the window, staring out at the city. Somewhere down there, Angel was still out there, laughing under dim lights, unaware that her life was being factored into equations Eagle Shield never agreed to. Not for a second.

Roslyn joined me at the window, standing just far enough away that our reflections didn’t overlap in the glass. “Angel’s not a target,” Roslyn said immediately. “Not now. Not unless someone makes her one.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It’s honest,” she replied. “She’s visible. Bright. That kind of intelligence doesn’t go unnoticed forever. Especially when it runs in certain families. I think you know exactly what I mean.”

I closed my eyes. “You didn’t come here just to warn me,” I said.

“No. I came to see whether the man I trusted still existed.”

“And?”

She considered me for a long moment. Not romantically. Strategically. “He does. And that’s the problem.”

Silence settled thicker this time. I turned to face her. “If I do this — if I stall for time — what happens to you?”

A pause. The slightest one. “I vanish again,” she said. “Properly this time.”

“And your husband?”

“He’ll be reassigned. Protected by proximity to the people who think they’re winning.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I don’t have the luxury of conviction,” she said. “Only the probabilities.”

I laughed softly, once. “You always did hate gambling.”

She smiled, just a fraction. “And yet here we are. The both us. Old times.”

The distance between us closed without either of us moving. It was awareness, not motion. Gravity. “This is the part where you tell me you still love me,” I said quietly.

Roslyn’s expression softened, but her voice didn’t. “This is the part where I don’t,” she said. “Because love makes people sloppy. And I need you sharp, Nate. Now, more than ever. So, you carry your objectives forward.”

That hurt more than any declaration could’ve. Roslyn reached for the bagel box at last and opened it, the smell cutting through the tension — warm bread, sesame, memory. She handed me one without comment and took another for herself.

I accepted it, absurdity and intimacy colliding in my chest. We stood there, eating bagels in silence like two people pretending this was normal, like this wasn’t the calm before something irrevocable. After a moment, she spoke again. “There’s something else,” she said.

I looked at her.

“The Deep Dive you ran? It triggered an automated curiosity ping. Low-level. Background noise. But someone followed it.”

“Fuck. Who?”

She met my eyes. “Not who,” she said. “What.”

A chill crept up my spine.

“An internal compliance algorithm,” she went on. “New. Self-learning AI. It doesn’t care about intent. Only deviation. It’s automatic in ways even I don’t fully understand.”

I swallowed. “How long do I have?”

She glanced at the darkened monitor in the corner of the room, then back at me. “Hours,” she said. “Maybe less.”

The bagel she’d given me went stale in my hand. Roslyn stepped closer, close enough now that I could feel the warmth of her body, the familiarity of it threatening to undo me. “This is where you decide,” she said softly. “Not tomorrow. Not in a briefing room. Here.” She lifted her hand, not touching me, but close enough that I felt it anyway. “After tonight, there’s no version of this where we both walk away unchanged.”
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