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Disclaimer

No Clean Exit is a work of fiction. While certain locations,
settings, and organisations — including North Haven, the
Osborne Naval Shipyards, the Royal Adelaide Hospital, ASIO,
SAPOL, and ASC — are real, the characters, incidents, dialogue,
and events portrayed in this novel are fictional or have been
fictionalised for narrative purposes.

Although the story draws on contemporary geopolitical themes
and the realities of intelligence and defence environments, any
resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, or to specific
events is coincidental. This novel does not purport to describe
the operations, policies, or practices of any real institution,
organisation, or government agency.

Readers are invited to approach this book as a fictional
narrative, shaped by imagination, interpretation, and human
insight.



Dedication

This book is dedicated to those who serve their country in
silence — and to those who understand and live with what that
service means and costs.
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NO CLEAN EXIT

PROLOGUE

I ntelligence failures are rarely recognised when they occur.

They do not announce themselves with alarms or

confessions. They begin quietly — as assumptions left
untested, decisions taken under pressure, and justified later. By
the time consequences surface, the opportunity to intervene
has usually passed.

When that moment arrives, it is already too late.

The intelligence world of today bears little resemblance to its
popular mythology. There are no dramatic exchanges in
deserted streets, no singular masterminds pulling invisible
strings. Instead, there is a dense web of institutions, alliances,
and technologies, all operating under permanent strain. It is a
world driven not by certainty, but by judgement — by choices
made with incomplete information, defended only when they
fail.

Intelligence operates in the margins, where hesitation can be as
dangerous as recklessness. Decisions are rarely about right or
wrong. They are about what is necessary, what is survivable,
and what can be denied when outcomes turn ugly.

For all its moral untidiness, intelligence remains indispensable.
The twenty-first century has not delivered stability, but
volatility. Political, cultural, and strategic divides have hardened
rather than softened. Each side insists it is acting defensively.
Each believes the other cannot be trusted to stop.

Someone, therefore, must watch.
Someone must judge.
Someone must act.

That responsibility falls to intelligence agencies whose work

unfolds largely out of sight, protected by secrecy and sustained

by the belief that full public scrutiny would make it impossible.
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MICHAEL CHALK

Within this system — long before anything failed — there was a
man whose value lay not in ideology or loyalty, but in
knowledge.

His name was Daniel Mercer.

He worked far from politics and strategy, in a realm governed
by physics, tolerances, and silence. His expertise touched things
most people never saw and rarely thought about. At the time,
he did not know he was being noticed.

The world in which he worked was changing faster than he
realised. Information was everywhere, but trust was nowhere.
Truth competed constantly with distortion and deliberate
noise.

The rapid integration of artificial intelligence compounded the
problem — accelerating analysis, amplifying noise, and further
eroding the space for human judgement.

In response, intelligence services expanded their reach.
Surveillance widened. Exceptional powers became normalised.
Cooperation deepened.

Multinational alliances promised strength through unity.
Intelligence sharing was framed as pragmatic, even inevitable.
No single nation could see everything alone.

But cooperation widened the circle of knowledge.
And intelligence, once shared, could not be recalled.

The more shared the system became, the harder it was to
control.

This was especially true in the most sensitive strategic defence
programmes — those involving capabilities so consequential
they were discussed only in fragments.

Nuclear-powered submarines were one such programme.
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Nations having such programmes aimed to produce highly
sophisticated craft designed to disappear beneath the ocean
for months at a time. Assets whose silence was their strength,
and whose exposure would be catastrophic.

Such programmes depended on a narrow band of specialised
knowledge — individuals who understood performance limits
and vulnerabilities invisible to almost everyone else. They rarely
saw themselves as political actors. They were technicians.
Specialists.

That was precisely what made them useful.
And dangerous.

Within large, multilateral arrangements like AUKUS,
responsibilities blurred. Ownership diffused. Assurances were
given sincerely — but always accompanied by caveats.
Everyone understood that governments change, priorities shift,
and alliances are tested.

Trust was essential.
It was never complete.

In such an environment, reporting lines easily became
confused. Professional curiosity was encouraged in one context
and condemned in another. Actions considered acceptable
under one set of assumptions became liabilities when those
assumptions changed.

But secrecy at that scale attracts its own kind of attention.
Occasionally, something breaks through.

An intelligence leak.

An arrest.

A diplomatic rupture.

A denial crafted too carefully to be reassuring.
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For a moment, the machinery becomes visible — and
vulnerable. Then attention shifts, explanations are offered, and
the system closes ranks once more.

What remains unseen is the accumulation of strain. The
pressure placed on individuals operating in isolation. The
compromises absorbed quietly over time. The consequences of
decisions taken without the possibility of revision.

Long before his name appeared in any briefing, Daniel Mercer
had already crossed an invisible threshold. Not through
ambition or belief, but through a sequence of small, reasonable
decisions. Others recognised his usefulness before he
recognised the danger. Doors opened. Conversations shifted.
Expectations hardened.

By the time he realised that the terms were no longer his to set,
the machinery was already moving.

It was into this world — opaque, compromised, and quietly
unforgiving — that Daniel found himself drawn. Not by wish,
and not with any clear understanding of what was being asked
of him. Forces far beyond his line of sight had identified him as
useful.

In intelligence, usefulness is rarely permanent.

And once necessity is invoked, someone else will always pay.
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ACT | — Foundations
and Entrapment
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Chapter 1 — The Flaw

Canberra — 2025

D aniel noticed her before she spotted him.
That, at least, was how Daniel thought it began.

She stood slightly apart from the small knot of people near the
bar, glass untouched in her hand, listening rather than
speaking. Late thirties, perhaps. Attractive without being overt.
Well dressed, but not carefully so. Someone who understood
the difference between being visible and being conspicuous.
When she smiled, it was brief and professional, a reflex rather
than an invitation.

Daniel told himself he was only watching.

He was good at that — noticing patterns, reading rooms,
assessing tone. It was part of the job, or at least adjacent to it.
Conferences blurred into one another after a while —
windowless rooms during the day, anonymous hotel bars at
night, the same conversations recycled among different
players. Canberra specialised in this kind of transience. People
arrived on Monday, departed on Thursday, and left very little of
themselves behind.

He checked his watch. Late, but not unreasonably so. The
dinner he had declined, citing fatigue and an early start, had
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been real enough, though not quite the whole truth. He had
told himself he would have one drink and then go upstairs. A
shower. A call home. A brief chat with his wife. Sleep.

He ordered a glass of wine he did not really want and took a
place at the end of the bar, angled toward the room. The
woman shifted, just enough to catch his eye. Their gazes met
for a fraction longer than was strictly necessary.

There it was.

Not desire, exactly. Recognition. The sense of being seen — or
of seeing someone who might, under slightly different
circumstances, see you.

Daniel felt the familiar tightening in his chest, the quiet
sharpening of attention. He did not move. He did not smile. He
waited, letting the moment settle — and decide itself.

She spoke first.

“Long day?” she asked, nodding toward his conference badge,
which he had forgotten to remove.

“Something like that,” he said. “You?”

“Always. My fault | suppose for working for politicians,” she
said.

She smiled again, this time with a trace of fatigue. Real fatigue,
he thought. The kind that came from too many days like this,
strung together without pause. He liked that. It made her feel
safer somehow — less like an indulgence, more like a
coincidence.

They talked about nothing that mattered. The venue. The
colonial feel of The Hyatt. The quality of the coffee. The
predictability of panel discussions that pretended to disagree
while arriving at the same conclusions. She was sharp without
being showy, curious without probing. She did not ask what he
did. He did not offer.
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Daniel felt himself relax.

This was harmless, he told himself. A conversation. A drink.
Two professionals killing time in a place designed for exactly
that purpose. There were no expectations here. No promises.
No future. He had learned, over time, to appreciate that kind of
control.

He was careful, always. That was the point. He understood
boundaries, understood how to keep things separate. Work
was work. Home was home. This — whatever this was —
existed in the narrow space between flights and meetings, a
sliver of time that belonged to no one else.

The woman glanced at her watch now, mirroring his earlier
gesture.

“I should probably go,” she said, without any real conviction.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed. “You probably should.”
Neither of them moved.

He became aware, suddenly, of the room again — of the low
murmur of voices, the muted clink of glasses, the steady
anonymity of the place. For a moment, an image surfaced
unbidden — Sarah at home, book open on her lap, television
murmuring in the background. He pushed it aside with
practiced ease.

This was different, he told himself. This had nothing to do with
that.

The woman tilted her head slightly, as if waiting for him to say
something. Daniel felt the moment narrowing, hardening into a
decision. He could step away now. Finish his drink. Go upstairs.
Nothing would be lost.

Instead, he smiled.
“Another?” he asked.
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She hesitated — just enough to make it seem considered —
and then nodded.

Daniel raised his hand to the bartender.

It was, he would later insist, only a very small thing.
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Chapter 2 — Professional Normality

Adelaide — 2023. Two years earlier.

D aniel Mercer liked arriving early.
The Australian Submarine Corporation’s (ASC) building at
the Osborne Naval Shipyards was quieter before eight
o’clock. He climbed the stairs, arriving at a floor that smelled
faintly of cleaning products and electronics — the particular
sterility of a defence manufacturer’s premises, designed to be
functional rather than welcoming. Outside the test lab, the
corridor lights were still dimmed, the motion sensors slow to

respond. It was the only time of day when the place felt
contemplative rather than industrious.

He unlocked his office, placed his briefcase neatly beside the
desk, and powered up the workstation. Beyond the reinforced
windows, the low sprawl of Port Adelaide lay muted in the early
light — gantry cranes motionless, the harbour water flat, the
city still distant. The screen flickered into life, lines of data
resolving themselves into familiar shapes. Noise signatures.
Frequency plots. Vibration profiles that told a story to anyone
patient enough to read them.

For years, Daniel’s professional life had been defined by the
Collins-class submarines. By the time the first boats entered
service in the late 1990s, their acoustic reputation had already
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been set — noisy, temperamental, an embarrassment when
measured against the quiet confidence of the submarine fleets
of Australia’s allies. Much of that reputation had been unfair —
a combination of rushed assumptions and political
convenience.

Some of it had, however, been deserved.

Daniel had joined ASC later, after the worst of the headlines,
when the work was less glamorous and more exacting. Diesel
engines. Gear mounts. Isolation systems designed not to
eliminate noise — an impossible ambition — but to shape and
contain it. Progress was incremental, hard-won, and rarely
acknowledged outside a small circle of specialists.

He liked it that way.

There was satisfaction in knowing that a particular harmonic no
longer travelled where it once had, that a vibration now died in
a mount or buffer rather than migrating through a hull. These
were not things that made speeches or attracted medals. They
simply worked — or they didn’t. And each win improved the
functionality of the diesel-powered submarines.

By mid-morning, the floor had filled. Conversations drifted
down the corridor, clipped and technical. Daniel chaired a short
meeting, precise and unemotional, guiding discussion back to
data whenever it strayed toward opinion. When it ended, one
of the younger engineers lingered.

“Good session,” she said. “There’s talk from the top about the
work you’re doing on the isolation models.”

Daniel nodded, accepting the comment without ceremony. “It’s
a team effort.”

“Still,” she said. “You’re being noticed.”
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He smiled politely and returned to his screen. Recognition was
not something he had ever chased, but he was not immune to
it either.

That evening, he and Sarah ate dinner at the kitchen bench, the
radio murmuring in the background. She talked about a
problem at work — a staffing issue at Adelaide Travel Services,
where an experienced consultant had resigned mid-season,
leaving itineraries half-completed and clients frustrated. Daniel
listened, offering occasional observations, the way he always
did — practical, measured, searching for solutions rather than
expressing feelings.

“You’re miles away,” she said, not accusingly.

“Sorry,” he said. “Just thinking about something from today.”
She studied him for a moment, then smiled. “Work?”
“Always,” he said.

He genuinely believed that.
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Chapter 3 — Entrapment
Adelaide / Canberra — 2023

The invitation arrived two weeks later.

It was framed as an opportunity rather than a request — a

technical conference in Hong Kong, followed by informal
consultations with a mixed group of academics, industry
specialists, and engineers. Daniel recognised several of the
names listed. People he had read. People whose work he
respected. The tone was collegial, almost flattering — an
acknowledgement of expertise rather than a widening of his
brief.

He showed the email to Sarah that evening.

“Hong Kong,” she said, reading over his shoulder. “That’s a long
way for a conference.”

“There’s a lot of crossover work happening there,” Daniel
replied. “Regional focus. It makes sense.”

She glanced at him, unconvinced but not alarmed. “How long?”
“A week. Maybe ten days.”
She shrugged. “You should go. You’ve earned it.”

Daniel booked the flights the next morning.
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The weeks leading up to his departure filled quickly. Meetings
appeared in his calendar that brushed up against strategic
policy without ever quite touching it. Conversations in which
the AUKUS submarine programme was referenced obliquely —
future platforms, capability horizons, the limits of what could
be shared and with whom. Daniel participated easily, careful to
stay within what he understood to be his lane.

He had always believed that expertise, properly practised, was
apolitical. Data spoke for itself. Decisions belonged to others.

%k %k %k %k %k

Hong Kong announced itself before the aircraft doors opened.

The air was heavier, carrying heat and movement in equal
measure. From the airport, the drive into the city felt
compressed and relentless — tunnels giving way to bridges,
water flashing briefly between countless towers, each
puncturing the heavy atmosphere, before the expressway
disappeared again beneath concrete and glass. The city did not
unfold so much as present itself, vertical and crowded,
indifferent to those merely passing through.

Daniel watched it from the back seat of his red taxi, alert and
slightly disoriented. Adelaide suddenly felt very far away.

The Peninsula Hotel in Salisbury Road was everything its
reputation promised. Carefully curated opulence. A line of black
Rolls Royce vehicles neatly arrayed in front of the hotel’s
ornamental fountain. Quiet efficiency. Polished surfaces. Staff
who seemed to anticipate needs without appearing curious
about them. The room overlooked the harbour, ferries cutting
clean lines through the water far below, lights beginning to
gather and sparkle as dusk settled in.

He stood at the window of his luxurious bedroom — a seamless
blend of the best of eastern and western décor — longer than
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he intended, taking it in. The scale. The density. The sense of
motion that never quite stopped.

It felt safe. Purpose-built for people like him.

The conference itself was well run and intellectually serious.
Presentations bled into conversations; conversations drifted
into dinners. Daniel found himself sought out, asked for views,
invited to comment on speculative scenarios. He enjoyed the
attention, telling himself — truthfully — that it was
professional.

By the third evening, the formal programme had loosened its
grip. A small group gathered in the hotel bar, jackets discarded,
ties loosened. Someone ordered another round. Someone else
— a woman — suggested moving closer to the windows.

Daniel noticed the woman only gradually.

She was not part of his panel. He did not recall her speaking
during the day. She had occupied a seat near the end of the
second row, angled slightly away from the lectern, as if
observing not only the speakers but the room itself. When
discussion opened to the floor, she had declined the
microphone with a small, almost apologetic shake of her head.

Her features suggested East Asian heritage, though her manner
gave little else away. When she eventually spoke during the
informal reception, her English was neutral — precise,
unhurried, without an accent Daniel could easily place. Not
academic. Not technical. If anything, she seemed more
interested in the tone of the conversation than in its
engineering detail.

She dressed with understated precision: dark jacket, pale
blouse, nothing that drew attention. No visible corporate
branding. No conference lanyard once the formal session had
ended. Daniel found himself trying, and failing, to place her —
policy adviser, consultant, perhaps attached to a delegation
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without being central to it. She seemed entirely at ease within
that ambiguity.

When she laughed, it was brief and unexpected, as if she were
momentarily surprised by her own amusement. The sound did
not carry far. It felt almost private, even in a crowded room.

They spoke first about the conference, then about nothing in
particular — the city, travel, the hotel, the difficulty of
sustaining long projects across jurisdictions. She asked about
his work in a way that was informed but carefully bounded. He
did not feel probed. If anything, he felt understood.

Later, he would struggle to recall precisely how they ended up
alone.

What he remembered clearly was how quickly the evening
narrowed — the sense of the room receding, the conversation
simplifying. There was no overt seduction, no dramatic crossing
of lines. Just a quiet decision not to step away. A mutual
assumption that this was contained, deniable, temporary.

It progressed faster than he imagined he would allow.

In the room she took him to, he noticed small things that did
not quite fit — details he dismissed almost as quickly as they
registered. The absence of hesitation. The bed with its covers
turned back. The way she guided rather than responded. At one
point, as the lights dimmed, he caught sight of a faint blue glow
near the edge of the credenza beneath the large television —
low and easily overlooked.

He assumed it was a standby light. Or a charger.

He did not stop.
He chose not to.

The following morning, Daniel woke early in his own room, a
dull pressure behind his eyes. The harbour beyond the curtains
was already alive with movement. He showered, dressed, and
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told himself that whatever had happened belonged to the
previous evening.
It did not warrant analysis.

He attended the day’s sessions with his usual focus. Took notes.
Asked questions. Contributed where appropriate. If anything,
he was more precise than usual, grateful for the familiarity of
data and structure.

%k %k sk %k k
Two days later, he flew home.

At the airport in Adelaide, Sarah met him at the gate. She
hugged him, familiar and solid, grounding him in a way he had
not realised he needed. As they walked toward the car park,
the trip began to compress in his mind, details blurring into
summary.

It was done, he told himself.

He believed that too.
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Chapter 4 — Assessment and
Opportunity

Hong Kong — 2023

hina’s Ministry of State Security’s (MSS) review of the
operation at the Peninsula Hotel took place three days after
the conference concluded.

There was no urgency attached to it, no sense that anything
required immediate action. The material had been logged,
verified, and secured according to protocol. The operation itself
had been marked successful. The subject had departed on
schedule. No anomalies had been reported.

The meeting was held in a nondescript office suite several
floors above street level, its windows giving nothing away. The
furnishings were functional, chosen for durability rather than
comfort. Two screens faced the table, dark for now. A slim
folder lay open in front of Fiona Chan, its contents already
familiar.

“This is not an activation,” she said, without looking up. “It is an
assessment.”

Zhao Feng inclined his head slightly. He had expected that.

18| Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

The material itself was unremarkable in form. A sequence of
still images extracted from video. Clear enough to be credible,
ambiguous enough to be deniable. No identifying marks. No
timestamps. Nothing that tied the setting to a specific place
beyond inference.

The subject was visible throughout.

Daniel Mercer appeared exactly as anticipated — composed,
professional, unguarded only in small, human ways. There was
no sign of recklessness, no obvious eagerness. If anything, the
images suggested restraint — a man accustomed to control,
briefly relaxed by circumstance.

“That works in our favour,” Zhao said.

Fiona did not respond immediately. Her attention lingered on
one image longer than the others, not on the sexual act itself
but on the subject’s expression.

“Only if we are patient,” she said. “This kind of asset collapses if
rushed.”

Zhao closed the folder. “The subject behaved predictably,” he
noted.

“They usually do,” Fiona replied. “That’s why the method works
so well.”

There was no disagreement.
Zhao moved the discussion to what mattered more.

MSS operatives had already begun background research. Open-
source material first: professional profiles, conference
appearances, technical papers circulated within restricted but
unclassified forums. Employment records confirmed what they
had assumed.

Daniel Mercer was an employee of a major defence
manufacturer, working in naval systems. Acoustic performance.
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Noise mitigation. A narrow field, but one that intersected with
several programmes of China’s long-term strategic interest.

Clearance levels were harder to establish. Authorisations
granted by Australian and allied security authorities were not
visible outside closed systems, and were deliberately
compartmentalised. Nothing explicit surfaced, which was
neither surprising nor discouraging. Clearance could be inferred
indirectly — from access patterns rather than credentials. Who
he met. Where he travelled. The projects he was associated
with, and just as importantly, the ones he was not.

“He’s not central,” Zhao said. “But he’s adjacent.”
“And likely to advance,” Fiona added.

They reviewed Mercer’s career trajectory. Technically strong.
Reputationally sound. Not publicly prominent. Not politically
exposed. The sort of specialist who advanced quietly,
accumulating trust rather than attention.

“These are the ones who last,” Fiona said. “And the ones who
believe they are invisible.”

She closed the folder.

There was no discussion of contact. No mention of leverage or
demands. Those belonged to a later phase, if they belonged at
all. For now, observation was sufficient.

Zhao made a note.

Continued monitoring.
Passive collection.
No approach.

The material would remain archived and untouched.

Daniel Mercer would return to his life in Australia. His work. His
life at home. Nothing would disturb him — yet.
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That was the point.
“Classify him as promising,” Fiona said. “Nothing more.”
The instruction was logged. The meeting ended.

Outside, Hong Kong continued its day — traffic flowing, ferries
crossing the harbour, offices filling and emptying according to

rhythm and habit. Decisions had been taken quietly, not about
outcomes, but about possibilities.

Daniel Mercer was now one of them.

He would not know it.
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Chapter 5 — The Photographs
Adelaide — late 2023

he message arrived on a Tuesday morning, unremarkable in
form and timing.

It came through his personal email account, not his work
address. The subject line was blank. For a moment, Daniel
assumed it was spam and almost deleted it without opening.
Only the unfamiliar sender address made him pause.

He opened it.
There was no greeting. No introduction. Just a single sentence.

We believe you may wish to discuss a matter of mutual
discretion.

Beneath it sat an attachment.

Daniel stared at the screen longer than he needed to. His first
instinct was irritation — at the vagueness, at the intrusion, at
the presumption that his time could be claimed so casually. He
told himself that whatever this was, it could wait.

He clicked the attachment anyway.
The image loaded slowly.

It was unmistakably him.
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The photograph of him and a scantily clad woman was taken
from an angle he did not remember seeing, waist high and
slightly offset, as if from a table. The lighting was low but
sufficient. His face was turned just enough to remove any
ambiguity. His expression was relaxed. Familiar. He recognised
the moment immediately — or rather, he recognised how little
he had thought about it until now.

There was no shock. No surge of panic. Just a tightening in his
chest, precise and controlled.

He closed the file and sat back in his chair.

Daniel was careful by nature. He had always been. His
professional life depended on compartmentalisation — the
ability to hold separate domains apart without allowing them
to contaminate each other. This, he told himself, was no
different. An error in judgement, perhaps. A lapse. But not a
catastrophe.

He reopened the image and studied it properly.

The framing was deliberate. The quality too clean to be
accidental. This had not been captured on a phone or
manipulated in haste. Whoever had taken it had known where
to position the lens. Had known what mattered.

He thought again of the room in Hong Kong. Of the bed clothes
already turned back. Of the absence of hesitation. Of the faint
blue glow near the edge of the cabinet underneath the
television. The light he had casually dismissed as an electronic
standby light.

The memory he had filed away quietly now returned with
sharper edges.

His phone vibrated on the desk.

A second email arrived.
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There is no need for alarm.
We are not interested in embarrassment or disruption.
We prefer to resolve such matters calmly.

Below it, a location and time were suggested — a café not far
from his office, early evening the next day. Neutral. Public.
Reasonable.

Daniel exhaled slowly.

This was not blackmail, he told himself. Not yet. There were no
demands. No threats. No deadlines. Just an invitation framed as
courtesy. The restraint was almost reassuring.

He replied with a single word.
Agreed.

That evening, he told Sarah he would be late on the following
day. An unexpected appointment. One of those things. She
accepted it without question.

After work the following day, Daniel walked to the specified
café. It was half-full when he arrived. He took a seat near the
window, ordered a coffee he did not intend to drink, then
waited. He felt oddly detached, as if observing himself from a
distance. This was familiar territory — anticipation, assessment,
risk weighted, and contained.

She arrived on time.
Not the woman from Hong Kong.

This one was younger, Asian in appearance, petite, and
attractive. She was dressed conservatively, carrying a folder
rather than a bag. She smiled politely, as if they were meeting
for professional reasons — which, Daniel realised, they were.

“Thank you for coming,” she said. Her accent was faint, difficult
to place. “l won’t keep you long.”
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She did not sit until he nodded.

She slid the folder across the table, opening it just enough for
him to see what was inside.

More photographs.
Not just one. A sequence.

Different angles. Different moments. Different positions.
Enough to remove any remaining doubt about scope or intent.

“These are secure,” she said. “They will remain so. For now.”
Daniel said nothing.

“We understand that what occurred in Hong Kong was
unplanned,” she continued. “That is often the case. People
travel. They are tired. They make assumptions.”

She spoke as if describing weather.

“Our interest is not in judgement,” she said. “Nor in
punishment. Those approaches are inefficient.”

Daniel felt the word interest settle heavily between them.
“What do you want?” he asked.

She smiled, just slightly.

“Nothing,” she said. “Not now.”

She closed the folder.

“We believe discretion benefits all parties,” she continued. “In
time, there may be opportunities for cooperation. Informal at
first. Low impact. Entirely within your comfort.”

“And if I’'m not comfortable?” Daniel asked.

She met his gaze calmly.
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“Then nothing happens immediately,” she said. “But we have
the photographs.”

He understood the implications immediately.
She stood, gathering the folder.
“Think of this as an introduction,” she said. “Not a transaction.”

As she walked away, Daniel became acutely aware of how
ordinary the café looked. How public. How safe.

He finished his coffee, though it had gone cold.

Later that night, lying beside Sarah as she slept, Daniel stared at
the ceiling and began to catalogue his options. Not morally.
Practically.

He told himself that this could be contained. That he had not
given anything. That agreeing to listen did not oblige him to act.
That silence, maintained carefully, would allow this to fade.

He believed that. No one else needed to know.

And for a while, the world agreed to let him keep believing it.
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Chapter 6 — Rationalisation
Adelaide — early 2024

For several weeks, nothing happened.

No further emails arrived. No messages. No unfamiliar

faces appeared outside his office or home. The silence, at
first unsettling, gradually took on a different quality —
something closer to permission.

Daniel told himself this was confirmation.

He returned to his daily life with deliberate care. Early mornings
at Osborne. Evenings back in North Haven at their comfortable
townhouse. Weekends structured around small domestic
rituals that reinforced continuity — groceries, shared meals,
the occasional walk when the weather allowed. He was
attentive with Sarah, more so than usual, as if vigilance itself
could restore equilibrium.

At work, he was precise. Methodical. If anything, more
disciplined than before.

He reviewed data twice. Deferred judgement. Avoided
speculation. The comfort of numbers reassured him. Noise
signatures still behaved according to physics. Vibrations still
travelled predictable paths. The world, at least in this domain,
remained governed by rules that did not shift without warning.
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This mattered to him.

He had always believed that mistakes only became dangerous
when they were mishandled. The encounter with the woman in
Hong Kong had been a lapse, an aberration. A moment of
human weakness, already absorbed by time, and one which he
preferred not to examine too closely. He had not lied to the
second woman who had shown him the photographs. Had not
given her anything. Had not agreed to cooperate.

Listening, he reasoned, was not complicity.
The second woman had said as much in the café.
Nothing happens immediately.

Daniel found himself returning to that phrase, testing it from
different angles. The absence of follow-up felt deliberate — a
signal rather than an oversight. Whoever stood behind the
approach understood patience. They were not pressing
because there was no need to.

That, he told himself, was manageable.

He did not tell Sarah about the photographs. They were too
revealing. They would hurt her. They would embarrass him —
no, shame him. He did not consider his silence as deception so
much as discretion. There was no benefit in alarming her over
something that might never surface. He would deal with it if
and when it became necessary. That, too, felt reasonable.

Some evenings, though, he caught himself scanning rooms —
noticing angles, reflections, the placement of objects. He
recognised the habit immediately and dismissed it just as
quickly. Professional reflex. Nothing more.

At night, sleep came easily enough, but not deeply. Thoughts
circled rather than raced. He replayed the café meeting in
fragments: the tone of the woman’s voice, the choice of words,
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the absence of overt threat. He admired, despite himself, the
economy of it.

No leverage had been stated. None needed to be.

3k 3k %k %k %

In early March, an email arrived from a colleague in Canberra
— an invitation to contribute to a technical working group
assessing long-term acoustic challenges in future submarine
platforms. Nothing classified. Nothing sensitive. The language
was careful, hedged, but the direction was clear.

Daniel hesitated only briefly before accepting.

This was normal professional progression. Recognition, not
reward. He had done nothing to disqualify himself. Declining
would invite questions he did not want asked.

When the confirmation came through, he felt a flicker of
satisfaction — followed almost immediately by something
closer to caution.

He did not connect the two emotions. He treated the unease as
prudence — a sensible adjustment rather than a consequence.

At home, Sarah mentioned the possibility of a holiday later in
the year. Somewhere quiet. Maybe another trip to New
Zealand — this time in winter, to the snow fields.

She spoke lightly, already half-smiling at the idea. Daniel agreed
readily, too readily perhaps, eager to anchor himself in future
plans that assumed continuity.

He told himself that whatever leverage existed weakened with
time. Photographs lost relevance. Circumstances shifted.
People moved on.

This was how such things ended, he believed — not with
confrontation, but with disinterest.
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And for now, the world appeared to agree.
The silence continued.

Daniel interpreted it as closure.
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Chapter 7 — Activation
Adelaide / Canberra — mid 2024

The message did not arrive by email.

It came instead as a short text to his personal phone, from
a number he did not recognise.

We should speak. You will know why.
A meeting has been arranged.

There was no greeting. No signature. Just a time and a location,
offered without apology or explanation. Daniel read it twice,
then once more, aware that the restraint was deliberate. This
was not the language of discretion. It was the language of
expectation.

He did not reply immediately. He finished the report he was
reviewing, saved it, and shut down his workstation with
deliberate care. Only then did he type a response.

Understood.

The meeting had been scheduled to coincide with a Federal
Government security think-tank meeting at the Hyatt Canberra
which had been organised several weeks earlier. However, the
venue specified in the text was in the lounge of a nearby
budget-priced hotel — anonymous by design.
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On the day, Daniel took a taxi from the Hyatt to the address
specified in the message. It was a ten-minute journey. He had
deliberately planned to arrive early to enable him to absorb his
surroundings. The lobby’s lighting was muted; its furniture
generously spaced — designed to absorb conversation rather
than invite it.

He chose a seat with a clear view of both entrances.
He ordered water and waited.
The man arrived soon after.

He was neatly dressed, unremarkable in the way that suggested
effort rather than accident. Early forties, perhaps. No briefcase.
No phone visible. Asian features — possibly Chinese. He moved
easily, scanning the room without appearing to do so.

“Daniel Mercer,” he said, offering his hand. “Ryan Lau.”
Daniel took it. The handshake was brief, professional.

The name meant nothing to him. That, Daniel realised, was the
point.

They sat.

“I'll be direct,” Ryan said. “We should have spoken sooner. That
delay was intentional, but it has now served its purpose.”

Daniel said nothing.

“The material you were shown earlier remains secure,” Ryan
continued. “It has not been distributed. It exists only as
context.”

“Context for what?” Daniel asked.
“For clarity,” Ryan replied. “About where things stand.”

Daniel felt the familiar tightening in his chest, precise and
controlled.
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“You’ve handled the last few months sensibly,” Ryan said. “No
rash decisions. No unnecessary disclosures. That suggests
judgement.”

“You’ve been watching me,” he said.

Ryan did not smile. “We pay attention to things that matter.”
The confirmation — such as it was — settled between them.
“That’s not the same as consent,” Daniel said.

“No,” Ryan agreed. “But it does indicate understanding.”
Ryan folded his hands loosely on the table.

“What do you want?” asked Daniel.

“We are not interested in documents,” Ryan said. “Not files,
not data, not anything that would put you at immediate risk.
That would be inefficient.”

“Then, what are you asking for?” Daniel said.

“Advice,” Ryan replied. “Perspective. Professional insight. The
kind of things specialists provide all the time, without thinking
of it as intelligence.”

Daniel did not respond.

“You would, of course, be compensated,” Ryan added evenly.
“At market rates. Properly documented. Nothing irregular.”

The offer landed quietly — and with it, a shift Daniel could not
ignore. Payment reframed the exchange, nudging it away from
coercion and toward transaction. Consultancy. Professional
engagement. A relationship with terms. As long as he only
spoke about matters already in the public domain, he could
keep things controlled.

“And if | decline?” Daniel asked.

Ryan considered the question carefully.
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“Then the situation becomes less structured,” he said. “Others
may decide how the sensitive material we have is handled. |
don’t recommend that.”

It was not a threat. It did not need to be.

Daniel looked past him, through the lounge windows to the
street outside. Public servants moved in small groups, absorbed
in their own worlds. The city continued, indifferent.

“This isn’t really optional,” he said.
“It is,” Ryan replied. “But only in the narrowest sense.”
Ryan leaned back slightly.

“The environment you work in is changing,” he continued.
“Australia’s partners in the United States and the United
Kingdom are seeking deeper integration. Cooperation is
expanding. People with your background are becoming more
relevant. That attracts attention — from more than one
direction.”

Daniel thought of the invitation to the working group. The
careful phrasing. The sense of being drawn closer without quite
being named.

“You already understand this,” Ryan said. “You just haven’t
framed it that way yet.”

Silence settled between them.

“I' haven’t agreed to anything,” Daniel said.
“No,” Ryan agreed. “Not today.”

He stood.

“This isn’t activation,” he said. “It's alignment. We prefer
relationships that grow organically. They tend to last.”
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After a deliberate pause he added, “We’ll be in touch. When
the timing is right.”

He extended his hand again.
Daniel hesitated, then took it.

“Future conversations will be easier to manage closer to
home,” Ryan added lightly. “Or offshore, when you’re already
travelling.”

After he left, Daniel remained seated for several minutes, his
glass untouched. He replayed the conversation carefully. There
had been no demands. No deadlines. No explicit instructions.

And yet the shape of what lay ahead had become
unmistakable.

He left the hotel and walked without direction, the traffic
moving around him in familiar rhythms. By the time he reached
the Hyatt, he had already begun to tell himself the story he
would rely on.

That this was temporary.

That he was being paid for judgement, not secrets.
That listening did not oblige action.

That he could keep this contained.

The trap had not snapped shut.

It had simply finished closing.
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Chapter 8 — Adjustment

Adelaide / Canberra — late 2024

Back at work in Adelaide, nothing had changed in any
obvious way.

Daniel did, however, find himself attending more inter-sectoral
meetings and briefing sessions — some in Canberra, others
online. They were collegial, almost reassuringly so. The agendas
were technical, framed in language that avoided politics while
skirting its edges — acoustic risk, sustainment challenges,
integration pathways. Phrases carefully chosen to sound
neutral while carrying consequence.

He had always expected influence to arrive with pressure. What
unsettled him now was how easily it passed as normal.

He contributed where asked. No more, no less.

He spoke about noise in submarines as a system-wide problem
rather than a discrete flaw. About trade-offs. About the limits
of engineering ambition when set against operational reality.
He cautioned against assuming that newer automatically meant
quieter, or that integration across platforms could be achieved
without unintended interactions.

None of this was controversial. None of it was wrong.
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Still, he noticed the way the room sometimes went quiet after
he spoke — not resistant, just attentive. Notes taken. Glances
exchanged. A subtle recalibration of discussion that followed
his remarks rather than preceded them.

During a break, one of the naval analysts approached him near
the coffee urn.

“That was useful,” she said. “Grounded.”

Daniel nodded. “We tend to oversell certainty in the early
phases of design.”

She smiled faintly. “Some people won’t like hearing that.”
“I’m not sure liking it is the point,” he replied.
She studied him for a moment, then shrugged. “Fair enough.”

Back in Adelaide, the rhythm resumed. Osborne Naval
Shipyards in the mornings. Emails and reviews in the afternoon.
Sarah at the kitchen bench in the evenings, recounting small
frustrations at work that resolved themselves by the time she
finished speaking.

Daniel listened carefully. More carefully than before.

He found himself choosing his words with greater precision —
not just in meetings, but in casual conversation. Framing points
defensively. Anticipating how statements might be interpreted
if lifted out of context, or repeated somewhere he could not
see. He told himself this was simply professional maturity.

One evening, a message arrived on his phone.

It was brief and unremarkable — a fragment of a scheduling
text, clearly intended for someone else.

He read it twice before realising it was not meant for him.

Even then, he didn’t delete it immediately.
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He locked the screen and placed the phone face down on the
table, aware of his reaction and irritated by it.

The message meant nothing. What unsettled him was how
quickly he had assumed it did.

A week later, he was asked to review a short briefing paper
ahead of a scheduled discussion — nothing classified, nothing
sensitive. Just a synthesis of existing assessments about long-
term acoustic risk in future submarine design.

Daniel read it carefully.

The conclusions were too optimistic. They assumed margins
that rarely survived first contact with reality. They smoothed
over uncertainties in a way that felt tidy rather than truthful.

He marked up the document with restrained comments.
Questions rather than objections. Suggestions rather than
warnings.

Words like may instead of will.
Indicative instead of demonstrated.
Requires further validation instead of unlikely.

When the revised version circulated, his edits remained intact.
No one challenged them.

That night, lying beside Sarah, Daniel replayed the day in his
mind. He felt a mild satisfaction — not pride, exactly, but a
sense of having nudged something toward balance.

Ryan Lau remained in the shadows. Daniel had not been asked
to provide any advice. He had not breached any obligation. He
was simply being careful about what he said, and to whom.

And care, he told himself, was never a fault.

The absence of urgency remained disarming. There were no
deadlines. No escalation. No attempt to draw him further in.
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The restraint itself felt like validation. Maybe the situation
would remain controllable.

Daniel began to think of the situation not as a threat, but as a
background condition. Like the weather. Something to be
accounted for, not confronted.

At a subsequent meeting, a colleague from Defence raised a
guestion about accelerated timelines and interoperability
assumptions.

Daniel responded evenly, outlining risks without any dramatics.
The conversation shifted. The timeline softened.

Afterwards, the colleague caught up with him in the corridor.
“You’re very measured about this,” he said. “Almost cautious.”
Daniel smiled. “I prefer realistic.”

The word lingered longer than he expected.

That evening, he poured himself a glass of wine and stood at
the window of their North Haven townhouse, watching the
reflection of the moon in the still waters of St Vincent Gulf.

He thought again of the photographs — still archived, still
untouched. Of Ryan’s phrasing. Of the distinction between
judgement and secrets.

Nothing had been asked of him. Nothing had been given.
And yet something had changed.

He could not have said precisely when it happened, or how.
Only that the space he occupied now felt subtly narrower —
not confining, just defined. Bounded by considerations he had
not previously needed to weigh.

He told himself this was what seniority felt like.

Responsibility. Awareness. The quiet pressure of relevance.
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When his phone vibrated again, he did not check it

immediately. To do so might disturb this moment of quiet — of
tranquillity.

When he eventually did, it was just an incoming notification
reminding him of his hair appointment the next day.

He gave a wry smile. Everything would be all right.
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Act Il — Deeper
Involvement
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Chapter 9 — Elevation

Adelaide / Canberra — late 2024

aniel noticed the change in his profile at work not by what
he was asked to do, but by what he was no longer
excluded from.

It began with calendars rather than conversations. Invitations
that arrived without preamble. Meetings labelled preliminary
or informal, scheduled just early enough to precede decisions
rather than follow them. He found himself copied into
correspondence that assumed familiarity — briefing notes
circulated for comment, not approval, their language cautious
but consequential.

He did not question it. He adjusted.

The working group sessions in Canberra had become more
frequent, though rarely described as such. Sometimes they
were framed as workshops, sometimes as technical exchanges,
sometimes as nothing more than “a chance to align thinking.”
The titles shifted. The substance did not.

He travelled light. No slides unless requested. No prepared
positions. He spoke when asked, and occasionally when silence
lingered too long. He was careful not to dominate. Equally
careful not to advocate.
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That, he found, made his contributions carry more weight.

During one session, a senior Defence official outlined a
proposed integration pathway between future submarine
platforms, speaking confidently about projected noise margins
and operational tolerances. The assumptions were tidy. Too
tidy.

Daniel waited. When the discussion stalled, he spoke.

“The model works,” he said evenly, “if you assume
independence between subsystems. But we’ve never seen that
hold true under operational load.”

The room shifted slightly. Pens paused. Someone asked him to
expand.

He did — calmly, technically, without conclusion. He described
coupling effects, feedback loops, unintended resonance. He did
not say this will fail. He said that under operational pressure
things will behave differently than expected.

When he finished, there was no rebuttal. The chair nodded
once and moved the agenda forward.

Afterwards, in the corridor, a policy adviser he barely knew fell
into step beside him.

“That was helpful,” he said. “You framed it without killing the
proposal.”

Daniel smiled faintly. “Engineering is rarely binary.”

The policy adviser hesitated, then added, “You should consider
putting your name forward when the formal review panel is
convened.”

He did not ask which panel. He did not need to. He had a good
idea what was being referred to.
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Back in Adelaide, the routine continued. His mornings at
Osborne were unchanged in form — site briefings, reviews,
quiet conversations with engineers whose concerns were
practical rather than political. But the afternoons shifted. More
calls. More requests for opinion. More documents sent ahead
of time.

He noticed, too, that certain questions were now routed to him
indirectly.

A project manager would phrase an issue as a general concern,
then glance toward him before continuing. A colleague would
forward a note “for your thoughts” rather than circulate it
widely. None of this was explicit. All of it was cumulative.

Daniel told himself this was earned.

His publication record supported it. His reputation was sound.
He had never courted visibility, never chased influence. If
anything, he had built credibility by avoiding it.

That was why this felt legitimate.
At home, Sarah remarked on the travel.

“You’re in Canberra again next week?” she said, scanning the
shared calendar on the kitchen bench.

“Just a day,” he replied. “Workshops. Alignment stuff.”
She raised an eyebrow. “That sounds vague.”

“It’s meant to,” he said lightly. “No one on or close to the
AUKUS submarine programme wants to admit they’re still
working things out.”

She smiled, unconvinced but not wanting to press the point.
Daniel watched her turn back to chopping vegetables, the
rhythm of domestic normality grounding him more than he
realised.
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He had not told her about Hong Kong. Or Ryan Lau. Or the
photographs. He recalled the images. They humiliated him. A
moment of weakness that still had the potential to haunt him.
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In early December, an email arrived from Canberra — brief,
carefully worded.

We're forming a small advisory panel to support forward-
looking technical assessments related to future underwater
capability. Your name has been suggested. No formal
appointment at this stage, but participation would likely
require a higher level of security clearance.

Daniel read it twice.
This was not an offer. It was an invitation to apply.

He felt the familiar tightening in his chest — not fear, exactly,
but awareness. He understood what this meant. The clearance
process would be deeper. More intrusive. Less forgiving of
ambiguity.

He also understood what declining would signal.

He replied that afternoon, expressing interest and availability.
The response came the following day.

Excellent. We'll be in touch regarding next steps.

That night, Daniel lay awake longer than usual. Not anxious.
Not excited. Simply alert.

He thought about his initial meeting with the Asian man —
Ryan Lau. He wondered if this might change things. Then he
reminded himself there was nothing to disclose that mattered.
His contacts were legitimate. His overseas travel had been
professional. He did not have access to classified information.
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So he had nothing of importance to disclose — no documents,
no data, no secrets.

Perspective was not intelligence.
Advice was not betrayal.

His moment of moral weakness at the Peninsula Hotel did not
disqualify him.

He had said as much to himself often enough that the phrases
now arrived without effort.

In the days that followed, the tone of his engagement at work
shifted again — subtly, but unmistakably. He was no longer
being asked what he thought. He was being asked how others
might think.

“What concerns would industry raise?”

“How would this be received operationally?”

“What assumptions are we making without realising it?”
“Have the American naval yards considered this issue?”

He answered carefully, framing responses in general terms,
drawing on experience rather than specifics. He avoided
reference to current projects. He avoided names.

Still, he noticed how often his answers seemed to travel
beyond the room.

A comment made in one meeting would surface, paraphrased,
in another. A caution he had expressed tentatively would
reappear, strengthened, in a briefing paper circulated days
later.

He did not object. He did not correct attribution.
This, too, felt normal.

One afternoon, as he left Osborne, his phone buzzed with a
calendar update. A new entry had appeared — a placeholder
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for a conference in Hong Kong early the following year.
Industry-facing. International. The sort of event that attracted
attention without scrutiny.

He stared at it for a moment, then locked the screen.

At home that evening, Sarah asked about plans for the new
year.

“Busy,” he said. “But manageable. Possibly a trip to Hong Kong
early next year. My opinions are being sought.”

Sarah squeezed his hand. “Well done. You've earned it.”
She meant it.

Later, standing at the window overlooking the water, Daniel
allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. He had not chased
this trajectory. He had not forced it. And yet it had arrived —
quietly, uninvited.

Inevitably.
He did not think of it as a promotion.
He thought of it as elevation. Recognition.

And recognition, he believed, came with responsibility — not
danger.

Not yet.
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Chapter 10 — Consideration
Adelaide / Hong Kong — early 2025

he call came on a Friday afternoon, just as Daniel was
shutting down his workstation.

The number was unfamiliar. He hesitated, then answered.
“Daniel Mercer,” the voice said. “It’s Ryan.”
No surname. No preamble.

Daniel glanced around the office, then stepped into the
corridor where the hum of air-conditioning softened
conversation.

“I have a question,” Ryan continued. “It’s not urgent. But it’s
time-sensitive.”

Daniel said nothing.

“There are some issues being discussed informally,” Ryan said.
“Nothing classified. Nothing operational. But they touch on
areas you understand well — acoustic integration, tolerance
assumptions, second-order effects.”

Daniel felt the familiar tightening behind his ribs.

“You’re asking for my views,” he said.
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“I'm asking whether you’d be willing to think about them,”
Ryan replied. “Carefully. In your own time.”
“And then?”

“And then you might decide to share that perspective,” Ryan
said. “Or you might not.”

Daniel considered the wording. It was precise. Deliberately
incomplete.

“I’'m due to attend a conference in Hong Kong next month,” he
said finally. “Industry-facing.”

“Yes,” Ryan said. “We’re aware.”
Daniel let the point settle.

“If | have anything to share with you,” Daniel continued, “it
would be after the conference. Not before.”

A pause. Short. Measured.

“That would be acceptable,” Ryan said. “We’re not looking for
speed. | will ensure an encrypted USB thumb drive is delivered
to your office in the next day or two. You should save your
reply on that. Delete the original from your PC.”

The call ended without agreement, without further instruction.

Daniel stood a moment longer than necessary, phone still in his
hand. He had not said yes. He had not said no. But he had
accepted the premise — that something might be forthcoming.

On the drive back to his and Sarah’s townhouse in North Haven,
he told himself this was still neutral ground.

%k %k %k %k %k

The flight to Hong Kong was full.

From the air the city had seemed orderly enough — islands
stitched together by water and bridges — but on the ground
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the presence of people pressed in from all directions. The
airport was efficient, impersonal. The drive into the city passed
too quickly to absorb — tunnels, flyovers, towers rising without
rhythm, without pause. He watched from the back seat, alert
but unanchored, conscious of how little he recognised.

Not familiarity. Exposure.

The conference hotel sat close to the harbour, its lobby busy
without being chaotic — unlike most other parts of the city.
Daniel checked in, collected his key, and rode the lift alone. The
room was immaculate, neutral in tone, designed to
accommodate short stays and longer absences equally well. He
placed his bag down carefully and unpacked methodically — as
if order might assert itself if he was deliberate enough.

He reviewed the conference programme that evening, marking
sessions of interest. He made notes in the margins of his
notebook — not answers, not conclusions, but questions.
Assumptions worth testing. Gaps between modelling and
practice. The kinds of things that rarely survived first contact
with reality.

He told himself this was preparation for discussion.
Nothing more.

%k k 3k
The conference unfolded as expected.

Panels. Breakouts. Dinners framed as networking but driven by
positioning. Daniel participated selectively. He listened more
than he spoke. When he did contribute, it was careful —
general enough to be defensible, specific enough to be useful.

On the second afternoon, his phone vibrated once.
A single message.
Are you free tomorrow evening?
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No sender. No explanation.

He waited several minutes before replying.
After the final session.

The response came almost immediately.
Understood. | will send the time and place.

That night, he reconsidered the points Ryan had raised back in
Adelaide over the phone.

He opened his laptop and began to type. Not conclusions.
Observations.

He framed his response as a professional note — structured,
cautious, grounded in experience rather than data. No
references to current programmes. No names. No figures that
could not plausibly be derived from open discussion or first
principles. He wrote as he would for a senior colleague whose
enthusiasm required tempering, not correction.

Where he disagreed, he did so indirectly.
Where certainty appeared assumed, he introduced caveats.
Where ambition ran ahead of reality, he slowed it.

The document grew steadily. Four pages. Then five.

He paused often, rereading not just for accuracy but for
implication. How a phrase might be interpreted. How an
inference could be drawn where none was intended. He
reminded himself repeatedly that he was not disclosing
anything. He was simply offering his opinion.

That was the distinction he relied on.

Once he was satisfied with the content, he saved the document
onto the encrypted USB thumb drive he had received while in
Adelaide and deleted the original from his laptop.
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By now, the light outside had shifted. The harbour beyond the
window was darker now, ferries tracing familiar paths through
water that reflected more than it revealed.

%k % % %k %k

They met in a quiet lounge off the main floor of the hotel — not
hidden, but not prominent. Ryan was already seated when
Daniel arrived.

Daniel sat. He put his hand into his jacket pocket and put the
thumb drive on the table.

“My reply is on this. As instructed,” he said.

Ryan calmly picked up the thumb drive and put it into his jacket
pocket.

“Thank you,” Ryan replied. “I will make sure it is delivered to
the right people. Would you be able to briefly share your views
with me?”

They spoke for less than thirty minutes.

Daniel framed his summary carefully. He talked about acoustic
coupling, about margins that eroded under integration
pressure, about the difference between theoretical quieting
and operational silence. He avoided reference to specific
programmes. He named no platforms, no timelines.

Ryan listened without interruption.
When Daniel finished, Ryan nodded once.
“That’s useful,” he said. “Grounded.”

Daniel felt something shift — not relief, exactly, but
recognition.

“There’s one more thing,” Ryan added. He reached into his
jacket and placed a slim envelope on the table between them.
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It was unmarked.

“This is for your time,” he said. “And for the effort you put into
thinking this through and compiling your views.”

Daniel did not touch it.
“I didn’t agree to—"

“You agreed to consider,” Ryan said evenly. “And you did. This
recognises that.”

Daniel looked at the envelope.
American currency. He knew that without opening it.

Accepting it would change the nature of the relationship. He
understood that instinctively. Payment introduced expectation.
Reciprocity. A ledger, even if no one kept score aloud.

He told himself this was still professional.
People were paid for advice every day.

He reached out and took the envelope, sliding it into his jacket
pocket without counting it.

“Thank you,” he said.
Ryan stood.
“We’ll be in touch,” he said. “Only when it makes sense.”

After he left, Daniel remained seated, the low murmur of the
hotel returning around him.

Nothing had been demanded. Nothing explicit had been
exchanged — except payment for his perspective.

And yet the boundary had moved.

Later that night, Daniel stood at the window of his room,
looking out across the harbour lights. He replayed the
conversation, the phrasing, the pauses.
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He had not given secrets.
He had given judgement.

And judgement, he told himself, was not loyalty.

It was expertise.

Outside, Hong Kong moved on, unaware and uninterested.
Daniel closed the curtains and turned off the light.

For the first time since the photographs, his sleep was troubled.
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Chapter 11 — The Clearance Question

Adelaide / Washington — early 2025

Daniel left the application open on his screen longer than he
needed to.

It had arrived without ceremony — an automated notification
advising him that he was eligible to apply for an expanded role
aligned to the AUKUS submarine programme. The wording was
neutral, almost flattering in its understatement. No
encouragement. No pressure. Just a link and a deadline.

He had known this moment was coming. Advancement, if he
wanted it, would no longer be lateral. The work he was already
doing — quietly specialised, technically narrow, and
increasingly valued — had brought him into a smaller pool. This
role was not a promotion in the traditional sense, but it carried
something heavier — proximity to classified information.

He clicked through.

The first sections were straightforward. Employment history.
Education. Professional memberships. He moved quickly, barely
reading the questions.

It was the later sections — the ones that came with their own
gravity — that slowed him.
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Foreign travel.
Foreign contacts.
Professional engagements outside Australia.

He read the instructions twice, then a third time. They were
precise, but elastic in a way that invited interpretation. Disclose
all relevant travel over the last ten years. Declare significant
professional relationships. Report ongoing associations that
may give rise to influence or obligation.

Relevant. Significant. May.

Hong Kong sat in his mind like an object he had learned not to
handle directly. The travel itself was not problematic —
commercial, declared, legitimate. The work was advisory,
technical, and framed carefully through intermediaries. Nothing
classified. Nothing operational.

Nothing material.
Other than the meeting with Ryan Lau.

He entered the dates. That part was unavoidable. The system
would know anyway. But when it came to contacts, he paused.

There were names he could include — academics, engineers,
project leads — people whose titles were unremarkable and
whose affiliations were broad enough to blur into the
background noise of international consultancy. Listing them
would not be dishonest. It would simply be expansive.

But expansiveness had its own risks.

Over-disclosure, he told himself, created patterns where none
existed. It invited misinterpretation. It encouraged linkage. He
had seen it happen before — not to himself, but to others less
careful. People who had confused transparency with safety.

The guidance notes did not help. They spoke in absolutes that
bore no resemblance to lived reality.
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Declare anything that may be perceived as influential.
Report associations that could give rise to leverage.

Perceived by whom?
Leverage under what conditions?

Daniel leaned back and stared at the ceiling.

Nothing had occurred. No inducement. No pressure. No
request that crossed a line. The work had been bounded by
contract and common sense. He was not naive enough to
pretend there were no broader strategic interests involved, but
that was true of almost every serious technical engagement he
had ever undertaken.

He completed the section carefully. Truthful, but contained.
Accurate, but selective.

The revealing photographs taken while he was at The Peninsula
Hotel.

The meetings with, and reports for, Ryan Lau.

They would compromise him. So he chose to ignore them. He
could because no one else inside the system knew of their
existence.

That was enough, or so he believed.
The next section widened the frame.

Immediate family members.
Spouse or partner.

Children or dependants.
Parents (living or deceased).
Siblings.

The questions were unambiguous, and for once interpretation
was unnecessary.
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He entered Sarah’s details — name, date of birth, date, and
place of marriage — Adelaide, Saturday 6% July, 2019. They had
been married long enough now that the year felt settled rather
than recent, a fact rather than a milestone. No children. No
dependants. The system accepted this with indifferent
efficiency.

His parents came next. Both deceased. Ordinary lives. No public
profile. No unresolved estates, no foreign ties, no lingering
obligations. He felt a brief, unexpected flicker of gratitude for
their simplicity — not love exactly, but the absence of
complication.

Siblings: none.

The form seemed almost disappointed by that. Daniel had the
faint impression that it preferred family trees that could be
mapped, relationships that could be tested for tension or
strain. His answers offered very little to interrogate.

He moved on.

When he reached the final declaration, the language shifted. It
was no longer administrative. It was moral.

I declare that the information provided is complete and
accurate to the best of my knowledge.

He hovered over the checkbox.

The form, he realised, was not asking whether he had done
anything wrong. It was asking whether he was willing to define
wrongness on its terms.

He ticked the box and submitted the application.
For a moment, nothing happened.

Then a confirmation screen appeared, followed by a bland
assurance that the application would be reviewed in due
course. He closed the browser and returned to his work, the
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familiar equations and tolerances settling his thoughts back
into safer territory.

The unease did not arrive immediately. It rarely did.

3k 3k %k %k %

Washington, by contrast, had already lost its patience.

The meeting room was small, windowless, and intentionally
unremarkable. It was not a place designed for decisions, but for
alignment — the smoothing out of differences before they
became obstacles. The furniture was generic, the filtered coffee
indifferent. What mattered here was not opinion, but
agreement.

Senator Kincaid sat with his jacket draped over the back of his
chair, sleeves rolled up, a posture that suggested accessibility
rather than fatigue. He had the relaxed confidence of someone
long accustomed to being listened to — not because he raised
his voice, but because outcomes tended to follow his
preferences. Years on the Armed Services Committee had
taught him how to compress complex arguments into phrases
that survived contact with appropriations hearings and press
releases.

Across from him, Dr Michael Ardent, a senior military policy
adviser, had arranged his notes with unnecessary precision,
though he did not refer to them. He rarely did. His value was
not in what he carried into the room, but in what he
remembered — patterns, near-misses, assumptions that had
failed quietly before anyone admitted they existed. He advised
because he was asked to. He stayed because walking away
would have changed nothing — and staying, at least, allowed
him to slow what he could not stop.

“We're past the point of abstract debate,” Kincaid said. “The
window is closing. We need to lock in our security partnership
with the Aussies and Brits. Everyone knows it.”
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Ardent did not disagree immediately. He rarely did. “Windows
close all the time,” he said. “What matters is that the glass
doesn’t break as you close them.”

Kincaid smiled thinly. He had heard variations of this before.
“That’s a nice line. But it doesn’t answer the problem. We need
capability. We need it locked in. Delay only benefits the other
side — the Chinese, the Russians. AUKUS is how you anchor the
Indo-Pacific for the next fifty years.”

Ardent shifted slightly in his chair. “Capability without control
isn’t a solution,” he said. “It’s an accelerant. It’s hard enough to
control things here at home. Adding the UK and Australia just
multiplies the risks of leaks.”

Kincaid waved a hand, not dismissively, but with the ease of
someone accustomed to filtering objections. “You're talking
about hypotheticals. Worst-case scenarios. Leakage that
assumes incompetence at every step. We're not exporting
chaos. We're exporting discipline and professionalism.”

“We’re exporting certainty into a system that has survived
because of ambiguity,” Ardent replied. “AUKUS looks stable
until the first assumption fails. And assumptions always fail at
the edges — workforce, timelines, political alignment, budget
restraints.”

Kincaid leaned forward. “Australia’s not at the edge. It's a force
multiplier. Strong institutions. Reliable politics. They’re steady.”

“For now,” Ardent said.

The senator’s expression tightened, more curious than irritated.
“You think that will change?”

“I think they believe they still have time to think,” Ardent
replied. “History suggests that such belief will not survive its
first contact with shock. Once Australia becomes a forward-
deployed strategic asset, it stops being abstract. It becomes a
target — militarily, materially, politically, psychologically. And
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when that happens, public opinion becomes hard for politicians
to ignore.”

Kincaid straightened, already disengaging. “We don’t have the
luxury of waiting for perfect alignment. Momentum matters.
Once this is real, politics will adapt. Industry will adapt. Budgets
will adapt.”

Ardent gathered his papers, though no one had asked him to.
“Or fracture,” he said quietly. “Deterrence fails most often
when everyone involved believes they’re being rational.”

Kincaid stood, signalling the meeting’s end. The conversation
had run its course. It always did.

Neither man mentioned the reports already circulating at lower
levels. Or the industrial bottlenecks no briefing ever fully
captured. Or the technical specialists in Australia and the
United Kingdom being drawn more deeply into the orbit of
classified work. Or the forms being filled out, line by line, by
people who still believed they were operating in a largely
procedural world.

%k %k %k %k %k

Back in Adelaide, Daniel received an email three days later.

Your application has progressed to secondary review.
Additional clarification may be requested.

He read it once, then archived it.

Secondary review was standard. Everyone knew that. A
function of scale. Of diligence. Of a system learning how to
watch itself.

For now, at least, that system still moved cautiously. There was
no sense of urgency bleeding down from politics into process,
no public anxiety demanding immediate answers or simple
narratives. Security remained something handled quietly, by
professionals, at arm’s length from the daily news cycle.
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Australia still believed — not entirely without reason — that it
had the luxury of deliberation. That measured responses were
a sign of strength rather than hesitation. That complexity could
be managed rather than feared.

Daniel shared that assumption. It made the email easier to file
away, easier to regard as procedural rather than significant.

He shut down his workstation and left the office, unaware that
the form he had completed now existed independently of him
— circulating, cross-referenced, and quietly accumulating
meaning.

The politics had not yet shifted.

But the machinery had begun to turn.
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Chapter 12 — Pattern Recognition

Canberra / Adelaide — early 2025

aniel Mercer’s file was not opened because it was
important.

It never happened that way.

The file had been created for a mundane reason — a standard
background review prompted by his application to a higher
technical role aligned with the AUKUS submarine programme.
The role required a higher level of security clearance than he
currently held, and with that came a broader sweep — deeper,
slower, and more comprehensive.

His file now sat among dozens of others, opened and closed by
different hands over the course of several weeks, accumulating
notes that were factual, cautious, and unremarkable in
isolation. Travel dates. Conference attendance. Professional
affiliations. Nothing that would justify urgency. Nothing that
would warrant escalation.

But patterns, once noticed, had a way of persisting.

The first marker was travel. Not frequency — plenty of defence-
adjacent specialists travelled often — but consistency. Same
corridors. Same cities. Same timing relative to broader
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programme milestones. It was the kind of regularity that only
became visible when viewed sideways.

The second was contact density. Daniel Mercer’s professional
network was neither suspicious nor opaque, but it was tightly
clustered. Engineers who spoke to policy people. Policy people
who spoke to industry. Industry figures who appeared, quietly,
across multiple advisory settings. None of it improper. All of it
adjacent.

The third was absence.

There were gaps where one might have expected more noise —
more digital residue, more obvious professional signalling.
Mercer did not advertise. He did not posture. His footprint was
clean in a way that was increasingly rare.

“Worth keeping open,” someone wrote in the margin.
No one disagreed.

ASIQ’s process did not reward intuition. It rewarded patience.
Files were not built on revelations, but on aggregation — small
confirmations that something deserved to remain under
observation.

Mercer’s did.

%k 3k %k %k k
The call to Sarah came the following week.
For Sarah, it was unexpected.

The woman on the line introduced herself as working with
ASIO, conducting background checks related to Daniel’s
professional work. Her tone was neutral, professional, and
deliberately unalarming.

“It won’t take long,” she said. “We just need to verify a few
details.”
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Sarah agreed, though she ended the call with a faint sense of
annoyance — the feeling that something had moved slightly
ahead of her without warning.

She rang Daniel almost immediately.

“They’ve contacted me,” she said, when he answered. “ASIO.”
There was a pause — brief, but noticeable.

“About what?” he asked.

“About you,” Sarah replied. “They said it’s routine. Clearance-
related.”

Daniel exhaled, the sound almost a sigh. “Right. Yes. That
makes sense.”

“You didn’t mention you’d applied for anything new,” she said.

“I didn’t think it was worth flagging,” he replied easily. “It’s just
an expanded role. Same work, really. More paperwork.”

Sarah absorbed that. Not angry — just slightly wrong-footed.
“Well,” she said, after a moment, “they want to meet.”

“That’s fine,” Daniel said. “Standard stuff. Don’t read anything
into it.”

She let it rest there, though the omission lingered. Not as
suspicion, but as a small recalibration.

%k %k %k %k k

They met at a café in Port Adelaide, near the Semaphore office
of Adelaide Travel Services, where she worked. The café was
pleasant but unremarkable. The officer arrived first, already
seated, coffee untouched. She stood as Sarah approached,
offered a handshake, and waited for her to sit before
beginning.

Most of the questions were straightforward.
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How long had she known her husband?
When had they married?

Had she noticed any recent changes in his work habits — travel,
hours, stress?

Sarah answered calmly. She spoke about conferences, about
the rhythms of Daniel’s work, about the way Canberra and
Adelaide blurred together for people in his field. The occasional
trip to Hong Kong. Nothing felt intrusive. Nothing felt
accusatory.

“He’s always been careful,” she said at one point. “That’s just
who heis.”

The officer nodded, making a brief note.

“And are you aware that his current application may involve
access to more sensitive material?” she asked, as if in passing.

Sarah paused. Only briefly.

“l assumed so,” she said. “It’s AUKUS-related, isn’t it? That
seems to be where everything’s heading.”

The officer met her gaze. “Yes. It is.”
Sarah paused, then nodded. “l assumed as much.”

There was no emphasis in the reply that followed. No warning.
Just confirmation.

They spoke a little longer — about availability should further
clarification be needed. The officer thanked her for her time
and stood.

“These processes can feel intrusive,” she said. “But they’re
standard.”

Sarah smiled politely.

“l understand.”
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But the word standard felt different now.

%k %k %k %k %k

Back in Canberra, Mercer’s file acquired a new notation.

Spousal contact completed. No concerns raised. Travel
disclosures corroborated, including occasional Hong Kong
travel.

It sat beneath earlier entries, neither confirming nor
contradicting them. Another data point. Another layer.

ASIO did not know about Ryan Lau; nor the report; nor the
exchange of money; nor the compromising photographs. Not
yet. There was no flag for that. No thread to pull.

But the system was doing what it was designed to do —
noticing alignment, preserving ambiguity, resisting premature
conclusions.

Mercer remained where he had been the week before — not a
suspect, not a priority.

Just a file that remained open.
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Chapter 13 — Refinement

Adelaide — early 2025

othing out of the ordinary happened in the days that
followed, and Daniel took some comfort in that.

Work continued. Meetings arrived when expected. Briefings
remained unchanged in structure, if not always in tone. ASIO
remained silent. No one revisited his trips to Hong Kong. No
one asked him to clarify anything he had already said. The
absence of follow-up was almost reassuring — almost.

He told himself that this was how mature systems behaved.
They absorbed information without fuss. They did not rush to
judgement. They waited.

At home, life retained its familiar contours. Sarah moved easily
through her days, untroubled, unwatchful. They ate together,
talked about small things. He noted — with relief — how little
effort it took to remain present. Discretion, he reminded
himself, was not deception. It was simply restraint applied at
the right moment. She did not pry into his work, and he did not
volunteer information.

Over time though, things at work began to change.

The conversations shifted first.

68| Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

Not in content, exactly. In emphasis.

Questions arrived framed a little differently than before. Still
hypothetical. Still abstract. But now angled.

“How would that assumption play out under operational
stress?”

“What concerns would a specialist submarine engineer raise at
the margins?”

“If this capability matured earlier than expected, where would
the pressure points be?”

No one from outside the system asked for data. No documents
changed hands. There were no requests that crossed a line
which Daniel could point to and say, clearly, not that. The
exchanges remained safely within the territory of analysis.

And yet, he found himself answering more carefully than
before.

He chose words with greater precision. Added caveats.
Qualified statements that once might have stood alone. He was
not being evasive — merely exact. Accuracy mattered. Context
mattered. Framing mattered.

That was professionalism, he told himself. This was how experts
behaved around sensitive and classified matters.

He noticed, after a while, that he was no longer waiting for the
full question before beginning to shape his response. He
anticipated where a line of inquiry was heading and adjusted
accordingly — not to mislead, but to be helpful. Efficient. To
save time.

It was a small shift. Easy to miss.

The meetings themselves remained unremarkable. Familiar
faces. Familiar rhythms. But Daniel became aware of a subtle
narrowing, as though the conversational space had been gently
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compressed. There was less exploratory looseness. Fewer
speculative tangents. The same topics returned, refined,
approached from slightly altered angles.

No one pressed.
That, more than anything, unsettled him.

Patience implied confidence. It suggested that whatever was
required did not need to be rushed. That time itself was doing
part of the work.

Even so, he sometimes allowed his professional train of thought
to entertain darker imaginings. He would recall a phrase from
Hong Kong — not attached to a face so much as an implication.

Nothing happens immediately.

He tested it silently, turning it over. Nothing happens
immediately. It could be reassurance. Or it could be instruction.

He did not pursue the thought.
Instead, he focused on what could be managed.

He categorised conversations after the fact. Noise. Risk.
Neutral. He adjusted his internal thresholds. He told himself
this was no different from any other sensitive environment —
the kind that rewarded judgement over impulse.

At home, Sarah mentioned an article she’d read in The
Australian about defence spending. He listened, nodded, said
little. He steered the conversation elsewhere without quite
noticing that he had done so. Later, he replayed the moment
and decided it had been sensible. There was no need to
introduce complexity where none was required.

Normality, he reasoned, was evidence.

A week later, an email arrived that included him on a
distribution list he did not usually occupy. The content was
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mundane — a scheduling adjustment, a minor shift in sequence
— but he noted the inclusion. He read it twice. Then once
more, looking for what was not there.

Nothing followed.

No clarification. No acknowledgement. Just the quiet
confirmation that he was being kept in the loop.

Momentarily unsettled, he reminded himself that inclusion was
not the same as participation.

Even so, he began, almost unconsciously, to prepare for
guestions that had not yet been asked. To consider how a
concern might be received before it was voiced. To refine an
answer in advance, smoothing its edges, anticipating the useful
angle.

He did not feel compromised. On the contrary, he felt
competent. This was what senior technical people did — they
translated complexity, filtered noise, and understood what
mattered.

Nonetheless, he realised that his new access to highly classified
information made him inherently useful to others. To counter
this realisation, he reminded himself that he had not given
anything to Ryan Lau. He had not agreed to cooperate. He had
not crossed a threshold that could not be clearly identified.
Listening, after all, was not complicity.

Still, the boundary felt closer than it had.

One evening, working late, he paused over a sentence in a draft
briefing note and rephrased it — not because it was inaccurate,
but because it might be interpreted too broadly. He read the
revised version and nodded, satisfied. It was tighter. More
precise.

Refined.

Only later did he realise that no one had asked him to do that.
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By the end of the week, he concluded that the situation
remained manageable. He was still choosing what to say. Still
deciding what to withhold. Still capable of walking away, if it
came to that.

He understood now that nothing was being demanded. Nothing
needed to be.

Restraint itself was the mechanism.

That night, lying beside Sarah as she slept, Daniel stared at the
ceiling and reviewed the day — not with unease, but with a
quiet sense of order. Things were contained. Boundaries intact.

He allowed himself to believe that.

And for the moment, the world did not contradict him.
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Chapter 14 — Normalisation
Adelaide — 2025

By the time Daniel noticed the rhythm had changed, the
alteration was already locked in.

There had been no announcement, no formal shift in
expectations. The occasional requests from Ryan Lau arrived as
they always had — sporadic, carefully phrased, framed as
intellectual enquiry rather than direction. Sometimes weeks
passed without contact. At other times, two questions arrived
within days of each other, loosely connected, as though part of
a conversation that neither side ever acknowledged was taking
place.

Daniel answered them much as he always had — cautiously,
precisely, and with an eye to what lay just beyond the question.

He told himself that this was simply how professional
relationships matured. Initial formality gave way to familiarity.
Trust, once established, reduced the need for explanation.
There was no pressure to respond quickly, no insistence on
scope or format. The absence of urgency felt reassuring. It
suggested confidence — on Ryan’s part, and increasingly on his.

He no longer gave much thought to how the material would be
used.
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That was not indifference; it was abstraction. The questions
were technical, the answers conditional. He framed his
responses in terms of systems, constraints, trade-offs.
Engineering language had a way of insulating itself from
consequence. If something was misinterpreted downstream,
that was a failure of someone else’s application, not his
analysis.

At least, that was how he rationalised it.

However, though the content of their interactions had not
changed, the manner of them had — they were no longer
confined to messages and documents. There were brief
encounters in Adelaide that required no preparation and left
little trace — conversations that took place in passing, folded
into the ordinary rhythms of professional life. They did not
arrive as meetings. They simply happened.

At first, Daniel registered this shift only dimly. It felt less like a
change than a natural extension of an existing relationship, the
kind that emerges when two people find themselves operating
in the same orbit. Ryan was simply around more often than he
had been before. Accessible. Unremarkable in his availability.

Initially, Daniel did not ask Ryan how frequently he came to
Adelaide, nor did he feel the need to. Within a few months,
however, it appeared that Ryan was now living locally.

This realisation settled quietly — if Ryan was spending
extended time in Australia, there would be a framework for it.
Something visible. Something ordinary enough to withstand
casual attention.

That understanding brought with it a subtle sense of ease.
Familiarity reduced the formality of contact and softened the
edges of exchange. What had once required planning now felt
incidental, and Daniel found himself adjusting without
conscious effort, treating Ryan’s accessibility as a fact rather
than a development.
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Ryan’s presence in Adelaide reinforced that sense of
ordinariness. Officially, Ryan had told Daniel he was studying
for a joint PhD in Engineering at the Shanghai Jiao Tong
University (SJTU) in Beijing. Apparently — according to Ryan at
least — SJTU had a significant partnership with The University
of Adelaide and this included offering joint PhDs in various
disciplines, including Engineering.

Daniel learnt from Ryan that his studies required frequent trips
to Adelaide, sometimes for many weeks at a time. Daniel was
smart enough to realise that this was probably a cover but one
that overlapped just enough with his own work to make their
contact unremarkable. He had no doubt the role served a
broader purpose. From the outset he had assumed Ryan was
connected, in some way, to a Chinese security organisation.
Serious state actors did not operate without cover, and
academic institutions provided the kind of visibility that
paradoxically discouraged scrutiny.

What mattered was that Ryan was semi-local — embedded,
regular, explainable.

Their meetings were infrequent and deliberately unstructured.
A coffee at one of the many cafés along North Terrace near the
university’s main campus. A walk along the banks of the
Torrens River in front of the Festival Centre. Conversations that
drifted between technical matters and professional
generalities, with nothing that felt like tasking or instruction.
Daniel did not prepare material specifically for these
encounters. When clarifications were offered, they emerged
naturally, folded into discussion rather than exchanged as
deliverables.

The mechanics of exchanging information remained unchanged
— encrypted USB hard drives, used sparingly and passed
without ceremony from Daniel to Ryan when circumstances
required. There was no reason to alter the arrangement. The
method they had settled on earlier had worked — quietly,

75| Page



MICHAEL CHALK

efficiently, without drawing attention to either of them. Daniel
had half expected, at some point, a suggestion that
communications be formalised or shifted to something more
elaborate. That suggestion never came. Nor did he raise the
issue himself.

The absence of instruction was taken, unconsciously, as
endorsement.

He noticed, after a while, that he had stopped checking the
calendar before replying to Ryan. In the early days, he had been
careful to ensure that his responses were composed away from
the office, away from secure systems, away from anything that
might blur categories. That caution remained, but it had
softened into habit. He no longer experienced it as restraint; it
was simply part of the process.

Nothing he shared was classified. He remained scrupulous
about that. When his briefings with Ryan intersected with
restricted material, he compartmentalised. He used generalised
language, avoided figures, stripped out anything that might be
construed as operational or espionage. It was a discipline he
had learned long before Ryan entered the picture, and he saw
no reason to abandon it now.

If anything, he was more careful than before.

At home, life continued without friction. Sarah moved through
her days with the same quiet assurance she always had,
absorbed in her own work, attentive without being inquisitive.
They ate together most evenings and talked about the ordinary
logistics of shared life. He felt a mild, unexpected relief that
nothing in either of their manners appeared to have changed. If
there was strain, it lay too far beneath the surface to register.

Sometimes, late at night, he replayed fragments of earlier
exchanges — his meeting in Hong Kong with Ryan, the casual
professionalism with which everything had been handled. The
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memory no longer carried the edge it once had. Time had
blunted it, recast it as an episode rather than a turning point.

The payment that he had received in Hong Kong had also
receded from his thoughts.

It was not that he had forgotten it — rather, it no longer
required explanation. He did not revisit the amount, or what it
might signify. It sat, in his mind, as a completed transaction —
not an inducement, but a recognition. A marker that his work
had been taken seriously, valued appropriately, and concluded
cleanly.

He did, however, wonder whether further compensation might
be forthcoming. It was not that he expected it — but having
been rewarded for his time when he met Ryan in Hong Kong, it
seemed reasonable that it might occur again. If it did not,
would he stop providing information? That question required
deliberation, and for now he set it aside.

This quandary came to him gradually, and he did not dwell on
it. There was no immediate reason to disengage. No signal that
anything had changed. No sense that boundaries were being
tested. The questions remained within the same broad
envelope they always had. He answered them, as before, and
moved on.

From time to time, he became aware of how naturally he
anticipated the direction of inquiry — whether it came from
work or from Ryan. A question would arrive, and he would
already have a sense of what lay behind it — not in terms of
intent, but of interest. He adjusted his answer accordingly,
drawing attention to some considerations while allowing others
to fade into the background.

This did not feel manipulative. It felt efficient.

In addition, at work nothing disrupted the surface calm. ASIO
remained silent. There were no follow-up interviews, no
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clarifications requested, no procedural ripples that suggested
concern. Daniel took quiet comfort in that. He had been
transparent where required, careful where necessary. If there
were doubts, surely they would have surfaced by now.

Silence, in that context, was not ominous. It was confirmation.

He told himself — with growing confidence — that this was
what responsible professionals did. They navigated complexity
without fuss. They understood nuance. They trusted their
judgement.

By the time the thought occurred to him that the relationship
with Ryan no longer felt conditional, he dismissed it almost at
once.

There was no need to label it.

It simply existed.
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Chapter 15 — Shifting Baselines
Adelaide / New Zealand — July 2025

he disruption, when it came, was subtle enough that Daniel
did not register it immediately.

Ryan’s message arrived as a follow-up to an earlier exchange,
framed in the same measured, conversational tone he had
come to expect. It referred back to a set of constraints Daniel
had outlined some weeks earlier — endurance limits,
maintenance cycles, the practical consequences of extended
submerged operation. Ryan acknowledged the analysis, then
posed a further question.

What caught Daniel’s attention was not the wording, but the
assumption beneath it.

The question no longer treated endurance as a limiting factor.
It assumed prolonged submerged operation as a given, not an
exception, and shifted the focus instead to secondary effects —
how acoustic priorities might change if propulsion noise were
no longer the primary constraint.

Daniel paused.

He read the message again, more slowly this time. Nothing in it
was explicit. No platforms were named, no technologies
identified. The question was framed as comparative, almost
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theoretical — the sort of issue that might be raised in a
conference paper or a graduate seminar.

And yet, the framing was different.

He opened his earlier response and traced the logic forward,
following the path Ryan had implied. The extension was not
unreasonable. In fact, it was technically coherent. But it
stepped beyond the operational envelope Daniel had
instinctively been working within.

He recognised the moment for what it was — a quiet shift in
baseline.

Daniel leaned back in his chair and considered how to respond.
He was careful to keep his answer abstract, anchored in first
principles rather than application. He avoided examples he
might once have used. He spoke instead about hierarchies of
noise, about trade-offs that emerged when one constraint
receded and another became dominant, about how design
priorities rearranged themselves when endurance was no
longer the primary limiter.

When he finished, he reread the message before sending it.
His response was cautious. General. Defensible.

Still, as he closed the exchange, he was aware of a faint but
unmistakable difference. He had not been asked to provide
information outside his expertise — but he had been invited to
think beyond it.

He told himself that this was reasonable. The subject was
widely discussed. None of this was secret. Any competent
engineer could have answered the question at that level.

And yet, for the rest of the day, he found himself more
attentive to the assumptions embedded in the questions he
received — not just what was being asked, but what was being
taken for granted.
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That evening, at home, Sarah mentioned again the idea of a
winter break.

“Somewhere quiet,” she said. “Maybe New Zealand again. But
this time the snowfields near Queenstown. We should go there
in July. Do you know the 6™ of July will mark our seventh
wedding anniversary?”

Daniel agreed without hesitation. The thought of it felt
grounded — an uncomplicated plan, removed from work, from
analysis, from the steady hum of other people’s questions.

They booked the trip a week later.

New Zealand in winter was subdued in a way Daniel found
immediately familiar. The light was sharper, the air thinner.
Snow lay heavy on the Southern Alps, softening the peaks’
edges and muting sound. Days unfolded at a slower pace,
shaped more by the weather than by plan.

They spent time in the mountains, walking when conditions
allowed, retreating indoors when they didn’t. There was no
pressure to fill the days. Conversation drifted and returned,
punctuated by long silences that felt companionable rather
than empty.

One afternoon, as they followed a compacted trail near the
snow line, Daniel found himself thinking back to the first time
they had travelled together.

They had met years earlier on the Queen Charlotte Track, at the
northern edge of New Zealand’s South Island. He remembered
the rhythm of that walk — long days measured in kilometres
rather than hours, conversations that unfolded naturally when
neither of them felt the need to hurry. Trust had emerged
gradually, not through declaration, but through pace —
matching stride, shared effort, an unspoken agreement about
when to stop and when to push on.
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What had drawn him to Sarah was not intensity, but steadiness.
She was curious without being intrusive, confident without
needing to assert it. She asked questions, but she listened just
as carefully to the answers. When they disagreed, it was never
dramatic; differences were noted, considered, and folded back
into the conversation without friction.

Daniel had recognised, even then, how rare that felt. There was
no sense of negotiation, no pressure to impress or accelerate.
Time did its own work. Affection accumulated quietly,
reinforced by small consistencies — how she noticed when he
withdrew, how she let silence stand when it was needed, how
easily their respective rhythms aligned once neither of them
tried to control it.

Looking back, he understood that what had felt like ease was in
fact compatibility — not theatrical, not fragile, but durable.

Sarah was walking beside him now, her breath faintly visible in
the cold air, her movements as unselfconscious as ever.
Nothing about her suggested strain or dissatisfaction. They
talked easily, laughed occasionally, fell quiet without
discomfort.

That night, in the warmth of their mountain lodge with the
dying embers from their log fire still glowing in the fire grate,
they made love slowly and passionately.

Afterwards, once Sarah had fallen asleep, Daniel pondered the
last seven years of their marriage. Yes, there had been a few
ups and downs, and of course one big failing by him in Hong
Kong — a lapse in judgement he preferred not to examine too
closely. If anything, this time away had reinforced how intact
their life together was.

Surely nothing could change this.

%k % % %k %k
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Back in Adelaide, work resumed its familiar tempo.

Ryan’s questions continued to arrive intermittently, unchanged
in tone or frequency. Daniel noticed that he took a little more
care with his replies now, tightening certain passages,
foregrounding caveats he might previously have left implicit. It
did not feel like restraint so much as refinement — an
adjustment to a slightly altered frame.

There were no further moments he could point to as troubling.
The earlier exchange receded into the background, absorbed
into the ordinary.

Still, occasionally, he found himself rereading a draft before
sending it — not for accuracy, but for alignment.

The difference was small. Almost theoretical.
Which, he reasoned, was why it did not trouble him.

Only later, reflecting on the exchange in more concrete terms,
did he allow himself to name what had shifted.

Ryan’s question had not been about diesel propulsion systems
in submarines at all.

It had been about nuclear ones.
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Chapter 16 — The Compartment
Canberra — September 2025. Same day as Chapter One.

D aniel checked in without looking up.

It was a habit more than a decision. A nod to the

receptionist at the Hyatt, the exchange of a credit card,
the soft slide of a key packet across polished wood. The lobby
smelled faintly of cut flowers and carpet shampoo, a familiar
blend that belonged to no particular city. Canberra specialised
in places like this — efficient, discreet, built for people who
arrived with purpose and left without trace.

He rode the lift to his floor, dropped his overnight bag on the
bed, and stood for a moment with his phone in his hand.

There was a message from Sarah.
Hope the day wasn’t too brutal. Call when you can. x

He read it twice, then placed the phone on the bedside table as
if setting down something fragile. He could call now. There was
time. A shower, a brief chat, her voice steady and warm in his
ear.

Instead, he loosened his tie and opened the curtains.

Parliament House sat a couple of kilometres away on Capital
Hill, lit with a muted authority. The city beyond it was a
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scattering of lights, precise and restrained. It always looked
planned from above, as if disorder had been designed out of it.

He told himself he would call after one drink.

Downstairs, the bar was busy in the way the Hyatt bar always
was on a weeknight — clusters of suits and lanyards, small
groups leaning close, conversations that carried the tone of
policy and persuasion without ever landing on specifics. People
came here to be seen without being noticed. To speak without
being quoted. To gather and disperse.

Daniel ordered a glass of wine he did not particularly want and
took a place at the end of the counter, angled toward the
room. He had done this so often that it felt like part of the
travel ritual — arrive, decompress, observe.

He noticed her before she noticed him.

She stood slightly apart from a small knot of people near the
centre of the room, a glass in her hand, listening rather than
speaking. Late thirties, perhaps. Attractive, with a good figure.
Pale blue eyes that absorbed rather than looked. Shoulder-
length blonde hair, carefully cut but in a way that appeared
casual, not groomed. Well dressed, but again not carefully so —
someone who understood the difference between being visible
and being conspicuous. When she smiled, it was brief and
professional, a reflex rather than an invitation.

Daniel told himself he was only watching.

He was good at that — noticing patterns, reading rooms,
assessing tone. It was part of the job, or at least adjacent to it.
He could tell, within seconds, who wanted to be heard and who
simply wanted to be present. The woman belonged firmly in
the second category.

She shifted, just enough to catch his eye. Their gazes met for a
fraction longer than was strictly necessary.
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There it was.

Not desire, exactly. Recognition. The sense of being seen — or
of seeing someone who might, under slightly different
circumstances, see you.

She moved first, leaving her group with an apology that looked
practised.

“Long day?” she asked, nodding toward his conference badge,
which he had forgotten to remove.

“Something like that,” Daniel said.

“You’re forgiven,” she replied, and there was humour in it, dry
and controlled.

“And you?” he asked.

“Always,” she said. “My fault, | suppose, for working for
politicians.”

She smiled again, this time with a trace of fatigue. Real fatigue,
Daniel thought. The kind that came from too many days like
this, strung together without a break. It made her feel safer
somehow — less like an indulgence, more like a coincidence.

They talked about nothing that mattered. The venue — the
colonial feel of the place. The quality of the coffee. The
predictability of panel discussions that pretended to disagree
while circling the same conclusions. She was sharp without
being showy, curious without probing. She did not ask what he
did. He did not offer.

It was, Daniel realised, the first conversation he’d had all day
that required no vigilance.

“What’s your name?” he asked eventually, as if it had only just
occurred to him that he did not know it.

A fraction of a pause.
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“Clare,” she said. “Clare Whitfield.”

He gave his name. She did not repeat it, but he could tell she
had registered it.

“You’re not from Canberra,” Clare said.

“No.”

“Good,” she said. “Canberra isn’t a place. It’s a schedule.”
Daniel laughed softly, surprised by her insight.

She glanced at her watch then, mirroring his earlier gesture.
“I should probably go,” she said, without any real conviction.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed. “You probably should.”

Neither of them moved.

Daniel became aware, suddenly, of the room again — the low
murmur of voices, the muted clink of glasses, the steady
anonymity of the place. For a moment, an image surfaced
unbidden — Sarah at home, book open on her lap, the
television murmuring in the background. He pushed it aside
with practised ease.

This was different, he told himself. This had nothing to do with
that.

Clare tilted her head slightly, as if waiting for him to say
something. Daniel felt the moment narrowing, hardening into a
decision. He could step away now. Finish his drink. Go upstairs.
Nothing would be lost.

Instead, he smiled.
“Another?” he asked.

She hesitated — just enough to make it seem considered —
and then nodded.
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It was, he would later insist, only a very small thing.
He remembered the lift ride more clearly than he expected.

Not because it was dramatic — it wasn’t — but because of how
ordinary it felt. Two people standing side by side, a polite
distance maintained, neither of them speaking. A soft chime as
the doors opened. A short corridor. The faint hush of carpet.

Clare stopped outside his door and looked at him, her
expression unreadable.

“Is this a bad idea?” she said, and it sounded more rhetorical
than a genuine question.

“It doesn’t have to be anything,” Daniel replied.
A pause.
Then she nodded once, almost imperceptibly.

“Good,” she said, and stepped past him when he opened the
door.

What happened next was, in Daniel’s mind, largely stripped of
narrative. There was no poetry to it, no sense of a line being
crossed in thunder. It was physical and quiet and contained,
shaped as much by fatigue as by desire.

When it was over, Clare lay on her side and stared at the far
wall for a moment, as if listening to the building settle.

Daniel watched her, waiting for some shift — regret, panic,
something that would force the moment into meaning.

Instead, she sat up and gathered her clothes and — unhurriedly
— got dressed with the same efficiency she might have applied
to leaving a meeting.

“I should go,” she said.

Daniel glanced at the clock. It was later than he realised.
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“You can stay,” he offered, and heard how false it sounded the
moment he said it.

Clare’s gaze flicked to him briefly. Not unkind, not amused —
simply clear.

“l don’t think so,” she said.

She smoothed her hair, checking her phone.
At the door she paused.

“You travel here a lot?” she asked.
“Sometimes,” Daniel said.

“Mmm,” she replied, as if filing it away. “Well. Perhaps we
might meet again.”

Then she was gone, leaving the room with the faint scent of her
perfume and the sense that nothing had been said — and yet
everything had been understood.

Daniel did not call Sarah that night.

He told himself it was late. That she would be asleep. That it
would be selfish to wake her. The excuses arrived easily,
rehearsed by habit. When he finally lay down, he stared at the
ceiling for a long time, waiting for guilt to take hold.

It did not arrive in the way he expected.
What arrived instead was a kind of calm.

He thought of Sarah — her steadiness, her intelligence, her
trust — and he felt, with uncomfortable clarity, that he had not
stopped loving her. That was what made what had just
happened manageable. That was what made it separate.

Work was work. Home was home.

89 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

This — whatever this was — existed in the narrow space
between flights and meetings, a sliver of time that belonged to
no one else.

He fell asleep with that thought in his mind, as if it were a
principle rather than a justification.

% %k %k %k %k

It happened again six weeks later.

Daniel did not plan it, at least not in the way he would later be
forced to admit. He did not book the trip specifically for her. He
booked it because the meeting was real, the consultation
legitimate, the work requiring it.

It was simply — convenient.

He found himself in the same bar, at roughly the same time, as
if pulled there by habit. He told himself he was only having one
drink.

Clare arrived later, alone this time. She saw him and paused, as
if weighing the cost of acknowledgement. Then she smiled and
walked over and sat beside him without greeting.

“You’re here again,” she said.
“So are you,” Daniel replied.

A slight chuckle. A glint in her eyes. No hostility. Just
acceptance.

They did not speak of the first night. They did not apologise.
They did not ask questions that required answers. They talked,
again, about the safe topics — the absurdities of Canberra, the
theatre of policy, the exhaustion of pretending decisions were
rational when they were mostly political.

When Daniel’s phone lit up with Sarah’s name, he turned it face
down without thinking.
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Clare noticed. Her expression did not change.

“That’s the trick, isn’t it,” she said quietly. “Never make it a
story.”

“What do you mean?” Daniel asked.

Clare shrugged. “If you talk about it, it becomes real. If you
keep it small, it stays ... manageable.”

Daniel felt something tighten in his chest.
Not guilt. Recognition.

He realised, with a faint chill, that Clare had been doing this
longer than he had. Not necessarily with him — with life. With
systems. With the careful boundaries that allowed people to
behave in ways they would never defend aloud.

He should have been alarmed.
Instead, he felt oddly reassured.

They went upstairs again that night — but this time she stayed
for the night. In the morning, she was gone before he woke
fully. There was no note. No message. Nothing to mark that it
had happened at all.

Only the soft click of the door closing.

%k %k %k %k %k

Over the months that followed, Daniel’s trips to Canberra
became more regular.

He never framed it as a decision. He would have denied that it
was. The work genuinely required travel, and Canberra always
did what it did — pulled people in, kept them briefly, released
them again. He told himself he was simply making the most of
time already taken from home.

Clare never texted him first.
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Sometimes she replied. Sometimes she did not.

Sometimes she was there, at the bar, as if by coincidence.
Sometimes she wasn’t.

When she was, they spoke as though resuming an interrupted
conversation rather than rekindling an affair. She never asked
him to leave Sarah. She never hinted at weekends away or
future plans. She kept her life opaque, but not secretive — as
though she simply did not believe anyone was entitled to learn
about it.

In that, Daniel found a strange comfort.
The affair did not feel like a romance.
It felt like a compartment.

One evening, toward the end of the year, Daniel stood at the
window of his hotel room, phone in hand, watching Canberra
settle into darkness.

Sarah’s message sat unread.

He knew, with sudden clarity, that he was no longer
improvising. He had begun adjusting his movements around
something he refused to name.

He opened Sarah’s message.
Miss you. Hope Canberra isn’t too awful. Call if you’re awake.

His thumb hovered over the call icon. He could still do it. He
could still keep the shape of home intact.

Instead, he set the phone down and turned away from the
window.

On the desk, his conference papers lay neatly stacked, his name
badge placed face down as if it were something shameful.
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He sat in the chair and began planning the next month’s travel,
rearranging dates to “make things easier”.

He did it calmly. Efficiently. As if he were solving a scheduling
problem.

And that was how the affair entered his life — not as a rupture,
but as a routine.
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Chapter 17 — Recognition

Adelaide — October 2025

D aniel noticed the shift before he could have explained it.

Nothing explicit changed. The meetings continued. The

emails arrived when expected. Ryan’s tone remained
measured, conversational — almost collegial. Yet something in
the way the questions were asked had altered — not the
guestions themselves, but the assumptions beneath them.

They met this time in a café in Port Adelaide, a place Daniel had
been before and would likely forget again. It was late
afternoon, the lull towards the end of the day, the tables
largely empty apart from a few half-finished coffees. Ryan was
already seated, scrolling through his phone.

“You’ve been busy,” Ryan said as Daniel sat down.
“So it seems,” Daniel replied.
Ryan smiled faintly. “That’s a good thing.”

They spoke first about work in the loosest sense — conferences
postponed, funding cycles, the slow re-alignment of priorities
as AUKUS began to cast its long shadow. Ryan listened
attentively, occasionally asking Daniel to clarify a point or
expand on an assumption.
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Then, almost casually, he asked, “If endurance is no longer the
primary constraint, how do you see acoustic priorities shifting?”

Daniel paused.

It wasn’t the question itself. It was the premise. Endurance was
a constraint — or at least it always had been. Treating it as
settled felt premature.

“That would depend,” Daniel said carefully, “on propulsion
profiles. On how aggressively you're willing to trade speed for
discretion.”

Ryan nodded, as if that were confirmation rather than
qualification.

“And maintenance cycles?” he asked. “Assuming prolonged
submerged operation.”

Daniel felt a faint tightening behind his eyes.
“You’re assuming a lot,” he said.
“Yes,” Ryan agreed. “We are.”

The conversation moved on, but the moment stayed with
Daniel. As they spoke, he became increasingly aware that Ryan
was no longer fishing. He was navigating. The questions were
aligned now, angled toward outcomes rather than exploration.

When Ryan stood to leave, he hesitated.

“There’s something we should probably be clear about,” he
said.

Daniel waited.

“You understand,” Ryan continued, “that some of the material
you’ve been sharing doesn’t simply inform discussion. It now
informs operational planning.”

“Planning by whom?” Daniel asked.
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Ryan did not answer immediately. He took a sip of his coffee,
then set the cup down with deliberate care.

“By people who think in longer timeframes than most,” he said.
“People who have to consider balance, not advantage.”

Daniel felt the space between them contract.
“You work for the Ministry,” he said.
Ryan did not confirm it. He did not deny it either.

“I work for people who take a close interest in your region,” he
said. “At a global level.”

The relief Daniel felt surprised him.

It was not relief at the revelation itself, but at the removal of
uncertainty. The ambiguity he had lived with for months finally
resolved into shape. He could see now what he had been
circling.

“You could have said this earlier,” Daniel said. “| have read a bit
about China’s Ministry of State Security — China’s main civilian
intelligence service.”

“Yes, | could have mentioned it sooner,” Ryan replied evenly.
“But then you might not have continued.”

Daniel did not dispute that.

“You’re not being asked for classified information,” Ryan went
on. “You’re not being asked to act against your country.”

Daniel let out a slow breath.
“I don’t have access to sensitive programmes,” he said.
“Not yet,” Ryan replied, softly.

It was not a threat. It was an observation.
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Ryan reached into his jacket and placed a business card on the
table between them.

“A contact number,” he said. “For discretion. Nothing urgent.”

Daniel looked at it, largely blank apart from Ryan’s name and a
number, then picked it up and slipped it into his pocket.

As they parted, Ryan placed a hand briefly on Daniel’s arm.
“Clarity matters,” he said. “Confusion creates risk.”

Daniel walked back to his office with the odd sense that
something had settled rather than shifted. The world around
him continued unchanged — office workers heading home,
traffic edging through intersections, the familiar rhythm of an
ordinary afternoon.

He told himself he had not agreed to anything.

Yet he also knew, with quiet certainty, that he had stopped
pretending he didn’t understand.
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Chapter 18 — Instrumentation

Canberra — December 2025

month later, they met early, before the city had fully
decided what kind of day it was going to be.

The café was quiet in the way government-adjacent places
often were at that hour — open, orderly, expectant. Ryan was
already there, seated at a small table near the window. He rose
when Daniel approached, nodded once, and gestured for him
to sit.

No small talk this time.

Ryan placed a phone on the table between them.
Unremarkable in appearance. Black. Unbranded.
“Burner,” he said. “Prepaid. Single-purpose.”
Daniel did not touch it.

“Only for contact initiated from your side, or in emergencies,
from our side,” Ryan continued. “No personal numbers. No
storage. When it’s finished with, it will be discarded.”

Daniel nodded. This, at least, made sense.

Next, Ryan slid a slim laptop bag across the table.
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“What is this?” asked Daniel.

“Laptop. Air-gapped,” he said. “No networks. No crossover with
your personal devices. Drafting only. It never goes online.”

Daniel glanced at the bag, then back at Ryan.

“So, nothing leaves it,” he said.

“Not directly,” Ryan replied. “That’s the point.”

Daniel frowned. “This creates more risk if I'm discovered.”

Ryan shook his head. “It limits mistakes. Mistakes are what
expose people.”

Daniel absorbed the instructions without comment. They were
precise. Bounded. Familiar. Exactly what he’d expect.

Ryan paused briefly. Then he said, “There’s one other thing.”

He reached into his jacket and produced an envelope. This one
was thicker than the last.

“This isn’t payment for information,” Ryan said. “It’s to account
for your time to date. The inconvenience. The disruption.”

Daniel did not take it.
“l didn’t ask for this,” he said.
“No,” Ryan agreed. “But we prefer to avoid ambiguity.”

He placed the envelope on the table and slid it forward. Daniel
could tell from the weight what it contained.

“Cash?” he asked.
“For now,” Ryan said. “It keeps things simple.”

Daniel hesitated, then picked it up. The envelope was heavier
than he expected. Not extravagant — but deliberate.

“And if | refuse?” he asked.

99 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

Ryan’s expression did not change.

“That would be unusual at this stage,” he said. “It would raise
questions about your integrity and intent.”

Daniel understood those words now. Not as a concept, but as a
risk.

He slipped the envelope into his bag.

They stood. Ryan paused, then placed a hand briefly on Daniel’s
arm.

“This doesn’t change what you’re doing,” he said. “It just
acknowledges it.”

Daniel watched him walk away, unhurried, unremarkable.
Another man leaving another café.

Later that morning, Daniel found himself in a bank branch he
rarely visited. He opened a new account without difficulty —

sole name, no linked cards, no joint access. The teller asked if
he wanted a debit card issued. He declined.

He deposited the cash in a single transaction. Large, but not
large enough to attract scrutiny from banking systems.

It felt procedural. Sensible. A measure designed to keep things
contained.

He told himself it was prudent not to involve Sarah. That joint
finances were unnecessary complications. That this was
temporary.

He did not intend to spend any of it.

Later that day, once he was back home, Daniel placed the
burner phone and the laptop in the wall safe in his study and
locked it.
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He went into the bathroom and washed his hands longer than
necessary, then sat at the desk and stared at the conference
papers spread neatly before him.

Nothing about his life had changed in any visible way.

Yet Daniel understood that something irreversible had
occurred. He had accepted tools designed for concealment. He
had accepted money intended to regularise a relationship he
no longer could pretend he did not understand.

He told himself that intent still mattered. That boundaries still
existed.

What he did not yet grasp was how easily those boundaries
could be redrawn — later — by people who would not be
interested in his explanations.

He once again checked that the safe was locked, turned off the
light, and closed the door.
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Act lll — Strategic
Fractures
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Chapter 19 — Enhanced Clearance

Canberra / Adelaide — January 2026

Daniel’s notification arrived without emphasis.

It came through the same secure portal he used for travel

approvals and technical briefings, indistinguishable in
format from dozens of other regular communications. No
special markings. No urgency flags. Just a short message
advising that his application to join an advisory panel aligned
with the AUKUS submarine programme had progressed to the
next stage.

The role, the message explained, required a higher level of
security clearance.

Daniel read it twice, then a third time more slowly. He felt the
faint, unguarded satisfaction that came with recognition — not
excitement, exactly, but confirmation. This was what
advancement looked like at his level: incremental, procedural,
and deliberately understated. No one congratulated you. The
system simply widened its expectations.

He closed the message and returned to his work, though his
attention drifted. The clearance expansion was significant. Not
because it implied scrutiny — he dismissed that instinctively —
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but because it signalled trust. His expertise had moved from
adjacent to relevant. From peripheral to necessary.

Later that evening, after dinner, he opened the accompanying
documentation. The scope of the clearance review was broader
than anything he had previously completed. Travel disclosures
extended further back. Professional associations were to be
described in greater detail. Informal collaborations, conference
contacts, recurring overseas engagements — all were to be
included.

The language was careful. There was no suggestion of
suspicion. No warning tone. This was not an investigation. It
was simply disclosure.

Daniel leaned back and considered it. He had been through
clearance processes before. This was simply a deeper version of
the same thing — more comprehensive, more time-consuming,
but still fundamentally procedural. Anyone operating at this
level would be subjected to it. The system needed to know who
it was dealing with — and who it could trust. Moreover, given
the strategic importance of the advisory panel he was likely to
join, he assumed the Americans would insist on a particularly
robust clearance regime — one in which they might even have
a say.

He was aware that the timing was not coincidental. Since the
Bondi Beach shootings the previous month, background
processes across government had thickened almost
imperceptibly. Government could not afford another significant
terror incident on Australian shores; politically, the cost would
be severe. Reviews now ran deeper. Files stayed open longer.
Thresholds that had once been informal were quietly
formalised. No one said the rules had changed — only that they
were being applied more carefully.

Daniel did not resent this. If anything, he understood it.

He began methodically.
104 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

Travel was straightforward. Dates, locations, stated purposes.
Conferences, workshops, technical consultations. He described
them as he always had — professional, necessary,
unremarkable. Hong Kong appeared several times. He did not
dwell on it. Hong Kong was a hub. No one in his field avoided it.

Professional associations required more judgement.

He listed institutions, roles, formal collaborations. He
summarised recurring contacts by function rather than by
name. Conversations were framed as exchanges of ideas rather
than relationships. Nothing he wrote was false. But neither was
it expansive.

Daniel believed, sincerely, that transparency was not the same
as exhaustiveness. Over-disclosure invited misinterpretation. It
created noise. A system built to identify risk could easily
mistake context for intent.

He chose his words carefully.
As he worked, a thought surfaced — quietly, without alarm.

There was, he realised, a point at which disengagement would
cease to be theoretical and become necessary. Now that he
knew precisely who Ryan represented — China’s MSS — the
margin for error had narrowed. His expanded clearance did not
expose him directly, but it altered the geometry. Increased
access meant increased value. Increased value meant closer
scrutiny. The risk had not materialised. It had merely become
more structured.

He paused and considered it properly.

He had never committed to anything explicit with Ryan. He had
signed nothing. He had transferred no classified material — no
documents, no files. Everything he had provided was analytical:
the kind of judgement any competent engineer might offer
over a drink or in a conference corridor. Observations.
Constraints. Trends.
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If he chose to disengage, he could. He could slow responses.
Become unavailable. Allow the relationship to decay naturally.

But would they allow it?

They still held the photographs. That gave them power. They
would almost certainly react — and use it. They would have to.
Networks like theirs did not permit erosion. Assets were not
allowed to drift free.

The idea of disengaging dissolved as quickly as it had formed.

He told himself that managing the relationship was safer than
rupturing it.

This was not capitulation. It was control.
Daniel returned to the paperwork.

Somewhere else, in a secure Australian network, his name
entered a queue.

It was not flagged. It was not highlighted. It appeared without
commentary. It was simply included — another file within a
clearance-driven review stream, opened and closed by different
hands, its contents noted without emphasis.

The analysts who saw it were not looking for wrongdoing. They
were looking for consistency. For alignment. For the quiet
symmetry that characterised trustworthy lives.

Daniel completed the documentation over several evenings,
submitting it well before the deadline. There was no
acknowledgment beyond an automated confirmation. No
feedback. No follow-up questions.

Life continued unchanged.

Meetings arrived as expected. Travel was approved. No one
altered their tone. No one asked him to clarify anything he had
written. The absence of response reassured him.
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Daniel assumed the matter was settled.

He did not yet understand that clearance processes did not
resolve uncertainty.

They accumulated it.
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Chapter 20 — Quiet Flags

Canberra — early 2026

The file reached Sloane Rafferty without ceremony.

It arrived as part of a normal clearance anomaly bundle —
not flagged, not escalated, simply routed laterally for
secondary review. There was no covering note beyond a short
line from Julian Vane, a Canberra-based ASIO internal security
desk officer of long standing, suggesting the file was “worth

another set of eyes”.

Sloane preferred it that way. Files that arrived loudly were
usually already too late.

She opened it mid-morning, between two scheduled briefings,
expecting to spend no more than a few minutes. The subject
was an Australian specialist engineer, senior enough to be
useful, junior enough not to attract attention on his own. His
name was familiar only in passing — a contributor to panels, a
reliable presence at conferences, someone whose work on the
Collins-class of submarines sat just inside the perimeter of
relevance.

Nothing in the opening summary was remarkable.
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Travel history. Professional affiliations. Clearance progression.
The usual architecture of a life that had remained orderly long
enough to be trusted.

She began reading more closely.

What drew her attention was not where he went, but how
often. Hong Kong appeared a number of times — not
excessively, not inexplicably, but with a regularity that resisted
coincidence. Conferences overlapped. Consultations clustered.
Engagements that could be justified individually began, when
viewed together, to describe a rhythm.

Sloane had learned long ago that patterns rarely announced
themselves. They revealed themselves only when someone
stopped asking why and started asking how often.

She turned to his professional network.

The declared associations were accurate — technically
impeccable, in fact. Institutions were named, roles defined,
collaborations described with professional economy. What was
missing was texture. People appeared as functions rather than
relationships. Interactions were compressed, reduced to
purpose and outcome.

It was not evasive.
But it was careful.

Sloane leaned back slightly, her eyes remaining on the screen.
Carefulness, she knew, was not a fault. In senior technical
professionals it was almost a reflex. Years of dealing with
intellectual property, competitive advantage, and institutional
politics trained people to curate their disclosures instinctively.

The question was not whether the file contained lies.
It was whether it deliberately contained omissions.
She scrolled further.

109 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

The clearance expansion shifted the weight of what she was
reading. The subject’s trajectory had changed. Advisory access
— even indirect — altered the risk assessment. Information
that was once harmless became sensitive by proximity.
Judgement became capability. Its nexus to AUKUS moved it
from a local matter to one of national, even global interest.

Sloane noted the timing. The clearance progression followed
closely on the recalibration of background processes across
government. Since the Bondi Beach shootings the previous
December, thresholds had been quietly adjusted everywhere.
Reviews lingered longer. Files accumulated annotations that
would once have been ignored.

This file had acquired just enough of it.

She opened a second window and cross-referenced travel dates
against known technical forums. Nothing improper surfaced.
Everything aligned — which was, paradoxically, the point.
Alignment suggested design, or at least repetition sustained
over time.

Sloane did not believe in instincts masquerading as insight. She
believed in accumulation.

She considered whether to widen the lens further. She had
access to approved liaison channels in the United States and
the United Kingdom — channels that existed precisely for
moments like this. Activating them would not constitute
escalation, not formally. But it would change the file’s centre of
gravity. It would draw attention.

She chose not to.
Not yet.
Instead, she added a single annotation.

Pattern emerging
Recommend periodic review following clearance outcome.

110 | Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

She saved the note and tagged the file accordingly.

It was not an accusation. It did not trigger action. But it ensured
the file would return — not randomly, not accidentally, but by
design.

Sloane closed the file and moved on to the next item in her
gueue. By lunchtime, Daniel Mercer had left her thoughts
entirely.

Elsewhere, Daniel remained unaware that anything had
changed.

His calendar filled as usual. A Canberra trip was confirmed. An
overseas conference invitation arrived and was provisionally
accepted. Messages came and went, measured, unremarkable,
controlled.

The system had not moved against him.

It had simply begun to remember him.
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Chapter 21 — Competing Certainties

Canberra / Perth / Adelaide — early 2026

A secure briefing room in Parliament House had been
chosen for its anonymity.

It had few windows, was acoustically dull, and deliberately
austere — the kind of space designed to ensure that nothing
said inside it lingered longer than necessary. Around the table
sat a familiar mix of senior advisers, departmental officials, and
political staffers, each with a tablet open, each with a slightly
different understanding of why they were there.

The agenda said “AUKUS — programme update.”
No one believed that was the real reason.

The Deputy Secretary for Defence began with a summary that
was competent, rehearsed, and largely uncontroversial.
Timelines were restated. Capability milestones were
reaffirmed. Risks were acknowledged in language so general it
reassured rather than alarmed.

When he finished, there was a pause — not because anyone
needed clarification, but because everyone was waiting for
permission to move the conversation to where it actually
mattered.
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It came from the Prime Minister’s senior adviser, who leaned
forward slightly and spoke without preamble.

“We need to be realistic about what can be announced this
year.”

That was the cue.

The discussion pivoted smoothly away from strategy and
toward sequencing. Announcements were mapped against
election cycles. Public statements were stress-tested against
likely headlines. Words like deterrence and capability were
used sparingly. Language referring to jobs, skills, and industrial
certainty appeared far more often.

No one said it aloud, but everyone understood the underlying
constraint: the programme was now too large to fail quietly. No
one wanted to see a repeat of the French debacle of
September 2021.

AUKUS had to be seen working.

A briefing slide appeared on the shared screen, titled Domestic
Industrial Options. It outlined three possibilities for submarine
construction and sustainment, each described in careful, non-
committal terms.

Western Australia.
South Australia.
A hybrid model that committed fully to neither.

The room shifted.

South Australia’s case was presented first, framed as continuity
rather than ambition. Existing infrastructure. A skilled
workforce. Decades of experience in naval construction and
sustainment — including the build and long-term support of the
Collins-class submarines, Australia’s current fleet of six boats.

The language was deferential, almost modest — which
everyone recognised as strategic.
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Western Australia’s argument followed, sharper and more
assertive. Geography. Strategic depth. Proximity to the Indian
Ocean. Port capacity. A narrative of inevitability rather than
precedent.

A senior political adviser interrupted.

“We can’t sell inevitability,” she said. “We can sell
employment.”

That prompted a flurry of notes.

Union interests were mentioned obliquely. Marginal seats more
directly. No one accused anyone else of parochialism. It was
simply understood that national interest, in this context, was an
aggregation of local imperatives.

By the time the meeting broke, nothing had been decided.
But something had shifted.

The competition was now explicit.

%k % % %k %k

In Perth, the tone was less careful.

A meeting convened in a glass-walled conference room
overlooking the Australian Marine Complex at Henderson was
louder, more confident, and entirely unapologetic. State
ministers spoke openly about leverage — about what Western
Australia brought to the table and what it expected in return.

“We’re not asking for a favour,” one adviser said. “We’re
pointing out reality.”

Reality, as they defined it, included electoral arithmetic,
economic momentum, and a willingness to force the issue
publicly if required. Media strategy was discussed alongside
workforce readiness. Statements were drafted that could be
released within hours if Canberra hesitated.
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Here, the partnership was not a strategic concept.

It was an opportunity.

3k 3k %k %k %

In Adelaide, the mood was different again.
Less confrontational. More patient.

Briefings focused on continuity and reliability — on what had
already been delivered, on promises kept, on infrastructure
that already existed rather than on commitments that it would
be built. There was confidence, but it was expressed quietly, as
though volume itself were a risk.

One adviser summarised it neatly.

“They know us,” he said. “And they know we won’t embarrass
them.”

It was not meant as criticism. It was a selling point.

%k %k %k %k %k

Back in Canberra, a secure call with Washington threaded its
way into the same conversation without ever quite joining it.

The Americans spoke with confidence that bordered on
indifference. Timelines were assumed rather than debated.
Industrial challenges were acknowledged, then waved aside.
What mattered was alignment.

“This needs to move,” a senior U.S. official said. “Momentum
matters.”

No one pushed back directly.

Australia was referred to as a partner, but the subtext was
unmistakable: the programme’s centre of gravity lay elsewhere
— back in America. Delays in Australia were inconvenient.
Hesitation was destabilising.
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After the call ended, no one spoke for several seconds.
Finally, someone said, “We’ll manage it.”

No one asked how.

%k % % %k %k

Daniel Mercer encountered the debate only in fragments.

A slide glimpsed at the end of a briefing. A remark overheard in
a corridor. A conversation at a Canberra bar that stopped
abruptly when he approached.

He registered the noise without absorbing its significance.

To Daniel, politics was background interference — a constant
hum that complicated delivery but rarely altered fundamentals.
His attention remained fixed on technical questions: acoustic
profiles, maintenance cycles, the cumulative effects of
prolonged submerged operation.

He had learned long ago that political certainty was transient,
while physical constraints were not.

When colleagues speculated about where the submarines
would be built, Daniel listened politely and said little. It made
no difference to his work, he told himself. Steel behaved the
same way everywhere. Water did not care about borders.
Nuclear propulsion obeyed the laws of physics — but in
Australia it would be complicated everywhere — not by science
or engineering, but by politics.

If he noticed that conversations around him had grown more
guarded, he attributed it to fatigue.

He did not see that the system around him was becoming
louder, more crowded, and less forgiving.

%k %k %k %k %k
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By the end of the week, nothing substantive had been resolved.

Public announcements had been made. Commitments had
been declared. But beneath the language of certainty, positions
had hardened. Talking points had been refined. The language of
inevitability had begun to replace the language of deliberation.

It no longer felt like a plan.
It felt like a contest.

And contests, Daniel knew from experience, rarely ended
where they began.
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Chapter 22 — Rising Anxiety
Canberra / Sydney / Beijing / Taipei — early 2026

he first hint of a sharp Canberra autumn morning felt
different this time.

As usual, the city’s rush hour was quietly contained and its
coffee haunts filled with their regulars, but there was a new
tension — the kind that seeped into conversations before it
reached headlines. For months newspapers had spoken of
memorials and legislative reforms following the Bondi Beach
shootings. Just before Christmas the previous year, fifteen
innocent people had been shot and killed at a Jewish
community event, shattering a national assumption of security
and innocence. Parliament returned early in 2026, offering
speeches, moments of silence, and promises of action.

In response to intense public pressure, the Prime Minister had
eventually agreed to convene a broad Royal Commission into
how the attack had happened and whether hate and extremism
had been overlooked. Polling showed shifts in political
sentiment, with right-of-centre parties gaining traction in some
regions, reflecting voter unease.

Australia’s politicians no longer talked only of deterrence and
strategic stability. They spoke of threat, vulnerability, and an
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urgency that had never been part of their strategic language
before.

Inside secure offices and behind closed doors, intelligence and
law-enforcement agencies explored their own assumptions.
The NSW Joint Counter Terrorism Team had formally charged
the surviving alleged gunman and expanded its post-attack
policing operations, deploying hundreds of officers across at-
risk communities as part of enhanced counter-terror patrols.
What once had been marginal — the idea that a major terror
event could happen on Australian soil — was now fact,
embedded in internal planning.

It was against this backdrop that, in April 2026, senior advisers
gathered again in Canberra at Parliament House to discuss
national security priorities that reached beyond AUKUS and
into day-to-day domestic legitimacy.

The National Security Council (NSC) meeting took place in a
large secure room, screens lining one wall and live feeds from
global hotspots flickering quietly. The chairperson opened with
updates from foreign affairs, defence, intelligence, and home
affairs — a briefing that reflected not only operational realities,
but political anxieties.

“Since Bondi,” the Home Affairs Minister said, his voice taut,
“public concern about violence — foreign-inspired or otherwise
— is affecting trust in institutions. We cannot afford another
breach of that social contract.”

There were nods.

Defence officials discussed shifting strategic assessments in the
Indo-Pacific. Recent U.S. military operations — from sustained
maritime security actions in the Red Sea to the January
intervention in Venezuela, that resulted in the capture of
President Nicolas Maduro, and the latest U.S. and Israeli strikes
against Iran — had reverberated globally, reshaping
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perceptions of Washington’s strategic posture and raising
guestions about the threshold for the use of force.

Officials noted that the war in Iran had intensified competing

strategic narratives. Several governments had condemned the
operation as destabilising, while others quietly welcomed the
demonstration of Western resolve.

Defence noted that Beijing was already using the war in Iran to
reinforce its long-standing argument that U.S. power was
unpredictable and interventionist. In a climate of contested
narratives and with American attention focused on the Middle
East, Defence warned that this could encourage China to test
the limits of American resolve in theatres closer to the Indo-
Pacific — including the Taiwan Strait.

The room grew quieter.

A senior official from ASIO spoke next, outlining international
trends in intelligence operations and grey-zone activities.

“We are seeing an uptick in pro-Beijing messaging,” he said,
“particularly tied to cross-strait rhetoric on Taiwan.”

He noted that military drills near the island had become more
extensive and frequent — exercises interpreted by some
regional analysts as both deterrence and signalling.

A defence adviser added that these shifts, while not outright
conflict, created a climate in which allied cooperation, posture,
and readiness were no longer abstract concepts, but living
pressures on policymakers.

The Home Affairs Minister leaned back, glancing at the others.

“Our electorate wants security. They want certainty. But what
they really want is confidence that their leaders can protect
them — from both external and internal threats.”

120|Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

The message was clear — domestic politics and international
strategy were no longer separate streams. They were
converging.

Sydney itself was still marked by Bondi’s aftermath. Public
commemorations had drawn crowds; flags had flown at half-
mast at specified events; symbolic Pillars of Light beacons had
been projected across civic spaces as part of the official day of
mourning.

Police patrols had increased not just at beaches in Sydney’s
eastern suburbs but at other perceived high-risk events across
Australia. Public discourse — from morning radio segments to
opinion columns — now routinely referenced “unprecedented”
threats and the need for legislative and tactical responses to
domestic terror.

But amid the fear and calls for security, there were also voices
cautioning against overreaction. Some community leaders
argued that rash legislation carried its own risks, and that the
tension between safeguarding civil liberties and enhancing
security remained unresolved.

Half a world away in Beijing, China’s leaders were attuned to
these shifts with growing interest. China’s official rhetoric
framed U.S. military actions as evidence of destabilising
hegemony, and state media amplified objections to what they
described as Washington’s interventions in other nations’
sovereign affairs.

Chinese analysts drew on these narratives to justify increased
assertiveness in maritime drills around Taiwan and in
diplomatic engagements throughout the Asia-Pacific.

While the Chinese leadership was careful not to escalate
beyond broad military exercises and public denunciations, the
message was unmistakable — China was ready to assert its
interests, and it viewed shifts in U.S. global posture as an
opportunity to recalibrate its own regional influence.
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In Taipei, the political leadership watched with a mix of concern
and determination. Local assessments flagged that while
outright conflict was not imminent, Beijing’s rhetoric and
exercises were being framed as defensive measures — yet they
carried the potential to transform into active pressure during
moments of global distraction.

Back in Canberra, the NSC adjourned with a sense of unfinished
business. There were no dramatic announcements, no
marching orders etched in steel — only a shared understanding
that Australia’s strategic environment had changed.

Australia’s public had seen terror-inspired violence on its
streets, and its politicians had struggled to control the narrative
that followed. The country’s intelligence agencies had seen
patterns that made sense only in hindsight. And its defence
planners were now dealing with a geopolitical theatre that was
noisier, more strident, and more unpredictable than it had
been for many years.

The sense of anxiety was neither manufactured nor sensational.
It was simply a recognition — the old certainties were gone.

And in their place, a new kind of tension had taken root — with
both domestic and global dimensions, neither of which had a
clear end point.
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Chapter 23 — Canberra and
Compartmentalisation

Canberra — May 2026

Daniel Mercer came to think of Canberra as a place designed
to prevent anything from lingering.

It wasn’t simply the geometry of the city — the boulevards that
curved away from one another, the lawns that separated
buildings like buffers, the way the lake sat at the centre, as the
focal point of the city’s design. It was the rhythm. People
arrived, spoke in rooms with darkened windows, and left again.
Conversations had start times. Outcomes were recorded in
language that avoided blame. The city carried urgency, but it
rarely carried consequence.

That was its appeal.

In the weeks after the National Security Council meeting,
Daniel’s travel increased in a way that was difficult to explain
even to himself. Officially, it was procedural — briefings,
consultations, committees, working groups that needed
technical input and the kind of calm constraint he had become
known for. Unofficially, the pattern had its own logic.
Canberra’s transient anonymity made containment easier. He
could arrive, perform, and depart without having to stay and
absorb the consequences.
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Adelaide held domestic gravity. Canberra offered clean edges.
He told Sarah it was part of the next stage.

“It’s the AUKUS clearance stuff,” he said one evening, keeping
his voice neutral, as though neutral meant harmless. “Panels.
Oversight. Everyone wants a piece of it.”

Sarah had been sorting through paperwork on the dining table,
the quiet administrative residue of their life — receipts, utility
bills, a reminder about something they were meant to attend
on the weekend. She glanced up briefly.

“You’re travelling more,” she said.
“I know.”

A pause. Not accusation. Not a complaint. Just an observation
placed carefully on the table between them.

“You’re here,” she added, “but you’re not really here.”

Daniel did not look at her immediately. He gathered the papers
into a neater pile, as though tidying the table might tidy what
she had just said.

“I'm sorry. I'm tired,” he offered. “It’s a lot at the moment.”

Sarah nodded once, but the nod did not give him the relief he
expected. It was too measured, too controlled. A response filed
away, not resolved.

Later, in bed, she faced away from him. Daniel lay awake
listening to the small noises of the house — pipes settling, the
hum of the fridge, a car passing somewhere beyond the front
garden. His thoughts returned, as they often did at night, to the
same unresolved questions: endurance curves, acoustic trade-
offs, assumptions that had once been theoretical and were now
being treated as operational givens. He found himself replaying
conversations about sustained submerged operation, about
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margins that were narrowing not because of failure, but
because expectations were changing.

He told himself again that it was temporary. That once the next
phase settled, once the models were validated and the
structures finalised, once the grey became black or white, he
would be present again.

He did not ask himself what present meant anymore.

%k %k %k %k %k

Two days later, he was in Canberra.

The flight was early, the cabin half-full, the passengers dressed
in the uniform of government travel — unremarkable jackets,
laptops, expressions that suggested sleep had been traded for
schedule. Daniel sat by the window, not because he cared
about the view, but because it gave him something to do with
his gaze. He opened a document, read three paragraphs, and
realised he had absorbed none of it. Instead, he found himself
watching his own thinking, as though it belonged to someone
else.

Containment, he reminded himself. Focus.

He landed, collected his bag, and took a taxi to the Hyatt. As he
stepped into its plush interior, he felt himself begin to relax.
The clamour outside — and the questioning in his own mind —
seemed to be softened by the hotel, at least for a short time.
The lobby was cool and muted, its polished surfaces designed
to absorb rather than reflect. He checked in, accepted the key
card, and crossed the atrium without looking around.

In the room, he placed his suitcase on the luggage rack, set his
laptop on the desk, and stood for a moment in the centre of
the carpet, doing nothing. The silence was clean. No family
noise. No domestic expectations. No social obligations that
could not be postponed.
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A blank space, ready to be filled with tasks.
He showered, changed, and headed out again.

The first meeting was at a departmental building with a bland
facade and a security checkpoint that made it clear the
blandness was superficial. He surrendered his phone, passed
through screening, and was led to a small room where three
people sat with folders open in front of them.

No introductions.
No warmth.

Their questions were technical but framed in policy language —
endurance, acoustic signature, operational assumptions. Daniel
answered carefully, aware that the room was not trying to
understand him but to assess where he fitted.

When the meeting ended, there was no conclusion, only a
sense of being released.

Another taxi. Another building. Another checkpoint. Another
room.

By late afternoon, he had spoken for hours, yet said very little
that felt personal. Canberra allowed that. Everything became
function.

He left the last building as the light began to lessen. The air had
the crispness of approaching winter, and the city’s avenues
stretched out in clean lines that seemed designed to minimise
surprise. Daniel walked for a while without direction, then
checked his watch and realised he was early.

He could return to the hotel.

Instead, he turned towards a café he had learned to use as a
waiting room. It was quiet, favoured by staffers who wanted to
be seen without being disturbed. He ordered coffee, sat in a
corner, and opened his laptop again.
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A text from Clare arrived while he was reading. Short.
Unadorned.

Are you in town?

He tapped his phone and replied.

Yes. Free after 7. Why not come by?

The reply came quickly.

Sounds good.

No details were needed. They had done this enough times.

Daniel closed the laptop and stared at the café wall as if it held
something he had missed. He was aware, in the way you
become aware of a sore tooth you’ve been ignoring, of the
division in his life. It was no longer simply work and home. It
was worlds. Separate. Incompatible. Each requiring him to be a
different man.

He finished his coffee, returned to the Hyatt, and prepared as
he always did — not with excitement, not with guilt, but with a
kind of procedural attention, as though he were readying
himself for another meeting.

At 7.15 pm, there was a knock at the door.

Daniel unlatched the door and Clare stepped inside. She
removed her coat, placed it neatly over the back of a chair, and
glanced around the room with the familiarity of someone who
had been there before. The hotel room suited them — neutral,
discreet, easily reset.

Daniel was still standing near the door. He was dressed in a
casual denim shirt, sleeves rolled down to stave off the cool
evening air, and a pair of light khaki chinos. Clare regarded him
for a moment. A handsome man. His posture upright,
movements economical. There was nothing careless about him.
Even now, even here, he carried himself with a kind of
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contained authority — the look of someone accustomed to
being listened to, to being trusted.

Clare watched him in admiration for a fraction longer than was
strictly necessary. Then, remembering herself, she smoothed
the pleats in her skirt.

She crossed to him and embraced him.
“You look tired,” she said.

“It's been a busy week.”

“You say that every time.”

He gave a faint smile — an automatic gesture, not an authentic
one.

She poured herself a drink from the minibar without asking if
he wanted one. Daniel accepted the glass she handed him and
took a sip.

They sat on the two lounge chairs in the room for a while, the
silence between them unforced. This was how it always began
— not with urgency, but with quiet recalibration.

“Bondi has made them jumpy,” Clare said eventually.
Daniel’s eyes flicked towards her. “Everyone’s jumpy.”

“No,” she replied. “This is different. The language is different.
The way they’re doing things is different.”

Daniel did not answer immediately. He tasted the familiar burn
of the whisky.

“They always tighten after something like Bondi,” he said.
“Then it loosens again.”

Clare gave him a look that suggested she did not entirely
believe him.

“It’s not loosening,” she said. “Not this time.”

128 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

Daniel shrugged slightly, a gesture meant to dismiss but not
fully convincing even to him.

“I’'ve had to rewrite briefings,” she continued. “Not for
accuracy. For tone. They want it to sound firmer. They want the
words to project authority and certainty.”

“That’s politics,” Daniel said.

“It’s fear,” Clare corrected, and the word landed with more
force than he expected.

She studied him more closely now.
“How about you? You're getting drawn further in,” she said.

Daniel exhaled slowly. “That’s the point, isn’t it? The AUKUS
panel. The clearance. The advisory work.”

Clare’s gaze held his.

“And what do you tell yourself that means?” she asked.
“That they need me,” he said. “That I'm useful.”

She smiled, but there was little warmth in it.

“Useful,” she repeated. “Yes. That’s what everyone wants to be
here.”

“I’ve noticed that you’re good at compartmentalising your life,”
she said.

“It’s necessary,” Daniel replied.
“Isit?”
He pondered her question.

“How else do you do it?” he said. “You keep things separate.
Work separate from home. Home separate from everything
else.”

Clare’s expression sharpened.
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“You think the compartments make you safe,” she said. “But
they don’t prevent anomalies. They just make them harder to
detect.”

She moved closer, stopping just short of touching him. She
undid the top two buttons of her blouse, deliberately revealing
a touch more of her white lace bra.

“Enough talk for now,” she whispered. “l want to be useful.”

Later, when it was over, in the half-light, Clare lay beside him,
her head turned slightly towards his shoulder.

“Do you ever think about stopping?” she asked.
“Stopping what?”

“This,” she said quietly. “Us.”

Daniel stared at the ceiling.

“No,” he said. “It works for me — and | think for you. It's
contained.”

Clare was silent for a moment.

“Nothing stays contained,” she said.
%k 3k %k %k k

The next morning, Daniel woke early.

Clare was already dressed, moving through the room with the
efficiency of someone who did not allow mornings to become
intimate. She handed him a coffee without comment.

“You're leaving today?” she asked.
“Late afternoon. I'll be home in time for dinner.”
She nodded.

“Well, | better be off. Parliament House waits for no one,” she
said.
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She paused at the door.
“Until next time. Be careful.”
“lam.”

She did not reply.

Daniel left soon after, stepping out into Canberra’s crisp
morning air as if the city had rinsed him clean. The streets were
already filling with commuters. People carried takeaway coffee
cups. Cars moved with orderly impatience. The city looked calm
enough to be innocent.

By late afternoon, after back-to-back meetings, he was in the
airport lounge waiting for his flight home. He opened his laptop
and tried to read briefing notes, but his mind returned to
Clare’s words.

Nothing stays contained.

As the plane lifted away from Canberra’s neat geometry, Daniel
watched the city shrink below him — ordered, controlled, and
carefully designed to keep disorder at bay.

For the first time, he wondered whether the compartments
were still his.

Or whether they were beginning to own him.
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Chapter 24 — Tried and Proven
Hong Kong — May 2026

The Peninsula had always attracted the right kind of people.
That was its value.

Not the ostentatious sort who demanded attention, nor the
transient crowd that passed through anonymously, but a
narrower, more useful category — senior professionals,
technical specialists, consultants whose reputations travelled
ahead of them and whose assumptions about discretion had
hardened into expectation. People accustomed to being
trusted. People who believed that in certain places, trust was
assumed.

Zhao Feng preferred to meet there for that reason.

He sat in one of the quieter lounges overlooking Salisbury Road,
the city’s movement framed neatly beyond the tall windows.
The hotel was unchanged — controlled, polished, and
unhurried — its procedures refined over decades to make
privacy feel like a natural condition rather than a service.

Fiona Chan arrived on time.
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She placed her phone on the table between them, face down,
and took the seat opposite him without ceremony. There was
no greeting beyond a brief nod. Neither of them required one.

“The Hong Kong recruitment pipeline remains stable,” Fiona
said. “No interruptions. No complaints.”

Zhao regarded her for a moment before responding. He was in
his late fifties now, his hair silvering at the temples, his posture
still precise. A Party man in bearing as much as conviction —
disciplined, unsentimental, patient.

“That is because it is not a pipeline,” he said. “It is an
environment.”

Fiona allowed herself a faint smile. Zhao was fond of
distinctions.

“Let me rephrase it then. The hotel continues to perform,” she
said. “The management remains cooperative. The guest profile
hasn’t shifted materially.”

Zhao glanced around the room, not to check for listeners — he
trusted the space — but as if taking inventory.

“The Peninsula works because it selects for us,” he said.
“People who stay here already believe certain rules apply. They
expect discretion. They assume staff do not notice. They
behave accordingly.”

Fiona nodded. “And the manager understands that he is not
expected to notice either.”

The manager, in fact, did more than understand; he ensured
that nothing MSS did at the hotel was noticed.

The arrangements had been in place for years. The general
manager’s cooperation had been secured early, long before
Fiona’s tenure. He had not been recruited through ideology or
pressure, but through incentives that aligned with his own
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priorities — smooth operations, regulatory assurance, and
personal security.

He did not interfere. He did not ask questions.

Rooms that mattered were quietly designated. Maintenance
requests were handled internally. Security logs passed through
local systems before being archived centrally. Staff assignments
were adjusted when required, explained afterward as routine
scheduling.

From the hotel’s perspective, nothing improper ever occurred.
From MSS's perspective, everything functioned as intended.
“The women?” Zhao asked.

“Still effective,” Fiona replied. “Beauty and poise still count —
but so does experience. We avoid first-timers. Everyone
assigned has prior experience. Loyalty is contractual, not
emotional.”

Payment, Fiona knew, was the foundation of compliance here.
The women were paid generously and looked after well — not
as a one-off, but as part of an ongoing arrangement that
created expectation and dependence. Discretion was
guaranteed. No coercion. No threats. Those produced
instability.

“They understand what they are there to do,” Fiona continued.
“Listen. Engage. Be available. Nothing more.”

“And nothing less,” Zhao said.
He sipped his tea.

“The strength of the method is that it feels incidental,” he said.
“There is no compulsion. No drama. Only opportunity. People
convince themselves.”

That had always been the principle.
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Fiona tapped her phone once, bringing up a short list of names.

“Several long-term assets originated here,” she said.
“Engineers. Analysts. Advisers.”

She paused briefly before adding, “Including Mercer.”
Zhao's expression did not change.

“Daniel Mercer,” he said, as though confirming the name rather
than recalling it.

“He remains useful. The video evidence remains the key. We
have not had to use it yet. But he knows we may — and we will
if necessary,” Fiona said.

“That is correct,” Zhao replied. “Pressure is applied only when
necessary. Otherwise, the memory does the work.”

Fiona inclined her head slightly. Her internal file on Mercer had
been closed within days of his departure in 2023. No follow-up.
No reinforcement. Just a quiet record — location, behaviour,
response.

What mattered was not what he had done, but what he now
carried.

“The operation proceeded cleanly,” Fiona said. “No deviation.
The subject returned to Australia without suspicion.”

Zhao allowed himself a small nod. “That is the ideal outcome.
The best assets are the ones who never realise they might
become useful.”

He leaned back slightly, hands resting on the arms of his chair.

“Our success here has never been about individual
encounters,” he continued. “It is about systems. Hotels like this
one. Cities like this. People who believe Hong Kong remains
distant from China.”
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Hong Kong, Zhao knew, remained uniquely useful. It retained
just enough of its former reputation from the British era to
attract the right visitors, and just enough of its new reality to
ensure cooperation when required.

“The West mistakes habit for principle,” he said. “They assume
yesterday’s rules still apply because they still feel comfortable.”

Fiona watched him carefully. Zhao did not speak often of
ideology, but when he did, it mattered.

“Mercer may become relevant again?” she asked.

“Perhaps,” Zhao replied. “Or perhaps not. The value lies in
possibility. However, | hear from the Party that the information
he is providing is proving useful in shaping our response to the
AUKUS threat.”

He stood, signalling the end of the conversation.

“Continue as you have,” he said. “Discretion. Patience. We do
not harvest prematurely.”

Fiona rose with him.

As she gathered her things, Zhao glanced once more around
the lounge — the quiet conversations, the attentive staff, the
illusion of privacy that had made the Peninsula so useful for so
long.

“Places like this succeed because everyone benefits,” he said.
“The hotel profits. The guests feel safe. And we remain
invisible.”

Fiona nodded.
In Hong Kong, invisibility was still a currency.

And for now, it remained abundant.
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Chapter 25 — Zhao Feng
Beijing / Hong Kong — 2026

hao Feng did not think of himself as ideological. He saw that

as a Western misunderstanding — the tendency to confuse
belief with its public display, and loyalty with political rhetoric.
Conviction, in Zhao's view, did not need reinforcement. It
simply shaped how decisions were made.

He had been shaped by experience.

When the British left Hong Kong in 1997, Zhao was already an
adult — old enough to remember the pomp and ceremony, the
lowered flag, the carefully choreographed language of
transition. “One country, two systems,” the British had insisted,
as if governance were a matter of language rather than power.
As if sovereignty could be softened by reassurance.

Zhao had watched the handover not with nostalgia, but with
clarity.

The British had ruled Hong Kong efficiently, he would concede
that much. They had built systems that worked, institutions
that endured, rules that were applied with consistency. But
they had never pretended those systems belonged to the
people they governed. In practice, authority had always flowed
in one direction. Respect, if it existed, was conditional.
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Zhao remembered the British tone more than its policies.
The quiet condescension.
The assumption of permanence.

The way English officials spoke of Hong Kong as an asset rather
than a place.

Racial hierarchy had not been explicit — it had not needed to
be. It was embedded in posture, in who spoke first, in who was
invited into rooms and who remained outside them. The British
had been masters of appearances. They governed without
belonging.

When they left Hong Kong, they told themselves they had done
so gracefully.

Zhao disagreed.

What followed was not chaos, as the West had predicted, but
reassertion. Beijing did not improvise. It consolidated. Slowly at
first, then with increasing confidence. Beijing understood
something the British had not — countries could not be bought
or leased. They belonged to their own people.

Hong Kong’s legal frameworks were gradually brought into
alignment with China’s. Institutions were folded inward.
Ambiguity was reduced — not eliminated, but managed.

Zhao had risen during that period.

He did not rise because he was charismatic. He rose because he
was reliable. He understood that power was not demonstrated
— it was exercised quietly, through systems that did not
require explanation to function.

Western commentators, Zhao observed, misunderstood this
repeatedly.
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He had sat in enough Western security forums to recognise the
pattern — officials publicly disagreeing with ministers,
academics applauded for criticising their own governments.

They believed legitimacy flowed upward, from the individual to
the state. That state authority was conditional, provisional,
constantly renegotiated. They celebrated dissent as virtue and
called it resilience when systems bent under pressure.

Zhao found this incoherent.

In his view, the individual was not the primary unit of society.
The state was. The state existed not to express personal
identity, but to contain it — to prevent ambition, grievance,
and difference from fragmenting the whole.

This was not dictatorship. It was engineering.

Western societies, Zhao believed, produced expertise without
containment. They rewarded ambition, celebrated individual
brilliance, and then acted surprised when those same
individuals pursued opportunity wherever it appeared. When
loyalty dissolved under pressure, the West called it betrayal.
Zhao called it design failure.

In Zhao's view, Western experts who crossed to the other side
were not traitors. They were damaged resources — shaped by
systems that prized mobility over allegiance and self-growth
over loyalty. The idea that an engineer or analyst might
“belong” to a nation simply because of citizenship struck Zhao
as sentimental.

Belonging, in his experience, was cultivated, enforced, and
maintained.

Zhao distrusted improvisation.

He distrusted leaders who acted on instinct — those who
confused decisiveness with impulse. Time, to Zhao, was not an
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enemy. It was an asset. Pressure revealed itself eventually.
Patterns emerged. Systems corrected themselves if left intact.

This was why he valued people like Fiona Chan. She did not
rush. She did not dramatise. She understood that influence
accumulated quietly, that leverage need not be activated to be
effective.

Daniel Mercer, when Zhao reviewed his file, did not register as
a moral question.

He was not judged as weak or corrupt. Zhao had no interest in
those categories. Mercer was assessed as a function — a node
in a system that produced insight without adequately
containing it. His value lay not in what he intended, but in what
his behaviour revealed under sustained pressure.

Mercer justified himself. Zhao noted that with mild interest.
Western professionals always did.

They told themselves they were acting pragmatically,
defensively, responsibly. They drew boundaries that shifted as
circumstances demanded, then reassured themselves that
nothing essential had changed.

Zhao did not begrudge them this. Self-justification was a
lubricant. It allowed systems to function without friction.

What mattered was not whether Mercer believed himself
compromised.

What mattered was that his decisions now carried weight
elsewhere.

Zhao believed deeply in patience.

History, he thought, favoured those who did not confuse
urgency with importance. The West was restless. It demanded
immediacy, visibility, moral performance. China did not need
applause. It needed alignment.
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He had no doubt which approach endured.

When Zhao looked at Hong Kong now — at its hotels, its
financial districts, its carefully preserved rituals of neutrality —
he did not see a city under threat. He saw an instrument still in
use.

The British believed control could be exercised from a distance.
Zhao knew better.

Control required presence, patience, and the willingness to
outlast contradiction.

And time, he was confident, remained on his side.
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Chapter 26 — Fractured Information
Canberra — May 2026

The meeting was framed as progress.

That alone made several of the participants uneasy.

It took place in a secure conference room in Canberra’s
Parliamentary Triangle, chosen less for symbolism than
convenience. No windows. A long table. Carafes of water that
went largely untouched. The invitation list had been kept
deliberately short — senior enough to matter, not senior
enough to escalate.

The stated purpose was coordination.

In the months since Bondi, there had been pressure — political,
media, and internal — to demonstrate that Australia’s security
agencies were not simply vigilant, but aligned. The Royal
Commission into the shootings had recently begun its public
hearings and its shadow already stretched across Canberra. No
one wanted to be the agency that appeared siloed when the
guestions got difficult.

An Assistant Director from ASIO opened the discussion.
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He spoke calmly, with the practised neutrality of someone
accustomed to recording minutes that might one day be read
aloud in a very different setting.

“We're not here because anything has failed,” he said. “This is
about tightening interfaces. Improving visibility. Making sure
we’re not assuming coverage where none exists.”

Across the table, an AFP Commander nodded. The nod meant
agreement, but also caution.

They had heard this language before.
What followed was careful.

ASIO outlined its post-Bondi internal review — not the
classified findings, but the themes. The need for better lateral
awareness. The recognition that threat indicators no longer sat
neatly in one domain. Extremism, foreign influence, lone actors,
online acceleration — the distinctions were blurring.

The AFP representatives listened without interruption.

When the ASIO officer finished, another added, “We’re
proposing more regular structured exchanges. Not tasking. Not
joint ownership. Just better mutual understanding.”

That caveat mattered.
One of the AFP lawyers made a note.
“How structured?” the Commander asked.

“Scoped,” the ASIO officer replied. “Contextual. Sanitised —
where necessary.”

No one smiled.
They moved to specifics.

ASIO offered examples of the type of information it might share
— trend analysis, anonymised case profiles, behavioural
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indicators that had emerged across multiple files but did not
yet justify individual escalation. The emphasis was on signals,
not subjects.

The AFP response was polite but precise.

Signals were useful, they said, but difficult to operationalise
without specifics. Without names, locations, or timelines,
signals tended to sit — acknowledged, logged, and revisited
only when something else collided with them.

The ASIO officer acknowledged this.

“Which is why this isn’t about action,” he said. “It’s about
awareness.”

A phrase that appeared twice in the minutes.
Awareness without responsibility.
The conversation edged closer to its limits.

An AFP Superintendent asked whether the proposed sharing
would include intelligence connected to foreign state activity
that intersected with domestic security — particularly where
domestic individuals held no criminal profile.

The room paused.

“That would depend,” the ASIO officer replied carefully, “on
nexus.”

Another word that did a great deal of work.

Nexus to what. Nexus to whom. Nexus sufficient for which
threshold.

The AFP Superintendent pressed lightly.

“In the current climate,” he said, “foreign intelligence and
public trust in domestic security are not separable.”
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The ASIO officer nodded, as if acknowledging the logic, then
placed it gently to one side.

“We agree in principle,” he said. “But we also need to be
careful not to widen our responsibilities by implication.”

That phrase went into the minutes too.
Not to widen responsibilities by implication.
The meeting ended as it had begun — collegially.

There were no raised voices. No visible frustration. A short list
of action items was agreed — quarterly exchanges, designated
liaison points, a trial period to assess value.

Everyone left believing they had done the responsible thing.
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Back at ASIO headquarters the next day, the discussion was
reviewed again — this time internally.

A more senior officer scanned the summary.

“No obligation created?” she asked.

“No,” the Assistant Director replied. “We were explicit.”
“No source exposure?”

“None.”

“No assumptions made about joint responsibility?”

“Very clear.”

She nodded.

“Good. We don’t want to set a precedent we can’t unwind.”
Across the lake, the AFP debrief was similarly restrained.

The Commander listened as the Superintendent outlined the
meeting.
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“So, they'll tell us what they think matters,” the Commander
said, “without telling us why it matters.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“And we’ll decide what to do with it,” the Commander
continued, “without being able to act on most of it.”

“That’s about right.”
The Commander leaned back.

“That’s rather vague, but | suppose it’s at least something,” he
said.

Neither side believed the other was acting in bad faith.
That was the problem.

%k %k k %k k
In the weeks that followed, information did move.

Brief summaries. Trend analyses. No raw source reporting.
Observations stripped of ownership and intent. Enough to
suggest shape, never enough to confirm direction.

Each organisation assumed the other would recognise the
moment when shape became threat.

And if that moment came, escalation could always happen
then.

For now, the system reassured itself.
The machinery was talking.
The interfaces were improved.

And somewhere between caution and cooperation, a gap
remained — neatly documented, carefully justified, and
invisible to anyone not already looking for it.
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Chapter 27 — Sarah’s Unease
Adelaide — July 2026

Sarah noticed the change before she could name it.

It was not something Daniel said, or did, exactly. It was the

absence of small things — the way his attention took
longer to settle, the way his replies arrived half a second too
late, as if he were finishing another conversation before
responding to the one in front of him.

At first, she assumed it was work.

Daniel’s work had always arrived in phases — periods of
intensity followed by calmer stretches in which he resurfaced,
present again, apologetic without quite knowing why. She had
learned not to press during the busy periods. He would tell her
what he could, and what he could not tell her was rarely worth
the tension created by asking.

But this felt different.

He was still there — physically, practically — yet something in
him seemed angled elsewhere. Evenings that used to loosen
now remained taut. He listened, nodded, smiled at the right
moments, but his presence never quite arrived.

The house carried on as usual.
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Meals were cooked. Bills were paid. Laundry folded and put
away. From the outside, nothing appeared altered. But Sarah
had lived long enough inside shared rhythms to recognise when
one of them had shifted.

The pivot moment came on a Thursday afternoon,
unannounced and unremarkable.

She had been trying to finalise her myGov identity verification
— a process that had already consumed more time than it
should have — when the system prompted her for a passport
scan. She searched the usual places — the bottom drawer of
her bedside cupboard; the middle drawer of her desk, hoping it
would be there with paperwork from their last holiday to New
Zealand. She was mildly irritated when it wasn’t, then
increasingly impatient.

Daniel kept his important documents in the safe in his study.
His passport would be there. Perhaps he had placed hers with
his when they returned from New Zealand.

She knocked on the study door out of habit, even though she
knew he wasn’t home, then stepped inside. The safe was set
into the wall behind the filing cabinet, unobtrusive, matte grey.
They had installed it years ago — a place to store birth
certificates, their marriage certificate, insurance papers,
passports, the original hard copy of the title deeds to their
townhouse, and leftover foreign currency from trips overseas.

She hesitated.
Daniel always opened it himself.

But she needed the passport now, and the myGov verification
process would time out if she waited too long. She stood for a
moment, weighing irritation against propriety, then reached
out and keyed in the combination.

She did not guess the code.
She remembered it.
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Daniel had chosen the year of his father’s birth as the code to
the safe — 1960. He had told her so when they first converted
the upstairs spare bedroom into a study for him, half-joking,
half-sentimental. She had never forgotten the number. Daniel,
she suspected, had no idea she knew it.

She entered the numbers into the digital combination lock.
The lock disengaged with a soft click.

Inside were the documents she expected — neatly stacked
folders, envelopes labelled in Daniel’s careful hand. She
reached in, retrieved her passport, and was about to close the
door when something else caught her eye.

A black phone.

Unbranded. Powered off.

Beside it, sealed in a padded sleeve, was a slim laptop.
For a moment she did not move.

Daniel had a work laptop. He brought it home. He used it
openly. He had never hidden it.

She stared at the two objects, her mind searching for an
explanation that did not immediately present itself.

She returned to the dining table with the passport, completed
the verification process with hands that felt slightly unsteady,
then went back to Daniel’s office to replace it in the safe,
closing the safe door slowly and deliberately.

That evening, she watched Daniel move around the kitchen —
relaxed, familiar, entirely himself. He poured wine, asked about
her day, complained mildly about traffic. There was nothing
furtive in his manner. No hesitation.
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She told herself the items in the safe must be work-related.
Temporary. Something he had not yet shared with her because
he could not.

That thought should have been enough.

But later, in bed, lying beside him, she stared at the ceiling and
listened to his breathing. He slept easily, as he always had, one
arm flung across the mattress between them.

She realised then that he had begun turning away from her
before sleep.

In the days that followed, Sarah tried to normalise what she
had seen.

Given the work Daniel was now involved in, she reminded
herself that confidentiality was a prerequisite. Given Daniel’s
nature, it was only natural he would be meticulous — even
cautious to the point of excess — about storing electronic
devices connected to his work.

But the rational explanations did not sit easily together.

An unbranded phone — could that be a burner phone? She had
heard the term before. A laptop sealed in a padded sleeve. And
not his usual laptop. Hidden in a safe. His increase in
unexplained travel. Emotional distance.

Individually, each could be explained.
Together, they resisted rationalisation.

The thought that finally surfaced surprised her with its
ordinariness.

He might be having an affair.

The idea brought an unexpected sense of relief.

150 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

An affair would explain secrecy. It would explain distraction,
emotional withdrawal, guardedness. It would be painful, but it
would be familiar territory — something she could recognise.

It would also be human.

She found herself watching him differently after that, noticing
small shifts she had previously ignored. The way he angled his
phone away when messages arrived. The way he left the room
to take calls that could once have waited.

One evening she asked, lightly, “You’ve been travelling a lot. Is
it going to slow down soon?”

He smiled at her — the same reassuring smile he had always
used — and said, “I’'m not sure. Things at work have intensified.
But this phase is nearly done. Maybe things will calm down a bit
after that.”

The answer sounded practiced.
She did not challenge it.

Instead, she began rehearsing a conversation she was not yet
ready to have.

Not with Daniel.
With Andrew.

Her older brother had always been the one she went to when
something felt wrong but not yet dangerous. He had a way of
listening without escalating, of asking questions that clarified
rather than inflamed.

She imagined how she would phrase it.

I might be imagining things.
There are a few odd details.
It’s probably nothing.

She did not want him to act. She wanted perspective.
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She decided she would call him on the weekend.
Until then, she kept the discoveries to herself.

The safe remained locked. The phone and laptop stayed where
they were. Daniel continued moving through the house with
careful normality.

But something had shifted.

The house felt the same, yet subtly misaligned — as if a familiar
structure had been rotated by a few degrees without warning.
Nothing had broken. Nothing had been named.

Still, Sarah knew that once you noticed a misalignment, you
could not easily unknow it.

And the unease, once established, did not recede.
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Chapter 28 — Brotherly Advice

Adelaide — July 2026

arah waited until Daniel had left for his usual Saturday
morning walk to the deli for his takeaway coffee and
newspaper.

Not because she feared he would overhear her, but because
she wanted the call to exist outside the rhythm of their shared
day. Once she had spoken to Andrew, the conversation would
have its own weight. She needed to be able to hang up and
return to the kitchen without explanation.

She stood at the bench, phone in hand, watching the kettle
boil, then switched it off without pouring. The impulse to delay
passed quickly. She dialled her brother’s number before she
could rehearse the conversation any further.

Andrew answered on the third ring.
“Hey,” he said. “Everything okay?”

“Yes,” she replied too quickly, then corrected herself. “I think
so. | just wanted to talk something through with you.”

There was a pause — not alarmed, but attentive.

“I'm listening,” he said.
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She told him less than she had planned.

Not about certainty. Not about conclusions. Just details —
small, disconnected things that had begun to cluster. Daniel
travelling more. Being present but distracted. Devices she
didn’t recognise. A safe that now seemed to hold more than
paperwork.

“I might be imagining it,” she said, pre-empting the response
she expected. “It could all be work-related. He doesn’t talk
about it much, but that’s always been the case.”

Andrew did not interrupt.
She went on, carefully.

“There was a phone. Unbranded. And a laptop I'd never seen
before. Stored away. Hidden, really.”

She exhaled. “I know how that sounds. And there may be
genuine reasons for him to be more careful with work-related
material. He is now working on quite sensitive matters.”

“Like what,” asked Andrew.

“Like the AUKUS submarine programme,” she replied. “I’'m not
meant to tell you. His security clearance requirements have
increased.”

“Jeez. Well done, Daniel. | always thought he was technically
brilliant, especially when it comes to submarines.” He paused,
thinking. “How did you find the phone and laptop?”

She explained — the passport, the safe, the combination
number she knew. The way she had closed the door again
without touching anything.

Andrew absorbed this without comment.

“And you haven’t asked him?” he said eventually.
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“No,” she replied. “Not yet. | don’t even know what I'd be
asking.”

Another pause.
“Is there anything else?” he asked.
She hesitated.

“1 think he might be having an affair,” she said finally. “l don’t
know why, exactly. It just ... just fits more neatly than the
alternatives.”

Andrew did not react the way she expected. No sharp intake of
breath. No protective anger.

“That’s one possibility,” he said. “But not the only one.”
She felt a flicker of irritation.

“I’m not asking you to get involved,” she said quickly. “I just
needed to say it out loud. To someone who knows Daniel and

”

me.

“l understand,” Andrew said. “And | won’t do anything unless
you ask me to.”

That mattered.
“What would you do?” she asked.

“Id wait,” he replied. “Watch for patterns. And I'd be careful
about assuming the most familiar explanation just because it’s
easier to hold.”

She smiled faintly, though he couldn’t see it.
“That sounds like you.”

“I’'m your older brother,” he said. “It’'s my job to look out for

4

you.
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They talked a little longer — about nothing in particular. Family
logistics. A tentative plan to meet in Adelaide Botanic Garden
that might or might not happen.

When they hung up, Sarah felt lighter, but not reassured.
The unease had not gone away.

It had simply been shared.
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Chapter 29 — Increasing Relevance

Canberra / Hong Kong — August 2026

aniel Mercer’s name appeared more often than he
noticed.

Not highlighted. Not flagged. Just present — on briefing
circulation lists, on consultation rosters, in the footnotes of
technical papers passed between departments. His role had not
changed in title, but it had broadened in practice.

He was being asked not just to assess, but to interpret.
Not just to model outcomes, but to comment on assumptions.
It felt like progress.

In Canberra, this manifested as invitations framed as informal.
Short meetings appended to longer ones. Requests for
clarification that arrived late in the day and carried an
unspoken expectation of prompt response. Daniel handled
them as he always had — carefully, precisely, within what he
understood to be the boundaries of his clearance.

He did not cross lines.
He did not need to.

The lines themselves were shifting.
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No one at ASIO expressed concern.

From their perspective, Mercer remained what he had always
been — a technically gifted specialist operating within
approved parameters. His increasing exposure reflected the
maturation of the programme, not a deviation from it. The
AUKUS submarine effort was entering phases that required
judgement as much as data. People like Mercer were meant to
be closer to the centre.

This was not exceptional.
It was procedural.

% %k %k %k %k

Across the globe, in a different country, the change registered
differently.

In Hong Kong, a short internal assessment note circulated
within MSS channels. It contained no recommendations. No
urgency. Just an update.

Subject exposure increasing.
Advisory proximity deepening.
Decision-adjacent, not decision-making.

Fiona Chan read it once and closed the file.
She did not need to escalate it.

Zhao Feng had always been clear about these things. Value did
not arrive all at once. It accumulated quietly, often unnoticed
by those producing it. Premature attention was wasteful.
Patience, by contrast, compounded — usefully.

Mercer had not become an asset in motion. He remained an
asset in waiting.

What interested MSS was not what Mercer knew today, but the
direction in which he was being drawn. The questions he was
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now being asked. The discretion he was increasingly required to
exercise.

He was being trusted.
That was enough, for now.
No pressure was applied.
No contact was made.

The record remained dormant, its existence known only to
those who needed to remember it.

Daniel, for his part, felt professionally affirmed.

The work was demanding, but coherent. The problems were
complex in ways he understood. He told himself — accurately
— that he was contributing to something important and
consequential.

He felt useful.

And in systems built on trust and patience, that distinction
mattered.

Until it didn’t.
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Act IV — Personal
Fault Lines
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Chapter 30 — Blurred Lines

Canberra — spring 2026

aniel pulled away from the Hyatt Hotel in his rental car and

followed the GPS south. He was looking forward to seeing
Clare again — and to finally getting a clearer sense of the life
she lived in Canberra. He had only been to her place once
before, late at night, sitting in the back of a taxi after dinner.
They had eaten out, dropped her off first, then continued on to
the Hyatt. He had never gone inside her home. He’d barely
registered the street.

Earlier that day, between appointments, she had surprised him
by suggesting dinner at her place in Red Hill rather than their
usual routine at the hotel. It felt like a small departure —
deliberate, perhaps — and he had accepted without asking
why.

The drive took him through the curated heart of Australia’s
capital. Canberra unfolded less like a city than a sequence of
landscaped decisions. Roads curved gently through parklands;
vistas appeared and receded in a way that felt deliberate. In the
late afternoon light, the surface of Lake Burley Griffin caught
the low sun, reflecting the first hints of evening. The lake itself
was large enough to be natural, yet it unmistakably felt
designed.
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He followed Flynn Drive until it intersected with State Circle.
From there, the city’s geometry asserted itself. The landscape
widened, formal and ceremonial, dominated by Parliament
House positioned atop Capital Hill. About halfway around the
circle he turned south into Melbourne Avenue, then on to
Mugga Way — the so-called Avenue of the Embassies — arched
by mature deciduous trees forming a living tunnel that softened
the scale of the architecture beneath.

As the road began its gentle climb toward Red Hill, the
transition was unmistakable. The government precinct gave
way to residential order. Streets narrowed, traffic thinned, and
the buildings shifted — from expansive houses set deep within
park-like gardens to higher-density townhouses perched above
the city, designed to capture light, views, and distance.

Everything about the drive spoke of proximity to power without
any attempt to disguise it. The scale and confidence were
almost un-Australian — nothing like the public’s usual
preference to have icons of authority understated, their
influence implied rather than displayed.

He parked easily enough outside Clare’s townhouse. The street
was quiet, the parking generous. Her front garden was small
but carefully framed by formal sculpted hedging. He followed
the paved path to a solid front door and rang the bell.

Footsteps approached quickly. Clare opened the door, smiled,
and hugged him before ushering him inside. He took a seat in
the open-plan living area while she returned to the kitchen to
finish preparing dinner.

The townhouse was much as he had imagined — and yet more
revealing than he expected. It was tidy without being sterile,
uncluttered without feeling staged. The furniture was modern
but practical, arranged for function rather than impression.
Nothing demanded attention. The colour palette was muted,

162 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

disciplined, calming — the result of decisions made once and
not revisited.

He noticed what wasn’t there as much as what was. No excess
decoration. No personal clutter. A few books, neatly shelved.
Original paintings chosen for balance rather than sentiment.
The kitchen — or at least the parts he could see from the living
room — showed signs of regular use, but not indulgence —
clear benches, functional appliances, no unnecessary
ornaments. It felt like a space designed to support a life lived
largely elsewhere.

Standing there, Daniel had the distinct impression that the
townhouse was both a retreat and staging point. A place Clare
returned to in order to reset, recharge, and then leave again to
re-enter the contest of ideas that was Canberra. It suited her,
he thought. Efficient. Controlled. Entirely intentional. And, in a
way that surprised him, quite lonely.

Clare returned with two glasses of red wine and handed one to
him.

“It suits you,” he said. “This place.”

She smiled. “That’s a polite way of saying it’s efficient.”

“It's a compliment.”

“Thanks,” Clare said. “I like the place. It’s close to work, but far
enough away to feel separate. The neighbours are friendly
without being intrusive. | value my privacy.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Daniel said.

He took a sip of wine and let his gaze drift back across the room
— the clean lines, the absence of clutter, the sense of a life
kept deliberately lean. For a moment he wondered how many
evenings she had spent here alone, the city humming quietly
below.

“Can | ask you something?” he said.
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Clare glanced at him. “Of course.”

“Have you ever been married?”

The question surprised them both.

She turned her glass slowly in her hand. “No.”

“No interest?” he asked gently, calibrating rather than prying.

“I've had relationships,” she said. “Serious ones. But marriage
always felt like it would require ... space. Time. Compromise.”

“And you didn’t have those?”
She paused, thinking.

“I chose not to make room for them,” she replied. “I think
that’s the honest answer.”

Daniel nodded. He understood that language.
“Would you want to be?” he asked. “Married, | mean.”

She looked at him properly then. “I don’t know. | never planned
my life that far ahead. | always assumed I'd work it out later.”

“And now?”

“Now,” she said, “I'm not sure there’s a later that looks very
different from this.”

There was no self-pity in her voice — just statement.
“Do you regret it?”

“No. But | do wonder sometimes what | traded for my
independence.”

The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It was precise.

“For what it's worth,” Daniel said eventually, “l don’t think
you’ve chosen badly.”
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Clare smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “That’s kind of
you. Coming from someone who understands long-term
commitments.”

He let that sit. He wondered whether the barb was deliberate
or accidental.

“Is this where you ask me to justify my life choices?” she added
lightly.

“No,” he said quickly. “I was just curious.”
“Dangerous thing to be,” she commented.
“Just an occupational hazard,” he corrected.

She studied him for a moment. “In your line of work, | can
understand that.”

She paused, thinking.

“So — talking about work, do you actually enjoy your job? Or is
it just ... work?”

Daniel smiled. “I love it. Genuinely.”
“That was quick. Why?”

“The science,” he said. “The idea that you can put something
that complex under the ocean, keep it alive, moving, thinking —
and hidden — for weeks at a time if diesel-powered and
months if nuclear-powered.”

“Hidden how?” Clare asked. “Everything makes noise.”

“Exactly. So you make it quiet enough to disappear into the
background. The ocean’s already loud. A good submarine
blends in.”

“You sound like you’re describing an animal.”

“In a way, | am. It survives by not being noticed.”
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“And that fascinates you?”

“Since | was about ten. A history teacher told us about the
Japanese midget submarines entering Sydney Harbour during
the Second World War. They weren’t detected until they were
already inside. Powerful, invisible, present. Ever since then I've
been captivated — by books, diagrams, drawings. The idea that
something could be so powerful and yet so discreet. No flags.
No fly-overs. Just presence.”

“So why does that matter now?” Clare asked. “In 2026.”

“Because Australia’s defence is about distance,” he said. “We
don’t want to fight wars at our coastline. We want problems
dealt with long before they get anywhere near us.”

“And submarines do that?”

“They do it better than anything else,” he said. “They watch.
They listen. They make potential adversaries unsure. If you
don’t know where a submarine is, you have to assume it’s
everywhere.”

She nodded. “And politicians understand that?”

“That’s part of my job,” Daniel said. “Making sure they do. Or at
least making sure they understand what they’re giving up if
they don’t.”

There was a pause, then Clare said, “All right. Then explain this
bit to me. Why nuclear propulsion?”

Daniel didn’t answer straight away. When he did, his voice was
calm, careful.

“Because endurance matters far more than speed or
firepower,” he said. “A conventional submarine has to surface
or snorkel regularly. Every time it does, it’s vulnerable. It leaves
a trace. It reminds the world it exists.”

“And nuclear ones don’t?”
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“A nuclear-powered submarine can stay submerged for
months,” he said. “Its limitation isn’t fuel — it’s food and
people. That changes everything. It means persistence. It
means you can position it early and leave it there. Quietly.”

“So it’s not about being more aggressive.”
“No,” Daniel said. “It's about being less visible.”

Clare frowned slightly. “But nuclear propulsion sounds like a
slippery slope. Doesn’t that lead to nuclear weapons?”

He shook his head.

“No. Completely separate things. Nuclear propulsion is about
how the submarine moves. Nuclear weapons are about what it
carries.”

“But the word scares people.”

“It does,” he agreed. “Which is why clarity matters. These
submarines don’t carry nuclear warheads. They don’t make
Australia a nuclear weapons state.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “And more importantly, the
strategy doesn’t require it. Australia’s deterrence comes from
convincing our adversaries that their objectives are
unachievable — not from threatening to annihilate them.”

She studied him. “So nuclear propulsion doesn’t make us more
dangerous.”

“It makes us more credible,” Daniel said. “And paradoxically,
more stabilising. Because when deterrence works, nothing
happens.”

Clare smiled faintly.

“You really do believe this, don’t you?”
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“I'do.”

“And if it goes wrong?”

“Then someone stopped paying attention to the science.”

She watched him for a moment. “Your work is changing you.”
“You’ve said that before.”

“And you denied it,” she said.

“Work has intensified,” he conceded.

“Yes, I've noticed,” she said. “That’s why I’'m asking questions.”
“All right,” he said. “Ask.”

Clare turned her glass slowly in her hands. “l need to know
something.”

He frowned slightly. “About work?”
“No,” she said. “About you.”

She hesitated, then added, “It seems that you move between
two very different lives as if they don’t ... touch. Most people
can’t do that for very long.”

“You’re making assumptions.”
“I’m noticing a pattern,” Clare replied quietly.
The silence stretched.

She then said, “Let me ask you something personal. Not
because | am prying. But just to help me understand.”

There was a long, heavy silence as she tried to frame her next
question correctly. “Do you want to stay with your wife — with
Sarah?” she asked.

The question landed cleanly.

“Sarah and | have a life,” Daniel said. “History.”
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“History explains,” Clare said. “It doesn’t justify.”
“She’s my wife.”

“Yes,” Clare replied. “And she lives outside your professional
world entirely.”

“That doesn’t make it inferior,” he defended.

“l didn’t say it did.”

Silence pressed in.

“If circumstances were different,” Daniel began, then stopped.
Clare waited.

“If they were different,” he said, “things might make more
sense.”

“They might,” she agreed. “And you are married. But that
doesn’t mean it’s right.”

“The status quo feels right for me at the moment,” he said. “To
alter things would be ... would be unsettling.”

“All right,” Clare said. “Then we need to be honest about what
this is.”

“And what is it?”

“It’s no longer contained,” she said. “Not in the way we have
been pretending. One, or both of us, may eventually need
more.”

Her sentence brought with it a certain frostiness. Their
conversation quickly resorted to cool, polite chatter. Talk that
did not matter. Talk that did not count. Talk that he could
handle.

They did not touch one another over dinner and when he
departed a short time later, their goodbyes were polite —
restrained.
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Later, lying awake in his room at the Hyatt, Daniel stared at the
ceiling, replaying their conversation in his mind. Imagining her
asleep in her bed — alone.

He also thought of Sarah — her pauses, her questions, the way
she seemed to measure him lately.

For the first time, the contrast between the two women did not
reassure him.

It unsettled him.

The compartments he had relied on — Canberra and Adelaide,
work and home, silence and explanation — no longer felt
sealed.

And for the first time, he suspected they never would be again.
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Chapter 31 — The Question

Adelaide — spring 2026

arah heard Daniel’s car in the driveway before she saw it.

The sound carried through the house — the familiar crunch
of tyres on gravel, the brief pause before the engine cut. She
was in the kitchen, rinsing a mug of tea she hadn't finished,
watching the water run clear before she set it carefully in the
rack.

He came in through the side door as he always did, dropped his
keys into the bowl by the bench, and kissed her lightly on the
cheek. The gesture was affectionate, practiced, almost
automatic.

“How was Canberra?” she asked.
“Busy,” he said. “Productive.”

She nodded, as if that explained everything. In some ways it
always had.

Dinner was simple. They ate at the kitchen table rather than
the dining room — plates between them, the window open to
the cool evening air. Daniel talked about meetings, timelines,
the familiar choreography of his work. Sarah listened, asked
guestions when it felt appropriate, smiled at the right
moments.
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She noticed what he didn’t say.

After they finished eating, Daniel carried the plates to the sink.
She wiped the table slowly, deliberately, then joined him. They
worked side by side in silence for a few moments — the quiet
domestic competence of a couple who had been doing this
together for years.

When the kitchen was clean, Sarah poured two glasses of wine
and handed one to him.

“Do you want to sit for a minute?” she asked.

He hesitated, then nodded. They moved into the living room
and sat on opposite ends of the couch, angled slightly towards
each other. Outside, the sound of a motorbike disturbed the
night air — loudly at first but quickly receding.

Sarah took a sip of her wine, then set the glass down
untouched.

“There’s something | want to ask you,” she said.
Daniel looked at her, alert but relaxed. “All right.”

She did not rush. She had learned that timing mattered — not
for him, but for her.

“Is there someone else?” she asked.

The question hung between them, clean and unembellished.
Daniel blinked once. He did not look away.

“No,” he said. “Of course not.”

Sarah watched him carefully. She had expected the word itself
— had rehearsed hearing it — but it was the speed of his
response that unsettled her. Too quick. Too neat.

“You’re sure?” she asked, not accusing, not pleading.
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He frowned slightly, more unsettled by recent events than he
wanted to admit. “Sarah, my work has been intense lately. You
know that. A lot of travel. A lot of pressure. It’s taken more out
of me than | realised.”

She nodded slowly. “That’s not what | asked.”

Daniel leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “There’s nothing
going on,” he said. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

It was a reassuring sentence. He had always been good at
those.

Sarah waited.

He continued, as if filling space rather than answering.
“Canberra’s ... different. The hours, the expectations.
Everything’s compressed. You're constantly switched on. It
doesn’t leave much room for anything else.”

“Anything else?” she echoed.

“Of course, for us,” he said quickly. “For home.”
She held his gaze. “So the answer is no.”

“Yes,” he said. “The answer is no.”

She let the word settle, examined it from different angles. It
was not a lie — not in the way lies were usually told. But it was
also not quite an answer.

“All right,” she said finally.

Daniel exhaled, a fraction of tension leaving his shoulders. He
reached for her hand, but she moved first, picking up her glass
instead. The motion was small, almost imperceptible, but he
noticed.

“I'm glad you asked,” he said. “We shouldn’t let distance turn
into misunderstanding.”
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She smiled faintly. “No. We shouldn’t.”

They sat for a few minutes longer, talking about nothing in
particular — plans for the weekend, a neighbour’s renovation,
the possibility of a long weekend away on the Fleurieu
Peninsula. Daniel seemed more relaxed now, as if a problem
had been identified and resolved.

Sarah listened, nodded, responded when required.

Later, when they went to bed, Daniel fell asleep quickly. His
breathing deepened within minutes, steady and untroubled.

Sarah lay awake beside him, staring at the ceiling, replaying the
conversation — not the words themselves, but the shape of
them. The way he had answered without answering. The ease
with which she felt his reassurances replaced honesty.

She did not believe there was no one else — not exactly. But
she understood something now that she hadn’t before.

If the truth ever mattered more than stability — and the hurt it
might cause — she would not hear it from him first. She turned
onto her side, careful not to wake him, and stared into the
darkness.

The house was quiet. Everything appeared unchanged.

And yet, for the first time in years, she felt certain that
something essential had already shifted — not because of what
had been said, but because of what had not.
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Chapter 32 — Closed Systems
Adelaide — spring 2026

Sarah waited until the house was quiet again.

Daniel had left early for yet another trip to Canberra — but

this time he would be back later that night. It was her RDO,
and she had decided that today she would try to discover the
truth — the real truth, not Daniel’s sanitised version of it.

She did not go straight to the study. She moved through the
morning with deliberate normality — coffee poured, cup
rinsed, toast made and eaten slowly. She waited a full hour
after Daniel had left. She could not afford a mistake — like him
missing his flight and returning home before heading to the
Osborne Naval Shipyards.

This was not about impulse. Whatever she did next needed to
be done calmly — and once only.

When she finally went upstairs and opened the door to his
study, the room looked exactly as it always had. Desk tidy. Files
aligned. The faint, neutral scent of paper and electronics.
Nothing here betrayed urgency or disorder. Daniel’s life, at
least on the surface, remained orderly.

The safe sat behind the filing cabinet — unobtrusive, matte
grey, set into the wall. It had been there for years — installed
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when they first bought the townhouse, back when they were
still collecting documents and futures together. Birth
certificates. Marriage certificates. Insurance policies. Passports.
Title deeds. Leftover foreign currency from trips when they
were still single — which already felt like another version of
their life.

She knelt, slid the cabinet aside, and keyed in the combination.
The lock released with a soft mechanical click.

She did not pause to think. She knew the number to the safe
instinctively. She had known it for years — 1960.

Inside, everything was where it should be. Documents stacked
neatly. Passports aligned. An envelope with the unspent New

Zealand dollar notes. And, set to one side, the objects that did
not belong to the rest.

The phone.
The laptop.

She lifted them out and placed them on the desk.

They were unremarkable in appearance. No branding. No
personalisation. No scratches that suggested use as part of
daily life. They had not been forgotten or abandoned. They had
been kept — deliberately, carefully.

Sarah turned the phone over in her hands. It was light.
Unadorned. Chosen for function rather than familiarity. She
powered it on, half expecting it to be dead.

It wasn’t.

The screen lit immediately. Which meant it had been used
recently.

That, by itself, felt telling.

A PIN prompt appeared.
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She tried their wedding year. His year of birth. His father’s year
of birth. Her year of birth.

Then a variation.
Then another.
Nothing.

She did not rush. She worked methodically, testing
combinations that made sense — dates that belonged to both
of them, numbers Daniel had reused elsewhere over the years.
Professional milestones. Familiar patterns.

Each attempt was met with the same quiet refusal.

The phone did not threaten to erase itself. It did not escalate. It
simply remained closed.

She set it aside and opened the laptop.

It powered on smoothly and booted quickly. A login screen
appeared. No username. No password hint. No decorative
wallpaper. Just a cursor — blinking, waiting.

Again, she tried what was reasonable. Again, nothing.
What struck her was not the failure, but the absence.

She looked on the underside of the laptop. There was no label
bearing an encrypted password clue. Nor was one stuck to the
keyboard. Everything was clean — unmarked. No overlap with
Daniel’s ordinary digital life. No traces of convenience.
Everything about the device suggested separation — not
something improvised later, but habits formed early and kept
intact.

She sat back slightly, her hands resting on the desk.
These were not the tools of someone being careless.

They were not the devices of someone hiding things in a hurry.
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They were closed systems — the kind built to keep lives from
colliding, truths from slipping across boundaries.

For a brief moment, she wondered whether she was missing
something — whether the explanation she was working toward
was too small for the care that had gone into keeping things
apart. But the thought did not linger. Daniel was not a man of
causes or grand obsessions. He avoided drama and ideology
alike. Whatever this was, it belonged to his private space.

People only took this kind of care when they were protecting
something fragile.

She thought again of the past months — the travel, the
silences, the lack of intimacy — of any sort, the careful
explanations that clarified nothing. The way Daniel answered
questions without ever quite responding to them. The way he
now seemed to manage himself, as if every movement had to
be kept from overlapping with something else.

The devices did not contradict that picture. They reinforced it.

What unsettled her most was not that she couldn’t access
them.

It was that she hadn’t been meant to.

She knew the code to the safe. She knew the history behind it.
She had shared that confidence once — or believed she had.
But whatever lived behind the passwords to the phone and
laptop were his and his alone — not meant to be shared by her
— or by anyone else for that matter.

Excluded.
She closed the laptop.
The screen went dark instantly.

Carefully, she returned both devices to the safe, placing them
exactly as she had found them. She closed the door, turned the

178 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

digital dial until it locked, and slid the filing cabinet back into
place. When she stood, the room looked unchanged again —
orderly and undisturbed.

That, too, felt intentional.

Sarah left the study and closed the door behind her.
She did not feel reassured. But she did feel resolved.
Reassurance could be offered.

Certainty had to be obtained, or extracted.

And she would not confront Daniel again without it.
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Chapter 33 — Advice Without Illusion

Adelaide — later the same day — spring 2026

Andrew didn’t answer her question immediately.

Not because he was busy. Because he was listening to the

silence beneath the call — the way Sarah’s breathing
sounded measured, the way her voice arrived without
preamble.

“Are you at home?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said. “What's happened?”

“Nothing’s happened,” Sarah replied, and Andrew heard the
effort behind the phrasing. “Not yet. But | need to talk to you.
Properly. Not on the phone.”

He glanced at the clock, then at the closed laptop on his dining
table. The day had been ordinary until that moment. He could
almost feel it leaving.

“Come over,” he said. “Now, if you can.”
Half an hour later, she was at his door.

Sarah looked as though she had dressed for work out of habit
— clean blouse, chestnut-brown hair pinned back, face
composed — but there was a rigidity to her posture, a tension

180 | Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

like a coiled spring that wasn’t normal for her. She stepped
inside and stopped just past the doorway, as if she needed to
confirm she was in the right place before she could begin.

Andrew didn’t offer tea. Not yet. He gestured towards the
kitchen table instead, where the light fell plainly and there was
nothing to hide behind.

Sarah sat. He sat opposite her. He waited.

She took a slow breath, then spoke, her tone controlled and
even.

“l asked him,” she said. “Directly.”

Andrew’s expression didn’t change, but something in him
tightened.

“And?”

“He didn’t answer,” Sarah said. “Not properly. He talked around
it. Explained. Justified. Like it was a misunderstanding I'd
created.”

Andrew nodded once, encouraging her to continue.

“It wasn’t an argument,” she added. “l wasn’t accusing him. |
asked one question. Is there someone else?”

“And he didn’t say no.”

Sarah’s mouth tightened slightly. “Not in the way you’d expect.
He said things that sounded like no. But it wasn’t no.”

Andrew watched her hands. They were clasped together in
front of her, fingers interlocked, as though she’d decided on
restraint and was physically enforcing it.

“What’s changed since then?” he asked.

Sarah hesitated — not because she didn’t know, but because
she was choosing where to start.
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“The safe,” she said.
Andrew didn’t move. He waited for the rest.

“In his study,” Sarah went on. “l opened it again today. The
phone and the laptop were still there. | tried to get into them.”

She said it plainly. No apology. No shame. As if the boundary
had already been crossed and could not be uncrossed.

“And?” Andrew asked, softly.

“I couldn’t,” she said. “I tried everything that made sense.
Dates. Variations. Things that belong to us. Things that belong
to him.” She paused. “They’re locked. Properly locked. It’s not
... casual.”

Andrew held her gaze.
“It’s a good thing that you didn’t get in,” he said.
“Why’s that?”

“Two-factor authentication,” he explained. “Sometimes
repeated access attempts are enough to trigger an alert.”

“l didn’t know that,” she said.

“No harm done, luckily. So what do you think they are?” he
asked.

Sarah exhaled through her nose, the nearest she came to a sob.

4

“I think they’re what he uses when he doesn’t want me to see.’
She said it as if it were obvious. As if anything else would be
absurd. “I think there’s someone else, Andrew. | think he’s
been hiding it for months, and now he’s doing it so carefully he
believes he can just —” She stopped, swallowed. “He believes
he can manage me.”

Andrew let the statement sit.
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He could argue. He could soothe. He could tell her she was
spiralling, that it might be stress, that he might be protecting
something mundane. But none of those things matched the
calm, deliberate decision in her voice. Sarah wasn’t panicking.
She was adapting.

“Tell me exactly what you saw,” he said.
Sarah’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Why?”

“Because if you want certainty,” Andrew replied, “you need to
stay with facts. Not interpretation. Facts first.”

She nodded once, as if she’d been waiting for someone to give
her permission to do this cleanly.

“The phone,” she said. “No branding. It powered on straight
away. Which means it’s been used. Recently. But | couldn’t get
into it.”

Andrew felt something shift again, a subtle recalibration.
“And the laptop?”

“Same,” Sarah said. “No personal anything. No username. No
hint. No labels. Nothing. It’s like ... it’s like it exists outside his
life.”

Andrew didn’t respond. He ran the details through his mind,
quietly. A device with no personal imprint wasn’t impossible in
an affair. Some men were meticulous. Some were cowardly
enough to become organised.

But the absence Sarah described — not just privacy, but
separation — carried its own logic.

He kept that thought to himself.

“How often is he travelling these days?” he asked.
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Sarah frowned. “More than he used to. A lot more. Or maybe
it’s just that | notice it now. He says it’s work. AUKUS. Defence.
Meetings.”

“And is he ever careless?” Andrew asked. “Does he leave
messages open? Does he slip up? Forget what he’s said?”

“No,” Sarah said. “That’s the thing. He doesn’t make mistakes.
He adjusts. Like he’s always a step ahead of what I’'m thinking.”

Andrew nodded slowly.
Sarah leaned forward. “So, what do | do?”

Andrew held her gaze for a moment longer than necessary,
buying time. He wanted to choose his words carefully — not
because he didn’t know what to say — but because the wrong
sentence could turn this into something irreversible.

“You don’t confront him again,” he said finally.
Sarah blinked. “Why not?”

“Because the second he knows you’re actively looking, he’ll
change the system,” Andrew said. “He’ll move the devices. He’'ll
tighten whatever he’s already tightened. And then you’ll be left
with nothing but suspicion.”

Sarah’s jaw worked slightly, the anger still contained. “So, I'm
just meant to live with it?”

“No,” Andrew said. “You’re meant to understand what you’re
dealing with before you try to force a confession out of him.”

“A confession,” Sarah repeated, and her expression sharpened.
“You mean proof.”

Andrew nodded.

“Proof,” he said. “Certainty. Something you can hold in your
hand when he tries to talk around it.”
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Sarah looked away, her eyes fixing on the corner of the table as
if she could see the shape of her own choices there.

“And how do | get that?” she asked.
Andrew paused.

There were answers that belonged to the world of lawyers and
private investigators. There were answers that belonged to
marriage counsellors and silent ultimatums. There were
answers that belonged to darker territory, the kind you didn’t
step into unless you had to.

He didn’t want to hand her that last category. Not yet.

“You start by not warning him,” Andrew said. “You don’t
threaten. You don’t hint. You don’t change your behaviour in a
way he can feel. You watch. Quietly. You note facts. You collect
things that are real. Times. Movements. Contradictions. Sooner
or later, he will make a mistake.”

Sarah’s gaze returned to him, steady now.
“And the devices?” she asked.

Andrew considered. If she pushed harder, she might get into
them eventually — but 2FA might alert him, or she might lock
them permanently. Either way, she would learn little. What
mattered wasn’t the machinery. It was Daniel’s need for it.

“You leave them where they are,” he said. “You don’t touch
them again — at all.”

Sarah’s eyes flashed. “Why?”

“Because you’ve already confirmed they exist,” Andrew said.
“And you’ve confirmed he’s using them. That’s information. But
repeated attempts to access them will create noise — and he’ll
hear it.”

Sarah sat back.
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Andrew watched the moment land. It wasn’t reassurance he’d
offered. It wasn’t comfort. It was structure.
“That’s it?” she asked quietly.

“It's enough for now,” Andrew said. “You want the truth. |
understand that. But if Daniel is hiding something — and he is
— the fastest way to lose the trail is to let him know you’re on
to him.”

Sarah’s hands unclasped, then clasped again, as if she needed
to remind herself that she was still in control of her own body.

She nodded once.
“All right,” she said. “l won’t say anything. Not yet.”

Andrew held his expression neutral, but unease sat behind his
ribs like a weight.

Sarah’s story made sense. The travel. The withdrawal. The
careful evasions. The absence of intimacy. It could all be
explained by an affair that had grown serious enough to require
infrastructure.

And yet ...

He pushed the thought down before it could take shape. There
were questions that, once asked, demanded action. Andrew
wasn’t prepared to trigger consequences without certainty. Not
for Sarah. Not for Daniel. Not for something he could still be
wrong about.

Sarah stood. “I had better get back.”

At the door she paused, one hand on the frame, as if she
wanted to say more but didn’t know how.

“Thank you,” she said.

Andrew nodded. “Call me if anything changes.”
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She gave him a faint, tight smile — not warmth, not gratitude
exactly, but acknowledgement. Then she left.

When the door closed, Andrew remained where he was for a
long moment, staring at the empty chair opposite him.

He had given her advice without illusion. Advice built on
restraint, on proof, on the patient discipline of not escalating a
situation you didn’t yet understand.

It was the right advice.
He told himself that twice.

Then he finally stood and went to the window, looking out at
the quiet street.

Nothing had happened — not yet.

But the atmosphere had shifted, almost imperceptibly — like a
pressure change before a storm.
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Chapter 34 — Fracture at Home

Adelaide — October 2026

aniel woke before the alarm, alert in the way he had

learned to be when something was wrong but not yet
named. The house was quiet, the early spring light just
beginning to soften the edges of the room. For a moment,
everything felt ordinary enough to be reassuring. Then he
became aware of the silence beside him — not absence,
exactly, but restraint.

Sarah lay facing the ceiling, breathing evenly. Awake. He could
tell by the stillness.

He did not speak. Neither did she.

In the kitchen, Daniel moved carefully, as though sound itself
might carry meaning. The kettle, the cupboard door, the scrape
of a chair — all familiar, all suddenly subject to attention. When
Sarah joined him, she greeted him politely, without warmth or
tension. It was that neutrality that unsettled him most. Anger
he could respond to. Silence required judgement.

She poured herself coffee and glanced at her phone, not in the
distracted way she used to, but briefly, decisively. Then she
looked up.

“Busy day?” she asked.
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“Yes,” he said. “Canberra again — later this week.”
“Day trip, or overnight?” she asked.

“I'm not sure yet. I'll have to see how the early part of the week
plays out. If you'd prefer, | can make it a day trip,” he said.

“Whatever is best for you,” she offered.

She stopped talking, as though filing the conversation away,
and returned to her coffee. No follow-up. No pause heavy
enough to invite explanation. Daniel found himself supplying
one anyway — something about meetings the next day that
would determine how long he needed to be in Canberra. Sarah
listened without interruption, without reaction.

It felt like passing through a checkpoint without being stopped.

From Sarah’s perspective, the morning was already yielding
information. Not the sort she could act on — not yet — but
patterns were emerging. Daniel spoke more than he needed to.
He offered context unprompted. He watched her reactions too
closely, as though trying to calibrate them.

She did not mirror his attentiveness. She kept her responses
economical, neutral. Emotion, she had learned, distorted
things. Attention clarified them.

Over the past weeks — months, now — she had stopped
replaying the conversation that had begun all of this. The words
themselves no longer mattered. What mattered was behaviour.
Timing. Adjustment. The way he placed his phone face-down
on the counter. The way he stepped into another room to take
certain calls, even when reception was fine in the kitchen.

None of it proved anything on its own. Together, it formed a
shape she recognised.

That evening, Daniel cooked. Nothing elaborate, but deliberate.
A gesture. He suggested they eat outside on the patio, the
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weather finally warm enough to justify it. Sarah agreed. She
always agreed now. Resistance would have blurred the picture.

They talked about logistics. Groceries. The new puppy one of
their neighbours had bought. Plans for Christmas. Whether
they could squeeze in a weekend away on the Fleurieu
Peninsula before then — not specific, just an idea. Something
to look forward to.

Sarah did not refuse. She said, “Let’s see,” and meant it in the
narrowest possible sense.

Daniel interpreted her response as progress. Not warmth,
exactly, but not withdrawal either. He told himself this was
what recovery looked like: small steps, normal rhythms
reasserting themselves. He did not yet understand that
normality itself had become a performance.

Later, on the couch, they sat side by side with the television on,
neither really watching. Their shoulders did not touch. When
Sarah stood to go to bed, Daniel waited a moment before
following. He did not want to crowd her. He was no longer sure
what counted as reassurance and what might read as pressure.

In bed, the space between them felt deliberate. Not to be
crossed.

Sarah noticed his hesitation as clearly as she noticed everything
else now. It confirmed something she had been circling for
weeks: Daniel was managing her, not responding to her. The
distinction mattered. Management implied forethought. It
implied concealment.

Still, she did not confront him. Not yet.
Time, she believed, was on her side.

Daniel, lying awake beside her, told himself a different story.
That the tension had plateaued. That whatever rupture had
occurred was no longer widening. He felt he had learned the
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boundaries — where explanation helped, where silence was
safer. He had become more disciplined, more careful. That,
surely, was enough.

At work, he thought in systems. Inputs, constraints, tolerances.
Problems were rarely solved outright; they were contained.
Managed. Deferred.

Marriage, he reassured himself, was no different.

The moment he realised something had shifted came the
following weekend. A small thing. He had picked up his phone,
glanced at a notification, then caught Sarah watching him —
not openly, not suspiciously, but with an attentiveness that did
not dissolve when he met her eyes.

She smiled. Not warmly. Not coldly. Simply enough to
acknowledge she had been seen.

Daniel felt a flicker of unease he did not allow himself to
examine too closely. Instead, he adjusted. He put the phone
down. He made a remark about lunch. He redirected.

Later, alone, he moved the phone to a different place. He told
himself this was sensible. Protective. Temporary. He made a
mental note to tell Clare not to contact him at all. He would
phone when he could.

Sarah noticed the change immediately.

It confirmed what she had begun to accept: Daniel was no
longer just withholding truth. He was actively shaping what she
could see.

That knowledge steadied her. It removed the last trace of
uncertainty that had made her hesitate. Whatever the
explanation — whoever the other person was — this was not
something that would resolve itself through patience alone.

But patience, she decided, would still be useful.
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Daniel, for his part, went to sleep believing he had regained a
measure of control. That awareness, once identified, could be
managed. That silence, properly handled, would settle back
into routine.

The house was quiet again.

Both of them still believed there was time.
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Chapter 35 — No Longer Abstract
Adelaide — January 2027

anuary had a way of pretending things were new when they

were not. Calendars reset; assumptions did not. By the
second week of the year, the planning cycles Daniel worked
within were already advancing, momentum carrying forward
with no regard for emotional reset.

He was in his study, the door closed more from habit than
secrecy. The house was quiet. Sarah had left early, saying
nothing, needing no explanation. That, too, had settled into
routine.

The burner phone lay on the desk beside his notebook, inert
and unremarkable. Black plastic, no branding, no history. Daniel
had learned not to look at it unless it demanded attention. He
had also learned that it rarely rang without reason.

It vibrated once.

No ringtone. No caller ID. Just a brief pulse against the timber,
like a tap on glass.

Daniel picked it up and unlocked it.

The message was short. Bounded. Almost sterile.
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Need your judgement on an AUKUS assumption. Not by text.
Draft only. You know the process. Ryan.

Daniel stared at the words for a moment longer than necessary.
The phrasing was familiar — the same discipline as before —
but there was something new embedded in it. Not urgency. Not
threat. Assumption.

AUKUS assumption.

He set the phone down and sat back, letting the silence return.
Outside, the heat shimmered faintly through the window. A
neighbour’s sprinkler clicked on, then off. Ordinary sounds,
indifferent to consequence.

Until now, questions had lived safely in abstraction. Systems.
Tendencies. Trade-offs. He had been able to answer as
expertise, not disclosure. He had offered interpretive framing
that could be defended as professional instinct rather than
sourced material.

But this — this language — had weight.

He did not open the air-gapped laptop immediately. It sat in its
padded sleeve, as it always did when not in use, sealed away
like a reminder. Drafting only. No networks. No crossover. It
never went online. That was the point.

He considered declining.
Not reflexively — deliberately.

Refusal, framed correctly, was still possible. He could say he
was too far from the programme’s centre. That he hadn’t seen
the detail. That he would be guessing. Any one of those
explanations might even be accepted.

But refusal was no longer neutral. It would have consequences
now. A break in routine. A sudden boundary drawn after
months of quiet responsiveness. It would invite questions —
not only about why he had stopped, but why he had started.
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It might also trigger events he could not control — the
photographs from the Peninsula Hotel emerging in the wrong
context, reaching Sarah or his professional world before he
could contain them.

And questions, once asked, did not remain contained.

If the photographs surfaced, they would not be seen as a
private lapse into temptation, discreetly walled off from
everything else. They would be interpreted as vulnerability. As
compromised judgement. As leverage.

ASC would terminate him. Review by Australian intelligence
agencies would follow. Not with drama, but with procedure.
Suspension pending review. Access revoked “as a precaution”.
An invitation to explain himself in a room with no windows. The
slide into collapse was a script already written.

Worse than that, everything he had touched would be re-
examined through that lens. Every assessment re-read. Every
decision reinterpreted. Not because of what he had done, but
because of what could now be said about him.

He thought of Sarah. Not of confession — that was too blunt,
too naive — but of consequences. Exposure would not clarify
anything between them. It would simply obliterate the context
of anything that was once good in their relationship.

Declining was no longer the absence of action. It was a decision
with consequences of its own. His judgement lapse in 2023 now
had very real weight.

Daniel exhaled slowly and reached for the laptop bag.

Authentication. Delay. Confirmation. The familiar choreography
steadied him. Systems still behaved predictably. Boundaries still
existed.

He began drafting without an Al prompt in front of him. That,
too, was deliberate. Nothing would ever arrive on this machine.
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No messages. No attachments. No trail. Whatever he wrote
would be his alone until he chose to let it leave the room by
hand.

He started with the assumption that mattered most — and the
one Ryan’s message had signalled without naming.

Noise.

Not in the way it was argued about publicly, as though one type
of submarine was simply “quiet” and the other “loud”. That
distinction no longer held. The real issue was what still gave a
submarine away once propulsion itself had ceased to be the
main problem — and how designers now thought about those
remaining vulnerabilities in vessels expected to stay
underwater for weeks at a time.

He wrote carefully, keeping the language measured and
precise.

Nuclear propulsion, he noted, was no longer the handicap it
once had been. In modern submarines, the reactor was rarely
the dominant source of noise. The greater risk now came from
everything required to keep the vessel operating — systems
cycling on and off, adjustments in speed and depth, small
movements that briefly disturbed the surrounding water.

Diesel-electric submarines could still be exceptionally quiet —
but only under limited conditions. That silence came at a cost.
They could only remain submerged for days, and they could not
reposition quickly without exposing themselves. Once realistic
operating demands were considered — endurance,
manoeuvre, sustained presence — their advantage narrowed
sharply.

He paused, then added the point that mattered most.

If AUKUS planners were still investing effort in reducing residual
noise, it was not because nuclear submarines were inherently
vulnerable. It was because detection now hinged on fleeting
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moments rather than constant exposure — on brief instants
where uncertainty tipped into recognition. Modern design was
no longer about achieving perfect silence, but about avoiding
the tell-tale signatures that allowed an observer to decide what
they were hearing.

He read the page again and felt the ground shift beneath it.

This was no longer theory. It was doctrine-by-inference. A way
of revealing where Western confidence existed, and where it
did not.

He could still tell himself he was not providing data. Not figures.
Not schematics. Not specifications.

But he could not pretend it was harmless.

He printed the pages, lifted them from the tray himself, and set
them on the desk.

For a moment he considered tearing them up. Feeding them
back into the shredder. Returning to the safer option of doing
nothing.

But that option no longer existed.
Not cleanly.

He slid the pages into an unmarked folder, deleted the draft
from the laptop, and shut it down properly.

Confirmation. Shutdown. Silence. His mantras.

The burner phone was still on the desk. Daniel picked it up
again, thumbs hovering over the screen. He did not want to put
anything in writing that would outlast the moment. He typed
only what was necessary.

Draft prepared. Hand delivery per protocol.

He sent the message and placed the phone face-down, as if
that gesture could reduce risk.
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There was no immediate reply.
No acknowledgement. No reassurance. No escalation.
Nothing happened.

That, he realised, was the most unsettling part. The world did
not mark the moment. The house did not change. Sarah did not
walk back in. No sirens sounded in the street. There was no
cinematic rupture.

And yet he knew — with a clarity that surprised him — that
something irreversible had occurred.

He had not simply shared insight. He had offered his
understanding of how Western systems thought — how
planners prioritised risk, where they focused effort, where
confidence ended and caution began. Beijing needed this. Not
to copy. To evaluate — to measure Western capabilities against
their own. To decide whether someone else was already ahead
of them.

Daniel told himself he still had control. That boundaries, once
identified, could be managed. That future exchanges could be
more tightly bounded.

But the logic no longer held.

Expectations had shifted. Relevance had been confirmed. There
would be further questions — and refusing them would not
restore the ground he had just surrendered.

That evening, with the devices properly secured back in the
safe, when the house settled back into quiet and Sarah moved
through their home without looking at him, Daniel understood
something he had not fully grasped before.

There was no longer a clean exit option available to him.
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Chapter 36 — Misplaced Certainty
Adelaide — January 2027

Sarah did not go looking for answers anymore.

Not in the way she had at first — the restless scanning, the

little tests, the questions asked casually to see whether his
face changed. That phase had burned itself out. It had left her
tired, and oddly ashamed. Not of what she suspected, but of
how easily her own mind could be pulled off balance by what
she could not confirm.

Now she worked differently.

She let the days pass without forcing them. She listened, but
she did not press. She observed, but she did not reach.
Andrew’s words had settled into her like a set of rules.

Don’t confront him again. Don’t touch the devices. Don’t warn
him.

Watch. Quietly. Note patterns.

At first it had sounded like legal advice. Cold. Procedural. As if
her marriage had become a file.

But over time she had come to understand the discipline
beneath it. A kind of emotional restraint that didn’t deny pain,
but refused to let pain distort judgement.
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It also gave her something she hadn’t had for months.
Control.

Daniel had been in the kitchen when she left that morning,
moving with the same careful competence he had adopted
since the emotional fractures began. The kettle. The toast. The
bench wiped clean as if order could substitute for honesty.

He glanced up when she entered, a brief smile offered like a
token.

“You heading to work early?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said, and the word contained no explanation.

He nodded, as though this was normal. As though the small
separations in their routine were simply the shape of busy lives,
not the consequence of something corroding beneath them.

Sarah had kissed him lightly on the cheek before she left. Not
because she felt affection. Because she did not want to change
her behaviour in a way he could feel.

At the office, her day passed in its usual sequence. Emails. Calls.
Meetings with clients planning their holidays — short escapes;
longer overseas trips; occasionally once-in-a-lifetime dreams.
People spoke to her as if nothing in her private life mattered.
She answered questions, made decisions, laughed once at
something that wasn’t very funny.

The normality felt almost obscene.

It wasn’t until mid-afternoon, when the office quietened and
the heat outside pressed against the windows, that she allowed
herself to think again — not in spirals, not in accusations, but in
structure.

She opened her diary.
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Not the electronic one, not the shared calendar they both used
for family logistics, but the small notebook she kept for herself
— a habit she’d formed years ago when work had been more
chaotic and she needed to keep track of things without trusting
a screen. It held nothing dramatic. Just lists. Dates. A reminder
to call Andrew — to arrange a sister and brother catch-up.
Notes from meetings.

However, over the past months, it had started to contain
something else.

Patterns.

Daniel’s travel dates. His departures and returns. The Canberra
rhythm that had once been unremarkable and now felt like a
pulse.

She didn’t write feelings. She wrote facts.

Tuesday: left 6.10 am. Returned 9.20 pm.
Friday: overnight. “Meetings compressed.”
Two days later: “Last-minute Canberra. Osborne after.”

A life could be mapped like that, she had realised. Not in detail,
but in outline. Enough to reveal what someone wanted you not
to see.

Sarah ran her finger down the page, then turned back two
weeks.

The recent entries were sparse. She had stopped writing as
much after Christmas. Not because things had improved, but
because the shape had become familiar.

And familiarity did something dangerous.
It made even betrayal feel manageable.

She thought again of the question she’d asked him last spring
— simple, direct, clean.
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“Is there someone else?”

The memory that returned now was not his answer. It was the
way he had given it.

Too quickly. Too smoothly. As if he had rehearsed the line in
advance. As if the important thing was not the truth but the
removal of the question.

She had been married to Daniel long enough to understand
how his mind worked. He didn’t deny in anger. He denied in
engineering terms. He offered plausible explanations to
stabilise the system. He gave her something that sounded
sufficient, then moved on as if the problem had been solved.

Explanation without clarity.

That was what she had said to Andrew. And Andrew had
understood immediately what she meant.

She had not wanted to, but the truth was now too consistent to
ignore — Daniel did not lie like a careless man. He lied like a
professional.

Sarah closed the notebook and sat back in her chair. For a
moment she watched the office around her — the dull hum of
air-conditioning, the muted clatter of someone packing up in
the corridor — and felt a strange calm spread through her
chest.

Not relief.
Certainty.

She had been frightened, in the beginning, of what certainty
would do to her. She had imagined it arriving like a blow,
crushing her in a rush of grief or fury.

Instead, it came like a solution to a problem that had been
exhausting her for months.
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Once you accepted the correct explanation, the noise fell away.

Daniel’s secrecy stopped being a mystery and became a
mechanism. His careful attentiveness stopped being tenderness
and became compensation. His neutrality became strategy.

Even the mystery devices — the phone, the laptop — slotted
into place without needing to be opened.

They existed because he needed a life that did not touch hers.
Closed systems — closed to her. She was uninvited, excluded
deliberately.

It wasn’t the technology that mattered. It was what it meant.

A closed system that was designed to prevent contamination.
To keep the contents intact. To ensure nothing leaked across a
boundary.

That was what Daniel was doing.

He was preventing overlap.
There was another person.

That conclusion didn’t require imagination. It required only
honesty about what she could already see.

Sarah rose from her desk and walked to the staff room, pouring
water into a glass she never drank. She watched her own
reflection for a moment in the dark window.

Her face looked the same. Her eyes did not.

When she returned home after six, the house felt quiet in the
particular way it had begun to feel over the past year — not
peaceful, not restful, but watched. As if the walls had learned
to hold their breath.

Daniel was in the lounge room, his work laptop open on his
knees, news playing softly on the television. He looked up when
she entered.
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“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“How was your day?”
“Fine.”

He nodded, and she could see him measuring her. Not openly.
Daniel was too disciplined for that. But he tracked her tone, her
posture, the length of her answers, as though monitoring a
system for instability.

“Can | make you a cuppa?” he offered.

“No thanks.”

“Dinner later?” he asked. “I can do something.”
“Thanks,” she said. “That would be considerate.”

The words were neutral, unemotional. He accepted them as if
they were normal.

Sarah went to the bedroom, changed into something
comfortable, then moved through her chores — putting a load
of washing on, checking the mail, feeding the neighbour’s cat
they were minding for the week. Ordinary tasks. Familiar
movements.

She had learned that domestic life had its own camouflage. You
could do a great deal of thinking while ironing the washing.

Later, while Daniel cooked, she stood in the doorway of the
kitchen watching him.

Not because she wanted to catch him out.

Because she wanted to understand the scale of his self-
deception.

He moved with quiet precision — chopping vegetables
carefully, wiping the bench as he went. He did not look like a
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man with a second life. He looked like a man trying to keep his
first life intact — careful not to let it interfere with the second.

“Busy week coming up?” she asked, because it was the sort of
guestion a wife asked.

“Yes,” he said. “A lot going on.”

“Any Canberra visits?”

There was a pause — brief, controlled.
“Possibly,” he said. “I'm waiting on a few things.”
The pause told her more than the answer.

“Mm,” she said, as though it was of no consequence, and
turned away.

When they ate, the conversation stayed in safe territory. The
neighbour’s cat. A story she’d heard at work. A customer who
had found herself stranded in Vancouver after missing a
connecting flight.

Daniel laughed at the right moments. He watched her eyes.

He did not mention love. He did not mention what was
between them. He did not mention the question she had asked
him months ago, because naming it would make it real.

He behaved like a man who believed that if you avoided the
centre of a problem long enough, it might simply dissolve.

Sarah ate slowly, the food tasting like nothing.

After dinner Daniel cleared the plates and rinsed them. He
moved around the kitchen with purposeful kindness. When he
finished he turned, leaned lightly against the counter, and said,
“We should book something. A weekend away. Just us.”
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The sentence was offered gently, as if he were following up on
a suggestion she had once made, not making a bid for
forgiveness.

Forgiveness.

She turned the word over in her mind. Could she ever forgive
him? Possibly — but only if he was absolutely truthful. In a way
she could believe without further questions. In a painful way.
Like ripping off a Band-Aid. And then, at least, the guessing
would stop.

Sarah looked at Daniel.

She saw, for a moment, the Daniel she had once trusted —
earnest, careful, wanting stability.

But she also saw the management beneath it. The timing. The
need to restore a sense of normality before it collapsed.

A weekend away won'’t fix anything. The thought registered but
she did not say it.

Instead, she nodded slightly.
“Maybe,” she replied.

Daniel’s shoulders loosened, almost imperceptibly, as if he had
achieved a small victory. As if the system had been stabilised.

Sarah watched him accept the half-answer and felt something
settle again.

He was doing this on purpose.

Not the betrayal itself — she did not know the details of that,
not yet — but the strategy of it. The careful evasions. The
calibrated kindness. The refusal to give her an honest no or an
honest yes.

He was shaping what she could see.
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Later, in bed, Daniel fell asleep quickly, as he always did, his
breathing deepening within minutes. Sarah lay awake beside
him, listening to the quiet.

There was a kind of cruelty in his ease.

Not because he didn’t care — Sarah did not believe Daniel was
callous by nature — but because he had reorganised his
conscience. He had found a way to live inside his own
compromise without being torn apart by it.

She turned onto her side, staring into the darkness.
Andrew had said: Sooner or later he will make a mistake.

Sarah had once assumed the mistake would be something
obvious — a text left open, a name slipping out, a call answered
too quickly. The kind of careless overlap she had seen happen
to other people.

But Daniel was not careless. He was disciplined.

Which meant the proof she needed would not come from his
sloppiness.

It would come from inevitability.

A second life required logistics. It required time. It required
contact. It required movement.

And movement left traces. Just like the submarines that
fascinated him. The irony was unavoidable. He was striving to
camouflage all noise — and that, she knew, was impossible.

She would not get certainty from his devices. She had accepted
that now. Whatever was on them was sealed behind passwords
that belonged to a version of Daniel she no longer recognised.

But the world outside those devices was not sealed.

The world had receipts. Conversations. Timelines. Routines.
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She would not confront him again without something solid —
not because she doubted her conclusion, but because she
refused to let him talk her into questioning her own sanity.

She would find proof.
Not dramatic proof. Not a cinematic revelation.

Just something undeniable. Something that could not be
reframed as misunderstanding or worry or a “stressful week”.

She did not yet know exactly how.

But she knew she would be patient. She could afford patience,
she told herself. She had already waited months.

Daniel shifted slightly in his sleep, rolling onto his back, exhaling
softly. The sound was untroubled.

Sarah lay still.

The house was quiet. Everything appeared unchanged.

And yet, in her mind, the situation had finally become simple.
There was someone else.

And soon enough, she would be able to prove it.
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Chapter 37 — Unseen Accumulation

Canberra / Adelaide — February 2027

Daniel had always believed that pressure revealed itself.

It arrived loudly — deadlines dragged forward, requests

sharpened, tempers shortened. Over years of working
around defence programmes and governments that rarely
admitted uncertainty, he had learned to recognise the signs
when a system was under strain. Stress created friction.
Friction created noise.

This was not that.

The week unfolded smoothly. Meetings began on time and
ended cleanly. Papers circulated with fewer questions than
usual. Language that had once required qualification now
passed without comment. If anything, the machinery felt
calmer — more assured.

That should have reassured him.
Instead, it unsettled him in a way he could not quite articulate.

He was in Canberra again, a short trip this time — overnight —
in and out. There was no space in the schedule for anything
beyond work. That suited him. Especially given the coolness at
home. He could not afford to disrupt that further.
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The hotel was chosen for proximity, not comfort —
anonymous, functional, forgettable, and within budget
constraints. He worked at the desk by the window, the city’s
geometry laid out below him in the late afternoon light.
Parliament House sat on the horizon, distant but unmistakable,
its presence woven into the city’s design rather than imposed
upon it.

An email from earlier that day remained open on his screen.

On its face, it was routine. Polite. Procedural. A request for his
continued input on an evolving AUKUS-related issue — framed
as helpful rather than essential. There was no urgency flag. No
escalation language.

But there was a subtle shift he could not ignore.

The request had come from the programme office rather than
his usual ASC contact. That alone marked the transition.
Programme offices did not reach out unless something had
moved from informal discussion into record — often following
gueries from their U.S. counterparts.

The wording carried an assumption.

Not would you be willing, but as discussed.
Not if you have time, but as expediently as possible.

It was not phrased as a request. It did not need to be. The
direction was implicit — embedded in process rather than
stated outright.

Daniel recognised the shift immediately. He had not been asked
for input. He had been instructed.

Daniel closed the laptop and sat back, folding his arms.

This was how relevance matured, he told himself. Expertise
hardened into expectation. People stopped asking whether you
could contribute and began building your perspective into their
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thinking by default. It was not a warning sign. It was
recognition.

He had worked too carefully, for too long, to mistake that.

That evening, as prearranged before he left Adelaide, he met
Ryan near the lake. Nothing ostentatious. Nothing memorable.
The kind of place chosen precisely because it did not invite
recollection.

The conversation began where it usually did — in generalities.
Assumptions. Trajectories. The familiar observation that
strategic comfort almost always lagged behind technological
reality. Ryan listened more than he spoke, letting Daniel fill the
space.

Eventually, he said, “Your draft landed well.”
Daniel nodded. “It was deliberately bounded.”
“Yes,” Ryan agreed. “And it has created interest.”
Daniel looked at him.

“Not just for its detail,” Ryan continued. “But for your
continuity.”

The distinction settled between them. Daniel understood it
immediately — and felt the first real tightening in his chest.

Ryan went on, his tone unchanged. “What we will need from
you going forward will require a little more effort. And a little
more risk.”

Daniel did not respond. He waited.
“That will be recognised,” Ryan said. “Appropriately.”

He named a figure — precise, professional, calibrated to signal
seriousness rather than temptation.

Daniel absorbed it without comment.
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“There is also,” Ryan added, “the question of continuity on your
side.”

Daniel’s expression did not change.

Ryan’s gaze remained steady. “The photographs from the
Peninsula Hotel remain secure. They are of no interest to us in
themselves.”

He paused, just long enough for the qualification to register.

“But they would be of interest elsewhere,” he said. “To people
whose interpretations you cannot control.”

Daniel felt the ground shift. Not dramatically. Not yet. But
unmistakably.

“Our preference,” Ryan continued, “is that they remain exactly
where they are.”

He did not add the word unless. He did not need to.

The leverage was no longer implied. It had been named —
calmly, professionally — and folded into the arrangement as if
it had always been there.

Daniel nodded once.

Ryan smiled faintly. “Good,” he said. “Then we can proceed on
the basis of mutual clarity.”

Daniel made a mental note and let the conversation continue.

%k 3k %k %k %k

Back in Adelaide two days later, the house felt unchanged.
Sarah moved through her days with the same quiet efficiency
she had adopted over recent months. No warmth. No hostility.
Just neutrality — stable, contained.

Daniel read it as equilibrium.
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He did not ask what she was thinking. He had learned that
guestions, once asked, could not always be controlled.

At work, another small shift appeared. A meeting he had
expected to be labelled informal discussion now appeared as
briefing. The attendee list included a name he did not recognise
— someone from an adjacent area, copied in without
explanation. Daniel told himself it was sensible. Increased
visibility was inevitable once programmes matured.

Systems evolved. Transparency expanded. That was how
organisations protected themselves.

He answered questions as he always had — carefully, precisely,
staying within boundaries he had internalised years ago. No
figures. No speculation. Nothing that could not be defended as
professional judgement.

No one challenged him.
That, too, felt new.

On Thursday evening, alone in his study, Daniel reviewed the
week’s notes. The burner phone and air-gapped laptop
remained locked away.

For a moment, he felt something like confirmation. He had
been disciplined.

Whatever risks existed remained abstract. Managed. Deferred.

He thought of Sarah asleep in the next room. The distance
between them had stabilised into something predictable. Not
intimacy, but not rupture either. He believed — or chose to
believe — that time was still available to him. That patience,
properly applied, would allow the system to settle.

It was a belief he had relied upon professionally more times
than he could count.

Late that night, another email arrived on his work laptop.
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Routine phrasing. Procedural tone. A request to confirm
availability for a routine review the following week — framed
as housekeeping. The subject line was unremarkable. A
reference number. A title generic enough to apply to any
number of internal processes.

Daniel read it twice.

There was nothing overtly wrong with it. Yet the language
resisted dismissal. The phrase routine appeared twice. He knew
how elastic that word could be.

Still, there was no accusation. No implication. No demand.
He replied with a brief confirmation.

After sending it, he remained at the desk longer than
necessary, staring at the darkened screen. The house was quiet.
Familiar sounds — distant traffic, the hum of appliances —
pressed in around him.

He told himself he was overthinking.

Pressure, he knew, was rarely recognised at the moment it
crossed a critical threshold. It announced itself later — in
hindsight — once the opportunity to intervene had faded — or
passed. That was one of the first lessons he had learned in this
world.

He shut down the computer and turned off the light.

In bed, Sarah slept facing away from him, her breathing even
and controlled. Daniel lay on his back, hands folded loosely on
his chest, and considered the days ahead. Meetings. Travel. The
review. All explicable. All manageable.

What he did not yet see — could not yet see — was that the
systems now circling him no longer operated independently.

Assumptions made in one were beginning to echo in the other.
His judgement, once offered cautiously, was now circulating
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without him present. His availability, once negotiated, was now
presumed.

Elsewhere — in calendars he did not see, in briefing notes he
had not reviewed, in conversations that no longer required his
participation — his name had begun to settle into place.

Not as a question.
As a factor.

The systems he had spent years helping others interpret were
no longer neutral to his presence. They were adjusting around
it — quietly, efficiently — without needing his consent.

Daniel closed his eyes, confident that whatever pressures were
building could still be absorbed.

The noise, he believed, remained below the threshold.

He did not yet understand that even the most carefully
constructed plans rupture when the unexpected intrudes.
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Act V — Rupture
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Chapter 38 — The Fall

Adelaide — Saturday, 20" February 2027

By now, Saturday mornings had developed their own new
rhythm — quieter, more compartmentalised than they had
once been. Sarah tended to rise early and keep to herself. It
was not a protest or a rebuke. It was simply how things had
become.

She had been looking forward to today. Daniel would be away
for most of the morning, and she had arranged for Andrew to
come over at 8.30 am. They planned to drive into Port Adelaide
and have breakfast at one of the many cafés that had sprung up
along St Vincent Street.

Daniel, too, had been looking forward to the day. The Tour
Down Under had recently finished in Adelaide, and for a few
brief weeks he — like many others — had rediscovered his
affection for road riding. He planned a thirty-five-kilometre
coastal ride from North Haven to Henley Beach and back. With
a coffee stop, it would take him at least two and a half hours.

The alarm woke him at 7.00 am. The forecast promised a warm
day — not a scorcher, as Adelaide so often endured at this time
of year, but one beneath a blue, cloudless sky, warm enough to
be pleasant without being overpowering.
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Sarah came into the bedroom from the kitchen. They
exchanged a few words — nothing of substance — the low-
stakes exchanges that had replaced intimacy.

“The weather is going to be good,” he said. “I'll try and get an
early start. I'll be away for a couple of hours, depending how
long my coffee stop takes.”

She nodded. “Don’t rush. Andrew and | will probably be back by
ten.”

He dressed quietly and slipped out, pulling the door closed
behind him. He wheeled his bike — his new Giant Defy
Advanced — out of the garage, clipped in, and set off.

% %k %k %k %k

Just before 8.30 am, Andrew pulled up outside the house. He
parked his car in the street, walked to the front door, and rang
the bell.

No answer.
He rang again. Still nothing.

Not anxious — not yet — he peered through the narrow glass
panel beside the door. The hallway looked normal. He tried the
handle. It was unlocked. He opened the door, carefully.

“Sarah?” he called as he stepped inside.
There was no reply.

He took two steps into the hallway and saw her at the bottom
of the stairs.

She was lying on her side, one arm twisted beneath her, hair
spread across the timber floor. There was blood at the corner
of her mouth — not much, but enough. For a moment his mind
refused to accept what he was seeing. The house was too quiet.
The stillness wrong.
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“Sarah,” he said again, louder now.

He knelt beside her, careful not to move her, and touched her
shoulder. Her skin was warm. She was breathing — shallow,
uneven. Her eyes were open, unfocused.

“Can you hear me?”
Nothing.

He stood and reached for his phone. His movements became
precise.

“Triple Zero. Do you need police, fire, or ambulance?”
“Ambulance,” he said.

A moment later he was transferred to the ambulance service
and asked what had happened.

“I've just arrived at my sister’s house in North Haven. It looks
like she’s fallen down the stairs. She’s breathing, but she’s not
responding.”

The operator’s questions came steadily. Address in North
Haven. Sarah’s age. Consciousness. Bleeding. When he had last
seen her well.

“A few days ago,” Andrew said. “We had arranged to meet
today for breakfast.”

He was told not to move her. To keep her still. To watch her
breathing.

He knelt beside her again, one hand resting lightly on her arm,
the operator’s voice a distant anchor as he watched her face.

Within five minutes he heard the familiar wail of an ambulance;
moments later, the paramedics were at the door.

They moved with practised efficiency. One spoke quietly with
Andrew while the other checked Sarah’s pupils and fitted a
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cervical collar. Andrew was asked to step back as they lifted her
onto the stretcher.

“She’s alive,” one of them said. “But she’s not responding
appropriately. We’re taking her to the Royal Adelaide.”

“Does she live alone?” the other asked.

“No. With her husband. Daniel Mercer,” Andrew replied. “He’s
out cycling this morning.”

“Then you’d better contact him,” the paramedic said. “Meet us
at the Emergency Department.”

At the hospital, order dissolved as the emergency took hold.

Sarah was taken for imaging almost immediately. Andrew was
directed to a narrow waiting area, offered water, then left
alone. He sent Daniel a brief message.

Sarah has had an accident. I’'m at the RAH. Get here as soon as
you can.

When the doctor came, Andrew barely registered her face.
What stayed with him were slivers of what she said.

Coma.
Head injury.
We’re still assessing.

He answered questions as best he could — fractures, other
trauma, medical history.

“None that I’'m aware of,” he said. “I’'m her older brother. Her
husband is on his way.”

Daniel arrived just before ten. He was flushed, still dressed in
Lycra.

“My God,” he said. “What’s happened? | got here as fast as |
could. | left my bike at Henley and caught an Uber.”
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Andrew explained — the unanswered door, the stairs, the
ambulance, the doctor’s words.
“She hasn’t woken?” Daniel asked.
”NO,”

The hours slid by. The ward quietened as afternoon folded into
evening.

Andrew eventually had to leave. He placed a hand on Daniel’s
shoulder. “I'll be back as soon as | can. There’s still a lot we
don’t know.”

Daniel was directed to a small waiting room near the theatres.
More privacy, he was told. Tea and coffee available.

When he was allowed to sit with Sarah, the machines were
already doing their work. Lines rose and fell. Numbers pulsed
softly. The regular beeping of the monitors tracking her vital
signs.

She still did not respond.
Just before darkness fell, the doctor returned.
“There’s been a change.”

What followed did not settle into memory as sentences, but as
fragments.

Emergency craniotomy.
Bleeding.

Pressure needing to be released.
Removal of a piece of her skull.

He remembered nodding. Remembered saying, “Do it.”

After that, there was more waiting. Corridors. Fluorescent light.
The sensation that this was unreal — as though he wasin a
dream.
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Andrew returned later that night.

Not long after, one of the neurosurgeons tracked Andrew and
Daniel down in the waiting room. He delivered the cold news.

Daniel tried to follow what he said. But only a few of his
phrases lodged themselves in Daniel’s mind, detached from
meaning.

Bleeding controlled.

Clot removed.

Skull bone back in place.

Insult to the right-hand side of the brain.

Significant impairment likely.

We don’t yet know the extent. We’ll know more once we do an
MRI of the brain.

Maybe on Monday.

Sarah remained in a coma.

By late Sunday afternoon, nothing had changed. The machines
continued their work. Sarah remained unresponsive.

On Sunday evening the monitors’ beeps changed suddenly.
Another medical emergency was triggered.

A different neurosurgeon — possibly more senior to the first —
broke the news to Daniel and Andrew.

This time, the explanation was shorter. Colder.

A stroke.

The other side of the brain — the left-hand side.

Extensive damage.

No meaningful recovery possible.

We have left the skull bone off — in case we have to operate
again.

The language shifted. Daniel felt it immediately.

Life support.
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Consent.

Timing.

The kindest thing to do.

We’ve moved her into an isolated bay in ICU.
To give the family more privacy.

Daniel wanted Sarah to live. He knew that. That truth was
uncomplicated. But what followed was not.

He knew — with a clarity that cut through everything — that
she would never want a life defined by profound mental and
physical incapacity. That knowledge did not bring comfort. It
brought responsibility.

For a moment, another thought surfaced — unwelcome,
unexamined. Him. Clare. He pushed it away before it could take
shape.

He focused instead on what Sarah would want. On what he
believed was right.

“Take your time,” the doctor said. “There’s no rush.”

There were solemn conversations. A phone call to Sarah’s
mother in Queensland — Janice Kelly. Tears. Prayers. Silence.

By Thursday, Daniel, Andrew, and Janice had decided. The
scans and images were unequivocal. The doctors were kind but
definite.

There was no hope.

The machines were withdrawn quietly — first over days, then
hours, numbers diminishing one by one.

Sarah never regained consciousness.

The end came a few days later — on the afternoon of Sunday
28™ February. Her bay in ICU became very still — and quiet.
Andrew stood silently. Janice sobbed through the phone.

223 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

Later, alone in the corridor, Daniel felt no sense of resolution.
Only the knowledge that something irrevocable had occurred
— and that its consequences had not yet begun to take shape.

Andrew watched him from a short distance away.

He noted Daniel’s composure. The steadiness. The absence of
collapse.

He remembered what Sarah had told him.
He said nothing.

Outside, the cooler evening air felt sharp against Andrew’s face.
He stood there longer than he needed to, aware that once he
acted, there would be difficult consequences.
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Chapter 39 — Reasonable Grounds

Adelaide — March 2027

Andrew did not act hastily.
He drove home first, the city quiet, few pedestrians,
everything winding down after a busy week, readying

itself for another Monday as though nothing had changed.

He arrived at his home in Burnside, parked in the street, and
went inside. He switched on the kitchen light and stood there
for a moment, unsure what he had intended to do next.

The house was quiet — not peaceful, just empty. That was
what it was like when you lived alone. He did not bother
turning anything on.

He replayed the events of the last few days in fragments.
The stairs.
The blood at the corner of Sarah’s mouth.

Daniel’s arrival at the hospital — breathless, flushed, already
explaining.

Sarah’s decline over the following days — clinical, inexorable —
as if science itself had decided the outcome, regardless of what
the doctors did.
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Then the hammer blow — no meaningful recovery possible.

He felt a tightness behind his eyes and looked away, blinking it
back.

The hardest thing of it all was what Sarah had said months
earlier, almost casually, as if testing whether it sounded absurd
once spoken aloud.

I think he’s seeing someone else.

At the time Andrew had treated it as what it most likely was —
shock looking for reason, suspicion filling a space once occupied
by trust. He had advised patience. Restraint. Facts before
conclusions.

Now the restraint he had advocated felt dangerously naive.

The problem was not that he believed Daniel had killed Sarah.
The problem was that he could no longer say, with confidence,
that Daniel had not.

Daniel’s composure replayed itself in Andrew’s mind — not
calm exactly, but organised. His questions at the hospital. The
way he absorbed information. The absence of visible upset.

People grieved differently, Andrew knew that. But there was a
line between control and containment, and Daniel seemed to
sit uncomfortably on the far side of it.

%k %k %k 3k %k

First thing on Monday morning, before he went into work,
Andrew picked up his phone and turned it over.

He did not call emergency. He did not call a lawyer.

He searched for the number of the South Australia Police
(SAPOL) assistance line.

The woman who answered sounded young. Polite. Unhurried.
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“Good morning. South Australia Police. How can | help you?”

“My name is Andrew Kelly,” he said. “I’'m calling in relation to a
death that occurred yesterday at the Royal Adelaide Hospital.”

There was a pause — not alarm, but attention.
“Can you tell me the name of the deceased?”
“Mly sister. Sarah Mercer.”

More questions followed. Names. Addresses. Relationship.
Andrew answered them carefully, conscious now that he had
crossed a threshold.

“And what is the reason for your call this morning, Mr Kelly?”
Andrew exhaled slowly.

“I’'m not alleging anything,” he said. “But there are aspects of
Sarah’s death that don’t sit comfortably with me. | think they
should be looked at.”

Another pause. Longer this time.
“Can you explain what you mean by that?”
He chose his words deliberately.

“Mly sister supposedly fell down the stairs at her home just over
a week ago, on Saturday 20" February. Her husband was
absent at the time. He says he was out cycling. I’'m not sure
whether there’s independent verification of that. She died
yesterday following complications.”

“That in itself is not unusual,” the officer said.

“l understand that,” Andrew replied. “But there are additional
factors.”

He stopped. Then continued.
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“Mly sister had confided in me that she believed her husband
was having an affair. She was distressed by it. That doesn’t
prove anything. But it provides context.”

The silence that followed was no longer neutral.
“Are you suggesting a domestic motive, Mr Kelly?”

“I’'m suggesting that there may be one,” Andrew said. “And that
the behaviour | observed by her husband yesterday, on the day
she died, didn’t align with what | would have expected.”

The officer thanked him and said someone would be in touch.
Andrew ended the call and sat back.

He did not feel relief. Only a tightening sense that he had set
something in motion that would not slow simply because he
wanted it to.

%k 3k %k %k %k

An officer from SAPOL phoned Daniel on his mobile the
following afternoon.

It was a female officer who identified herself as Constable Kate
Martin.

“We’re making some routine enquiries following your wife’s
death,” the Constable said. “Just to clarify a few details.”

“l understand,” Daniel said.

She asked him to take them through the events of Saturday
20" February. Daniel did so without hesitation — the alarm, the
forecast, the bike ride. He named streets. Distances. The café at
Henley Beach. The call from Andrew. The Uber back to the
hospital.

“Do you have the Uber receipt?” she asked.

“Yes,” Daniel said. “It’'ll be in my phone.”
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“Did anyone see you at the café?”

“Possibly,” Daniel replied. “I didn’t speak to anyone | know.”
She asked about the state of his marriage.

Daniel paused, just briefly.

“We’d been having difficulties,” he said. “Nothing serious.
Nothing unstable. Just distance.”

“Were you seeing anyone else?”
“No,” he said. The answer came cleanly, without inflection.

She asked about the stairs. The lighting. The handrail. Whether
Sarah had ever fallen before.

“No,” Daniel said again.

At the end of the conversation, the Constable said, “We may
need to follow up.”

“Of course,” Daniel replied.

After Daniel had hung up, he stayed where he was for a
moment longer than necessary, listening to the quiet reassert
itself.

He told himself that this, too, was manageable.

The police always asked questions after unexpected deaths.
That was procedure, not accusation.

Still, as he moved through the house, the space felt altered —
not hostile, but no longer neutral.

Upstairs, in the study, he opened the safe where the burner
phone and air-gapped laptop lay. He checked the phone.

There were no messages.
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The phone call from the police on his mobile unsettled him.
Might they come back and search his townhouse? The presence
of the burner phone and laptop in the safe worried him.

“l need to move them,” he said to himself.

% %k %k %k %k

That night at home, Andrew lay awake replaying the questions
he thought the police would have asked Daniel — imagining the
careful phrasing, the disciplined omissions.

For the first time since Sarah’s death, Andrew allowed himself
to articulate the thought he had been resisting.

If Daniel had nothing to hide, then this would resolve itself.
But, if he was trying to hide something —

Andrew turned onto his side and stared into the darkness.
Either way, he had done what he could for Sarah.

The rest now belonged to systems larger than either of them.
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Chapter 40 — Classification
Adelaide — March 2027

aniel’s phone call with Constable Kate Martin left him
feeling uneasy.

The house had the stale quiet of a place that had been emptied
too quickly. Not abandoned — just paused, as if everything
inside it was waiting for instructions. In the kitchen, the light
over the sink was still on. He could not remember switching it
on. He could not remember switching anything on.

He moved through rooms without purpose, then stopped at the
foot of the stairs and looked up.

The banister was unmarked. The treads were clean. Nothing
about it suggested violence. Nothing about it explained the
speed with which the last week had collapsed into a single fact:
Sarah was gone.

Dead.

He told himself, as he had told himself repeatedly since the
hospital corridor, that there was no benefit in replaying it. The
system would replay it for him. He had nothing to hide. He had
told the police everything.
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On the dining table were the forms the hospital had given him
— counselling services, bereavement support, follow-up
contacts. He slid them into a neat stack and placed themin a
drawer. A small act of organisation, almost automatic. His mind
kept searching for structure, because without it there was only
the other thing.

He went upstairs and closed the door to his study behind him
— a habit formed long ago.

The safe was set into the wall behind the filing cabinet. He
moved the cabinet, entered the code, turned the dial, and
pulled the door open. The burner phone lay where he had left
it. So did the air-gapped laptop, sealed in its sleeve. He did not
touch them.

In the light of the desk lamp, the devices looked absurd. Not
menacing, not incriminating — just out of place in a suburban
house that now smelled faintly of flowers and disinfectant.

| will move those tomorrow, he told himself.

He shut the safe again and sat in the chair, his thoughts
refusing to settle.

Later that night he checked his work mobile. There were
messages from colleagues offering condolences, people he had
not spoken to in months, people who did not know Sarah but
who felt obliged to say something.

He replied to none of them and went to bed. He was tired, on
edge, and emotionally drained. Yet, despite his weariness, sleep
was difficult to find — and when it did eventually come it was
fitful, punctuated by bad dreams that never fully resolved.

% >k %k %k %k

The call came the following morning at 8.12 am. He had not
been awake long and his thoughts were still unsettled.
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“Mr Mercer?” The voice was calm, professional, without
warmth or threat.

llYeS.”

“This is Senior Constable Mark Elliott from South Australia
Police. You spoke with one of my colleagues yesterday over the
phone. Constable Kate Martin.”

Daniel said nothing. He kept his breathing steady. Silence was
not suspicious. Silence was considered.

“I'm calling as part of our normal follow-up,” he continued.
“There are a couple of details we just need to confirm for the
report. Is now a suitable time?”

He could have said no. He could have asked to call back. He
could have created delay. But delay was a kind of signal, and he
had learnt long ago that the safest posture, early on, was
cooperation.

“Yes,” he said. “Go ahead.”

The Senior Constable asked him to confirm his address in North
Haven. The time he had left the house. The approximate time
he had arrived at Henley Beach. Whether he had ridden
straight there or stopped. Whether he had spoken to anyone
he knew at the café.

Daniel answered smoothly, keeping his tone neutral, his details
consistent with what he had already said.

Then he asked a question that had nothing to do with bikes.

“Mr Mercer, during our enquiries we’ve been informed that
your wife had recently raised concerns about the state of the
marriage.”

Daniel’s pulse quickened. The question was unexpected. He
paused. Not long enough to look evasive, but long enough to
steady his voice.
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“We’d been having difficulties,” he said. “Nothing serious.
Nothing unstable. Just ... a bit of distance. As | told your
colleague yesterday.”

“Yes,” he said. “That is what has been recorded. Thank you.
And were you aware that she’d spoken to her brother about
worries you may have been seeing someone else?”

The words were delivered as if they were simply another box to
tick.

Daniel felt the pressure behind his eyes, a brief flare of
something he did not let become expression. He kept his voice
even.

“No,” he said. “l wasn’t aware she had spoken to Andrew. And
no — | am not seeing anyone else.”

“Understood,” Senior Constable Elliott replied. “However, |
have to ask — is there anyone you are emotionally close to at
the moment? Anyone you spend time with outside of work?”

He could hear the careful phrasing. Not an accusation. Not even
an implication. A path being opened, in case he chose to walk
into it.

“No,” he said again. “My work has been demanding. | haven’t
had time for anything outside of it.”

There was a short pause. He imagined the officer writing
something down. Or not writing anything down at all, letting
the recording carry the weight.

“Alright,” the Senior Constable said. “Thank you. One final point
— we will be requesting the hospital records and any relevant
imaging reports as part of the coronial process. That is
standard. If anything further arises we may need to speak with
you again.”

Daniel’s throat tightened at the word coronial.
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He kept his tone steady. “Of course.”

“Also, Mr Mercer — we’ll likely be speaking again with your
brother-in-law, Mr Kelly, to clarify a couple of matters.”

“l understand.”

“Thank you for your time,” he said. “And I’m sorry for your
loss.”

The line went dead.

Daniel remained standing in the study for a moment, phone still
in his hand.

It was the same sentence — I'm sorry for your loss — that he
had heard in different voices for days. It had become
meaningless, a phrase that marked people as either kind or
polite or unsure what else to do.

What mattered was the other phrase the caller had mentioned.
Coronial process.

He set the phone down and looked around the room, as if
seeing it for the first time. The bookshelves. The framed
photographs he had not yet had the stomach to take down. The
view across neighbouring roofs towards a strip of pale sky.

He understood, with a clarity that did not bring comfort, that
the system had now taken ownership of Sarah’s death. Not
emotionally — administratively. It would build a file. It would
assemble narratives. It would collect statements and timelines
and interpretations. It would decide what needed to be further
investigated and what could be excluded.

He knew how this worked.
It was never personal. That was the problem.

He stood, moved the filing cabinet, entered the code, and
turned the dial. This time he removed the burner phone and
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the air-gapped laptop, placing them carefully in a small brown
briefcase he had used years earlier for work travel. The
movement was slow, deliberate. Not frantic. Not guilty.

He paused with the briefcase in his hands.

Moving them would not erase their existence. It would only
reduce the chance of a casual discovery — a search that came
with a warrant, a routine sweep that became broader than he
expected. The police had not asked about searches. They never
did, until they did.

He closed the safe, took the briefcase to his car in the garage,
and then went back inside and sat at the kitchen bench.

Worry was there, heavy and shapeless, pressing from all sides.
He could feel it waiting for a crack.

He did not give it one.

When he finally stood, it was with the quiet certainty of
someone who had accepted a constraint. Not a moral one. A
practical one.

This might not resolve itself.
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Chapter 41 — Alignment
Adelaide — March 2027

n Monday, 8™ March 2027, Daniel attended the first
meeting with the funeral director.

It was a small office in the city, deliberately neutral — soft
lighting, muted colours, chairs arranged to encourage calm. The
director spoke with a careful gentleness that Daniel found
almost unbearable. He nodded at the right moments, answered
guestions, chose options. Cremation. Service. Music. Notices.
Flowers.

He made decisions quickly, not because he was detached, but
because indecision invited emotion — and emotion was now a
liability.

Afterwards he sat in his car and looked at the steering wheel
for a long time without turning the key.

Nothing could be finalised yet.

The Coroner still had custody of Sarah’s body, and until that
process concluded, everything remained provisional —
arrangements without dates, decisions pending execution.

Daniel had spoken to Sarah’s mother in Queensland — Janice
Kelly. Once a date was finalised, she would fly down for the
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cremation. Andrew would be there. Some of Sarah’s work
colleagues as well. A small gathering. No eulogies. Nothing
prolonged.

Daniel listened to all of Janice’s suggestions and agreed to them
without hesitation. He knew it would be incredibly difficult for
her — mothers were not meant to bury their children.

He noted it all, the same way he noted everything now.
Not as ceremony — but as part of a process.

Daniel was stirred from his thoughts by his phone vibrating in
his pocket.

A text from Andrew.
SAPOL called me this morning. Just letting you know.
Daniel read it twice.

He had expected it. He had even anticipated the tone —
matter-of-fact, almost apologetic, as if Andrew still believed
there was a way to keep this civil. But the message confirmed
what Daniel had already understood: the system was now
doing what it always did. Taking separate accounts. Comparing
them. Aligning.

He typed a reply.
Understood. Thanks.

He sent it, then placed the phone back in his pocket and drove
home. He would discuss Sarah’s proposed funeral
arrangements with Andrew later.

That evening, Senior Constable Elliott called again.

“Mr Mercer, it’s Senior Constable Elliott. I'm sorry to bother

”

you.

“It’s alright.”
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“We've spoken to Mr Kelly. We just need to clarify a point he
raised. He mentioned that your wife was found at the bottom
of the stairs with blood at the corner of her mouth. Were you
aware of any injuries to her face prior to the fall? Any dental
work, any recent procedures, anything that might explain
bleeding?”

Daniel took a breath.
“No,” he said. “Nothing.”

“Thank you. And the stairwell lighting — was the overhead light
usually left on at that hour?”

“ don’t know,” he said, then corrected himself. “Maybe. It was
already light when | awoke, but Sarah was up earlier. She may
have switched it on.”

“Alright.”

A pause. Daniel could hear faint background noise on the
Senior Constable’s end — an office, phones, distant voices. He
imagined a desk with open files, labelled folders, ticked boxes.

“Mr Mercer,” Senior Constable Elliott said, “I’'m going to ask
again about the relationship issues, just for completeness. You
said you weren’t seeing anyone else. Can you confirm there
was no one you were spending time with privately — lunches,
meetings, anything outside of work?”

It was the same question, slightly rephrased. A standard
technique. Not aggressive — just persistent.

Daniel kept his response unchanged.
“No,” he said. “There wasn’t. I've already told you that.”

“Understood. Thank you. At this stage the Coroner will be
reviewing the hospital records and the medical findings. We
may need to request access to certain digital records as part of

239 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

the process — phone logs, location data. That is standard. If so,
you’ll be advised.”

His stomach tightened. He kept his voice level.
“Alright.”

“We’ll be in touch if anything further is required,” the Senior
Constable said. “Again, I’'m sorry for your loss.”

When the call ended, Daniel remained seated on the edge of
the couch, hands resting flat on his knees.

Phone logs. Location data.

In another life — in his work life — location data was rarely
precise enough to convict or clean enough to persuade. It
contained gaps, noise, and ambiguity. But in the hands of a
system that required consistency rather than truth, it could still
become a weapon.

He stood and walked to the kitchen window. Outside,
neighbours moved about their evening tasks, bins being
dragged to kerbs, children called inside. Ordinary life
continued, indifferent to his new constraints.

He thought, briefly, of Sarah. Of the line she must have used
months earlier — a tired, almost casual remark that Andrew
had now carried into a police statement.

| think he’s seeing someone else.

He felt the echo of it, not as guilt but as consequence. A
sentence spoken in private that now existed in a file.

He returned to the study and opened his personal laptop.

Not the air-gapped one. Not the burner phone. His normal
devices. The ones that formed the digital record of his life. He
checked his calendar. Work meetings. Calls. Nothing that would
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help, nothing that would harm. He scrolled through messages.
Condolences. Logistics. Silence.

He did not search for anything. He did not delete anything. He
did not alter anything that would leave fingerprints.

That was the difficulty. The safe approach was often inaction.
But inaction also left him exposed to whatever the system
decided to look at next.

He closed the laptop and sat back.

3k 3k %k %k %

Later that night, Andrew lay awake in his own house, the quiet
pressing in around him.

He had expected, after making the call, to feel relief. He had
expected some sense that the burden had shifted to someone
else. But it had not. It had simply changed shape.

The officers had been polite. They had asked him to repeat the
timeline, to describe the stairs, the blood, Daniel’s arrival. They
had asked again about what Sarah had said, and he had
repeated it without embellishment.

He had not used the word affair. He had not needed to. The
officers had used it themselves, cautiously, as if testing how it
sounded.

When they asked him whether he believed Daniel had harmed
Sarah, Andrew had hesitated.

“l don’t know,” he had said. “I have no reason to believe he did.
But | can’t say that with certainty.”

After the call was ended, he had stared at his hands for a long
time and wondered whether he had just set something in
motion that could never be put back.
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He turned onto his side and looked into the dark. He asked
himself the question that would not go away.

If Daniel had nothing to hide, then it would resolve itself.
And if he did —

Andrew stopped the thought before it reached its end.

%k % % %k %k

Across the city, Daniel sat at his dining table with a glass of
water he had not touched.

His mind kept circling the same problem. Not the fall. Not the
stairs. Those were facts. The problem was the structure now
forming around those facts — a process that would ask for
consistency, that would compare accounts, that would look for
things that did not fit neatly.

The system had begun to align.

And once alignment began, it rarely stopped at the first
explanation.

The house was silent. Not calm. Not peaceful. Just silent.

He knew, with a certainty that felt like the beginning of a
different kind of fear, that the questions were no longer about
Sarah.

They were about him.
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Chapter 42 — Police Legwork
Adelaide — April 2027

South Australia Police (SAPOL) did not move quickly.
That was not hesitation. It was method.

In the weeks following Sarah Mercer’s death, the matter
remained classified internally as a reportable death pending
coronial review — neither suspicious nor routine. It sat in the
administrative middle ground — files accumulating notes but
not gravitas — where decisions were shaped more by inertia
than purpose.

Detective Sergeant Paul Nguyen read the summary again
before setting it down.

Female, thirty-eight. Fall at home down flight of stairs. Severe
head injury. Subsequent complications. Death in ICU. No
witnesses to fall. Husband absent at the time of fall. Brother
raised concerns post-event.

He leaned back in his chair and looked across the shared office
at Senior Constable Mark Elliott, who was scrolling through
photographs on his screen.

“Anything?” Nguyen asked.
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Elliott shook his head. “Nothing that stands out. No signs of a
struggle. No defensive injuries. No obvious trauma. Stairs are
narrow, timber, steep pitch. No defects. Handrail intact.”

“And the blood?”

“Minor. Mouth injury consistent with facial impact. Dental
review in the patient’s medical record at the RAH confirms no
missing teeth, no fracture. Likely soft tissue trauma from the
fall.”

Nguyen nodded. He had expected that answer.

The file did not feel like homicide. It felt like grief looking for a
landing place.

Still, procedure required follow-through.

Andrew Kelly’s call had shifted the matter just enough to
require confirmation rather than assumption. Not because
Kelly’s suspicions were persuasive — but because they were
specific.

Wife allegedly suspected affair.
Husband rather detached about the tragedy.

Nguyen turned from his screen and pulled the file closer.

“Marriage wasn’t great,” he said. “That’s clear enough. But
that’s not evidence of violence. No prior domestic incidents. No
AVOs. No neighbour complaints.”

“And no financial incentive,” Elliott added. “Life insurance is
standard. No recent policy changes. No unusual beneficiaries.
No debt pressure. No indication of insurance fraud.”

Nguyen glanced up. “If there was a motive, it's not money.”
“And not opportunity,” Elliott said. “He was out of the house.”

Nguyen shrugged. “So, he says.”
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“Yes,” Elliott agreed. “So, he says.”

They let that sit for a moment — not accusatory, just
procedural.

“Let’s tidy the loose ends,” Nguyen said finally. “If we’re closing
this down, we close it properly.”

The search warrant was unremarkable.

Limited scope. No digital seizure beyond standard devices. No
forced entry. No urgency.

Daniel Mercer was present when they attended the townhouse
in North Haven. He let them in without comment, watched as
they moved methodically through the rooms, answering
guestions when asked.

They started upstairs.

The study was neat. Too neat, Nguyen thought — but that was
not a crime. Books aligned. Desk clear. Filing cabinet locked.
Safe built into the wall behind it.

“What’s in the safe?” Nguyen asked.

“Personal documents,” Daniel replied. “Old work material.
Nothing relevant.”

Nguyen paused. Sarah had told Andrew she had found a phone
and a laptop inside the safe — items that did not sit easily with
Daniel’s explanation. The warrant was narrowly drawn, and
Nguyen was conscious of how quickly a technical misstep could
unravel a case.

But caution, he decided, did not mean silence.
“Would you mind opening it for us?” he said.

“Sure,” Daniel replied.
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He walked over to the safe, entered the code, turned the dial,
opened it, and stood back.

He exhaled quietly, relieved that there was no longer anything
in the safe that mattered.

Detective Sergeant Nguyen reached into the safe and put the
contents on the desk. He asked a few questions and was soon
satisfied that nothing in the safe was incriminating.

They checked the bedroom. Wardrobes. Drawers. Bathroom
cabinets. Nothing.

Downstairs, the kitchen offered no surprises. Neither did the
garage. No blood traces beyond what had already been
documented. No signs of hurried cleaning. No damage
inconsistent with a fall.

Nguyen stepped back into the lounge and scanned the room
once more.

“Phones?” he asked.

“My personal phone and work mobile,” Daniel said. “Both on
me.”

“Any others?”
”NO,”

Nguyen nodded. He did not ask again about the devices. But,
given they were interviewing Daniel, he decided to revisit an
earlier line of enquiry.

“You are aware that your brother-in-law claims that Sarah told
him she believed you might be seeing another woman. Having
an affair. Is there any truth to that?”

“Absolutely not,” Daniel said. “There was tension in our
marriage, | admit that. But it had nothing to do with infidelity
by either of us. If Sarah discussed our personal lives with
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Andrew, | can only imagine he may have misinterpreted what
she said.”

“I see,” said Nguyen.
After forty minutes, Nguyen closed his notebook.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” he said. “At this stage we’re
still completing preliminary enquiries. The matter remains with
the Coroner.”

Daniel inclined his head. Polite. Contained.
When they left, Nguyen did not look back.

%k %k %k %k k

Back at SAPOL, Detective Sergeant Nguyen said, “If there’s an
affair, it’s discreet. And if there isn’t, it doesn’t matter. Either
way, it doesn’t explain a fall.”

Nguyen closed the file.
“So where does that leave us?” asked Elliott.
Nguyen exhaled slowly.

“With a man who may have been lying about his marriage. Not
about a murder.”

3 sk k %k k
Andrew Kelly was informed later that week.

The call was careful, measured.

Senior Constable Elliott explained that there was no evidence
to support a criminal investigation. That the death remained
under coronial review. That SAPOL would remain available if
new information arose.

Andrew listened without interruption.

“So that’s it?” he asked finally.
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“It means,” Elliott replied, “that at this stage there are no
grounds for further police action.”

After the call ended, Andrew sat alone in his kitchen for a long
time.

His house was quiet in the way it had been since Sarah died —
not peaceful, just emptied of interruption. He understood,
intellectually, that suspicion was not proof. That absence of
evidence mattered. That systems were designed to prevent
imagination from becoming accusation.

Emotionally, none of that settled anything.
He did not feel relief.
He felt responsibility loosening its grip — reluctantly.
* ok Kk
Back at SAPOL headquarters, Nguyen completed the final note.

No evidence of third-party involvement.

No evidence of assault.

No financial motive.

No forensic indicators inconsistent with accidental fall.

He forwarded the file to the Coroner’s office and closed it.
Not with certainty.
With sufficiency.

That evening, Daniel sat at his dining table as dusk gathered
outside.

The townhouse felt unchanged — and yet not neutral. The
silence pressed in with a different weight now. Less threatening
— but not forgiving.

He knew what SAPOL had done. He knew what they had not
found.
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And he knew what that meant.
The police legwork was finished.

Not because the truth had been fully examined — but because
it no longer needed to be.

The system had reached its conclusion.

What came next would belong to a different process entirely.
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Chapter 43 — Closure

Adelaide — May 2027

he room was small, with little natural light — the kind of
space used when something was almost finished but not
yet formally closed.

Detective Inspector Rowe stood beside the whiteboard, arms
folded, rereading the notes as if distance might reveal
something new. Detective Sergeant Latham sat at the table,
leafing through a slim folder that now existed more as formality
than as substance.

“No fractures inconsistent with a fall,” Rowe said. “No
defensive injuries. No prior domestic call-outs. No neighbours
reporting noise.”

Latham nodded. “And the neurosurgical opinions are
consistent. Primary impact injury. Secondary complications.
Stroke. Nothing iatrogenic. Nothing suspicious.”

Rowe’s eyes moved to the line midway down the page.
Allegation of affair.

“The deceased’s brother did what people do,” Rowe said.
“Grief plus uncertainty. Doesn’t make him wrong to raise it.”
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“But it doesn’t make it evidence either,” Latham replied.
“People have affairs. People fall down a flight of stairs.
Sometimes those things coexist without meaning anything.”

Rowe let the silence settle.

“We've looked at opportunity,” he said. “The husband’s
timeline holds. Uber receipt. Café transaction. No gap big
enough to drive a homicide through.”

“And motive?” Latham asked.

Rowe shook his head. “Thin. No history of violence. No financial
pressure. No life insurance escalation or unusual policies. No
beneficiary anomalies. No sign of insurance fraud. Some
tension in the marriage. But show me one where that isn’t the
case.”

He tapped the folder once, decisively.

“This isn’t a murder investigation,” he said. “If it ever was, it
isn’t now.”

Latham closed the folder. “The Coroner will formalise it.”

“Yes,” Rowe said. “Medical cause. Accidental fall. Complications
post-fall. End of story.”

He paused, then added, more quietly, “At least as far as we're
concerned.”

They left the room with the light still on.
The file stayed where it was.
Waiting to be closed.

%k %k %k %k %k

Daniel Mercer arrived at the Coroner’s office the following
week with the same measured composure he had brought to
every meeting since Sarah’s death.
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The building was functional rather than imposing — concrete,
darkened glass, muted signage. Designed to process facts, not
emotion. He sat where he was directed, hands folded loosely in
his lap, and waited.

When he was called in, the Coroner’s associate explained the
process carefully. This was not an inquest. There were no
allegations before the Coroner. The purpose was clarification,
not confrontation.

The Coroner himself was courteous, almost brisk.

“Mr Mercer,” he said, “l appreciate your attendance. I'll take
you through the findings as they currently stand, and then ask a
small number of questions for completeness.”

Daniel nodded.

The cause of death was set out plainly. An accidental fall down
a domestic staircase resulting in traumatic brain injury.
Subsequent neurosurgical intervention. Complications,
including bilateral cerebral insult and catastrophic stroke.
Death following withdrawal of life support.

“There is no evidence,” the Coroner said, “to suggest assault,
third-party involvement, or deliberate action.”

Daniel absorbed the words without visible reaction.

The questions that followed were narrow and factual.
Confirmation of the timeline. His absence from the house.
Sarah’s discovery at home unconscious, by her brother. Body
taken by ambulance to the RAH. Daniel’s return to the hospital.
His understanding of Sarah’s medical condition and wishes.

“And to be clear,” the Coroner said, consulting the file, “there is
no indication of financial motive. No insurance irregularities. No
matters of that nature.”

“No,” Daniel said. “There weren’t.”
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The Coroner nodded.

“I will be finalising my findings shortly,” he said. “They will
reflect accidental death arising from domestic injury and
subsequent medical complications.”

He paused, then added, not unkindly, “I am sorry for your loss,
Mr Mercer.”

Daniel thanked him and left.

Outside, the air felt cooler than he expected. The city moved
around him, indifferent. Trams passed. Pedestrians crossed
streets. Ordinary life resumed its rhythms without waiting for
resolution.

The coronial finding would close the case.

However, it would not undo the questions already asked.
sk ks ok

Andrew Kelly received the news later that afternoon.

A brief phone call. Polite. Final.

No evidence of foul play. Accidental fall. No further action.

He thanked the officer and sat for a long time after the line
went dead, phone resting on the table in front of him.

Relief did not come.
Nor did certainty.

What arrived instead was something quieter — the knowledge
that he had taken his concern as far as it could responsibly go,
and that beyond this point, suspicion became something else
entirely.

3k 3k %k %k %
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Across the city, Daniel sat alone in his house as evening settled.

The system had done what systems did. It had gathered facts,
eliminated improbabilities, and reached a conclusion that
allowed it to move on.

He understood that better than most.
The file would close.
The record would settle.

And yet, as the silence reclaimed the empty rooms around him,
he knew with uncomfortable clarity that this was not an ending
— merely the conclusion of one strand.

What followed would not be governed by coronial findings.
It would be governed by attention.

And attention, once drawn, rarely limited itself to the question
it was first asked.
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Act VI — Exposure
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Chapter 44 — Residue
Adelaide / Hong Kong — June 2027

Daniel Mercer returned to work the way he returned to
everything now — by re-entering the routine as if
repetition could restore the status quo.

ASC’s building at the Osborne Naval Shipyards smelled faintly of
freshly cleaned carpets and newly brewed coffee — the latter
the result of a new coffee machine in the staffroom. Security
gates still clicked open on cue; sealed doors still slid open with
the correct card swipe. People still nodded in the corridor,
polite and contained, as if everyone had silently agreed that the
only acceptable response to tragedy was not to mention it.

At first he mistook that for kindness.

Then he realised it was something else — discomfort. The kind
that made people keep both their questions and their opinions
to themselves. Sarah’s death belonged to the private world,
and the private world was something they were relieved not to
handle. Besides, not many of them had ever met Sarah.

Daniel took meetings. Reviewed updates. Gave approvals.
Spoke in measured tones and did not look tired. He did not
make space for sentiment. He did not invite pity. He was
competent, present, and professionally intact.
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The systems around him accepted that version without
hesitation.

It was, he thought, almost insulting how quickly life reorganised
itself.

There were moments — small and strangely physical — when
the silence jarred. A pause at the end of a phone call where an
apology might once have been offered. A corridor conversation
that ended too neatly. An email thread that included
condolences from weeks earlier, now buried beneath bullet
points and timelines, as if grief was just another item that had
scrolled off the screen.

He caught himself listening for the wrong things.
A call from South Australia Police (SAPOL).
A follow-up from the Coroner’s office.

A polite request for a confidential briefing that ultimately
would find its way to the Minister for Defence’s advisers.

But nothing came. No new voice on the line. No further
guestions. No administrative friction.

The absence should have been relief.
Instead, it felt like exposure.

Scrutiny, he had discovered, ring-fenced risk with an invisible
but real boundary. It contained it. It gave it shape, and shape
could be managed. However, silence had no edges. Silence was
not proof of safety. It was simply an empty room in which
consequences could arrive without warning.

He tried to convince himself that the scrutiny was over — that
enough months had passed since Sarah’s death for the system
to lose interest.
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He told himself the police and Coroner had done their work,
and the matter would now settle into the category of tragedies
that happened to other people and then stopped mattering to
anyone but the family.

But the belief did not sit cleanly.

He found himself thinking — more often than he wanted to
admit — of Andrew.

Not of grief — Andrew’s grief was a problem that belonged to
Andrew — but of Andrew’s recent, carefully framed emails
seeking answers without quite asking questions.

Daniel played the game perfectly. He knew the truthful answers
— and the ones he had rehearsed to protect himself and his
relationship with Clare, which remained carefully hidden and
compartmentalised.

Our marriage was fine — some tensions sure, but these were
brought on by work pressures.

No secret devices. She must have mistaken my work mobile
phone and laptop. She never paid much interest to them in any
case.

Andrew’s concern had not been dramatic.
That was what made it dangerous.

Daniel pushed the thought aside and returned to the one
discipline that had never failed him: keep moving, keep quiet,
keep the record clean.

He did not delete messages. He did not tidy his digital life. He
did not revise his narrative into something too polished. The
safest approach was continuity. The most reliable performance
was authenticity — or something close enough to it.

If the system looked again, it would look for disruption.
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He would give it none.
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Andrew Kelly’s days did not reorganise themselves as neatly.

He went back to work, because work was what people did
when there was nothing else to do. He answered questions
when asked and spoke as if his voice belonged to someone
else. Friends offered sympathy in phrases that sounded pre-
written. Meals were eaten without hunger. Nights arrived and
ended without any sense of beginning or concluding.

What remained was a residue that refused to dissolve.

It was not suspicion, exactly. Suspicion was too active. Too
dramatic. Too much like an accusation.

What Andrew carried felt more like unresolved knowledge — a
collection of details that did not fit into the official shape of the
story.

Sarah had told him, months before her fall, that something was
wrong.

Not with her marriage in the ordinary way. Not in the way most
marriages turned stale or tense. She had spoken with a kind of
certainty that frightened him now in retrospect — a quiet
conviction that she had discovered something without being
able to name it.

And then there had been the safe.

Not the existence of a safe. Plenty of people had safes.
But what was in it.

A mysterious phone and laptop.

Devices that did not belong to the story Daniel had told.
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Andrew could still see Sarah’s expression as she had described
them — not shocked, not angry, just unsettled. As if she had
stumbled across a cupboard in her own house that she hadn’t
known existed.

The police had asked him what she had meant when she spoke
of another woman. They had used the word affair themselves,
carefully, as if testing its weight. Andrew had not insisted on it.
He had not embellished. He had said only what he knew.

Now the police had closed the file.
The Coroner’s office had closed the record.

And yet Andrew remained where he had always been —
holding facts that had nowhere official to go.

He did not ring Daniel. Not yet. Emails and texts were easier.
Less likely to descend into emotional outbursts.

He simply carried the knowledge and waited for it to either
fade — or harden.

%k %k 3k %k %k

Daniel received the travel request two days later — on his
burner phone — a channel Ryan rarely used unless the matter
was important or urgent.

It arrived with the same language as every other tasking he
received from “them” — minimal explanation, clear timing,
guiet expectation. A short trip. Hong Kong. Meetings. No
unnecessary attention.

The timing was unfortunate, in a way that might once have
mattered. Now it was simply inconvenient.

He packed lightly. Travel had long ago become a routine rather
than a disruption. If anything, he welcomed it. Movement made
it easier to avoid stillness. Stillness invited thought, and thought
invited questions.
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On the flight he worked through documents he had already
read twice. He replied to emails with the care of a man who
understood that the smallest inconsistency could become an
indictment later. He did not sleep much. He did not drink. He
did not watch films.

He did what he always did: he prepared.

Hong Kong met him with humidity and noise and motion — a
damp blanket that threatened to suffocate all those it covered,
especially westerners.

The city itself did not pause for anyone. It offered no space for
grief, no patience for introspection. It demanded function, not
feeling.

The MTR was as cramped as ever, the heat and bodies pressing
in without restraint or apology.

The meeting location Ryan chose was unremarkable by design.
The glass-fronted building was busy enough to let visitors
disappear inside, but anonymous enough that no one would
remember them five minutes after they left. A place where the
air-conditioning worked a little too hard and the staff smiled at
the correct moments without listening.

Ryan was already there, standing rather than seated, phone in
hand. He looked unchanged — trim, relaxed, faintly amused by
whatever message he had just finished reading.

“Long flight?” Ryan asked, sliding the phone away as Daniel
approached.

“Manageable,” Daniel replied.
Ryan shrugged. “As usual.”

They ordered without discussion. Coffee for Ryan. Tea for
Daniel. The habit had settled months earlier and neither had
ever bothered to question it.
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For a moment, they spoke only of logistics. Schedules.
Deliverables. The inevitable compression of timelines that
accompanied every new phase of work. Ryan talked easily,
confidently, as if the project existed in a sealed environment —
technical, contained, immune to interference.

Daniel listened, nodded, responded where required.

It was a relief, he realised, to be here. To speak in a language
that no longer required emotional calibration. With Ryan, he
did not have to explain context or soften edges. There was no
need to edit himself into something acceptable. Ryan
understood the work. He understood the constraints. He
understood the risks. That was enough.

)

Ryan leaned back slightly. “We’ve had a few follow-up queries,’
he said, lightly. “Nothing formal. More... curiosity than anything
else.”

Daniel waited.

“Beijing is thinking further ahead now,” Ryan continued.
“Longer endurance profiles. Reduced acoustic margins. What
happens when nuclear submarines move from the shipyards to
naval exercises at scale.”

He smiled faintly, as if amused by the phrasing.

“It’s the AUKUS problem, really,” Ryan added. “Once you
promise invisibility, everyone wants to know how it fails.”

Daniel kept his expression neutral. “Every system fails
eventually,” he said. “The mistake is assuming that
understanding failure makes it imminent.”

Ryan’s smile returned. “That’s why you’re useful.”
Daniel did not correct him.

He was about to speak when Ryan’s gaze flicked briefly past
him, toward the entrance.
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Daniel felt it then — not alarm, but a subtle recalibration. The
sense that a variable had entered the equation without being
announced.

Zhao Feng crossed the threshold without pause, as if the space
had already been cleared for him. He did not look around. He
did not scan the room. His attention moved directly to their
table, unhurried and assured.

Ryan stood at once.

“Director Zhao,” he said, with the ease of someone who had
learned when formality mattered and when it did not.

Zhao acknowledged him with a nod that stopped short of
warmth. His eyes moved to Daniel, assessing without
expression.

“Mr Mercer,” he said. The pronunciation was precise.
Rehearsed.

Daniel rose. “Director,” he said, following Ryan’s lead.
Zhao gestured lightly. “Please.”
He did not ask whether he might join them. He sat.

For a moment, none of them spoke. The pause was not
awkward. It was deliberate — a moment allowed for roles to
settle.

“I was nearby,” Zhao said eventually. “Ryan mentioned you
were in the city.”

Ryan offered a small smile, but said nothing.

“I trust your trip will be productive,” Zhao continued, his
attention returning to Daniel.

“Yes,” Daniel replied. “Everything is proceeding as expected.”

“Good,” Zhao said. “Expectation is a useful discipline.”
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He took the cup from the tray without asking and sampled it, as
if confirming something already known.

“We value continuity,” Zhao went on. “Particularly where
sovereign commitments are involved. Disruption has a habit of
travelling further than those who cause it.”

Daniel met his gaze. “Continuity depends on predictability.”

“Precisely,” Zhao said. “And predictability depends on
honesty.”

The word landed softly. No emphasis. No accusation.
Ryan shifted his weight, just perceptibly.

Zhao glanced at him, then returned his attention to Daniel.
“Ryan has spoken highly of your work,” he said. “Your
discretion. Your consistency.”

Daniel inclined his head. “I try to be precise.”

Zhao's mouth curved faintly, the closest thing to amusement
Daniel had seen on him. “Precision is admirable,” he said. “But
it is not the same as completeness.”

A pause. Longer this time.
Then Zhao stood.

“I won’t interrupt further,” he said. “You have matters to
discuss.”

He nodded once to Ryan, once to Daniel, and turned to leave.

As the door closed behind him, Daniel became aware of
something he had not noticed until that moment: Zhao had not
asked a single question.

The café seemed to exhale.

Ryan laughed quietly. “He has a way of doing that.”
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Daniel nodded. “Yes.”

Ryan studied him, as if considering whether to ask something
personal. He didn’t. Ryan rarely did.

“You alright?” Ryan said instead, the closest he came to
concern.

“Yes,” Daniel replied. And realised he meant it — at least as far
as he understood the word.

Ryan drained his coffee. “Good. Because we’ll need you steady.
Things are going to get... busier.”

Daniel looked out through the glass toward the harbour, where
ferries crossed without deviation.

“Fine,” he said. “That’s manageable.”
Ryan smiled, satisfied, and stood.

After Ryan left, Daniel remained seated for a moment longer,
hands resting on the table as if grounding himself.

He thought, briefly and with detached surprise, of Sarah.

Not the fall. Not the hospital. Not the silence of the house
afterwards.

Just the fact that Ryan didn’t know she was dead.

Ryan had known almost nothing about her anyway. Sarah had
never been part of this world. She had existed outside it, in the
ordinary domestic realm. The realm that Daniel had once told
himself could remain untouched by what he did.

Now even that separation felt like an old fiction.
Daniel stood, left the café, and took a red taxi back to his hotel.

The meeting had been efficient. Nothing had been said that
could not be accounted for. Nothing had been asked that
required correction.
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And yet, as the traffic surged around him, he felt the familiar
pressure return — not sharp, not urgent — but redistributed.

The absence he had mistaken for safety had not been absence
at all.

It had been attention, recalibrating.

%k % % %k %k

Back in Adelaide, the townhouse received him without
comment.

Evening settled. The neighbours fetched their empty bins from
the kerbside. A dog barked once, then stopped. Lights switched
on behind curtains and stayed on. Ordinary life performed its
nightly rituals with the steady indifference of a world that never
paused long enough to notice what it had lost.

Daniel moved through the house with the economy of
someone who still expected to be interrupted. He put his bag
down. He washed his hands. He checked the front door twice.

He had learned, in the months since Sarah’s death, that the
house could be silent in different ways.

There was the silence of absence — the quiet left behind when
someone was no longer there to move, to speak, to interrupt.

And there was the silence of watchfulness — the quiet that
arrived when the outside world had stopped making noise, not
because it had lost interest, but because it had found a
different way to look.

He sat at the dining table and opened his work laptop.

Messages. Calendars. Logistics.
Nothing new. Nothing urgent.

He found himself pausing, fingers hovering above the keyboard,
not quite certain what he was waiting for.
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A ping.
A call.
A request.

Some small friction that would confirm the system was still
where he could see it.

Nothing came.
He closed the laptop and sat back.

In another life, he would have called Andrew. Asked how
Andrew was feeling; explained how he was feeling. Conducted
the conversation that polite people conducted when they were
required to coordinate grief.

Not tonight.
Tonight, he let the silence settle.

He told himself — with the calm certainty of a man who had
survived multiple systems by learning how they performed —
that the worst of it was behind him. That the police chapter
was closed. That the Coroner’s review was effectively finalised.
That whatever residue remained would, with time, dissipate.

But time did not dissolve everything.

Some things did not fade.
Some things migrated.

And somewhere, beyond the limits of his view, Daniel sensed a
new kind of attention beginning to form — not emotional, not
personal, not interested in blame.

Just interested in patterns.
And patterns did not accuse. Only people did.

He sat in the stillness of the house and felt, with quiet unease,
that the status quo could not hold.
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Not because anyone had accused him.

But because nothing this carefully contained ever stayed
contained for long.
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Chapter 45 — Anomalies

Canberra — ASIO — July 2027

he room was not called an operations centre, though

outsiders would have assumed it was. There were screens,
yes, and secure terminals, and the low murmur of people who
had learned to speak without raising their voices. But there
were no maps with blinking lights, no crisis clocks, no
breathless urgency.

This was analysis. Which meant it moved at the pace of
understanding, not panic.

The fluorescent lighting was soft enough to feel deliberate. The
air-conditioning warmed the temperature to a constant —
especially important at this time of year in Canberra. Mugs sat
beside keyboards. A half-finished packet of biscuits lay open on
a desk that belonged to no one in particular and everyone,
depending on who happened to be working the late shift.

The meeting had been arranged by the foreign interference
team after an item surfaced through ASIO’s Al-based analysis,
which flagged patterns before the material reached human
review.

Emily Ward leaned towards her screen and scrolled through the
latest bundle of reporting.

269 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

She was not looking for a confession.
She was looking for repetition.
“Here’s another one,” she said quietly.

Across from her, Tom Hargreaves paused, pen resting against
his lower lip.

“Same subject area?” he asked.
“Same shape,” Emily replied. “Different wrapper.”
She turned her monitor slightly so he could see the summary.

A technical enquiry routed through a small electronics
consultancy in Hong Kong with a name that sounded as if it had
been generated by a committee. The content was careful,
polite, and plausible enough to pass as professional curiosity. It
referenced published research and cited conference papers,
framing its questions as hypotheticals — the kind academics
traded casually in email threads. Nothing in the wording
demanded an answer. Nothing revealed why the answer
mattered.

But the questions were too neat.
They assumed the conclusion and asked only about the edges.
“How often?” Tom asked.

“Third in five weeks,” Emily said. “They’re not constant. They
cluster — always around the same decision points.”

Tom scanned the first paragraph, then skipped ahead to these
highlighted questions.

“How does acoustic priority change when propulsion noise is no
longer the limiting factor?”

“What happens to maintenance cycles once prolonged
submergence is assumed?”
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He exhaled slowly.

“Not your average defence analyst.”

“No.”

Michael Donnelly glanced up from the adjacent terminal.
“Is the electronics company legitimate?” he asked.

Emily nodded. “Clean enough on the surface. But there are too
many intermediaries. Everyone paid just enough to look
legitimate.”

Donnelly stood and moved closer, eyes scanning without
touching the keyboard.

“What'’s the timing?” he asked.

Emily brought up a second tab — a simple timeline.
“Clusters,” she said. “Around milestones.”

No one needed clarification.

AUKUS did not require explanation in this building. It already
exerted gravity.

“It could still be nothing,” Tom said.

“It could,” Emily agreed. “But it’s a particular kind of nothing.
Nothing that knows what to ask.”

Silence settled — not awkward, just attentive.
“Tag it,” Donnelly said. “Non-routine. Not hostile.”

Emily clicked the classification field and selected the label that
shifted the material out of general intake.

Emerging.

3k 3k %k %k %
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Two floors above, Deputy Director Simon Calder reviewed a
different screen.

He did not read tone. He read assumptions.

A file lay open — digital, but formatted to resemble paper
because people still trusted paper.

He ignored the narrative summary and went straight to the
overlay. This was the access-mapping function — more
concerned with exposure than intent.

“Bring me the access profile,” he said into the desk phone.
Minutes later, a junior officer entered and handed him a tablet.

The overlay showed shapes, not people — projects, access
tiers, advisory pathways. Where they converged, the system
had highlighted seams.

“What’s driving this?” Calder asked.

“The questions,” she replied. “They’re not fishing. They’'re
bounded.”

“And who sits inside that boundary?”
She adjusted the view.
A short list appeared.

One name intersected two pathways. Not because he was a
suspect, but because he occupied the narrowest point of
overlap.

Daniel Mercer.

Calder did not linger on the name. He looked at the role
beneath it.

Specialist submarine designer and engineer. Practical proximity
to the AUKUS nuclear submarine programme.
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“What do we know?” he asked.

Rachel Lin, the duty intelligence officer, replied without looking
up. “Clearances current. No flags. No unexplained assets.”

“Is there any other context?”
Lin hesitated, then opened another note.

“An inter-agency registry notes that Daniel Mercer was named
in a SAPOL case — a reportable death file in May 2027. SAPOL
have closed their file. Coroner to formalise. No suspicion.”

Calder nodded once.
“Probably irrelevant,” he said.
“Yes,” Lin agreed.
“Probably,” he repeated.
He leaned back, considering.
“l don’t think this is an investigation,” he said. “Not yet.”
She waited.
“Low-priority watchlist,” he continued. “Passive. Background.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And leave it there until something aligns.”
“What would count as alignment?” Lin queried.
Calder looked back at the screen.
“Anything that reduces randomness.”
sk ko ok
Downstairs, Emily resumed mapping.
Not because she believed she had found a spy.

Because the analysis demanded completion.
273 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

She marked commonalities in the questions:

—  seeking constraints, not data

— assuming capability and asking only about degradation

—  clustered around AUKUS decision points

—  routed through commercial intermediaries rather than
state channels

She paused on one line.

Once endurance becomes the norm rather than the exception.
“That’s doctrine,” Tom said, reading over her shoulder.

“Yes,” Emily replied. “Not theory.”

Tom frowned. “So, it’s not collection.”

“No,” she said. “It’s calibration. They’re finding the seam in the
system.”

Emily added a single line to the system entry — precise,
unremarkable.

Subject intersects with emerging technical query stream;
monitor for future alignment.

She saved it.
There was no alarm. No escalation. No confrontation.
That was not how this began.

This began the way most serious things began now: quietly,
methodically, with small anomalies that refused to remain
isolated.

Outside, Canberra moved through the late afternoon in its
usual calm.

Traffic lights cycled. Offices emptied. Pedestrians rugged up
against the cool night air. The city remained unaware that a
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new kind of attention had settled — not personal, not urgent,
not hostile.

Just attentive.

And attention, once applied, was rarely withdrawn.
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Chapter 46 — Alignment
Adelaide / Canberra — August 2027

Andrew Kelly did not make the call quickly.

He had lived with the idea for months — turning it over,

testing its edges, looking for reasons not to act. Grief had
taught him how easily certainty could be manufactured when
answers were absent. He had no desire to become that person:
the brother who refused to let go, who found suspicion where
none existed.

But this did not feel like imagination.
It felt like reasonableness.

Sarah had not been dramatic when she spoke to him about the
safe. She had not sounded frightened or accusatory. If
anything, she had been puzzled — unsettled in a way that
suggested she had come across something that did not belong
to the life she thought she knew.

A phone.
A laptop.
Both unbranded — and stored carefully.
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She had believed, wrongly as subsequent investigations
appeared to confirm, that these related to an affair Daniel was
having.

Andrew knew that Sarah had not imagined the devices, or their
careful storage and concealment. Just because the South
Australia Police (SAPOL) had never found them did not mean
they never existed.

Daniel had denied their existence to SAPOL. But Andrew was
certain they did exist. This gave Daniel’s denial a sinister edge.
What did he use them for? Andrew had revisited the obvious
explanations until they collapsed under their own weight.

An affair did not require that kind of compartmentalisation.
Affairs leaked. They bled into behaviour. They left residue —
defensiveness, evasions, habits that shifted over time. Daniel
had shown none of that. Whatever else could be said about
him, he had remained methodical, controlled, unchanged.

Andrew had tested the darker possibility next — and dismissed
it almost immediately.

There had been no markers. No behavioural drift towards the
underbelly of society. No secrecy around children, no
unexplained absences, no moral corrosion that crept outward.
The idea repulsed him, not just emotionally but logically. It did
not fit.

Which left only one category Andrew had resisted naming.
Work.

Not ordinary work. Not classified briefings or NDAs or the quiet
irritations of government service. This was something else —
something that justified physical separation from approved
systems, something that demanded concealment even from a
spouse.
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Something that could not be explained away. Something like
espionage — especially given the changed nature of Daniel’s
work.

Andrew had not wanted that answer. But it remained when the
others fell away.

He waited another week.

Then, on a grey Adelaide morning that felt colder than the
calendar suggested, he opened his laptop and searched for a
general contact point. Not a tip-off page. Something
administrative. Something designed for people who were
unsure whether they belonged there at all.

On the Department of Home Affairs’ website, he found a
national security reporting portal — a general channel for
persons wanting to report foreign interference and security-
related concerns, designed for people who weren’t sure where
else to take their worries.

The form was blank — unpopulated. Intentionally so.

He filled it out carefully. No speculation. No accusations. Just
facts.

My sister believed her husband, Daniel Mercer, was hiding a
phone and laptop in a safe at their home. She believed these
were being used by him in connection with an affair she thought
he was having.

She subsequently died in a tragic fall at home.

The police carried out routine investigations into the fall. When
they learned about my sister’s suspicion of an affair, and the
existence of the devices, they dug a little deeper into her
husband’s affairs.

When questioned by the police, he denied the existence of an
affair or the devices.
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When the police searched his property the devices were not
found in the safe.

The fall was subsequently classified as a tragic accident at
home. This was later confirmed by the Coroner’s office.

The matter continues to worry me.

I am absolutely certain that the devices existed. Subsequent to
the fall they have not been located.

If they were not used in connection with an alleged affair, then
what other explanations are there?

Given his proximity to sensitive defence work — related to the
AUKUS nuclear submarine programme — | don’t know who else
to raise this with.

He read it twice. Removed a sentence. Added another.
Softened the language until it no longer felt like a claim — just
an unresolved concern.

He did not mention espionage, even though that was what he
thought.

He pressed send.

The message was routed, logged, assigned a reference number,
and moved quietly to a queue that rarely interested people
who expected immediate consequences. It passed through
intake without comment, then into a system designed to
recognise overlap rather than importance.

By the time it reached ASIO in Canberra, it was no longer
Andrew’s message.

It was a data point.

3k 3k %k %k %
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Rachel Lin read it late in the afternoon, her screen angled away
from the window where the light was beginning to fade. She
did not react to the report. She rarely did.

She cross-referenced the name.
Daniel Mercer.

The system responded instantly — not with an alert, but with
recognition. An existing entry. Low-priority. Passive.
Background.

Lin reread Andrew’s note, then opened the associated
metadata.

Unexplained devices.

Denied existence.

Known prior to spouse’s death.
No criminal indicators.

No financial anomalies.

She leaned back slightly and considered.

The content itself was not extraordinary. What mattered was
timing.

She added a short annotation and forwarded it upstairs.
%k %k 3k %k k
Simon Calder read the summary without expression.

He did not need the context explained. The shape was familiar:
domestic information intersecting with structural access. Not
proof. Not accusation. But no longer isolated.

“Does it change the classification?” he asked.
“Not yet,” Lin replied. “But it closes a gap.”
Calder nodded once.

“That’s alignment,” he said.
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He did not order an investigation. He did not request additional
authorities or resources. He did not alter the watchlist status.

He did, however, approve a procedural adjustment.
Emerging interest. Further verification required.
The instruction was brief. Internal. Unremarkable.

3 sk %k %k k
Andrew Kelly received a reply two days later.

It thanked him for raising the matter. Informed him that the
information had been noted. Advised that no further action
was required from him unless additional details emerged.

There was no reassurance. No validation. No dismissal.
Andrew read it, then closed his laptop.

He did not feel relief.

Nor did he feel regret.

What he felt, instead, was a subtle shift — the sense that the
qguestion he had been carrying no longer belonged solely to
him. That whatever it meant, it had now entered a system that
knew how to hold uncertainty without rushing to resolve it.

That was all he had wanted.

Across the city, Daniel Mercer moved through another ordinary
day.

Meetings. Deadlines. Messages that required response and
others that did not. He remained unaware that anything had
changed — because nothing visible had.

The watchfulness around him was still quiet. Still procedural.
Still content to wait.

But the balance had shifted.
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Not because of accusation.
Not because of suspicion.

But because two unrelated truths had finally been permitted to
sit side by side.

And once alignment occurred, it rarely reversed itself.
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Chapter 47 — Time Restraints

Hong Kong / Adelaide / Canberra — September 2027

The mistake was not dramatic.

It did not involve a misplaced device, a misaddressed
message, or a reckless disclosure. There was no panic, no

visible breach, no moment that would later be circled in red.

It was, in every technical sense, reasonable.

That was why it mattered.

%k %k %k %k %k

Ryan had not slept much.

He told himself it was travel — the time difference, the airless
hotel room, the dull pressure behind his eyes that came from
too many hours staring at secure screens and too few doing
anything else. But he knew better. Fatigue had a different
texture when it came from pressure rather than exertion.

Zhao Feng did not rush people.
That was what unsettled them.

Daniel had flown back to Hong Kong at Ryan’s request two days
earlier. They were now seated in a narrow conference room on
the upper floors of a seemingly insignificant building — even

283 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

though several senior representatives from Beijing were
elsewhere in the building. The glass was shatterproof,
soundproof, and heavily tinted. Outside, Hong Kong moved as it
always did — structured, purposeful, and detached.

Zhao reviewed the briefing material without comment.
Ryan waited.

Daniel Mercer sat opposite, posture relaxed, eyes steady. He
had learned long ago that stillness was a form of discipline.

Zhao placed the tablet face down on the table.
“We are approaching a different phase,” he said.
Not entering. Approaching.

Ryan inclined his head slightly. “In what sense?”

Zhao did not answer immediately. When he did, his voice was
even.

“There was a period,” he said, “when ambiguity worked in our
favour. When uncertainty slowed others more than it slowed

4

us.

Daniel felt the shift then — subtle, but unmistakable.
Zhao continued.

“That period is ending.”

Ryan waited. He did not interrupt the silence.

“Capabilities that were once theoretical are becoming
operational,” Zhao said. “Once that happens, tolerance
shrinks.”

He looked at Daniel now.

“Moreover, when imperatives change,” Zhao said, “speed
becomes more valuable than concealment.”
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Ryan felt the pressure settle — not as threat, but as constraint.

“We are not asking for recklessness,” Zhao went on. “But we
are done waiting for perfect conditions.”

Daniel spoke carefully. “Speed introduces noise.”
“Yes,” Zhao agreed. “But delay introduces larger problems.”
He let that sit.

“Strategic advantage now outweighs theory,” Zhao said. “Time
is no longer elastic, so we must change our approach.”

Ryan nodded once. “We understand, Director Zhao.”
That was the instruction.

%k %k %k %k %k

To ensure speed, Ryan had replied to the technical query
without first clearing the reply with Daniel.

That was the first deviation.

Ryan handled it himself — efficiently, competently, without
drama. He authorised a response to one of the standing
technical enquiries that had been sitting unresolved for weeks.
The content remained tightly bounded. No classified material.
No proprietary figures. Nothing that could not be defended as
professional judgement.

But the timing was different.

Instead of holding the response until the next planned release
window, Ryan replied within hours.

Instead of passing it through the full chain of commercial
buffers, he allowed one intermediary to fall away.

Instead of ambiguity, there was clarity.

Not too much.
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Just enough.
Daniel did not see the message.

He did not approve it.
He did not object.

And later, when Ryan mentioned it in passing — casually,
almost apologetically — Daniel did not correct him.

“Just keeping things moving,” Ryan had said. “The Director’s
keen not to lose momentum.”

Daniel had nodded.
“Understandable,” he’d replied.
Which was true.
* ko Kk
The system noticed the change before any human did.
It was not flagged as hostile.
It was simply flagged as different.
In Canberra, Emily Ward’s screen updated without fanfare.

A response cycle that had previously averaged twelve to
fourteen days had closed in under six hours.

She frowned, not because it was alarming — but because it
broke the usual pattern.

“Tom,” she said quietly.

Tom Hargreaves rolled his chair across.
“Same channel?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Same wrapper?”

286 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

“Yes.”
“Different velocity.”
Emily nodded.
Michael Donnelly was already standing.
“That’s not intelligence-gathering,” he said.
“No,” Emily replied. “It’s application.”
Tom leaned in. “For what purpose?”
Emily didn’t answer straight away.
“Towards finality,” she said finally. “Not exploration.”
Donnelly exhaled. “That’s new.”
Emily brought up the overlay.
The system did not light up.
It recalibrated.
* ko
Two floors above, Simon Calder read the update in silence.
He did not ask who had authorised it.
He did not ask why now.
He already knew the answer.

“Alright,” he said at last. “We need to watch this properly
now.”

No emphasis. No urgency.
Just a decision.

“Upgrade the posture,” he continued. “Still passive. Still lawful.
But full-spectrum visibility.”
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“On the subject?” Rachel Lin asked.

“On the environment,” Calder replied. “Mercer doesn’t operate
in isolation.”

She nodded.

“That’s alignment,” Calder said again — but this time it was not
descriptive.

It was operational.

% %k %k %k %k

Outside, September settled into Canberra with its usual
restraint.

Parliamentary hearings were held. Ministerial briefs were
rewritten and delivered. Public announcements fine-tuned
according to political cycles.

No alarms sounded.
No doors closed.

But somewhere inside the ASIO system, uncertainty had
stopped being abstract.

It had found a shape.

And once watched properly, nothing ever returned to the
comfort of being unseen.
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Chapter 48 — Full-Spectrum Visibility

Canberra / Adelaide — October 2027

The change happened quietly.
There was no announcement, no directive delivered by
officials, no moment when a switch was thrown and

something irrevocable began. That was not how ASIO operated,
and it was not how events changed for Daniel Mercer.

What changed was posture.

The difference lay not in what was done, but in what ASIO’s
intelligence-gathering systems were now permitted to see.

Simon Calder signed the authorisation at 07:45 am, Canberra
time.

He did it without fanfare, standing at the window of his office
while the city below opened its curtains to the new day. The
sky was pale, undecided. Parliament House sat with its usual
regal presence, unaware that it had already been factored into
half a dozen threat models before breakfast.

Calder’s authorisation was not dramatic. It did not name a
target.

It simply expanded scope.
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Where once the system had been allowed to notice, it was now
authorised to watch and wait.

Where before it had observed signals in isolation, it could now
place them side by side.

Fragments that had once been held apart — travel, access,
timing, association — could now be read together.

Calder understood the distinction instinctively.
This was not suspicion.

It was permission — approval for Al-based analysis to
interrogate and connect what had previously been kept
separate, and to act only if patterns stopped looking incidental.

Rachel Lin received the update without comment.

She had expected it. Once alignment occurred, this was always
the next step. The machinery did not rush, but neither did it
hesitate once thresholds were crossed.

She convened the session without formality. No meeting room.
No formal brief.

Just a cluster of desks drawn into alignment, screens angled
inward, voices kept low not because of secrecy, but habit.

Emily Ward brought the baseline up first.

“This is still passive,” she said, more for confirmation than
instruction. “No interference. No disruption.”

“Yes,” Lin replied. “We’re watching the environment, not the
individual.”

Tom Hargreaves leaned back slightly. “For now.”

Lin did not disagree.
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They were careful with language. Words mattered. Surveillance
was not a thing they did; it was a condition they allowed — and
then recorded with patience.

Emily pulled up the map.
It was not geographical. It was relational.

Daniel Mercer’s name sat near the centre, not highlighted, not
isolated — simply present where multiple lines converged.
Professional access. Advisory reach. External interfaces.

And now, domestic corroboration.

“This doesn’t change what we assume,” Lin said. “It changes
what we verify.”

Donnelly nodded. “And what we’re prepared to wait for.”
K K K K K

Daniel Mercer did not immediately feel watched.

He felt hindered.

The difference was subtle, but he noticed it within days. A
clearance that took longer than expected. A request for a
document release that came with an additional line of
compliance text he had not seen before.

He did not bristle.
He did not react.

Systems had moods. He had learned that early. The mistake
most people made was assuming friction meant hostility. It
rarely did.

Still, he noted it.
He always noted it.

The attention did not begin with Daniel himself.
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It began with his movements.

Canberra was useful for that. The city lent itself to habit. People
moved between fixed points — offices, residences, shops,
institutions that repeated themselves week after week with
comforting regularity.

Daniel’s schedule was predictable. That, paradoxically, made it
easier to see when it wasn’t.

He travelled frequently, but not impulsively. He ate alone often,
but not obsessively. He had colleagues, but few confidants.

What he did not appear to have — or so the system initially
suggested — was a personal irregularity.

Until he did.

After a period of absence, Clare re-entered the picture on a
Wednesday evening.

Not because Daniel introduced her.

Not because anyone went looking.

She appeared because Daniel broke his own routine.
It was not dramatic.

The system recorded that he caught an Uber ride from his hotel
in Canberra at an unusual hour for him — 10:00 pm.

The system flagged it automatically, not as suspicious, but as a
deviation from his usual practice.

Emily saw it first.
“That’s new,” she said quietly.
Lin leaned over her shoulder.

The system showed that the Uber took him to a residential
address in Red Hill. He had been there before, but this time the
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system was permitted to notice repetition. It wasn’t temporary
accommodation. Not a hotel.

“Has the system noticed him there before?” Lin asked.

Emily nodded. “Intermittently. Inconsistent spacing. Always
evenings. Usually for a few hours.”

Tom frowned. “That wasn’t in the earlier mapping.”

“No,” Emily replied. “Because earlier we weren’t allowed to
connect personal context.”

Lin considered that for a moment.
“Who owns the property?”
Emily brought up the record.

“Clare Whitfield,” she said. “A parliamentary adviser. Single. No
criminal record. No flags.”

“Any declared relationship to Mercer?” Tom asked.

“No.”

Donnelly folded his arms. “But she’s appeared before.”
“Yes,” Emily said. “Just not regular. Nor a family connection.”
Lin straightened.

“Add it,” she said. “Context only.”

They did not label it a romantic relationship.

They did not speculate, in the same way that Daniel had once
imagined they might.

They simply acknowledged that Daniel Mercer’s personal life
was not as uncomplicated as it had appeared before Sarah’s
death — and not as empty as it had seemed afterwards.

3k 3k %k %k %
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In response, the model adjusted its weighting — Clare had
altered the geometry of the analysis.

A few days later, Emily ran the overlay twice, then again.
“She’s not noise,” she said eventually.
Lin looked over. “Explain.”

“She may explain the stabilisation,” Emily said. “Emotionally.
Behaviourally. He’s not hiding chaos — he’s
compartmentalising.”

Donnelly nodded. “Which means pressure won’t break him.”
“No,” Emily agreed. “But exposure might.”
Lin was careful.
“Not exposure as a tactic,” she said. “Exposure as a condition.”
The distinction mattered.
They did not approach Clare.
They did not touch her environment.
They did not need to.
Knowing she existed was enough.
Clare, for her part, noticed nothing at all.
s o ko
In Adelaide, Ryan Lau also noticed a change.

Not in Daniel’s behaviour — Daniel remained, as ever,
meticulous — but in the response cycle of the channel Ryan
used to manage Beijing’s requests.

A message that should have closed cleanly stayed open.

A clarification that should have come back with a sentence
returned with a paragraph.
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Ryan stared at the screen longer than necessary, then closed it.
He did not panic.

He recalibrated.

This, he told himself, was upstream.

Beijing was tightening its windows. That had been explicit in
Director Zhao's instruction. When pressure increased, systems
rarely became smoother. They tightened; triple-checked; over-
verified.

Ryan had seen it before.
What unsettled him was not the delay.

It was the reason behind it — a reason he would probably
never learn until it surfaced loudly, and too late.

In response, Ryan moved faster.
Not recklessly — but decisively.

The pressure from Zhao had sharpened. Windows were closing,
which told Ryan the time frames were shrinking.

He authorised another response.

Smaller this time. Tighter. But again, quicker than the
established pattern.

In isolation, it was nothing.
In sequence, it became emphasis.

3k 3k %k %k %

Back in Adelaide, Daniel sensed the narrowing of the AUKUS
communications systems around him.

A guestion from compliance returned twice, identical in
content, separated by days. That was unusual. A travel form
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requested clarification on a destination he had visited dozens of
times.

He corrected it without comment.

% %k %k %k %k

In Canberra, the changes in routine did what changes always
did — they registered.

Emily was the first to see the adjustment.
She did not speak immediately.

She waited for confirmation — not because she doubted the
signal, but because she respected it.

When it came, she turned to Lin.

“Things are changing,” she said. “Not drifting — tightening.”
Lin exhaled slowly.

“Who’s tightening?” she asked.

Emily didn’t answer straight away.

“Someone who thinks the window is closing,” she said finally.

Simon Calder reviewed the latest overlay without satisfaction
or alarm.

“Still lawful,” he said.

“Yes,” Lin replied.

“Still passive?”

“For now.”

Calder nodded.

Passive posture no longer meant hands-off. It meant watching

with options ready.
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“Then we wait.”
No escalation.
No warrants.

Just permission to remain operational.

Because whatever this was becoming, it was not going to

resolve itself quickly.

And windows, once they began to narrow, rarely reopened.
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Chapter 49 — Convergence

Adelaide / Canberra — November 2027

The digital file was routinely received in early November.

It moved from South Australia Police (SAPOL) to ASIO
through a secure inter-agency channel that no longer
required justification or personal sponsorship. The transfer was
automatic, triggered by protocol rather than decision. No one

in SAPOL attached a covering note. No one flagged urgency.
The case, as far as they were concerned, had already been
resolved.

The reforms introduced after the Bondi Beach shootings had
not been ambitious in the way governments liked to advertise
ambition. They had not promised transformation. Instead, they
imposed habits. Systems that once asked whether material
should be shared now defaulted to why it wouldn’t be.

The Mercer file was shared because the system no longer asked
permission. It mandated it. Before the Bondi Beach shootings,
that pathway would not have existed.

Within ASIO’s intake environment, the name did not arrive as
new.

Daniel Mercer already existed inside the system — not as a
suspect, not as a target, but as a live node within an expanded
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observational scope authorised several months earlier. His data
had been lawfully retained, correlated, and quietly monitored
as part of a broader permission to notice signals without acting
on them.

An earlier inter-agency notification had recorded only that
Mercer’s name appeared in a closed SAPOL reportable death
file. The underlying material had not been shared.

Another fragment had entered the system weeks earlier
through a different channel. A civilian report submitted to the
Department of Home Affairs had raised questions about the
circumstances surrounding Sarah Mercer’s death. The author,
Andrew Kelly, the deceased woman’s brother, had not alleged
espionage or wrongdoing. He had simply described
inconsistencies he believed warranted attention — the
unexplained disappearance of a phone and laptop that Mercer
had denied ever existed.

The report had been logged and forwarded to ASIO under post-
Bondi information-sharing protocols. At the time it had been
treated as contextual rather than operational. Now, with the
SAPOL file attached, the fragment acquired weight.

What the SAPOL file now provided was not evidence, but
further confirmation and detail.

The system recognised the name immediately and routed the
material accordingly — not to general intake, but into a
standing analytical stream already tracking Mercer’s access,
movements, and associations. The file did not initiate attention.
It intensified it.

Within ASIO, the Mercer file had, to date, never warranted
active human intervention. Nor had it warranted deletion.

That was about to change.

The automated triage appended the SAPOL material to
Mercer’s existing profile and flagged it for human review,
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elevating it from passive observation to structured analysis. By
mid-morning, three analysts in Canberra were reading the
SAPOL file line by line — not to decide whether Mercer
mattered, but to determine how much.

They did not linger on SAPOL’s conclusions.
Instead, they re-examined them.

SAPOL had been investigating a fall — later a death — under
circumstances that resisted easy classification, compounded by
the deceased’s brother suggesting to SAPOL that it may not
have been simply a tragic accident.

Their inquiry had been shaped, understandably, by domestic
logic: relationships, timelines, credibility. Mercer had been
guestioned. His house had been searched. He had cooperated.
He had provided explanations that, taken individually, made
sense.

The analysts were interested in what had not been found.

The phone.
The laptop.

SAPOL had noted their absence, recorded Mercer’s
explanation, and moved on. Devices went missing all the time.
There had been no immediate evidence they contained
anything relevant to the death under investigation.

To ASIO, absence was never neutral.

Carefully concealed phones and laptops did not disappear
accidentally — they disappeared intentionally. ASIO’s job was
to determine that intent.

The analysts built parallel timelines — not to discover Mercer
anew, but to test whether what the system had already been
permitted to observe still made sense under external scrutiny.
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Mercer’'s movements before and after the devices disappeared.

His travel history.
His professional access habits.

What emerged was not dramatic. There were no midnight
transmissions, no unexplained wealth, no sudden behavioural
shifts. But there was coherence — the quiet kind that only
appeared when fragments long held apart were allowed to sit
side by side.

Selective access to restricted material.
Downloads that avoided threshold limits.
Audit gaps where device transmission ought to have existed.

By early afternoon, the cell’s lead analyst did not seek
permission to broaden scope — that authority had already
been granted. Instead, she requested confirmation that
contextual variables already present in the system could now
be examined with intent rather than restraint.

Clare was not introduced at this stage.
She was revisited.

Her presence had already altered the geometry of Mercer’s
profile. Now it was tested against the SAPOL material —
interview notes, timelines, and movements around the period
of Sarah Mercer’s death.

Nothing connected her to classified material.

Nothing suggested her knowledge of Mercer’s professional
work.

She remained what she had always been within the model: a
catalyst, not a collaborator.

The conclusion was documented explicitly.

ASIO did not widen nets without cause.
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The file went upstairs.

Simon Calder read the summary without interruption. He did
not need to be told why it had reached him. He had watched
the post-Bondi reforms settle into place — the quiet, often
resented obligations that forced agencies to share fragments of
stories they had once kept to themselves.

This was exactly the kind of fragment those reforms had been
designed to flag.

Calder requested a briefing.

It took place calmly in a secure room. No presentations. No
dramatics. Just a careful walk through what was known, what
was suspected, and what remained unresolved.

“What’s your confidence level?” Calder asked.
The answer was measured.
“High enough to watch. Not high enough to act.”

Calder nodded. That was where most real cases lived — in the
space between suspicion and certainty.

He authorised the first active surveillance measures, including
physical and digital observation.

Not intrusive.
Not comprehensive.
But enough to confirm or refute suspicion.

The surveillance began two days later.

At first, it revealed nothing that contradicted Mercer’s public
life. He moved predictably between work and home. He kept
appointments. He behaved like a man who believed his private
reckoning had already passed.

It was the deviations that mattered.
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Meetings that did not appear in calendars.
Walks taken without devices — particularly his phone.

Conversations held in places selected for their ordinariness.
A café near the river, late afternoon.
A bench outside a suburban shopping centre.

The man he met was Asian, early-forties, professionally
dressed, unremarkable in a way that felt deliberate.
Surveillance logged him first as Unknown Male A.

However, following facial recognition checks across systems, a
tentative match was made within hours.

Ryan Lau.

On paper, Lau’s cover was solid — more than solid, in fact.
Corporate consulting.

Academic affiliations.

A declared doctoral programme linked to a joint arrangement
between Shanghai Jiao Tong University and the University of
Adelaide.

Nothing overtly false. Nothing incomplete. Nothing that would
have drawn attention under ordinary scrutiny.

ASIO did not rush.

They began where they always did — not with what was visible,
but with how consistently it held together when placed
alongside unrelated systems.

Lau’s employment history aligned cleanly with immigration
records. His academic status was verifiable. His travel records
were plausible within the rhythms of joint research work.
Individually, every component made sense.
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It was only when the elements were layered — not checked,
but compared — that minor tensions appeared.

Not errors.
Not contradictions.

Details that were innocuous when viewed on their own, but
became harder to ignore when they kept recurring over time.
Professional affiliations that justified his presence in places, but
not how long he stayed. Roles that were clear enough to satisfy
institutions, yet imprecise enough to resist closer definition.

None of it mattered on its own.
Together, it warranted patience.
As surveillance continued, ASIO’s analysts returned to Mercer.

Metadata analysis revealed repeated access to material beyond
the immediate scope of his project work. Not bulk downloads.
Not the kind of activity that tripped automated alarms.

Selective.

Intentional.

Enough to inform.

Not enough to attract attention.

The picture stabilised over the following week.

Mercer had almost certainly been supplying sensitive material
to Lau — material connected to Australia’s nuclear-powered
submarine programme.

The relationship was sustained.

The extraction of data was deliberate.
What remained unclear was scale.
How much had been passed.

Over what period.
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And for whom.

By the end of the week, the classification changed quietly.

Daniel Mercer was no longer someone of emerging interest.

He was a subject.
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Chapter 50 — Threshold

Canberra / Adelaide — early December 2027

Simon Calder had decided that two warrants were necessary
— one for Mercer’s home, one for his office.

When he raised the matter with Emily Ward, she lifted an
eyebrow.

“The house will be clean.”
“I know,” Calder said. “But we don’t skip steps.”
“And the office?”

“That’s where people hide things they think are protected by
habit,” Calder said. “Let’s see if he’s that human.”

The warrants were approved early in the morning.

They had been prepared carefully — narrow in scope, precise in
language, defensible if ever tested. There was no appetite
within ASIO for anything that might later be described as
overreach. Mercer did not need to be surprised by force. He
needed to be confronted by inevitability.

Calder read the final authorisations in silence. On his desk, a
separate file lay unopened — surveillance updates on Ryan Lau,
timestamped through the night. Lau had followed his normal
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routine. Dinner alone. A brief call. No sudden movements. No
deviations that suggested awareness.

Good, Calder thought. Let’s hope it stays that way.
The instruction went out shortly after seven.
Daniel Mercer was at his desk when they arrived.

It was a Tuesday morning, indistinguishable from dozens that
had preceded it. The corridor outside his office hummed with
the low-level choreography of routine work — keyboards,
murmured conversations, the faint murmur of air-conditioning.
Mercer had already been there for an hour, reviewing material
for a meeting scheduled later in the day.

He looked up at the knock, faintly irritated.

Two men stood in the doorway. Both wore suits and carried
themselves with the practised neutrality of people who did not
need to raise their voices. A third figure remained just outside,
a uniformed AFP officer, observing without comment.

“Mr Mercer?” the taller of the two said.
llYeS.”

“I’'m with ASIO. This is my colleague. We have a warrant to
conduct a search of your office.”

For a fraction of a second, Mercer felt the floor shift beneath
him.

This was it.
Not later.

Not eventually.
Now.

The devices were in the room. He knew exactly where they
were. There would be no delay, no ambiguity, no opportunity
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to reframe the narrative. Whatever control he still possessed
would end the moment they opened the locked drawer.

He did not speak immediately. He studied the warrant — the
seal, the signatures, and the calm finality of it. The tone was
formal, courteous, immovable. Whatever this was, it had been
planned — not rushed.

“Am | under arrest?” he asked.

“No,” the man replied evenly. “You’re not.”

Mercer nodded. A calculation flickered behind his eyes.
“Then | assume you’ll want me present.”

“That would be helpful.”

The search was methodical.

Drawers were opened. Contents catalogued, returned, or set
aside. Shelves examined. Network access points noted. Nothing
was rushed. Nothing was theatrical.

Mercer sat in the corner chair, hands folded loosely in his lap.

He had known this moment would come. Not necessarily this
morning — but inevitably. The devices had always been the
weakest point. Not because they existed, but because they had
existed somewhere.

SAPOL’s failure to locate them during the investigation into
Sarah’s death had not been luck. He had already moved them
— to his office. His office, of all places. Somewhere familiar.
Somewhere protected by normalcy.

For weeks, he had told himself it was temporary.

For months, he had convinced himself that moving them again
would create more risk than leaving them exactly where they
were.
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He had been surprised — even faintly amused — that the police
had never returned to the question. Only Andrew had pressed
him, and even then he had dismissed it easily enough. The
devices had never existed. Sarah must have been referring to
his work phone and laptop.

Trite.
But effective.

One of the officers tried the lower drawer of the filing cabinet.
It was locked.

“May we have the key?” he asked.

Mercer reached into his jacket pocket and handed it over. His
breathing slowed, measured.

The air-gapped laptop lay exactly where he had left it.

Beside it, wrapped in a thin anti-static sleeve, was the burner
phone.

Unregistered.
Unremarkable in appearance.
Utterly indefensible in context.

The officer did not react. He logged both items, tagged them,
and placed each into separate evidence bags.

He turned to Daniel. “Mr Mercer, we will be seizing these items
for examination. Here are the property receipts acknowledging
their seizure.”

A second officer reached into the back of the drawer and
removed an envelope containing two small storage devices.

Mercer closed his eyes briefly.
They too were bagged and receipts issued.

Daniel felt his chest tighten. That was that.
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“Is there anything else we should know about?” the taller man
asked.

Mercer shook his head.
”NO,”
They finished within ninety minutes.

At the conclusion of the search, they informed Mercer that a
second warrant authorised the search of his home in North
Haven and asked him to accompany them.

It was not a request.

The drive passed in silence. Mercer sat in the back seat,
watching the city slide past the window. His thoughts were
orderly, almost detached. This was no longer about whether he
had crossed lines. That question had already been answered.

What remained was classification — how this would be framed,
and by whom.

At the house, the contrast was immediate.
The search yielded nothing.

No devices.
No documents.
No irregularities.

They examined the study carefully, including the wall safe
concealed behind the filing cabinet — the one SAPOL had
already noted in their report.

One of the men instructed Mercer to open the safe.
Mercer complied.

Inside, there was nothing incriminating — only personal
documents and passports, including Sarah’s.

How ironic, he thought.
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Mercer moved through the rooms with them, composed,
almost helpful. He felt a strange, hollow satisfaction as drawers
were opened and closed, cupboards inspected and dismissed.
This, at least, confirmed something he still needed to believe
about himself — that he had not been careless, despite what
had just occurred in his office.

When the search concluded, the taller officer turned to him
again.

“Mr Mercer, we’d like you to accompany us to ASIO’s Adelaide
office for further questioning.”

Mercer exhaled slowly.
“l assume | don’t have much choice.”

“You’re not under arrest,” the man said. “But we’d appreciate
your cooperation.”

Mercer nodded.
The building was anonymous by design.

Inside, the process unfolded with quiet efficiency. He was
offered water. Shown to a room. Asked to wait.

Time began to stretch.
The questioning started gently.

Name.
Role.
Career history.

Mercer answered without hesitation. He had rehearsed these
narratives before — for SAPOL, for himself. The early questions
were almost comforting in their familiarity.

Then the tone shifted.
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“During the SAPOL investigation into your wife’s fall,” one of
the interviewers said, “you stated that you were not involved in
an intimate relationship with anyone else. Is that correct?”

Mercer hesitated.

“Yes.”

“Do you still stand by that statement?”
Mercer said nothing.

The interviewer did not react.

The pause that followed was deliberate.

“Mr Mercer,” the second interviewer said, “those statements
were made during an active investigation into a death.”

Mercer felt the room narrow.

)

“Misleading police in such circumstances is a serious offence,”
the interviewer continued. “Separate from any other matters
we may discuss today.”

Mercer swallowed.

They moved next to the devices.
Not accusatorially.
Methodically.

They asked whether the devices were the property of his
employer or his own. He didn’t answer.

Passcodes were requested.
He declined to provide them.

His refusal was noted without comment, as if anticipated —
and factored in.
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Questions followed about concealment — why the devices had
been stored at his office rather than at home. Why a locked
drawer. Why encryption.

They did not argue with his answers. They logged them.
This was followed by questions about what was on the devices.

Not in detail.
Only in outline.

Mercer’s answers were highly sanitised.

Vague generalisations.
Each was carefully noted.

The affair followed — not emotionally, but clinically.

Clare’s name.

Her address.

Her employer.

How long he had known her.

Whether the relationship was platonic or stronger than that.

Overlapping timelines were laid out.

The nature of the relationship was largely irrelevant. What
mattered was that he had lied to SAPOL about it.

By the time the interview paused, Mercer understood the
shape of the trap.

This was not a single charge he could contest. It was a lattice —
each strand reinforcing the others. Espionage was the heaviest
weight, but it was not the only one. Even stripped of national
security implications, he was exposed.

Hours passed.

Mercer remained in the room. They reminded him he was not
under arrest. They left the rest unsaid.
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He did not ask for clarification.

The forensic team confirmed that the devices contained
classified information. The full extent of it was still being
assessed.

It was enough. More than enough. Damning.

Ryan Lau remained under surveillance. Unaware. Unmoved.
Calder closed the file.

Daniel Mercer believed he was waiting to be charged.

He was wrong.

What ASIO wanted from him was not a confession.

It was cooperation.

And that conversation had not yet begun.
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Act VIl —
Containment
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Chapter 51 — Leverage

Canberra / Adelaide — early December 2027

he first decision was made in Canberra, before anyone in
Adelaide had finished scrolling through their overnight
emails.

Simon Calder read the latest top secret brief twice, not because
it was unclear, but because the implications did not belong to
ASIO alone.

Daniel Mercer was not simply compromised. He was
compromised inside the most politically sensitive defence
programme Australia had undertaken in generations — one
built on a promise to allies and a promise to itself.

Calder did not need to be told what the Americans would do if
they believed Australia could not keep a lid on its own people.

He had heard this expressed often enough — sometimes
obliquely, sometimes with blunt pragmatism — that trust had
limits. That sharing stopped short of sovereignty. That some
capabilities would never be discussed outside American hands.

He looked at the summary again.
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Air-gapped laptop. Burner phone. Encrypted storage. Regular
meetings. Access to highly classified information. The shape of
it was now solid enough to hold weight.

Rachel Lin stood in the doorway, tablet in hand. She had the
stillness of someone who had learned that urgency was not the
same as importance.

“The devices?” Calder asked.

“Forensics have confirmed integrity,” Lin said. “No signs of
tampering after seizure. We’ll have the full content once
forensics break the encryption. But the metadata alone is...
extensive.”

Calder nodded once. It confirmed what he had already decided.
“And Lau?” he asked.
“Still under surveillance. No indication he’s aware.”

Calder moved his gaze to the other file on his desk — not an
intelligence file, but a note prepared by Legal and Policy. It was
short. It had been written as if the person reading it did not
need persuasion, only a non-negotiable reminder.

If the Mercer matter becomes public, it becomes international.

There were two kinds of damage, the note continued. Neither
reversible.

The first was political: the United States discovering that an
Australian with proximity to AUKUS had been feeding material
to China — and quietly concluding that Australia itself was a
liability inside its own alliance.

The second was economic and strategic: a programme already
criticised for cost and complexity becoming politically unstable,
delayed, or derailed entirely.

Calder set the note down.
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“What’s your view?” Lin asked.

He did not answer immediately. Calder’s authority was not
theatrical; it lived in the pauses.

“We can prosecute,” he said finally. “And we may still have to.”
Lin didn’t react.

“But if we prosecute first,” Calder continued, “we burn the
channel and we lose visibility on the other end.”

Lin nodded. “And we make it easier for Beijing to shut down
and reset.”

Calder rose and walked to the window. Canberra was
brightening into a pale morning, the sort that made the city
look clean even when it wasn’t.

“There’s a second problem,” he said.
Lin waited.

“Washington,” Calder said. “They won’t thank us for letting this
sit. But they also won’t thank us for detonating it.”

He turned back.

“We need him inside our control,” Calder said. “Not in a
courtroom. Not yet.”

Lin considered that. “Turn him?”
Calder didn’t correct her.

The word had weight. It implied moral rot, or weakness, or
manipulation. It implied you could steer a person against their
will.

But in Calder’s world it meant something simpler: leverage
applied carefully, and sustained.

“Yes,” he said. “We need to try and turn him.”
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Lin glanced at the file. “He’s not a career agent.”
“No,” Calder agreed. “Which makes him unpredictable.”

She turned a page. “Widower. No children. No immediate
family. Limited social footprint outside work.”

Calder nodded once. “Less risk.”

“Or less restraint,” Lin said.

“And if he refuses?”

Calder’s expression didn’t change. “Then we prosecute.”

He let that sit, then added, more quietly, “And we make sure he
understands what prosecution means before he decides.”

Lin nodded.
Calder tapped the file once, as if closing an argument.

“Keep the team in Adelaide procedural,” he said. “No heroics.
No threats we can’t back up. But the point has to land.”

“What point?” Lin asked.
Calder held her gaze.

“That he thinks he’s been caught,” Calder said. “But he hasn’t
yet understood what he’s part of.”

He picked up the phone.
“And Lin,” he added, before she left.
“Yes?”

“When we brief the Americans, we don’t brief them like this is
our failure.”

Lin’s mouth tightened faintly. “How do we brief them?”

Calder looked back at the window.
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“Like this is our containment,” he said. “And our opportunity.”

%k % % %k %k

In Adelaide, Daniel Mercer sat in a room designed to remove
time.

No windows. No clocks. Lighting that stayed steady. A table
that looked ordinary until you noticed it was fixed to the floor.

He had been offered coffee this time. He had accepted it,
because refusing would have been a gesture, and gestures
were now data.

Two interviewers returned without hurry. They did not look like
men who enjoyed confrontation. They looked like men who
enjoyed completeness.

The taller one sat first. The second remained standing for a
moment, reading a note on his tablet as if checking he was in
the right place.

“Mr Mercer,” the taller man said, “thank you for waiting.”

Daniel did not respond. He had learned quickly that silence was
not defiance. It was simply the absence of cooperation.

“We’re going to continue,” the man said. “This is still a
voluntary interview. You are not under arrest.”

Daniel stared at him. The phrase sat in the room like a joke no
one laughed at.

The second interviewer sat down, placed his pen on the table,
and spoke in a voice that was not hostile — just precise.

“We’re going to name the exposure first,” he said. “So there’s
no confusion about the situation you're in.”

Daniel’s mouth was dry. He kept his face still.
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“You’ve been identified as a person who has accessed
restricted material outside your operational requirement,” the
interviewer said. “We believe you have transferred that
material to another party.”

Daniel did not flinch. The statement was clinical, but it stripped
him of every illusion of ambiguity.

The taller man leaned slightly forward.

“Before we go into national security,” he said, “we need to
return briefly to a different matter.”

Daniel waited, though he already knew.

“During the South Australia Police investigation into your wife’s
death,” the man said, “you made statements regarding your
personal relationships. Those statements were relevant to an
active investigation into a death.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened. Not from guilt — from irritation, at the
layering, at the way they were tightening around him from
multiple directions.

The second interviewer spoke again.

“Lying to police in those circumstances is not a domestic
indiscretion,” he said. “It is an offence.”

Daniel swallowed, forced himself to breathe evenly.
The taller man continued.

“The affair itself was irrelevant,” he said. “What mattered was
that you lied to the police about it. By doing that, you
compromised your credibility.”

Daniel’s eyes moved, briefly, to the door. The impulse was not
escape — it was calculation. How long until this became arrest?
How long until Clare was dragged into it? How long until Ryan
found out?
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The second interviewer watched him as if reading the question
he hadn’t asked.

“We’re not here to question your morals,” he said. “We’re here
to map credibility.”

Daniel recognised the second reference to credibility. His voice
came out rougher than he intended.

“Is this—" he began, then stopped, recalibrated. “Am | being
charged?”

The taller man shook his head. “Not at this moment.”

Daniel laughed once, quietly, without humour. “That’s
generous.”

The second interviewer did not react.

“We want you to understand,” he said, “that there are offences
in play here that cannot be reduced through negotiation.”

Daniel didn’t move.

The taller man let the next word land slowly, as if placing
something heavy on a table.

“Treason,” he said.
Daniel’s face held, but something behind it shifted.

Treason was a word Daniel had never used about himself. He
had never allowed his mind to go there. He had thought in
terms of compartmentalisation, of consultancy, of strategic
imbalance, of inevitability. He had thought, always, in the
language of systems.

Treason belonged to another world — flags, tribunals, history
books.

The taller man continued.
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“I’'m not suggesting you woke up one day and decided to betray
your country,” he said. “But the law doesn’t require
melodrama. It requires conduct.”

Daniel’s fingers tightened around the edge of his cup.

The second interviewer slid a paper across the table. It was not
the warrant. It was a summary — simple headings, dates,
references.

“We know you met Ryan Lau repeatedly over a number of
years,” he said. “We know you used unregistered devices. We
know you concealed them. We know you accessed material
beyond scope.”

Daniel stared at the paper without reading it.

“And we know,” the interviewer continued, “that you were
remunerated.”

Daniel’s head lifted slightly. “You don’t know that.”
The taller man’s expression didn’t change.

“If it was legitimate consulting,” he said, “then it would have
been declared.”

Daniel held his gaze.

The second interviewer spoke, tapping the table lightly with the
pen.

“No disclosure on your tax returns — not in the 2024-25, 2025-
26, or 2026-27 financial years,” he said.

Daniel’s stomach tightened. The line was not new information,
exactly — he had known what he had done — but hearing it
framed as an external certainty made it feel different. Less like
secrecy, more like a trail.

The taller man continued, still calm.
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“So either you were paid and concealed it,” he said, “or you
weren’t paid and we need to understand why someone would
take that risk for free.”

Daniel said nothing.

Silence returned — and this time it felt engineered, as if they
were letting his mind exhaust itself.

Then the second interviewer shifted the subject with deliberate
smoothness.

“We also need to be clear,” he said, “that you are not the
centre of this.”

Daniel looked up.

“You’re a point of access,” the interviewer said. “A seam. A
method. The other end matters more.”

Daniel’s mouth tightened. “You want him. Ryan Lau.”
The taller man did not answer directly.

“We want to understand the full network,” he said. “And we
want to contain it.”

Daniel stared at him. “Contain it for who?”

The taller man’s eyes held steady.

“For Australia,” he said. Then, after a beat, “and for our allies.”
The second interviewer leaned forward slightly.

“You understand AUKUS is built on trust,” he said. “And you
understand what happens if that trust is shaken.”

Daniel’s mind flickered to similar sentiments he had learned to
recognise over years of professional engagement. The
American courtesy was always there. The language of
partnership, too. But beneath it sat a quieter constant — a
reserve that never fully lifted, even with allies.
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He’d heard the American version often enough — partnership,
always — but never full trust. Never full sharing.

He had once dismissed America’s posture as political
positioning. Now, with AUKUS balanced on the edge of
exposure, it no longer felt theatrical at all. It had returned as a
prediction.

The taller man’s voice softened, not with sympathy, but with
the patience of someone explaining a system to a man who
lived inside systems.

“If this becomes public in the wrong way,” he said, “it doesn’t
just ruin you. It damages the country. It damages the AUKUS
alliance. It damages relationships we can’t afford to lose.”

Daniel heard the unspoken clause: and that is why your fate is
not purely legal.

The second interviewer watched him carefully.
“This is where you have a choice,” he stated.
Daniel let out a slow breath. “I don’t have choices.”
The taller man’s tone stayed even.

“You do,” he said. “They’re just unpleasant.”

He paused, then continued.

“We can treat you as a defendant,” he said. “Charge you.
Prosecute you. Destroy you publicly. And in doing that we also
alert everyone connected to Lau that the channel is
compromised.”

Daniel’s throat tightened.
“Or,” the man said, “we can keep this controlled.”

The room felt smaller, as if the walls had moved in by a
fraction.
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Daniel’s voice came out careful.
“What does controlled mean?”

The second interviewer answered, and for the first time his
tone held something like directness.

“It means you go home,” he said. “Not tonight. But soon. Under
conditions.”

Daniel stared at him.

“It means your relationships continue as normal,” the
interviewer added. “Your work routines. Your communications.
Your contact with Lau.”

Daniel’s face remained still, but inside, something cold spread.
Something incredulous.

“You want me to keep meeting him?” Daniel said.

“We want you to do what you were already doing,” the taller
man replied. “But with us knowing. With us controlling the
boundaries.”

Daniel’s mind raced forward, fast, and precise: Ryan’s
suspicion, Zhao’s attention, Clare’s vulnerability, the risk of a
misstep becoming not just arrest — but death.

“And if | refuse?” Daniel asked.
The second interviewer didn’t blink.

“Then we proceed with charges,” he said. “And you’ll discover
how quickly words like ‘treason’ move from conversation to
courtroom and then to a very long prison sentence.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened.

They sat with that for many seconds, letting him feel the weight
of his situation.

Then the taller man stood.
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“We're going to pause,” he said. “You’ll remain here. You'll be
offered food. You can request legal advice.”

Daniel’s voice came sharp. “And if | want to leave?”
The taller man’s expression stayed neutral.
“You can try,” he said. “But | wouldn’t recommend it.”

He walked to the door, opened it, then turned back as if
remembering something.

“One more thing,” he said.
Daniel looked up.

“This is bigger than you,” the man said again. “If you decide to
help us, you may be doing the first useful thing you’ve done for
your country in a long time.”

The door closed.
Daniel sat alone, staring at the coffee he no longer wanted.
He had thought arrest would be the end.

Instead, it was the beginning of something else — counter-
espionage negotiations. And that frightened him more.

3k 3k %k %k %

Later that afternoon, Calder took the secure call.

He didn’t do it from his office. He did it from a room that had
no personal markers, no photographs, no books — only screens
and silence.

The American liaison on the other end did not waste time with
politeness.

“You have a breach,” the voice said.

Calder kept his tone measured. “We have an exposure,” he
corrected. “Contained.”
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A pause. A faint, sceptical exhale.

“An Australian engineer inside AUKUS is compromised,” the
American voice said. “That’s not exposure. That’s a programme
risk. It’s a hand grenade thrown by your side into something
that is supposed to be watertight. Leak-proof.”

Calder did not react. He had expected a strong reaction.

“We’ve moved to active control,” Calder said. “We have the
channel under surveillance. We have the intermediary
identified. We are positioned to map the network rather than
just burn it.”

The American voice went quiet for a moment.
“And your plan?” it asked.

Calder glanced at the file in front of him — Daniel Mercer’s
name printed in a font designed to look harmless.

“We’re not rushing to prosecution,” Calder said. “Not yet.”

The silence that followed was not assent, but calculation.
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Chapter 52 — Conditions
Adelaide — early December 2027

Daniel Mercer was released without ceremony — but not
without instruction.

They didn’t call it a briefing. There was no formal recitation of
conditions, no document slid across the table for signature.
Instead, it came as a sequence of statements delivered evenly,
almost conversationally — what would happen next, what
would not happen, what was expected, and what would follow
if expectations were not met.

It was framed as cooperation, not control — with kid gloves,
not an iron fist.

But Daniel understood the dark menace lurking behind the
calculated words.

By the time the interviewers rose and indicated the interview
was concluded, Daniel knew exactly where he stood — and
how narrow the ground beneath him had become.

The seized items — his burner phone and air-gapped laptop —
were returned to him last.

No commentary accompanied their handover, but the message
was implicit and unmistakable: the devices had been copied in
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full. Whatever remained encrypted was now a problem being
worked in parallel — without him.

The return of the devices was not trust — it was necessary to
avoid alarming Ryan.

They needed Daniel to remain operational.

He was escorted to the building’s exit by a man who did not
introduce himself and did not need to. No handshake. No
warning speech. Just a final nod, and the quiet implication that
contact would continue.

Outside, Adelaide looked unchanged — and that, more than
anything, unsettled him.

Traffic flowed. Pedestrians crossed without urgency. Christmas
decorations had begun to appear along the street — tinsel
wound around light poles, a plastic reindeer tethered outside a
café, a crooked banner advertising late-night shopping.
Someone laughed as they passed. Someone else argued into a
phone.

For a moment Daniel stood still on the pavement, disoriented
not by confinement, but by the speed with which it had
vanished.

Nothing in the street reflected what had just been placed on
him.

A taxi waited nearby. Unmarked. Unremarkable. The driver
didn’t speak when Daniel got in.

“North Haven,” Daniel said.
The man nodded and pulled away.
The house felt wrong the moment Daniel stepped inside.

Not disturbed — that would have been easier. Not violated.
Simply exposed, in the way a room feels after strangers have
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stood in it too long. He moved through the space slowly,
registering absence as much as presence. Drawers closed.
Shelves aligned. The study restored to order.

Too neat.

He poured a glass of water and didn’t drink it. His hands were
steady, but his body felt fractionally misaligned — as if his
centre of gravity had shifted and not yet settled.

Conditions.

They hadn’t used the word, but it hung over everything now —
invisible, enforceable, elastic, dangerous.

Daniel understood the rules instinctively. He had lived inside
systems long enough to recognise when freedom had become
conditional participation.

He checked his work phone and burner phone.

No missed calls from Clare. No messages from Ryan. Nothing
that suggested the outside world had registered his temporary
absence.

Good, he thought.

Or bad. He wasn’t sure which.

Clare called just after dusk.

He let it ring twice before answering — a pause small enough to
look human, not strategic.

“Hi,” she said. Her voice carried an edge he hadn’t heard
before. Not panic. Calculation. “Are you okay?”

”Yes,”
“That wasn’t the question.”

Daniel exhaled slowly. “I’'m sorry. | had meetings.”
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“Meetings don’t usually make people disappear.”
“ know,” he said.

A pause stretched between them, tight but careful.
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

“Not just yet. When I’'m ready.” He hesitated, then added, “I
think Sarah’s death earlier this year — and the way the police
had treated me as a suspect — affected me more than |
realised.”

Another pause. Then, softer, “Are we still us?”
Daniel closed his eyes briefly.

“Of course,” he said — and meant it, though the meaning had
narrowed. “Nothing between us has changed. | hope to be back
in Canberra early next year. We can catch up in person. I'll look
forward to it.”

It was true, in the strictest sense. Nothing between them had
changed.

Just everywhere else.

She didn’t press. Clare was many things, but reckless wasn’t
one of them.

“Okay,” she said. “Just... don’t vanish again.”
“I won’t.”

They hung up without ceremony. No promises. No
reassurances. Just continuity.

%k % % %k %k

Ryan Lau messaged the following morning.

Beijing is concerned that their last request hasn’t been
answered. They’re getting jumpy. Is everything OK?
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Daniel read it twice.

No greeting. No pleasantries. Ryan never wasted language
when pressure increased. That alone told Daniel something had
shifted.

He waited before replying — not long enough to suggest
hesitation, but long enough to reassert rhythm.

I’m available this afternoon.

He didn’t address the question.

The reply came quickly.

Good. Same place.

Daniel stared at the screen a moment longer than necessary.

Same place meant habit. Habit meant safety. Safety meant
expectation — and expectation was now the most dangerous
thing in his life.

The café near the river was busy but unremarkable, which was
why Ryan favoured it. Movement without attention. Noise
without intimacy.

Daniel arrived first and chose a table that offered no clear
advantage — no wall, no exit line, nothing that could be read as
defensive.

Ryan arrived precisely on time.

He looked unchanged. Same tailored casualness. Same alert
stillness beneath the surface ease. If he was aware of any
disruption, he didn’t show it.

“Rough week?” Ryan asked lightly, sitting down.

Daniel allowed himself a faint smile. “End-of-year
compression.”
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“The Christmas season,” Ryan added. “I still don’t understand
it. Why everything shuts down in the West even though so few
claim to believe the myth behind it anymore.”

Daniel nodded, accepting the statement without comment.

“Beijing is pushing,” Ryan said. “Not because they’re impatient.
Because they think something’s moving.”

Daniel took a sip of coffee. “They always think something’s
moving.”

“Yes,” Ryan said. “But this time they’re right.”

Daniel didn’t respond immediately. Silence, used carefully,
invited the other person to reveal something.

“Beijing wants assurance,” Ryan continued. “Timely response.
Not volume. Continuity.”

Daniel met his gaze. “Nothing’s changed. Other than the time
of year.”

Ryan studied him for a beat, then nodded.

“Good,” he said. “Because if it had, the consequences would be
real.”

Daniel felt the weight of the statement without reacting.
Beijing’s patience had always carried teeth. He had known that
long before ASIO put words like treason on the table.

“I’m still on board,” Daniel said. “Still useful. The photographs
you already have still give you leverage.”

Ryan smiled faintly. “That’s what | told them.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the noise of the café flowing
around them.

Daniel became aware, not for the first time, of a subtle conflict
he had been avoiding — Ryan’s certainty in his own position.
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The inevitability embedded in his assumptions. The way Beijing
framed time as something it owned, not shared.

He had once found that clarity reassuring.

Now it felt heavy.

“You look tired,” Ryan said.

Daniel shrugged. “Australia’s good at that.”
Ryan laughed softly. “That’s why we value you.”
The word landed differently than it once had.

That evening, Daniel stood on the balcony and watched the
news flicker across the television inside.

Another segment on regional exercises. Naval movements
framed as routine. Chinese aircraft skirting Taiwanese airspace
in widening arcs, each pass calibrated to provoke without
crossing a line.

China flexing without striking.
He turned the sound down, but the images lingered.

Taiwan appeared not as an argument or a cause, but as a place
permanently balanced between assertion and erasure — a
reminder that strategic certainty always came at someone
else’s expense.

He had never articulated that thought aloud. Had never needed
to. It had sat quietly beneath his work, unexamined,
unchallenged.

Until now.

Daniel understood, with sudden clarity, that alignment didn’t
shift through ideology.

It shifted through pressure.
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And the pressure was only beginning.
Tomorrow, ASIO would call.

Ryan would expect continuity.

Beijing would push again.

And somewhere between them, Daniel Mercer would decide —
not once, but repeatedly — whose side he was really on.
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Chapter 53 — Alignment

Canberra / Adelaide — early 2028

By January, the arrangement had settled into something
resembling routine.

Daniel Mercer recognised that as the real danger.

He returned to ASC at Osborne under the quiet fiction of
normality — back into meetings, back into milestone reviews,
back into the dense institutional rhythm of a programme too
large to pause for individual disruption. Officially, nothing had
occurred. Unofficially, enough had happened to change the air
around him.

His office had been searched.

Not openly. Not noisily. The search had been framed as part of
an ongoing enquiry connected to South Australia Police
(SAPOL)’s unresolved questions surrounding Sarah’s death —
not a new intrusion into his work at ASC.

ASIO was skilled at working within that cover, with practised
discretion.

They had been professional. Courteous, even. Drives imaged.
Storage reviewed. Personal effects catalogued and replaced
with near-perfect accuracy. Senior management had been
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spoken to, but only in the narrow language of cooperation with
an external investigation — a formulation that carried
obligation without explanation and discouraged speculation.

No one asked Daniel questions.

No one needed to.

What changed at ASC was not hostility.
It was awareness.

For a while, colleagues became fractionally more careful.
Meetings were minuted with unusual diligence. Conversations
that once might have drifted into speculation or humour now
returned briskly to agenda. Daniel felt it in the way people
looked past him rather than directly at him — not suspicion,
exactly, but caution.

But that change was temporary. The usual rhythm was soon
restored.

Importantly, ASC had not been told this was a national security
matter.

But inside AUKUS there was a subtle but significant change —
one that would only be picked up if you knew what you were
looking for.

What Daniel did each day remained the same.
However, what happened afterward did change.

Information he handled now moved more carefully. Not slower
in any obvious way — delay would have drawn attention — but
with a new caution layered into every exchange. Clarifications
that once circled back for refinement now returned more
deliberately. Technical judgements he offered, framed as risk
assessments rather than recommendations, sometimes
resurfaced weeks later as reformulated concerns raised
elsewhere.
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Not attributed.
Not acknowledged.
Absorbed.

For this, ASIO did not praise him. They didn’t need to.

The first confirmation that things remained on track came
indirectly. An assessment he had supplied — narrow,
deliberately conservative — reappeared as a reframed issue in
a trilateral working group. Same logic. Different language. No
fingerprints.

The second came through absence.

No corrective call.
No warning about overreach.
No request to pull back.

This time, silence meant alignment.

Daniel understood the system well enough to read the signal.
Intelligence did not move upward in straight lines; it pooled,
diffused, and was repurposed according to political weather.
Somewhere between Canberra and Washington, a decision had
been made.

Australia had handled its problem.

Not by detonating it.
By containing it.
Turning a leak rather than burning it.

The Americans did not offer thanks. They did not need to. Their
approval registered elsewhere — in access not withdrawn, in
briefings not frozen pending review, in the quiet continuation
of exchanges that would have stalled if confidence had faltered.

Australia, it seemed, had kept its seat at the table.
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Daniel had become an example — proof that political damage
could be contained rather than exposed. And he was the thing
being contained.

That knowledge unsettled him more than the threat of
prosecution ever had.

ASIO’s contact came weekly, sometimes twice. Never the same
officer twice in a row. Never at predictable hours. Always
framed as follow-up, not instruction.

“What is Beijing asking now?”
“What assumptions are shifting?”
“What aren’t they asking that normally would be?”

The emphasis was never on raw content. It was on direction —
where curiosity was concentrating, where pressure was being
applied, where impatience was surfacing beneath technical
language.

Daniel learned quickly what mattered most.

Not secrets.
But trajectory.

Beijing, he reported, was no longer probing capabilities. That
phase had passed years earlier. China’s nuclear-propelled
submarine programme was not theoretical. It was mature and
home-grown — not borrowed from elsewhere. The questions
now assumed parity — in some areas, advantage — and
focused instead on endurance.

What failed first.
What degraded quietly.
Where operational ambition pushed beyond sustainable limits.

Zhao Feng wanted to know how long stealth would hold up in
real operations, where maintenance demands revealed
fragility, and how close deterrence came to triggering
confrontation.
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Daniel gave them enough.
Not to increase their knowledge.
Just enough to inform.

ASIO never told him when he crossed a line.

They didn’t have to. The absence of their interruption told him
that he had stayed just inside it.

Ryan Lau remained unaware.
That was essential.

Daniel’s caution with Ryan had little to do with ASIO itself —
ASIO would intervene if necessary. It was about Ryan himself.
Daniel knew, better than ASIO, that Ryan noticed rhythm. He
noticed drift. Any hint of carelessness — let alone recklessness
— would register with Ryan long before Daniel made any
mistake.

Daniel was treading a narrow, dangerous line — enough to
keep Beijing quiet, not enough to trigger ASIO.

His meetings with Ryan continued unchanged. Same cafés.
Same rhythm. Same economy of language. Ryan never asked
where Daniel had been during his brief absence. Never
referenced delay. Never acknowledged pressure beyond what
was tactically useful.

Beijing, however, was tightening.

“They’re less patient now,” Ryan said one afternoon, stirring his
coffee without drinking it. “They want confirmation, not
reassurance.”

Daniel nodded. “That happens when time frames narrow.”
Ryan studied him. “You sound certain.”

Daniel replied, “l am. I’'m the one responding to the questions
being asked.”
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“And are they being answered?”

Daniel met his gaze. “Enough to keep things stable. Anything
too obvious would be noticed — on both sides.”

Ryan smiled faintly. “I see. As long as Beijing doesn’t get
nervous. Or impatient.”

For the first time, Daniel sensed strain beneath Ryan’s
composure — not fear, but constraint. Zhao Feng’s influence,
he suspected, was becoming heavier. Less tolerant of
discretion. More insistent on yield.

Daniel adjusted where he could.

He shaped rather than obstructed. Emphasised friction.
Allowed ambiguity to persist where certainty would have been
dangerous. Supplied intelligence that clarified risk rather than
enabled exploitation.

ASIO noticed.
They did not applaud, but neither did they intervene.

The payments from Ryan had been addressed by ASIO early.

Not as accusation. Not as threat. Daniel disclosed them in full
— amounts, timing, routing. ASIO treated the information as
data, not as wrongdoing.

The money was allowed to continue, for now. Continuity
mattered more than virtue. But it was made clear that none of
it belonged to him anymore — not legally, not practically. It
was logged, tracked, and folded into the same conditional
framework as everything else.

His performance would determine their ongoing tolerance.

Silence would not.

%k %k %k %k %k
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Washington noticed too. The absence of disruption was its own
endorsement.

%k %k %k %k %k

In Canberra, the change in Daniel registered differently.
Clare noticed it before he did.

Their first meeting for the new year was on a Friday evening in
Braddon, choosing ordinariness over discretion. A small
restaurant, crowded enough to dissolve individual
conversations into background noise. Daniel arrived early, as he
sometimes did, halfway through a glass of wine when she
appeared.

He noticed her as soon as she stepped into the restaurant.
Attractive. Professional.

He stood up as she approached his table. They hugged each
other warmly.

“You look... lighter,” she said, studying him.
He smiled. “Is that good?”

“It’s different — and good,” she replied. “I was starting to think
you’d forgotten how to be present.”

The comment wasn’t accusatory. Just accurate.

Something between them had noticeably eased since Sarah’s
passing — a tension neither of them had previously named. The
careful calibration that had defined their earlier meetings —
the restraint, the constant awareness of consequence — had
softened.

Not disappeared.
Softened.

They talked about work first. They always did. Clare spoke
about parliamentary rhythms restarting, about the peculiar
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exhaustion of federal politics that never quite slept. Daniel
listened without filtering his reactions.

“I can see you understand,” she said eventually.

He hesitated, then nodded. “l hope so. I've started to realise
that | was... managing too much. It made me absent. I'm sorry.”

“Managing what?”
“Everything.”

She studied him. “You don’t have to explain if you're not
ready.”

“Thank you,” he said — and realised he meant it.

Later, walking through streets still strung with the last of the
Christmas lights, Clare reached for his hand without ceremony.
Daniel let it happen.

The gesture felt natural, but quietly daring.

In her Red Hill townhouse, the closeness deepened — not
urgently, not desperately, but with a sense of permission
neither of them articulated. This was not secrecy anymore.

It was attachment.
Intimacy.

Afterward, lying beside her in the dark, Daniel felt the first real
flicker of fear since his interrogation — not fear of exposure,
but of loss. The thought of losing Clare struck him with
unexpected force.

Instinctively, he moved closer. She responded in kind. The
closeness felt earned.

%k % % %k %k
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Some weeks later, back in Adelaide, Daniel watched a news
segment he had seen dozens of times before and never fully
absorbed.

Chinese aircraft were again bullying Taiwanese airspace. Naval
movements framed as routine had grown more aggressive.
Hardly exercises — more like dry runs. Commentators chose
their language carefully, never quite naming what everyone
was thinking.

Daniel muted the sound.

Taiwan appeared not as an abstract dispute, but as a flashpoint
China was increasingly willing to ignite sooner rather than later.
Emboldened by assertive claims elsewhere, Beijing seemed to
be weighing not if, but when.

It reminded him that strategic certainty always landed
somewhere.

He thought of Ryan’s calm alignment. Zhao'’s patience. Beijing’s
confidence that time belonged to them.

And, uncomfortably, of how often history rewarded that
confidence — and penalised appeasement.

Daniel understood then that whatever he told himself about
systems and inevitability, his actions now carried weight in a
different register.

He was no longer drifting.
He was choosing.

Not loudly.

Not heroically.

But repeatedly.

3k 3k %k %k %

By March, the routine had settled.

ASIO called when necessary.
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Ryan expected continuity.
Washington watched without comment.

And Clare, quietly, became part of Daniel’s life in a way no
system could fully model.

The arrangements held.
Which meant they would not last.

Daniel Mercer had learned enough by now to recognise the
truth beneath all stable configurations — they endured only
until pressure found the weakest seam.

And pressure, he knew, was coming.
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Chapter 54 — Pressure
Adelaide / Canberra — mid-2028

By mid-year, the equilibrium Daniel had been living inside for
months began to change.

The message arrived without urgency.
That was what unsettled Daniel most.
It came from Ryan.

No coded phrasing. No veiled warning. No escalation in tone.
Just a short, precise note sent through a channel that had been
dormant for months.

Zhao would like to see you.

In person.

Hong Kong. In two weeks.

I'll be in touch.

Daniel read it twice, then once more, slowly.

Ryan did not add commentary. He didn’t need to. The wording
itself carried authority — not Ryan’s, but Zhao Feng’s. Direct.
Unadorned. Non-negotiable.

This was not usual contact.
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This was not clarification or reassurance.
This was confrontation.

Daniel set the phone down and finished his coffee. He stood at
the kitchen bench in his North Haven townhouse, looking out
over the water without really seeing it.

In theory, this had always been possible.
In practice, it changed everything.

Zhao Feng did not request proximity unless distance had
stopped being useful. Either he needed something that could
not be transmitted — or he was no longer prepared to rely on
inference.

Daniel understood the distinction well enough not to mistake it.
Neither option was good.
ASIO contacted him later that afternoon.

Not with alarm. Not with urgency. With the same measured
tone that had come to define their relationship.

“You’ve had contact,” the officer said.

Daniel didn’t bother pretending otherwise. He had long ago
figured his communications were being monitored.

“Yes,” he replied.

“A request?”

“A summons.”

A pause — brief, but telling.
“Destination?”

“Hong Kong.”

This time the pause was longer.
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“That changes the assessment,” the officer said.
“Yes.”

“We’ll need to talk.”

“We are.”

A faint exhale on the other end of the line — not frustration,
exactly, but recalibration.

“Do you intend to go?”

Daniel considered the question carefully before answering. “I
don’t think | have a choice. If | don’t go, it will signal something
is wrong. | can tie the visit in with a conference | ought to
attend.”

Silence again.

“Understood,” the officer said at last. “Then we prepare.”
“For what?” Daniel asked.

“For the possibility that this isn’t a routine meeting.”
Daniel almost smiled. “Itisn’t.”

They did not discuss extraction. They did not discuss
contingencies in concrete terms. ASIO had learned, as he had,
that over-specific planning created its own vulnerabilities.

Instead, they spoke about principles.

What not to volunteer.

What to redirect without refusal.

What silence would signal — and what it might provoke.
Most of all, they spoke about Zhao Feng.

“He doesn’t bluff,” the officer said. “He waits.”

“And if he believes I’'m compromised?”
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“Then this stops being about intelligence,” the officer replied.
“It becomes about exfiltration.”

Daniel understood that well enough not to ask what followed.

Ryan did not mention Hong Kong when they met later that
week.

That, too, was deliberate.

They sat at their usual café, the same table, the same priorities.
Ryan spoke about tightening timelines, about Beijing’s
impatience with ambiguity, about the need for clarity as
strategic pressures increased.

Daniel listened. Responded. Calibrated.

Only near the end did Ryan lean back slightly and say, as if
mentioning an administrative detail, “You’ll be travelling
again.”

Ryan didn’t even attempt to hide the MSS surveillance
presence.

“Yes,” Daniel replied evenly.

“Zhao prefers to speak face to face when matters become...
important.”

“l assumed as much.”

Ryan studied Daniel for a moment longer than usual — not
suspiciously, but carefully.

“It isn’t a rebuke,” he said. “But it is a test.”
“Of what?”

“Alignment.”

Daniel nodded once. “Then | should go.”

Ryan smiled faintly. “That would be wise.”
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Clare heard it in Daniel’s voice before he told her.

They were on the phone that evening, talking about nothing in
particular — Senate estimates, the slow grind of winter in
Canberra, the small routines that had begun to stitch
themselves into something solid between them.

“You’re travelling again?” she said suddenly.
Daniel paused. “Yes.”

A beat.

“Where to?”

He exhaled softly. “Hong Kong.”

Clare didn’t react immediately — she was too experienced for
that — but the shift registered all the same.

“How long?”
“Unclear. A few days. Possibly longer.”
“And this is work?”

“Yes.” Then, after a moment, “But not the kind | can explain
properly.”

She absorbed that without comment.
“Are you safe?” she asked finally.

Daniel hesitated. Not because the answer was no — but
because it wasn’t fully yes either.

“l think so,” he said. “As safe as I've been.”
“That’s not reassuring,” she said gently.

“No,” he agreed. “It isn’t.”
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Another pause. He could hear her breathing on the line.
“Come to Canberra before you go,” she said at last.

Not a request.
A choice.

“Don’t make this another disappearance.”
“l won’t,” Daniel said — and meant it.

% %k %k %k %k

In Canberra, the closeness between them sharpened rather
than receded.

They didn’t talk much about Hong Kong. They didn’t need to.
The weight of it settled between them in quieter ways — in
longer silences, in the way Clare’s hand found his without
thinking, in the way he stayed an extra night when he might
once have left early.

That evening, lying beside her, Clare said softly, “Whatever this
is — don’t shut me out.”

Daniel stared at the ceiling for a long moment before replying.

“I’'m not trying to protect just myself,” he said. “I'm trying to
protect us — what you mean to me.”

She turned to face him. “l don’t need the details. | just need to
know you’re still here. Still safe.”

“I'am,” he said. “l promise.”

The next day, Clare drove him to the airport for his return flight
to Adelaide.

When they said goodbye, she held him longer than usual.
“Come back,” she said quietly.

“I will.”

352 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

Neither of them added the word safely.
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The night before his departure, Daniel stood alone on his
balcony in North Haven, the lights of the city scattered across
the water.

Hong Kong no longer felt like a destination. It felt like a
narrowing corridor — one that would soon force a decision he
had been deferring by degrees.

He was still contained.

But containment only worked while pressure remained
manageable.

Beijing was increasing it now.
And pressure, once applied, was rarely withdrawn.
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As he passed through airport security the following morning,
Daniel felt the balance shift again — not sharply, not decisively,
but enough to know that something irreversible had begun.

Hong Kong was waiting.

And Beijing, he suspected, was no longer prepared to tolerate
ambiguity.
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Chapter 55 — The Ask

Hong Kong — July 2028

H ong Kong felt wrong to Daniel Mercer the moment he
arrived. Not hostile — just misaligned.

The airport was efficient, immaculate, and faintly hostile in the
way only places designed for transit ever were. He moved
through immigration without difficulty. His passport was
scanned, returned, and he was waved on. No pause. No second
glance.

That unsettled him more than scrutiny would have done.

Outside, the city pressed in as it always had — dense, vertical,
alive with movement that looked chaotic but obeyed its own
internal discipline. Neon reflected off glass and rain-slicked
pavement. Traffic flowed with barely restrained aggression.
Nothing about the place suggested impending consequence.

Daniel checked into his hotel just after dusk.

The room was high enough to command a view of Victoria
Harbour, low enough to feel enclosed. He stood still for a
moment after the door closed behind him, listening — not for
sound, but for the absence of it. Air-conditioning. Distant
traffic. The faint hum of electricity behind the walls.
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He did not unpack straight away.

Instead, he moved through the room methodically, touching
nothing that did not need to be touched. He checked the
bathroom mirror, the television frame, the smoke detector
above the door. Not searching for devices — that would have
been naive — but noting where they would most likely be
placed.

By the time he sat on the edge of the bed, he assumed the
room was compromised.

That, too, changed everything.
The conference itself was a formality.

A regional maritime security forum — its title deliberately
neutral — hosted in a glass-and-steel complex overlooking the
harbour. Panels on supply chains, undersea resilience, regional
stability. Carefully calibrated language. Carefully managed
attendance.

Daniel spoke once, briefly, on a technical panel concerned with
propulsion sustainability. He kept his remarks narrow,
professional, unremarkable. No one challenged him. No one
followed up.

That was the point.

Zhao Feng did not attend the conference.

He never did.

His message arrived the following afternoon.
Tonight. 9 pm. Address will follow.

The address was a private room at a restaurant in central Hong
Kong.

No sender. No signature.
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Daniel deleted it after reading.

He spent the intervening hours doing nothing that could be
described as preparation. He ate lightly. Walked along the
waterfront. Let the city absorb him for a while.

He did not call ASIO. He did not message Ryan.
He assumed his phone was already telling its own story.

The restaurant occupied the upper floors of a building that
looked unremarkable from the street. Inside, it was all muted
elegance — dark wood, soft lighting, deliberate
understatement. Daniel was shown to a private room at the
rear, separated from the main dining area by a sliding panel.

Zhao Feng was already there.

He stood when Daniel entered — a courtesy, not a concession
— and gestured for him to sit.

“Mr Mercer,” Zhao said. His English was precise, barely
accented, faintly academic. “Thank you for coming.”

“I didn’t feel I had much choice,” Daniel replied.

Zhao smiled faintly. “Choice is always present. Consequence is
what narrows.”

They sat.

Tea was poured by a silent attendant who withdrew without
comment.

For a moment, neither man spoke.

Zhao studied Daniel with open interest — not hostile, not
friendly. Evaluating. As if confirming that the man in front of
him matched the shape of the one he had been observing from
a distance.
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“You have been useful,” Zhao said at last. “Consistent.
Disciplined.”

Daniel inclined his head slightly. “I've tried to be accurate.”

“Yes,” Zhao agreed. “Accuracy is important. As long as it is not
masking something else.”

The barb was implied. Daniel said nothing.

Zhao folded his hands on the table. “The environment is
changing more quickly than anticipated.”

“It often does,” Daniel replied.

I.II

“This time,” Zhao said calmly, “the change is structura

Daniel felt the shift then — subtle but unmistakable. This was
no longer preamble. It was substance.

Zhao continued. “Western planners assume that any move on
Taiwan will unfold in stages — warnings, signals, escalation
ladders. They believe deterrence works because both sides fear
the consequences equally. That assumption is wrong.”

Daniel met his gaze. “Assumptions have a habit of expiring.”

Zhao’s smile returned, thinner this time. “Indeed. Which brings
us to why you are here.”

He paused deliberately.
“We intend to alter the pattern.”
Daniel waited.

“Specifically,” Zhao said, “we intend to deploy nuclear-powered
assets east of Taiwan on a rotational basis — not as exercises,
but as a standing presence. Armed. Integrated. Operational.”

The words landed with careful weight.

“Not as provocation,” Zhao added. “As normalisation.”
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Daniel felt the temperature in the room change, though
nothing physical shifted.

“Such a significant deployment would be noticed,” Daniel said.
“Yes,” Zhao agreed. “That is the point.”

Zhao leaned back slightly. “What we require from you is
precision.”

“About?”

“About how quickly the Americans would recognise what we
are doing — not politically, but operationally. When their
assumptions would fail. When their reaction would become
unavoidable.”

Daniel understood then.
This was not intelligence gathering.
It was calibration.

“You’re asking me to help you time your planned breach,” he
said.

Zhao did not deny it. “l am asking you to help us understand
the threshold.”

“And if | refuse?”

Zhao’s expression did not change. “Then we will proceed
without refinement — and accept the consequences.”

Daniel held his gaze. “That would increase risk.”
“Yes,” Zhao said simply. “For everyone.”
Silence settled between them.

Daniel chose his words carefully. “What you’re describing
would be interpreted as a decisive shift.”
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“Only if it is observed in that way,” Zhao replied.
“Normalisation works because it reframes the abnormal.”

Daniel felt the weight of it now — the thing he had been
circling for months, finally articulated.

This was not about leverage.

This was about inevitability.

“l would need time,” Daniel said at last. “To be precise.”
Zhao studied him. “How much?”

“Days. Possibly weeks.”

Zhao considered this. “Time is expensive.”

“So is miscalculation,” Daniel replied.

A beat.

Zhao nodded once. “Very well.”

He reached into his jacket and placed a slim folder on the table
— unopened, deliberately.

“You will provide us with an assessment,” Zhao said. “Not a
briefing. Not speculation. A window. The point at which
Western response becomes unavoidable.”

Daniel did not touch the folder.

“And if my assessment is wrong?” he asked.

Zhao’s eyes hardened, just perceptibly. “Then we will know.”
The meeting ended shortly after.

No threats. No ultimatumes.

Just alignment sharpened to a blade.

%k %k %k %k %k
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Back in his hotel room, Daniel did not turn on the lights.

He stood by the window, looking out at the city, and felt the full
weight of what had just been placed in his hands.

This was the moment ASIO had been dreading.
And the one Beijing had been waiting for.
He did not contact Canberra that night.

Instead, he slept — lightly, restlessly — knowing that every
hour he delayed was both protection and peril.

By morning, he would need to move.
Carefully.

Because somewhere between buying time and shaping
outcome, Daniel Mercer had become something far more
dangerous than an asset.

He had become a variable.

And variables, he knew, were not tolerated for long.

360 | Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

Chapter 56 — The Signal

Hong Kong — July 2028

IVI orning arrived grey and humid, the kind that softened
the edges of the skyline and left everything slightly out of
focus. Daniel Mercer woke before his alarm, already tense.

He lay still, listening.

The air-conditioning cycled on and off. Somewhere above,
water moved through pipes. Outside, traffic hissed on wet
roads. Ordinary sounds — except that none of them felt
ordinary anymore. In the dark, the room no longer felt like
shelter. It felt like a container.

He didn’t reach for his phone. Not yet.

He let his breathing settle, then swung his legs out of bed and
stood. The floor was cool through his socks. The curtains were
still drawn, and the room held that stale hotel quiet that always
returned overnight — scrubbed of personality, scrubbed of
certainty.

In the bathroom, he studied his reflection.

There was nothing dramatic there. No panic. No sweat. Just a
man who looked slightly older than he had three years ago, the
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fatigue now sitting more naturally on his features — as if it
belonged.

He washed, shaved, dressed simply. Shirt, dark trousers, jacket.
His movements were measured. No sudden decisions. No
visible haste.

At the desk, he opened the slim folder Zhao Feng had left
untouched the night before.

Inside were two pages.

The first was almost disarmingly plain: a short statement of
intent, written in formal but minimal English. Rotational
deployment. East of Taiwan. Standing presence. Armed.
Integrated. Operational. Not exercises. Not signalling.
Normalisation.

The second page translated that intent into a far more
dangerous task.

Daniel read it twice. Then again, more slowly.

Zhao wanted a window — an assessment of when Western
reaction would become operationally unavoidable. Not what
politicians would say. Not what the media would speculate. The
point at which American forces would have to shift posture
because China’s new stance had changed the rules.

It was not, strictly speaking, an order to attack.
It was worse.
It was an attempt to move the threshold.

Daniel closed the folder and stared at the desk surface, letting
the reality settle without flinching away from it. His old self
would have treated this as an engineering problem — a system
response to stimulus, assumptions mapped, probabilities
weighted.
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The man he had become recognised something more human
beneath it.

Zhao was trying to establish the precise point where China’s
sabre-rattling would compel the United States and its allies to
react. Prior to that, he wanted the presence of nuclear-
powered submarines east of Taiwan to feel ordinary enough
that any eventual escalation would appear as Western
overreaction, not Chinese design.

Normalisation, Zhao had called it.
A reframing of the abnormal.

Daniel thought of the way Zhao had said it — not triumphantly,
not emotionally. Simply as fact. The cold confidence of a man
who believed history moved in one direction, and that his job
was to help it move faster.

He stood, returned the pages to the folder, and set it back on
the desk. He did not put it in his bag. Not yet.

First, he needed to decide what to do now.

Not in the abstract. Not in Canberra. Not in an office buffered
by distance.

Here.
Now.
In a city where he assumed the walls listened.

He moved around the room again — not to search; he had
already conceded that — but to establish what mattered.
Where the laptop sat. Where the phone lay. Where the desk
faced. Where the blind spots might be.

The conclusion was simple and grim.
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Anything he did inside this room could be recorded. Anything
he said could be replayed. Anything he typed could be
captured.

But that was the point.
That was exactly the scenario ASIO had prepared him for.

He scrolled until Clare’s name appeared on his personal phone
and stopped, his thumb resting lightly against the screen.

This call, too, would be heard.
He waited until his breathing settled, then pressed dial.
She answered on the third ring.

“Hi,” she said, warmth threaded with something alert. “l was
wondering when I'd hear from you.”

“Morning,” Daniel replied. “It’s still early here. | haven’t woken
you up, have I?”

“No, it’s just after nine. I’'m about to head off to Parliament.
You sound tired.”

“I'am,” he said. Then, after a beat, “l didn’t sleep well.”
She didn’t interrupt.
“Bad dreams?”

“Not really,” he said. “Just one of those nights. | had a terrible
migraine come on late. Kept me up most of the night.”

There it was.

Delivered without emphasis. Without hesitation.
On the surface, it meant nothing at all.

Clare responded exactly as he expected.

“That’s awful,” she said. “Do you get them often?”
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“Not usually,” Daniel replied. “This one was different. Intense.
Wouldn’t settle.”

“I didn’t know you suffered from them.”

He smiled faintly, though she couldn’t see it. “l didn’t want to
worry you.”

“How are you feeling now?” she asked.

“Clearer,” he said. “But a bit... off. Like something’s shifted and
my body hasn’t caught up yet.”

“That’s not very scientific,” she said gently.
“No,” he agreed. “But it’s accurate.”

They spoke for several more minutes — about the weather in
Canberra, a colleague of hers who was over-preparing for a
committee appearance, about nothing that mattered and
everything that did.

Daniel stayed within himself. He didn’t over-reassure. He didn’t
withdraw either.

Just before they hung up, Clare said, “Call me when you get
back to Adelaide.”

“ will,” he said.
And meant it.

Daniel ended the call and placed the phone face down on the
desk.

Somewhere in Canberra, an ASIO analyst would already be
replaying the conversation — not for emotion, but for analysis.
For deviation. For the phrase they had agreed upon weeks
earlier as a quiet red line.

Migraine.
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Not illness. Not stress. Not pressure.
Migraine meant Beijing had crossed into the unacceptable.

It meant / cannot supply what they are asking without
consequence.

It meant this is no longer containment.
Daniel moved to the window.

The city looked unchanged.

But he knew better now.

Zhao Feng had not asked for information.
He had asked for timing.

For thresholds.

For the point at which Western assumptions collapsed under
operational reality.

That was not soft intelligence.
It was hard intelligence.

Daniel understood, with a clarity that surprised him, that no
answer he provided could be neutral. Any attempt to delay
would be read as resistance. Any attempt to mislead would be
tested. Any attempt to cooperate would bind him permanently
to what came next.

The time he had requested was not a buffer.
It was a trigger.

Daniel had bought time — days, perhaps weeks — but time in
this context did not accumulate. It evaporated. Relentlessly.
Each passing day designed to collapse ambiguity into decision.

For the first time since arriving in Hong Kong, he allowed
himself to feel something like anger.
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Not at Zhao.
Not even at Beijing.

But at the quiet, professional machinery that would now assess
his signal, weigh it against strategic risk, and decide — calmly,
rationally — how much one man was worth in the balance.

He already suspected he knew the answer.

He had a couple of hours before he needed to leave for the
airport to catch his return flight.

Daniel did not leave the room.

He ordered breakfast from room service. When it arrived, he
barely touched it.

He slid the folder Zhao had given him into his case.

He had done what he could.

The rest was no longer his.

And that, more than anything Zhao had said, unsettled him.

Somewhere in a quiet office back home, he knew, ASIO would
be analysing the call. He had told them a line had been crossed.

They did not yet know why. That explanation would have to
wait until his return. Already, they would be deciding who
needed to be present for his debriefing — and what came next.

Beijing had crossed the line — nothing from here would be
without real consequence.

Daniel Mercer was no longer simply reporting. He was shaping
outcomes.

Which meant — sooner or later — someone would decide to
stop him.
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Chapter 57 — Guidance

Adelaide — July 2028

Daniel's return flight to Adelaide was unnervingly
uneventful. He arrived the previous evening and, with his
meeting with ASIO scheduled for first thing, went straight to
bed.

He arrived at ASIO’s offices ahead of schedule.

The meeting was set to start early, when the city was still half-
asleep, when the morning traffic on Port Road had not yet
thickened, and the light over the river carried a thin, reluctant
sheen. He parked where he had been instructed, walked two
blocks without looking over his shoulder, and entered the plain
office building through a side door that opened with a soft
electronic click.

Nothing about the place suggested significance. No signage. No
security theatrics. It could have been a consulting firm, a
migration agent, a government contractor renting space by the
month.

That was the point.

A woman met him in a corridor with grey carpet and
fluorescent lights. She was in her forties, dressed neutrally,
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carrying no folder, no laptop. Her expression was calm in a way
that made calm feel like policy.

“Mr Mercer,” she said. “Thank you for coming in.”
Daniel nodded. “l didn’t think this was optional.”
“It wasn’t,” she replied, without apology. “This way.”

The room she led him into was small and windowless, with a
round table, three chairs, and a wall clock that ticked too
loudly. There was water in a glass jug and nothing else. He
registered the absence of any visible recording equipment and
made no assumptions about what that meant.

A second person entered a moment later — a man, older,
careful in his movements, carrying a single notepad. He
introduced himself only by surname.

They did not offer Daniel tea. They did not ask about his flight,
his hotel, his health. They sat, and the woman began as if they
had been speaking the day before.

“You used the agreed phrase,” she said. “In a call to a person
you’re close to.”

Daniel said nothing.

“That phrase means you believe the specified threshold was
crossed by Beijing,” the man added. “Not that you’'re
uncomfortable. Not that you’re under pressure. Just that the
request itself has moved into a category where your continued
participation becomes dangerous.”

“Yes,” Daniel said.
The woman'’s eyes held his. “We need to understand why.”

Daniel leaned back slightly. He let his breathing settle. He had
rehearsed this — not words, not speeches, but the ordering of
facts. He knew that if his explanation was delivered with too
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much structure, it would look coached. If with too little, it
would look evasive. Neither would be believed.

“Zhao asked for precision,” Daniel said. “Not about policy, not
about the media. About the point at which American military
posture would have to change.”

The man’s pen hovered. “Explain what you mean by posture.”

Daniel glanced at the blank wall, then back at them. “Not
announcements or speeches. Operational movement. The
moment American forces can’t sit still because the Chinese
stance has altered.”

“And what stance is that?” the woman asked.

Daniel described it, carefully. Rotational deployment of Chinese
nuclear-powered submarines. East of Taiwan. Standing
presence. Armed. Integrated. Operational. Not exercises, not
signalling — a sustained normalisation that made the abnormal
feel routine.

When he finished, there was a silence that felt like calculation,
not doubt.

The man spoke first. “So he’s not asking you to predict the
political response. He’s asking you to calibrate the reaction
window.”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “He wants to know when Western planners
are forced to stop interpreting and to start reacting.”

The woman nodded once, as if confirming a hypothesis. “He
wants you to help him know when the American forces will
have to react to China’s deployment.”

Daniel did not deny it. “He’s trying to shift the threshold. Make
the West look like the escalator.”

The man looked up. “You believe that’s unacceptable.”

370 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

“] believe it isn’t information-gathering,” Daniel said. “It’s
participation — helping China understand how far it can push
before the Americans are forced to respond.”

That landed with more weight than Daniel expected. The word
sat between them. Participation. It reduced ambiguity. It made
the room feel smaller.

The woman’s tone remained even. “We need to be satisfied
this is what it is.”

Daniel met her gaze. “It is.”

The man’s pen began moving again. “At the meeting — did he
threaten you?”

“No,” Daniel said. “He didn’t need to.”

“Did he indicate he suspected you were compromised?”
Daniel paused. “Not directly.”

“But?” the woman said.

“But the whole meeting was a test,” Daniel replied. “Not of my
competence. Of my alignment.”

“And Lau?” the man asked.

“Lau was not there. | don’t even know if he was in Hong Kong. |
had no interaction with him at all,” Daniel said. “That was the
first time | have met Zhao without Lau being present.”

That, Daniel knew, was not incidental. Ryan had always been
the buffer — the interpreter, the shared language. Zhao
removing him from the room meant the conversation had
narrowed. Fewer witnesses. Fewer assumptions. It meant Zhao
wanted to know what Daniel sounded like without triangulation
— and whether his alignment held when there was no one else
to lean on.

The woman asked, “Was Zhao emotional?”
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“No.”
“Triumphant?”
“No.”
“Confident?”

Daniel almost smiled. “Yes. As if history was paperwork that
he’d already filled in.”

The man’s gaze flicked up. The woman’s expression did not
change, but something in her posture did — a subtle shift from
confirmation to planning.

“All right,” she said. “We accept the signal.”

Daniel did not exhale. He had learned not to treat acceptance
as safety. Acceptance was merely a different category of risk.

“Now,” the man said, “we need to talk about your response.”
Daniel folded his hands on the table. “I told him | needed time.”

“You bought time,” the woman agreed. “Which was the correct
move.”

“And now | need to give him something,” Daniel said.

“Yes,” the woman replied. “Because not giving him something
will also be something.”

The man’s pen stopped. “You can’t refuse outright. Nor can you
provide what he wants. And you can’t appear coached.”

Daniel’s mouth tightened. “That’s a narrow corridor.”

“It is,” the woman said. “So we build you a response that holds
the corridor open.”

She slid nothing across the table. There were no briefing notes,
no print-outs, no diagrams. This was not a handover. This was
shaping.
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“We need to decide,” she said, “what kind of answer keeps you
credible while remaining strategically inert.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Strategically inert?”
The man answered. “Non-actionable.”
Daniel looked between them. “He will recognise that.”

“He will recognise evasion,” the woman said. “He will also
recognise professional caution. There’s a difference.”

Daniel said, “He asked for a window.”

“Then we give him a window,” she replied, “that looks honest
but is not useful.”

They spoke for the next hour in a language that was half
engineering, half tradecraft.

Together they worked through what Zhao meant by an
“unavoidable” American reaction.

This would not be a political decision, nor a public
announcement — but the point at which American planners
would see what was happening for themselves. When quiet
indicators began to stack up: surveillance activity increasing,
supplies being positioned, shifts in undersea activity and patrol
deployments, forces changing their position. At that point,
assumptions would fail. And once they did, a response would
no longer be a choice but a tactical necessity.

The man asked questions designed to tighten Daniel’s language
until it could stand up to scrutiny. The woman watched the
shape of Daniel’s answers, not the content — listening for
where his voice changed, where it sounded like an engineer,
where it sounded like a man explaining something he had not
fully lived.

When Daniel paused, she said, “Tell us how you will say it to
him.”
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Daniel frowned slightly. “I'll talk about operational thresholds.”
The man nodded. “Careful. That word is his terrain now.”
Daniel’s eyes flicked up. “It’s the truth.”

“The truth,” the woman said, “can still be said in a way that
invites interrogation.”

Daniel held her gaze. “So what do you suggest?”

The woman'’s tone stayed neutral. “Frame it as risks to his own
objectives. Make it clear that the window is not a single point.
It’s a range — dependent on how quickly China’s presence
becomes measurable rather than symbolic.”

The man added, “And you anchor it in what Western planners
cannot ignore. Not in what they might prefer.”

Daniel considered that. It was sound. It was also, he realised,
beginning to sound like a brief.

He said, slowly, “He’ll press me on the range.”

“And you give him a range,” the woman replied, “that contains
uncertainty for reasons he respects.”

“Which reasons?”

“The things that slow decisions,” the man said. “Real-world
limits. Western allies who have to move together. Weather.
Geography. Where forces can actually be based.”

Daniel nodded once. “Is that true?”

“It is,” the woman agreed. “But you must make it sound like
your truth, not ours.”

Daniel let that sit. The room felt, briefly, like a laboratory —
pressure applied to a sample, watching where it cracked.

The woman said, “We want you to speak as a professional who
has thought this through alone.”
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Daniel gave a humourless laugh. “And yet I’'m not alone.”

“No,” she said. “You’re not. But you will be when you next see
him.”

They began to shape the answer into a sequence of steps
Daniel could hold in memory: an opening that acknowledged
Zhao’s question, a middle that defined what “unavoidable”
meant in practical terms, and a conclusion that offered a
window broad enough to be safe but not so broad that it
looked like sabotage.

At one point, the man said, “You need to be able to explain
what would make the Americans realise a line has been
crossed.”

He nodded. “All right.”

The woman watched him closely, then moved on as if it were
nothing.

They continued, adding weight with each step.

Daniel began to sense a tension in what they were
constructing, though he could not yet articulate it. They were
good at this — good at taking messy reality and making it read
cleanly on a page. But Zhao would not be reading a page. Zhao
would be reading Daniel.

And Zhao, Daniel suspected, cared less about what Daniel said
than about how he arrived at his conclusions.

When the structure was finished, the woman leaned back
slightly.

“Repeat it,” she said.
Daniel did.

Not verbatim — they had not written down anything — but as
an ordered logic. The point where China crossed the line and
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American forces would have to react. The range. The reasons.
The caution that looked like professionalism rather than
obfuscation.

The man listened, pen stilled. The woman’s eyes remained
fixed on Daniel’s face.

When he finished, she said, “Good.”
Daniel waited.
The man asked, “When will you go back?”

“Within ten days — assuming | can secure the relevant
approvals from ASC. | also want to see Clare.”

The woman did not react. The man’s pen moved again.

“You told her you’d call when you got back to Adelaide,” the
man said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” Daniel replied.

The woman said, “Seeing her doesn’t change the operational
reality.”

“No,” Daniel agreed. “But it changes mine.”

There was a silence. Not disapproval — simply the moment
where an institution records a fact and decides it has no
jurisdiction over it.

“All right,” the woman said. “You know the framework of what
you are permitted to say and to whom. You'll keep it in your
head. You will not write it down. You will not rehearse it aloud
where it can be seen or heard.”

Daniel nodded.

“And Mr Mercer,” the man added, “if Zhao challenges you on
how you arrived at your assessment—"

“I'll answer,” Daniel said.

376 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

“—you answer as yourself,” the man finished. “Not as a
briefing.”

Daniel stood. The meeting felt, suddenly, finished in a way that
had nothing to do with time.

At the door, the woman said, “We will be in touch.”
Daniel did not ask how. He did not ask when.

He stepped out into the corridor, then into the daylight, and
the city hit him with its ordinariness — cars, pedestrian
crossings, a woman walking a dog, the smell of coffee from
somewhere nearby.

He walked back to his car and sat for a moment without
starting the engine.

The answer sat in his mind like a device he hadn’t built himself.

He could feel the cleanness of it — the discipline, the logic, the
careful framing.

And, threaded through it, a single thought that was not his.
The point at which China crosses the line.

He started the car.

On the drive home, he called Clare.

When she answered, her voice warmed immediately. “You're
back.”

“l am,” Daniel said. “Can | come to Canberra?”
There was a pause — not suspicion, just recalibration of plans.
“Tomorrow,” she said. “I'll rearrange what | need to.”

Daniel felt something loosen in him that had nothing to do with
safety.

“Thank you,” he said.
377 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

“You don’t need to thank me,” Clare replied. “Just come.”
Daniel hung up and drove on.
He had done what he could.

Now he needed to remember what it felt like to be only himself
— before he walked back into the narrowing corridor.
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Chapter 58 — Still Here

Canberra — July 2028

anberra felt quieter than Adelaide, as if the city had been
designed to absorb noise before it became trouble.

Daniel arrived in the late afternoon. The winter light was pale
and clean, the sky a flat sheet of blue against which the bare
trees were silhouetted starkly. He collected his bag from the
carousel, walked out into the cold air, and saw Clare waiting
near the short-term parking, hands in the pockets of her dark
coat.

She didn’t wave or call his name.

She simply watched him until he reached her, then stepped
forward and held him.

For a moment, Daniel let himself stop thinking.
“You look tired,” she said when she pulled back.
“I'am,” he replied. “But I'm here.”

Clare studied him, as if checking the words against the man.
Then she nodded once, as if that was the only confirmation she
needed.
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“Come on,” she said. “You can complain about my heating in
the car.”

Daniel managed a faint smile. “It’s not your heating. It’s
Canberra.”

“Blame the city,” she agreed, and took his bag as if it weighed
nothing.

They drove with the radio off. Clare asked simple questions —
whether his flight had been on time, whether he’d eaten,
whether he’d slept. Daniel answered simply. He didn’t perform
cheerfulness. He didn’t offer darkness, either. He gave her what
was true, and left the rest unspoken.

At her townhouse, Clare moved with the efficiency of someone
whose life ran on schedules and decisions. She turned on the
lights, put the kettle on, took his coat and hung it neatly. Daniel
stood for a moment in the small hallway and watched her,
feeling the strangeness of being in a place where nothing was
hidden.

“Put your bag in the study,” she said.
Daniel tilted his head. “If that’s okay with you.”
Clare looked at him, then nodded. “It’s okay.”

She made tea, and they sat at the small table near the window.
Outside, the streetlights had come on, throwing pools of light
onto the footpath and the wet asphalt.

For a while, they talked about ordinary things.

A committee hearing Clare had sat through that morning. A
colleague who had tried to dominate the room and had been
quietly shut down by a woman with a sharper mind and a
calmer voice. The inconvenience of parliamentary sittings that
dragged late into the night and then began again the next
morning as if sleep was optional.
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Daniel listened. Not as performance, not as camouflage, but
because listening to Clare’s world reminded him that there
were realities beyond the one he had been inhabiting.

At one point, Clare paused and said, lightly, “You’re actually
here.”

Daniel met her eyes. “Yes.”

“You’re not checking your phone,” she observed.
“ left it in my bag,” Daniel said.

Clare looked amused. “That’s a first.”

Daniel didn’t smile. “l didn’t want it between us.”

The quiet that followed wasn’t awkward. It was simply the
space where something unsaid rested comfortably because it
was understood.

Clare reached across the table and touched his hand. “How was
Hong Kong?”

Daniel considered the question. He could answer in a hundred
ways. He chose one that was true and small.

“Fast,” he said. “Bright. Efficient. And... heavy.”
Clare’s fingers tightened slightly on his. “Heavy? How?”

Daniel held her gaze. “The kind of heavy where you realise
you’re in something bigger than you are.”

Clare nodded slowly. “That sounds like politics.”

Daniel gave a short, almost genuine laugh. “You might be
right.”

Clare watched him for a moment. “Are you in trouble?”

Daniel didn’t flinch. He didn’t deny it. He chose honesty without
detail.
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“l don’t think I'm in trouble,” he said. “But | don’t think I’'m out
of it either.”

Clare exhaled softly, as if that was the answer she had expected
and hoped not to hear.

“You’re leaving again,” she said.
Daniel nodded. “Soon.”
Clare’s eyes did not leave his face. “Will you tell me where?”

Daniel hesitated only a fraction. “Back to Hong Kong. To take
care of some unfinished business.”

Clare didn’t react dramatically. She didn’t need to. She simply
nodded once, as if confirming what she already suspected.

“Is it work?” she asked.

“Yes,” Daniel said.

“And is it dangerous?”

Daniel looked down at their joined hands. Then back up.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Not in the obvious way. Not with guns
and chases and... whatever people imagine.”

Clare’s mouth tightened slightly. “Then what way?”

“In the way that people make decisions,” Daniel said quietly.
“And you don’t always get a vote.”

Clare studied him. “That’s still dangerous.”
Daniel didn’t argue.

They ate dinner later — something simple Clare heated from
the freezer, apologising for it as if she were hosting a
diplomatic dinner rather than feeding two tired people in a
warm room.
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Afterwards they moved to the couch. Clare leaned against him,
her legs tucked under her, and Daniel felt the ordinary weight
of another human being as something almost shocking.

Clare spoke into the quiet. “l don’t need details.”
Daniel’s body tensed slightly, then eased as she continued.

“I’m not asking for classified briefings or secret names,” she
said. “I’'m asking you not to vanish from me when things get
hard.”

Daniel stared at the dark window. The reflection of them
looked like any couple in any townhouse on any winter night.

“I'm here,” he said.

“I know you are,” Clare replied. “Right now. But I've watched
you go away while you were still standing in front of me.”

Daniel swallowed. He could hear the truth of it.

Clare turned her head to look at him. “Whatever this thing is,
Daniel... don’t let it turn you into someone who can’t be
reached.”

Daniel met her gaze. “I don’t want that.”
“Then don’t,” Clare said simply.

Daniel felt something in him shift — not relief, not resolution.
Something quieter. A decision about the kind of man he
intended to remain.

“We'll stay in touch,” he said.

Clare’s expression softened, but her eyes stayed clear. “l hope
so. It’s important — for us both.”

Daniel nodded. “Okay.”

They went to bed not long after. Clare fell asleep quickly,
consumed by the exhaustion of too many late nights at work.
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Daniel lay awake for a while, listening to her breathing, letting
her warmth thaw the parts of him he hadn’t realised were still
cold.

In the morning, Clare made coffee and moved around the
kitchen in socks and an old jumper, hair still damp from the
shower. Though the jumper was loose, it did little to disguise
the shape of her slim figure beneath. Daniel watched her and
felt a tenderness that surprised him.

He stayed the day and night.

Not because he said he would, and not because Clare asked. It
was decided in the quiet way shared decisions sometimes were
— a glance, a pause, the absence of urgency.

They walked later, the air sharp and bright, past bare trees and
open lawns that made Canberra feel oddly exposed. At the
Australian War Memorial, they moved slowly, side by side,
reading plaques, stopping where names ran in tight columns
down cold stone.

Daniel had been here before, years ago, rushing through
between meetings. This time he felt the weight of it properly —
not the battles, not the dates, but the accumulation of ordinary
lives changed forever by decisions made far away.

Clare stood with him beneath the Roll of Honour, her hand
resting lightly against his arm.

“People think it’s about history,” she said quietly. “But it’s really
about consequence.”

Daniel nodded. “And who carries it.”
They didn’t say much after that. They didn’t need to.

That evening they cooked together, shared a bottle of wine,
and let the day close around them without watching the clock.
When they went to bed, Daniel slept more deeply than he had
in weeks.
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Clare drove him back to the airport late that morning. The city
passed by in clean lines and quiet streets.

At the drop-off zone, they stood for a moment beside the boot
of her car. Clare didn’t fill the silence with advice. Daniel didn’t
fill it with promises he couldn’t guarantee.

She touched his cheek once, briefly, as if to confirm he was
real.

“Call me,” she said.
“1 will,” Daniel replied.

Clare held his gaze a fraction longer. Then she nodded, stepped
back, and let him go.

Daniel walked toward the terminal without looking over his
shoulder.

Inside, the airport was bright and anonymous. People queued.
Children ran. Someone laughed too loudly near a café. Life
continued in the way it always did — indifferent to the private
weight people carried through it.

Daniel checked the departure board, adjusted the strap of his
bag, and moved toward security.

He was still here.

And for the moment, that was enough.
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Act VIIl —
Elimination
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Chapter 59 — Back to the Field

Hong Kong / Adelaide — August 2028

The message came through early in the morning.

It wasn’t marked urgent. It didn’t need to be. The tone was
direct, framed as continuity rather than escalation.

Zhao instructed him to come to Hong Kong and deliver his
assessment.

In person.
Soon.

The explanation, such as it was, referred back to the scenario
Zhao had outlined at their earlier meeting. Daniel was required
to deliver his precise judgement — at what point would
Western reaction become operationally unavoidable?

It needed to be delivered face to face, where nuance could not
be misread or misquoted. Written words, the message implied,
left room for ambiguity.

Daniel read the message twice. Ryan’s name did not appear.
That was deliberate. Daniel was unsure whether that was
designed to isolate him — or to protect Ryan.
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He sat back in his chair and let the absence register. This was
the meeting for which the response — carefully shaped with
ASIO — had been constructed. It would now be tested by
someone who mattered. Someone who, if the assessment
proved wrong, would have an enormous amount to lose — and,
to prevent that, would ensure someone else paid.

He replied with a brief acknowledgement.
Only after he sent it did the quiet tightening begin in his chest.
The discussions before his departure were restrained.

No one from ASIO said the word danger. It hovered nearby,
uninvited, like static.

There was talk of exposure management. Of residual value. Of
the advantages of continuity over disruption. Someone
observed that Zhao'’s preference for an in-person engagement
suggested confidence, not suspicion. Another noted that
written communications had become too easy to construct —
too easy to mask true intent. Person-to-person delivery made
that harder.

A quieter voice asked whether this meant the risk profile had
shifted.

It had, the woman said. Marginally.
That was the word she chose. Marginally.

Daniel listened without interrupting. He had learned that the
absence of alarm did not mean the absence of concern — only
that concern had been assessed, weighed, and rendered
acceptable.

“You’re not being sent blind,” the man said eventually. “You're
being sent well prepared.”

Daniel nodded. “And if the preparation isn’t enough?”
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The woman met his gaze. “Then the value of this channel will
still have been tested. If you succeed, its utility increases. If
not—" She paused just long enough to be deliberate. “—your
credibility may be affected.”

No one expanded on that.
On the flight north, Daniel did not sleep.

He didn’t rehearse words — that would have been a mistake.
Instead, he ran the structure through his mind, again and again,
until it felt less like a sequence and more like a shape.

The threshold.

Not a date. A range.

Dependent on Chinese visibility, rather than intent.

On presence becoming measurable rather than symbolic.

He would speak of the deployment of nuclear-powered
submarines. Of logistics. Of Chinese coordination that could not
be hidden once it crossed a certain density. Of accumulation —
quiet indicators stacking up until interpretation gave way to
American reaction.

He would not speak of motives. Or politics. Or red lines drawn
for domestic consumption.

It was honest. It was defensible. It was, he suspected, exactly
what Zhao expected.

And exactly what made it dangerous.

He landed at Hong Kong International Airport in the middle of a
heavy thunderstorm.

Despite the weather, the airport moved as it always did —
efficient, fast, frictionless. The train into the city cut clean lines
through rain, concrete, and glass. Inside the carriage, people
stood shoulder to shoulder without acknowledgement,
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absorbed in screens and other distractions. Outside, figures
huddled beneath shelters, waiting for the downpour to pass.

Daniel watched the rain streak across the windows and felt, for
the first time, the faint sense of having arrived late — not
chronologically, but morally.

At the hotel, there was a message waiting. Confirmation of the
meeting time. Location to follow.

Still no mention of Ryan.
Daniel told himself there were reasons for his absence.
Compartmentalisation. Efficiency. Nothing more.

He unpacked, washed his hands, and stood for a moment by
the window, looking down at the wet streets below. The rain
had eased; traffic was once again threading smoothly through
the city. Everything he needed to say was ready. Everything he
needed to avoid saying was clear.

He thought briefly of Clare — not with longing, but with a sense
of orientation, as if remembering which way was north.

Then he turned from the window, set his alarm, and laid out
the clothes he would wear to the meeting.

The corridor had narrowed.

He was stepping into it anyway.
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Chapter 60 — Signal Drift
Hong Kong — August 2028

he meeting took place the following afternoon, in an office

Daniel had been to before — high enough to be quiet,
anonymous enough to forget. The kind of place that suggested
permanence without ever stating it.

Zhao was already there when Daniel arrived.

He stood as Daniel entered, offered a brief nod, and gestured
to the chair opposite him. No aides. No introductions. No
unnecessary movement.

Ryan was not present.

Zhao began without preamble.

“You’ve considered the question,” he said.

“Yes,” Daniel replied.

“Then tell me,” Zhao said. “At what point does inference end?”
Daniel took a breath. Not for composure — for pacing.

He spoke as they had shaped it. Carefully. Sequentially. Without
urgency.
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He described the deployment of nuclear-powered submarines
as a shift in nature, not scale — persistence replacing presence.
He spoke of logistics chains that could not be hidden once they
reached a certain scale. Of coordination that created visible
signals even if those who created them were trying to conceal
them.

He spoke of accumulation.

Not a single act. Not a declaration. But indicators stacking
quietly, until the burden shifted from analysis to response.

“Reaction becomes unavoidable,” Daniel said, “when action
replaces speculation. When American forces cannot remain
static without increasing their risk.”

Zhao listened without interruption.

He did not take notes. He did not lean forward. His expression
remained neutral, almost mild — the face of someone
absorbing confirmation rather than information.

“And how long,” Zhao asked, “does that accumulation take?”
Daniel paused, just long enough for it to feel deliberate.

“It isn’t a fixed period,” he said. “It’s a range. Dependent on
density. Visibility. The speed at which presence becomes
measurable rather than symbolic.”

Zhao nodded once.

“Western planners,” Daniel continued, “can tolerate ambiguity.
What they cannot tolerate is certainty forming outside their
control.”

Zhao’s gaze held Daniel’s. Not searching. Measuring.

“You describe this as inevitability,” Zhao said. “But inevitability
still allows for choice.”
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“Up to a point,” Daniel replied. “After that, the system
responds on its own.”

Zhao considered this.
There was no silence. Only space.

“When you say Western planners,” Zhao said at last, “do you
mean Americans?”

”Yes,”
“And their allies?”
Daniel answered carefully. “Allies shape timing, not outcome.”

That, Daniel realised even as he said it, was the sentence that
did the work.

Zhao's head tilted a fraction — not in doubt, but in alignment.
“Thank you,” he said.

The meeting ended as cleanly as it had begun. Zhao stood,
nodded once more, and left the room without further
comment.

Daniel remained seated for a moment after the door closed.

He could not identify a mistake. No question mishandled. The
logic had held.

And yet something had shifted.

Not in what had been said — but in how it had been received.

3k 3k %k %k %

The second meeting took place two days later.

Shorter. More formal.

393 |Page



MICHAEL CHALK

Zhao asked fewer questions. He did not probe. He did not test
boundaries. He treated Daniel’s presence as sufficient, not
essential.

At the end, he said, “We will take this under advisement.”
It was the only time he had heard Zhao use the plural.

%k 3k %k %k k
The next day, communications from Beijing thinned.

Messages arrived later than expected. Replies were brief.
Arrangements were handled by intermediaries Daniel did not
recognise.

When Daniel asked about Ryan, the answer was simple.
“He is occupied.”
That was all.

Daniel told himself it meant nothing. Compartmentalisation.
Efficiency. Reprioritisation.

The explanations still worked.
But the signal had changed.

The city felt no different. The weather remained heavy, the air
thick with moisture and movement. The streets moved. The
trains ran. Meetings continued.

Only Daniel’s position within it all had shifted — not outwardly,
not obviously.

He had not been excluded.
He had been assessed.

And his usefulness had been fully measured.
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Chapter 61 — Recall

Adelaide — August 2028

hao’s instruction to Ryan arrived without warning and
without explanation.

It did not use the language of urgency. It didn’t need to. The
phrasing was precise, unadorned, and final — the kind of
message that assumed compliance as a given rather than a
request.

You are to disengage immediately. Prepare to depart. Further
direction will follow.

No justification.
No reassurance.
No acknowledgement of what was being left behind.

Ryan read it once, then again, not looking for meaning so much
as confirming there was no code hidden in the margins. The
channel was correct. The authentication was clean. The brevity
itself was the message.

Something had changed.

He did not reply at once. Not because he hesitated —
hesitation would indicate indiscipline — but because there
were procedures to follow. Steps that had to occur in the
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correct order, without attracting attention, without creating
absence before it was required.

He stood, closed the blinds of the small study, and began.

Documents first. Not destruction — that would have been
conspicuous — but separation. What belonged to work. What
belonged to cover. What belonged nowhere anymore. Devices
were powered down, wiped, and reconfigured into storage
media that would withstand casual inspection and yield nothing
should deeper scrutiny occur.

He cancelled appointments quietly. A dinner pushed back. A
meeting deferred. A weekend plan dissolved with a plausible
excuse. No sudden disappearances. No emotional residue.

At no point did he consider calling Daniel.

That, Ryan knew, would be a breach far more serious than
delay. He had been placed between Daniel and Beijing for a
reason — to filter, to buffer, to interpret. To remain calm when
others were not. If Daniel noticed his withdrawal, he would ask
why — and Daniel asking why was exactly what Beijing wanted
to avoid.

The instruction had not said now.
It had said immediately.
There was a difference.

By mid-afternoon, Ryan had reduced his visible life to
something that could be paused without comment. By evening,
he had prepared what could not be taken and erased what
could not be prepared.

Only then did he allow himself to consider what the recall
implied.

Not exposure — not yet. Exposure had its own language, its
own procedures. This was something else. A narrowing. A
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recalculation. The kind that occurred when a position was
about to become unsustainable, even if it had not yet been
compromised.

Adelaide, the message implied, was no longer a place where
silence could be maintained.

He wondered, briefly, whether this was connected to Daniel’s
meeting in Hong Kong.

The thought was neither anxious nor surprised — simply
professional. Daniel’s role had always been conditional.
Usefulness was never permanent. It was assessed, variable —
used while valuable, then replaced.

Ryan did not linger on it.
He packed lightly. He always did.

When the second message came, it contained only logistics. A
route. A time window. Instructions that allowed no ambiguity
and required no further clarification.

Do not delay.
He complied.

At Adelaide airport the following morning, nothing marked him
out as unusual. He moved through the terminal with the
unremarkable ease of someone who belonged there — another
professional passing through, another traveller between
obligations.

There were no farewells. No messages left unsent. No glances
back.

Ryan understood, as he always had, that the most dangerous
moment was not departure, but the instant before it — when
sentiment tempted explanation.

He did not yield to it.
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When the aircraft lifted off, he did not look down.

By the time anyone in Adelaide noticed Ryan’s absence, it
would already be too late to ask what it meant.

And by then, Ryan knew, the question would no longer matter.
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Chapter 62 — Convergence
Hong Kong / Beijing — August 2028

hao did not return to his office after his second meeting
with Mercer.

Instead, he walked.

The air had thickened again after the storm, moisture clinging
to concrete and glass as the city resumed its habitual motion.
Zhao moved through it without hurry, hands clasped behind his
back, eyes registering detail without attachment.

Daniel Mercer’s assessment required no further clarification.

It was correct.
That closed the subject.

Zhao entered the side entrance of the building where he was
staying and took a lift to a floor that did not appear on any
directory. The room he stepped into was sparsely furnished —
a desk, a terminal, a single chair positioned deliberately on the
opposite side. No windows. No personal effects.

He sat.

The connection to Beijing was already live.
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Not a call. A channel — persistent, secure, designed for
continuity rather than conversation.

Zhao waited.

A voice came through, filtered and neutral.

“Your view?”

Zhao did not repeat Daniel’s words. He explained them.

“He has stabilised,” Zhao said. “His output now converges with
baseline expectations without advancing them.”

A pause followed — not hesitation, but processing.
“Accuracy?”

“High.”

“Utility?”

Zhao allowed the smallest delay.

“Diminishing.”

Another pause.

“He identifies thresholds,” Zhao continued. “Not leverage. He
frames escalation as mechanical. He removes discretion from
all actors — including us.”

“Can you elaborate?”
Zhao did — not with opinion, but with method.

Daniel Mercer no longer supplied asymmetry. He no longer
framed Western reactions as exploitable delay or political
fracture. He no longer offered insight into how perception
could be shaped — only when it would fail.

In doing so, he had ceased to function as an intelligence asset.

He had become a constraint.
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“And the intermediary?”

“Ryan Lau has been recalled,” Zhao said. “His presence no
longer alters outcome. If he remained in Adelaide, ASIO
scrutiny would be inevitable. He would become a liability.”

There was no response to that. None was required.

“What is your recommendation,” the voice asked, “regarding
Mercer’s continued tasking?”

Zhao folded his hands and leaned back slightly.
“He should return,” he said. “One final time.”
“For what purpose?”

“To allow the trajectory to complete,” Zhao replied.
“Separation has not yet been planned. That must occur
cleanly.”

Another silence.
This one carried weight.

When the voice returned, it was quieter — not in volume, but
in implication.

“And after the trajectory has been confirmed?”
Zhao did not hesitate.

“He will no longer be useful.”

There was no dissent.

No moral language entered the exchange.

Only alignment.

“Proceed.”

The channel closed silently.
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Zhao remained seated for a moment after the connection
ended.

Not reflecting. Not regretting. Simply acknowledging that a
process had reached its next phase.

Later that evening, he authorised a series of adjustments.
Daniel Mercer’s access would remain intact — for now.

Communications would continue, but through narrower
conduits.

No pressure would be applied.

Pressure distorted data.

From Mercer’s perspective, nothing would appear broken.
That was essential.

Zhao rose and crossed to the window.

Below him, the city moved — layered, dense, indifferent. A
place where lives intersected briefly and then diverged without
record.

Daniel Mercer would return to Australia believing the channel
remained open.

From there, he would be invited back.
The sequence mattered.

%k %k %k %k k
In Beijing, the update circulated.

Quietly.
Administratively.

It did not bear Daniel Mercer’s hame.

It did not need to.
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By morning, the file would be complete.

And once complete, it would no longer be referenced.
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Chapter 63 — Debrief

Adelaide — September 2028

D aniel returned to Adelaide without incident.

The flight landed on time. The terminal felt unchanged —

familiar, procedural, almost comforting after Hong Kong’s
density and heat. He collected his bag, stepped into the sharp
spring air, and caught an Uber home through streets that
looked exactly as they should.

Nothing followed him.
That, too, meant something — or could be read that way.

ASIO’s debrief was scheduled for the following morning. The
building was the same one he had been to before. The parking
arrangements were unchanged. The entrance unmarked.
Inside, the air was cool and still, the kind of quiet that came
from systems designed not to draw attention to themselves.

He was asked to wait.

Daniel sat in a chair that faced a blank wall and let his breathing
slow. He did not rehearse. He had learned that rehearsing
suggested anxiety. He would say what had happened, in order,
and let the shape of it speak for itself.

404 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

The woman entered first. The man followed a moment later,
carrying the same thin folder Daniel had seen in earlier
meetings.

They exchanged brief nods and sat.

“Let’s start with Hong Kong,” the woman said. “From the
beginning.”

Daniel did.

He described the first meeting with Zhao — the framing of the
guestion, the emphasis on inevitability rather than policy, the
absence of political language. He explained the assessment he
had delivered, carefully, without embellishment. Nuclear-
powered submarines as a change in kind. Logistics that could
not be hidden at scale. Signals that accumulated until
interpretation gave way to movement. Ultimately, when
posture needed to change, the decision would be America’s —
not its allies.

He spoke evenly. He did not dramatise Zhao'’s reactions. He
noted them.

“He didn’t challenge the logic,” Daniel said. “He measured it.”

The man wrote something down. “And the second meeting?”
the woman asked.

“Shorter,” Daniel said. “More formal. Fewer questions.”
“Did he test you?”

“No.”

“Probe?”

“No.”

“Did that strike you as unusual?”

Daniel considered that. “Not unusual. Different.”
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“In what way?”

“He treated the assessment as sufficient,” Daniel said. “Not as a
starting point.”

The woman nodded once.
“And Lau?” the man asked.

Daniel hesitated — only briefly. “Lau wasn’t present at either
meeting. | haven’t heard from him since.”

“How long since you last spoke with him?” the woman asked.
“Just over a week.”
The man glanced up. “And that’s out of the ordinary?”

Daniel shook his head. “Not necessarily. There have been gaps
before.”

The woman made a note but did not linger on it.

They asked about tone. About nuance. About Zhao's language
— not what he said, but how he said it. Daniel answered
carefully, aware that he was now describing atmospherics
rather than facts.

When he finished, there was a pause.
Not silence. Processing.

The man spoke first. “From your perspective, has your risk
profile changed?”

Daniel did not pretend otherwise. “Yes.”
“How?”

“The margin is thinner,” Daniel said. “The tolerance for
ambiguity has reduced.”

“But you don’t believe you’re compromised,” the woman said.
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“No,” Daniel replied. “If | were, this would look different.”
She watched him closely. “In what way?”

“There would be pressure,” Daniel said. “Tests. Demands for
alignment. There haven’t been any.”

The woman leaned back slightly.

“So your assessment,” she said, “is that the channel remains
open.”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “But narrower.”

The man closed his folder. “That aligns with what we’re
seeing,” he said.

Daniel felt a faint easing in his chest. Not relief. Confirmation.

The woman spoke again. “Zhao indicated a follow-up
engagement.”

“Yes.”

“He expects you to return.”

“Yes.”

“And you believe you can do so without increasing suspicion.”

Daniel met her gaze. “I do. Moreover, if | don’t return, that will
signal to Zhao that | have become unaligned.”

Another pause.
This one felt heavier.

“We need to be clear,” the woman said. “The risk has
increased.”

“l understand that.”

“And if it increases further?”
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Daniel did not answer immediately. When he did, his voice was
steady. “Then I'll let you know.”
The man nodded once.

They discussed safeguards — briefly, abstractly. Contact
protocols. Reporting methods. Nothing concrete enough to be
reassuring.

Finally, the woman said, “Our assessment is that the
intelligence value remains significant.”

Daniel said nothing.

“We don’t see sufficient grounds,” she continued, “to
disengage at this point.”

The words landed quietly.

“We will authorise your return,” she said. “With the
understanding that the window may close quickly. If that
happens, any assistance we can give will be minimal.”

Daniel nodded. “Understood.”
The meeting ended without fuss.

Outside, the afternoon light had shifted. Daniel stood for a
moment on the pavement, the city moving around him in
familiar patterns. Cars passed. Someone laughed across the
street. A bus hissed as it pulled away from the kerb.

He took out his phone. Clare’s name sat near the top of the
screen. For a moment, he considered calling her. Hearing her
voice. Letting something ordinary cut through the layering in
his head.

But what would he say?

There was nothing new. Nothing resolved. Nothing that
wouldn’t sound like half a truth or an unnecessary worry.
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He slipped the phone back into his pocket. Later, he told
himself. After the next meeting. When there was something
concrete to explain.

He walked on.
From his point of view, the channel was still open.
From ASIO’s perspective, the risk was contained.

Neither of them knew that the buffer between Daniel and
Beijing had already been recalled to China.

And neither yet understood what that absence would cost.
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Chapter 64 — Acceptable Risk

Adelaide / Hong Kong — September 2028

Later that day Daniel reflected on why he had so readily
agreed to return to Hong Kong.

Part of the reason was that he understood ASIO was holding all
the cards.

They did not use the word treason. They did not need to. It
existed in the room anyway — an unspoken boundary that
defined the limits of his freedom more precisely than any
threat. His continued cooperation was not framed as leverage,
but as logic.

Another reason was harder for Daniel to articulate — a sense of
wanting to square the ledger. If he could make Zhao believe his
assessment, then in some way the account would be settled.

And that might hold him in good stead — later.

For these reasons, Daniel was prepared to accept the risk of
returning to Hong Kong. He did not see an alternative — and
that was the truth ASIO preferred.

ASIO did not arrange his return.

They couldn’t.
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What they did instead was authorise readiness — his
availability, his posture, his willingness to respond without
hesitation when Beijing made the next move. Anything more
active would have broken the continuity they were trying to
preserve.

Daniel would wait.

3 sk k %k k
The call came two days later.
It was brief. Polite. Framed as routine.
Zhao wished to continue the discussion.
Daniel did not ask questions.

He booked the flight himself, using the same channels he
always had. No escorts. No visible protection. The point was
continuity. Anything else would have distorted the signal.

On the flight north, Daniel slept for a time, then woke and
stared at the cabin ceiling, letting the low hum of the aircraft
settle into something almost reassuring. He thought briefly of
Clare — not with urgency, not with regret, but with the calm
awareness of something real that existed outside the system he
usually moved through.

He took out his phone, scrolled to her name, then locked the
screen again.

Later, he told himself.
When there was clarity.

When there was something that could be said without turning
into a lie.

Hong Kong received him as it always had — dense, bright,
efficient. The airport processed him without friction. The train
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carried him into the city through familiar corridors of glass and
rain-darkened concrete.

At his hotel, there was no message waiting this time.

Daniel checked again an hour later. Nothing.

That was not unprecedented. It was, however, different.

He sent a brief note to Zhao through the established channel.
I have arrived. | await your contact.

That night, he ate alone in the hotel restaurant, surrounded by
conversations he could not hear clearly enough to interpret. He
returned to his room and stood by the window, watching
ferries cut slow arcs through the harbour, their lights blurring in
the humidity.

He did not feel afraid. He did, however, feel exposed — not as a
man under threat, but as one no longer being actively
managed.

%k %k %k %k k
The reply came the following morning.

Not from Zhao. But from someone who described himself as an
assistant to Comrade Zhao Feng.

Daniel immediately recognised the fingerprints of Beijing — in
both tone and structure.

The implication increased his unease without clarifying
anything.

The message gave a location and time — but no context.

Daniel dressed carefully. Not formally. Not defensively. He left
the hotel without luggage and did not inform reception where
he was going.

The lift doors closed.

412 |Page



NO CLEAN EXIT

That was the last verifiable moment.

Everything that followed would rely on inference.
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Chapter 65 — Residuals

Hong Kong / Adelaide — September 2028

D aniel Mercer did not miss his first check-in.
That would have triggered alarms.
He did, however, miss the second.

The delay was noted, logged, contextualised. Hong Kong could
be volatile. Communications lagged. Time zones overlapped
imperfectly. These explanations were sufficient — at first.

By the third missed contact, the language shifted.

Unavailable became unresponsive.
Unresponsive became unconfirmed.

ASIO escalated quietly. Not urgently — urgency suggested
panic, and panic distorted judgement.

Liaison channels were queried. Hotel records were requested.
CCTV footage was sought, delayed, and then partially provided.

Daniel Mercer had left his hotel at 9.14 am.
He had not returned.

There were no confirmed sightings after that.
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By evening, the question was no longer where he was, but how
much attention his absence would attract.

In Hong Kong, enquiries produced nothing actionable. No
witnesses. No disturbances. No evidence of a crime that could
not also be explained as accident or choice.

Hong Kong absorbed disappearances more easily.
%k %k sk %k k
Two days later, a body was recovered from Victoria Harbour.

Male.
Caucasian.
Middle-aged.

The identification process was methodical. Dental records.
Personal effects. Time of death approximated, not precise.

The conclusion was conservative.

A visiting businessman.

Accidental drowning.

Alcohol could not be ruled out.

Foul play could not be substantiated.

The case was closed in Hong Kong with professional efficiency.

%k %k %k %k %k

In Adelaide, the response was slower — not in action, but in
disclosure.

Internal reports were compiled. Risk assessments reviewed.
Decision trails reconstructed. Language was chosen carefully.

Daniel Mercer’s intelligence activities were not disclosed.

They did not need to be.
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To do so would have created a different and more significant
problem — one that would have required difficult explanations
rather than an acceptable resolution.

Ryan Lau’s absence was identified early.

It appeared first as an anomaly in surveillance — no activity at
his usual residence for more than a week. By the time it was
confirmed that he had departed Australia, the significance was
already understood.

Ryan Lau’s recall by Beijing never surfaced within ASIO — only
his absence from Adelaide did.

That sequencing was noted. Logged. Set aside.

There was no jurisdiction to pursue the matter, and no
advantage — other than to the opposition — in acknowledging
what it implied.

The system adjusted.

Files were archived. Access permissions expired. Channels were
retired without announcement. What had been active, then
provisional, became historical.

AUKUS continued.

Briefings were delivered. Submarines were discussed. Budgets
were approved. Parliamentary language absorbed risk and
rendered it abstract.

Within ASC, Daniel Mercer was remembered — briefly — as a
valued consultant whose work had contributed meaningfully to
national understanding.

Nothing more was said.

In Canberra, Clare was informed by two ASIO officials. Their
manner was calm, rehearsed, and deliberately neutral. They
spoke of timelines. Of cooperation. Of findings.
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They did not speak of causes.
They did not speculate.

Clare listened without interruption. When they finished, she
asked one question.

“Had he been afraid?”

The officials exchanged a glance that did not quite qualify as
surprise.

“He had expressed concerns,” one of them said carefully.
“About being in Hong Kong.”

Clare nodded once. She did not cry. Not then.

She told them that Daniel had planned to call her. That he had
said there were things he would explain when he returned.
That he had sounded tired, but clear.

The officials recorded this. It changed nothing.
Arrangements were made.

Later, Andrew Kelly read the news and felt something settle
uncomfortably in his chest. He revisited his earlier report to the
Department of Home Affairs — not because he believed it had
caused this, but because he could not shake the sense that
attention, once drawn, did not always withdraw cleanly.

He would never know whether his report had mattered.

In the weeks that followed, Daniel’s name faded from
circulation. Not erased — that would have drawn attention —
but displaced. New priorities emerged. New risks demanded
focus.

Institutions endured.
Somewhere in the system, a file reached its final state.

Complete.
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And once complete, it was no longer referenced.
Someone had paid.

The ledger was balanced.
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EPILOGUE

What Remains
I nstitutions stabilise quickly.

They absorb shock, redistribute responsibility, and reassert
continuity with practised efficiency. What is disrupted is
examined, narrowed, and rendered manageable. In time, even
loss becomes data — something to be acknowledged, then

filed.

For the people left behind, there is no such process.

For Clare, the days after Daniel’s death unfolded with quiet
precision. Phone calls were returned. Documents arrived
already completed, requiring only her signature. Arrangements
were made by people who spoke carefully and meant no harm.
Everything was orderly. Everything was final.

She was given explanations that were coherent and complete.
They allowed no revision.

No one told her anything that was untrue. They simply did not
tell her everything.

What she carried instead were fragments — the hesitation in
his voice before he left; the way he had paused, as if weighing
words he chose not to use; the promise that he would explain
things when he returned. There was always the sense that
something had been deferred — not concealed, exactly, but
postponed in the belief that there would be time.

There had not been time.

In the weeks that followed, she discovered how effectively
absence could be managed by others, and how poorly it could
be lived with by oneself. Friends spoke gently. Officials checked
in, then withdrew. The world adjusted around the space Daniel
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no longer occupied, smoothing its edges until it appeared
almost deliberate.

What did not adjust was the question she did not ask —
because she had learned, instinctively, that it would not be
answered.

Whether Daniel had understood the danger.

Whether he had been afraid.

Whether the end had been sudden, or anticipated.
Whether, if allowed, she and Daniel could have built a future
together.

Those questions remained hers alone.
For Andrew Kelly, the loss settled differently.

He read the reports as they appeared in the press, recognised
the language, and noted what was absent as carefully as what
was present. He revisited his own actions — the concern raised,
the report filed — not because he believed they had caused
what followed, but because intelligence has a way of
transforming attention into consequence.

He would never know whether it had mattered.
The system offered no mechanism for that kind of answer.

What lingered was a narrower understanding of responsibility
— not as something assigned, but as something incurred. Once
attention is applied, it does not always withdraw cleanly.
Sometimes it changes the shape of things in ways that are only
visible afterwards.

Somewhere else, a different life contracted suddenly.

Ryan Lau was recalled to Beijing without ceremony. His
movements were reclassified. His role redefined. What had
been provisional became concluded. Whatever future he had
anticipated was replaced by another, already earmarked for
him.
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He did not speak of Daniel Mercer again.

Institutions endure by doing this well — by moving people,
closing files, and allowing consequences to fall where they can
be absorbed. They stabilise because they must.

The people who pay do not stabilise.

They carry what remains.

For Clare, it was not answers, but absences.
For Andrew, it was not guilt, but uncertainty.

For Daniel, there was no ledger at all — only the finality of
having been useful, then expendable.

For Ryan Lau, his time in Adelaide was catalogued, then
archived.

The system survived.

It always does.

The price had been paid.

And in Canberra, Beijing, and Washington, the machinery

continued.

The files were closed.
The questions remain.
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GLOSSARY

2FA (Two-Factor Authentication). A security mechanism that requires two
independent forms of verification to confirm a user’s identity when
accessing a computer system or digital service. Typically, this combines
something the user knows (such as a password or PIN) with something they
have (such as a mobile device, security token, or one-time code) or
something they are (biometric data). 2FA significantly reduces the risk of
unauthorised access if one factor is compromised.

AFP (Australian Federal Police). Australia’s national law-enforcement
agency, responsible for enforcing federal law, counter-terrorism, serious
and organised crime investigations, and providing protective and
international policing services on behalf of the Commonwealth government.

Al (Artificial Intelligence). In the context of strategic systems, Al refers to
advanced analytical software used to assist human analysts in identifying
patterns, correlations, and anomalies across large volumes of data. Rather
than making decisions or judgements, such systems flag recurring
structures, unusual overlaps, or emerging trends that may warrant further
human review. Strategic Al is designed to reduce noise, identify weak
signals, and support long-term counter-intelligence assessment, operating
as an aid to analysis rather than a replacement for it.

Air-gapped. A term used in computing and intelligence work to describe a
computer or system that is physically isolated from all networks. An air-
gapped device has no internet connection and does not connect directly to
external networks. Data transfer typically requires controlled use of
removable media such as USB drives or other physical devices. This isolation
is intended to prevent remote access, surveillance, or data leakage, but can
itself attract suspicion if discovered.

ASC (Australian Submarine Corporation). An Australian government-owned
defence company responsible for the build, sustainment, and through-life
support of Australia’s submarine fleet. Based primarily in South Australia,
ASC has played a central role in the Collins-class submarine programme and
is a key industrial participant in Australia’s transition toward nuclear-
powered submarines under AUKUS.

ASIO (Australian Security Intelligence Organisation). ASIO is Australia’s
domestic intelligence agency, responsible for identifying and investigating
threats to national security, including espionage, terrorism, foreign
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interference, and sabotage. ASIO operates under Australian law and
provides intelligence assessments and advice to government, but has no
arrest powers.

AUKUS (Australia-United Kingdom-United States). A trilateral security
partnership between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States
intended to promote a free and open Indo-Pacific and deepen defence,
technological, and security cooperation between the three nations.

AVOs (Apprehended Violence Orders). Court orders used in Australia to
protect a person from violence, threats, harassment, or intimidation by
another individual. An AVO sets legally enforceable conditions restricting the
behaviour of the person against whom it is made (such as prohibiting
contact or proximity). Breaching an AVO is a criminal offence.

Bondi Beach shootings (2025). A mass-casualty terrorist attack that
occurred on 14" December 2025 at a Jewish Hanukkah celebration on Bondi
Beach in Sydney, Australia. Two gunmen opened fire on people attending
the event, killing 15 civilians and injuring dozens more. One of the shooters
was also killed and the other was apprehended. The attack was widely
condemned nationally and internationally as an antisemitic act of terrorism
and prompted intense national scrutiny of Australia’s security frameworks
and policies.

Burner phone. An inexpensive, often prepaid mobile phone purchased for
temporary or single-purpose use. Typically used to minimise traceability,
burner phones are not linked to long-term contracts or personal identities
and are discarded once no longer needed. The term is commonly used in
law-enforcement, intelligence, and criminal contexts.

Exfiltration. A covert operation to remove an operative or asset from a
hostile environment, usually when their cover has been compromised or
their safety is at risk.

GPS (Global Positioning System). A satellite-based navigation system that
enables precise determination of position, speed, direction, and time
anywhere on or near the Earth. GPS works by receiving timed signals from a
network of orbiting satellites and calculating location through triangulation.
It is widely used in civil and military navigation, aviation, maritime
operations, mapping, surveying, and everyday devices such as smartphones
and vehicle navigation systems.

ICU (Intensive Care Unit). A specialised hospital ward providing continuous,
high-level medical care for patients who are critically ill or unstable. An ICU
is staffed by specially trained doctors and nurses and equipped for advanced
monitoring, life support, and rapid intervention.
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MSS (Ministry of State Security, China). The MSS is China’s principal civilian
intelligence and security organisation, responsible for foreign intelligence,
counter-intelligence, and the protection of state secrets. It operates through
a network of domestic and overseas offices and is known for its secrecy and
broad remit.

MTR (Mass Transit Railway). The MTR is the metro system used in Hong
Kong. It is a comprehensive, efficient, and widely used public transport
network operated by MTR Corporation. It serves Hong Kong Island,
Kowloon, and the New Territories, and includes the Airport Express and
Light Rail services.

myGov. An Australian Government online services portal that provides
individuals with a single, secure point of access to a range of government
services and agencies, including taxation, health, social security, and identity
verification.

NDA (Non-Disclosure Agreement). A legal agreement that restricts a person
from sharing specified information with unauthorised parties. In
government, defence, and intelligence contexts, NDAs are commonly used
to protect sensitive or classified material and continue to apply even after
employment or contractual relationships end. An NDA governs disclosure
obligations but does not, by itself, imply involvement in covert or illegal
activity.

NSC (National Security Committee of Cabinet). In Australia, the NSC is a
senior committee of the federal Cabinet responsible for national security,
intelligence, defence, and foreign policy decisions, bringing together key
ministers to coordinate responses to significant security and strategic issues
under the authority of the Prime Minister.

Osborne Naval Shipyards. A major naval construction and sustainment
facility located north of Adelaide, South Australia. It is a key site for
Australia’s submarine and naval shipbuilding programmes.

Parliament House. This refers to the seat of Australia’s federal Parliament,
located in Canberra and opened in 1988. Parliament House is built into
Capital Hill, a prominent rise at the southern end of Canberra’s
Parliamentary Triangle, and houses the House of Representatives and the
Senate, along with ministers’ offices and committee rooms.

PIN (Personal Identification Number). A short numeric code used to verify a
user’s identity in computer and digital systems. PINs are commonly used to
authenticate access to devices, accounts, applications, or secure
transactions, often as a standalone security measure or in combination with
other credentials such as passwords, cards, or biometric checks.
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Queen Charlotte Track. A long-distance walking and mountain-biking track
in the Marlborough Sounds, New Zealand, extending approximately 70
kilometres between Ship Cove and Anakiwa. Renowned for its coastal views,
native bush, and historic sites, the track follows a ridgeline overlooking
Queen Charlotte Sound and Pelorus Sound and is typically completed over
three to five days.

RDO (Rostered Day Off). A scheduled non-working day built into a rostering
or shift system, typically used to manage workload, comply with industrial
agreements, and balance total hours worked over a roster cycle. RDOs are
commonly accumulated by working additional hours across shifts and are
then taken as planned time off, helping to reduce fatigue and support work—
life balance.

Royal Commission. In Australia, a Royal Commission is a formal public
inquiry established by the Commonwealth or a state government, with
broad coercive powers to compel evidence and testimony, and tasked with
investigating matters of significant public concern and reporting findings and
recommendations to the government.

SAPOL (South Australia Police). The state police service responsible for law
enforcement in South Australia.

SJTU (Shanghai Jiao Tong University). A leading public research university
based in Shanghai, China, founded in 1896. Widely regarded as one of
China’s most prestigious institutions, SJITU is particularly strong in
engineering, science, medicine, and technology. It has maintained formal
academic and research partnerships with the University of Adelaide,
involving collaborative research projects, joint publications, academic
exchanges, and postgraduate supervision — particularly in engineering,
materials science, and related technological fields. These partnerships form
part of broader Australia—China university cooperation frameworks.

The Peninsula Hotel. A landmark luxury hotel in Kowloon, Hong Kong,
known for its discretion, association with international business and
diplomacy, and reputation for privacy and high-end service.

The University of Adelaide. A leading Australian public research university
founded in 1874 and based in Adelaide, South Australia. In 2024, it formally
merged with University of South Australia to create a new institution,
Adelaide University, which commenced operations from 2026. Historically
known for strengths in engineering, science, medicine, and defence-related
research, the university has maintained close links with government and
industry. In the context of this novel, it represents academic credibility and a
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conduit through which specialist expertise intersects with strategic and
classified work.

USB (Universal Serial Bus). A standardised computer interface used to
connect, power, and transfer data between computers and peripheral
devices. Introduced in the mid-1990s, USB supports plug-and-play
functionality and hot-swapping, allowing devices to be connected and
disconnected without restarting the system.
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Thank You for Reading

Thank you for reading No Clean Exit.

If you enjoyed the book, | would be grateful if you would
consider leaving an honest review on Amazon. Reader reviews
help independent authors, like me, enormously and help other
readers discover new books.

If possible, please leave your review on your local Amazon store.

Thank you for your support.

Michael Chalk
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