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The rules were simple because they had to be.

Ronan had written them himself—quietly, efficiently, without ceremony—and followed them for years without incident. Distance. Professional language. No lingering. No curiosity where it wasn't required. Desire was a variable; variables were eliminated.

That was the structure. That was how things stayed intact.

He ran most mornings before the sun fully committed to rising, a habit that had outlasted every relationship, every reassignment, every version of himself the Division had shaped and reshaped over eleven years. Six kilometers, the same route, timed not for improvement but for consistency—proof, repeated daily, that discipline applied to a body could be trusted to hold when applied to everything else. He had never examined too closely why he needed that proof. It had simply always been there, load-bearing in its own quiet way, alongside the rules that governed everything else about him.

His office sat at the end of a corridor with no windows, which he had never once requested and never once complained about. Windows invited observation, and observation was supposed to run one direction only. His desk held three case files at a time, never more—a discipline he'd built for himself after watching colleagues drown under stacks they stopped actually reading. He read everything. That was the job. Assess. Catalog. Maintain oversight of the people whose clearances, histories, and futures moved through his hands before moving anywhere else.

He noticed her the first time because she followed the rules too well.

The awareness didn't announce itself with fanfare. It arrived in increments—small recalibrations of attention that accumulated until they could no longer be dismissed as coincidence. Ronan found himself tracking patterns he'd never noticed before: the way light fell differently in rooms she'd recently occupied, the slight shift in air pressure when she passed through doorways, the quality of silence that followed her departure.

He'd spent years perfecting the art of noticing without attachment. Observation was part of his role. But this was different. This noticing had weight. It lingered after the moment passed, occupying mental space that should have been allocated elsewhere.

The discipline he'd maintained felt suddenly inadequate, as if he'd been practicing for a different test entirely. All his carefully constructed protocols assumed he would always want to maintain distance. They offered no guidance for what to do when distance itself became a kind of violence—not against her, but against something fundamental in himself he'd never had to acknowledge before.

She didn't look at him when she entered the room. Most people did. Not openly, not always consciously, but there was a pause—an awareness—when authority was present. She walked past him as if he were a fixture. Necessary. Unremarkable. Already accounted for.

He registered it as competence. Nothing more.

Her file had crossed his desk eleven days earlier, delivered by a courier who didn't make eye contact either—a habit the whole building seemed to share, as if looking directly at anything for too long constituted a security risk. The folder was thin. Field assessment, two commendations, a psych evaluation that read as clean in a way Ronan had learned to be suspicious of. Clean evaluations meant either an exceptional subject or a subject who understood exactly what the evaluators wanted to hear. He hadn't decided which, yet. That was what the interview was for.

The building had a name once, stenciled in brass by the entrance sometime before Ronan's tenure, worn now to a suggestion of letters nobody bothered to repaint. Everyone who worked there called it the Division, the way people eventually stopped calling a scar an injury. It absorbed people quietly and returned them changed, or didn't return them at all, and either outcome generated exactly the same volume of paperwork.

Ronan had been inside it for eleven years—long enough to understand its habits the way he understood the habits of someone he didn't particularly like but had learned to live beside. It rewarded stillness. It punished curiosity that wasn't sanctioned. It had made him, by increments so gradual he'd stopped noticing them around year four, into exactly the kind of officer it needed: precise, incurious, load-bearing.

He shared the floor with people who had made the same trade, in their own ways. Voss, two doors down, reviewed clearance renewals with the particular hunger of a man convinced someone, somewhere, was getting away with something, and that finding it would be the thing that finally moved him up a tier. Ilić, across the corridor, had stopped speaking to anyone except through memoranda sometime around his second decade, and seemed, if anything, relieved by it. Ronan did not dislike them. He understood only that proximity here was structural, not chosen, and structural things did not require warmth to function.

He had pulled Calder's file himself, from a stack that could have gone to Voss just as easily. He told himself, at the time, that this was procedural—her posting fell within his portfolio, the assignment unremarkable. He did not examine why he had reached for it a half-second before Voss's hand found the same folder, or why the small satisfaction of that half-second stayed with him longer than satisfaction usually did.

The interview itself was less an assessment than a ritual whose original purpose had eroded into procedure—thirty minutes, three questions that mattered buried among a dozen that didn't, a psych file cross-referenced against posture and eye contact and the particular timbre of hesitation people used when deciding how much truth a room could hold. Ronan had conducted hundreds of them. He could have run most on instinct, distracted, and produced the same clean assessment at the end.

He did not run Calder's on instinct.

Autumn had settled over the city by then, the kind that arrived without ceremony and simply subtracted light from the evenings a few minutes at a time, until no one could say exactly when it had happened. The Division's corridors, lit artificially at every hour, did not register the season at all—another of its habits, the refusal to concede that time passed differently outside its walls than in. Ronan had stopped minding this years ago. That week, for reasons he did not yet let himself name, he minded it again.

The second time, he noticed the absence of noise. No unnecessary movement. No performance. She took the chair opposite him without asking where to sit, as if the arrangement had been decided long ago. Her hands rested on the table, empty, unadorned. Still.

Ronan waited for the familiar signals. Nervousness. Curiosity. The reflex to fill silence.

They didn't come.

"State your name," he said, voice level, eyes on the file rather than her face.

"Calder," she said. Clear. Unembellished. Then silence again.

He looked up then—not because he meant to, but because the quiet pressed back. She was watching him now, openly, without challenge or deference. Not measuring him. Not asking for anything.

Present.

It unsettled him more than hostility would have.

He returned to the file's questions, if only to reclaim the shape of the room. "Your last posting cited a communication gap with your handler. Elaborate."

"He wanted debriefs before I'd finished processing what I'd seen. I gave him accurate information late rather than inaccurate information on time. He read that as a gap. I read it as the only kind of accuracy worth having."

"And if I asked you to prioritize timeliness over accuracy going forward?"

"I'd tell you that's a question about what kind of officer you actually want, not a question about my compliance. I'll follow either standard. I'd rather you choose it deliberately than assume it by default."

Ronan made a note he didn't strictly need to make, buying himself a half-second to recalibrate. Most candidates answered questions like that defensively, or performed contrition they didn't feel, or over-explained until the over-explaining became its own kind of tell. She had done none of it. She had simply answered, precisely, and handed the actual decision back to him without apology.

"Noted," he said.

"Is that a criticism."

"An observation. I haven't decided which yet." It was, he realized as he said it, exactly the same phrase he'd used in his own head about her file eleven days earlier, and he filed the coincidence away without examining why it unsettled him.

The meeting lasted twenty minutes. No deviation. No conflict. She answered precisely what was asked and nothing else. When it was over, she stood, nodded once—an acknowledgment, not gratitude—and left without waiting to be dismissed.

Ronan closed the file and sat there longer than necessary.

That was the first breach.

He went home that evening to an apartment that asked nothing of him and offered less—two rooms kept meticulously bare, not from poverty but from a philosophy he'd adopted somewhere in his twenties and never revisited: possessions were liabilities with better marketing. A shelf of books he'd actually read, arranged by the order he'd finished them rather than any system a stranger could reconstruct. A single chair angled toward the window rather than the wall, because he liked watching the city more than he liked being comfortable.

He made himself dinner he didn't taste, ran the evening through the same review he ran everything through, and found himself, for the first time in longer than he could easily place, unable to file the day away cleanly. Usually the apartment did that work for him—its emptiness a kind of decompression chamber between the Division and sleep. Tonight the emptiness just felt like emptiness.

He told himself it was procedural review when he reopened her file later that night. Told himself he was checking consistency, ensuring accuracy. He read details that didn't matter. He memorized dates he would never need again.

He noticed patterns. Gaps. The careful way some information was omitted—not concealed, just... left untouched, as if daring the reader to look away.

He respected that.

Respect was safe. Respect had rules.

He had not always been a man who needed rules drawn this precisely. There had been an earlier version of him, careless in the specific way young officers were careless—certain that competence was a kind of immunity, that caring about an outcome and remaining objective about it were compatible states. That version had cost the Division an asset in his fourth year, a source he had grown too fond of and too slow to extract, and the fallout had cost him eight months on a review desk where his only task was reading the consequences of other people's carelessness, file after file, until the pattern stopped being abstract and became something he carried.

He had built the rules out of that year. Distance. Professional language. No lingering. They were not, he understood now, principles so much as scar tissue—useful, load-bearing, and entirely capable of tearing again if enough pressure found the same seam.

Voss mentioned Calder's file once, in the break room, in the idle way he mentioned things he wanted examined without appearing to want it. "Clean eval," he said, stirring coffee he had no intention of finishing. "Almost too clean. You pulled that one yourself, didn't you."

"I pull most of them myself."

"Not the field postings. Those usually come to me." Voss studied him with the mild, patient attention of a man cataloguing something for later use. "No matter. Your desk, your discretion."

Ronan said nothing further, and Voss, having planted whatever he'd meant to plant, let it drop. But the exchange stayed with Ronan longer than it should have—not because of what was said, but because of how easily Voss had noticed a half-second's difference in a stack of files nobody was supposed to be tracking that closely.

He would need to be more careful. He told himself that the way he told himself most things now: clearly, and a beat too late to matter.

The third time, it was proximity.

They shared a
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