
        
            
                
            
        

    


	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Not all trauma and injuries are seen or heard.

	 

	Medically releasing from the Canadian Forces was a stark reminder for Jaycee Dela Cruz that a failed training performance, falsely characterized as stolen valour, can injure a soldier more deeply than a bullet. Settling into Toronto and keeping in touch with his close army buddy Derek, Jaycee’s routine of therapy and city walks is interrupted when a moment of venting online draws the attention of Anonymous—who offers him a chance to pursue the justice he was denied.

	Jaycee finds himself caught between moving on to heal and enacting total vengeance on the military. As he researches Canada’s deep-seated institutional scandals while struggling to maintain a mask of normalcy, he realizes the military he once swore an oath to serve mirrors the exact cultural and religious hypocrisy of his own family. Ultimately, telling his truth may be the only way Jaycee can reclaim his sense of justice—even if exposing it unsettles the country and costs him the peace he has struggled to build.
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	DISCLAIMER AND CONTENT/TRIGGER WARNING

	Content Warning: This novel is intended for mature audiences. It contains explicit depictions, discussions, and thematic elements regarding mature and sensitive themes, including violence, systemic and institutional abuse, trauma, mental health struggles (including depression, PTSD, and suicidal ideation), and various forms of social prejudice. The narrative deals with intense sociopolitical conflicts, anti-establishment sentiments, and extremist actions. Reader discretion is strongly advised.

	Dramatic and Literary Context
The anti-government viewpoints, prejudices, and unlawful actions depicted within this novel—including acts of political extremism, digital subversion, and institutional extortion—are portrayed strictly within the context of the story’s dramatic conflicts and narrative world-building.

	The inclusion of these elements is for narrative purposes only and does not reflect the personal beliefs, values, or political stances of the author or the publishers. This work does not endorse, condone, or encourage any of the harmful views, ideologies, or illegal activities depicted within these pages. All technical, tactical, or organizational depictions are highly fictionalized and are not intended to serve as real-world instruction.
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	These real-world references have been adapted, combined, and heavily dramatized for literary purposes. Any other resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to specific real-world entities is purely coincidental. All references to external media, franchises, or pop culture belong to their respective owners, and no ownership is claimed herein.
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	INTRODUCTION/PROLOGUE 

	 

	The following storyline diverges from real life from August 30, 2025. This is speculative and satirical fiction on what if someone never got the help they sought out and if all legal avenues failed.

	 

	“To tell the truth, to arrive together at the truth, is a communist and revolutionary act. To tell the truth is revolutionary.” (Gramsci, 1919/1977) – Antonio Gramsci, L’Ordine Nuovo, May 17, 1919.

	 

	 

	
GRIEF

	


CHAPTER 1: SESSIONS AND STRANGERS

	"I woke up from the nightmare again," he said. "Woke up at three. Couldn't get back to sleep. Just kept going over Reeves. What Kingston said."

	Dr. Caruso sat in her chair, notebook lying on her lap. “How did that feel at three in the morning?"

	Jaycee looked down. "Like I wasn't real. Like none of it mattered unless it happened in combat." He glanced up. "So why does it feel like I'm the only one who remembers?"

	"He called it 'stolen valour1'." The word stolen was quiet, like it was scared to come out. "Like I was pretending to be someone I wasn't. Hua laughed. Haddad agreed with him that I was too sensitive. Rojas said it wasn't meant that way…yet he wasn't even there."

	He looked toward the window—not at anything, just away. Outside, a siren rose and faded, threading through the traffic noise before it disappeared. Dr. Caruso set her notebook down slowly on the edge of the desk. She drew a long breath in through her nose and, let the weight of the names sit in the room.

	"I reported it," Jaycee murmured. "Went through the channels. Kingston looked me in the eye and told me he had it worse."

	Something settled in his chest after that. He wasn't going to walk Caruso through the rest of it the way he had with Kingston, the way he'd tried with Haddad, the way he'd stopped trying with Hua. That whole exercise up the chain. People nodding and doing nothing was done.

	Dr. Caruso closed her notebook.

	He noticed the routine and went along like instinct. Classical conditioning. Pavlov.

	"Before you tell me we'll keep unpacking," he said, "I want to be straight with you about what I'm actually here to say. Are they going to get what they deserve?" Jaycee asked.

	The rain hit the window in a sudden gust, landing between them like a third voice. Then it eased, as if giving Jaycee his turn to speak.

	"Now how am I supposed to sit here and heal? While they're still carrying on like nothing happened?" His heel came down hard. Once, twice, then again.

	Dr. Caruso noticed her hand had moved toward her pen. She pulled it back, setting it flat on the desk. The whole song and dance.

	"I empathize with what you're feeling, Jaycee," she said.

	Jaycee’s fingers pressed into the couch cushion, like he was crushing an empty can. His head moved in derision. "Justice is a politically correct bullshit word for it because we demonize vengeance, and I'm sick and tired of pretending I'm above it."

	He glanced at her, wary. "Even if I rebuilt somewhere safe, by walking away… it's like I'm admitting I'm letting them get away with it." The words came slowly.

	Dr. Caruso folded her hands on the desk. She finally spoke, indubitably. “Maybe it's not the accountability you're looking for. Maybe it's someone listening to you. I'm listening to you."

	Jaycee exhaled sharply. "You know how this country works. They found those bodies at residential schools2, said sorry, gave it a day on the calendar. The Catholic Church never saw the inside of a courtroom." He stopped. Heard himself. The same fucking rant. Canada, accountability, the familiar grooves worn in by repetition. You've said this before. You're saying it again. “I keep coming back to this…” he said, quieter. “…same speech. Different day."

	Dr. Caruso let the pause hold. "What's different about today, Jaycee?"

	He turned that over. What’s different? He thought about Hua’s words, how that had stung less than he expected, and why. "I was pissed they ignored it. Now I'm…" He pressed his mouth shut, searching. "…now I'm scared. I go on record properly, and they’ll say I'm unstable. A liability." The word sat in his chest like the sandbag he'd carried in that damn ruck march he wanted to forget. Stolen valour. "Being ignored just makes you invisible. Being called crazy makes you…" He shook his head. "They use that reason to leave you behind."

	Dr. Caruso studied him. "So, the risk isn't that they won't listen," she said. "It's that they'll listen, and then use that against you?"

	Jaycee swallowed, his throat dry as if he'd forgotten to drink water after taking his meds.

	She went on. "You're mad because part of you still hoped someone in that chain would act human." Her voice softened. "You're at least self-aware of it and maybe that is scary to some that are not used to looking inside of themselves."

	Jaycee spoke in a low snarl. "Is that even a valid excuse? They act like having rank means they know more, yet the idea of them using that excuse pisses me off more than admitting they were being stupid. It's the fact they'd rather lie than be truthful. I mean, we get charged for lying, for eff's sake."

	Dr. Caruso nodded, her expression steady, accepting the terms without flinching. "This is your space, Jaycee. I'm not afraid of what you'll say. I've heard worse. Try me."

	Jaycee took a sharp, deep breath, his body rigid. "They're no better than terrorists. How fucked up is that to say?"

	Dr. Caruso took in the fury in his voice in silence. Her tone wasn't cautious anymore. "Say it. Feel it. However ugly it is."

	He added, "If they hate the Canadian government so much because it's soft, why don't they fucking leave instead of being poison for the rest of us? I won't accept their humanity because they rejected mine. And I didn't dehumanize them to make them monsters… they became monsters through the sum of their own fucking choices."

	Dr. Caruso continued: "I don't know them, Jaycee. But maybe they just love control. And maybe they hate feeling powerless against another who dares to feel. You spent years trying to get validation from people who confuse dominance with strength. And maybe you were never the problem."

	Dr. Caruso was quiet for a moment. Then: "You just made a distinction I want you to remember." Her voice only filled with plain facts. "You said they chose it. That it came from their own actions." Her gaze held. "I'm not here to tell you to protect them or make peace with what they did. That's not what this is." A deliberate pause. "The one thing I will push on is making sure that distinction stays yours. That you don't trade it in for theirs."

	Dr. Caruso finished with, "You just have to choose who gets to live rent-free in your head."

	Something in him ran out. The fury, maybe, or just the energy keeping him rigid. His shoulders dropped half an inch, and the fabric of his jeans rasped against the cushion as he finally shifted back. "I'm tired of being told to forgive the people who hurt me," he said. It came out flat rather than furious, almost a fact. "You ever hear of a rape victim being told to forgive their rapist? Bullshit. It doesn't happen."

	Dr. Caruso’s eyes observed the change move through him. Then, without prompt, she uncrossed her legs and leaned back in her own chair. A measured movement, matching his body rather than his words.

	"I don't disagree," she said. "Nobody tells a rape survivor to just forgive and move on."

	She let it breathe. "You don't owe them that. Not even if they apologized. Especially not because someone pressured you into it."

	"What you're describing, though." She picked the words like settling pieces of glass antiques on shelf. "The pressure to forgive—it doesn't usually come from people who feel bad about what they did. It comes from people who want the situation resolved without having to change anything."

	She didn't push it further, just pivoted. "And from what you've told me, that's not the first time you've heard that script."

	Jaycee stiffened again. "Forgiveness… what a bad fucking word. You know my family was the first to kill forgiveness for me? They demanded I forgive them for wronging me, but…" He frowned, his words faltering. "…they never extended the same courtesy towards me, and they claimed to be fucking Christians."

	Dr. Caruso’s posture and gaze remained steady. "Forgiveness gets weaponized, unfortunately," she acknowledged. "When your family demanded forgiveness but refused to offer it in return, that's what it was. Remember, Jaycee, in our last session that forgiveness isn't a single act. It's not something you hand out like a medal."

	A small nod, and then only the ticking of the clock. He glanced at it. Almost 2 p.m. His mind snagged on the folder sitting in his bag. The typed notes from the closure meeting. The half-drafted thing he'd been writing at 3 a.m. that wasn't really a letter anymore and wasn't not one either. He thought about mentioning it. Not yet. Not here. Not ready.

	"Looks like our time is done." He stood up, stretching and exhaling a deep breath, wiping his itchy eyes after taking off his thick-framed glasses. "I'll see you next Friday, doctor? Same time?"

	Dr. Caruso rose smoothly from her chair, matching his movement without haste. "Yes," she said, "Same time next Friday." She held his gaze as he slipped his glasses back on. "I noticed something today, Jaycee. When you talk about forgiveness, you talk about it like a case file. Who owed what. Who gave what back. Think about what you'd want to lay out next time. What feels safe to put on the table." A small nod. "See you then."

	He stepped through the HealthForMind clinic's jingling glass door into a cloudy, damp Toronto day. A worker in a bright orange high-visibility vest raked fallen leaves into a pile. September, and autumn was already making itself felt downtown.

	The damp chill clung to the pavement as Jaycee stepped onto the sidewalk. Above, clouds hung low, bruised with pending rain. His eyes caught the bold brown sans-serif letters that popped out on a yellow background: Haven's Ground, a local business with a big sticker on the front door. Canadian Owned.

	Through the glass-panelled patio upstairs, muffled laughter drifted down from students bundled in sweaters, laptops open, steam curling from oversized mugs. The smell of roasted beans mixed with cinnamon lingered in the air. He went to the counter, where the barista greeted him.

	Jaycee raised a finger. "One large coffee, three milks, no sugar, please."

	The barista, blonde and compact, pulled a large cup from the stack and marked the lid. "Large, three milks, no sugar. Got it."

	She moved smoothly behind the machine, steaming milk with practised flicks of her wrist. The espresso hissed, rich and dark.

	"New face? You just moved here?" she asked, not looking up.

	"Mississauga," Jaycee said.

	She nodded. "Ah. Big jump." Then she handed him the warm cup. "Here you go. Welcome to Toronto." She paused, catching the fatigue in his eyes.

	"Just take it easy, yeah?"

	Jaycee nodded. "Thanks."

	He tapped his debit card on the machine. It beeped: $3.25. Upstairs, he took a seat on the patio, set his coffee on the table, and pulled out his phone. He opened Reddit out of habit, a fix he desperately needed.

	He briefly looked at his faint reflection in the glass pane. Filipino, tanned, with a face so youthful he was mistaken for a high school senior despite having turned thirty in March this 2025. His eyes were as jaded, tired, and cynical as those of so many veterans who'd sworn the oath.

	An older man in the newsprint cap caught the barista's eye through the stairwell railing. Without a word, she slid the sealed container of oat milk toward him.

	He picked it up, stood, and walked across the wet tiles to Jaycee's table. He set his mug down carefully, as though he didn't want to spill or make a production of it. He was heavyset, his gut covered by a shirt one size too big. A small smirk accentuated his faint double chin. His crown was bald, and the greying hair at the sides of his head almost blended into his groomed beard.

	"Mind if I join you?" Voice gravelly, not unkind. "My name’s Earl. Infantry, I was with the 48th Highlanders3 back when it was still Land Force Command4." He pulled out the chair and made himself comfortable. His eyes dropped to Jaycee's hands for just a half-second before coming back up. "Could tell you did some time in."

	"Royal Regiment of Canada5," Jaycee said. One eyebrow up, mouth curling briefly before it settled. "Reserve6 side."

	Earl cracked a grin, lines deepening around his eyes. "Fort York then." He wrapped both hands around his mug. "You stay infantry the whole way?"

	"Yeah. Reserve infantry. Did admin for the regiment, helped run weekend exercises7. Got out this year."

	"Recent." Earl nodded, like that explained something he wasn't going to name. "Well, regiments always find extra work for the organized ones." A faint snort. "Better than sweeping the armoury, I guess."

	Earl glanced out at the water-streaked glass, then back. "My wife's sister her husband came up through CFB Edmonton. Infantry as well. Filipino. Good soldier, she said. His mom cried the whole week he put that uniform on." He picked up his mug and took a slow sip. "You from here?"

	Jaycee shook his head. "Born in Manila. Moved to Mississauga in 2001. I moved here last month. I went no-contact one night, after moving all my shit to a storage area. Told police that I don't want my family to contact me." He paused.

	"My mom was mad that she couldn't hurt me anymore, so she ended up hurting my brother instead. Because he didn't do shit with his life even with a computer science degree at York, did nearly a decade working at an Amazon warehouse, but said night shift was killing him." He glanced at his coffee, contemplatively.

	Earl made a low sound in his throat. "Amazon." Just the word, a slow exhale. He turned his cup in his hands.

	"He resents you." Earl’s words weren’t a question.

	Jaycee put his phone down. "As much as I hated the army for treating me like shit, I was at least glad it helped me stop feeling like a spoiled kid. My brother did nothing but browse the internet, unemployed and unable to admit how pissed off he was at our parents for bringing their bad parenting habits over here."

	"I’m just wondering if my service still means something even if I didn't see action," Jaycee said. "Did you feel like an imposter sometimes?"

	Earl was quiet for a second. He looked out at the wet street below, then back at his cup.

	"See, the thing is—" He stopped. Scratched the side of his jaw. Tried again. "Surviving a shit chain of command. No support. Surrounded by peers who don't give a shit." A glance up. "That's its own thing." He shook his head. "That counts, in my opinion."

	He sat with it a moment. "You woke up to the rot, and you showed up. That's not nothing."

	The chair creaked when he shifted his weight.

	"Didn't get much myself, when I was in. Padre was a joke. Chain told me to suck it up when I was-" He stopped short. Looked at his tea.

	He got carefully to his feet and rested a hand briefly on Jaycee's shoulder blade. "Take care, my friend. Hope you find help, wherever you find it."

	And just like that, he was gone.

	Jaycee let Earl's words settle. The exchange had felt more real than the conversations he'd had with his family, most of his old army peers, even the people he'd grown up with. For the first time in his life, he felt seen by someone who knew battles of his own.

	


CHAPTER 2: ECHOES IN THE CITY NIGHT

	The park bench creaked under Jaycee's weight as he sat near the edge of the grassy strip bordering Yonge Street. Across, a busker played a mournful tune on a weathered saxophone, notes curling into the cooling air like smoke. Yet the city felt quieter now, despite taxis and Uber drivers honking and pedestrians weaving through the twilight.

	Jaycee closed his eyes, his hands cupped his knees. The saxophonist lowered his instrument, tilting his hat up as a breeze kicked through. Jaycee felt eyes on him.

	Then he adjusted his stool, turned slightly, and began a new melody. Even the city paused: traffic hushed behind a turning bus, footsteps momentarily sparse. The music curled through the space between them.

	"You hold that breath too long." The saxophonist's voice was gravelly, calm. He lifted the sax again and played a single sustained note, low and grounding. The wind dipped for a heartbeat.

	Jaycee let out a long breath and glanced at the busker. "Sorry?"

	The saxophonist lowered his horn slowly, watching Jaycee's breathing settle, each exhale syncing with the decay of the last note. He pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his pocket, tapped one out, then paused and offered it. "You a vet? I've played for vets before. At shelters. Hospitals. Funerals."

	Jaycee accepted the dart8 from the saxophonist and rolled it between his fingers.

	The musician handed him a lighter. Jaycee sparked it and drew his first puff in over a year. The musician took out a cigarette of his own, and Jaycee lit it for him. The smell of tobacco, the click of the lighter, the sharp exhales—it was a familiar routine.

	The saxophonist took a slow drag, the tip of his cigarette flaring orange in the dusk. He exhaled to one side, away from Jaycee. "Been twelve years for me since I lit a dart," he said, voice raspy. "Last one before I quit. Every now and then… I let myself remember what it felt like to burn." He tapped ash into his palm, then flicked it into a nearby planter. A cyclist coasted past, ringing a bell. "You don't need to say anything," he added. "Say what you haven't said out loud yet." Time bent on this bench. And the smoke curled upward like a question with no need for an answer.

	Jaycee exhaled deeply, smoke slipping between his lips, the weight of years on his shoulders.

	"I thought I did." He drew another puff, stronger than the first, then coughed as the smoke scraped his throat. "But apparently, everyone around me who mattered said it was valid—until a few people above me started telling everyone below them it didn't matter at all."

	The saxophonist listened, his eyes fixed somewhere past the CN Tower9. A long breath. Then, without quite looking at Jaycee: "Sorry, bud. Sounds rough."

	He tapped ash, slow.

	"I played a memorial once." Another tap. "St. James10. The whole ceremony. Full band, dressed up, the big church, the rows of family." He paused, pulling on the cigarette. "You know the kind."

	Jaycee said nothing. The saxophonist glanced sideways at him, then back at the skyline.

	"Halfway through the hymn I locked eyes with this widow. Third pew." He stopped. Rolled the butt between his fingers like he was working out what he meant to say. "Her face, man. I don't know. Like she was the only one in the room who knew what really happened to him. Not how they said it actually went." He shook his head. "All that ceremony and it was just... sitting on top of it. Couldn't touch it."

	He crushed the butt under his heel, left it in the planter.

	Jaycee took another drag, dropping a cluster of ash from the glowing tip. He blew out the smoke as though he'd rehearsed it. You could stack all the dress uniforms in the country on top of a lie and the widow in the third row would still know.

	"What am I supposed to do with any of that?" Jaycee said, not really asking. "I'm one guy. Didn't even finish Infantry 'cause some dickbag decided to make it personal." He exhaled. "Sorry. Old habits"

	The saxophonist didn't answer right away. He was watching the moths crowding the streetlamp above them. "Look at those stupid things," he muttered. "They know it'll burn 'em, probably. Or hell, I don't know if they know anything. But they go anyway. Right toward it." He shrugged, almost to himself.

	"I wasn't infantry either. Just played the horn at every stiff ceremony they needed background music for. But you could feel it, man. The whole thing was about keeping certain people comfortable. Everyone else could eat shit quietly."

	Somewhere down Yonge, an ambulance came and went.

	"Sounds like it's treason to be honest…" Jaycee said, one corner of his mouth lifting.

	"Treason's ratting out your own." The saxophonist shot it back before Jaycee finished. "What you're talking about is the opposite of that."

	The word somersaulted in Jaycee's head. All that shit about oaths, about rank—it was scaffolding, wasn't it? Built to look solid and to keep people from asking who it was holding up.

	He watched the ember eat down toward his fingers and didn't move.

	Then the saxophonist reached into his coat and pulled out a small, dented metal tin etched with initials and a faded maple leaf. "Kept this tin since '93," he said. He stood, slinging his saxophone case over his shoulder, then pocketed the tin.

	Jaycee nodded, flicking his old butt away. He held out a crisp blue five-dollar banknote.

	The saxophonist hesitated, then waved off the bill. "Keep it," he said. Smoke curled into the night. "Night, brother," he murmured, tipping his hat low.

	Then he turned, stepping off the curb and vanishing into the blur of headlights and sidewalk shadows, his sax case over his shoulder.

	Jaycee meandered to the nearest northbound bus stop. He rested on a bench. A streetlight’s light blanketed him as the occasional vehicle drifted past.

	A young woman in nursing scrubs, wrapped in a jacket, sat at the far end of the bench, clutching a travel mug and scrolling through her phone. She glanced at Jaycee, then watched the approaching bus lights, her posture rigid. She turned her phone face down. "Long shift?"

	Her voice was open. Like the bench, the night offering space.

	"Not exactly," Jaycee said. Small talk. Courtesy. "Reflecting. Exploring my mind while I'm outside. Helps me." He shrugged. "Nighttime feels comfortable for me."

	The nurse sipped her tea, steam rising in the cool air.

	"Mine won't shut up after my shift." Her eyes dropped to her phone. "Rewinding every missed call, every patient I couldn't—" She gave her head a quick, sharp shake. "Yeah. Being outside helps. Reminds me I'm still here."

	A bus roared past without stopping, tires hissing on wet asphalt.

	She caught the slight widening of his eyes. Just a flicker, but she'd learned to read those. Her voice dropped a register, went a little drier. "I see people all the time who look like they're halfway."

	She zipped her bag tighter, the motion sharp, habitual. "I work nights at St. Mike's. Psych ward." A pause. "I’ve seen it. Too many guys sit where you're sitting, say they're 'fine,' and then…" She made a small gesture with her mug. Gone. "You know."

	A bus rumbled in the distance, its lights pulsing through the fog.

	"Even if I'm not the only one feeling this way, it seems like not much is being done. If it were, you wouldn't see so many guys at the ward you work at." Jaycee looked away after the remark.

	The nurse didn't flinch. Nodded like she'd heard it before, just worn into agreement.

	"They hand out pamphlets." A short exhale, almost a laugh. "Seriously."

	She glanced down the street, checking for the bus—or just somewhere to put her eyes.

	"Six months for a follow-up, if they even show. And by then it's…" She shook her head. "…crisis. You're already in crisis. They're not preventing anything, they're just—"

	An empty city bus hissed to a stop beside them and opened its doors.

	The nurse stood with her mug and nodded. "Good night." She boarded, and exhaust wafted towards Jaycee as the bus pulled away, making him cough in the cold air. His anxiety jumped at the thought of speaking up. He shook his head. Even to him, the world seemed cruel and uncaring. 

	When the next bus arrived, he boarded, paid his fare, and took a seat near the window.

	The driver glanced in the rearview mirror. Jaycee caught it and looked away. He practiced letting his body tell people he wasn't in the mood for conversation. Rehearsed.

	The bus eased forward into the city. Streetlights tracked across the window in slow orange stripes. The nurse's words replayed as he stared at the glass, unfocused. His apartment building came up on the left: modest brick, not new, upgraded enough to be livable. He got off at his stop, walked to the main lobby, and let himself in with his keycard, the door clicking behind him.

	The elevator doors were still open when he got there. Mrs. Patel stood inside with her grocery bag, watching him with that look she had. Patient, a little knowing.

	"Late again," she said. Not a question.

	Jaycee stepped in, hit his floor. "Yeah."

	She looked at him the way she always did, like she was checking something. "The past is a teacher," she said, almost to herself, then turned to face him. "But don't set up home there, hm? That's all."

	The doors opened on five. She was halfway out when she added, without turning: "Too young for that face, Jaycee."

	The doors closed.

	He watched the number change to his floor. He nearly laughed. He felt like he'd been carrying something for forty years. Mrs. Patel talked like you could just decide. Put it down. Walk out of it. Standing there in the hum of the elevator, he wasn't sure if that was the naivest thing he'd ever heard or the only sensible one.

	The apartment greeted Jaycee with familiarity. The air inside felt untouched by the chaos of the outside world. He slipped off his shoes, feeling the cool tile beneath his socks.

	On the kitchen counter, a note lay propped against a covered plate—not set beside it, propped, so he couldn't walk past without reading it. Mrs. Patel's handwriting, neat and precise:

	Jaycee,
Left you some samosas. Remember to eat, dear. Your body needs fuel to heal.

	—Mrs. P

	He set his backpack down. Lifted the corner of the foil. The smell hit him before anything else: cumin, fried pastry, something warm that hadn't been there when he left this morning. He hadn't had anything since the coffee after his appointment, and his stomach made that clear.

	He took one, turned it in his fingers. The napkin underneath was already translucent with grease at the edges. He blew on it twice, bit in, and the spiced potato hit the back of his throat like something his body recognized but couldn't name. He ate the rest standing at the counter, not bothering with a plate.

	When he finished, he ran his hands under the tap, rubbed the grease off with the dish soap that smelled like artificial lemon, and dried them on the hand towel. The note was still there on the counter, her handwriting squared and unhurried. He glanced out at a red light blinking on a crane arm. A bus below caught the corner of his eye. The city just kept going without care.

	His open laptop, purchased a year ago, sat on his desk.

	The spice was still on his fingertips. He noticed it when he pulled out the chair. The cumin, maybe coriander, whatever it was; it clung. Mrs. Patel's handwriting was in his head now, neat and precise. He rubbed his fingers together, felt the faint trace of grease. Somehow, it made sitting down feel like a worse idea than it had a second ago, the way the laptop waited there with its familiar blue glow. He wiped his hand on his jeans harder than he needed to, as if he needed to get it off him. Jaycee settled into the chair. Just checking something. That was all. As he scrolled, an old thread from r/CanadianForces surfaced, timestamped June 2024.

	> Anybody else feel like the Reserves forgot what to do with med-released personnel?

	One comment stood out, under the username SupplyDragonsDenison:

	> @InfWonk – It's not just policy failing. I trained with a guy. Great dude. Sharp. Funny. Loved anime, smoked like a chimney when stressed. Got tossed aside after some asshole MCpl11 broke him down and the chain refused to intervene. Last I heard, he was applying for VAC12 support and getting bounced around like a demo charge.

	The comment was two weeks old. Three upvotes. No replies.

	Below it, a Direct message notification blinked.

	From: D_Mann

	Subject: Still checking in, brother.

	> Hey,

	>

	> Passed your address to Mrs. Patel through admin. Hope that's alright. She insisted on helping. Says you remind her of her nephew. Had the same quiet strength, same tendency to disappear when overwhelmed.

	>

	> Also stop blaming yourself for not deploying. You carried the weight. That counts.

	>

	> Talk soon,

	>

	> D

	Jaycee sat back. The radiator clicked again.

	He held back his emotions, barely keeping his composure as he reread Mancini's message.

	Jaycee took a deep breath and typed a reply to D_Mann, Derek's Reddit account.

	> Appreciate it, D. Means a lot. Will try to remember that.

	>

	> JCDC

	The screen sat idle after he hit send. The laptop glow held his face in pale light blue. And then, unbidden, came Earl's raspy, unhurried voice on the café patio: That counts, in my opinion. The nurse came next—not her face exactly, more the way she'd held her mug and spoken so matter-of-factly. And Mrs. Patel's note, the handwriting neat and slanted: Your body needs fuel to heal. People who'd looked at him and said something. He sat with that for exactly as long as it took him to recognize what it was—the soft stuff, the human stuff—and then felt it curdle slightly, turn insufficient. Kindness doesn't fix records. It doesn't revise statements or reopen complaints. It doesn't put Reeves in front of anyone who matters.

	His cursor moved. He opened another tab, trying not to think about it, his restless fingers tapping out search terms as he tried not to doomscroll. He couldn't bring himself to close Reddit, YouTube, or even the private CAF13 veteran forums where he lurked but never commented. The new tab sat unread.

	He told himself he wasn't running from his problems. A click brought him to an obscure website he'd found during his manosphere phase, when he'd identified as a proud misogynist. His mother, he'd felt then, embodied every red-pill accusation against women: self-entitled, unwilling to apologize or take responsibility for wrongdoing.

	The laptop screen cast a pale glow across the room, illuminating dust motes floating in the air.

	LetItOut.com flickered with auto playing video thumbnails: angry faces, bold text overlays, conspiracy-laced rage.

	He sifted through categories of rants, from anger he understood—infidelity, parental abuse, mistreatment by authorities—to grievances he found unhinged. His eyes widened to see people ranting about wearing masks in 2025.

	An incoming call flashed on the laptop screen. The Microsoft Teams icon bounced in the taskbar.

	And beneath it, a message in the chat box:

	> Jonathan Kingston:

	> Saw your name come up on a VAC14 referral log today. Thought I'd check in.

	>

	> You don't have to answer. But if you do, I'm here.

	The wording settled on him like a mandatory wellness call: polite, optional-sounding, quietly absolute. Thought I'd check in. He'd heard that language before from chain, from the padre whose call after his release had turned into a twenty-minute fishing expedition to find out whether he was a liability. Checking in never meant what it meant. It meant someone above him had noticed and needed to confirm whether Jaycee had become unmanageable.

	Jaycee sneered at Kingston's message and muttered:

	"Oh, now you wanna fucking talk? After you guilt-tripped me into forgiving Reeves? Claimed you were unbiased and promised to set up the meeting, after four fucking months of convenient delays? Fuck you."

	He closed Kingston's message and returned to LetItOut. He kept his identity hidden and used no real names. Dale Reeves became R: the man who'd falsely accused him of stolen valour. Jonathan Kingston became K: the man who'd delayed the meeting and let his bias towards Reeves slip. Jaycee typed out what had happened. In his anger, he hit send. Users dived into the comments within seconds.

	New comment on Jaycee's post.

	Username: Ex_Tech_Life_Out

	> @JCDC – Been there. R sounded like a textbook abuser. Used authority to isolate, discredit, then bury you. Common AF. I served with a guy in Petawawa15 same story. Got medically released after a panic attack during field ops. Next thing you know, he's labelled "weak," passed over for courses, shat on in section.

	>

	> Sorry to hear that happened OP.

	Another reply popped up instantly.

	Username: Reservist_Wife_of_Vet

	> This. My husband was pushed out after reporting sexual harassment by a senior rank he was under. They called him "overreacting," scheduled his counselling 6 months out, then questioned his commitment when he missed PT.16

	>

	> Posting this shouldn't feel dangerous. But it does.

	More flooded in.

	> "Stolen valour"? Are you serious? You served. You showed up.

	> People only say "just move on" when it's not happening to THEM.

	The validation sat there, warm, immediate, real. He felt it the same way he'd felt Derek's message, or words that rang true in conversation. But recognizing that feeling put him on alert. Caruso called it all-or-nothing thinking: everyone finally understands me, so this is where I belong. He'd felt the same pull from every corner of the internet that had ever tried to keep him.

	The laptop fan whirred softly as if breathing for him.

	Then the white numeral "1" blinked on a blood-red square avatar he'd never seen before.

	> Anonymous17:

	> Your story reached us.

	>

	> We're compiling evidence. Whistleblower reports, medical discharge anomalies, documented cases of command-enabled harassment.

	>

	> Link attached leads to Tor18. Instructions included.

	>

	> Decision is yours.

	>

	> A

	He didn't move. His thoughts slowed. The feeling settled like concrete in his chest, as though it had been waiting in the next room. He read the message again. Fantasy solution. The phrase brought back Caruso's voice from three sessions ago, flat and matter-of-fact: When the pain gets bad enough, the brain shops for the cleanest exit. Derek texting to say he too carried the weight. Mrs. Patel telling him not to set up home in the past. The saxophonist: Treason's ratting out your own. Kingston: I'm here, four months late. Reeves calling it a joke, Kingston calling it a misunderstanding, both making Jaycee feel like he'd imagined every bit of it. DARVO19, wall to wall, every time he'd tried to name it.

	And now this. A Tor link. Evidence. Decision is yours.

	One more option in a long row of options that had all come to nothing.

	He typed, hands steadier than he expected.

	> JC.DC

	> This is so sudden, I need to think about it some more.

	>

	> -JC.DC

	The reply was instant.

	> Anonymous

	> Whenever you are ready, we'll be here if all other options failed. Just remember, we do not forgive. We do not forget.

	>

	> Decision is yours.

	>

	> A

	We do not forgive. We do not forget.

	He read the words again, then closed the laptop gently, the way you close something you're not finished with.

	He sat in the dark for a moment. He knew what Caruso would say: name the feeling, place your feet flat on the floor, breathe from the diaphragm, don't act when the window is closed. Bring it to session. She'd say those exact words. And Jaycee would tell her about Derek, about Kingston's call, about LetItOut.com, about the blood-red avatar and the Tor link and the way we do not forgive, we do not forget was already playing in the back of his head like a hook he couldn't shake.

	He pressed both feet to the floor. Breathed in. Breathed out.

	Not tonight.

	He took his phone to bed. The city was quiet beyond the window. The time glowed against the dark: 10:47 p.m.

	


CHAPTER 3: NECESSARY FIRE

	Jaycee walked through the chiming glass door and approached the receptionist, Emma Michaels, a psychology student at Toronto Metropolitan University who worked part-time at the clinic. "Excuse me, I'm here for my 1 p.m. appointment with Dr. Caruso."

	Emma looked up from her clipboard, her hazel eyes welcoming.

	"Hi, Jaycee," she said. "Dr. Caruso's running five minutes behind. Some paperwork ran long."

	The waiting area was quiet: soft beige chairs, abstract landscape prints on the wall, the faint scent of lavender near the ceiling vent. He sat down with CP2420 played in the background, the anchors reporting local news beside a display of the weather forecast and footage of highways shrouded in damp autumn mist.

	Emma typed softly at the front desk, then glanced up. "Whatever you're carrying in today… she's got space for it."

	Jaycee chuckled. "Ha, just make sure this clinic's got plenty of room for what I'm about to carry."

	Emma chuckled softly, glancing over her monitor. A warm voice called out. "Jaycee? Come on in."

	Jaycee stood and let out a small sigh. "Showtime, then. Thanks again, Emma." He headed to Dr. Ella Caruso's room and stepped through the open door.

	Dr. Caruso wore a buttoned burgundy blouse and a medium-length skirt, her dirty-blonde hair tied in a bun. Her black spectacles set off her green eyes. The office was warm, with wood-toned shelves lined with clinical guides and trauma recovery journals, and a potted spider plant thriving in the sunlight from the east-facing window.

	"Jaycee," she said, voice grounded. "Come on in. Make yourself comfortable."

	She gestured to the chair across from her: well-worn, cushioned, positioned slightly at an angle to avoid the intensity of sitting directly face-to-face. She settled into her own seat. "It's been a week. Anything changed?"

	"Not really, Doc, just the usual, with…" He paused, glancing away from Dr. Caruso. "Some interesting conversations I had with people outside. Happened after last week's session, during my walks around Toronto."

	Dr. Caruso let her pen rest loosely between her fingers. She let the observation hang.
"So, when you say you've been talking to real people, in real spaces…" She tilted her head. "Want to tell me who you met?"

	Jaycee said, "I was at a local coffee shop called Haven's Ground. Had a big sticker on the front door. Canadian owned." He raised a hand, punctuating each word. "Elbows up, right? Anyways, I ordered coffee and took a seat on the second-floor patio. There was a stranger, called himself Earl, and he was… a reservist. Forty-eighth."

	Dr. Caruso listened, her gaze steady but not intrusive.

	"Earl," she said. "A reservist. And you said he saw you. What did he say that stuck with you?"

	He continued. "I told him I came to Canada as an immigrant, and he could tell I held two identities. He talked about his wife's sister, whose husband also served. Filipino as well. His mom cried at the thought of her son serving." He blinked a few times. "My mom hated it, never respected it. Tried to undermine it so many times."

	"Your mom feared losing you. But instead of honouring your choice, she punished it. Did you ever tell her what it cost you? The meaning you found in wearing that uniform?"

	Fatigue crept into his voice. "I tried, but based on my experiences…" He let out a heavy sigh. "Too prideful to admit she screwed up, thinks that shitting us all out of her was like she saved everyone from human extinction and that made her above explaining herself."

	Jaycee sighed. "The only time she backed off was when I checked myself into the hospital in Mississauga in late 2021, after a heated argument. I said, 'I'm waiting for her to drop dead from old age, and I'll celebrate.' I had thoughts of killing her back home and making it look like an accident, and Canada had no extradition treaty with the Philippines. Just intrusive thoughts I had." He raised his hands.

	Dr. Caruso said, "I remember, Jaycee. What you did was braver than swallowing it whole."

	She opened her notebook, pen poised. "What did it feel like? Saying it?"

	Jaycee spoke without trying to please her. "Like I could breathe properly for the first time, without trying to play a stupid role in a stupid game against an opponent who couldn't learn to accept loss with dignity. It was when I realized how much keeping up with arbitrary decorum and manners was so toxic that it nearly killed me."

	He continued. "How bullshit it was to maintain these so-called cultural traditions from back home while living in a country where many people don't give a shit what you believe in or where you came from, as long as you can play nice with respect to other cultures."

	Dr. Caruso nodded slowly, absorbing his words like soil takes rain. She shifted slightly, her voice gaining quiet intensity. "It's ironic. The very thing they called civilized—keeping rage quiet, performing obedience—is what nearly destroyed you. Meanwhile, seeking help at the hospital and coming clean was the most honest thing you'd done in years. You're just becoming you, regardless of outside labels."

	He leaned back and crossed his arms, not in anger but with focused clarity as the conversation gathered momentum. "I can't change my ethnicity. But the arbitrary gatekeeping some people do—it's a one-dimensional view of how they think certain people should act. It's annoying."

	Dr. Caruso's fingers stilled on her notebook.

	She met his eyes. "I don't know them, and I'm sorry if that doesn't help. But I do know this."

	She softened. "The fact that you're still here. That's taking ownership."

	"I only lived there for five years but spent the remaining twenty-five in Canada. I'm an atheist who realized how unthinkable it is to believe in a god who allowed abuse to happen or even allowed the worst atrocities in history to be committed and think he's good. If a regular person did and believed the same things that god did, you'd call that person toxic, abusive, and controlling."

	Jaycee's voice took on a bitter satisfaction. "And I find some aspects of Filipino culture annoying and obnoxious as shit."

	Dr. Caruso didn't react with surprise. Then, quietly: "Identity Shouldn’t be a checklist. Speaking Tagalog? Christianity? Bowing to elders no matter what? They almost sound like a purity test."

	Jaycee blinked.

	"You loved pieces of it," she continued. "It hurts that love gets weaponized against you."

	A pause. "True belonging—it's built through mutual respect." She smiled a bit. "And if that makes you 'not Filipino enough' for some people? Then maybe their definition was never big enough for someone like you."

	Jaycee let himself rest in Dr. Caruso's words. Then his thoughts returned to his mother and the decisions that had finally made the lid inside him blow off. "And there was another I spoke to… a saxophonist, at a park along Yonge Street…"

	Dr. Caruso noticed the shift: the hunch of his spine, the clasp of his hands, the catch in his breath. "You don't have to explain if it's too uncomfortable for you."

	He straightened, shifting until his back gave a few faint pops. "He said I held my breath too long. Trying to figure out what he meant by that."

	Dr. Caruso tilted her head, the way she always did when something resonated beneath the surface. "The saxophonist saw you trying to breathe. Maybe that's why he spoke. He heard you straining."

	Jaycee said, "He said it's been twelve years since he smoked." He hesitated and swallowed. "He handed me a cigarette. Haven't had one since I left in 2024."

	"Twelve years," she said, voice low.

	"He said he played a memorial at St. James. Saw a widow there." Jaycee stared ahead, trying to remember the saxophonist's words from a week ago.

	Dr. Caruso let the image settle. "It sounds like that kind of sorrow," she said softly, "doesn't announce itself. I had a client who said the same thing when they went to Remembrance Day celebrations. Felt so empty for them."

	Jaycee replied, "To be honest, I don't know what he meant by what he said about the widow's silence." He shrugged.

	Dr. Caruso didn't press. "You don't have to solve it today. Sometimes it'll just come to us in ways we don't expect."

	"You know me, Doctor. I hate leaving things half-finished." He turned his palms upwards and spread his fingers. "It's a habit I had growing up. Endless browsing of Wikipedia as early as Grade 8, then reading newspapers by Grade 11 and discussing politics at Sheridan. Being curious kept me going, not just for this… because being proud to be ignorant felt so disgusting to me."

	"That curiosity is respectable." She smiled. "It sounds like you want the answers because you refuse to lie to yourself."

	She gestured lightly to his hands. "You really don't leave things half-finished, because unfinished things haunt you. I can tell from our sessions that they still do. And there's nothing wrong with recognizing that."

	Jaycee blurted out, "They called it obsessive. Not that exact word, but a similar word or phrase." He quoted the words as though they still hurt. "'It's not that deep, bro.' 'You're overreacting.' God damn…"

	She shook her head. "Easier for people to label you than to face what you're pointing at. Anger? Label it 'rage.' Grief? Call it 'drama.' Moral injury? Shrug and say, 'Move on.' That way, they don't have to change. They don't have to look at themselves."

	Jaycee let out an unnerving chuckle, involuntarily cupping one hand in the other. "It's so funny. They remind me of people who insult others for being so weak and sensitive and preach about toughness… How did the self-proclaimed tough guys in America react when Biden won the 2020 election south of the border? Stormed their Capitol on January 621 the following year, cried about the election being stolen."

	Dr. Caruso didn't laugh. She didn't correct him.

	"They mock sensitivity until they're the ones screaming. They glorify stoicism until they're the ones betrayed. Rules for thee, but not for me. Strength is only celebrated when it serves them. When it threatens them? Suddenly it's 'instability.' 'Obsession.' 'Overreaction.'" She looked at him. "But here's what they can't admit: every riot, every tantrum, every breakdown. They're admissions of fragility, proof they can't cope with loss and being unseen."

	She said it plainly. "You've stayed present, especially when it would've been easier to vanish. That takes strength."

	Jaycee remarked, "Somehow… not destroying or burning down the world doesn't make me feel better." He stared off. "Because it feels like if that's what it would take for the CAF to wake the fuck up to its own shit in the closet, then…" He scoffed. "…I feel really sorry for them."

	Dr. Caruso didn't flinch at his words. "You're not responsible for waking them up," she said finally, voice calm and firm. "I'm not asking you to burn anything down. But I won't ask you to stay silent either." Outside, the wind rattled the clinic window. Inside, the clock ticked forward.

	"I'll never ask you to cover for them. Their image, their comfort—that's not yours to carry."

	She spoke without rushing. "But there's one thing I'll keep coming back to every time you're in that chair. What keeps you here. What keeps you human." A beat. "Destruction might knock them down. Your truth is what stops you from becoming them," She said with absolution long before today. "That's the line I'll always be watching. Not theirs. Yours."

	"One thing I know," she added, "you don't owe them peace. Not until they earn it."

	"I don't owe them peace." Jaycee slowly repeated her words. "I don't owe them peace." The third time he just mouthed it, no sound escaping, as though setting another routine.

	The clock’s ticking remained soft and steady.

	"And you don't owe them anything either. They failed you. Not the other way around. So why are you still guarding their secrets? Their reputation? Their comfort?"

	She paused. "You think destruction is the only language they understand. But maybe the real disruption isn't fire or violence. Perhaps it's your truth, spoken without permission by someone who was expected to go missing but didn't."

	Jaycee shifted, replaying the phrase. He sighed. "Guarding their secrets… do you think anyone else will listen to my testimony?"

	Sarcasm edged his pessimism. "I'm just imagining the most uncreative and generic insults they'll use."

	Dr. Caruso didn't flinch at his cynicism. "They'll try. 'Bitter.' 'Broken.' You already know the list." She didn't elaborate. "But here's what I want you to sit with." She leaned forward slightly. "If they never admit it—not in a letter, not in a courtroom, not ever—what would still make saying it out loud worth it to you?"

	Jaycee didn't answer right away. He turned the question over like something he'd found unexpectedly in his pocket.

	"So they can't just… bury it," He said it flat. "So it's out there. So other people know what they did." His fingertips crawled along his other arm, leaving pale streaks that quickly flushed with colour again.

	"That's not nothing," Dr. Caruso said.

	His jaw stayed tight, as though the answer had satisfied something and nothing at the same time.

	"Can't really promise I won't be civil about it, but I do want to speak my truth at some point."

	Dr. Caruso held his gaze.

	"That's a start," she said. "I won't ask you to be polite. I'll ask you to be true. How ever that shows up."

	Rain streaked the clinic window, breaking the intensity of the moment and smearing the grey skyline into a blur.

	She studied his face: the hardness, the fatigue, the simmer beneath.

	"You don't have to decide today. But just remember they already judged you. Labeled whatever fits the file. They judged you already, so do it anyway."

	He smiled and bowed his head, trying to stifle his reaction to Dr. Caruso's words. Speak anyway, even if they're coming for him. He covered his snickering mouth with his hand, then let out a long sigh.

	"Even by any means necessary, doctor?" Jaycee asked.

	Dr. Caruso spoke with recognition. "Malcolm X22," she said, a flicker of approval in her voice. "Sharp mind. Sharper tongue. He implied justice delayed is violence, and that they'll say you're no better than them if you fight back, even if it's self-defence."

	She didn't smile. "I'm not going to define your limits. So, whatever your 'necessary' is, make sure it's yours. Not theirs. Not mine. Yours."

	"Wow, looks like an hour went by so fast." He rubbed the armrest, as though trying to work the anxiety from his neck and shoulders. "Are we still good for next week, Friday at 1 p.m.?"

	The clock ticked past 1:55 p.m.

	Dr. Caruso closed her notebook; the leather cover snapping shut with a soft thud.

	"We're good," she said. "Friday, 1 p.m. Same time."

	She gave him a measured look. "Keep sitting with that word necessary. I'm not telling you to burn anything down. I'm telling you to stop pretending the house isn't already on fire."

	Emma peeked in from the front desk. "Next patient's here," she said quietly.

	Dr. Caruso nodded. Jaycee stood, shoulders less rigid than when he'd entered.

	As he stepped out, he headed straight home for the first time since moving to Toronto last month, even though it was still early afternoon: 2:01 p.m.

	Taking the crowded bus home was unnerving. He found an empty seat, put on his wireless headphones, and scrolled through his phone out of habit.

	Jaycee sat motionless, eyes down, headphones sealed over his ears.

	On his screen, a playlist cycled through Nine-Inch Nails, Kendrick Lamar, Frédéric Chopin. A mix of soundtracks. At St. Clair, an older woman boarded, gripping a grocery bag. The driver announced, "High-priority seating available," but no one moved.

	Jaycee didn't look up. Halfway through "Hurt," the chorus seared through the mix. Trent Reznor's soft but piercing vocals wrapped around Jaycee's mind like a velvet blanket.

	His thumb hovered over the screen. He almost opened the Anonymous message again.

	Almost. Instead, he switched songs.

	Chopin's Prelude in E Minor poured in, unresolved and persistent, its notes precisely measured.

	Soon he switched to a playlist of Kendrick Lamar23 songs he played repeatedly. The bus rolled on. "Euphoria" opened, followed by "Meet the Grahams," which segued into "Not Like Us," Kendrick's precision-crafted bars unfolding.

	Jaycee tapped the screen to replay. Once. Twice. Three times.

	Each time, he dissected the layers: subtext, subversion, strategy.

	He got off at his stop. The noise in his head and the chatter of the bus passengers carried him along, his focus narrowing to the route back to his unassuming apartment.

	


CHAPTER 4: PHO, FALLOUT, AND THE PRICE OF OBEDIENCE

	His mind sharpened into attack mode, as if he were back in the CAF. He recalled Captain Rodriguez, the course officer on his DP124 Mod 2 course 25in early 2020. Five years later, the advice still held: assess the situation, find weaknesses, be tactical in your actions, and don't announce your moves.

	He was elsewhere. Building something. All laid bare. No filters. No restraints. Brutal, uncompromising, undeniable. When he finally paused, hands aching, eyes burning, he read it back. The clarity of purpose.

	Back in his apartment, he shut the world out behind the front door and planted himself at his small desk, his laptop waiting.

	He'd clocked hundreds of hours in Fallout: New Vegas26, enough to have whole stretches of dialogue stored somewhere behind his sternum. One line from the DLC Lonesome Road27 kept surfacing now: Ulysses28 explaining why Legate Lanius29—unstoppable in battle, the Monster of the East—was still beatable:

	'His strength lies in his title, and it is his weakness. He will not fight a losing battle and destroy what he represents. Put the idea of loss in him... You do not need to convince him alone. Draw upon history. The past of other Legates are not filled with victories. Remind Lanius of this.'

	He'd always loved that beat. The fiction of the unbeatable commander. The title did most of the fighting for him and the way it was also the one thing that could stop him cold.

	His hands went still on the keyboard. Because that was true, wasn't it? Not just in the Mojave Wasteland.

	What was Kingston doing when he invoked the dead in front of a private who'd filed a legitimate complaint? Protecting the title. What was the Warrant30 doing when he called it "stolen valour" without evidence? Protecting the institution's image of itself. No real arguments. They had rank and the assumption that no one would make them look bad publicly because who the hell would risk it?

	His exhale came in line with a click in the back of his brain—the kind of click he felt when a tactical problem suddenly had geometry. You reminded everyone watching that leaders and their organizations don’t become better from victories alone. You don’t write memos to make them see the losses they'd buried. You didn't threaten their bodies. You threatened their costume.

	That was the play. He didn't have the shape of it yet—not fully— but he knew the principle. He filed it somewhere deliberate and kept typing.

	He'd slept three hours, maybe four. The Ulysses line was still there when he woke up, waiting at the surface like it hadn't gone anywhere.

	He grabbed a farmer's wrap from Tim Hortons, didn't taste it, was back in the chair with the laptop open before the morning was properly light. He typed "Russell Williams" into the search bar.

	Jaycee knew the broad strokes from a grade eleven Law class. CFB Trenton31's CO32, decorated pilot, double life, crimes that had made the country upset. He clicked through now not only for the horror of it but for the structure The details that lied underneath, the interrogation transcript.

	Williams33 in that room, having done what he'd done to those women, and his opening concern was his wife. And the image of the Canadian Forces.

	Jaycee's jaw set. Not the victims. The costume. The patch. The base crest. Even then, even at the bottom of everything, the reflex was to protect the institution's face.

	The sleep deprivation sat behind his eyes like fine sand. His shoulder clenched involuntarily, the old reflex from Borden34, when a hot brass casing had found the gap between his sleeve and skin. That half-second of trapped, helpless burning with nowhere to go. He felt it now in his dim Toronto apartment, reading about a serial killer who, facing exposure, had run the same calculation Kingston had run in his office: what does this cost the CAF?

	Ulysses’ words. That was the move.

	Suddenly Borden, Kingston and Williams and the whole shape of it were the same. The rank, the title, the unbroken public image of an institution that had never once admitted a systemic failure out loud. That was what they were all defending, from the colonel in his carpeted office to the CO in the interrogation chair. The idea of themselves, not in the camaraderie they projected.

	Which meant a no-hook private didn't even register as a threat. A complaint was containable. A personnel file was paperwork. The only thing that moved them was something that could touch the image. The title. The reputation they'd built the whole structure around protecting.

	You don't get justice through the chain of command, he thought, setting his cold coffee down. You get it by threatening the one thing the chain of command is there to protect.

	A new tab opened.

	Vance35: CDS36, top of the entire Canadian Forces. Allegations of inappropriate relationships with two female subordinates. Bragged about owning the military police. Obstruction of justice, 2021. Guilty plea. Eighty hours community service. No prison.

	McDonald37: appointed CDS while Vance was still under investigation. His own sexual misconduct allegations going back a decade. When they couldn't pin enough on him to charge, he announced publicly he was reclaiming the job. Had to be officially blocked.

	Jaycee didn't move for a moment.

	He'd expected corruption. He hadn't expected it to be this legible, laid out this cleanly, the same outline repeating from the bottom of the chain to the top. The Warrant's voice came back to him unbidden: what’s best for the CAF, not stirring trouble. He thought of Kingston, of Reeves, of Hua. The way a complaint would enter the system and come back changed, softened, reframed as a misunderstanding, a morale issue, something the private needed to manage better.

	They were all reading from the same page.

	Lanius was the template of the thing. Untouchable because the institution had decided that letting him fall would cost more than holding him up. Convinced he owned the Military Police because, functionally, he did—because nobody above him had ever let the Military Police do their job. The title was the shield, and the title was the weapon and everyone around him spent their careers making sure the title stayed clean.

	So, you didn't go after the man. Going after the man was how you ended up with eighty hours community service and a shrug from the chain of command. You went after the title. You made the title carry the weight of every buried complaint, every threatened subordinate, every private told to sit down and protect the image.

	The thought arrived cold and clear after that monologue: make them eat their own words. Get their statements on record and put the word abuse next to their names in every search result they'd ever have. McDonald. Cover-up. McDonald. Misconduct. Not once, not in a single archived article—permanently, inescapably. So that every future soldier who Googled the man before trusting him found the truth before the title.

	He hadn't worked out the mechanism yet. But the question popped up; how do you rip off the mask so it can't cover what's underneath?

	His ringtone jolted him out of his thoughts. He was frustrated by the interruption but glad of a reason to take a break.

	He reached for the phone beside his coffee and saw Derek Mancini's name on the screen.

	He answered. "What's up, Derek? I'm glad you called, though… I might need a break for a bit. You busy this week?"

	The phone line crackled as Derek's voice came through, warm and familiar. "Hey Jaycee! Nah, not busy at all this week. I was hoping we could catch up. Been too long, man."

	Jaycee could practically hear the grin in Derek's voice.

	Derek replied, "How about tomorrow? We could grab lunch downtown. There's this new Vietnamese place I've been dying to try. My treat." There was a pause. "Plus, I've got some news I want to share with you. Nothing major, just... well, you'll see."

	Jaycee’s intrigue show in his arched eyebrow. Derek had always been the more reserved one, keeping his cards close to his chest. Whatever this news was, it must be significant if he was willing to talk about it openly.

	"So, what do you say? Lunch tomorrow?" Derek offered, his voice hopeful.

	Jaycee glanced at his laptop, the screen still glowing with the documents he'd been working on. A break might do him good, give him a chance to clear his head and gain some perspective. Plus, it would be nice to see Derek again.

	A smile tugged at the corners of Jaycee's mouth. "Yeah, sounds great. I can meet you there. Text me the address and time, okay?"

	Derek said, his enthusiasm evident, "Looking forward to it, man. See you tomorrow!"

	As Jaycee hung up, the anticipation persisted within.

	                        ***

	Sunday morning arrived dry and clear. He dragged himself into the shower and let the warm jets cover him, as if he'd slept in dirt. He shuddered at the memory of cleaning himself with baby wipes on course, making do with the bare minimum. His shoulder clenched.

	As the warm water cascaded over Jaycee's body, it washed away the imagined grime of his military past. Memories of those gruelling weeks at CFB Borden flooded back. He remembered the time he'd fired live rounds, the kick of the rifle and machine guns against his shoulder. The scent of gunpowder in the air. The pain from the seared arm of a hot brass casing that had slid inside the sleeve of his CADPAT38 tunic. And then there were the nights huddled in the bivouac site, covered in sleeping bags, dreaming of hot showers and clean sheets.
 

	Jaycee shook his head. That life seemed so distant now, as if it belonged to someone else. He turned off the shower, stepped into the steam-filled bathroom, and reached for a towel.

	He dressed quickly in jeans and a button-down shirt. Casual but neat. In the mirror, his face looked tired and drawn, dark circles beneath his eyes and lines of stress across his forehead.

	Jaycee sighed, turning away from his reflection. He grabbed his wallet and keys, slipping them into his pocket. As he locked the door behind him, his guard fell slightly on the day ahead. Lunch with Derek would be a welcome distraction, a chance to forget about the weight of his research, if only for a little while.

	Jaycee walked while lost in thought and barely registering the bustle around him. He squinted in the sunlight. It had been a while since he'd spent much time outside in daylight.

	Jaycee's footsteps echoed through the quiet neighbourhood streets as he made his way to the subway station. Occasionally, a car would pass by, breaking the peaceful ambiance with a brief rumble of its engine.

	Jaycee spotted a familiar figure seated on a bench nearby. Cpl. Derek Mancini, dressed casually, scrolled through his phone—the CAF-issued one, Jaycee noticed, not the personal Samsung he usually had out. His dark hair was styled in its usual tousled manner, and he wore a light jacket over a simple t-shirt. He was several centimetres taller.

	Seeing Jaycee approach, Derek looked up and waved. "Hey, man! Perfect timing. I was just about to head in."

	Jaycee returned the greeting with a nod and a slight smile. "Good to see you, Derek."

	Derek stood up, pocketing the CAF phone. "No problem at all. I figured we could both use a break from... well, everything."

	They descended the steps into the subway station, the cool underground air a stark contrast to the warmth outside. The platform was relatively empty, with only a handful of commuters waiting for the next train. A recruiting poster was fixed to the pillar near the edge—the new one, with the fighter jet and the tagline about belonging—and Derek's eyes drifted to it for a second before he looked away.

	As they waited, Derek glanced at Jaycee, his expression turning serious. "So, how have you been holding up? I know things haven't been easy lately."

	Jaycee was unsure how much to divulge. He'd been grappling with a lot, from his authoritarian upbringing to the weight of the research he'd been conducting. But Derek was one of the few people he trusted implicitly.

	"It's been… challenging." Jaycee chose his words carefully. "I'm working through it. Still seeing my therapist, and I've been doing research on things to understand it all, if that makes sense."

	Derek nodded slowly, the way he did when he was processing something rather than just agreeing. "Research." He repeated the word like he was turning it over. "On what, exactly?"

	"Just documentation. Background stuff." Jaycee kept his voice even. "Trying to get the full picture."

	Something shifted in Derek's face—not suspicion, exactly, but a careful attention he hadn't shown before. He opened his mouth, then glanced at the couple standing a few metres down the platform, close enough to overhear. His hand went to his jacket collar, tugging it once, a small nervous adjustment. Whatever he'd been about to ask, he let it go.

	"Yeah," Derek said instead. "Makes sense."

	As the southbound Yonge-University line train arrived at the station, Derek and Jaycee got on as soon as the doors hissed and beeped open, after letting the passengers leave the train.

	As the train rumbled along the tracks, the rhythmic sway and occasional squeal of metal
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