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About GOOD INTENTIONS

In the cramped basement office of their university newspaper, Jake and Nadia break a huge story that exposes a decade of institutional corruption. In the quieter hours, they also fall in love.

Then Nadia leaves.

A decade later, she returns from New York, once a fast-rising finance hotshot, now exiled after a deal gone wrong. Back in Sydney, Jake has forged a reputation as a crusading reporter whose by-line regularly brings down the rich and powerful.

Battlelines are drawn when they’re each pulled into the orbit of a biotech visionary whose start-up becomes Nadia’s big break and the target of Jake’s latest investigation. As old wounds flare, both must decide how far they’ll go to come out on top.

Clear-eyed and taut, Good Intentions asks if it is possible to be a good person in a morally grey world, and what happens when someone you once loved with your whole heart threatens to topple everything you’ve built.
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For my long-suffering friends




PART I




1

Nadia

Nadia Kuan might never have met Jake Sullivan if Toby McKenzie hadn’t added them both to a group chat named ‘Spotlight for Rostra’.

The notification appeared on her phone as she sat at her desk in her bedroom, surrounded by problem sets for her Advanced Econometrics seminar. She clicked on the group chat; there were no messages yet, just nine other names alongside hers.

Three pulsating dots appeared—someone was typing. Nadia watched them blink for thirty seconds, curiosity keeping her gaze anchored to her phone.

She had an idea what this might be about. September was election season—it was the month when campus organisations, from the Lacrosse Club to the Law Society, chose their leaders for the following year. Generally, candidates ran on tickets, pooling their popularity and presenting a united front. Savvy political operators built coalitions that could sweep elections. Being asked to join a competitive ticket was both a favour and a form of flattery.

Several so-called Big Names On Campus had already invited Nadia for a ‘coffee chat’ to gauge her interest in joining forces, and Toby McKenzie was as big a name as they came. The Law Revue he’d directed had left audiences in stitches. His satirical sketches dissected campus absurdities with surgical precision, but Nadia had observed how his scalpel always found predictable targets: campus conservatives carved open like specimens; college rowing clubs flayed for their privilege; the debating society vivisected for its self-importance.

She understood why ticket organisers saw her as a prize. Her name had a certain renown thanks to an exposé she’d written on an accommodation provider’s exploitation of international students. One day she had found a classmate from Econometrics crying in the bathroom, an eviction notice crumpled in her hands. The notice was a veiled demand for money, couched in bureaucratic language that made recipients doubt their rights. Nadia had subsequently spent several evenings in the international student lounge with her notepad, recording similar stories. The pattern was undeniable: confusing threats about visa status; dismissive responses to every query. Each student had borne their confusion and shame alone until Nadia had proven that these experiences hadn’t been isolated incidents but deliberately engineered.

Rostra, the student newspaper, had run her story on the front page, above the fold:


Hidden Fees Revealed: International Students Targeted By Student Accommodation Scam

By Nadia Kuan | 23 July 2014

Evidence has emerged of systematic exploitation at Nucasa, a Rostra investigation has found. Documents obtained by this paper reveal a troubling pattern of bureaucratic intimidation designed to extract additional payments from international students.



Nadia’s mum had framed the article and placed it on their mantelpiece at home, between family photographs and Nadia’s father’s award for excellence in small business. Nadia had once observed her mother’s thin fingers tracing her daughter’s by-line, her face illuminated with pride but tinged with something melancholic, as if the story had brushed against a memory she had carefully packed away.

At 3.25 on Sunday afternoon, Toby’s message finally appeared:


Elections for the student newspaper are later this month and I’m putting together an independent ticket focused on investigative journalism. Your names keep coming up in conversations about who’s doing the most interesting work on campus.

The paper needs serious reporters who can break real stories; people who care about truth and accountability. I believe that together we could build something important.

If you’re interested in learning more, let me know. I’d like to meet tomorrow to discuss possibilities.



She studied Toby’s message, noting its careful construction. He’d led with flattery but made it seem personal. Your names keep coming up in conversations—vague enough to feel organic, specific enough to seem real. People who care about truth and accountability—positioning them as principled rather than partisan.

Unlike most campus societies, the student newspaper had genuine influence beyond the university’s sandstone walls. Former prime ministers and High Court justices had written for Rostra; multiple Walkley-winning journalists had cut their teeth as editors. Investigations published in the paper had the power to bring about real change. Nadia had got a taste of this power; within days of her story running, the student accommodation provider had been forced to apologise and retract its demands for payment.

Her inclusion in the ticket made sense. She lent the group activist credentials, but prosecuted her activism with a notepad, not a megaphone. In other words, she represented credibility without being a liability. Nadia had learned the art of positioning from watching her father negotiate with his suppliers. He had taught her that perception was malleable; understanding how people saw you meant you could shape how they came to see you.

She typed her response:


Thanks for thinking of me, Toby. I’ve had some thoughts about what investigative journalism could look like on campus. Would be interested to hear what kind of stories you think we should be telling.



She hit send. Three dots appeared immediately. Toby McKenzie, it seemed, had also been watching his phone.

*

The following afternoon, the campus refectory was already filled with the student politics crowd when Nadia arrived. She lingered by the entrance, watching the dynamics of the assembled group. Toby was holding court at a corner table, his enthusiasm calibrated for each new arrival. His performance was skilful, every gesture designed to make the recipient feel specially chosen.

She noticed a boy sitting slightly apart, his focus divided between the group and a notebook filled with cramped handwriting. When she approached, he looked up with an intensity that momentarily scattered her prepared introduction.

‘Jake, right?’ she said, recognising his photo from Facebook. ‘I’m Nadia.’

His gangly frame unfolded from the chair. He looked like someone who had grown too fast and hadn’t quite figured out what to do with the extra height. His glasses sat slightly crooked and his dark hair stuck up at odd angles, as if he’d been running his hands through it while lost in thought.

‘I know,’ he said, then looked embarrassed at having admitted it.

‘You know?’

‘Sorry, that sounds really creepy,’ he said sheepishly. His hand went to his glasses, adjusting them in a gesture that seemed more of a nervous habit than necessity. ‘I meant . . . I’ve read your by-line.’

She grinned. ‘It’s okay, I’ve also googled everyone in the group chat. Nice work on the story about the cuts to student services, by the way.’

He smiled, the tension in his shoulders loosening. ‘Nice work on making me feel less weird about the internet stalking,’ he replied. He gestured to the empty chair beside him.

‘Nadia!’ Toby’s voice sliced through their conversation. ‘And Jake! My two investigative powerhouses, already plotting together.’

Nadia observed Jake’s expression reassemble into something more guarded; a subtle withdrawal. Interesting, she thought. Perhaps he shared her reservations about Toby’s performative facade.

The meeting itself proceeded like a well-rehearsed play. Toby outlined their ticket’s positioning: independent, professional, focused on ‘real’ journalism rather than factional politics. Nadia had been pleasantly surprised by the savvy beneath his showmanship. He had done his research; he knew everyone’s publishing history and articulated strategies for leveraging their different strengths.

‘The other tickets have political machines behind them,’ Jake said during a lull in the conversation. ‘How do we compete with their ground game?’

‘We’re better journalists,’ Toby replied, and now his tone was earnest, without its previous theatricality. ‘They’re running on factional loyalty. We’ll be breaking stories that actually matter.’

Nadia caught Jake’s eye. Toby might be a performer, but his commitment to good journalism seemed sincere.

Later, as they were leaving, Jake fell into step beside her. ‘What did you think?’

She considered her response, weighing frankness against diplomacy. ‘I think Toby’s smarter than he pretends to be.’

*

The next two weeks passed in a whirl. After agreeing to join Toby’s ticket, the ten candidates divided up responsibilities. Nadia had taken on designing leaflets, writing social media posts and persuading campus store managers to display their posters.

The latest assignment required two people: preparing the campaign signs that would line University Avenue. Nadia had been paired with Jake to collect A-frames from friendly electorate offices around Sydney and spray-paint them purple.

Their GoGet van rattled over a pothole as they navigated the narrow, unpredictable streets of Sydney’s Inner West. The A-frames they’d collected from Terry Dimopoulos’s office clattered together in the back like prisoners in transit.

‘Next left,’ Nadia said, peering at the map on her phone. Her straight black hair fell forward and she pushed it back behind her ear. ‘No, wait. The next, next left.’

Jake’s knuckles tightened on the steering wheel. ‘Those mean different things, Nadia.’

‘Sorry. I mean the one after—oh.’ She winced as they sailed past the turn. ‘We just passed it.’

Jake took a deep breath, like he was counting to ten before speaking. ‘For someone who can solve econometrics problems in her head, your sense of direction is impressively bad.’

‘My sense of direction is fine,’ Nadia said. ‘It’s these streets that keep rearranging themselves.’

He glanced at her. ‘Right. The streets are conspiring against you.’ But he was hiding a smile.

Nadia found herself smiling too. ‘Alright,’ she conceded, laughing. ‘I’m terrible at this. But I got us the A-frames, didn’t I?’

‘Yeah,’ he said, turning onto Cleveland Street. ‘To be honest, I’m still in awe. You managed to convince Terry Dimopoulos that having students paint over his face was somehow good for his image.’

‘It was a perfectly logical argument. Campaign materials should be recycled, and by donating them he’s showing commitment to youth engagement and environmental responsibility.’

‘You’re scary good at that, you know.’ His tone was light but she detected a wariness beneath. ‘Making things sound reasonable.’

She turned to study his profile. He had a long, serious face: a prominent nose, dark eyelashes behind his glasses, stubble shadowing his jaw. There was a furrow between his brows.

‘Is that a compliment or a criticism?’ she asked.

‘Just an observation.’ He swerved around a double-parked car. ‘Being able to see both sides of things . . . it’s useful. For journalism.’

‘But?’

‘Well, sometimes things are just wrong, no matter how reasonable you can make them sound.’

‘Next right,’ she said after a silence. ‘And I’m certain about this one.’

‘Miracle of miracles.’ He grinned.

*

Back on campus later, they unloaded the A-frames they had spent the last two hours spray-painting into a classroom they had commandeered as their campaign headquarters.

‘The esteemed Terry Dimopoulos, reduced to purple paint.’ Nadia collapsed into a desk chair, arms heavy with exhaustion. ‘At least we’re done with the signs.’

‘Until someone defaces them.’

Jake dropped into a chair alongside her.

‘Hey, Nadia, while you’re here . . .’ He hesitated, then reached into his bag and pulled out a notebook, spine cracked from use. ‘I’m looking into something new. I got a tip-off from the union rep who represents the builders working on the new science building site. They haven’t been paid properly for weeks.’

Nadia leaned forward, her fatigue falling away. ‘The one they’re rushing to finish before next semester starts?’

‘Yeah. The university is saying it’s just delayed paperwork, but . . .’ He opened his notebook. ‘I’ve been talking to the contractors. Something feels off about the whole project.’

She knew she should go home, wash away the paint fumes clinging to her skin and finish her Econometrics assignment. Instead, she scooted her chair closer to his desk. ‘Show me what you have.’

The night deepened outside, transforming windows into mirrors that reflected their hunched silhouettes. They sifted through his notes: construction budgets, contractor details, worker interviews. Pieces of a puzzle that didn’t quite fit together. Jake’s takeaway coffee cup acquired a cartoon, a figure labelled ‘Terry Dimopoulos’ wearing an expression of bewilderment.

When Nadia looked up, her neck stiff from bending over the files, she found Jake watching her with an expression she couldn’t immediately interpret.

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’ He turned back to his screen, but not before she caught something unguarded in his eyes. ‘Nice to work with someone else who seems to care.’

The fluorescent lights hummed above them. Nadia reached for his abandoned coffee cup and added a speech bubble to his cartoon: ‘Help! I’ve been repurposed for democracy!’

When he noticed it later, his smile made something warm unfurl in her chest.
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The Great Rostra Debate was a tradition that mattered more than it should. Three tickets would face off, each represented by their strongest speakers. The audience—student politicians, campus journalists and factional die-hards—was wholly unrepresentative of the broader student body, but a strong performance tonight would give them momentum into election week.

Toby had nominated them without hesitation. ‘It has to be Jake and Nadia,’ he’d said during their strategy meeting. ‘They’ve broken the biggest stories. They already have impressive journalistic records, not just promises to make.’

Standing at the podium in the lecture theatre, Nadia felt the familiar calm that came before any high-stakes performance. The room was a classic piece of 1960s university architecture: steeply banked rows of wooden seats curved around her in a horseshoe, their surfaces worn by decades of students shifting around restlessly.

The debate started smoothly. They handled the initial questions about editorial independence and investigative priorities with ease. Jake laid out their vision for training new reporters, Nadia detailed their plans for expanding coverage beyond campus boundaries.

Then came the first real challenge: ‘Your ticket claims to be politically independent, but isn’t this just another stepping stone in Toby McKenzie’s path to a leadership position within the Greens?’

Nadia was aware that Toby was an active member of the Greens, and she was also aware that some people questioned whether he was ‘serious’ enough for real politics. His reputation was for being artsy, queer and fabulous. The student paper was likely an attempt to add depth to his CV, to show he cared about accountability on real issues. But she thought his political aspirations were neither here nor there. He’d never pushed his politics onto the campaign.

Her mind clicked into that perfect clarity she always found during difficult economics proofs, and her response came with a force that surprised her.

‘That question reveals exactly why independent journalism matters,’ she said. ‘We’re so used to seeing everything through a political lens that we’ve forgotten what it means to pursue truth for its own sake. Each member of our ticket brings their own beliefs, yes. But what unites us is a commitment to rigorous reporting and holding power to account.’

The words landed as she’d hoped. She felt it in the room: that electric moment when she knew she had won the audience over. It was intoxicating, the ability to reshape perception with precisely chosen words. In the front row, Toby’s face broke into a wide grin.

When she glanced at Jake, though, she caught something fleeting in his expression—a furrow between his brows, gone almost before she registered it. She recognised that look from their recent late nights in their campaign headquarters. It meant he’d spotted a pattern he didn’t like.

The rest of the debate passed in a blur of competent answers and predictable squabbles between the other tickets. Afterwards, as their team celebrated, Toby enveloped her in an exuberant hug.

‘You were absolutely brilliant!’ he exclaimed. ‘The way you handled that question about my political aspirations—pure genius!’

Over his shoulder, Nadia saw Jake standing apart from the group, his expression thoughtful. When their eyes met, he gave her a small smile that didn’t reach his eyes, then slipped away into the crowd.

The victory carried them to King O’Malley’s. Nadia accepted congratulations; explained their editorial vision to a second-
year who’d wandered over. But her eyes kept drifting to the empty chair beside her, where Jake’s untouched schooner had grown warm.

*

A week later, their ticket won on Labor Left preferences, which Toby declared ‘deliciously ironic’ after his third glass of champagne. At the afterparty, the bar hummed with victory songs from various elections—their celebrations mixing with those of newly elected club presidents and society officers.

‘My political mastermind!’ Toby threw an arm around Nadia’s shoulders. ‘You know, we owe this win to how perfectly you read the room during the preference negotiations—the way you convinced the Labor Left that preferencing independents was somehow ideologically consistent with their values.’ He cackled.

Nadia smiled. ‘They just needed to hear their own principles reflected back to them.’

‘God, you’re good.’ He gave her shoulders a squeeze. ‘You know, you should really think about getting involved in actual politics. The Greens could use someone with your instincts.’

‘I think I’ll stick to journalism for now.’

‘Mm, yes, very noble.’ Toby grinned conspiratorially. ‘But when you change your mind . . .’ He mimed picking up a phone before being swept away by another group of revellers.

*

The wooden dance floor was packed with tipsy students, their campaign T-shirts soaked with cheap champagne. Music thumped from speakers hung in the beams, competing with Young Labor’s corner, where someone was attempting to lead a rowdy rendition of ‘Solidarity Forever’. The walls seemed to vibrate with collective relief and triumph, while harried bartenders struggled to keep up with orders from students spending their remaining campaign budgets on rounds of shots.

Nadia found Jake at a quiet table near the back. He looked more relaxed than she had seen him in recent weeks.

‘Toby’s looking for you,’ she said, sliding into the seat across from him. ‘He’s about to give his fourth victory speech.’

‘Hence the strategic retreat.’ He pushed a glass towards her. ‘Ginger ale. A defence against the champagne he’s been foisting on you.’

She took a grateful sip. ‘You noticed?’

‘That you’ve been pretending to drink all night?’ The corner of his mouth quirked. ‘Some of us are supposed to be investigative reporters.’

Jake traced the condensation on his glass. ‘My mum will be happy we won,’ he said suddenly. ‘She was editor of the student paper at ANU back in her day. Her team broke the story about university research funding being diverted to defence contracts.’

Nadia recognised a rare moment of openness. ‘What did she study?’

‘She was doing her PhD on union movements and workplace safety regulations,’ he said with a small smile. ‘She had a whole academic career mapped out—post-doc fellowship, tenure track position, the works.’ He set down his glass. ‘But she never finished her degree.’

‘Oh, what happened?’ Nadia asked.

‘One summer, she went to Tasmania to research the dock workers’ union. That’s when she met my dad—he was a stevedore. They were only dating casually when she got pregnant with me.’ He looked abashed for a moment. ‘It was an accident. But they decided to try to make it work. Instead of finishing her research, she stayed in Hobart and became a teacher.’

‘That must have been a difficult choice,’ Nadia said softly.

‘Yeah. But she never . . .’ He paused. ‘She never made me feel like I’d derailed her life. She focused all that academic intensity on raising me. I was probably the only eight-year-old in Tasmania who could explain enterprise bargaining agreements.’

She tried to picture it: a younger Jake, absorbing complex ideas from a mother who treated him like an intellectual equal.

‘These days she teaches environmental science,’ he continued. ‘She says if we’re serious about climate change, we have to live our principles. She refuses to learn to drive—it takes her three buses to get to work.’

‘Living our principles, huh? Sounds like someone else I know.’ Nadia chuckled. ‘To your mum then,’ she said, raising her ginger ale. ‘And catching three buses.’

His laugh reached his eyes in a way his polite smiles did not. Then someone turned the music up, and the moment was lost.
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A few days after the election night party, Nadia arrived home to find her mother in the kitchen making dumplings. Her family of three lived in an apartment above the Asian grocery store they owned. The evening light caught the new signage of the Haymarket store, golden mountain market printed in simple, elegant lettering. Nadia’s father had designed it himself; he wanted something that felt both modern and timeless. Underneath, in her mother’s flowing calligraphy, were the Chinese characters 金山市场.

Steam rose from the pot on the stove, fogging the small window that looked out over the street below. The sight of her mother’s hands shaping the dough brought Nadia back to childhood evenings spent at the kitchen counter, learning to fold dumplings while reciting multiplication tables. Her mother’s fingers worked with the precision of a master craftsman, pleating each morsel into a perfect crescent moon.

‘Baobei, your timing is ideal,’ her mother said. Sweat had dampened the wisps of hair around her face but her movements never slowed. ‘I was just about to call you for quality control.’

Nadia popped a dumpling in her mouth, the wrapper still hot enough to burn. Steam escaped from between her lips as she made an appreciative sound. ‘Still the best in Sydney.’

‘Better than Din Tai Fung?’

‘Not even close.’

Her mother looked pleased. They worked together in comfortable silence, falling easily into their usual roles—her mother wrapping, Nadia arranging the dumplings on trays lined with baking paper. The kitchen was compact but meticulously organised, every surface sparkling.

‘The store looks good,’ Nadia said, watching another perfect dumpling take shape under her mother’s fingers. ‘The new layout works well.’

‘Mm. It was your father’s idea. He wanted it to feel more like a marketplace than a convenience store. He says people miss that feeling of discovery. I told him not everyone wants to discover their groceries. Sometimes they want to grab their milk and go.’

Nadia smiled at her parents’ dynamic; her father’s vision balanced by her mother’s pragmatism.

Over dinner her father launched into an impassioned rant about the new supermarket that had opened three blocks away. ‘You know what they’re charging for bok choy? Twelve dollars a kilo!’ He jabbed his chopsticks in the air for emphasis and nearly knocked over his tea. ‘And people are paying! The quality isn’t even good. Leaves are wilted, stems are woody. But they put it in those fancy mesh bags with a “locally sourced” sticker and suddenly everyone thinks it’s premium produce.’

Her mother made a sound that could have been agreement or exasperation. ‘Not everyone has time to check every leaf like you do, Ah-ba.’

‘That’s the problem!’ He set down his chopsticks so he could gesticulate more freely. ‘People have forgotten how to really look at food. Last week, Mrs Lee—you remember Mrs Lee? Her grandson just started at Sydney Grammar. Anyway, she came in complaining about how expensive vegetables are getting. I showed her our bok choy: six dollars a kilo. You know what she said? She said it didn’t look as fresh as the supermarket’s. Because we didn’t have the fancy packaging!’

Nadia hid a smile behind her bowl. Her father’s indignation over the quality of produce was as familiar as the pattern on their dinner plates.

Her father turned his attention to her. ‘Speaking of looking at things properly . . .’ he said as he reached for the soup ladle. ‘Nadia—the student newspaper. Your team won the election?’

Nadia nodded. ‘We’re already working on some important stories.’

‘With your new friend . . . Jack?’ Her mother’s tone was neutral but Nadia caught the interest beneath it.

‘Jake. Yes, he’s a great journalist. Extremely dedicated. We’re following a tip about the new science building. The builders aren’t getting paid properly.’

Her parents exchanged a look she couldn’t quite read.

‘You know,’ her father said, ‘when we first started the business, we had to make some hard decisions about how we paid our staff. Survival meant we had to be practical.’

‘This is different, Ba.’

‘Of course it is.’ He smiled. ‘But sometimes things that look simple from the outside can be more complicated up close. That’s all I’m saying.’

‘What your father means,’ her mother added, ‘is that it’s good to care about justice. But it’s also good to understand how things work.’

‘I do want to understand,’ Nadia said, thinking about the hours she’d already spent analysing pay records with Jake. ‘That’s why we’re investigating this.’

Her mother reached for the chilli oil and added a teaspoon to her soup. ‘We don’t want you to get hurt, baobei. The world isn’t always fair to people who point out its problems.’

‘We know you mean well, Nadia,’ her father said. ‘But sometimes it’s better to fix things from the inside. Build something real first. Then you can afford to make the world better.’

‘Like what you did with the store,’ Nadia said.

‘Like what we did for you.’ Her mother sounded emotional. ‘The money we spent on your education, making sure you had opportunities. We did that so you could choose your own way.’

*

Later, as she helped her mother clean up after dinner, Nadia found herself studying a framed photo of her parents’ first corner store.

‘Do you know what I remember?’ her mother said, following her gaze. ‘Not the long hours or the difficult customers. I remember your father staying up late every night, studying English business terms. “If we’re going to do this,” he said, “we’re going to do it right.”’

She turned to look at her daughter. ‘Nadia, do not spend too much time at the newspaper. Your honours year is critical. Those investment banking jobs you want to apply for—they’re very competitive, no?’

‘Ma, it’s important to me—’

‘Your degree is more important. The newspaper is . . . what do you call it? Extracurricular.’

Seeing Nadia’s crestfallen expression, her mother’s tone softened.

‘I am sure it is good work, Nadia. Important work. You can use it to open doors. Just don’t spend all your time living in the doorway.’
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Most of the Rostra editors were away over the summer break; they had escaped Sydney’s oppressive summer for family holidays or internships in air-conditioned corporate offices. At the last minute, Nadia had turned down a summer internship to get a head start on the paper. Her parents didn’t voice any objection, but she caught the looks they exchanged.

‘We need to deliver a strong first edition,’ she had told them. ‘We ran on the promise of serious investigative journalism. We need to prove we meant it.’

In truth, the thought of spending her last summer break in some CBD office building had filled her with dread. Instead, she’d found herself looking forward to the days she spent in the Rostra office, often with Jake.

Since the election three months ago, they’d traded messages most weeks. He would send her links to articles; she would spend more time than she cared to admit crafting intelligent responses. Over New Years, Nadia had spent a week down the south coast with her friends, Celine, Anna and Sam—a final hurrah before Anna and Sam left for their exchange semesters overseas. Between swims and lazy dinners, she’d found herself checking her phone more than usual, half hoping for a message from Jake.

When he’d returned from spending a few weeks with his mum in Tasmania, he’d invited her along to chat with some builders at the construction site for the new science building. Afterwards, they had debriefed over gelato, their conversation flowing as easily as if they’d been doing this for years.

The Rostra office, located in the basement of the Student Union building, felt different when it was just the two of them, as if the empty desks and quiet corridors had created a world apart. The room felt cramped and lived-in, with the purple A-frames from the election stacked in a corner. Every surface, from desks to filing cabinets, was stained with coffee rings and long-ago takeaway meals. The walls were plastered with old front pages and campaign posters dating back decades.

Nadia and Jake’s desks were pushed against windows that sat at street level. Through the smudged glass they could see the feet of passing students. A fan creaked in the corner, fighting a losing battle against Sydney’s humidity.

Nadia arrived one day to find Jake at his desk, shirtsleeves rolled up against the heat, surrounded by financial records. He’d been there for hours; she could tell by the assembly of coffee cups, the cartoons he’d doodled on each growing stranger as his caffeine intake increased. The latest depicted a figure with angel wings ascending towards heaven, with floating invoices in place of clouds.

She watched him work for a moment, struck by how different he was from the pragmatic world her parents inhabited. She thought about what they might say on meeting him: that he was the kind of boy who made getting by harder than it needed to be. But seeing his notes spread across his desk like articles of faith, he made righteousness feel less like stubbornness and more like gravity. A natural law you could build a life around.

‘You’re hovering,’ he said without raising his eyes, but she saw the corner of his mouth quirk up. ‘Either come help me with these procurement records or stop lurking.’

‘I’m not lurking.’ She dropped into her chair. ‘I’m observing your slow descent into caffeine madness.’

He finally glanced up, eyes unfocused with sleep deprivation.

‘The budgets aren’t reconciling,’ he said, pushing a stack of paper towards her. ‘The university has been paying out millions for the construction project, but the builders haven’t been paid for weeks.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Three different contractors, all claiming payment delays. But look at this—the money’s definitely leaving the university’s accounts. It’s just not going where it should.’

Nadia pulled the files closer, her gaze snagging on the signature at the bottom of the payment authorisations. ‘Patrick Walsh?’ The name tasted acrid on her tongue. She remembered him from her student accommodation investigation. When she’d gone to the university for comment, he had attempted to suppress the story, claiming it would ‘damage international enrolment targets’. When that didn’t work, he’d summoned her for a ‘friendly chat’ about her ‘promising future’ and how certain stories might ‘limit one’s opportunities’.

She had maintained a polite demeanour throughout the meeting, noting how he swaddled threats in administrative pleasantries. How he pressed for compliance through the subtle intimation of consequences.

‘The deputy vice-chancellor,’ Jake confirmed.

‘He’s the one who tried to bury my story about international students,’ Nadia said. ‘And now he’s authorising all these unexplained payments?’

Something clicked in her mind, like pieces of a pattern sliding into place. The delayed contractor payments echoed the way the student accommodation provider had exploited international students: powerful people insulating themselves by isolating their victims, each instance of wrongdoing ostensibly individual while in fact being one among many.

‘Jake,’ she said, ‘we should examine every construction project Walsh has overseen. Every contractor engagement, every payment. There’s something suspicious going on.’

He was already reaching for his notebook. ‘I’ll start pulling the records first thing tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘The coffee machine still works, doesn’t it?’

The way he grinned sent a tingle down her spine. ‘I’ll make us a fresh pot.’

*

The chancellery’s quarterly construction report, which they had requested under the Freedom of Information Act, arrived the following Tuesday. Under Australian FOI laws, citizens had the right to access government documents unless they contained sensitive information. Public universities were subject to these transparency requirements, meaning internal documents about how fees and taxpayer funding were being spent could be accessed.

‘Look at this,’ Nadia said, frowning at a spreadsheet of contractor payments. ‘This statement shows the university paying out the funds. Four million last quarter for construction services.’

Jake leaned over her shoulder. In the summer heat his proximity was more noticeable. ‘And where’s the money going?’

‘That’s where it gets interesting.’ Nadia was pulling up all the files that had arrived, trying not to focus on the warmth of his body beside hers. ‘Look at these five transfers, all to different “project management consultants”.’

‘How many project managers does one building need?’

‘Well, exactly.’ She spread out the payment records. ‘And notice the amounts—they’re all just under one hundred and fifty thousand dollars.’

‘These consultants—do we know which firms they’re from?’

‘Here it gets weird.’ Nadia flipped to another document. ‘Look at the registrations for these consulting companies. Different firms, but they share a registered address. And guess who’s listed as the company secretary on all of them?’

‘Who?’

‘Laurence Walsh.’ She looked up. ‘Any relation to the deputy vice-chancellor?’

‘I’ll bet you anything there is one.’ Jake started pacing.

‘This could be what’s happening,’ Nadia said, sketching a quick diagram. ‘Every major construction project has a chunk of money allocated to project management services. But if they’re split into smaller contracts—each just under a hundred and fifty thousand, say—they don’t have to go through a competitive tender.’

‘So these consultants are banking money for unnecessary advisory work, while the actual builders go unpaid.’ Jake’s voice had a note she’d come to recognise as anger.

They looked at each other. Late-afternoon sun slanted across his face, the golden light softening his features. His eyes sparkled. Nadia quickly looked back down at her notes.

‘We need more,’ she said, reaching for her notebook. ‘Bank records showing the transfers. Evidence these consulting firms aren’t providing real services. Someone on the inside who can confirm a connection between Patrick and Laurence Walsh.’

Jake was drawing a cartoon on a new coffee cup: a figure juggling contractor logos. She reached over and borrowed his pen, adding a speech bubble beside the harried character: ‘I’m a humble public servant juggling revenue streams!’

‘That’s terrible,’ he said, the corner of his mouth twitching as he fought a smile.

‘You love it.’

‘I tolerate it.’

She flicked a paperclip at him, which he dodged without looking up.

‘They must be connected,’ Jake said, putting down the coffee cup and picking up his notes. ‘The cost overruns, the delayed payments, the contracts procured right when Walsh took over the construction portfolio . . .’

‘The pieces are coming together . . . it’s like a beautiful maths equation,’ Nadia finished.

*

They worked into the night, the Thai food they’d ordered for dinner growing stone-cold. At some point, Nadia had kicked off her shoes and curled up in her chair, stealing spring rolls from Jake’s container while he was distracted. Their small pool of lamplight felt like its own universe.

Around 10 pm she broke their comfortable silence: ‘Jake?’

‘Mm?’ He was deep in a company registration database.

‘What do you think happens if we break this story?’

He looked up. ‘What do you mean?’

She gestured at their wall of post-it notes. ‘Walsh isn’t some low-level administrator. He’s got power. Connections. He could hurt us, or at least make our lives difficult.’

‘Does that change what we should do?’ he asked quietly.

The question hung between them.

She met his eyes. Part of her wanted to back away from the precipice they were approaching; another part recognised they’d already come too far. ‘No,’ she said finally, feeling less certain than her words. ‘But it means we have to be meticulous. Every piece of evidence has to be documented, verified. We can’t give them any way to discredit this.’

‘Then we’ll be meticulous.’ The way he said it sounded like a promise.

She held his gaze, struck by how much she wanted to inhabit the world as he saw it—where determination could overcome any obstacle.

‘Okay,’ she said finally. ‘Show me again what you found in the registration records.’

*

The next morning the campus was quiet as they walked between sandstone buildings that radiated heat, the silence broken only by the dry rasp of cicadas. Jake outlined his plan as they walked.

‘We don’t go in asking about anything specific,’ he said, adjusting his backpack. ‘We tell them we’re writing about the unsung heroes who keep the university running. Make them feel valued.’

‘There’s no way that’s going to work,’ Nadia said.

‘Why not?’ His voice contained a hint of defensiveness.

‘They’ll see right through us.’ She gestured towards the imposing chancellery building ahead.

‘Trust me on this one,’ Jake said, his eyes glinting as if he had something up his sleeve.

Nadia looked at him, bemused. ‘Fine. But when we get thrown out on our arses, I’m saying I told you so.’

‘Fair enough,’ he replied.

The chancellery reception desk was staffed by a middle-aged woman with hair pulled back in a bun. On the wall next to her desk was a corkboard decorated with photos of teenage children.

Jake approached her with a smile. ‘Hi there. I’m Jake Sullivan from Rostra—the student newspaper? Nadia and I are writing a series on the people who really make the university run. You know, the ones who never get recognition but keep everything functioning.’

The receptionist—her nameplate read ‘Odette’—brightened immediately. ‘Oh, how lovely! That’s such a wonderful idea.’

‘We’re particularly interested in profiling some people in the finance department,’ Jake continued earnestly. ‘All the work that goes into managing contracts and budgets—it must be incredibly challenging.’

‘Oh, it certainly is,’ Odette said, looking pleased to have someone acknowledge the value of the work. ‘Most people have no idea what we do here, behind the scenes.’

Jake nodded. ‘Exactly! That’s why we want to tell those stories. Would you happen to know someone in the finance department who might be willing to chat with us? Who might be willing to provide some background on how it all works?’

Nadia watched Jake’s performance with fascination. His manner was different from usual; his shoulders relaxed, expression open. His usual intensity had softened into something disarmingly boyish.

‘Well,’ Odette said, lowering her voice conspiratorially, ‘Kirsty in Accounts Payable is absolutely wonderful. She’s been here fifteen years and knows everything about how university procurement works.’

‘She sounds perfect,’ Jake said, pulling out his notebook with the enthusiasm of an eager student. ‘Would it be possible to get her contact details? Or maybe you could let her know we’d love to arrange a brief interview?’

Twenty minutes later, they walked out with Kirsty’s phone number and an appointment scheduled for the following afternoon.

‘I’ll hand it to you, that was impressive,’ Nadia said as they descended the steps. ‘Was that you flirting with her?’

Jake blinked, then grinned. ‘Why, are you jealous?’

‘N-no,’ Nadia stammered, a little too quickly. ‘I was just . . . impressed by your technique.’

‘It wasn’t flirting,’ Jake said. ‘It’s what I call “son vibes”.’

‘Son vibes?’

‘It’s when you remind middle-aged women of their son, whether or not they have one. When you embody an innocent and slightly lost boy, it activates their maternal instincts. It’s very different from flirting, which would be inappropriate and probably ineffective with middle-aged university admin staff.’

Nadia laughed. ‘Where did you learn this technique?’

For a moment she thought he might deflect, the way he sometimes did when conversations veered towards the personal. Instead, he looked thoughtful.

‘Mum used to take me to meetings of union delegates when I was a child. She’d always be off fighting the good fight, and sometimes I’d be stuck in these community halls for hours.’ He smiled at the memory. ‘It was always middle-aged women who’d end up looking after me—the secretaries, the clerical workers. They’d share their Tim Tams and all the best gossip.’

Nadia noticed how his expression softened when he talked about his mum. ‘That’s lovely,’ she said.

‘Mum always said real power sits with the people who answer phones and process paperwork,’ he continued. ‘They see everything, but they’re invisible to most people.’

They walked quietly for a few minutes.

‘What’s our story for Kirsty?’ Nadia asked finally.

‘We should stick to the truth,’ Jake said. ‘We’re student journalists looking into university procurement processes. We’re interested in how the system works, what oversight exists for large contracts, that sort of thing.’

‘What if she asks why we’re interested in specific contracts?’

Jake stopped walking, turning to face her. ‘We can tell her we’re concerned about transparency in the university’s spending. That students have a right to know how their fees are being used.’

‘Right.’ She nodded, trying to focus on his words rather than how the afternoon light brought out the amber in his hazel eyes.

*

The following afternoon, they met Kirsty at the refectory. She was seated at a table in the corner, nervously stirring her tea. Everything about her seemed designed to take up as little space as possible. Her mousy brown hair was pulled back so severely it must have given her headaches; her cardigan was a shade of grey that blended into the walls.

She looked up as they approached, managing a tentative smile.

‘Thank you so much for meeting with us, Kirsty,’ Nadia said, sliding into the seat across from her. ‘We really appreciate you taking the time.’

‘Nobody has ever asked to do a profile on me,’ Kirsty said, shaking their hands tentatively.

‘How’s your week been?’ Nadia asked, hoping to put her at ease.

‘Oh, chaos.’ Kirsty sighed, her exhaustion showing through her anxious demeanour. ‘The chancellery is upgrading its tech next weekend. I’ve been organising new laptops for all the senior administrators. I’ve barely slept in days.’

‘That sounds stressful,’ Nadia said sympathetically.

Jake pulled out his notebook. ‘It’s about time we gave some credit to the people who keep this place running. Can you tell us a bit about what you do in Accounts?’

‘Oh, well . . .’ Kirsty sat up straighter; she seemed unused to being the focus of positive attention. ‘I manage procurement for the chancellery. Purchase orders, contractor payments, that sort of thing. It’s more complex than people realise—there are compliance requirements, approval hierarchies . . .’

‘That sounds like a lot of responsibility,’ Nadia said. ‘How long have you been doing this?’

‘Fifteen years now. I started as a temp and worked my way up.’ There was a note of pride in her voice. ‘I know every process, every form that needs to be filed.’

‘The university’s lucky to have someone so dedicated,’ Jake said. ‘With all the construction projects going on, the procurement load must be massive.’

Kirsty nodded. ‘The new science building alone—hundreds of contracts, millions in payments. It’s like conducting an orchestra, making sure everything flows smoothly.’

‘How do you keep track of it all?’ Nadia asked. ‘Are there systems in place to catch irregularities?’

Something shifted in Kirsty’s expression; a flicker of wariness. ‘Irregularities?’

‘You know,’ Jake said casually, ‘duplicate payments, contracts that don’t match the work being done. The kind of mistakes that could happen with such a complex system.’

Kirsty started stirring her tea again. Nadia counted the clinks against ceramic: seven clockwise, then three counterclockwise. ‘We . . . we have checks and balances. Approval processes.’

‘But hypothetically,’ Nadia said, ‘if someone wanted to hide payments, rort the system, how might they do it?’

The colour drained from Kirsty’s face. Her fingers found a loose thread on her cardigan sleeve and began worrying at it. ‘Why would you ask that?’

Jake and Nadia exchanged a glance.

‘Kirsty,’ Jake said slowly, ‘we haven’t been entirely honest with you. We’re not really writing a profile. We’ve been looking into the procurement of contracts for the new science building, and we’ve noticed some suspicious patterns.’

Kirsty froze. For a moment she seemed suspended between speaking and fleeing. Her eyes darted to the entrance, then back to them.

‘I shouldn’t be talking to you,’ she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. With trembling hands she started putting her wallet and phone back in her bag.

‘Wait, please,’ Nadia said softly, seeing the panic in the other woman’s eyes. ‘We’re sorry we weren’t upfront. We’re not asking you to go on record.’

Kirsty’s eyes darted between the two exits. Her wedding ring caught the light as she twisted it around her finger. She looked torn, as if part of her wanted to speak while another part screamed at her to run.

‘I can’t . . .’ She started to stand.

‘Kirsty, please,’ Jake said urgently. ‘You mentioned checks and balances, approval processes. We’re not trying to trap you—we just want to understand what’s happening.’

Kirsty hesitated, half standing. Something in Jake’s voice seemed to reach her. She sat back down slowly.

‘The way the system is set up,’ she said haltingly, ‘everything looks legitimate on paper. The approvals, the paperwork . . . it’s all there.’

‘But?’ Jake leaned forward, as if sensing an opening.

Nadia shot him a warning look: give her space.

‘Sometimes’—Kirsty’s voice lowered—‘I have seen anomalies. Contracts just under the tender threshold. Consulting fees that don’t match any work delivered.’ She shook her head quickly. ‘But it’s all within policy. Anyone who asks questions . . .’

‘What happens to them?’ Nadia asked.

‘There was Fabian . . .’ Kirsty’s voice trembled. ‘He questioned some payments last year. Now he’s working at a call centre. His references . . .’ She started gathering her belongings again. ‘I have two kids in private school, a mortgage.’

‘We can protect you,’ Jake said. ‘The student council has lawyers, and there are protections for whistleblowers.’

‘I wish I could help, I do. But’—Kirsty stood abruptly, clutching her bag—‘I can’t be your source. I’m sorry.’

Jake started to speak, but Nadia touched his arm. The other woman had reached her limit.

They watched her hurry away, her sensible shoes squeaking against the linoleum floor.

‘Well,’ Jake said after a moment, ‘that could have gone better.’

‘She knows something is off.’ Nadia was already writing in her notebook. ‘Did you hear what she said about contracts being under the tender threshold? That supports our theory.’

‘Yeah, but without something more concrete . . .’ Jake ran a hand through his hair in frustration. ‘We need someone to confirm the pattern.’

‘We’ll find another way in.’ Nadia’s pen moved faster as she scribbled down everything Kirsty had said. ‘She mentioned consulting fees for work that hasn’t been delivered. We can look through the contractor agreements that are in the approved budget, match payments to a piece of work. We’ll establish the pattern.’

They stayed in the refectory until the cleaners arrived, trying to piece together what Kirsty couldn’t tell them. Later in the evening, they walked through the empty campus, their footsteps echoing off the sandstone buildings that lined University Avenue. The clocktower rose ahead of them, its Gothic spires silhouetted against the purple sky. Automatic sprinklers had begun their evening ritual, sending precise arcs of water across the Quadrangle’s manicured lawns with a hypnotic tick-tick-tick.

Nadia understood why people chose silence. She had watched her parents make these choices, deciding when to speak and when to bide their time. She’d learned that sometimes the truth had to be assembled from silences; from the spaces where people had tried to speak and found the cost too high.
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After Kirsty, they hit an impasse. They began by trying to track down Fabian, the staff member who had raised concerns. They started with the university’s staff directory and found three Fabians who had worked there in recent years. The first had left for a more senior role at another university. The second had been a Spanish tutor, and the third an animal technician in the School of Veterinary Science. None of them seemed likely candidates.

Jake had the idea to get his housemate to call the chancellery, claiming he’d found a wallet belonging to someone called Fabian who worked in Accounts. The receptionist told him she didn’t know anyone by that name.

Nadia spent hours scouring LinkedIn for former university employees now working in call centres, but the search yielded hundreds of results and no one named Fabian.

After days of hitting dead ends, they had to admit defeat.

Nadia was re-reading her interview notes from their meeting with Kirsty for the fifth time, while Jake paced their cramped office like a caged animal. His latest coffee cup bore a drawing of Patrick Walsh surfing on a wave of invoices, wearing a Hawaiian shirt made of money.

‘The IT upgrade,’ Nadia said suddenly, looking up from her notes. ‘That’s our opportunity.’

Jake stopped pacing. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The chancellery is upgrading their tech this weekend. Remember how Kirsty mentioned it when we asked her about her week?’ Her eyes lit up. ‘Which means their old ones . . .’

‘. . . are sitting at e-waste collection.’ Jake was already grabbing his jacket. ‘And I’ll bet Walsh is too arrogant to wipe his laptop properly.’

*

The university’s e-waste facility was a windowless room in the Engineering building’s basement. Nadia gave the supervisor a dazzling smile and told him in Mandarin that her father’s electronics store needed parts. Five minutes later, they were alone among rows of discarded computers.

‘Here.’ Nadia’s fingers traced a silver laptop’s lid. A sticky note was stuck to the top, labelled P. Walsh.

She opened the laptop and pressed the power button. A login screen appeared.

Jake leaned in. ‘Try password123.’

‘Please. He thinks he’s smarter than that.’ Nadia’s hands hovered over the keys. ‘What about ViceChancellor2016?’

Jake snorted. ‘Too on the nose. Though I like the way you think.’ He looked around the room for ideas. ‘What’s the university motto?’

‘Sidere mens eadem mutato.’ Nadia typed, then shook her head. ‘Nope.’

Jake took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes. ‘We might be overthinking this. What’s the most obvious thing . . .’

Nadia typed ‘patrick’. The screen unlocked.

They stared at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing.

‘A mind for complex fraud, thwarted by basic cybersecurity,’ Nadia said, already scrolling through Walsh’s Outlook files. As she skimmed what was on the screen, she froze. ‘Oh my god, Jake. It’s all here.’

Jake peered over her shoulder. On the screen was an email chain between Walsh and three senior administrators, discussing their ‘fees’ with casual confidence.

‘They’re shameless,’ Nadia whispered. ‘Walsh’s cousin Laurence owns all five consulting firms. The money goes from the university to Laurence, then half of it bounces back to Patrick’s account.’

‘And the other administrators are getting a cut for looking the other way.’ Jake’s voice was tight. ‘While construction workers are going unpaid, these bastards are buying boats with the university’s money.’

They heard footsteps in the hallway. Nadia started copying files onto a USB drive. When two cleaners walked past, they tried to look like innocent students looking through spare computer parts.

When Jake looked at her, she realised she’d been holding her breath. His dark hair had fallen across his forehead; his mouth was curved into an incredulous smile. She suddenly became acutely aware of how close they were standing.

Then he laughed, a sound of pure exhilaration.

‘We’ve got them,’ Nadia said softly. The words tasted like victory.

*

Eight pages. That’s what it took to expose a decade of corruption at the highest levels of the university. Nadia kept touching the final draft like it might disappear. It was a perfectly constructed bomb of procurement documents and bank records that would detonate Patrick Walsh’s world.

The article laid it bare: how Walsh had built a system of shell companies masquerading as consultants to siphon funds from huge construction budgets. A million in ‘project management’ fees would disappear into a maze of subsidiaries, only to emerge in Walsh’s offshore accounts. They had unearthed a decade of embezzlement, hidden within spurious contractor payments and fraudulent invoices.

The article had been reviewed by Rostra’s legal counsel and was already at the printers. In hours, it would appear on newsstands around campus, as a special feature before the semester started. The online version was scheduled to go live at the same time.

‘Stop checking it,’ Jake said, but he was doing the same thing: picking up pages, putting them down, adjusting them. He took his glasses off, restless hands trying to clean already spotless lenses.

‘I’m not checking,’ Nadia lied. ‘I’m admiring. Look at that em dash on page four. Possibly my finest work.’

‘The em dash?’ His laugh had a wild edge. ‘Not the part where we proved the deputy vice-chancellor has been skimming from every major construction project for the past decade?’

‘The em dash makes it sing.’ She was giddy with exhaustion and triumph and terror. ‘Also, those shell company registrations you found? Pure poetry.’

Jake abandoned his glasses-cleaning to retrieve a coffee cup with a half-finished drawing. Their investigation could be measured in the stacks of cups on his desk, featuring cartoons which had become increasingly pointed as the evidence against Walsh had mounted. The latest showed Walsh drowning in a sea of his own receipts, yelling, ‘They were supposed to be shredded!’

‘We’re actually going to do this,’ he said, staring at his cartoon. ‘We’re going to tell everyone that one of the most senior men in the administration spent a decade treating the university’s construction budget like his personal ATM.’

‘Not just him.’ Nadia spun her chair in a slow circle, taking in their wall of post-it notes. ‘Half-a-dozen senior staff. Department heads who looked away while “auxiliary support” budgets vanished.’ She stopped spinning. ‘God, I sound like you now. Righteous anger and air quotes.’

Jake feigned offence but his smile was soft around the edges.

‘Remember how this started?’ he said. ‘When you noticed those consulting fees were always just under the tender threshold?’

‘My weird obsession with round numbers finally came in handy.’

He took a step towards her desk. ‘Your weird and brilliant brain spotted what anyone else would have missed.’

The way he said ‘brilliant’ made her face flush. She turned around awkwardly, knocking over a stack of receipts. They both moved to catch the falling papers and suddenly he was so close that she could see the caffeine-dilated pupils behind his glasses.

‘Are you scared?’ she asked, which wasn’t what she’d meant to say at all.

‘Terrified.’

Her hands felt unsteady. She wanted to say something clever but his gaze was making her brain short-circuit.

Their first kiss was not without technical shortcomings. His glasses bumped against the bridge of her nose and her back pressed uncomfortably against the edge of a filing cabinet. But as she inhaled the scent of his aftershave, Nadia was struck with the kind of certainty that only visits upon twenty-two-year-olds.

Somehow she knew that for as long as she lived, there would never be another kiss as perfect or as profound.




6

Jake

When she kissed him, his mind went blank.

After months of careful distance—of quickly averting his eyes whenever she might notice him watching her across their shared desk—Nadia was kissing him. Nadia fucking Kuan was kissing him. He felt like his chest might explode.

‘Nadia . . . are you sure?’ he asked, pulling back—because he had to; because she was Nadia and he was Jake and the distance between those facts had just collapsed into something new.

‘Jake.’ She smiled against his mouth. ‘I’ve fact-checked this thoroughly.’

Then she was kissing him again and concepts like caution and nobility dissolved into the feeling of her hands in his hair. She tasted like the Dr Pepper she’d been drinking while they’d finalised the story.

They barely made it back to his share house. During the walk, every accidental touch of their hands was a small electrical current leaping between conductors. Three familiar blocks stretched into an odyssey.

His bedroom was chaos. There was paper everywhere, a mattress on the floor—the kind of mess you don’t notice until someone else is about to see it. When he started to apologise, to gather things up, she caught his wrist.

‘I’ve seen your desk,’ she whispered. ‘Did you think I couldn’t guess what your room looked like?’

The pitch of her voice—low, like she was sharing a secret—crumbled whatever resolve he had left. He kissed her like he was trying to memorise her, like she might disappear if he didn’t pay attention to every detail.

Her straight black hair had come loose from its clip, falling on her delicate collarbones. When she pulled back to unbutton her blouse, her hands were shaking.

Jake found himself cataloguing her features: the graceful slope of her cheeks, her small nose with its slight upward tilt, dark almond-shaped eyes that carried a perpetual hint of amusement even in serious moments. He’d watched her speak in front of packed rooms, the audience hanging on her words. But here with her guard down, she was somehow more extraordinary.

‘Hey,’ he said softly.

She looked up.

‘Nadia, we don’t have to—’

She drew a ragged breath. He watched her fight to regain control, as if pulling herself back from a ledge. ‘Sure, we can slow down . . .’ she said hoarsely.

But her eyes hadn’t caught up with her words, and the desire in them hit him like a current. As he took in her swollen lips, the blush blooming across her cheeks, the fine hairs on her arms standing on end, heat coursed through his body so quickly it made his head swim. Every nerve was screaming at him to close the distance between them.

‘I mean,’ he managed weakly, ‘we have spent every waking moment together for the last two weeks . . .’

She laughed breathlessly. ‘You’re telling me, Sullivan.’

When their lips found each other again, her fingers threaded into his hair, pulling him closer by the nape of his neck. ‘God, I want you,’ she whispered against his mouth. She took his hand and pressed it flat against her chest where her heart was racing beneath warm skin.

Later, he would remember fragments: fumbling with the condom, his hands trembling with want. How she’d taken it from him with a whispered, ‘Let me,’ her touch urgent and tender. How she had gasped when he first entered her, her breath catching against his throat, her nails digging into his shoulders. But primarily he would remember the moment just before—how she looked at him as though he were something rare and irreplaceable, how her hand traced his jaw with a reverence that unmade him.

‘Jake . . .’ His name on her lips had sounded like a revelation.

After, streetlight filtered through the thin curtains, painting silver patterns on her skin. Through the walls came muffled sounds from his neighbour’s television. Somewhere on Cleveland Street a siren rose and fell. The mattress whispered its protest as he moved to hold her closer.

‘I didn’t know I could be this happy,’ he confessed into her hair, the words escaping before he could examine them.

He felt her go still and suddenly he wished he could retract them. It was too much too soon; too honest. But then her hand found his in the dark and squeezed tight.

‘Me neither,’ she whispered back.

If he hadn’t been lying down, the warmth that surged through his chest would have been enough to knock him over.

*

Jake woke with the dawn, his mind still fuzzy. It was rare for him to sleep through the night. For a moment he was confused by the weight against his side, the soft breath on his neck.

Then memory crashed over him like a wave. Nadia kissing him in the office. The walk home that felt endless, her fingers trembling as she unbuttoned her blouse, the way she’d gasped his name when she came.

He watched her sleep, struck by how different she looked. Her usually animated face was slack, her mouth slightly open, a small pool of drool collecting on his pillow. Her hair was knotted from his fingers running through it, and there was a mark on her neck that he had definitely put there.

Morning light crept across his floor, illuminating the aftermath of last night—Nadia’s blouse thrown over his desk chair, his glasses on top of a stack of procurement records. He should have been mortified by the mess, but all he could focus on was how right she looked curled up in his bed.

Terror gripped him suddenly. What if she woke up and regretted everything? Last night they had been running on adrenaline and fear, drunk on the power of what they were about to publish. Maybe in the morning light she would see his room with its mattress on the floor and realise what a mistake she had made.

She stirred against him and he held his breath. Then her eyes opened. For one endless moment they looked at each other.

‘Good morning, handsome,’ she said, her voice soft with sleep, and his panicked what-ifs were silenced. She kissed him with morning breath and assuredness, like this was something they’d always done.

He noticed things he’d missed last night: how small her hands were, the freckle behind her left ear, the way she fit perfectly against him. When she kissed him again, slower this time, he marvelled at how different it felt from their urgent fumbling in the dark. This was careful, deliberate.

‘What time is it?’ she mumbled against his shoulder.

Time. The word took a moment to process through his haze. Then he sat bolt upright, nearly knocking her off the mattress. ‘The article!’

They both scrambled for their phones, finding them buried under their clothes. His hands shook as he opened Twitter, terrified of what they might find.

His feed was exploding with praise.

Senior journalists from major outlets had already shared their story: ‘meticulous’, ‘groundbreaking’. Crikey’s education correspondent had written a thread. Alex Chen from The Monitor had tweeted a link to the article, adding: ‘Bravo. This is great investigative journalism.’

He looked up to find Nadia watching him, her smile so bright it hurt to look at it directly. She was wearing his T-shirt inside out and she had never looked more beautiful.

‘We did it,’ she whispered, and he wasn’t sure if she meant the story or this thing between them, but he found himself grinning like an idiot either way.

She glanced at her phone again then looked up, her eyes dancing. ‘The Herald wants a comment. Should we tell them we’re already planning our next investigation?’

‘You want to do another one?’ He tried to keep his tone nonchalant.

She crawled over to his side of the mattress, sending paper sliding to the floor. ‘Jake Sullivan,’ she said seriously, ‘I want to do lots of things with you.’

His laugh was lost against her mouth, and then he was pulling her back down to the mattress, and his housemate was definitely awake now because the television volume suddenly increased, but he didn’t care because Nadia Kuan was kissing him like she’d found a story worth pursuing, like she’d uncovered something rare, like this—them—was the biggest discovery of all.

*

They arrived at the Rostra office together, still riding the high of the last twelve hours. Jake noticed Nadia hesitate before she pushed open the door, the way she straightened her back.

The office was silent. Toby was standing by Jake’s desk. His hair, normally styled into an artful tousle, hung limp across his forehead. He was turning his phone over in his hands, the screen lighting up and dimming with each nervous flip. When he saw them, his shoulders sagged with visible relief.

‘Thank god you’re here,’ he said without preamble. ‘The vice-chancellor is upstairs in the Student Union boardroom. He’s been here since nine.’

Jake felt Nadia tense. They’d known there would be a fallout, but he had expected it to happen more gradually. Having the vice-chancellor himself appear on publication morning confirmed they had discovered something that couldn’t be easily ignored or dismissed.

‘Is he angry?’ Nadia asked, her voice sounding unnaturally calm.

‘I don’t . . .’ Toby stopped, started again. ‘I’ve not seen him like this before. He’s got Patrick Walsh with him and some guy in an expensive suit.’

‘Probably their lawyer,’ Jake said, surprised by how steady his voice sounded. The late nights poring over procurement records, the irregularities they had found—the speed of this reaction proved they had hit a nerve.

‘You should have warned me,’ Toby said suddenly. His usually upbeat manner was strained. ‘I was the head of the ticket. I should have known what was coming.’

‘You’ve been away,’ Nadia reminded him. ‘And it’s better this way. The more people who knew . . .’

‘I could have helped prepare—’

‘You have helped,’ Jake cut in. ‘By not knowing. By being genuinely shocked when they called you in.’

Toby stared at them both. ‘Christ. How long have you been planning this?’

Before either of them could respond, Toby’s phone buzzed. ‘They’re asking for you. Both of you.’ He hesitated. ‘Should I come too?’

Jake glanced at Nadia. She shook her head.

‘It’s better if you don’t,’ she said. ‘We need you to be able to say honestly that you weren’t part of this. That we acted of our own accord.’

‘Do you think they’re going to shut the paper down over this?’ Toby asked nervously.

‘They can try. But the story’s already out there. The Herald called for comment an hour ago.’

Nadia moved to her desk and pulled out the folder they had put together last night and checked its contents. ‘Everything in here is verified; it’s all been reviewed by Rostra’s legal counsel,’ she told Toby. ‘There are interviews with witnesses, fraudulent invoices, procurement records. When the university’s lawyer starts talking about defamation, we show them this.’

Toby looked at the folder like it might detonate. ‘You really anticipated everything, didn’t you?’

‘Not everything.’ Jake smiled, remembering Nadia in his bed this morning. ‘But enough things.’ He took the folder from Nadia and put it in his bag.

As they headed for the stairs, Toby called after them: ‘Hey! For what it’s worth? It’s a bloody good story!’

*

The boardroom felt smaller than Jake remembered from student council meetings. Maybe it was the way the vice-chancellor commanded the space. Or maybe it was the man beside him, who Jake recognised as Andrew Pope from Maddox Clarke Thornton—the university’s go-to lawyer for sensitive matters.

Patrick Walsh was there too, standing by the window as though he were admiring the view. Jake noticed his tie was askew. Unusual for someone typically so concerned with his appearance.

‘Mr Sullivan. Ms Kuan.’ The vice-chancellor gestured to the chairs across from him. ‘Please sit.’

Jake watched Nadia sit down with her usual poise. He took the seat beside her.

‘I assume you know why we’re here.’

‘The article,’ Nadia said simply.

‘The article.’ He picked up a printout from the table—their article, Jake realised, already marked up with yellow highlighter. ‘An interesting piece of . . . journalism.’

The way he said ‘journalism’ made Jake’s jaw tighten.

‘Did you consider,’ the vice-chancellor continued, in a voice dripping with false sincerity, ‘the implications of publishing unsubstantiated allegations about senior university staff?’

‘They’re not unsubstantiated.’ Jake opened his bag, retrieved the folder they’d shown Toby. ‘Every claim is supported by evidence. Bank records, contractor invoices, internal emails—’

‘Obtained how, exactly?’ Pope spoke for the first time, his tone clipped.

‘Through appropriate channels,’ Nadia said quickly. She spoke in her diplomatic tone—the one that gave nothing away. ‘FOI requests, publicly available corporate records, voluntary statements from university staff.’

Walsh made a sound by the window—something between a scoff and a laugh.

‘Patrick,’ the vice-chancellor said quietly, and Walsh fell silent.

The vice-chancellor changed tack. ‘Look, I know the two of you had good intentions, but you’re writing about something you don’t really understand.’ He tapped his pen against the table. ‘You’re both promising students. Ms Kuan, I understand your pristine academic record puts you in contention for a University Medal. And Mr Sullivan, you’re on a generous scholarship. This kind of story could have serious implications—for everyone involved.’

Jake felt something cold in his stomach. He opened his mouth to speak but Nadia beat him to it.

‘The Herald called for a comment this morning,’ she said, her voice light. ‘We’ve already provided them with the supporting documentation.’

The vice-chancellor’s expression didn’t change, but Walsh tugged on his tie.

‘I see.’ The vice-chancellor and the lawyer exchanged a look.

Pope shuffled his papers. ‘The university takes these allegations seriously. We’ll need to conduct an internal review—’

‘Which is why we brought copies of everything we found,’ Jake interrupted, sliding the folder across the table. ‘To assist with your inquiries.’

For a moment no one moved. Then the vice-chancellor reached for the folder. Jake noticed his hand was shaking.

‘That will be all,’ Pope said. ‘For now.’

Outside the boardroom, Jake exhaled slowly. His body was vibrating with leftover adrenaline.

Nadia checked her phone.

‘The ABC has picked it up,’ she said. ‘It’s going national.’
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The fallout from the exposé unfolded in waves. The university announced an internal review and three senior administrators took sudden leave. The Sydney Morning Herald ran a follow-up piece that quoted both Nadia and Jake. Nadia put a copy of the article on Jake’s desk with a post-it note: ‘First of many?’

As summer turned to autumn, Rostra’s basement office became a hive of activity. The Walsh investigation had put Jake and Nadia on the map—their names became known around campus; their stories were discussed in coffee queues. They’d followed up the exposé with several smaller stories, and within a month word had spread that if you noticed something suspicious, something that didn’t feel right, you could find Jake Sullivan and Nadia Kuan in the Rostra office. The other editors decided to relieve them of some of their usual duties—line-editing submissions and laying out pages—to give them time to focus on investigations.

Jake learned to recognise whistleblowers by the way they knocked on the door—tentatively, almost apologetically. Sometimes they wouldn’t knock at all, lingering outside, clutching folders or flash drives, summoning the courage to trust two student journalists with secrets that had been burning a hole in their pocket.

A manager from a campus cafe turned up on a Tuesday afternoon in late April, just as Jake was returning from a shift at King Street Camera. Jake was still wearing his work polo, the fabric carrying a faint chemical smell of developer fluid.

The manager’s hands had trembled as she slid a stack of papers across the desk.

‘We employ international students,’ she said, eyes flicking towards the door as if her supervisor might materialise. ‘But they’re only being paid seven dollars fifty an hour, which is less than half the award wage. The cafe owner tells them it’s because they’re on student visas. That they’re lucky to have work at all, that other places won’t hire them. The students don’t know any better.’

Nadia nodded encouragingly and made a sympathetic sound. Jake saw the woman relax slightly.

‘You’re right to be concerned,’ Nadia assured her. ‘Regardless of visa restrictions, the minimum wage still applies.’

The manager nodded quickly, then hesitated. ‘I don’t want to get them in trouble. Or fired. I see them at work, they look so tired. It’s not enough money to live on. I want to help them, but’—she bit her lip—‘I can’t afford to lose my job either.’

Jake remembered everything his mother had taught him about protecting workers. ‘We have options,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘We can ensure no one will know the information came from you. We can also approach the students directly and let them decide whether they want to pursue it. There are protections for whistleblowers in wage theft cases. Employers can’t legally retaliate against you for reporting illegal pay practices.’

‘What would happen?’ she asked.

‘The Fair Work Ombudsman has a process,’ Jake explained. ‘They can investigate without revealing sources. If your employer did try to retaliate, that’s a violation.’ He paused. ‘Our reporting can make a difference too. When we approach your boss for a comment, chances are he’ll want to stop the story rather than face angry students boycotting his cafe. We could apply pressure to convince him to backpay the students’ wages.’

The relief that washed over the cafe manager was palpable. Her shoulders, which had been braced for disbelief or dismissal, loosened. She left them with three months of payroll records and promised to connect them with two students willing to speak.

But for every story they broke, they had to wade through two wild conspiracy theories. One teaching assistant accused her professor of ‘psychological manipulation and gaslighting’, presenting a thick wad of printed emails as evidence. Jake read through the correspondence: months of the professor politely, then with growing exasperation, asking the teaching assistant to submit her marking on time and give proper feedback on assignments. The ‘gaslighting’ referred to an instance when her supervisor pointed out that she’d missed three consecutive deadlines.

Another student was convinced the vending machines outside the library were equipped with surveillance devices. His evidence was the ‘suspicious humming sound’ they made, which he claimed was electronic recording equipment monitoring student conversations. He’d even brought audio recordings of the alleged surveillance hum, playing them back on his phone. When Nadia suggested the humming might be the refrigeration units keeping the drinks cold, he looked at her with a pitying expression.

Jake developed a knack for spotting the telltale signs of personal grievances masquerading as public interest. There was always a too-perfect paper trail, an excessive focus on a single individual rather than systemic problems. He and Nadia perfected a look they exchanged when they knew a story didn’t have legs.

Nadia became adept at the gentle let-down, her voice maintaining its natural warmth even as she guided disappointed informants towards the door. ‘We’ll definitely look into this,’ was her diplomatic way of saying, We can smell your personal vendetta, and unfortunately, wounded pride doesn’t constitute news.

*

Jake woke to the sound of running water and Nadia’s voice drifting through the bathroom door. She was humming a tune he didn’t recognise. He lay there for a moment, enjoying the domestic intimacy of the moment.

It had been six weeks since they’d first kissed.

Their first ‘dates’ had hovered on the edge of plausible deniability: coffee runs that lasted two hours, study sessions in the library’s back corner where their knees would touch under the table, a student theatre production where she’d rested her head on his shoulder.

One night, they had been so engrossed in conversation that neither of them noticed how they’d somehow ended up on his doorstep. When he’d asked, nervously, whether she wanted to stay over, she’d accepted the invitation quickly. He had caught her smiling when she thought he wasn’t looking.

By the third week, they had fallen into a rhythm that felt both thrilling and surprisingly routine. On Tuesday and Thursday nights, when he didn’t have a shift at the camera store the following day, they would grab dinner somewhere cheap and cheerful on King Street. After dinner, they’d head back to his share house, where their conversations would stretch well past midnight, only to resume the following morning.

Nadia’s humming stopped suddenly. Jake heard the sound of soap bottles clattering to the shower floor, followed by a muttered curse.

‘Everything alright?’ he called out.

‘The hot water stopped,’ came Nadia’s muffled reply.

Jake grimaced. The house’s plumbing was ancient, requiring a sequence of tap adjustments that he’d never managed to explain effectively.

‘Should I come in?’

A pause. ‘Yes, please. I’m turning into an icicle.’

The bathroom was thick with steam. Through the frosted shower screen, Jake could see Nadia’s silhouette as she hugged herself against the suddenly cold water.

‘You have to turn the hot-water tap counterclockwise first, then clockwise,’ he told her.

‘I have no idea what that means,’ Nadia said, her teeth chattering.

‘Do you want me to . . .?’

The shower door slid open a crack and Nadia peered out.

‘Could you?’ she said. ‘I’m about to get hypothermia.’

Jake felt his pulse quickening. Even though he’d seen her naked a number of times now, the sight of her in his shower still made his breath catch. Water droplets traced paths down her bare shoulders; he had to force himself to focus on the temperamental plumbing rather than the curve of her waist. He reached past her to the taps.

‘Counterclockwise first,’ he said, his hands working quickly. ‘Then you have to . . .’

Hot water suddenly cascaded from the showerhead. Nadia let out a sound that was half-gasp, half-moan as the water hit her skin.

‘Oh god, you’re a lifesaver,’ she breathed, stepping back under the spray. Steam began to rise again around them.

‘I should let you warm up,’ he said. His feet seemed reluctant to move.

‘You know,’ she said, her voice taking on a playful lilt as she pushed wet hair out of her eyes, ‘I’ve heard a great way to save water is to shower together.’

‘Oh,’ he replied, momentarily caught off guard. ‘Well . . . I am keen to do my part for the environment.’

She grinned as she opened the shower door and gestured for him to join her.

Jake pulled his T-shirt over his head and stepped out of his boxers, then squeezed in beside her. The shower was not designed for more than one person; they had to press close together.

‘Better?’ he asked, wrapping his arms around her.

‘Much better,’ she said, resting her head in the crook of his neck.

They stood still for a moment, water streaming down their bodies. Then he kissed her, softly at first. When she moaned against his lips, the kiss deepened and became hungrier. Her tongue touched his tentatively, then with growing urgency as he pulled her closer.

‘Here,’ Nadia murmured when they finally broke apart, reaching for the soap. ‘Let me . . .’

She worked up a lather in her hands, then began washing his shoulders, his chest. Her touch was gentle but insistent. Jake closed his eyes, feeling the tension in his muscles begin to dissolve under her attention.

‘Is this okay?’ she whispered.

‘It’s significantly more than okay,’ he managed.

She smiled at that, and Jake felt emboldened to return the favour. His hands mapped the curves of her body with reverence. When his fingers grazed her breast, she gasped and arched into his touch.

Her hands grew bolder. As she moved them lower, he groaned and braced himself against the shower wall.

‘Don’t start what you can’t finish, Kuan,’ he said through gritted teeth, his eyes closing in pleasure.

‘I don’t intend to,’ she replied.

When he opened his eyes, there was a glint in hers that made his knees weak.

She wrapped her arms around his neck as he kissed her again, pressing her back against the tiled wall. She lifted one leg to wrap around his waist and he grabbed her thigh, supporting her weight. With one hand she guided him to her; he pressed his forehead against the cool tile as he sank into her, biting his lip as he fought to maintain some semblance of control.

The water pattered against their skin like rain.

‘Does that feel good?’ he whispered.

She nodded, rolling her hips experimentally. They both inhaled sharply. The angle wasn’t quite right; his feet kept sliding on the wet tiles. When Nadia tried to brace herself against the soap dish, it clattered to the floor.

‘This is harder than it looks in movies.’ She laughed breathlessly, adjusting her grip on his shoulders.

Jake shifted his hold, lifting her more securely with both hands. She hissed her approval, her head falling back as he found a rhythm. Her hands tangled in his hair as his movements quickened, her moans growing louder. When her body convulsed around him, he had to summon every ounce of concentration not to drop her.

*

‘Wow,’ she said afterwards, towelling her hair dry. ‘You’re surprisingly strong, Sullivan. You keep that hidden beneath those baggy flannel shirts.’

‘And you’re surprisingly frisky, Kuan,’ he returned. ‘You keep that hidden behind your meticulously organised Econometrics notes.’

She blushed, laughing. ‘Well, I guess we’re both full of surprises.’

Jake held up two shirts from his dresser. ‘Speaking of baggy flannel shirts, which one should I wear today?’

She tilted her head, considering. ‘Hold them up against your face.’

He obliged.

‘The forest green one,’ she said. ‘It brings out the righteous indignation in your eyes.’
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Jake and Nadia often worked late into the night at the Rostra office, sometimes until the cleaning staff arrived with their rattling carts. Over the weeks, he discovered new things about Nadia; for example, when she became obsessed with a story, she lost all track of time.

One night, he found her at her desk, surrounded by documents. Her hair was falling out of its clip and she’d been wearing his Oasis T-shirt since the previous day.

‘What are you working on?’ he asked, sitting down in a chair beside her.

She didn’t look up from the documents. ‘I’ve been looking into those essay mills that students are getting busted for. You know, the cheating services?’ She pushed her hair back from her face. ‘Here’s what’s weird: some get found out immediately, but others have evaded detection for years. One is called Excellence Guaranteed. I have a source who says that no one who uses them has ever been caught.’

She shuffled through a stack of paper, pulling out a company registration form. ‘So I’m researching them, right? And today I figured out who’s behind the trust it’s registered to . . .’ She tapped a name with her pen and looked up at him, her voice dropping to a whisper. ‘Alister Hartwell. Head of the School of Business.’

Jake’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Holy shit. That’s—’

‘I know, right?’

‘Come on,’ Jake said. ‘I want to hear all about it, but I’m starving. Let’s go get those sesame noodles you love and you can tell me everything.’

She glanced at her phone, surprised by the time. ‘God, I haven’t eaten since . . .’ She trailed off. ‘Yeah, okay. But I’m bringing these.’ She started gathering up the documents.

Later they sat on a bench in Victoria Park overlooking the lake, eating sesame noodles from cardboard containers. Between mouthfuls, Nadia explained what she’d pieced together.

‘But sometimes I wonder,’ she said suddenly, ‘if we’re missing something bigger. These stories we’re writing are important, but they’re just symptoms, aren’t they? The real story is the system that makes it all possible.’

Jake studied her profile, illuminated by a streetlight. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Take Excellence Guaranteed. Hartwell’s corrupt, no question. He’s profiting from academic dishonesty while sitting on misconduct panels. But what’s interesting is how he’s managed to evade detection. Students using his service never get caught because he knows how the detection systems work.’ She stole Jake’s last piece of chicken, looking thoughtful. ‘People in power can exploit the systems they’re supposed to protect.’

In these moments, Jake thought he understood Nadia completely. Years later, he’d wonder if he was seeing what he wanted to see; if he ever really knew her at all.

*

Jake noticed there was something off about Nadia’s demeanour one Thursday afternoon. She seemed distracted during their editorial meeting, clicking her pen absent-mindedly and staring at her notes without really reading them. When Toby asked her opinion on what to run above the fold for next week’s issue, she startled as if waking from a dream.

‘Are you alright?’ Jake asked afterwards, as they returned to their desks.

She hesitated, perching on the edge of her chair. ‘Jake, I was wondering . . . are you free for dinner tomorrow night?’

There was a nervous charge beneath her casual question.

‘Sure,’ Jake said, though he could tell there was more to it. ‘What did you have in mind?’

She took a breath. ‘Would you be interested in . . . having dinner with my parents?’

Jake felt both excitement and terror course through him. They’d been seeing each other for nearly four months now, but this felt like a significant step.

‘I’d love to meet them,’ he said carefully.

‘There’s . . .’ Nadia twisted the pendant of her necklace between her fingers. ‘There’s . . . well, there’s something I need to explain first.’

They ended up sitting at a coffee shop around the corner, Nadia nursing a flat white she didn’t seem to want. Jake waited for her to find the words.

‘My mum already tells me I’m spending too much time on the newspaper,’ she said finally. ‘She understands the value of it more now, after our Walsh story was picked up by mainstream news outlets. But she still thinks it’s distracting me from my studies. So we need to . . . ease her into the idea that I have a boyfriend.’

Jake raised an eyebrow. ‘Wait, you haven’t told her we’re dating?’

Nadia flushed. ‘Not in so many words. I think she suspects something. I’ve been telling her I’ve been studying with Celine and sleeping over.’

‘Nadia.’ Jake leaned forward, trying to catch her eye. ‘You’re a capable and independent twenty-two-year-old woman. Do you really need your mum’s permission to date?’

A look of frustration flashed across her face. ‘It’s not as simple as that.’ She set down her coffee with more force than necessary. ‘My parents sacrificed a lot to give me the best education. Because they didn’t have networks of their own in Australia, they felt like they needed to send me to a private school so I could build them. It was very expensive. They took out multiple lines of credit against the shop. I feel like I owe them.’

Jake turned this over in his mind. He could see how she carried this weight; how her decisions were loaded with the expectation that she’d make good on their investment.

‘What are you worried about?’ he asked gently.

Nadia laughed nervously. ‘That they’ll think you’re a distraction. That I’m prioritising a relationship over my future prospects.’ She paused. ‘Or that you’re not the kind of person they envisioned I would end up with.’

‘And what kind of person would that be?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Someone more . . . conventional? Someone who wants to work at an investment bank in the city and buy a house on the North Shore?’ She looked up at him then. ‘Maybe not someone who wants to ask inconvenient questions for a living.’

‘Is that the kind of man you want? A North Shore banker man?’

‘No!’ she said quickly. ‘God, no. But I’ve never brought someone home before. I . . . I don’t really know how to do this.’

Jake reached across the table and took her fidgeting hands in his.

‘Alright,’ he said. ‘What do you need me to do?’

The relief in her voice was palpable as she answered. ‘I could introduce you as a friend. We need to warm them to the idea that you’re a good influence on me. That you have a strong work ethic and, like, help me study or something.’

She looked frazzled. Jake found it almost endearing to see her this way—Nadia, who was usually three steps ahead of everyone else, reduced to a teenager caught sneaking out.

‘We can do that,’ he said. ‘Though lying to your parents seems like it might backfire.’

‘It’s not lying,’ Nadia protested. ‘It’s . . . strategic omission.’

Jake raised an eyebrow.

‘You are a good influence on me,’ she continued. ‘And you do help me study. You make me think about the world differently, consider angles I would never have thought of myself. All of that is true.’

‘And the fact that you’re completely gone for me?’ he teased.

Nadia laughed, throwing her balled-up paper napkin at him. ‘We can save that revelation for later.’

*

The next evening Jake arrived at Golden Mountain Market at exactly 6 pm, as Nadia had instructed. He stood on the street for a moment, looking up at the apartment above the store, breathing in the scent of ginger and spring onion that wafted down from the kitchen window. His palms were damp despite the cool evening air.

He was about to climb the stairs to the second level when the door opened and Nadia appeared. She was wearing a navy dress with small white flowers, something he’d never seen her in before. It had short sleeves and fell to just below her knees, making her look younger.

‘Thanks for being on time,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ Jake replied. ‘You look lovely,’ he added.

‘I feel like I’m playing dress-ups,’ she admitted, smoothing down the skirt.

Jake smiled. ‘It’s a nice dress. It makes you look very . . . studious.’

‘That’s the idea.’ She checked her watch. ‘Are you ready for this?’

Jake nodded. ‘Ready.’

The apartment was warm and bright, filled with the sound of cooking. Jake heard the rhythmic thunk of a cleaver against a cutting board.

‘Mum?’ Nadia called. ‘Jake’s here.’

‘Right on time!’ came the reply from the kitchen. ‘Come in, come in.’

They found Nadia’s mother at the kitchen counter, surrounded by bowls of minced pork and neat stacks of dumpling wrappers. Steam rose from a pot on the stove.

‘Mum, this is Jake,’ Nadia said, her voice carrying a hint of nervousness. ‘Jake, my mother, Li Hua.’

Jake stepped forward and bent his head in a small bow. ‘It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs Kuan. Thank you for having me.’

She looked up from her dumplings, studying him with sharp, intelligent eyes.

‘Jake,’ she repeated, as if testing how his name felt. ‘You are the friend who works with Nadia at the newspaper?’ Mrs Kuan’s English was careful, with the slight hesitation of someone who thought in one language and spoke in another.

‘Yes, we work together quite a lot.’ Jake glanced at Nadia, who was watching the exchange with barely concealed anxiety.

Mrs Kuan nodded, then gestured towards the dumpling wrappers on the counter. ‘You want to learn? I can teach you.’

‘Oh, I—’ Jake started, but she was already pulling out a stool for him.

‘It is not so hard,’ she said simply. ‘Nadia, get your friend apron.’

Jake found himself seated at the kitchen counter, an apron tied around his waist, watching Mrs Kuan demonstrate the proper technique for folding dumplings. Her movements were economical: place filling in centre, wet edges with water, fold, pleat, seal. Each dumpling emerged identical to the dozens she’d already made.

‘Now you try,’ she said, sliding a wrapper towards him.

Jake’s first attempt was a disaster. Too much filling, not enough water on the edges. The dumpling collapsed the moment he tried to seal it, spilling pork and chives across the counter.

‘Ai,’ Mrs Kuan sighed, but not unkindly. ‘Less filling. Go slower.’

His second attempt was marginally better but still lopsided, one end fatter than the other. Nadia, who had been arranging finished dumplings on a tray, looked over and suppressed a smile.

‘It’s harder than it looks,’ Jake said ruefully.

‘Everything worth doing is hard,’ Mrs Kuan replied. ‘Try again.’

On his fifth attempt, the wrapper held, the pleats uneven but functional, and it actually resembled something you might want to eat.

‘Oh! Very good!’ Mrs Kuan exclaimed.

Jake felt a surge of pride for his misshapen dumpling.

Mrs Kuan examined it more closely, then set it aside on a separate tray.

‘We make special pot,’ she announced. ‘Jake’s dumplings. Gwei lo dumplings.’

Nadia laughed at this and Jake found himself grinning despite not entirely understanding the joke. He liked being included in their gentle teasing.

When Nadia’s father appeared—introducing himself as David—the interrogation began in earnest.

‘Jake is doing a law degree,’ Nadia offered when her father asked.

David nodded approvingly. ‘That is very impressive. You must study very hard.’

Jake cleared his throat, aware of Nadia’s eyes on him. ‘Yes, I do. Your daughter studies very hard as well. That is what we mainly do together—we study.’

The words came out stilted. Jake saw Nadia’s pained expression and felt heat creep up his neck. He was trying too hard.

David raised an eyebrow, and Jake caught a hint of amusement in his expression. ‘Mainly study,’ he repeated slowly. ‘Yes, studying is important.’

There was a moment of awkward silence, broken by Mrs Kuan announcing that dinner was ready. They gathered around the dinner table, Jake’s special batch of dumplings presented with ceremonial importance on their own plate. The first one he tried was surprisingly good, despite its lopsided appearance.

‘Not bad for a gwei lo,’ David said.

Jake was beginning to understand that this was high praise.

As they ate, the conversation flowed more naturally. David asked about Jake’s studies, his family, his plans after graduation. Jake found himself relaxing, answering honestly rather than trying to craft the perfect response. When he mentioned that his mother was a teacher, Mrs Kuan’s face brightened.

‘Very good job,’ she said firmly. ‘Teachers are so important.’

Jake smiled. ‘Yes, she’d agree with that. She cares a lot about her work.’

‘Like Nadia,’ Mrs Kuan observed, glancing at her daughter. ‘Always thinking about work, about next story.’

Jake looked at Nadia, who was pushing a dumpling around her plate. ‘Nadia does care a lot,’ he agreed. ‘It’s one of the things I admire about her. How much she cares.’

David and Mrs Kuan exchanged a look; one of those wordless conversations that long-married couples could have in a single glance.

‘Good,’ David said. ‘Caring is good.’

As they cleared the dishes, Mrs Kuan pressed a container of leftover dumplings into Jake’s hands despite his protests.

‘You need to eat more,’ she declared. ‘Too skinny.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Kuan. They were delicious.’

She studied him for a moment, then patted his arm. ‘You can come back. Practise dumplings more.’

Jake had the sense he’d passed some kind of test.

Nadia walked him out. ‘So,’ she said as they reached the street. ‘I think that went pretty well.’

‘Your parents are lovely,’ Jake said. ‘Though I’m pretty sure they saw right through our “study partners” story.’

Nadia groaned. ‘Was it that obvious?’

‘I think it was obvious the moment you introduced me as your “friend”,’ Jake said. ‘But they seem to like me.’

‘I think they do,’ Nadia said. ‘My mum never invites people to “practise dumplings” unless she approves of them.’

They stood for a moment in the glow of the streetlight, the container of dumplings warm in Jake’s hands.

‘Hey, Jake?’ Nadia said.

‘Yeah?’

‘Thank you. For tonight. For understanding why it mattered to me.’

Jake took her hand, intertwining their fingers. ‘Of course. Though next time, we should probably just tell them the truth from the start.’
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Helen Sullivan’s flat was above a chemist in the kind of neighbourhood that still had coin-operated laundries and where neighbours knew your business. Walking up the narrow stairs with Nadia on a cold July afternoon, Jake tried to quell the nerves churning in his stomach. For months his mother had been dropping hints about meeting ‘the girl who makes your voice go all gooey’, and he had finally given in, arranging for them to fly to Hobart during the semester break.

The winter chill seemed to follow them up the stairwell, but Jake smelled the familiar mix of scents he associated with home—his mum’s famous lentil stew, the lavender detergent she’d used since he was a kid. The steps creaked in exactly the same places they had during his teenage years when he’d tried to sneak in late.

When his mum opened the door, Jake saw Nadia do a double take at how closely Helen resembled her son. They had the same gangly frame, angular features, raven-coloured hair. But Helen’s eyes were bright green, twinkling behind reading glasses attached to a cord around her neck.

‘So this is the co-conspirator,’ Helen said warmly, ushering them inside.

She moved through the small lounge room with the adroitness of someone used to navigating around towers of books. Jake watched Nadia take in the chaos of his childhood home: newsletters and dog-eared paperbacks covering every surface, their spines cracked from repeated reading. A collection of mugs on the windowsill—the Maritime Union, the Australian Nursing Federation—held a jumble of red marking pens and highlighters.

The radiator clanked and hissed, raging against Hobart’s cold. Jake watched Nadia’s expression as she stopped in front of the fridge, looking at photos held up by protest badge magnets. One photo caught her attention: Jake as a teenager, standing stiffly in a school blazer that was slightly too short.

‘The great debate disaster of 2010,’ Helen said, measuring ground coffee into a French press. ‘One of my prouder moments as a mother, though his coach might disagree.’

Jake groaned. ‘Mum . . .’

‘Oh, Nadia needs to hear this.’ Helen pushed a strand of grey-streaked hair back from her face. ‘The motion was “Governments should prioritise economic growth over environmental protection”. Jake was captain of the affirmative team.’

‘What happened?’ Nadia asked.

‘He got halfway through his speech,’ Helen said, ‘looked at his notes, then just . . . stopped. Told the judges he couldn’t argue for something he didn’t believe in, even hypothetically.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘It cost his team the state championship.’

‘The other team’s arguments were better anyway,’ Jake muttered.

‘The other team could have read the phone book and still won, since our captain effectively forfeited.’ But Helen’s voice was warm. ‘His coach was furious. Said Jake was throwing away a shot at making the national team. But he just packed up his notes and walked out.’

Nadia looked at the photo again. ‘That’s why this one’s on the fridge? Because he threw the debate?’

‘Because he chose integrity over victory’—Helen handed her a mug, this one from the Australian Education Union—‘even when it cost him something.’

Jake looked at them sitting together: his mum with her hair escaping from her loose bun; Nadia in a pretty dress he knew she’d spent hours picking out for this moment. He noticed something similar in their expressions as they both looked at the photo.

‘Of course,’ Helen added, ‘he also spent the next week writing a fifteen-page essay on the false dichotomy between economic and environmental interests. Made copies for everyone on the debate circuit.’

Nadia laughed. ‘That tracks. Last week he wrote a four-
paragraph response to a one-line correction request.’

‘Some battles need to be fought thoroughly.’ Helen’s eyes crinkled with humour. ‘Though I suspect you understand that better than most.’

*

Jake watched Nadia stand in the doorway of his childhood bedroom. Everything felt smaller than he remembered: a narrow single bed, a faded Midnight Oil poster on the wall, badges pinned to a corkboard like preserved specimens of his youth.

When Nadia pressed her mouth against his collarbone, the world expanded beyond the confines of this small room.

‘We have to be quiet,’ he whispered. His breath hitched as her hands found skin beneath his shirt. She nodded, her nimble fingers already working determinedly at his buttons.

He couldn’t quite believe she was here, in this room where he’d spent so many nights reading under the covers with a torch.

Later, when he pushed into her, she pressed her mouth against his shoulder to muffle a gasp. The old bed creaked its betrayal. They both froze; his eyes widened in mortification before they both dissolved into silent laughter. When she rolled her hips against him, his laugh turned into a low groan.

‘I love you,’ he breathed against her neck, the words tumbling from his lips.

She went still beneath him. For one terrifying moment he thought he’d broken something. Then her hands came up to cup his face and he saw tears glinting in her eyes. ‘I love you too, Jake,’ she whispered, kissing him hard, as if trying to imprint the words directly onto his lips.

The mattress protested as they moved together, but they were beyond caring. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her heels pressing against the small of his back as she pulled him deeper, her breaths ragged against his neck.

He knew she was close; he could feel the tension coiled in her body. Her eyes had fluttered shut, her lips were slightly parted, a flush had spread down her chest. He squeezed his own eyes closed, afraid he might come undone just from watching her. When she tightened around him, her back arching like a bow, she pulled them both over the edge.

Afterwards they lay together in his too-small bed, their breathing gradually slowing. The moonlight had cast a shadow across Nadia’s face. She looked thoughtful as she studied his walls, which were decorated with faded band posters and yellowed newspaper clippings.

‘Your mum,’ she said, her fingers absently drawing circles on his chest. ‘She taught you to believe in things, didn’t she?’

Jake thought about all the nights his mum had come home late from teaching, marking papers at their kitchen table while telling him about collective bargaining and workplace safety. How she never made him feel small for asking questions, even when the questions were difficult.

‘She did her best,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I think she did too good a job.’

‘Your goodness,’ Nadia said softly, ‘is the thing I fell in love with first.’

*

In the morning, Helen made them coffee in her French press. The kitchen was filled with early light. Hobart’s bitter chill pressed against the frosted window.

‘Don’t let him fool you,’ Helen said to Nadia, stirring sugar into her coffee. ‘He wasn’t always this serious. He even went through a skateboarding phase.’

‘Please, no . . .’ Jake groaned, but Nadia was beaming.

‘Tell me there are pictures.’

‘Second drawer in the hallway cabinet,’ Helen said. ‘Right under his primary school poetry collection.’

‘We don’t need to—’ Jake started, but Nadia was already following Helen’s directions.

‘Oh my god.’ Nadia’s laugh carried from the hallway. ‘Jake, did you really have frosted tips?’

‘It was 2006!’ Jake called back. ‘Everyone had frosted tips!’

Helen was watching him, her eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘Nadia’s good for you,’ she murmured. ‘She sees you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The way she looks at you when you’re talking about something you’re excited by . . .’

Jake felt his cheeks grow warm.

‘I’m just saying’—Helen smiled into her coffee—‘it’s nice to see someone appreciate your particular brand of stubbornness.’

Nadia returned with a stack of photos and resumed her seat at the kitchen table. ‘Tell me everything about teenage Jake. I need ammunition for when he gets too righteous.’

As they were leaving, Helen hugged Nadia tightly. ‘You care about things,’ she said. ‘Both of you do. That’s both a gift and a burden.’ She squeezed Nadia’s shoulder. ‘Look after each other.’

*

On the flight back to Sydney, Nadia was quiet, looking out at clouds that seemed close enough to touch. Finally she said, ‘I think I get it now.’

‘Get what?’

‘Why you can’t look away.’ She turned to him. ‘When you see something wrong. Your mum didn’t just teach you to notice things—she taught you to do something about it.’ She smiled. ‘No wonder you’re impossible.’

Jake thought about that photo on the fridge, celebrating not a victory but a choice. About how his mother had kept it there all these years—because she wanted him to remember that some things mattered more than winning.
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Nadia

Three weeks into the new semester, winter had begun to loosen its grip on Sydney.

The basement office of Rostra was quiet on Monday afternoon. Nadia sat at her usual desk under the window, transcribing an interview. A familiar soundtrack filled the room: keyboards clicking, the whirr of the ancient printer, the occasional rustle of paper.

Toby was hunched over his computer at the central desk, headphones on, nodding along to music. At the desk nearest the door, Ariana was editing a review of the latest student theatre production, brow furrowed in concentration as she scribbled notes in the margins.

Nadia looked up from her laptop when she heard footsteps on the stairs. She recognised Jake’s distinctive tread; he always took the stairs two at a time.

A second later, Jake burst through the door with a force that made the glass panel rattle in its frame. In his hand was a copy of the latest edition of Rostra, the special election edition profiling candidates running for the Students’ Representative Council. The paper was folded back to the candidates page. Even from across the room, Nadia could see tension radiating from him.

‘What the hell is this?’ Jake demanded, striding to Toby’s desk and slamming the paper down.

Toby started so violently that his coffee mug wobbled dangerously close to the edge of his desk. He pulled off his headphones, blinking rapidly.

‘What’s what?’ Toby asked. He spoke with his usual bonhomie, but Nadia could see the wariness creeping into his expression.

‘This.’ Jake stabbed at the candidates page with his finger. ‘The SRC election coverage. We’ve listed all the Grassroots ticket members first.’

Nadia moved closer, peering over Jake’s shoulder at the layout. He was right; candidates from the Greens-affiliated Grassroots ticket appeared at the top of each category.

‘I laid it out alphabetically by ticket,’ Toby said. ‘I thought it made sense to present the candidates from each ticket together, you know?’

‘It’s meant to be alphabetical by the candidate’s name,’ Jake shot back, his voice rising. ‘That’s how it’s always been done, Toby.’

Nadia saw Toby’s face flush.

‘Jesus, Jake, you’re overreacting,’ he said. ‘It’s a layout decision, not some grand conspiracy. Readers want to understand who’s running together.’

‘That’s bullshit and you know it,’ Jake shot back. ‘You did this because you wanted to give Grassroots a leg-up. It’s flagrant bias.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Toby said, spreading his hands in exasperation. ‘You’re acting like I printed an endorsement on the front page. It’s alphabetical by ticket—that’s still alphabetical. Honestly? Maybe you need to examine your own biases.’

‘Are you seriously trying to turn this around on me?’ Jake retorted. ‘Toby, I’ve been letting your political affiliation slide at pitch meetings all year. I’ve barely fought you on all those puff pieces about the Greens. But mucking around with the layout in the SRC edition?’ He laughed humourlessly. ‘I should have known something was up when you volunteered to do the layout this weekend. You’re normally the first to come up with an excuse for why you can’t make it.’

‘Oh, so now I’m lazy too?’ Toby demanded. ‘Jake, sometimes a layout decision is just a layout decision. Not everything is a grand test of journalistic ethics.’

Nadia wanted to jump in, find some middle ground that might defuse the escalating confrontation.

‘Jake,’ she said, stepping forward. ‘Maybe—’

His gaze swung to her with an intensity that made her words dry in her throat. There was something almost fevered in his eyes.

‘Don’t,’ he snapped. ‘Don’t try to smooth this over, Nadia.’

Toby opened his mouth as if to continue the fight, but something in Jake’s expression made him think again.

‘Look, I doubt it’s going to change the way anyone votes,’ he said, his voice losing some of its combative edge.

‘Whatever,’ Jake said, cutting him off with a wave of his hand that somehow managed to convey both dismissal and disgust. ‘I need some air.’

As his footsteps echoed up the stairs, the office lapsed into an uncomfortable silence.

Ariana cleared her throat. ‘I’ve got to get to class,’ she muttered. She slipped out the door, seemingly desperate to escape the tension that still crackled in the room.

Nadia found herself alone with Toby, who was staring at the incriminating layout as if it might combust.

‘That went poorly,’ Toby said finally, running his hands through his gelled hair.

‘Did you do it on purpose?’ Nadia asked, keeping her tone light.

Toby shot her a defensive look. ‘What, you too? You’d think I’d rigged the actual election. It’s a bloody layout decision.’

‘But did you—’

‘Look, I made a judgement call, okay? I thought grouping by ticket made more sense.’ He gestured at the paper in frustration. ‘I haven’t violated any kind of code.’

‘You broke precedent without consulting anyone,’ Nadia pointed out. ‘Jake’s probably right to be upset.’

‘I guess,’ Toby conceded, slumping back in his chair. ‘But, Christ, Nadia, did you see the way he looked at me? Like I was vermin.’ He shook his head.

‘I should go find him,’ she said, more to herself than to Toby.

‘Yeah,’ Toby said. ‘Maybe you should.’

*

It still felt strange to have a key to Jake’s share house on Cleveland Street. He had given it to her a few weeks ago, saying, ‘Feel free to let yourself in if I’m ever running late.’ He’d tried to be casual about it, but she could tell it was a big gesture for him. Letting herself into his home when he wasn’t there felt like trespassing.

‘Jake, is that you?’ Jake’s housemate called from the living room.

‘Hey, Sean—no, it’s me: Nadia.’

She found him sprawled across the couch in boxers and a Radiohead T-shirt, laptop balanced on his chest. The television flickered with a BBC documentary about Syrian refugee camps.

‘Oh shit, sorry.’ He scrambled for pants. ‘I didn’t expect—hang on—’

‘It’s fine,’ she said, but he was already pulling on a pair of tracksuit pants from a clothes horse nearby.

Jake had found Sean on Flatmates.com.au at the start of the year; he was an international relations student who worked at a bar. Their practical arrangement had evolved into an easy friendship, built around a shared interest in geopolitics and, seemingly, a shared tolerance of mess.

Sean paused the documentary. ‘How are you going, Nadia? Jake mentioned you’re crunching on your honours thesis.’

She sank into an armchair, her usual spot when she came over. ‘Yeah, I have eighty-two days till it’s due. I started a counter.’

‘Remind me what it’s on again?’

‘Information asymmetries in financial markets. Basically, how people with inside knowledge use it to their advantage.’

‘Right, so you’re studying how the world is rigged. Very on-brand. And how are the graduate applications going?’

She had spent the last few weeks writing cover letters for graduate positions at management consulting firms and investment banks, massaging her résumé into a picture of someone who loved solving complex problems for senior executives. Jake, who was applying mainly for journalism cadetships and positions at boutique law firms, had teased her mercilessly when he’d proofread her cover letter: ‘My experience at the student newspaper gave me an understanding of stakeholder management and strategic decision-making,’ he’d read from her draft. ‘If anything, it’s taught you how the firms you’re applying to help their clients stack the deck,’ he’d said. She’d thrown a pen at him, but she knew he wasn’t entirely wrong.

‘Waiting to hear back about interviews,’ Nadia replied with a sigh. ‘Should know in the next few weeks.’

‘Well, they’d be lucky to have you,’ Sean replied. ‘Can I offer you something to drink? Tea?’

They spent the next hour chatting while the documentary played in the background. Sean had one of those minds that absorbed information like a sponge. He’d pause mid-conversation to point out something on the screen, then return to explaining why European migration policies were doomed to fail, or theorising about whether Assad could hold Syria together.

‘The thing is,’ Sean said, settling into the couch with a fresh mug of steaming tea, ‘everyone’s acting like this is some unprecedented crisis, but if you look at population movements after the Second World War . . .’ He stopped, grimaced. ‘Sorry, I get a bit obsessed. Jake says I should aim for dinner party conversation, not a thesis defence.’

Nadia smiled. ‘He’s one to talk.’

When they heard Jake’s key turn in the lock around six, Sean muted the television.

Jake appeared in the doorway looking windswept. His shirt was damp with rain and there were splatters of mud on the bottom of his jeans. He stopped short when he saw her.

‘Nadia. I didn’t realise you were here. How long have you been waiting?’

‘A couple of hours. It’s okay. Sean’s been giving me a crash course on the European refugee crisis.’

Sean stood, picking up his laptop. ‘Well, guys, there’s some pizza in the fridge if anyone’s hungry.’ He paused at the foot of the stairs, taking in Jake’s dishevelled state. ‘You look like shit, mate. Everything alright?’

‘I’m fine,’ Jake said automatically.

Sean’s expression suggested he didn’t buy it, but he nodded anyway.

When Sean had left the room, Jake collapsed onto the couch beside Nadia.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

‘I’m okay.’ He said this to his hands rather than her. ‘Do you think I overreacted?’

Nadia had been turning this question over in her mind. ‘I’m a bit surprised it got to you as much as it did. Do you really think it matters?’

‘It doesn’t matter insofar as I don’t think it’s going to affect how people vote,’ Jake said wearily. ‘I’m not even convinced SRC elections matter particularly. But it’s the principle of the thing. If we want to be taken seriously when our investigations point fingers at other people, we’ve got to be unassailable, you know? Otherwise they’ll dismiss us as politically motivated hacks taking pot shots.’

He stood up and started pacing the narrow space between the couch and television. ‘We shouldn’t have let Toby do the layout for that edition. Or we should have reviewed it before it went to the printer. I should have known he’d try some funny business.’

‘It’s not your job to hold the line,’ Nadia reminded him. ‘You’re allowed to take a break. You don’t have to be some catcher in the rye for integrity.’

He snorted. ‘If I don’t hold the line, who will?’

‘I’ll help you,’ she said.

She saw him relax slightly. ‘Thanks.’ Then he shook his head. ‘I can’t believe you compared me to Holden Caulfield. What a tosser.’

She grinned. ‘If the shoe fits . . .’

‘Right, thanks for that.’ But he was smiling now. ‘My girlfriend thinks I’m a pretentious teenager having an existential crisis.’

‘Hey, have you eaten anything today?’ she asked.

Jake frowned. ‘No. I don’t think I have.’ He seemed surprised by the realisation. ‘Do you want to go to that food truck in Marrickville?’ he said suddenly. ‘The one that serves thickshakes and deep-fried Mars bars?’

Nadia wrinkled her nose. ‘Neither of those things sound like a nutritionally balanced dinner.’

He grinned. ‘Live a little, Kuan. You don’t always have to be the one who holds the line.’

She laughed. ‘Touché.’

‘Come on,’ Jake said, heading for the stairs. ‘I’ll ask Sean if we can borrow his car.’
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In September, the water still carried winter’s bite. Nadia shrieked as a wave crashed against her, salt spray catching in her hair. Jake stood waist-deep in the ocean ahead of her, looking at ease despite the temperature.

‘It’s freezing!’ she called to him.

‘Embrace the discomfort!’ he called back. ‘It’s character-
building!’

She laughed. ‘Of course you’d say that. You probably think hypothermia builds resilience too.’

He dived beneath a wave with the casual confidence of someone who’d grown up near the coast.

Garie Beach was nearly empty on a Friday afternoon. They’d decided to take the weekend off and drive down to the Royal National Park, Jake behind the wheel of the Corolla they’d borrowed from Sean. Nadia had needed a break from slaving over her honours thesis; when the forecast had promised twenty-seven degrees and sunshine, it had seemed criminal to waste it indoors.

Without his glasses, Jake looked younger, his face softened by the blur of distance and salt water.

‘Did you see that Turnbull called a leadership spill this morning?’ he asked, swimming towards her.

‘Yeah, I read about it,’ Nadia said, floating on her back, squinting against the sun. ‘My dad is thrilled. He thinks Turnbull is someone who understands business.’

‘Your dad might be disappointed,’ Jake said. ‘Turnbull talks a big game but he’s already signalling he’ll compromise to get the conservative wing on board.’

Nadia flipped over, treading water. ‘You don’t think he’s sincere?’ she asked.

‘He’s an investment banker in politician’s clothing,’ he replied. ‘Part of him cares about climate action and marriage equality, but he’ll sacrifice both in a heartbeat if it’s required to keep power.’

‘And Abbott?’

‘Abbott’s a true believer,’ Jake said. ‘That’s what makes him so dangerous. He actually means all of it: the conservative social policies, the climate denial, the Fortress Australia rhetoric.’

Nadia mulled this over. ‘Well . . . Turnbull’s probably got the votes,’ she said. ‘He wouldn’t move unless he was certain.’

Jake dived beneath another wave.

‘We should head back,’ Nadia said when he resurfaced near her, close enough that she could see water droplets caught on his eyelashes. ‘Before we miss the sunset.’

A larger wave caught them both off guard. Nadia felt herself tumbling, her feet losing purchase on the sandy bottom. She emerged laughing, pushing wet hair from her eyes, to find Jake sputtering nearby, his hair plastered to his forehead in a way that made him look endearingly bedraggled.

‘Race you back to the camp?’ she said, already pushing herself to her feet.

‘You’re on.’

*

As dusk settled over the campsite, Nadia watched Jake feed a small branch into the fire he’d built. They were sitting on a log, damper in their stomachs and a bag of marshmallows open between them. Behind them was a tent borrowed from Ariana—a faded orange dome that had seen better days, patched in several places with duct tape. Above them, stars were appearing in a night sky that didn’t have to compete with the city’s light. Nearby, waves crashed rhythmically against the shore.

‘We should play a game,’ Nadia suggested, pulling out a flask of whisky from their bag.

Jake raised an eyebrow. ‘What kind of game?’

‘I know one called Chris’s Family Fun Times,’ she said. ‘I learned it from some UN Youth guy. You ask a question and the other person has to answer with just one word. If you want them to elaborate, you take a drink.’

‘Sounds suspiciously like “let’s get Jake drunk”,’ he observed.

‘Scared, Sullivan?’

‘Wary,’ he corrected, passing the flask to her. ‘Ladies first.’

Nadia tilted her head to one side as she thought about what she wanted to know. She was curious about the parts of Jake’s life she hadn’t seen.

‘First kiss?’ she asked.

Jake flushed before he answered. ‘Graduation.’

She drank from the flask. ‘Colour me intrigued.’

‘It was the end of high school,’ he said slowly. ‘There was a girl in my English class, Bridget. We didn’t share many other classes, but we would walk home together and talk on MSN for hours every night. She was a keen photographer, she took these beautiful black-and-white photos of Hobart—the harbour at dawn, abandoned buildings. She had a knack for making everyday moments look profound.’

‘She sounds lovely,’ Nadia said, surprised by a pang of jealousy.

‘She was.’ Jake traced patterns in the sand with his finger. ‘We’d sometimes sit on a bench overlooking the water and talk about books and films. About leaving Tasmania, all the places we wanted to see. The day we graduated, she kissed me. When I told her later that I’d got a scholarship to go to university in Sydney, she was . . . a bit shattered, I think.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’

He shrugged. ‘I was keen to stay in touch. We emailed for a bit, but then she didn’t want to talk anymore. Said it was too hard.’

‘That was not quite the story I expected,’ Nadia said.

‘What did you expect? Some story about me ruining a romantic moment with a political rant?’ He smiled wryly.

‘Kind of, yeah.’ She laughed.

‘I contain multitudes, Kuan.’ He reached for the flask. ‘My turn. What’s the most reckless thing you’ve ever done?’

Nadia considered a handful of possibilities before settling on an answer.

‘Shoplifting,’ she said.

His eyebrows shot up in surprise. He took a drink immediately. ‘You? Really?’

‘I was fourteen,’ she said. ‘My dad caught me putting make-up in my bag at Myer. Not even expensive stuff, just lip gloss and mascara.’

She picked up a stick and poked at the fire, not meeting his eyes. The memory still carried shame. ‘He wasn’t even angry—just disappointed I would do something like that.’

‘What did he do?’ Jake asked.

‘He made me apologise to the store manager. He didn’t tell my mum, though. That was almost worse—it became a secret between us that we never talked about again.’

Jake nodded. ‘Thank you for telling me,’ he said.

‘Don’t use it against me, Sullivan,’ she replied. She took the flask. ‘What’s something you’ve never told anyone?’

He thought for a long moment. ‘Eighty-seven,’ he said finally.

Nadia took a swig from the flask. ‘What does that mean?’

Jake stared into the fire. ‘Eighty-seven days. That’s how long I didn’t speak to my mum when I was eleven. When Dad left. I blamed her; I thought she drove him away somehow.’ He shook his head. ‘I was just a kid, but I was . . . cruel about it.’

‘Jake . . .’ Nadia said softly.

Jake rarely mentioned his father. She knew he was a stevedore who now worked the docks in Darwin—presumably he’d moved there after leaving Jake and Helen. She had the sense that contact between father and son was sporadic and awkward.

As she watched him brace for her reaction, she felt a chill of recognition. She had seen glimpses of this capacity in Jake: the way he withdrew when wounded, how his pride could curdle into cruelty. She’d seen him write people off when they disappointed him, as if their betrayal cancelled out everything that had come before. Ever since his row with Toby two weeks ago, the two men had barely acknowledged each other. Jake treated him like a stranger, responding to direct questions with professional courtesy and nothing more.

She was quiet for a while.

‘Eleven’s a shit age to have your world fall apart,’ she said at last, her tone matter-of-fact. ‘And your mum was the only safe target.’

Surprise flickered across his face at her blunt assessment.

‘Yeah,’ he said, seeming relieved by her lack of sentimentality. ‘That was pretty much it.’

She set down her stick and turned to face him. His hazel eyes met hers. She reached out and brushed a piece of ash from his cheek, his skin warm against her fingertips.

‘Your mum sounds stubborn,’ she said with a smile.

‘She is.’

He leaned into her touch. Nadia felt something tender unfurl in her chest.

‘I think it’s a good thing.’ She traced his jawline with her thumb. ‘It means you come by it honestly.’

Jake cleared his throat and took the flask. ‘My turn. Biggest fear?’

‘Spiders,’ Nadia said immediately.

Jake laughed. ‘Really? Not existential dread or failure?’

‘Nope. Just eight-legged monsters with too many eyes.’ She shuddered dramatically. ‘Dad had to rescue me from the bathroom last week. Huntsman the size of my hand.’

‘That’s refreshingly normal,’ Jake said.

‘Your turn,’ she said, taking the flask back. ‘Celebrity crush?’

‘Obvious,’ Jake replied.

‘More,’ she commanded, taking another sip of whisky.

‘Emma Watson,’ he admitted. ‘Since Prisoner of Azkaban.’

‘Of course you’d have a crush on the smart one,’ she teased. ‘Predictable, Sullivan.’

‘Nah, it’s not that.’ Jake grinned. ‘It was when she punched Draco in the face.’

She burst out laughing.

‘What can I say? I have a type.’ He caught her eye for a moment, then quickly looked away.

The flask passed between them as the fire burned lower. Their questions ranged from silly to serious: worst fashion choice (his puka shell necklace phase, her attempt to cut her own fringe); dream holiday (Scotland for him, Tokyo for her); secret talent (he could recite entire episodes of The West Wing, she could solve a Rubik’s Cube in under two minutes).

The flask was nearly empty when Jake took a long drink, as if gathering courage to ask an important question.

‘What are we?’ he asked. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed nervously.

Nadia met his eyes in the light of the dying embers and held them as she searched for a suitable response. She thought about saying something witty, like, ‘The only two Rostra editors who will die on a hill over layout decisions.’ But that kind of safe answer felt inadequate. Her response rose from somewhere in her gut, bypassing her rational mind.

‘Soulmates,’ she replied.

Jake’s expression changed, his anxiety replaced by a look of wonder.

Time slowed down as she felt the moment being carved into her permanent memory. She wasn’t the kind of person who believed in destiny, but sitting here, she couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever happened, however long it took, they’d end up back here beneath the stars.

He reached into his backpack and pulled out a squashed packet of Tim Tams.

‘Peace offering,’ he said, tearing open the package. ‘For getting sappy on a camping trip.’

‘You’ve been holding out on me, Sullivan? That’s burying the lede.’

‘I was saving them for the right moment,’ he said, passing her a biscuit. ‘Important resources must be strategically deployed.’

They sat there, eating Tim Tams and drinking the last of the whisky, the conversation drifting to lighter topics: his Media Law professor’s obvious crush on the guest lecturer; the campus cafe’s new barista who gave her free extra shots ‘for the cause’. Nadia felt content in a way she rarely did.

Eventually, they crawled into the small tent. Lying side by side in sleeping bags that rustled with every movement, Nadia stared at the orange nylon ceiling.

‘I don’t want to go back,’ she said softly.

‘To your thesis?’ he asked.

‘To real life.’ She turned on her side to face him. She could barely make out his features in the darkness.

‘We could stay,’ he whispered. ‘Become beach hermits. Live off marshmallows.’

She chuckled. ‘Tempting. But we’d probably kill each other within a week.’

His hand found hers in the darkness. She squeezed it gently.

‘Good night, Nadia,’ he murmured, his voice heavy with approaching sleep.

She lay awake a while longer, listening to his breathing grow steady.
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Jake

A week after their camping trip, Nadia invited Jake to have dinner with her friends.

‘Sam and Anna are finally back from exchange,’ she said, fingers worrying the pendant of her necklace. ‘It’ll be pretty low-key, just Anna, Sam and Celine. It’ll be the first time we’ve managed to get together in months.’ A pause, then: ‘But you don’t have to come if you don’t want to. They can be a bit much.’

Celine, Sam and Anna were Nadia’s closest friends from school. Jake had met Celine in passing, but Sam had been doing an exchange semester at Columbia and Anna had been in Berlin. And even when they were in the same city, the fact they all went to different universities made coordinating get-togethers difficult.

‘I’d love to meet them,’ he said.

*

The restaurant was a Vietnamese hole-in-the-wall in Crows Nest, nestled between a clothing store and a record shop. It was the kind of restaurant that collected devoted followers through word-of-mouth recommendations; where the menu was laminated and slightly sticky. Paper lanterns hung low over wooden tables, casting pools of amber light. Steam rose from an open kitchen, carrying scents of lemongrass and coriander. Nadia’s friends had already claimed a corner table, their heads bent conspiratorially over drinks, when Jake and Nadia arrived.

As they walked towards the table, Jake hung back slightly, feeling conscious of his scuffed Blundstone boots and his shirt that was almost threadbare at the elbows. Suddenly he saw himself through their eyes: a lanky, slightly dishevelled guy with a propensity for disappearing into his own head. The kind of person others might describe as ‘intense’ when they were being polite.

‘Nadia! Jake!’

The familiarity with which they called his name surprised him.

‘Everyone, this is Jake,’ Nadia said. ‘Jake, you remember Celine, and this is Sam and Anna.’

Celine stood up to greet them, a warm smile lighting her face. She was tall, with dark curls cascading over her broad, tanned shoulders. ‘So lovely to see you again, Jake,’ she said, giving him a quick hug. ‘And in a setting where we can actually talk.’

‘It’s great to see you too,’ Jake replied, feeling slightly more at ease.

Celine stepped back. ‘We’ve been dying to interrogate you properly for ages, but this one’—she nudged Nadia affectionately—‘kept saying you were both buried in work. And then Sam and Anna were off gallivanting around the world.’

‘Yes, we’ve heard a lot about you, Jake,’ said Sam, rising to shake his hand. He was dressed in a shirt the colour of storm clouds, his hair styled in a way that probably required expensive product and painstaking attention. His smile had a knowing quality.

‘And I’ve been enjoying the Messenger updates while in Berlin,’ Anna added. She had bleached-blond hair cut in a bob and wore oversized red glasses that matched her lipstick. ‘Though the time difference made the live commentary a bit challenging.’

Jake felt Nadia tense. ‘Ignore them,’ she said quickly.

As they sat down, Jake noticed the way the three friends positioned themselves slightly protectively around Nadia.

‘So, Jake,’ Sam said, ‘Nadia has been unusually effusive about you.’

Jake glanced at Nadia, whose cheeks were now distinctly flushed. ‘Is that so?’ he asked, trying to keep his tone light even as his pulse quickened.

‘Don’t look so smug,’ she muttered, but she was smiling.

‘We should have known there was something afoot as soon as she started bringing you up at the end of last year,’ Anna said. ‘Of course, on the surface it was perfectly innocent: “I’ve been getting to know one of the guys on the Rostra ticket. He’s got an interesting perspective on journalistic ethics . . .”’ Anna’s impression of Nadia was unnervingly accurate.

‘Nadia doesn’t dish out compliments like “interesting perspective” without extensive deliberation,’ Celine added.

‘Sounds about right,’ Jake said, smiling. ‘Thorough analysis and carefully considered conclusions.’

‘That’s our Nadia,’ Anna agreed.

‘So what made you choose to study law?’ Sam asked. ‘Are you planning to become a barrister? Or are you more interested in corporate law?’

Jake shifted, aware of Nadia watching him. ‘Actually, I’m most interested in employment law. Workers’ rights, unfair dismissals, workplace harassment. My mum was a union organiser.’

‘You know,’ Sam said, his expression turning mischievous, ‘Nadia could have used some legal advice last year when she had her little run-in with law enforcement.’

‘Oh god, please don’t,’ Nadia groaned.

‘What happened?’ Jake asked, curious.

‘Well,’ Sam began, ‘we were driving back from the south coast last summer. We’d lost track of time, and then I realised I was going to be late for my mum’s fiftieth birthday dinner. My sister had been planning this thing for months.’ Sam shook his head sheepishly. ‘And Nadia was driving because she was the only one who hadn’t been drinking.’

Celine picked up the story. ‘The problem was that Nadia was still on red P-plates, which meant she wasn’t allowed to drive over ninety kilometres per hour.’

‘And I’m sitting there calculating travel times,’ Nadia said, her voice taking on a slightly defensive tone, ‘realising Sam will be catastrophically late if I stick to ninety.’

‘So what did she do?’ Anna asked, grinning at Jake. ‘She takes off her P-plates, puts them in the glove compartment, and says, “Sam, your mum’s birthday takes precedence over traffic regulations.”’

‘It was a calculated risk,’ Nadia said. ‘The probability of getting caught versus the certainty of ruining Sam’s mum’s party.’

‘But then,’ Celine chimed in, ‘we get pulled over for something completely unrelated—’

‘Broken tail-light,’ Nadia muttered.

‘And when the officer runs her licence, he realises she’s not displaying her P-plates and was driving twenty kilometres over her speed limit.’ Anna was trying not to laugh. ‘And instead of making up some story about her P-plates falling off—’

‘I couldn’t lie to a police officer,’ Nadia said, as if this were obvious. ‘So I explained that I’d removed them on one occasion for practical reasons, but that I understood the legal ramifications and was prepared to accept whatever penalty was appropriate.’

‘She was so contrite that the officer actually felt bad,’ Sam said, shaking his head. ‘He said he’d never had someone voluntarily confess to a traffic violation before. And he was nice enough to say he wouldn’t submit his report until the next morning, which gave us time to drive back to Sydney.’

‘Did you lose your licence?’ Jake asked.

‘Three-month suspension,’ Nadia said ruefully. ‘But Sam’s mum had a lovely birthday, so it was worth it.’

‘I walked in just as they were serving the main course,’ Sam said. ‘Any later and my sister would have torn me a new one.’

‘And in hindsight, I think the ninety-kilometre speed limit for P-platers is a pretty dumb rule,’ Nadia said. ‘Driving twenty kilometres slower than everyone else creates dangerous velocity differentials. Some politician should campaign on changing it—I think it would be a hit with the electorate.’

Jake glanced at Nadia. She had been laughing along with the story, comfortable being the subject of her friends’ teasing. He shifted in his seat, wondering if it was his place to join in.

‘Yes, you’d win over all the seventeen-year-old P-platers,’ Jake said, trying to match the tone of their easy banter, ‘none of whom are eligible to vote.’

For a moment, Sam looked surprised. Then he laughed appreciatively, raising his glass to Jake.

*

As they were leaving the restaurant, Celine offered to drive them both home. ‘I’m headed the same way,’ she said, jingling her keys.

They dropped Nadia off in Haymarket first. ‘Don’t interrogate him too much, Cel,’ Nadia said, her tone light but her eyes serious as she leaned in to hug her friend goodbye.

As Celine pulled away from Nadia’s parents’ shop, the car filled with an expectant silence.

‘She really likes you, you know,’ Celine said after a moment. ‘I’ve known Nadia since we were fourteen and I’ve never seen her like this about anyone.’

Before Jake could respond, the silence was punctuated by a loud thump, followed by a flapping sound.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Celine muttered, pulling over to the kerb. The street was dimly lit, the nearest streetlight casting long shadows across the pavement.

They both got out of the car to inspect the damage. The front passenger tyre was completely flat, a victim of what looked like broken glass.

Celine sighed. ‘Well, that’s unfortunate. I guess I should call roadside assistance.’

‘If you’ve got a spare in the boot, I could change it,’ Jake offered.

Celine blinked at him. ‘You know how to change a tyre?’

‘My mum refused to drive,’ Jake said, rolling up his sleeves, ‘but I saved up to buy the cheapest car I could find when I turned sixteen. A Holden Commodore. It was perpetually falling apart, so I learned basic mechanical skills through YouTube videos.’

Ten minutes later, he was kneeling on the damp pavement, wrestling with a lug nut that refused to cooperate.

‘Godforsaken piece of shit,’ he muttered as the wrench slipped, scraping his knuckles. Blood welled in small red beads. ‘Come on, you glorious bastard.’ He adjusted his grip and threw his weight against the wrench.

The lug nut finally gave way with a satisfying crack.

‘I think it’s the swearwords that did it,’ Celine remarked.

‘Sorry.’ Jake grimaced, wiping sweat from his brow with his forearm. ‘I forget myself when I’m fighting with inanimate objects.’

‘Don’t apologise. It’s kind of charming.’ She passed him a water bottle. ‘Nadia made you sound like some kind of intellectual monk. All hard-hitting journalism and righteous determination.’

Jake laughed. ‘And what do I seem like now?’

‘Like someone who knows how to change a tyre and swear like a sailor,’ she replied.

Back in the car, Celine studied him for a moment before starting the engine. ‘You should know,’ she said, ‘Nadia doesn’t really do this. Relationships, I mean. She’s always been so focused on her studies, her career ambitions.’

Jake absorbed this information, watching the streetlights flicker across the dashboard.

‘I think you caught her off guard,’ Celine continued. ‘Nadia usually has everything all mapped out, but with you . . .’ She shrugged. ‘She’s different.’

The light turned green. ‘I hope that’s not a bad thing,’ Jake said.

‘No, not at all.’ Celine’s smile was kind.

‘Thanks for the ride,’ Jake said as they pulled up outside his house a few minutes later. ‘And for the intel.’

‘You saved me from having to deal with roadside assistance. Let’s say we’re even.’

Jake stepped out of the car, the cool night air hitting his face. It felt heavy with the promise of rain.

‘Jake,’ Celine called through the open window.

He turned towards her.

‘I hope we see you around,’ she said, before pulling away.
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A month before they were due to graduate, Alex Chen walked into the Rostra office.

At first Jake thought he was hallucinating. Alex Chen was the editor of The Monitor, the paper that had broken stories on political corruption which had toppled a state government. His investigations into fraud and malfeasance had been required reading in the Media Law program.

But there he was, looking strangely at home among their chaos of papers and empty Red Bull cans. His suit was rumpled and his tie was loose around his neck. He had the look of someone who hadn’t slept properly in years.

‘I’m looking for Jake Sullivan and Nadia Kuan,’ he said, scanning the office.

‘Er, yes, I’m Jake,’ Jake managed, standing up from his desk. He gestured to Nadia, who stood too. ‘This is Nadia.’

Chen nodded. ‘I’ve been seeing your by-lines in Rostra,’ he said. ‘The two of you have stood out. You’re doing quality investigative work. The kind that’s getting rarer, even in professional newsrooms.’

He picked up the latest edition of Rostra from a desk nearby. ‘The Walsh exposé, for instance. That was great journalism. Tracing the money through those shell companies, connecting Patrick Walsh to his cousin’s consulting firms.’ His eyes landed on Nadia. ‘Noticing the payments were under the tender threshold, was that your insight, Nadia?’

‘We worked through it together,’ Nadia said. ‘Though Jake’s the one who convinced someone at the chancellery to point us in the right direction.’

‘She’s being modest,’ Jake said. ‘Nadia’s the one who spotted the damning pattern. And she found Walsh’s laptop at the e-waste facility.’

Chen’s mouth quirked at their back-and-forth. ‘And the wage theft story at the campus cafe? I hear the Fair Work investigation is still ongoing.’

‘Jake ran point on that one,’ Nadia said.

‘And then there was the piece about the services that helped students cheat,’ Chen continued, flipping through the newspaper. ‘Professor Hartwell owning Excellence Guaranteed while sitting on academic misconduct panels. That’s the kind of corruption most journalists would never think to look for.’

Jake felt his pulse quickening. Clearly Chen had been following their work closely.

‘That’s why I’m here,’ Chen said. ‘The Monitor is looking for two new cadets. Usually we want people with more experience, but your work here . . .’ He gestured at their wall of post-it notes. ‘It shows you understand how power actually operates. Both of you.’

The fan creaked overhead. Jake’s heart was beating so loudly he wondered if they could hear it in the Student Union upstairs.

‘Six months’ probation,’ the journalist said. ‘Then two years as cadets. The pay is terrible. Hours are worse. You’ll spend months learning to write Freedom of Information requests that don’t get rejected and fact-checking stories about council rezoning applications.’

‘But we’d be doing real journalism,’ Jake said with barely contained excitement. ‘The kind that actually changes things.’

Chen looked bemused. ‘That’s the idea.’

He placed two business cards on Jake’s desk, white against the coffee rings and highlighter stains. ‘Think about it. Let me know by the end of the month.’

After he’d left, Jake felt like his skin might vibrate off his bones. The Monitor. The Monitor wanted to hire them. This was what he’d dreamed of doing after graduation.

He turned to Nadia. ‘Can you believe . . .’ he started.

She was staring at Alex’s card like it was written in a language she wasn’t sure she wanted to learn.

‘Nadia?’

‘It’s an amazing opportunity,’ she said slowly.

‘But?’

‘But . . .’ She twisted her hairclip, a nervous tic he’d never seen before. ‘I still have those investment banking interviews next week.’

‘Wait.’ He looked at her, incredulous. ‘You still want to do those interviews?’

‘I told you I was applying.’

‘Yeah, but that was before. This is The Monitor, Nadia. This is Alex Chen.’

‘I know who Alex Chen is, Jake.’ A trace of irritation. ‘I also know what starting salaries are like in journalism. What career progression looks like.’

‘Since when do you care about—’ He shook his head. ‘Is this not what you wanted? The investigations, the stories we broke. Was it all just . . .’ He stopped. She was watching him with an expression he’d never seen before, like she was bracing for impact.

‘That’s not fair.’ Her voice was tight. ‘You know how much those stories meant to me. How hard I’ve worked.’

‘You have worked hard. You’re a brilliant journalist. That’s what makes the thought of you going to Goldman Sachs so sad.’ The words felt like gravel in his mouth. ‘It would be such a waste. You’d really rather help banks move decimal points around?’

‘Not everyone measures waste the same way, Jake.’

He stared at her. ‘What does that mean?’

Nadia picked up Alex Chen’s card, then set it down again. ‘I don’t know, okay?’ Her voice was higher than usual. ‘Sometimes I look at this work we’ve been doing and it feels like we’re playing defence. We expose Patrick Walsh, and there’s another Walsh waiting in the wings. We try to fix one thing and find ten other broken things.’

‘So we keep going.’

‘What if there’s other ways about it? What if instead of being on the outside looking in, trying to guess what powerful people are thinking, I understood how those systems worked? What if I was in a position to improve them?’

Jake felt lead in his stomach. ‘You want to become one of them.’

‘I want to understand them.’ Her tone was defensive now. ‘Goldman Sachs isn’t some evil empire, Jake. They’re . . . they’re smart people making decisions that affect millions of lives. And I have no idea how any of it actually works. Neither of us does.’

‘We know enough to see when they’re screwing people over.’

‘But that’s all we can do. Point and say, “That’s wrong.”’ She gestured at their wall of post-it notes. ‘What if I could be in rooms where those decisions are made? What if I knew how to . . . I don’t know, steer things differently?’ Her voice had become smaller, less certain.

The fan creaked. Someone walked past their door, laughing about some student election drama that suddenly felt impossibly distant.

*

On their Graduation Day, the university’s Great Hall was packed with chattering families clutching cameras and programs. Portraits of former chancellors gazed down from gilded frames, their stern faces presiding over rows of graduates in rented black gowns. The afternoon sun streamed through the vaulted windows, illuminating a polished tile floor where carved stone busts stood sentinel.

Jake had walked across the stage three hours earlier, accepting his Bachelor of Laws with a firm handshake and a grin he couldn’t suppress. When his name was called, he’d watched the vice-
chancellor’s face carefully—caught the slight tightening around the eyes, the momentary pause before the man extended his hand. The vice-chancellor remembered who Jake Sullivan was and had to shake his hand anyway.

Now he sat in the gallery with his mother, who’d flown up from Hobart that morning. The grand organ’s processional notes faded as Nadia’s ceremony began.

‘There she is,’ Helen whispered, pointing to where Nadia sat with the other Economics graduates. From a distance, Jake could see that her spine was straight as a spire, but her restless hands betrayed her nerves. She had been downplaying it all week, but Jake knew the mark she’d received for her honours thesis had meant she was a shoo-in for the University Medal.

When the vice-chancellor began reading out the academic prizes, Jake found himself holding his breath.

‘The University Medal for Economics is awarded to a student who has demonstrated exceptional academic achievement over the course of their degree. The recipient of this year’s University Medal for Economics . . . Miss Nadia Kuan.’

Jake was watching Nadia’s face when her name echoed through the vaulted hall. Her hands flew to her mouth and her eyes widened, before her face broke into a radiant smile. She stood up, smoothing her gown with shaking hands. As she walked to the stage, her eyes swept the crowd. She found her parents first; David was on his feet taking pictures, her mother beaming while dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

Then her eyes found Jake. He had shot to his feet, clapping so loudly that a family three rows ahead turned to stare. He was smiling so hard his cheeks hurt. She beamed back at him.

The vice-chancellor’s expression was genial, but Jake caught a stiffness in his posture as he handed the university’s highest honour to one of the student journalists who’d helped expose the corruption in his administration.

From the stage, Nadia’s eyes found him again. She pressed her hand to her heart, and suddenly his chest felt too small to contain the emotion that swelled within him.

‘Look at her,’ Helen murmured. ‘She’s destined for great things.’

‘She is,’ Jake agreed, his voice soft with wonder.

*

In the Quadrangle, families clustered around the graduates. Mortarboards sailed through the air as parents frantically snapped photos. Through the crowd, Jake spotted Nadia walking towards them, her parents flanking her like proud sentries.

‘Jake!’ She broke into a run, her gown billowing behind her, and threw her arms around him. ‘Can you believe it?’

‘I can believe it,’ he said, squeezing her tight. ‘I’m so proud of you,’ he murmured into her hair.

When she pulled back, her smile was incandescent. She turned to Helen and hugged her too. ‘I’m so glad you could make it to Jake’s graduation,’ she said.

‘Oh, wild horses couldn’t have kept me away,’ Helen replied, holding Nadia at arm’s-length to study her face. ‘Look at you, darling. A University Medallist.’

Nadia’s parents approached them, her father still holding his camera.

‘You must be Jake’s mother,’ Nadia’s mother said warmly, extending her hand to Helen. ‘I am Li Hua, and this is my husband, David.’

‘It’s such a pleasure to meet you both,’ Helen said, shaking their hands. ‘You must be proud of your brilliant daughter.’

‘Yes, we are very proud,’ David said, nodding vigorously.

‘Nadia must have learned so much about economics from watching you run the store,’ Helen observed.

Nadia’s father looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘Economics . . . is not really about business, I think,’ he said slowly. ‘It is more about how people make choices when they cannot have everything they want.’

Helen cocked her head, mulling this over.

‘Your son,’ David said suddenly, seriously, ‘he is a very good young man. You have raised him with excellent character. I do not say this merely to be courteous.’

Jake felt his cheeks flush. He saw his mother lean in, listening intently.

‘In our store, we employ many university students as assistants,’ David continued. ‘They are good kids. Punctual, respectful of customers. But it is quite difficult to teach them to notice things.’ He paused, his dark eyes meeting Jake’s. ‘Jake was at our store one afternoon and he noticed that our refrigeration unit was making an unusual sound. He suggested we might achieve savings on our electricity bill if we could repair the leak.’

Jake looked down at his feet. In the last few months, he’d become a regular fixture at Golden Mountain Market. A few weeks after he had first met her parents, Nadia had finally worked up the courage to tell them that they were dating. She’d even rehearsed with Jake how she’d break the news to them. It had been a bit anticlimactic when, as she later recounted, her dad had simply laughed and said, ‘Daughter, we know. You forget we were also young once.’

One afternoon, when Nadia was helping her mother with inventory, Jake had noticed the rhythmic drip behind the dairy fridge.

‘The following day, he returned by himself,’ David continued. ‘He brought tools he had borrowed from his friend. Our electricity bill was reduced by two hundred dollars the next month.’

‘That’s . . .’ Helen started, then stopped, her eyes bright with unshed tears. ‘Jake’s been that way since he was a child. I’d have my head in the clouds, buried in a union newsletter or in my marking, and our old radiator would be hissing away. Jake got so fed up with the noise that he taught himself how to take the whole thing apart and fix it.’

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, laughing softly at the memory.

‘Jake mentioned to us that you are involved in advocacy,’ David said. ‘For workers’ rights. Perhaps this is where he learned the importance of noticing when things are not functioning as they should be.’

Helen looked surprised then pleased. ‘He told you about that?’

‘Jake said his mother taught him that when something is broken, you do not simply accept it. You find a way to make it better.’ There was genuine admiration in David’s voice. ‘His character, I think, comes from watching you fight for what is correct.’

A moment of wordless acknowledgement passed between them.

‘We should take a photograph,’ Li Hua said suddenly. ‘All of us together. This is a day to remember.’

As they arranged themselves under the jacaranda tree, Nadia slipped her hand into Jake’s. The afternoon sun filtered through the purple blooms above, casting dappled shadows across their faces as David raised his camera.

‘Say qiézi!’ he called out.

They were already smiling.

*

An hour later, Jake and Nadia had slipped away from the celebrations and were descending the familiar stairs to the Rostra office. Jake carried a bottle of champagne they’d liberated from the reception; Nadia clutched two champagne flutes she’d charmed off a harried caterer.

‘I can’t believe we’re breaking into our own office,’ Nadia said, laughing as she retrieved the key from its usual hiding spot. Technically, the new editorial team had taken over when the semester ended.

The new editors had already begun marking their territory. Bright green A-frames from their campaign leaned against filing cabinets; butcher’s paper covered with brainstorms was taped to the walls. But Jake and Nadia’s old desks remained unmoved, still pushed up against the wall beneath the window.

Jake worked the champagne cork while Nadia sat cross-legged on her old desk, her graduation gown pooling around her. The cork popped with a satisfying sound.

‘To graduating, despite spending most of our final semester camped out in this basement,’ she said as he poured the champagne.

Jake shook his head, grinning. ‘You didn’t just graduate, Nadia. You won the University Medal.’ He clinked his glass against hers. ‘It’s lucky you’re better at economics than at false modesty.’

Nadia’s cheeks flushed pink. She reached over and shoved his shoulder gently. ‘Oh, shut up.’

‘The game’s up, Kuan,’ Jake said. ‘I’ve got your number.’

‘I hate you,’ she muttered, fighting a smile.

‘No you don’t.’ He took a sip of champagne.

Nadia swung her legs off the desk. Her eyes landed on a thick binder. ‘Jake, look. It’s our handover folder. They’ve actually gone through it.’

She picked it up and opened it, careful not to displace the post-it notes attached to various pages. Handwriting crowded the margins—notes from the new editors. Jake looked over her shoulder as she turned the pages. She stopped at a section near the middle and he recognised his own jagged scrawl. It was six pages documenting their investigation into wage theft at the campus cafe: the chronology of events, payroll records, witness statements.

At the bottom of the third page, someone had recently added a new entry in blue pen:


4 December 2015: Fair Work Ombudsman completed investigation. Cafe owner fined and ordered to backpay all affected workers. Five international students received compensation totalling $150,000.



Nadia beamed.

‘Holy shit, we actually did it,’ Jake murmured, elation coursing through him. All the time they’d spent helping frightened students to lodge formal complaints, the hours compiling documentation for the Ombudsman—it had changed something. He felt the champagne fizzing through his veins. ‘Not bad for a couple of basement dwellers,’ he said.

She laughed, gently closing the binder. ‘I’ll miss this.’

‘We could do it all over again,’ he offered hopefully. ‘If you accept the Monitor offer.’

Jake had accepted the cadetship at The Monitor two days after Alex Chen’s visit to Rostra. He would start in February. Nadia had written Alex a long letter saying she was honoured to be considered, but was also in the middle of several other interview processes and wanted to see them through. Alex had graciously agreed to hold the offer open. Jake had tried not to push the issue.

Nadia smiled. ‘It still wouldn’t be exactly the same.’ Her gaze drifted around the cluttered office. ‘I’ll miss our desks by the window, the vending machine ramen, the terrible coffee.’

Jake stood and wandered over to the wall where Rostra front pages were pinned in a haphazard collage. His eyes caught on one from 2003. ‘Hey, look at this.’ He pointed to a by-line. ‘Robert Gillespie.’

Nadia came to stand beside him. ‘Robert Gillespie—isn’t he the new Finance Minister?’

‘The very same.’ Jake studied the faded newsprint. ‘I suppose in ten years we’ll be reading about people we went to uni with on the front pages of national newspapers.’

‘If you had to pick, which student politician is most likely to become prime minister one day?’ Nadia asked.

Jake thought for a moment. ‘My pick would be Declan Cartwright,’ he declared.

‘Declan? Really? He can seem so’—she gestured vaguely—
‘unserious.’

‘That’s why he’ll be successful,’ Jake argued. ‘The guy makes everything look effortless, but I reckon he’s working harder than any of us.’

‘Huh.’ Nadia tilted her head. ‘You think so?’

‘Watch him sometime. He’s always calculating. You’ll say something, and there’ll be this brief pause where you can see him gauging exactly where he stands with you, then responding accordingly.’

‘I never noticed that,’ Nadia admitted.

‘He always positions himself so he can see the whole room. I’ve never seen him completely relaxed. He’s always alert.’ Jake shook his head. ‘It’s actually rather impressive.’

‘Sounds exhausting. Being “on” all the time.’

‘Maybe. But he’s achieved a lot. Everyone adores him and he’s undeniably brilliant. Did you read the op-ed he wrote on critical minerals?’

‘Yes! I do remember being pleasantly surprised.’

‘He’s a policy wonk wrapped up in his whole’—Jake gestured around his face— ‘effortlessly charming golden boy thing.’

‘Poor Declan,’ Nadia murmured. ‘Working so hard just to seem like he’s not working.’

‘It’s kind of genius. I’d put money on him being in Kirribilli House within two decades.’

‘Well, let’s drink to that.’

As Nadia topped up their champagne flutes, Jake felt a sudden surge of affection for this place and everything it had given him.

Nadia turned to face him, a sly smile tugging at her lips. ‘Hey Jake, what’s your favourite memory in this office?’

Jake looked at her and grinned slowly. ‘Are you fishing for something specific, Kuan?’

‘I have no idea what you mean,’ she replied innocently, but he caught the flush creeping up her chest above the neckline of her dress.

Feeling daring, Jake set down his champagne flute and walked towards her.

‘Jake, what the hell are you doing?’ She giggled as he scooped her up in his arms, graduation gown and all.

‘Returning to the scene of the crime,’ he replied, carrying her the few steps to the filing cabinet in the corner.

He set her down gently on top of it, her legs dangling, her face now level with his. Her laugh died in her throat as he closed the distance between them, his hands bracing on either side of her hips.

‘Is this what you were fishing for?’ he asked softly.

‘Maybe,’ she whispered, her hands finding the lapels of his graduation gown.

When he kissed her, she wound her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. He felt her smile against his lips; her heartbeat against his chest. The old tube light buzzed overhead, just like it had the night they’d first kissed here.

In that moment, they felt infinite.
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Jake was reading on the lumpy couch in his share house living room when Nadia came out of his bedroom, her phone still in her hand.

She’d been sleeping there most nights for the past two months, gradually bringing over more possessions. She now had a dedicated drawer in his dresser, his bathroom shelf was crowded with her shampoo and face serums, and her romance novels were stacked next to his biographies on the milk crate that served as his bedside table. Her presence had slowly transformed his chaotic room into something almost domestic, her neatness gradually imposing order on his mess.

But right now there was something charged about Nadia’s movements; she had a nervous energy that meant she was processing big news.

‘Jake?’ Her voice was tentative. ‘I got a job offer.’ She perched on the arm of the couch, not quite meeting his eyes. ‘From Jane Street.’

His jaw clenched. Jane Street. He knew them from his research on financial parasitism. They were a quant trading fund that made billions from microscopic market movements. ‘The trading firm . . . in New York?’

‘Yeah.’ She was playing with the hole in his T-shirt that she wore to sleep, the one she’d claimed months ago. ‘I didn’t tell you I applied because . . . well, frankly, I didn’t think I’d get it. The acceptance rate is like point zero one per cent. They mostly take Maths Olympiad medallists and graduates with PhDs from MIT.’

‘But they want you.’ He took in her expression—a mixture of pride and uncertainty. How badly she wanted him to understand.

‘For three months initially. They want me there in a few weeks.’

The word ‘initially’ hung between them.

‘Nadia . . .’ He chose his next words carefully. ‘Why do you want to work for them? They move money around to make more money. You wrote your honours thesis on—’

‘It’s not the same thing.’ She met his eyes now. ‘They make markets more efficient, reduce volatility . . .’

‘Are those your words or from their press release?’ It came out harsher than he had intended.

‘Does it matter? They see something in me, Jake. Why is it noble when I use my skills to expose corruption but somehow sordid when I use them to make things work better?’

‘Because these are the systems we’ve been up against!’ He stood up, needing to move. The shared living room suddenly felt too small and cluttered. Sean’s guitar was leaning against the wall, his security studies textbooks scattered across the coffee table. ‘These are the people we’ve written about, the ones who—’

‘The ones who can pay rent without checking their account three times?’ Her eyes flashed with sudden anger. ‘You think I don’t believe in the work? I just don’t think being poor makes us more righteous.’

The words knocked the air from his lungs. He thought of his mother coming home from union meetings, tired but determined, saying that integrity was worth more than comfort.

‘So that’s what this is all about? Money?’

‘No, it’s about—’ She stopped, frustrated. ‘It’s about not having to feel guilty about wanting something more than what we have right now.’

‘More than what we have?’ He gestured at the space between them.

‘Don’t.’ There were tears in her eyes. ‘Don’t make this about us. You think I haven’t lain awake wondering if I’m selling out? But I also lie awake wondering if we can ever have a future where we’re not living in crummy share houses; where we don’t have to . . .’

‘Where we don’t have to what?’ He had meant to sound defiant, but his words came out sounding scared.

She stood there in his T-shirt, tears running down her face. She looked like everything he wanted and everything he was afraid to lose. ‘I love you,’ she said quietly. ‘But I don’t want to keep defending myself to you.’

His anger drained away. ‘I’m not asking you to defend yourself,’ he said, his voice low. ‘I’m asking you to stay.’

Her expression changed then, seeing something in his face that made her reach for him. ‘Jake . . .’

But he was already turning away. He stood frozen until he heard his bedroom door close with a soft click.

He remained in the living room for hours. He wondered if this was what his mother had felt on those nights alone at the kitchen table, marking papers, more committed to a cause than to material comfort. If being principled was supposed to feel like being lonely.

*

Jake woke to the smell of coffee. He’d fallen asleep on the couch wearing yesterday’s clothes, Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent facedown on the floor beside him.

Nadia was sitting cross-legged on a chair pulled up to the tiny kitchen table, wearing his T-shirt and reading the business section of the paper. There were two cups of coffee on the table. Through the thin walls, he could hear Sean’s alarm going off.

‘You went to Penny’s,’ he said, his voice still rough from sleep.

‘I needed to think.’ She didn’t look up from the paper, but she wasn’t reading it either; her eyes weren’t moving across the page. ‘I got you a coffee. And the olive focaccia you like.’

He sat down across from her, picking up the cup. She’d drawn a tiny version of him in his favourite reading chair, surrounded by protest signs and union pamphlets. The speech bubble said, ‘Eat the rich (but also I love you)’.

‘Nadia—’

‘Wait,’ she cut in, looking at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed but determined. ‘I need you to know something. I believe in the work we’ve done, the wrongdoing we’ve exposed. That hasn’t changed.’

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

‘But I also believe that I can do good work at Jane Street.’ She reached across the table and took his hand, her fingers warm from holding her coffee cup. ‘Your mum taught you that principles mean sacrifice. But what if they don’t have to?’

‘I’m worried,’ he admitted finally. ‘Not just about losing you to Jane Street. But losing you to . . . to their way of seeing the world.’

She turned her coffee cup slowly in her hands. ‘I know what they do, Jake. I’ve read every report, every analysis. They do make money from money. But they also build systems that work better, that reduce friction. Maybe . . . maybe that’s not nothing.’

‘Three months,’ he said slowly.

She nodded. ‘Three months. And then we figure it out.’

He stood, moving around the table to her. He cupped her cheek with his hand, and with a kiss he tried to convey what his words could not: fear and hope and a plea for forgiveness.

*

He would remember their last morning in vivid fragments.

Nadia, emerging from the airport terminal bathroom, wearing an unfamiliar shade of lipstick. She’d stolen one of his flannel shirts to wear under her blazer. He’d pretended not to notice how she kept pressing her face into the collar.

Behind his glasses, his eyes were scratchy with fatigue. They’d both stayed up all night, moving around each other in careful orbits, avoiding any serious topics. Instead, she’d organised her emails into folders with names like ‘Transfer_Pending’ and ‘NY_Setup’ while he cleaned his room with the kind of attention usually reserved for operating theatres.

‘Your coffee’s getting cold,’ he said.

He reached into his bag and pulled out an empty coffee cup. He’d drawn a figure in a suit, drowning in stock charts. She took the cup from him with both hands. The illustration showed a tiny Nadia in a blazer, surrounded by market tickers, with a speech bubble that said, ‘Help, I’ve been optimised for returns.’

She traced the lines with her fingertips. ‘You even got my new blazer right,’ she said. She carefully tucked the cup into her carry-on, between her laptop and the folder of orientation documents.

‘I’ll put it on my new desk,’ she said, her voice catching slightly. ‘First thing I unpack.’

Her phone buzzed, a calendar reminder for her flight’s boarding time. She reached into her bag and took out a leather portfolio. It was the present Helen Sullivan had given her for Christmas, barely a month ago.

That morning in Hobart, his mum had presented them with identical leather portfolios, their names embossed in gold. On the cover, inscribed in cursive script: Pick your battles and fight them well. ‘A place for your important documents,’ she’d said.

‘I’m taking this with me—I’ll need somewhere to keep my trading algorithms,’ Nadia said, an attempt at lightness.

She returned the portfolio to her bag then looked up at him suddenly. ‘Don’t do that thing, okay?’ Her voice was quiet but urgent.

‘What thing?’

‘Don’t give up on us. Don’t prepare that sad bastard speech in your head, go home to that lumpy couch and put on Nick Cave and decide it was all too good to last.’ She swallowed hard. ‘Don’t write the ending before we’ve even—’

She stopped, but he heard the rest anyway: before we’ve even had a chance to try.

He smiled sadly. ‘I was thinking Augie March.’

‘God, you’re predictable.’ But she was smiling too.

She looked at her watch then at him. ‘Three months,’ she said.

‘I’ll keep your coffee warm,’ he replied.

She took a few steps towards the departure gate then turned back. ‘Jake?’

He looked up, hands shoved deep in his pockets.

‘Play some Paul Kelly instead.’

‘“From St Kilda to Kings Cross”?’ He smiled sheepishly.

She laughed. ‘“Before Too Long”.’
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Nadia

Jane Street’s offices sprawled across the thirty-eighth floor of a Midtown building, all glass and clean lines. There were no mahogany desks or brass fixtures like the investment banks where Nadia had interviewed. This felt like a tech company crossed with a university maths department: standing desks with multiple monitors, whiteboards covered in proof sketches and code snippets, traders in T-shirts debating volatility models with the intensity of theoretical physicists.

Eight other interns sat around the conference room, and their résumés made hers feel self-conscious. Maya from MIT had published a paper on quantum computing at sixteen. Raj was a chess grandmaster who’d written his thesis on game theory applications in high-frequency trading. Reynolds had spent the last three years at CERN analysing particle collision data. Their casual conversation about polynomial time complexity made her honours degree in Econometrics feel like basic arithmetic.

‘Welcome to Jane Street.’ Michael Kwok moved to the whiteboard with the confidence of someone used to commanding rooms. He wrote a series of numbers on the board.

He had the kind of casual good looks that suggested he’d been handsome even before success had lent him its polish—high cheekbones, bright eyes that sparked with intelligence, and an easy smile that had probably helped smooth his meteoric rise from MIT PhD to trading desk prodigy.

‘Before we dive into option pricing, let’s warm up with a puzzle.’ He placed a coin on the table. ‘This coin is weighted. When flipped, it comes up heads with probability zero point six, tails with probability zero point four. Your task is to use this biased coin to simulate a fair coin flip—that is, to generate heads and tails with equal probability.’

Maya immediately started writing out probability distributions.

Reynolds pulled up a Python notebook, likely planning to simulate outcomes.

As Nadia imagined the coins in her head, she suddenly remembered walking through The Rocks with her dad one Anzac Day.

They’d been picking up some things from the markets when they heard laughter from a crowd of people gathered in a circle.

‘I think they’re playing two-up,’ her father said, craning his neck to see over the heads in front of them. ‘I’ve heard Anzac Day is the only day of the year this game is legal.’

At first, neither of them understood what was happening. A man in the centre of the circle was throwing two coins into the air while everyone else called out, ‘Heads!’ or, ‘Tails!’

The crowd pressed forward as the coins spun through the air, voices rising to a crescendo, then silence as the coins hit the ground. A moment of suspended breath as everyone peered to see the result, then a chorus of triumphant whoops and defeated groans.

‘They’re betting on the coins, I think,’ he said. ‘But I’m not sure how it works.’

He lifted her up so she could see better and together they watched the game for several rounds, piecing together the rules. Sometimes the coins matched and money changed hands with loud cheers. Other times, when one coin showed heads and the other tails, nothing happened—the man just picked them up and tossed them again.

‘Oh!’ Nadia said suddenly. ‘They only count it if both coins are the same!’

‘You’re right,’ her father said. ‘So they keep throwing until they get two heads or two tails.’

Nadia watched a few more rounds, her mind working. ‘Ba, aren’t the chances of two heads or two tails exactly the same?’

‘I think so, yes.’

‘So if you play enough times, you won’t make any money?’

Her father had grinned. ‘That’s right, baobei. In the long run, you can’t get ahead.’

‘Why do people play?’

‘Because they think they’ll get lucky,’ he said. ‘But look around—see who’s really making money?’ He gestured towards a man selling beer from a stand nearby. ‘The house makes money on the drinks. Now that’s a good business idea.’

Now, in the boardroom at Jane Street, Nadia said aloud, ‘What if we flip twice?’

All eyes in the room turned to her.

‘Ignore any HH or TT results. If we get HT, we call it heads. If we get TH, we call it tails.’

Michael’s eyes lit up with interest. ‘Good. Explain your reasoning.’

Nadia stood and walked to the whiteboard.

‘The probability of HT is this . . .’

On the board she wrote: (0.6)(0.4) = 0.24.

‘And the probability of TH . . .’

She wrote: (0.4)(0.6) = 0.24.

‘They’re equally likely, so if we only count these outcomes, we’ve created a fair coin.’

‘What about the other outcomes?’ Raj asked, looking up from his decision tree.

‘We keep flipping until we get one of our target patterns. The other outcomes don’t matter because we ignore them. We’re not changing the coin’s bias—we’re building a new system around it.’

‘Perfect.’ Michael nodded. ‘This is von Neumann’s fair coin from a biased coin. It’s exactly how we think about trading here—we don’t need perfect market conditions to create the outcomes we want.’

Later, in the bathroom, she pulled out her phone to text Jake: At the induction we had to solve a puzzle about making biased things fair. You would have found it interesting.

She stared at the message for a moment before adding: I miss you.

*

The bar was cool in an expensive Manhattan way—exposed brick and artisanal cocktails served in vintage glassware. Nadia watched Michael order another round of drinks. In the dim light, he looked younger than he had in the office, more like the young maths prodigy he must have been before he became a trader.

‘Your solution this morning,’ he said, sliding her gin and tonic across the bar. ‘Most people try to brute-force it with simulations. But you saw an elegant approach immediately.’

Maya and Raj were debating chess strategies at the other end of the bar, their voices carrying the intensity of the very smart and slightly drunk.

‘I like finding simple solutions,’ Nadia said, conscious of how the gin was softening her consonants.

‘That’s rare. Most quants get caught up in the complexity. They forget that simple solutions are often hiding in plain sight.’

She had been aware of him watching her during the afternoon’s training session; his attention had lingered just long enough for her to notice.

‘I’m working on an interesting problem set for tomorrow’s volatility modelling session,’ he said, his casual tone at odds with how carefully he seemed to choose his next words. ‘I’d love to get your perspective over dinner. There’s a great omakase place around the corner.’

The invitation hung in the air, wrapped in just enough plausible deniability. In another life, she might have found his delicate calibration of interest appealing.

‘That does sound interesting,’ she said, matching his tone. Then she glanced at her watch and said with the same lightness: ‘I should probably call my boyfriend before his day starts in Sydney. The time difference makes scheduling tricky.’

Something flickered across Michael’s expression; not quite disappointment, but a rapid recalculation. ‘Of course. The Australian market opens soon, doesn’t it?’

‘Mm.’ She smiled, letting him find his way back to safer ground. ‘Though Jake’s more likely to be chasing down sources than watching the market open.’

‘A journalist?’ His inflection made it almost not a question.

‘Yes, he’s an investigative reporter,’ she said. ‘We worked on the student paper together.’

‘Quite a change of pace,’ he replied, raising an eyebrow. ‘From journalism to quantitative trading.’

‘Not as different as you’d think.’

The gin made her want to explain herself, to defend choices she hadn’t been asked to justify. Instead, she took another sip of her drink.

*

Nadia’s hotel bed was too high off the ground. She sat cross-legged in the centre of it, the unfamiliar mattress stiff beneath her. Even through half-drawn blinds, the glow of Midtown skyscrapers flooded her room.

‘Hey.’ Jake’s voice through the phone was grainy but warm. She could hear the morning sounds of Sydney behind him—trams, traffic, someone laughing.

‘Hey yourself.’ She pulled her knees to her chest. ‘You’re up and about early.’

Jake had started his cadetship at The Monitor two weeks ago, around the same time she’d flown to New York. She still hadn’t declined her own cadet offer, but had asked to defer her decision until her internship concluded.

‘I’m working on a story about the Maritime Union. Could be promising.’ Paper rustled on his end. ‘How was your first day?’

‘Good. Intense.’ She idly traced shapes on the bedspread. ‘They started us with this puzzle about making fair coin flips from weighted ones . . .’

‘Yeah?’ he said, a familiar curiosity in his voice.

‘I figured out this solution with sequential flips.’ She found herself wanting to explain it properly, to share the elegance of it, but something made her stop.

‘We had drinks after,’ she said instead. ‘The other interns are so clever. Maya’s published quantum computing research, and there’s a chess grandmaster—’

His voice cut out for a moment. ‘Sorry,’ he said, sounding distracted. ‘I missed a call. Might be a source calling back.’

‘Take it,’ she said. ‘It sounds important.’

‘No, it’s fine, they can leave a message. Tell me about—’

‘It’s okay,’ she said with carefully marshalled brightness.

‘You sure?’

‘Sources lose their nerve.’ The phrase felt worn between them, like an old banknote.

‘Right.’ A pause. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow? Earlier maybe?’

‘Sure.’

‘Hey—I love you.’

‘I know,’ she said quickly. ‘You too.’

After they hung up, she sat in the strange quiet of her new room. She opened her laptop, meaning to review the materials for tomorrow’s session. Instead, she found herself navigating to The Monitor’s website and finding Jake’s by-line. His latest story was about asbestos being found in the walls of public housing in Redfern. Two thousand words treating a local council story like it was Watergate.

In the article’s declaration, she found him:


This reporter’s seven attempts to contact council representatives were met with form responses citing a ‘community consultation process’ that does not appear to exist.



She could hear his voice so clearly she had to close her eyes.

*

The first time Nadia caught an arbitrage opportunity, she felt like she’d learned to speak a new language.

She discovered a clean energy Exchange Traded Fund that was trading at a discount to its underlying stocks: solar and wind stocks were rallying on a newly announced initiative, but the ETF lagged behind. She flagged the discrepancy to her manager and they executed the trade: buy the ETF, short the basket of underlying stocks. As the gap closed, Jane Street booked a hundred thousand dollars in profit.

Nadia sat back, her heart racing as the other interns congratulated her. The sense of validation felt like water in a desert. She hated how much she needed it.

That night, she tried to explain it to Jake over Skype. ‘It’s like finding something hidden in plain sight,’ she said. ‘A perfect little pocket of opportunity that nobody else has noticed.’

‘That’s . . . great,’ he said, but his voice contained that careful neutrality she was starting to hate. Behind him, she could see the familiar chaos of his desk. A new coffee cup bore a drawing of what looked like a sad penguin wearing a tie.

She changed the subject, asked about his work. The silence that followed lasted a beat too long, filled with words neither of them knew how to say.

*

The time difference between New York and Sydney became a convenient excuse. Market’s opening soon, she’d text when she missed a scheduled call. Or: Running a backtest, talk tomorrow? Jake’s responses grew shorter: No worries, or All good. Sometimes just a thumbs-up emoji that felt like giving up.

She worked later each night, caught in a feedback loop of achievement and validation. Every successful trade, every nod of approval from the senior traders, became evidence that she was valuable, worth the rarefied air she breathed.

Her father called one evening.

‘Still at work?’ he asked in Mandarin. ‘That’s my girl.’

She found herself explaining her latest trading strategy, switching between languages as she described how markets moved, how she’d learned to see a pattern others had missed.

‘Like water finding its level,’ he said. She could hear the pride in his voice; it was the same tone as when he showed her their store’s revenue growing month-on-month.

Her mother took the phone. ‘Are you eating enough? Taking care of yourself?’

‘I’m good, Ma. I’m doing really well.’

‘You will show them you are brilliant.’

It was the same thing her mother had said when Nadia cried after her first speech at school, when the other kids had laughed at her incorrect pronunciation of certain words. Her mother’s solution had been to buy pronunciation tapes, to drill Nadia until every word was perfect.

Unable to shield her daughter from the world’s cruelty, she determined to arm her against it.
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‘Nadia,’ Michael said. ‘Do you have a minute?’

The conference room he chose had floor-to-ceiling windows. Nadia had learned that, in finance, important conversations happened in rooms with views.

‘You may have guessed why I asked you here,’ he said, sliding an envelope across the table. The paper was heavy, expensive.

‘Well done, Nadia. You’ve impressed everyone,’ he said. ‘You’re the only intern being offered a permanent position.’

Her hands didn’t shake when she opened the envelope. Trembling was a tell, and tells were weaknesses. But seeing the number made something twist inside her; sharp, sweet, hungry. More money than her parents had made in their first year of business.

‘I already have a cadetship offer from The Monitor in Sydney,’ Nadia blurted out. ‘That’s like the Boston Globe of Australia.’ She forced herself to add: ‘Jake is there.’

‘Ah yes.’ Michael’s expression was hard to read. ‘The boyfriend who writes about corporate malfeasance.’ He looked bemused, as if describing a charming but impractical hobby.

‘He’s good at it.’ She touched the envelope absently. ‘Last week, they broke a story that forced a minister to resign.’

‘And what did that change?’ Michael said, not unkindly.

‘That’s not fair.’

‘No,’ he agreed. Then, ‘You know, I was on track to do a postdoc at Princeton. My adviser had a beautiful topology problem all lined up. It was the kind of mathematics that brings you closer to God.’ He laughed wryly. ‘But it was all theoretical. Perfect shapes that don’t exist in our imperfect world.’ He met her eye across the table. ‘Nadia, you’re not just good at this, you’re outstanding. The kind of talent that comes around once per generation, if we’re lucky.’

Nadia looked at the letter again, at an offer that could erase her parents’ outstanding bank loan in a single gesture. She imagined telling her father; how he would refuse with pride in his eyes; the quiet stubbornness she had inherited from him.

‘The offer expires Friday,’ Michael said, standing. ‘Take some time. Talk to . . . people.’

The pause before ‘people’ made Jake’s absence suddenly sharp enough to hurt.

He paused at the door. ‘Nadia? Whatever you choose, it doesn’t have to change who you are—just what you do.’

*

The rooftop bar was on the sixtieth floor, its glass walls providing a panoramic view of the city’s glittering grid. She could see Central Park between the bright avenues, its mass of trees creating a pocket of darkness that swallowed the city’s light. Lamps dotted the winding paths like scattered coins.

Nadia sipped on a twenty-eight-dollar martini.

‘I still can’t believe we’re both in New York!’ Allegra said, settling into the chair across from her with a wide smile. She had been the one to suggest the upmarket bar, and she had dressed to match the venue—straight brown hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail, white cashmere sweater, impeccable make-up.

Allegra had been two years ahead of Nadia at university, though they’d shared some Econometrics classes. She was talented, ambitious and willing to grind; within two years at Goldman Sachs she’d secured the coveted opportunity to transfer to the New York office.

‘When I saw your update about Jane Street, I was so excited. Americans are super friendly, but they’re so earnest it’s slightly exhausting. It’s so good to talk to a fellow Australian.’

‘I’m glad you reached out,’ Nadia replied. ‘It was really nice to hear from you. How are you finding Goldman?’

‘Brutal. Incredible. Exhausting! I’ve been working sixteen-hour days for two years straight to get this transfer.’ She took a sip of her martini, and Nadia caught a glimpse of the steel beneath her friend’s easy manner. ‘But god, it’s worth it. The deals we’re working on . . . it’s a different league.’

‘You were always a go-getter,’ Nadia said.

‘Ha! And you were the second-year who made the rest of us look like idiots.’ Allegra’s tone was warm, but there was something else there too—a flicker of competitiveness. ‘I remember you sailed through that Econometrics module we both did. You’ve always been exceptional, Nadia.’

Nadia felt heat rise in her cheeks.

Allegra leaned forward. ‘So, tell me everything. What’s it been like at Jane Street? The work, the people, this whole’—she gestured at the city sprawled beneath them—‘Manhattan experience?’

‘It’s . . .’ Nadia paused, searching for words that wouldn’t sound like she was reciting a company line. ‘The intellectual challenge is incredible. The way they teach you to unearth inefficiency and then capitalise on the opportunity . . . it’s dizzying.’

Allegra nodded. ‘I know what you mean. Remember how we used to complain about studying models that bore no relation to reality? This is the opposite.’ In Allegra’s voice Nadia heard the excitement of someone who understood the intoxication of it all.

‘Actually, Allegra, I’d love your advice on something.’ Nadia set down her glass. ‘Jane Street has offered me a permanent position.’

Allegra’s martini glass stopped halfway to her lips. Her expression cycled through surprise to something that might have been envy, quickly masked by excitement.

‘Oh my gosh, Nadia!’ she exclaimed. ‘Jane Street doesn’t make many graduate offers. Like, less than five per year globally.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘Damn. There are people who would chop off their right arm for such an amazing opportunity.’

‘I suppose.’

‘No, seriously!’ Allegra said this loudly enough to draw a look from a neighbouring table. ‘I’ve been breaking my back for two years to get a transfer to the New York office. You’ve been here three months and they want to make you permanent.’ She caught herself and laughed. ‘Sorry, I don’t mean to sound bitter. I’m genuinely happy for you. It’s just . . . wow.’

Nadia looked down at her hands, twisting her napkin. ‘It’s a bit surreal.’

‘Do you realise that you’re set for life? Three, four years there and you can write your own ticket anywhere. Hedge funds will headhunt you, private equity firms will throw stupid money at you. Or you could start your own fund . . .’ Allegra shook her head in awe.

Nadia stared out at the city lights. ‘I actually . . . Well, I don’t know if I’m going to take it.’

Allegra looked stunned. ‘I’m sorry, what? Why?’

‘I have a boyfriend back in Sydney. And another job offer, with The Monitor.’

‘I’ve never heard of it.’

‘It’s a newspaper. They do investigative journalism.’ Even as she said it, Nadia could hear how small it sounded in this context, at this bar where two rounds of martinis would cost more than a cadet journalist’s daily wage.

Allegra leaned back in her chair, studying Nadia’s face as if she were trying to solve a complex equation. ‘Let me ask you something. This boyfriend: would he move here for you?’

Nadia tried to imagine Jake in this bar; tried to picture him discussing portfolio optimisation over expensive cocktails.

‘I wouldn’t ask him to,’ she said. ‘He just started his dream job. He’s doing important work.’

‘Nadia’—Allegra sounded like she was explaining something to a small child—‘I’m not saying university relationships aren’t special. And I’m not saying you don’t love him. But they’re . . . situational.’

Allegra finished her martini and, catching the bartender’s eye, signalled for another.

‘I was in a long-term relationship until last year,’ she went on. ‘Jamie. We met at college, kept dating after we graduated. I loved him, I really did. But when Goldman offered me the chance to apply for New York, I realised it wouldn’t work. So I broke it off.’

‘That must have been hard.’

‘It was. But you know what? Now I’m in Manhattan. I’m doing deals that matter, making money that means I’ll never have to worry about rent again.’

Nadia felt something twist in her chest. ‘It’s not just about money—’

‘Isn’t it, though?’ Allegra interrupted. ‘At least partly? Look, you need a relationship that’s compatible with your life. And honestly?’ Her eyes lit up with mischief as she raised her glass. ‘Being hot and single in your twenties in New York, when you can afford a decent apartment? Well, there are worse fates.’

They were both a little tipsy now. Despite everything, Nadia found herself laughing. She noticed how the city’s lights were starting to look blurry at the edges—whether from the alcohol or the altitude, she wasn’t sure.

‘You make it sound so simple.’

‘Maybe it can be simple. Look, I’m not saying your boyfriend isn’t special. I’m sure he is. But opportunities like this, they don’t knock twice. And you know what the messed-up part is? If you don’t take it, some dude will. And in five years, when you’re’—she paused—‘well, wherever investigative journalists end up, he’ll be running his own fund.’

Nadia stared at her reflection in the window. Her face looked ghostly pale against the lights of the bustling city.

‘I don’t know,’ she said.

‘You love him,’ Allegra observed gently.

‘Yeah. I do.’

Allegra was quiet for a moment, studying Nadia’s face. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘you’ve got a few days to figure it out.’ She raised her glass. ‘Another round?’ she asked. ‘Or do you want to call it a night?’

‘Let’s have one more,’ Nadia said.

Through the glass, she could see Manhattan stretching endlessly in all directions.

*

Their Skype call connected on the third ring. Jake’s face filled her screen, his features rendered grainy by the hotel room’s unreliable wi-fi. He wore a grey T-shirt she’d worn so many times that she considered it as much hers as his.

‘Hey,’ she said.

The way his eyes brightened at the sight of her gnawed at Nadia.

‘Hey yourself,’ he said. ‘You’re up late.’

‘Jake,’ she said, ‘I need to tell you something.’

She saw his smile falter.

‘Jane Street offered me a permanent position. Just me, none of the other interns.’

His silence expanded to fill both her screen and the empty space of her hotel room. She watched him process the news, struggle to reshape his initial reaction into something more gracious.

‘That’s . . .’ He removed his glasses and cleaned them with the edge of his shirt. It was a ritual she’d seen him perform countless times when he needed to gather himself. When he replaced them, his eyes shone with manufactured enthusiasm. ‘When would they want you to start?’

‘Two weeks after the internship ends.’ She touched her screen where his face appeared, a gesture both intimate and futile. ‘Jake, the salary is . . . in a couple of years I could help my parents retire. Or hire enough staff that they wouldn’t have to work at the store.’

‘Wow. Congratulations, Nadia. I’m so proud of you.’ His smile was forced; she could see the effort it cost him to maintain it. ‘I guess you have a difficult decision to make.’

‘Jake . . .’ She swallowed, despising herself for what she was about to say. ‘I want to take it.’

She watched hope drain from his face, replaced by an expression she would never forget. In the silence that followed, she felt like she was witnessing something delicate shatter in slow motion.

‘I see,’ he said finally. His voice was guarded now. ‘You’ve already decided?’

‘The work is fascinating, Jake.’ The words rushed out of her, hurrying to fill the unbearable distance between them. ‘The way the markets move, how the smallest mispricing can cascade—’

She stopped, noticing something change in his expression.

‘You really love it, don’t you?’ he said slowly. ‘The puzzles, the thrill of it all.’

She exhaled. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think I do.’

He nodded, as if confirming a private theory. ‘Do you remember what you said the night we figured out how Patrick Walsh was laundering money? About how following the money was like solving a beautiful maths problem?’

‘Jake—’

‘I thought you meant . . .’ His laugh was humourless. ‘I thought you were excited because we were going to help people. But that wasn’t it, was it? You loved the elegance of the fraud.’

Her jaw clenched so hard her teeth hurt. ‘That’s not true.’

‘No?’ His voice remained quiet but she heard the pain beneath the surface. ‘Then explain it to me. Explain how, in spite of everything we’ve learned and exposed about how money moves in the shadows, you want to—’

‘To what?’ she demanded. ‘To participate in the economy? To have the opportunity to affect it instead of writing angry exposés from the cheap seats?’

She saw him recoil. Her words had drawn blood.

A beat of silence, then he said, ‘You know what scares me? How easily you can make anything sound reasonable. Even this.’

She felt tears gathering in her eyes. ‘That’s not fair.’

‘No?’ Exhaustion seemed to wash over him suddenly. ‘Tell me something: did you ever really believe in what we were doing? Or was it . . . practice? Training wheels for your real career?’

‘I did believe,’ she whispered. ‘I still do. Just . . . differently from you.’

‘Yeah.’ His smile held a terrible sadness.

Something in his expression stoked her anger. ‘Stop it. Stop acting like you’re above all this. Like your moral purity makes you better than everyone trying to solve real problems.’

‘Solve problems?’ he retorted bitterly. ‘Is that what you think you’ll be doing? Not moving money around to make rich people richer?’

In pain she reached for words that would inflict damage. ‘At least I’ll be in the room where things happen, instead of standing outside writing strongly worded articles about it. And how’s that working out, by the way? Has a single story you’ve written lately changed anything? Or do you just collect moral victories while the world stays the same?’

He looked at her as if she’d struck him. ‘At least I know what I believe in,’ he countered.

‘You believe in being right more than you believe in being happy,’ she whispered.

The silence that followed was absolute. They stared at each other across the suddenly vast digital space.

‘Be well, Nadia,’ he said finally, each syllable as cold as stone. Then he terminated the connection.
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Jake

Jake’s desk at The Monitor looked like his desk at the student paper—the same methodical organisation hidden beneath apparent chaos, the same wall of post-it notes that grew and spread like ivy. The empty chair across from him felt like a missing tooth—an absence his tongue couldn’t stop finding.

Her texts arrived sporadically at first, then settled into a pattern he could predict.


Jake, I’m sorry. What I said about your work—I was cruel and wrong.

Please look after yourself. Please sleep.

I miss you.



He left them unread, watching the notification numbers climb. Each one felt like evidence in an investigation he didn’t want to solve. What was the point of engaging when she’d already chosen for them?

His current investigation was simpler. Kids in Western Sydney were getting sick because someone had decided their health wasn’t worth the cost of proper disposal. The equation was clean: expose the truth, force accountability, protect vulnerable people. No moral relativism, no brilliant women explaining why sometimes you had to work within broken systems to fix them.

He had spent three weeks tracking down a construction company that had knowingly dumped contaminated building materials in vacant lots across Blacktown and Mount Druitt within a stone’s throw of playgrounds and childcare centres.

He’d compiled evidence until it became undeniable: soil samples that showed hazardous chemical concentrations twenty times the safe limit; workers who’d been told to keep quiet about the ‘special jobs’. He’d interviewed mothers whose children had developed persistent coughs, fathers who’d watched their kids play in contaminated playgrounds for months before anyone thought to test the soil.

He avoided going home. His bedroom felt like the scene of a crime. Occasionally he’d discover evidence he couldn’t bear to catalogue: a mug on his desk stained with her lipstick; a page of economic proofs she’d scribbled while lying in his bed one Sunday morning; her old Rostra ID photo that had fallen behind his dresser.

Sleeping through the night became a distant memory. He dozed at his desk between witness interviews and writing FOI requests. The story consumed him with the intensity he had once shared with Nadia. Now it felt like penance.

The patterns were beautiful in their ugliness: construction companies taking shortcuts, inspection reports falsified, money changing hands in calculated increments. His mother would have seen the poetry in it: how greed in Sydney wore the same face as in Hobart; how the people who cut corners on hazardous waste disposal were the same ones who’d decided complying with workplace safety regulations was too expensive.

Alex Chen found him at 11 pm, annotating contractor records with the kind of focus that monks reserved for holy texts. Jake’s hands were stained with highlighter ink, his glasses smudged beyond usefulness.

‘Sullivan.’ Alex’s voice cut through the fluorescent haze. ‘When was the last time you slept in a bed?’

‘I’m fine,’ Jake said absently. ‘Did you see these inspection certificates? The signatures don’t match. Three different handwriting styles, same inspector. I’ve got them, Alex.’

‘Jake.’

Something in Alex’s voice made him look up.

‘The story’s going well—but you’re not.’ Alex paused, his tone gentler. ‘I can see you’re pretty cut up about Nadia.’

‘I’m fine,’ Jake repeated. The words rang hollow.

Alex studied him for a long moment, then sat down in the empty chair beside him.

‘Let me tell you about my wife,’ Alex said. ‘She was a union lawyer when I met her. Determined, fierce. Helped me break the WorkChoices story. Then she took a job with a corporate firm.’ He smiled sadly. ‘I didn’t speak to her for a week. It felt like she’d switched sides in a war.’

Jake’s hands stilled on his keyboard.

‘You know what I learned?’ Alex continued. ‘That the world isn’t divided into people who fight corruption and people who enable it. Sometimes the most effective advocates for change are the ones who understand how businesses actually work. In time, she was able to wield influence from within the tent. She built worker protections into boilerplate templates, negotiated fairly with union reps. I think she’s prevented more exploitation by working within corporations than she could have done fighting from the outside.’

‘Nadia’s not . . .’ Jake’s voice cracked. The sound of her name still felt dangerous, electric. ‘She’s not just working within the system. She’s perpetuating the system. You should hear how she talks about exploiting market inefficiency, making broken things work for you.’

‘Maybe.’ Alex’s voice was gentle. ‘Or maybe she’s finding a different way to fight the same battles.’

‘By helping a quant fund move money around?’ The bitterness in Jake’s voice surprised him. ‘That’s not a different way of fighting. That’s surrendering.’

‘Is that what you’re really angry about?’ Alex asked. ‘That she stopped fighting? Or is it that she decided to move to New York?’

Jake stared at the sprawling map of post-it notes that connected corporate negligence to human suffering.

‘We’ll run the story next week,’ Alex said, standing. ‘Go home. Try to sleep. Remember there are more ways than one to be right.’

*

The article went live on The Monitor website at 9 am. Five thousand words of muckraking reporting. It was the kind of story that would make his mother proud, that proved people could be held accountable, that showed one person with enough stubborn righteousness could force change.

Jake found himself in the stairwell as the newsroom erupted with the familiar chaos of a story landing. Through the wall, he could hear phones ringing, editors shouting about follow-ups and official responses. A symphony of impact that should have felt like victory.

His phone buzzed. Nadia.


The story is outstanding, Jake. Your refusal to look away—it’s what made me fall in love with you. I know you’re not reading my messages but please take care of yourself. Please.



The sob that tore from him surprised him with its violence. He slid down the concrete wall, weeks of barely maintained control finally collapsing. He cried for the story, for the kids who’d been poisoned by greed, for his mother who’d taught him to see the world in such clean lines of right and wrong. He cried for Nadia, who’d loved his certainty until he’d turned it against her. And he cried for himself, for being unable to bend, even to keep the person he had loved the most.

The lights buzzed overhead as he gasped for air between sobs, his body shaking with the force of what he’d been holding in. His glasses had fogged up and his shirt was wet with tears and he didn’t care anymore about being professional or strong or right.

When Alex found him an hour later, Jake was curled up against the wall. His phone lay facedown beside him, screen cracked from where he’d thrown it.

‘I don’t know how to be any different,’ Jake whispered.

Alex sat down beside him on the cold concrete floor. ‘None of us do.’

They sat there in silence as the newsroom celebrated. Jake’s phone buzzed on the floor beside him. Through its cracked screen, he could see Nadia’s name, bright and untouchable as a star.

*

Jake’s investigation into the illegal dumping of hazardous materials earned him his first Walkley nomination. The achievement felt surreal, even after Alex had made him practise his ‘graciously losing to Katelyn Tzarimas’ face. Helen had flown up from Hobart for the ceremony. ‘It’s just a nomination, Mum,’ Jake had protested, but she’d already bought her ticket.

The afterparty spilled out onto the harbourside terrace. Jake found his mother where he’d left her, perched on a stone bench away from the crowd, her Australian Education Union blazer too warm for the Sydney weather. She was watching the ferry lights track across the dark water, nursing a glass of wine.

‘You look tired, sweetheart,’ Helen remarked.

‘I’m fine,’ Jake said automatically, then caught himself. ‘I mean . . . I’m getting there.’

‘I know.’

She patted the space beside her. When he sat down, she straightened his collar the way she used to when he was small.

‘Alex told me you’ve been sleeping at the office.’

Jake looked out at the harbour. ‘The story—’

‘The story is incredible,’ she interjected. ‘Those children needed someone like you; someone who couldn’t look away.’ She touched his hand briefly. ‘But that doesn’t stop the other stuff from hurting.’

They sat in silence, watching the Sydney skyline sparkle with lights. His mum had always been good at this, at giving him space to find his words.

‘You know what I’ve been reading about?’ she said after a while. ‘Darwin’s orchids. There’s a species in Madagascar with this ridiculously deep nectar tube—nearly a foot long. Darwin predicted there must be a moth with a proboscis exactly that length, even though no one had ever seen it. He was right; they found it decades later.’

Jake smiled despite himself. ‘Let me guess: this is a metaphor?’

‘More of an observation.’ She smiled. ‘These creatures evolved together, shaped each other over millions of years. As the orchid’s tube grows deeper, the moth’s proboscis extends to match. They grew into each other’s empty spaces until they fit perfectly.’ She paused. ‘And then sometimes, one of them becomes endangered. And the other has to figure out how to live with this evolved trait that doesn’t have a purpose anymore.’

‘Mum . . .’

‘I know, sweetheart.’ She wrapped an arm around him and suddenly he was eight years old again. ‘I know it hurts. When you grow around someone, the space they leave behind feels impossible to fill.’

Through the glass doors they could hear the celebrations continuing.

‘You know what else Darwin found?’ Helen continued. ‘Sometimes the orchids adapt. Find new pollinators. Different ways to survive. It takes time, but nature has a way of filling empty spaces with new things.’

‘I miss her,’ Jake said simply, the words feeling inadequate for the ache they described.

‘Of course you do.’ She squeezed his shoulder. ‘You’re allowed to miss her and still be proud of the story. You’re allowed to be right about something and still wish it had turned out differently.’

A burst of laughter from inside made them both turn. Alex was raising his glass in a toast.

‘Come on.’ Helen stood. ‘Let’s go hear your editor embarrass you properly.’

She touched his cheek.

‘Jake, I’m proud of you. Not just for the nomination. For being someone who sees what’s wrong in the world and doesn’t look away. Even when it costs you.’
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Summer arrived in Sydney with brutal indifference to Jake’s grief. The jacarandas bloomed, exam-stressed students filled the cafes near his old campus, and somehow his world kept turning without Nadia in it.

Caroline Mitchell arrived at The Monitor like a hurricane in vintage clothing, fresh from getting herself banned from Newcastle City Council meetings for asking pointed questions about a suspicious number of council-funded seafood dinners. Alex had recruited her after Nadia declined the cadetship.

She moved through the office with the energy of a woman who took up space unapologetically, her ample curves wrapped in bright vintage dresses. She had a round, expressive face that could shift from indignation to impish delight in seconds and bright blue eyes that sparkled with wit behind cat’s-eye glasses.

She had a habit of turning corruption investigations into elaborate conspiracy maps that made perfect sense only to her, complete with colour-coded string and pictures cut from council newsletters. The letter of recommendation from her editor at the Newcastle Herald read:


I have no idea how she does it, but she’s never been wrong. Also, she might be the only journalist I’ve ever met who genuinely enjoys local government reporting.



When Alex paired them together, Jake recognised the management technique: give the depressed journalist a partner too weird to let him wallow.

Caroline’s gleeful approach to uncovering malfeasance proved oddly infectious. She treated corruption investigations like juicy puzzles, dropping by his desk with coffee and declarations like, ‘You will not believe what I just found in the Water Board’s Christmas party receipts,’ or, ‘Did you know you can track council vehicles through public Spotify accounts?’

She seemed to have an uncanny sense for when his grief was winning.

‘You’re doing the thing again,’ she’d say, dropping a long black by his keyboard as he frowned over financial statements. She never asked about Nadia directly, but she’d clearly noticed how he tensed whenever finance stories crossed his desk. She would drag him to lunch at the kebab place around the corner, filling the silence with increasingly convoluted theories about corruption at local councils.

‘The council keeps approving these “community consultation workshops”,’ she explained, spreading meeting minutes across their lunch table with the enthusiasm of someone sharing holiday photos. ‘They’re budgeted for ten grand each. But look at the addresses.’

Jake watched her arrange the papers in what he assumed was a meaningful pattern.

‘Are you seeing it?’ Her eyes lit up with pure delight. ‘They’re empty lots! One of them is literally in the middle of a roundabout. And look—they’ve budgeted refreshments for every meeting. I wonder if they put out ghost biscuits for the ghosts at these ghost meetings.’ She laughed heartily at her own joke.

Despite himself, Jake felt a smile tug at the corner of his mouth.

*

Alex started assigning Jake to complex, lengthy investigations. Stories that called for patience and craft rather than bravado and fury.

They had noticed a pattern of unusually high insurance claim rejection rates for small businesses owned by immigrants.

‘Building trust takes time,’ Alex said one evening, reviewing Jake’s notes on Commonwealth Assurance, one of Australia’s largest insurers. ‘Your source Amira, the trainee claims assessor, has given you a lot to work with, but she’s clearly terrified. Next time, tread more softly. She needs to know you’ll protect her identity.’

Jake thought about his last conversation with Amira, how she’d glanced towards the door when she mentioned the ‘cultural competency’ training. How her voice had dropped to a whisper when she’d said, ‘They told us people from certain ethnic backgrounds were more likely to fabricate claims.’ He’d pushed too hard, asked her to provide the training materials, to record the next session. She’d gone pale, muttered an excuse about having to go, and practically fled the cafe.

‘How do you know when to push and when to wait?’

‘You’re looking for lines, not dots,’ Alex said simply. ‘Not just in the numbers, but in how people act. When a claims manager starts targeting businesses in specific suburbs. When an executive mentions something offhand that doesn’t fit the story they’re telling. The truth leaves traces. You have to learn to recognise them.’

Some nights they would stay late, and Alex would teach him to build fact files. Jake learned to track more than claim denials: he tracked the postcodes of businesses whose claims had been rejected, the languages spoken by their owners, the assessors assigned to each case. The claims manager who supervised Amira? He’d rejected nine applications from Vietnamese business owners that month, citing ‘insufficient documentation’ in each case.

‘The trick,’ Alex said, ‘is understanding that everyone has reasons. Racist people, even cruel people—they tell themselves stories about why what they’re doing is necessary. “We’re just being thorough.” “These people don’t understand how insurance works.”’ His tone darkened. ‘You know what they say about the road to hell. Learn which good intentions they’re using to pave their way there, and you’ll know where to press.’

Jake’s approach evolved. Where he once would have confronted the Commonwealth Assurance executives about racial profiling, instead he spent three weeks mapping denial patterns across Sydney’s ethnic enclaves. When he presented the data in an interview—showing that Vietnamese and Lebanese business owners were four times more likely to have claims rejected—the regional manager had started sweating through his white shirt.

‘Those numbers are taken out of context,’ the man had stammered, and Jake knew he’d got him.

Caroline noticed the change. ‘Your writing’s different,’ she said one morning, reading his draft about Commonwealth Assurance’s systematic targeting of immigrant-owned businesses. ‘It’s quieter somehow. Yet it hits harder.’

Instead of leading with an accusation, he’d started to let the patterns tell the story. He created a map showing denied claims clustered in Cabramatta and Lakemba; quoted interviews with business owners who’d been told their English wasn’t good enough to understand the policies; reproduced extracts from internal training materials showing assessors being coached to look for ‘cultural flags’.

Then he presented the data: while Commonwealth Assurance rejected twenty-two per cent of claims from Anglo business owners, they rejected forty-three per cent from owners with non-English names. The picture he painted was stark.

‘You’re learning,’ Alex said when the story ran. ‘Sometimes the most damning thing you can do is show people who they are.’

Jake started sleeping better. When his housemate Sean finished his degree and moved to Canberra for a job at the Department of Defence, Jake gave up his lease and moved to a small studio apartment in Newtown. Caroline helped him pick out houseplants (‘because anyone who exposes corruption for a living should at least have a nice little fern to come home to’). He ignored her hints about dating apps.

His depression didn’t disappear but it changed shape. Some mornings he still found himself reaching for his phone, wanting to text Nadia about something he’d read. But those moments gave way to other things: Caroline’s latest conspiracy theory about council waste management contracts; Alex’s quiet approval when Jake persuaded a source to go on record; the satisfaction of watching a CEO squirm when presented with his own emails.

After a year, his stories started to make powerful people nervous. The kind of people who had lunch at the Australian Club and knew politicians’ private numbers. They called him a zealot, destructive, someone who didn’t understand how things really worked. He wore each criticism like a badge of honour.

‘That’s how you know you’re doing it right,’ Caroline said over beers one Friday, watching him annotate another set of board minutes instead of joining office trivia. ‘When they start saying you don’t understand how the world works, it means you’re seeing exactly how it works.’

She was determined not to let him wallow, his new friend with her quick laugh and impressive capacity for outrage over municipal corruption. She made him talk about things other than work occasionally, dragged him to terrible comedy shows, reminded him that there was life beyond his latest investigation. She never suggested he should soften his edges or learn to compromise.

Slowly, story by story, Jake rebuilt himself. He learned to channel his indignation into method, to build cases so watertight they could not be denied, to understand that the sweetest victories were ones that took years to achieve.

The jacarandas bloomed again, purple and insistent.

*

His story about a sustained pattern of sexual harassment at one of Australia’s largest tech companies broke on a Tuesday. Jake’s phone hadn’t stopped ringing since with lawyers making thinly veiled threats as more women came forward with evidence.

Caroline had started answering his calls, putting on different voices each time: ‘Jake Sullivan’s office, how may I direct your cease and desist?’

He was buried in follow-up responses when an email arrived from an address he didn’t recognise. The subject line read simply: ‘Hello’.


Jake,

I read your latest investigation. It is a groundbreaking piece of reporting, but you don’t need me to tell you that.

It struck me that you’ve grown more patient. You spent months building trust, gathering evidence, making sure those women’s stories couldn’t be dismissed.

There’s something I wanted you to hear from me. I’m engaged. His name is Michael.

I hope you found what you were looking for—and that it makes you happy.

Nadia



His coffee cup slipped, spilling across the stack of legal threats from Praxis. It had been two years since they had last spoken, yet somehow her words could steal his breath away.

He stared at his screen. Engaged. What do you say when the person who once possessed you completely told you they now belonged to someone else?

Caroline appeared with paper towels, took one look at his face and switched to crisis response mode. ‘Whatever that is, we’re getting a drink.’

‘I have to finish this response to Praxis’s lawyers.’

‘The lawyers can wait. This is why I keep you around—to do the boring legal stuff while I investigate the mayor’s suspicious mini-golf expenses. Come on.’

At the pub, Caroline didn’t ask about the ghost he’d seen. Instead, she spun increasingly improbable theories about parking contracts until he almost smiled. When she got up to order another round, he pulled out his phone.


Nadia,

Thank you for telling me. Congratulations. I hope he’s deserving of you.

I hope you also found what you were looking for, and that it’s been worth it.

Take care.

Jake






PART II
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Nadia

Novabrite announced its insolvency at 7.47 am.

By 8.39 am, the news alerts had started, each a gut punch. The Wall Street Journal was almost kind:


Henderson-Backed Clean Energy Pioneer Files For Chapter 11

By Victoria Bishop | 15 August 2024

Novabrite Energy Technologies, the battery storage company backed by Henderson Global Asset Management, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection early Thursday, marking another setback for the clean energy sector. The company, which had developed proprietary ceramic hybrid battery technology that promised to revolutionise industrial power storage . . .



Bloomberg Businessweek was less gracious:


Novabrite’s Collapse Marks Latest Cleantech Failure

By Angus McGovern | 15 August 2024

Novabrite Energy, once hailed breathlessly as the savior of industrial-scale clean energy storage, has joined the well-populated graveyard of cleantech startups after unceremoniously filing for bankruptcy on Thursday morning.



Five years at Jane Street had taught Nadia to identify opportunity by seeing patterns in chaos. When Henderson Global had headhunted her for their private equity team, she had seen a chance to work on something more lasting and more impactful.

The Novabrite investment had been her chance to prove herself. She had championed the investment to Henderson’s investment committee, persuaded them to make it their largest stake in a clean energy company.

And now she’d lost them eighty million dollars.

Novabrite’s technology would be sold for parts, their pioneering engineering team scattered to the wind, the founders’ dreams dismantled by administrators who didn’t care about the promise of what they had built.

Her bosses’ text messages were growing increasingly urgent. The risk team wanted an evaluation report. Investor relations needed statements for the fund’s shareholders. Each message carried the same subtext: how had wunderkind Nadia Kuan, the quantitative savant from Jane Street, fucked this one up so completely?

Nadia started reading the coverage, unable to help herself. Each description twisted the knife: ‘naive’, ‘idealistic’, ‘poor diligence’. She had spent the past decade transforming herself into someone who could make million-dollar transactions without batting an eyelid. Now she was being called an amateur. Worse—an ingenue.

Through the forty-eighth-floor window, she could see the rising sun reflected in Manhattan’s glass towers. Once she’d felt invincible up here. Now the height made her feel dizzy.

The truth was, she hadn’t missed the warning signs. She’d seen Novabrite’s competitors winning contracts with cheaper, dirtier solutions; seen the market’s resistance to pricing carbon emissions correctly. But she’d convinced herself that being right about the future meant being right about the investment. Five years as a quant trader should have taught her better: markets didn’t care about noble intentions.

‘Nadia.’ Her assistant’s voice over the intercom was carefully neutral. ‘The investment committee has called an all-hands for noon. They’ve asked for a full post-mortem.’

‘Thank you, Amy.’ Her voice stayed steady. A small victory.

When the intercom clicked off, Nadia pressed her forehead against the window of her office. She imagined the conference room where the post-mortem meeting would take place. It was a room designed to be imposing—a twenty-seat mahogany table stretched like a runway, its surface polished to a mirror shine. This room was where deals were blessed, where billions of dollars were allocated. Nadia had worked hard to earn her place at the table. Now it felt like a production set on the verge of collapse.

Her mother’s voice came to her suddenly: ‘You will show them you are brilliant.’ She’d had the same words for every setback, every heartbreak. At primary school, when Nadia refused to take leftovers to school because she’d been teased for smelly lunches. At high school, when she’d missed out on school captain. After the Jane Street internship, when she’d come home for a visit looking like skin and bones, like someone had hollowed her out from the inside.

Her mother’s words had been reassuring then. Now, as Novabrite’s obituaries multiplied across news outlets, Nadia didn’t feel so comforted.

A leather portfolio on her desk contained Novabrite’s pre-IPO pitch deck. She opened it, staring at words that radiated optimism. The technology reimagined how power storage could work. Their solution was elegant; beautiful. But, as it turned out, unwelcome in an industry that ultimately cared more about profit than impact.

Her fingers caught on the portfolio’s inscription and suddenly she couldn’t breathe.

In cursive script, still clear after all these years: Pick your battles and fight them well. She remembered the Christmas in Hobart when Jake’s mum had given it to her. ‘Look after each other,’ Helen had said.

The first tear surprised her. By the second, she was shaking. The truth she’d been avoiding hit her like a tidal wave.

She hadn’t just fought for the investment because she’d seen the financial upside. She’d fought for it because she’d felt a need to prove that change was possible from within the system.

That the boy who’d once seen her so clearly, who’d believed in such bright lines between right and wrong, might recognise her still.

*

‘Head of Pacific Operations.’ Lance Baker was trying to make her demotion sound like an opportunity. ‘We think it’s the right move for everyone . . . given the circumstances.’

Nadia kept her face impassive. Through the boardroom’s windows, Manhattan glittered with its usual indifference. Forty-eight floors up, even falling from grace looked beautiful.

Pacific Operations managed less than two per cent of Henderson’s global assets. After a decade playing in the big league, she’d be running what amounted to a rounding error for the firm.

‘It’ll be a nice sea change from New York,’ Baker continued, as if he were doing her a favour. ‘You have family there, right?’

‘Yes. My parents.’

Baker looked relieved. He’d probably expected resistance, perhaps tears. Instead, she was doing his job for him: constructing the narrative that would make her relegation sound like a homecoming.

‘The Australian market needs experienced leadership,’ he said, shuffling papers on the mahogany table: her own post-mortem of the Novabrite failure. ‘Someone who understands both markets and operations. Your background at Jane Street, your experience with complex situations . . .’

Complex situations. That was one way to describe losing eighty million dollars in one fell swoop. She wondered if he practised these euphemisms in front of a mirror.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Though Pacific’s allocation is relatively small. Less than two per cent of the funds we manage.’

‘There’s room to grow.’ Baker smiled. ‘Think of it as a chance to build something from the ground up.’

Build something from the ground up. Another euphemism for the relegation of their rising star, their youngest-ever associate partner. In Australia she’d be managing a satellite operation twelve thousand miles from real power, babysitting some superannuation funds while Manhattan forgot about her.

‘When do I start?’ she asked.

‘In three weeks. The team’s been briefed. They’re professionals—they understand these kinds of changes.’

‘Thank you for the opportunity.’ The words came automatically. ‘I won’t let you down.’

His smile was almost kind. ‘We know you won’t, Nadia. You’ve always been one of our best.’

The words ‘until you weren’t’ hung unspoken between them.

*

Nadia sat cross-legged on the hardwood floor of her Tribeca apartment.

Two large suitcases stood by the door—a month’s worth of clothes and other essentials. The rest of her life had been packed into boxes marked with her parents’ address; they would be shipped by freight and arrive a few weeks after she touched down in Sydney. Three bulging garbage bags full of clothes sat by the window, destined for the Red Cross.

As she’d sorted through her belongings, she’d been struck by how many possessions she’d accumulated over the years. Pantsuits she’d bought because she’d been feeling nervous about a big presentation, a Loro Piana coat she’d splurged on when she’d been promoted to associate partner, dresses she’d acquired for galas and weddings. They felt like costumes from a play she’d been dropped from.

She’d leased this apartment with Michael just before they got engaged, six years ago. He’d moved out six months later, when they’d broken off their engagement. As she packed, she’d found a small assortment of his things: his cologne, still half-full; a silk tie she’d bought him for his thirtieth; the sake cups they’d brought back from Kyoto; a crystal decanter that had been an engagement gift from his parents. She’d put them all in a box and taped it shut.

Should she call him? They’d stayed in touch sporadically. But calling would mean having to explain why she was leaving New York, and she wasn’t ready for that conversation. Not with Michael, who’d ask questions she didn’t have answers to.

She checked her phone. It was 7.40 pm Eastern Time; 9.40 am in Sydney. Martin Price, the managing director of Henderson’s APAC office, had said he’d call her ‘first thing in the morning’. She’d been waiting since 6 pm, unable to focus on anything else.

At 8.15 pm, the phone finally rang.

‘Nadia? It’s Martin Price. Sorry if I’ve kept you waiting.’

‘No problem at all, Martin,’ she replied. ‘Thank you for making the time.’

‘How are you holding up?’ he asked. ‘I imagine it’s been quite a week.’

She looked around at her half-empty apartment. ‘It’s been a process. But I’m looking forward to what’s to come.’

He chuckled. ‘That’s the spirit, Nadia. Look, I won’t mince words—you’re too smart for me to try. The partnership was divided over what to do with you. Some people wanted you out, wanted you to take the fall for Novabrite. I convinced them of a lateral move.’

Nadia winced. At least they were being honest.

She remembered Martin from Henderson’s global retreats. As a young man, he’d rowed for Cambridge. His height, broad shoulders and chiselled jaw still turned heads in any room. There was something about his cultivated British accent that made even his most outrageous stories—such as ending up on a private jet with an Emirati princess—sound not only plausible but somehow inevitable. Nadia had heard he’d made partner because he’d convinced the Sultan of Brunei, at one point the richest person in the world, to cornerstone Henderson’s APAC fund.

‘I appreciate you going in to bat for me, Martin,’ she said.

‘Not at all, Nadia. And I didn’t do it purely for altruistic reasons. You see, I’ve also been on the receiving end of a deal gone wrong. It was about five years ago. I’d just made managing director, and I’d bet big on an Indonesian company that claimed to be revolutionising the fragmented restaurant industry.’

He paused. ‘Warungs, they’re called. Family-run businesses. This company claimed to be helping warungs streamline their ordering from suppliers—giving them bulk discounts on equipment, ingredients. Their books were a mess, but we were told it was all part and parcel of an emerging economy where most transactions are still in cash.’ His voice hardened. ‘But it turned out they’d been grossly inflating their revenue. The investor that bailed them out recapitalised the business; we were lucky to get anything back when it was sold for parts.’

He chuckled humourlessly. ‘The Henderson partnership was not happy with me. Nasty business—highly public affair, embarrassing for all involved. Aged me five years in as many months.’

Nadia’s stomach churned with recognition. ‘How did you come back from that?’

He was silent for a moment. ‘I convinced them that failure teaches you lessons that success cannot: how to spot red flags, when to dig deeper, how to hone your instincts to detect when something’s off. Best education I ever received. That’s why I fought for you, Nadia. Someone who’s been burned learns to sweat what others gloss over.’

‘It’s an exciting time to be investing in Australia,’ she said quickly, hoping to change the topic. ‘The market seems ripe with opportunity.’

‘You’re from here, aren’t you?’ Martin’s voice brightened.

‘Yes.’

‘God’s country, isn’t it?’ he said cheerily. ‘We moved here a year ago. I’d been running APAC from Singapore for the best part of the last decade. But my wife couldn’t take it anymore—the heat and sterility. She wanted to live near a beach and go to the theatre. Unfortunately I’m not very good company for either—the Englishman in me still gets sunburnt in five minutes, and I must confess I fell asleep in the middle of the last production we went to.’ He chortled.

Nadia laughed along, feeling some of the tension ease from her neck. She liked Martin, she decided. He seemed kind—direct, but sincere.

‘Did you go to school here, Nadia?’ he asked suddenly.

‘Uh . . . yes, I did. Parkhurst.’

‘Oh!’ Martin exclaimed with interest. ‘That’s on the list my wife is considering for our daughters. We have twins—they’re in Year 3 and she wants them to move schools for Year 5. How did you find Parkhurst?’

Nadia blinked and cleared her throat. She hadn’t expected Martin Price to ask about her high school. ‘It’s a great school,’ she managed. ‘They value academics, but there’s a focus on being well-rounded. Debating, drama, sport . . .’

Martin made a pleased sound. ‘I’ll tell my wife. Maybe once you’ve settled in, you could help my daughters prepare for the interviews?’

What the hell is going on? Nadia thought. ‘Sure, I’d be happy to,’ she said instead.

The rest of the conversation was unremarkable. Martin flagged some sectors they’d been evaluating, and mentioned he was eager to build Henderson’s reputation in Australia. ‘We’ve had a low profile here to date, but we’ll frame your arrival as a sign of Henderson doubling down in the region. It’ll be win-win.’

‘I’m looking forward to teaming up,’ Nadia said, and realised she was almost starting to mean it.

‘Me too, Nadia. We’re going to do great things together,’ he said. After he hung up, she sat among her boxes and bags, processing the conversation.

Martin Price was offering her a chance at redemption. She tried not to think too hard about what he might ask for in return.
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Watching Sydney pass by through the window of her Uber felt like listening to a favourite album sung in a different key.

Nadia had arrived back in Sydney two weeks ago. Henderson had paid for six months’ accommodation at a serviced apartment near Circular Quay while she found somewhere permanent. Despite its harbour views, the furnished apartment felt sterile—grey surfaces and anonymous art, designed to house transient lives.

Outside, the streets were familiar but somehow foreign. Circular Quay had sprouted new towers that had altered the skyline she remembered from childhood.

In the back seat of her Uber, Nadia looked down at her tablet, checking her presentation for the fifth time. She’d stayed up all night working on her pitch about an opportunity she’d identified: Australian superannuation was a captive market. Billions in mandatory contributions flowed in every month, seeking returns. The super funds wanted exposure to cutting-edge tech companies, and were bound by quotas to invest in areas of national importance.

There were companies backed by local venture capital funds that were stuck in the middle—they’d grown too big for early-stage funding, but remained too small for institutional investors. Henderson Global could bridge that gap: buy stakes in high-growth companies, polish them into the kinds of opportunities institutional investors leapt at, then attract investment from superannuation funds at a considerable mark-up.

‘Changed a bit, hasn’t it?’ her driver said, catching her staring at the new Crown tower rising over Barangaroo. ‘I barely recognise the place sometimes.’

The Uber turned onto Parramatta Road, and suddenly she was staring at her old campus, its sandstone buildings standing sentinel. Had she really been that girl who’d unearthed the institution’s corruption with post-it notes stuck on basement walls?

‘Here we are,’ the driver announced. ‘Praxis Central.’

The tower rose before her like Sydney’s tech ambitions made manifest—forty storeys of steel and glass. Its facade was covered with vertical gardens; it was a hybrid creature that was part skyscraper, part greenhouse. The building had been erected while she was in New York, and now it loomed over Central Station; the surrounding sandstone buildings looked like relics from another century.

She had fifteen minutes until her first face-to-face meeting with Martin. Time to prove she could come back from a fall.

*

In her first month back, Nadia had met with a parade of founders building software that didn’t seem to solve real problems. One twenty-year-old had told her earnestly that since he was thirteen, he’d dreamed of building heaven. When she’d asked what that meant, he’d explained it was a productivity app that used AI to prioritise emails.

Meeting Marjorie Ford had felt like a breath of fresh air. She couldn’t have been further from the stereotypical tech bro in a hoodie; she wore a tailored suit and her dark hair was cut in a severe bob that framed bright green eyes. When she crossed the room to shake Nadia’s hand, her four-inch heels clicked against the hardwood floor like punctuation marks.

‘The peptide revolution isn’t coming,’ Marjorie had said. Her voice contained the kind of conviction Nadia had learned to listen for. ‘It’s already here. Semaglutide—better known as Ozempic—proved that.’

After weeks of tired pitches about how AI could automate enterprise workflows, Marjorie’s presentation was a revelation. She spoke about peptides the way prophets spoke about salvation: weight loss, cognitive enhancement, longevity. Hope in a vial, delivered monthly to your door.

‘The market opportunity is unprecedented,’ Marjorie continued. ‘Every quarter brings a new scientific breakthrough. And we’re building the infrastructure to deliver it: compounding, distribution, direct-to-consumer channels. We’re not just selling drugs. We’re building a platform for personalised health care.’

Something niggled in the back of Nadia’s mind; something she couldn’t quite place. The presentation was pitch-perfect, like Marjorie had studied exactly what institutional investors wanted to hear about healthcare plays.

‘Your clinical trial data,’ Nadia said, flipping through the Panacea investor deck. ‘The phase two results are impressive.’

‘Yes, we’re running the largest private peptide trials in the southern hemisphere.’ The other woman’s smile was dazzling. ‘You can review all the data. We believe in doing things right.’

Doing things right. Nadia pushed away the nagging feeling.

The Australian market was desperate for a new healthcare narrative. Super funds would kill for exposure to a local biotech success story.

‘Are you concerned about regulatory headwinds?’ Nadia kept her voice cool. ‘The Therapeutic Goods Administration has been increasingly active.’

‘That’s why timing is critical,’ Marjorie said. ‘We’ve got a two-year head start on building compliant infrastructure. By the time regulations catch up, we’ll be the gold standard.’

After Marjorie left, Nadia sat in the boardroom, staring at her notes. Her phone buzzed: her assistant reminding her about the meeting with Martin Price. He would want to review a shortlist of promising investments.

She needed a win. The market was screaming for this kind of opportunity. And Marjorie, well, Marjorie had that thing you couldn’t teach founders: a hunger that made her unstoppable.

Still, something didn’t quite sit right with Nadia. The clinical data was almost too clean, the story too precisely crafted.

But wasn’t that exactly what she’d been looking for? Someone who understood how to package innovation for conservative Australian investors? Someone who could help her prove that she hadn’t lost her edge?

*

The venture capitalists’ offices all looked the same: neon signs and exposed brick that tried hard to say ‘we’re not like other investors’. The walls were invariably covered in inspirational quotes—Ship early, ship often—designed to gesture towards disruption while remaining safely within the bounds of corporate taste.

Nadia had started working her way through Panacea’s cap table, meeting the early-stage investors who’d backed the company. Tracy Vogel from Horizon Ventures met Nadia in a conference room.

‘Marjorie . . .’ Tracy smiled at the name, swirling her coffee. ‘I knew within five minutes of meeting her. Some founders come in with pretty slides and rehearsed pitches. Marjorie came in and rewrote our understanding of the future of health care.’

Nadia recognised the tone—a reverence investors reserved for founders they believed could make them legendary.

‘The trial results are impressive,’ Nadia conceded. ‘Almost unprecedented efficacy rates across all trial groups.’

Tracy nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yes, Panacea is running the largest peptide trials in the southern hemisphere.’

‘What do you make of the regulatory hurdles they have to overcome?’ Nadia asked. ‘The approval process for these kinds of trials?’

An odd expression flitted across Tracy’s face—quick, almost imperceptible.

‘Marjorie pushes the envelope,’ she said after a pause. ‘She understands that sometimes you have to interpret regulatory frameworks . . . creatively. But that’s what makes her special. She sees possibilities others are too afraid to pursue.’

‘Creatively,’ Nadia repeated. ‘Could you elaborate?’

The other woman’s smile tightened. ‘Look, Panacea isn’t a standard tech company. Peptides exist in a regulatory grey area. Marjorie’s genius is seeing how to navigate that space—how to build something revolutionary while the rules are still being written.’

*

At Apostle Partners’ office in Barangaroo, Blake Arbor took up more space than his designer chair was meant to hold. Apostle had led Panacea’s $25 million Series C two years ago; they were one of the few Australian funds capable of writing cheques that large, and they were struggling to find investors with pockets deep enough to lead the next funding round.

His Zegna suit stretched across his shoulders, his cologne heavy enough to make Nadia’s head swim. ‘Listen, I know what happened with your last investment,’ he said, voice pitched with just enough sympathy to sting. ‘Cleantech is a minefield. But this?’ He tapped Panacea’s deck with a manicured finger. ‘This is different. Marjorie’s got it locked down.’

The mention of Novabrite hit its mark. Nadia tried to keep her face blank, but Blake’s smile suggested he’d seen her pained expression.

‘The thing about Marjorie,’ he continued, settling back in his chair, ‘is she knows how to build for sophisticated investors. None of that “move fast and break things” startup nonsense. She’s building real moats, real IP.’ He gestured expansively. ‘If you can convince super funds to come in after you . . .’ He let out a low whistle. ‘You could turn this into a five-billion-dollar company inside eighteen months.’

‘What about the difficulty getting these products to market?’ Nadia pressed. ‘Convincing patients to adopt peptide therapies is a significant hurdle. No one knows what the long-term side effects could be.’

‘Nadia, we’re in the business of taking risks, aren’t we?’ His laugh was too loud. ‘This is why Australian biotech keeps failing. Everyone’s so bogged down in the status quo that we miss paradigm-shifting opportunities. Didn’t your time in America teach you to invest where the puck is moving, not where it’s been?’

He leaned back, his chair creaking. ‘Look. You need a win. We all do. And Marjorie . . .’ Blake spread his hands. ‘She’s a once-in-a-generation founder. The kind that could put Henderson’s Pacific Operations on the map.’

*

Conducting due diligence on a company was like learning to see in the dark—you had to train your eyes to catch what others missed, find the gaps between what companies wanted you to notice and what they hoped you’d overlook.

As the final step of her due diligence on Panacea, Nadia had asked for a tour of their research facility. Her Uber turned off Botany Road into a street of industrial warehouses. Some loading docks had been converted into cafes and co-working spaces. The driver pulled up outside an unremarkable warehouse tucked between a panelbeater and a store selling bouldering equipment.

Nadia checked the address again. There was no sign on the building, just a small intercom beside a steel door. She wondered if she had the right place.

But a moment after she rang the buzzer, Marjorie answered the door. She was wearing a lab coat over faded jeans and worn sneakers, her dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. The transformation was striking—less CEO, more scientist.

‘You found us,’ Marjorie said with a smile, her handshake firm and brief.

The entrance opened directly onto the laboratory floor, a space that felt like an aircraft hangar filled with equipment that hummed and whirred with purpose. Researchers in white coats moved between workstations with quiet focus. No one looked up as the two women passed.

That was a green flag as far as Nadia was concerned. Companies where researchers performed for visitors weren’t usually doing much research.

‘Everyone’s talking about Ozempic like it invented peptides,’ Marjorie said as they walked. ‘Hollywood discovers something that’s existed for decades and suddenly we’re in the middle of a revolution.’

Nadia detected the weariness of someone who’d been explaining the same concepts to investors all week. If Marjorie was tired of having the same conversation, that meant she’d been taking a lot of meetings. Which meant she needed this funding.

‘But we’re innovating ahead of the curve,’ Marjorie went on. ‘Peptides are naturally occurring compounds; your body makes thousands of them. Because they’re natural, the peptides themselves can’t be patented. That’s why we’re working on precision delivery mechanisms—targeted applications with localised effects.’

As they walked past a workstation, a researcher looked up from a machine processing hundreds of tiny vials.

‘Dr Patel.’ Marjorie led Nadia over. ‘How’s the stability testing?’

‘We’re at ninety-three per cent binding efficiency on the new analogues,’ she replied, ‘but the half-life is still too short for weekly dosing.’

Marjorie moved to peer at the data over Dr Patel’s shoulder. ‘Could we increase albumin binding?’

‘I tried that. The binding improved but we had clumping in the buffer.’

Marjorie’s fingers drummed against the bench. ‘What if we switch buffers and add arginine?’

Dr Patel’s face lit up. ‘That could disrupt the hydrophobic interactions.’

‘Let’s run it overnight.’

So she was a proper scientist, Nadia noted, impressed by Marjorie’s technical fluency.

They walked past several more workstations until Marjorie stopped at a whiteboard. She began sketching a diagram.

‘Right now, peptide delivery is pretty crude. You inject a massive dose and deal with the side effects. But we’re developing something much more precise. We tag peptides so they only bind to specific tissues. They circulate harmlessly until they find exactly what they’re looking for, then activate.’

She drew interconnected circles, arrows pointing to specific regions. ‘Think localised fat loss. Love handles. Beer bellies. Even facial fat.’

It was the holy grail of cosmetic medicine, Nadia thought. Rich people would pay astronomical amounts to sculpt their bodies without surgery or starvation.

‘As you can imagine, the market potential is extraordinary,’ Marjorie continued, capping her marker with a satisfied click. ‘But that’s just the beginning.’

They resumed their progress through the hangar, pausing at a cordoned-off area. Through the glass, Nadia could see workstations marked with biohazard symbols and researchers in protective equipment.

‘What’s in there?’ she asked.

‘That’s the real work,’ Marjorie said quietly. ‘Cosmetic applications pay the bills, which we can redirect towards . . .’ She paused. ‘There are degenerative diseases that current medicine has given up on. Conditions where patients’ only option is to “manage symptoms”.’

‘Such as?’

‘Early-onset Alzheimer’s. Huntington’s. Diseases that steal people by degrees, where families watch their loved ones disappear while pharmaceutical companies decide the market isn’t big enough for R&D investment.’

Nadia heard something fragile in Marjorie’s voice, a chink in her armour. She filed it away for later consideration.

‘The beauty of starting with cosmetic applications’—
Marjorie’s voice strengthened, her confidence returning—‘is that wealthy people will pay anything to look better. Those profits fund research into conditions that matter. It’s pharmaceutical Robin Hood: steal from the vain to help the desperate.’

They climbed narrow stairs to a mezzanine level overlooking the operation. Near the top of the stairs, Nadia glimpsed a small room that had been converted into something resembling a kid’s bedroom: a single bed was pushed up against the wall, changes of clothes hung from a cheap rack. An electric toothbrush and a toiletries bag sat next to the sink.

It seemed that Marjorie sometimes slept here.

Marjorie’s office was in a corner of the mezzanine, its windows overlooking both the lab and the street. The space was functional: a standing desk covered in paper, two monitors displaying data.

What struck Nadia wasn’t what was there, but what wasn’t. There were no personal effects, no photographs. Just the accumulated detritus of someone who’d made work their entire existence: takeaway containers stacked by the bin, a spare lab coat hanging from a hook on the door.

‘Please, take a seat,’ Marjorie said. ‘I’m glad you asked to see the facility, Nadia. It’s rare that investors can be bothered with the actual science.’

She was flattering Nadia, but also testing her.

‘I’m glad I came. It’s an impressive operation.’

Marjorie sat down behind her desk.

‘Can I ask you something?’ she said suddenly. ‘Why did you leave New York?’

The question caught Nadia off guard. ‘I . . . wanted to build something in Australia. Develop local innovation.’

‘That’s the official line.’ Marjorie’s smile was knowing. ‘But you were rising fast at Henderson’s New York office. Head of Pacific Operations feels like a step sideways.’

‘Sometimes you have to step back to move forward differently,’ Nadia replied curtly.

‘Novabrite,’ Marjorie said. It wasn’t a question.

Nadia tensed. ‘You’ve . . . done your homework,’ she replied.

‘I always do,’ Marjorie said. ‘Clean energy company, promising technology, all the right social impact credentials. But it failed, because being right about the future doesn’t mean being right about the timing.’

Nadia felt exposed under Marjorie’s gaze. ‘Something like that.’

‘The thing about having principles,’ Marjorie observed, ‘is that the world doesn’t care about them. You can have the right principles and end up financially ruined. You can invent something that would change people’s lives and still get steamrolled.’

Nadia studied the other woman. ‘Is that what happened to you?’

Marjorie grimaced. ‘I spent almost a decade in academia. Published papers, won grants, followed all the rules. I watched important research die in committee because it would take too long to pass through regulatory approvals.’ Her hands tightened on her coffee cup. ‘People died while treatments that could have saved them gathered dust.’

‘So you started Panacea.’

‘So I learned to speak the language of capitalism. Total addressable market. Return on investment.’ Marjorie laughed. ‘You want to help people? First, you have to convince people with money that helping people is profitable.’

Nadia detected frustration in Marjorie’s voice, at having to justify doing good in terms that made capitalists comfortable. It was the same calculation she’d been making for a decade.

‘The Robin Hood approach, as you mentioned,’ Nadia said.

‘Exactly.’ Marjorie’s eyes lit up. ‘Rich people funding vanity projects accidentally cure Alzheimer’s.’ She gestured towards the restricted area below. ‘We’re just three months away from human trials on a compound that could slow neurodegeneration by seventy per cent. But we need capital to get there.’

‘And if the cosmetic applications don’t work out?’

‘They will. We’ll make sure they do.’

The conviction in her voice was magnetic.

‘Nadia,’ Marjorie said, her voice softer now, ‘I know what it’s like to have people question your choices. To wonder if you’ve sold out, if you’ve lost your way.’ She paused. ‘But sometimes the only way to change the system is to get inside it first.’

‘When are you free to meet our investment committee?’ Nadia heard herself ask.

Marjorie beamed. ‘How about next week?’

*

Martin stood at the head of the table. His navy suit was tailored to hide the softness that years of long lunches had left around his waist; his hair was styled in a way that suggested monthly appointments at an expensive barber. Nadia had butterflies in her stomach. She had spent a week crafting this investment memo.

‘Gentleman, this is exactly what we’ve been looking for,’ Martin said energetically.

Nadia’s pulse quickened. Martin’s face was animated: his cheeks slightly flushed, his bright blue eyes gleaming with excitement. ‘A pharmaceutical play in the peptide space, just as the market’s gaining momentum. Have you all seen Novo Nordisk’s numbers last quarter?’

The other committee members nodded, murmuring assent. Everyone had watched Novo’s stock price triple on the success of their weight-loss drug.

‘We missed that wave,’ Martin continued, ‘but this is a chance to get ahead of the next one. It’s not just weight loss, but cognitive enhancement, longevity, performance optimisation . . .’ He turned to Nadia. ‘Walk us through the opportunity.’

Nadia stood up, smoothing her skirt. ‘Thank you, Martin.’

She clicked to her first slide.

‘Panacea was founded by Dr Marjorie Ford in 2020. Dr Ford has a PhD in biochemistry and spent five years at Pfizer working on peptide therapies for degenerative diseases. The problem was that most of them never made it to commercialisation. Too expensive to produce for the potential market size.’

She advanced to the next slide.

‘Panacea is pioneering precision targeting. Drugs like Ozempic cause weight loss, but people lose muscle mass along with fat. Panacea’s peptides would target fat deposits locally. It’s surgical precision without surgery.’

The whole room was transfixed.

‘There’s more that makes this opportunity particularly compelling,’ Nadia continued. ‘Panacea isn’t just a pharmaceutical company. They’re also building a holistic health brand. They’ll own R&D, production and distribution. They’ll be providing health performance and longevity coaching to their members.’

Martin’s eyes were gleaming. ‘Where are they in development?’

‘Phase two clinical trials for their lead compound are showing promising efficacy results with minimal side effects. They’re about to commence safety trials for a second drug; candidate recruitment starts next month. This capital would see them complete the trial and begin commercial rollout.’

‘What’s the investment ask?’ Martin said.

‘For Henderson to invest fifty million from its APAC fund, for a twelve per cent stake in Panacea.’

‘I move to approve the investment,’ Martin said. ‘All in favour?’

One by one, every hand in the room was raised.

‘Unanimous,’ Martin declared. ‘Nadia, outstanding work.’

*

After the meeting concluded, Martin pulled Nadia aside.

‘Walk with me,’ he said, his hand touching Nadia’s elbow as they exited the investment committee meeting.

She fell into step beside him as they walked towards his corner office.

Martin Price had perfected the art of making people feel both privileged to have earned his attention and anxious to keep it.

‘That was excellent work,’ he said, nodding to his assistant as they passed her desk. ‘The way you handled Morrison’s questions about how customer acquisition costs will inevitably rise. It was comprehensive without being defensive. You’re getting there.’

‘Thank you,’ Nadia said. She noted how his praise was worded to remind her she was still developing, still in need of his guidance.

The view of Sydney Harbour from Martin’s office was the kind that appeared in tourism advertisements.

Martin gestured to a chair across from his desk before settling into his own leather chair.

‘You know, when we first brought you over from Jane Street, there were concerns.’

He opened a drawer, pulling out two tumblers and a bottle of Scotch.

‘Senior partners worried you might be too . . . academic. Too focused on models, unable to work with messy realities.’

He poured himself two fingers, then raised the bottle in silent question. She shook her head.

‘But I vouched for you even then. I said, “She’s talented, she can learn the rest.” And now here you are, proving me right.’

He took a sip of whisky, studying her over the rim of his glass. ‘Nadia, this could be your moment. Panacea is the kind of deal that would make people forget about Novabrite entirely.’ He smiled. ‘We’ve been discussing a dedicated Asia-Pacific fund. A billion-dollar mandate, the two of us at the helm. But we needed to know you could spot the big opportunities.’

The words made her heart leap. This was everything she’d lost in New York, restored and magnified.

‘Thank you for the opportunity,’ she said, the words coming automatically. ‘I won’t let you down.’

He stood, signalling the end of their conversation. ‘I’m putting my confidence in you on this one, Nadia. After Novabrite, some people suggested you might need more supervision.’ His hand fell on her shoulder. ‘But I told them you’re the right person to lead this deal. That you’d learned the valuable lessons failure teaches us all.’

A billion dollars, Nadia thought as she walked back to her own office. The roundness of the number felt like redemption.
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‘To old friends,’ Celine announced, raising her martini glass. ‘Because you can’t make more of them.’

‘To old friends,’ Nadia echoed, clinking glasses with the others.

Although she’d been back in Sydney for three months, this was only the second time Nadia had managed to see Celine, Sam and Anna. They’d had to reschedule twice already—once because Anna’s babysitter fell through; another time because Nadia had to work late.

The wine bar in Surry Hills had a cosy feel: worn wooden tabletops, comfortable stools, walls lined with vintage posters advertising Portuguese sardines and French aperitifs. Bottles crowded every available shelf, some covered in dust, some new.

‘Sam,’ Celine said, settling onto her stool, ‘how did your date with Kai go on Tuesday night? It was your third, wasn’t it?’

‘It was good! He’s a cool dude. Works in advertising, an avid reader, loves the outdoors. There is definitely chemistry. But . . . I dunno. Halfway through dinner I’m sitting there wondering: Does he want kids? Would we have the same taste in curtains? Would he hate me for being allergic to dogs?’

‘Ah, the curse of dating in your thirties,’ Celine said, nodding.

‘Exactly! When we were twenty-two, it was just: Is he hot? Is he smart? Does he make me laugh? Now it’s like conducting due diligence across a dinner table. I found myself wondering whether our career trajectories were compatible and if we’d argue about whose parents to visit at Christmas.’

‘Will you see him again?’ Nadia asked.

‘I think so. I mean, on paper he’s perfect. Has a good job, owns his apartment. But is it going to work logistically? His apartment is in Summer Hill; I prefer Bondi. Would we be able to agree on where we’d live? Who would compromise? Would we end up resenting each other over the cost of rent or the distance to the beach?’

‘Jesus, Sam.’ Anna laughed. ‘You sound like you’re planning a merger.’

‘Well, that’s what dating feels like now!’

‘Unaffordable housing has killed romance,’ Celine observed wistfully.

‘Sam, I wouldn’t overthink the functional compatibility stuff,’ Nadia advised, swirling her olive around her glass. ‘You remember Michael, right? Also perfect on paper. Maths prodigy, great hair, could speak Mandarin with my parents. We fitted together like a matching set of furniture. It was practical, but ultimately’—she shrugged—‘a bit lifeless. We ran out of things to say to each other. It was like we were strangers sharing a lift. Except we also had to share a bed.’ Nadia smiled wryly.

Anna chuckled. ‘You know my theory? About the straw that broke the camel’s back?’

Nadia rolled her eyes but smiled at her friend. ‘Go on, Anna.’

‘It was the diamond necklace at the engagement party. It gave you the ick and you were never able to get over it.’

Nadia laughed, though the memory still made her wince. Anna and Celine had come to New York for her engagement party; Sam hadn’t been able to get the time off work.

‘So we’re at their schmancy engagement party,’ Anna said, turning to Sam, ‘and Michael made a speech about how exceptional Nadia was—and then he gave her this . . . thing.’

‘It was this heavy diamond tennis necklace,’ Celine explained. ‘It was beautiful, obviously, but completely impractical. The kind of thing a Russian oligarch’s wife would wear to the opera.’

‘I’ll never forget the look on your face, Nadia,’ Anna said. ‘You looked like you were being strangled.’

‘I was trying to be polite!’ Nadia protested. ‘But I kept thinking that the damn thing probably cost more than ten thousand dollars. And for what? To sit in a jewellery box because I’d be terrified to wear it anywhere?’

‘I think you held it in successfully for the most part.’ Celine grinned. ‘Until the taco truck at two am, where it all came out.’

After the party wound down, the three of them had ended up at a food truck. Nadia had finally taken off the necklace, stared at it with dismay, and said, ‘If he thinks dropping ten grand on something this impractical is romantic, what else does he not understand about me?’

‘How long did it last after that?’ Sam asked.

‘About three months,’ Nadia replied, grimacing. ‘I tried to convince myself the necklace was a one-off. But once I started looking, I kept noticing things. How he’d always order us a bottle of wine with dinner, even though I’d told him I preferred beer. How he’d give me these dry books about history, even though I can only decompress by reading trashy rom-coms.’ She paused. ‘But I don’t know . . . maybe I never really knew him either.’

‘Okay,’ Anna said briskly. ‘That’s quite enough about romantic disasters past. What about romantic possibilities present? Are you putting yourself out there? I need to live vicariously through you guys! My most exciting relationship is currently with my breast pump.’

‘There’s nothing to report,’ Nadia said. ‘I’ve been knee-deep in this biotech deal, my boss Martin is breathing down my neck, and—’

‘Nadia, if you’re too busy to manage your own love life, I could do it for you,’ Anna interrupted gleefully. ‘I’m on maternity leave, so I have time. What’s your type these days?’

‘I don’t have a—’

‘Oh yes you do,’ Anna contradicted her. ‘Tall, scruffy, thinks he’s going to save the world through sheer force of moral outrage. Owns three shirts in total and has some strong opinions about Australia’s lack of media diversity.’

The table went silent.

‘Anna . . .’ Celine said carefully.

‘What? I’m right, aren’t I? Nadia likes them intellectual, idealistic, a bit brooding—’ Anna stopped abruptly, finally registering Nadia’s pained expression. ‘Ah shit. Sorry, Nadia.’

‘It’s fine,’ Nadia said quickly, but her voice was tight. She reached for her drink, using the motion to avoid meeting Anna’s eye. She caught Celine studying her.

Oh, Celine. Long-suffering Celine. Celine who’d called her every day after that final terrible Skype call with Jake. Who’d repeated time and time again, ‘No, Nadia, you’re not a horrible person,’ but also, ‘Nadia, you need to stop texting him. Give him some space.’

Who’d picked her up from the airport when she’d come home after her summer internship and driven them straight to Nadia’s favourite Italian restaurant. Who’d said, ‘We’re not leaving till I watch you eat a whole lasagne.’

Who never expressed surprise or annoyance when Nadia called her late at night, slurring, ‘Celine, I called you so I wouldn’t call him . . . Cel, is it always going to feel this way?’

Who’d been the only person brave enough to say, during her engagement, ‘Nadia, when you talked about Jake, your whole face lit up. When you talk about Michael, you sound like you’re delivering a business presentation.’

Now Celine was regarding her with a familiar expression of love and concern.

‘You know what?’ she said. ‘There’s nothing wrong with having a type. Especially when your type is someone who tries to make the world better.’

‘How many people are there like that in the world?’ Nadia said, smiling ruefully.

‘You only need one,’ Sam said gently.
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Jake

Jake’s corner of the newsroom looked more like a graduate student’s workspace than that of Sydney’s most feared investigative reporter. Late-afternoon sun flooded through the windows, catching the dust particles disturbed by the ceiling fan.

Most of the reporters at The Monitor had left for the day, leaving behind the silence of a newsroom after the filing deadline: the hum of computers, the distant sound of the cleaning staff’s radio playing a Crowded House song.

‘Wage theft leaves traces,’ Jake said to Lucille. ‘Not just in payroll records, but in how people talk.’

Lucille had started her internship at The Monitor three months earlier, working part-time while she finished her honours thesis. In her early twenties, she hid inquisitive eyes behind serious glasses. Despite the summer heat, she wore a crisp white blouse and a tartan skirt, determined to be taken seriously.

Jake watched her re-plait her braids. She did this when she was turning a problem over in her mind, he’d noticed. She was staring at her notes like they might rearrange themselves into something more damning.

Their current investigation had begun with a steakhouse in Darling Harbour: a kitchen hand had alerted them to the fact staff were being pressured to work overtime hours they weren’t being paid for. But the story about a single restaurant expanded when they discovered the establishment was part of Apollo Hospitality, a sprawling chain that operated more than sixty venues across Sydney, from trendy cocktail bars in Paddington to suburban diners. Each venue operated independently, but the same corporation lurked beneath—with the same management strategies and, apparently, the same approach to underpaying workers.

‘Here.’ Jake pointed to Lucille’s interview notes. ‘When you asked about the missing penalty rates, what did the general manager say?’

‘He talked about their commitment to staff development.’ She frowned. ‘Their award-winning training program, their mental health app for staff, their workplace benefits . . .’ She hesitated.

‘But?’

‘When we were packing up, he said something about hospitality being “Darwinian”; how if people can’t handle the hours, they should find other work.’ She looked up. ‘His body language changed at that point—like he’d forgotten to keep up the performance.’

Jake smiled. ‘What else did you notice?’

‘In the staffroom, there were rosters on the wall marked up with different-coloured highlighters. I might be reading too much into it, but it looked to me like the blue marks showed the official shifts, while there were these pink marks that went way later. Like, two or three hours later, on most shifts.’

‘Show me.’

She pulled out her phone, scrolling to a photo of the roster.

‘See? I noticed it because one of the servers was highlighting their actual finish time in pink. When they saw me looking, they froze.’ She frowned. ‘In hospitality, everyone is young. Most of them are students. They don’t know what’s normal, what they’re entitled to.’

Caroline appeared, dropping a fresh coffee on his desk. ‘Jake, are you radicalising another intern?’ she asked, grinning.

‘Actually,’ Jake said, ‘she’s teaching me something. I’ve done wage theft investigations before and never thought to look at the rosters on the walls.’

He turned to Lucille. ‘You’ve got an eye for this work. Well done.’

Lucille ducked her head, but Jake caught her smiling.

‘I just wish I’d pushed harder about that Darwinian comment,’ she murmured.

‘You noticed what it meant—about him, about his disdain for his staff,’ Jake said.

Jake watched Lucille make another note.

‘Tell me more about the floor manager,’ he said. ‘The one who wouldn’t make eye contact.’

Lucille sat up straighter. ‘I think she wants to talk. She kept almost saying something, then stopping herself. And when I asked about the roster, she started to explain but the general manager cut her off.’

Caroline made a show of covering her ears. ‘Oh god, they’re multiplying.’ But she winked at Jake as she walked away. They all remembered what it was like—the first time someone taught you what to look for.

‘Okay,’ he said, turning back to Lucille’s notes. ‘Let’s figure out how to make her feel safe enough to tell the truth.’

*

Jake was mindlessly scrolling his newsfeed, letting the day’s headlines blur past.

Since his ex-girlfriend Simone moved out six months ago, Jake’s studio apartment in Newtown had surrendered completely to his work. Paper spread across every surface like moss, case files breeding in corners where potted plants once stood. ‘It’s like a conspiracy wall that grew a kitchen and bathroom,’ Caroline had observed when she helped him pack away Simone’s attempts at domestication.

The bookshelf was the only space that still held traces of sentimentality. A framed photo of his mum at a Hobart union rally. His first Walkley win. A few gifts from the women who’d tried to carve out space in his life: an earthenware mug Annalise had made during her pottery phase, a wooden elephant that Simone had bought for him at a street market when they’d holidayed in Thailand. But his girlfriends had discovered how exhausting it was to love someone who couldn’t watch the news without reaching for a notebook, who jolted awake at three in the morning to make edits to stories scheduled to publish at five. Each had eventually tired of competing for his attention.

Simone had called it quits when he’d arrived two hours late to her thirtieth birthday party, muttering about corporate spin doctors. A mining company had tried to ‘take out the trash’—drop a damning environmental impact report on a Friday evening, hoping it would miss the news cycle over the weekend. ‘This is exactly what they’re counting on,’ he’d explained breathlessly to her friends, still in his work clothes while everyone else was in cocktail attire. ‘That we’ll be too busy having dinner parties to notice they’re poisoning rivers.’ Simone had listened to his explanation with the weary expression of someone finally admitting what she’d been trying not to see. The next morning, she’d started packing her things.

Now, alone in his spartan apartment, he clicked on an article in The Australian, skimming over fawning coverage of a buzzy biotech venture. Another puff piece masquerading as analysis; it was the kind of journalism that made him want to hurl.

He was about to close the window when his eyes lit on a name that made his hand freeze. Nadia Kuan, head of Pacific Operations at Henderson Global.

Against his better judgement, Jake had kept loose tabs on Nadia’s career trajectory. From Jane Street to Henderson Global’s New York office, then a meteoric rise through their ranks until something went wrong. He hadn’t looked too closely at what happened.

But now, apparently, she was back in Sydney, running ‘Pacific Operations’. Probably speaking at innovation conferences about Australian dynamism.

His phone buzzed. Caroline:


I saw the piece in the Oz. Did you know she was back? Do you want me to come over with that bottle of whisky I’ve been saving for a corporate collapse?



He stared at the message. After Nadia, Caroline had helped him to pick up the pieces of his life—watched him throw himself into increasingly challenging investigations, as if by solving them, he could also solve the puzzle of how he’d lost Nadia.

I’m fine, he typed back. Then, because she’d know he was lying: I’m working on something.

It wasn’t untrue. He was always working on something.

Caroline: I’ll be there in 20.

*

Caroline arrived with whisky, a greasy paper bag from their favourite kebab place and, inexplicably, a potted cactus.

‘Why are you bringing me a plant?’ Jake asked, eyeing the spiky addition to his chaos. ‘You know what happened to the fern.’

‘Kevin the fern died because you tried to water him with cold coffee.’ Caroline started clearing space on his coffee table, displacing several piles of documents. ‘This is Clio. She’s a cactus. She thrives on neglect and poor life choices. Just like you.’

‘I don’t need a therapy cactus.’

‘Of course you don’t.’ She set Clio next to a tower of FOI requests. ‘You also don’t need me showing up with whisky just because your ex is suddenly back in Sydney running a multi-
million-dollar fund and making local power lists. Speaking of which’—she snapped his laptop shut before he could protest—‘no doomscrolling. Clio disapproves.’

‘The cactus is judging me now?’

‘The cactus is judging your browser history.’ She thrust a kebab at him. ‘Also, your filing system. What even is this?’ She picked up a folder marked Bastards (alphabetical).

‘It’s exactly what it says it is.’ Jake accepted the kebab. ‘Though I’m considering subdividing it by industry.’

Caroline laughed. ‘You’re unbelievable,’ she said, pouring them each a generous measure of whisky. She put the bottle on the coffee table, next to a coffee cup bearing Jake’s latest cartoon—a hamster running on a wheel labelled unpaid overtime—and sat down on the couch.

‘Tell me about this wage theft story that you’ve been working on with Lucille. And don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re instilling in her your special brand of indignation. She asked me yesterday if our press badges can get us into employee tribunal hearings.’

‘She’s got good instincts,’ Jake said, feeling oddly protective of his intern.

‘I’m not surprised,’ Caroline said. ‘She’s got your sense of moral clarity and my talent for finding corruption in mundane paperwork.’ Caroline’s eyes lit up suddenly. ‘Oh god, we’re her work parents. We’ve created a tiny journalism monster who catalogues evidence by level of moral indignation.’

Jake threw a piece of pita at her. ‘Speaking of monsters, do you want to hear what the GM of Apollo said about hospitality being Darwinian?’

‘Hit me,’ Caroline said, her eyes sparking with a familiar mix of outrage and glee. ‘Tell me everything about this bastard.’

Outside his window, King Street filled with students shaking off lectures over pints and laughter, oblivious to how, even after a decade, certain names in tomorrow’s paper could still stop Jake Sullivan’s heart.

*

Jake knew he shouldn’t have come to this party.

He knew it even before he handed his jacket to the housekeeper, before he stepped into the Rose Bay mansion with its harbour views and meticulous collection of designer furniture pieces, each one chosen to signal sophistication while revealing nothing about their owner.

The air smelled like wealth: fresh flowers that probably cost more than his monthly grocery budget, a perfume that didn’t announce itself until you were close enough to matter.

Over the years, Bel Piper’s annual end-of-year celebration had acquired a legendary status.

Admittedly, the lobbyist had a gift for curating a room: billionaires mingled with fund managers, journalists traded war stories with the very people they’d be grilling at press conferences come Monday. Everything was strictly off the record—it was access journalism at its most seductive, and Bel conducted the evening like a maestro.

Bel had always played friendly with Jake. She was shrewd enough to know she’d rather keep him onside than make an enemy. A well-timed tip here, an introduction there—she understood that goodwill was worth cultivating, even with the most difficult muckrakers.

So here he was, watching Sydney’s elite congratulate themselves on disrupting things that probably didn’t need disrupting. Waiters in uniform glided between clusters of conversation, bearing trays of canapés that looked more like conceptual art than food. Crystal glasses caught the light from designer fixtures, creating small prisms on white linen tablecloths.

Jake caught fragments of conversation that nearly sent him reaching for his notebook:

‘—just a small matter of restructuring the cap table—’

‘—regulatory arbitrage isn’t technically—’

‘Jake!’

Bel approached him, resplendent in a sparkly dress that he assumed was designer but could be from Target for all he knew.

‘You’ve been holding up this wall for too long. Come with me, there’s someone you must meet.’ Her hand found his elbow with the casual authority of a woman used to arranging people’s lives. Her parties were famous for these impromptu introductions.

She steered him through her crowded living room, past a venture capitalist he’d once called a ‘parasitic middleman’ (who pretended not to see him) and a crypto founder whose company he was pretty sure was a Ponzi scheme with good graphic design.

Jake had learned to move through these spaces with professional detachment, but something about the way Bel gripped his arm, more steering than guiding, triggered an uneasy premonition. Finally, they approached a small gathering near the windows overlooking the harbour.

‘Nadia!’ Bel called. ‘I want to introduce you to Jake Sullivan. Jake’s our resident troublemaker. He’s the one who just broke that huge story about the super funds. Jake, this is Nadia Kuan. She’s just taken over Pacific Operations for Henderson Global. She’s absolutely brilliant. You two will have so much to talk about.’

His world tilted sideways.

The woman turning towards him was a stranger at first. Her hair was swept up in a chignon. Her heels were impossibly high, and her elegant silk dress made everyone else in the room look plain. But when their eyes met, his heart forgot every rhythm it had learned since she left. The moment fractured into multiple realities: one where he simply nodded politely and excused himself; one where he pretended not to recognise her; one where he said something cutting that he’d regret. Instead he stood completely still, unable to assemble his features into something resembling composure.

‘Jake.’ His name on her lips sounded both foreign and achingly familiar. In her voice, he heard shock, recognition; a flash of something raw and sad. She quickly composed her features into a polite smile.

‘I did read your article on super funds,’ she said, marshalling brightness. ‘The reporting was very thorough.’

‘Nadia.’ His voice came from somewhere far away. ‘I . . . Thank you. Congratulations on the new role.’

Bel looked between them, the socialite’s radar picking up frequencies of tension she hadn’t anticipated. ‘Oh! Do you two know each other?’

The question hung between them, almost absurd in its inadequacy. Know each other. As if words could describe what they had been. How they’d been able to anticipate each other’s thoughts before they were spoken; how she’d gasped his name against his neck like it was something holy.

‘Yes, we worked together at the student paper,’ Nadia said, her voice light.

Was this the kind of poise you acquired from years of making markets believe what you’re selling? he wondered.

‘How fascinating!’ Bel exclaimed. ‘I imagine you must have had some vigorous debates even then.’

Jake almost laughed at the irony. If only Bel knew how furiously they’d once agreed.

‘Actually—’ Nadia started, but then the phone in her hand buzzed. She glanced at it. ‘I’m sorry, I have to take this.’ She turned to Jake and for a moment her composure slipped. ‘It was . . . good to see you, Jake.’

He watched her walk away. Through the crowd, he caught a glimpse of her on the phone with her AirPods in; one hand gesturing as she spoke, her other arm wrapped tight around her waist like she was holding something in.

His own phone buzzed. Caroline: How’s the party? Has anyone tried to explain why blockchain is the future, but for real this time?

He stared at the screen and noticed his hands were shaking. Nadia’s here, he typed.

Three dots appeared immediately. Then: Do not do anything drastic. Do not drink more champagne. Call me as soon as you can.

Jake almost smiled. The room spun around him, conversations about mergers and IPOs washing over him like static. He caught another glimpse of Nadia through the crowd. Still on the phone, she had moved to a quiet corner. Something about how she was standing, curved in on herself like someone trying very hard to keep it together, made his heart ache in a way he thought he’d forgotten how to feel.

He set down his champagne and headed for the door.

‘Bye, darling!’ Bel called after him, oblivious to how she’d just blown a hole in the story he’d been constructing for a decade.

The story that he was over Nadia Kuan.

*

Jake walked from Rose Bay to King Street, hoping the night air would clear his head. He walked past the boats docked in Rushcutters Bay and through the crowds spilling out of bars in Darlinghurst, his feet on autopilot as his mind replayed the scene from earlier: Nadia turning around; the flash of an expression that might have been regret.

By the time he reached King Street, the Friday-night crowds had thinned to small clusters of vaping students arguing about Foucault. He found himself counting things: the kilometres between Bel’s lavish home and these grimy footpaths. The years since he’d been a student himself, celebrating the end of the exam period. The number of drinks it would take to forget how his name had sounded on Nadia’s lips.

His phone buzzed again. Caroline, asking where he was. He should text her back, tell her he was fine. Instead, he found himself climbing the fire escape to the back entrance of The Monitor.

The office was dark except for a single desk lamp. For a moment Jake thought he was hallucinating from emotional whiplash, but no—Lucille was there, surrounded by what looked like every piece of paper in Sydney.

‘Please tell me you haven’t been here all day,’ he said.

She turned around, startled, sending paper scattering. ‘Jesus, Jake, you scared me. I thought you were the cleaner.’ She was still in the same clothes she’d been wearing that morning.

‘Why are you wearing a suit?’ she asked.

‘Party.’ He loosened his tie, an unfamiliar gesture. ‘Why are you surrounded by what looks like a paper company’s annual output?’

She looked sheepish. ‘Remember that floor manager I interviewed? The one who kept almost saying something? She called me. It turns out Apollo’s been offering their staff extra earning opportunities. Except . . . they’re not extra shifts.’

Jake dropped into his chair, grateful for the distraction. ‘What kind of opportunities?’

‘Participation in clinical trials.’ Lucille’s voice hardened. ‘They’re pushing their workers to sign up for drug trials. Management says it’s just passing along information about’—she moved her fingers in air quotes—‘“wellness opportunities”, but there are targets. Quotas. The managers who get the most sign-ups receive bonuses.’

‘Do we know which trials?’

‘It’s a biotech company called Panacea. They’re running a huge peptide trial. The workers are paid for participating, but . . .’ She rifled through papers until she found what she was looking for. ‘Look at the consent forms. The side effects section is a tomb.’

Jake stared at the documents. Minimum-wage workers being pushed into drug trials by the managers who controlled their shifts.

‘Lucille?’ he said.

She looked up.

‘Be careful who you talk to about this. Some stories are more dangerous than others.’

She nodded, but he saw in her eyes a hunger he recognised all too well. He remembered being her age, staying late at the student paper, thinking everything could be made right if only they found the smoking gun. His stomach clenched as he remembered Nadia’s hand on his shoulder, her voice saying, ‘Let’s go to bed—the rot will still be here in the morning.’

He looked at the hundreds of consent forms spread out on Lucille’s desk.

‘Okay,’ he said, rolling up his sleeves. ‘Tell me exactly what your source said about these trials.’
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Nadia

Nadia pressed her trembling hands flat against the bathroom counter of her serviced apartment. She’d made million-dollar trades with hands steadier than these.

Her own reflection stared back at her. Her silk dress was still perfectly pressed, her make-up still immaculate. On the surface, she looked the part of the successful finance professional, returning to Sydney in triumph. But her eyes were unfocused and her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

Jake. The name sat in her chest like shrapnel. An old wound she’d learned to live around.

Ten years had softened his sharp angles. When he’d crossed his arms, she noticed the way his shirt pulled across his chest, which was broader than she remembered. The scar above his right eyebrow was new, as were the lines around his eyes. But the intensity within them was the same as ever. It had been enough to take her breath away.

Her phone buzzed on the marble counter. Her mother: Are you still awake, baobei?

Nadia stared at her phone. It was nearly midnight, but she wasn’t surprised to hear from her mum. Her mother always stayed up late on Fridays to finish the weekly bookkeeping.

Nadia had managed to do some good with the money she’d made in her first few years at Jane Street. It had taken nearly a year to convince her parents to accept her help; her father had been particularly stubborn, insisting they didn’t need charity from their own daughter. ‘We built this business ourselves,’ he’d said during one tense phone call. ‘We can manage our own debts.’

But Nadia had persisted. Eventually, they’d agreed to let her help them pay off their loans: the ones they’d taken against the shop to pay for her private school fees, the mortgage that had hung over them for decades. Later, she’d also put down a deposit on a terrace house in Surry Hills: close to the shop, but far enough away that they could get some respite from the constant hum of refrigeration units and the smell of preserved vegetables.

But when Nadia had offered to pay for them to employ someone to run the store full-time—to enable them to retire—they’d refused outright. ‘What would we do all day?’ her mother had asked. ‘Sit around and let our brains get soft? No, thank you.’

Instead, her father had opened a second shop in Ashfield. ‘If our daughter can chase her dream in New York,’ he’d announced, ‘then we can dream a little bigger too.’ The new location was larger, with room for the expanded range of specialty items he’d always wanted to stock.

Nadia’s fingers hesitated over the screen before she typed: I saw Jake tonight.

The response came quickly: Oh baobei. How are you feeling?

Then, before Nadia had a chance to reply: He is looking well. We saw him at the shop a few months ago.

She stared at her phone. What do you mean?

He still drops by sometimes. Your father likes to chat with him. Always tells me to make fresh scallion pancakes when we know Jake is coming.

Nadia slid down the wall until she was sitting on the cold tiles, her black dress pooling around her like ink. You never told me.

What was the point? You were in New York, with that Michael.

A laugh escaped from Nadia’s throat. Her parents had never said outright they didn’t like Michael, but their noncommittal silence when she’d told them they were engaged had spoken volumes. When she’d called to tell them the wedding was off, her mother had simply said, ‘Come home to visit us soon.’

How was he? Nadia typed, uncertain she wanted to know. After we broke up?

There was a long pause before her mother replied. He was skinnier than usual. Never looked like he’d eaten properly. We always sent him home with a container of his favourite noodles.

Then, after another pause: He got better. Still can’t fold dumplings very well though.

She remembered watching Jake at her parents’ kitchen counter, sleeves rolled up and an apron tied around his waist, struggling with dumpling wrappers while her mother patiently corrected his technique. When he finally managed to create something that resembled a dumpling, lopsided but functional, he had grinned at her with such pride on his face. The memory made her heart ache.

Get some sleep, baobei, her mother wrote. You will feel better in the morning.

Nadia pushed herself up, slipped off her dress and stepped into the shower. She stood under the scalding-hot spray and pressed her forehead against the glass screen, letting the water run down her back.

On Monday she would be Nadia Kuan, head of Pacific Operations, the prodigal daughter, the financial wunderkind. Tonight, alone in an apartment that felt too big and too empty, she let herself remember how it had felt to be loved by Jake Sullivan.

*

Sydney was always slow to come back to life after the long Australian summer. Most executives decamped to beach houses or ski resorts in Japan; it was understood that business wouldn’t truly resume until after Australia Day. Unused to this rhythm, Nadia had returned to work in early January, using the quiet weeks to get ahead.

One of her first meetings of the year was with Felicity Whittaker. When Nadia had asked around for PR professionals, Felicity’s name kept coming up with the same ringing endorsement: ‘You’ll get along—she doesn’t suffer fools either.’ Henderson needed a media adviser who could navigate the peculiarities of Sydney’s financial press and position them as serious players in the region.

On entering the room, she shook Nadia’s hand firmly and gave her a warm smile. ‘Great to meet you, Nadia. I’m Felicity—you can call me Flick.’

Felicity’s dress looked tailored, her pearl necklace vintage, her chocolate-brown hair freshly blow-dried. They were probably around the same age, Nadia guessed—early thirties—though Felicity styled herself like she was trying to seem a bit older. Everything about her seemed put-together—until she almost knocked over Nadia’s glass while settling into her chair. There was something endearing about how Felicity’s polished veneer couldn’t quite contain her, Nadia thought; she moved through rooms like a ballet dancer who occasionally bumped into the furniture.

‘I’ve been thinking about how we can further build Henderson Global’s reputation in the Australian market,’ Felicity began. ‘The media landscape has probably changed a bit since you were last in Sydney.’

‘I’m learning that,’ Nadia said.

‘I think a lot of investment firms make the same mistake,’ Felicity observed. ‘They try to control every detail about how the story gets told. They’ll bristle at negative stories or small inaccuracies. They’re cagey, defensive. But the financial press here is small. Relationships matter more than the press release. The way you treat people comes back to bite you, sometimes years later.’

Nadia nodded.

‘Let’s talk about journalists,’ Felicity continued. ‘Most of them are good people trying to do their jobs. Half are drowning in deadlines and just need clear quotes and quick responses. The other half want to feel like they’ve got the inside track. Give them enough background that they feel smart, they’ll generally play fair.’

Nadia found herself relaxing. Felicity’s briefing was refreshingly free of the usual antagonism towards the press. ‘Is there anyone in particular I should watch out for?’ she asked.

The PR adviser pondered the question. ‘I guess there is one reporter worth keeping an eye on,’ Felicity replied. ‘His name is Jake Sullivan.’

An odd look must have flitted across Nadia’s face because Felicity paused, studying her with curious brown eyes.

‘Do you know him?’

‘We, uh, met briefly a few weeks ago. At Bel Piper’s party. I didn’t get a chance to speak to him much.’

Felicity looked like she suspected Nadia was holding something back, but she didn’t press. ‘He broke the story on super funds overcharging fees last month. Before that, an exposé on greyhound racing that triggered a Senate inquiry. His investigations tend to have an impact.’

‘What’s his reputation?’ Nadia asked, keeping her tone deliberately light.

Felicity considered this before answering. ‘It depends who you ask. Some people think he’s a zealot with an anti-corporate agenda. The Jake Sullivan I know? He’s an outstanding journalist, but he’s also, well, haunted. The stories he breaks are important, but I think they cost him something every time.’

The rest of their meeting went as expected. Nadia was impressed by Felicity’s ability to unpick situations—she saw beyond the official line to the subtle dynamics beneath the surface.

After she left—with a knowing smile that made Nadia wonder exactly how much the other woman had pieced together from Nadia’s reaction to Jake’s name—Nadia gazed out the window for a long moment. Then, against her better judgement, she pulled out her phone and typed Jake Sullivan into the search bar.

Pages of results filled her screen. Each article was a small explosion in someone’s world. An exposition of embezzlement at one of Australia’s largest funds. An investigation into how aged-care facilities were cutting corners to boost profits.

Her finger hovered over his latest piece. She wondered if he still got that furrow between his brows when he found something that didn’t quite add up. If he still drew cartoons on coffee cups.

She closed the browser without clicking. Perhaps some ghosts were better left undisturbed.

Felicity’s words echoed in her head. They cost him something every time.
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Felicity proved her value almost immediately, pulling strings to secure a spot for Henderson Global on a venture capital panel at the following week’s Capital Summit. The early-February gathering was the city’s first major event of the year, where Australia’s most influential fund managers, superannuation executives and policy makers convened to set the investment agenda for the year ahead. It was an unparalleled opportunity for Henderson Global to highlight their local investments and impress investors.

Nadia was still in bed when her phone rang at 6.49 am. She reached for it on the bedside table and saw Martin Price’s name on the screen.

‘Nadia,’ he said weakly. ‘I’m sorry to call so early.’

‘Martin—what’s happened? Are you alright?’

‘I think I have food poisoning. I went to that new seafood place in Darlinghurst. Should have known better than to trust the raw bar. Look, you know the Summit today, the one about investment opportunities in Australian tech? I’m supposed to be on a panel at two, but I can barely stand upright. Could you cover for me?’

Nadia sat up in bed, suddenly wide awake. ‘Martin, I haven’t had a chance to prepare—’

‘You’ll be fine. You know the spiel better than anyone.’ His voice faded as he moved away from the phone. ‘You don’t need to say anything groundbreaking. We just need to hold our own against the local funds. Make me proud, Nadia.’

The line went dead.

*

By the time Nadia arrived at the InterContinental four hours later, she had managed to pull together a halfway coherent set of talking points.

She weaved through clusters of conversation, her heels clicking against the marble floor as she spotted familiar faces. Sydney’s finance and tech community was small enough that she’d met many of these people at various events over the past few months.

‘Nadia!’ A founder she’d met the previous week intercepted her. ‘I heard you’re on the panel today. So exciting! I’ll be cheering from the audience.’

‘Thank you,’ Nadia replied. ‘It’ll be nice to see at least one friendly face.’ She felt a flutter of nerves. ‘I should probably find the other panellists. Do you know where—’

‘Green room’s down that corridor. Break a leg!’

The green room was a flurry of activity. There was a long table covered in the usual conference detritus: lanyards attached to name tags, water glasses, plates of untouched sandwiches.

‘Ms Kuan! Oh wonderful, you made it.’ The conference organiser, a frazzled-looking woman in her twenties, greeted Nadia with visible relief. ‘I’m sorry to hear about Martin. How is he feeling?’

‘He has food poisoning, but I’m sure he’ll be fine in a day or two.’

‘Oh good, good. Well, don’t worry about a thing. I know this is last-minute for you, but we have an experienced moderator who’ll keep things moving along. And I got you a coffee. It’s a strong almond flat white—I thought that would be a safe bet.’

Nadia accepted the coffee gratefully. ‘You nailed it. Who’s moderating?’

The organiser peered at her program. ‘Ah . . . Jake Sullivan.’

The coffee cup nearly slipped from Nadia’s hand.

Jake Sullivan.

How many Jake Sullivans were there in Sydney? It was a common enough name, wasn’t it?

‘Oh,’ she said, trying to keep her tone casual as her mind raced. ‘What’s his background?’

‘He’s a journalist from The Monitor. We used to have other fund managers moderate these panels, but we got feedback last year that the questions were too softball. Too much back-
patting, not enough challenging discussion. So we decided to dial it up this year! Get someone who knows how to ask the tough questions—tough but fair,’ the organiser added hastily, clearly misinterpreting Nadia’s expression for garden-variety nerves. ‘I’m sure he’ll go easy on you since you’re filling in at short notice.’

Go easy on you. Nadia would have laughed if she’d been capable of making any sound at all.

‘Excuse me,’ she managed, setting down her coffee. ‘I need to use the restroom.’

When she returned, the organiser beckoned her over. ‘Nadia, let me introduce your fellow panellists. This is Jim Clover from Forged Ventures—they’re early-stage investors focused on B2B software. And this is Carla Levi from Nexus Capital, a new fund focusing on companies leveraging artificial intelligence.’

Jim’s handshake was firm. ‘The famous Nadia Kuan,’ he said. ‘Australia’s lucky to have lured you back from New York. I’ve been following Henderson’s moves in the local market; congratulations on the Panacea deal.’

Carla was quieter. She clutched her phone in one hand and kept checking it. Her greeting was polite but distracted.

‘The moderator should be here any . . . Ah, there he is now!’

Nadia turned towards the doorway as Jake appeared.

When he saw her, shock flashed across his features. Then he gathered himself, smoothing his expression into one of professional neutrality. His gaze had lingered on her just long enough to make her wonder if anyone else had noticed.

Jim stepped forward, apparently oblivious. ‘Jake! Great to meet you, mate. Should be a good discussion today.’

‘I’m looking forward to it,’ Jake replied.

The walk to the ballroom felt endless. Nadia felt hyperaware of Jake’s presence beside her as their small group followed the organiser down the corridor. She could sense the way he was determinedly not looking at her.

As she took her seat at the table, Jake stood at the podium a couple of metres away. He was close enough that she could smell his cologne. Citrus and pine—a scent that definitely hadn’t been in rotation during university.

Stop it, she commanded herself. Focus.

‘Good afternoon, everyone,’ Jake began, his voice amplified by the sound system. ‘Today we’re discussing the future of Australian venture capital with three leaders in the space. Jim Clover from Forged Ventures, Carla Levi from Nexus Capital and Nadia Kuan from Henderson Global.’

She risked a glance at his face and found him looking directly at her. Then he turned to Jim.

‘Jim, let’s start with where the market is at,’ Jake said. ‘What do you make of the current sentiment? Do the eye-watering valuations we’re seeing for technology companies imply we’re in a bubble?’

‘It’s definitely overheating in certain sectors,’ Jim replied. ‘But fundamentally, we’re seeing a maturation of the Australian tech ecosystem. We’ve got a new generation of exceptional founders tackling global problems from day one.’

Jake nodded. ‘Exceptional founders,’ he repeated. ‘Tell me more about that. What exactly are you looking for? How do you identify that “exceptional” quality?’

‘It’s pattern recognition,’ Jim said, warming to what was clearly a favourite topic. ‘After a decade in this business, you develop instincts. I see maybe fifty pitches a month, but you know pretty quickly when someone’s special.’

‘How quickly?’

‘First few minutes sometimes. Some founders just have it. The spark, the ability to will the future into being. They’re just . . . undeniable.’

‘Undeniable,’ Jake echoed. His eyes flicked to Nadia’s for a moment. ‘That’s an interesting choice of word. What makes someone undeniable to you, Jim?’

‘Well, there’s intellectual horsepower,’ Jim said, seemingly unaware of the trap he was wandering into. ‘The ability to synthesise complex information quickly. Executive presence.’

‘Executive presence. What does that look like?’

‘You know it when you see it,’ Jim replied chipperly. ‘Someone who can command a room. Someone who fits the part.’

‘Fits what part exactly?’

‘A leader who can inspire a team, who can persuade Fortune 500 executives to chart a brave new path.’ He flashed the audience a smile that revealed straight, pearly white teeth.

There it was. The admission that venture capital didn’t just fund the best ideas but the ideas presented by people who looked and sounded the most plausible.

‘So you’re looking for founders who can perform leadership in ways that feel familiar,’ Jake suggested. ‘Who can speak your language, embody your preconceptions about what success looks like.’

It wasn’t really a question.

‘That’s not quite what I—’ Jim started, but Jake was already turning away.

‘Ms Kuan,’ he said. The moment stretched between them like a wire pulled taut. ‘What do you think makes a founder undeniable?’

Nadia felt acutely aware of the faces turning towards her, of phones being raised to capture her response.

But all she could focus on was Jake. There was a challenge in his gaze, but also something else. Curiosity, maybe. Like he was genuinely interested in what she might say.

Her throat felt tight. The silence stretched uncomfortably as she searched for words that wouldn’t come. ‘I think . . .’ she began, then stopped, conscious of every second ticking by. She could sense the audience’s attention beginning to waver. ‘I think Jim is right about something,’ she said finally, the words coming out slightly rushed to compensate for the pause. ‘There are founders who are genuinely undeniable.’ Another beat of hesitation. ‘But perhaps not just for the reasons we typically identify.’

‘And what would a more accurate identification look like?’ Jake asked.

She pondered her next words. She was performing for multiple audiences: a room full of investors, but also the man at the podium whose opinion still mattered more than she cared to admit.

‘Some of the most successful entrepreneurs I’ve encountered aren’t necessarily the best presenters. They’re the people who’ve identified a problem that keeps them awake at night.’

‘Can you elaborate?’ he asked.

‘Absolutely.’ She was starting to feel more confident now. ‘I’ve seen founders sacrifice everything—sleep, relationships, financial security—because they simply refuse to accept that certain problems are unsolvable. They’re not trying to perform for investors. They’re determined to prove something, to achieve something the world has told them is impossible.’

There was a murmur of agreement around the room.

‘That kind of determination,’ she continued, ‘that obsession with changing the status quo—it’s not about fitting cultural codes or performing leadership; it’s about being constitutionally unable to walk away from hard problems.’

Jake was watching her intently.

‘Do you think investors can reliably track this quality within the first five minutes of a meeting?’ he asked. His voice contained just enough scepticism to make it clear he thought the answer was in the negative.

A ripple of interest went through the audience.

‘I’m inclined to agree with the point you made earlier about how gut instincts are vulnerable to biases,’ she said. ‘But you’re a journalist, Mr Sullivan—I’m sure there have been moments where you’ve followed a hunch?’

Jake looked thoughtful. ‘I’m not sure if it’s the same,’ he replied. ‘Journalists follow hunches, but we’re either proven right by evidence or we’re not. When investors invest on a hunch, is there the same feedback? The same accountability?’

Nadia felt a surge of annoyance. What did Jake Sullivan know about accountability for investors?

‘When journalists make a mistake, they issue a correction.’ Her tone had become more pointed. ‘When investors make mistakes, there can be millions of dollars on the line. Of course we’re accountable—to our investors, super funds, endowment funds. The returns we deliver can make a material difference to someone’s retirement. We don’t take that lightly.’

A buzz of interest hummed through the room as the audience took in the unexpectedly sharp exchange.

Nadia took a deep breath. ‘Maybe what I’m saying is, if you’ve honed your instincts over years, then they can lead you to sound decisions, even when you can’t immediately articulate why. Isn’t that how you’ve made yourself rather . . . undeniable in your field, Mr Sullivan?’

Jake looked momentarily thrown, then something softened in his expression. ‘Touché,’ he said.

Jim glanced between them, his brow furrowed, as if he were sensing that something had transpired but was unable to identify what exactly.

Jake cleared his throat. ‘Carla,’ he said, turning to the woman on Nadia’s left, ‘how do you factor in these considerations when investing in AI companies that claim to be working at the frontier?’

The rest of the panel passed relatively uneventfully. When Jake asked Nadia a question about risk management frameworks, she found herself giving a safe, diplomatic answer. As he listened to her rehearsed answer about ‘prudent portfolio construction’ and ‘appropriate diversification strategies’, the interest in his eyes dimmed, replaced by professional courtesy.

But it was the right answer for the occasion. The kind of response that might be quoted favourably in tomorrow’s Financial Review, that would position Henderson Global as sophisticated, globally minded investors. She hoped Martin would be pleased when he read the coverage.

When the session ended, the crowd applauded enthusiastically. Several audience members approached the stage, striking up conversations with the panellists. Nadia found herself surrounded by people wanting to explore partnerships and co-investment opportunities.

‘Great insights about founder motivation,’ said a partner from one of the larger super funds. ‘We should set up a meeting to discuss how Henderson approaches due diligence on early-stage companies.’

‘Absolutely,’ Nadia replied, falling easily into networking mode. ‘I’ll have my assistant reach out to find a time for us.’

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jake gathering his notes at the podium. She watched him shake hands with Jim and offer polite thanks to Carla.

As he headed for the exit, he caught her eye across the crowd of people still milling around the stage. For a moment, she thought he might come over, might offer some version of the polite small talk that former lovers were supposed to manage at industry events.

Instead, he nodded once—polite, detached—and walked away.

Nadia watched him disappear into the crowd. As she smiled and nodded and talked investors through Henderson’s pipeline, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just lost something again.

Something that had once been undeniable.

*

Two days later, Martin appeared in Nadia’s office doorway, looking considerably better than he’d sounded on the phone.

‘There’s my star,’ he said, sitting down in the armchair across from her desk. He crossed one long leg over the other, his trouser cuff riding up just enough to reveal a flash of bright purple sock with yellow polka dots. ‘I’ve had three different people tell me you stole the show at that panel. Got a bit fiery with Sullivan, did you?’ Martin chuckled. ‘Sullivan’s got a reputation for being some kind of crusading journalist, but half his stories are just sensationalism dressed up as public interest. Always looking for the scandal.’

Nadia bit her tongue.

‘Anyway,’ Martin continued, ‘great work stepping in last-
minute. Really showed what you can do under pressure.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘Is there anything else you wanted to talk about? Anything I missed while I was gone?’

Nadia hesitated, then opened her laptop. ‘Actually, yes. There’s something about Panacea I wanted to discuss.’

‘Oh yes, excellent timing. Meridian Super called earlier this morning. I think they’re interested in leading the next round.’ He looked up, eyes gleaming with excitement. ‘A two-billion valuation. Can you believe it? Eight months ago, the Pacific was a forgotten outpost. Now we’ve got a significant position in the hottest deal in town.’

‘The next round is what I wanted to talk about. To get ahead, I’ve been doing some additional diligence on Panacea’s safety trials.’

‘Find anything interesting?’

‘Yes.’ She pulled up the analysis she’d spent all night poring over. ‘I’ve been looking at their costs associated with participant recruitment, and I found something unusual.’

‘Go on.’

‘They’re paying substantial fees to a group called Apollo Hospitality for participant referrals. The amounts are abnormally high.’ She turned her laptop around to show him the data. ‘Two hundred thousand dollars per quarter for “recruitment services”. That’s nearly six thousand dollars per participant referred.’

‘Mm?’ He took a sip of his coffee. ‘Sounds like they’re willing to pay for quality participants.’

She scrolled down to show more entries. ‘I’ve never seen referral fees this high for clinical trials. The standard industry rate is maybe four hundred dollars per successful enrolment. This is more than ten times that amount.’

‘Maybe they’re having trouble with recruitment. Competitive market.’

‘Martin, I suspect they could be paying the participants directly through their employer.’

Martin set down his coffee cup. ‘And that’s a problem because?’

‘Well . . . if they’re using job benefits to incentivise trial participation,’ Nadia said, ‘that crosses ethical lines around informed consent.’

‘Nadia, do you know what I remember about Novabrite?’ Martin cut in. ‘How they insisted on doing everything by the book. Perfect governance, impeccable ESG credentials. And where did that get them?’

Something twisted in her stomach.

‘Do you know what’s at stake here?’ He gestured at her laptop. ‘If Meridian leads the next round, then on paper we’d be up a hundred and twenty million dollars. Nadia, there are pension funds invested in us. If we raise any concerns, we might risk the round. Meridian Super might walk. Panacea will be tainted. Our investors could miss out on life-changing amounts of money.’

‘I understand, but—’

‘And it’s not just about money.’ His voice softened. ‘It’s about trust. About responsibility. To our investors. To the retirees counting on these returns. Marjorie is building something extraordinary. Something that could transform millions of lives. Transformation isn’t always comfortable. You know that better than anyone.’

Nadia stared at her laptop screen.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Her voice sounded strange in her ears.

‘Your job.’ Martin’s voice was cold. ‘Protect our investors. Don’t risk the round. Keep building something meaningful.’ He paused. ‘That’s what you came back to Sydney to do, isn’t it? To prove you could build something that lasts?’ Before she could answer he went on. ‘I know you have good intentions, Nadia. You can make change once you have enough power to matter.’

After he’d left her office, Nadia sat at her desk for a long time. She stared at the document containing her analysis. And then she closed the file. This was what sophisticated investors did, wasn’t it? They understood the difference between perfect and possible.
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Jake

One thing about malfeasance was how boring it looked on a spreadsheet.

Jake had been staring at his laptop for twenty minutes, his coffee growing cold beside a half-eaten bagel. The document seemed innocuous enough—payroll records from Apollo Hospitality’s restaurant chain that they’d obtained from a union rep—until something caught his eye.

‘Lucille,’ he said, ‘come take a look at this.’

Lucille rolled her chair over from her desk. ‘What am I looking at?’ she asked, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she studied the data.

‘These payments.’ Jake pointed to a column headed ‘Additional Compensation’. ‘Sunrise Diners had six new hires in March, and they all received three-thousand-dollar payments within two weeks of starting.’

Lucille frowned. ‘Sign-on bonuses?’

‘Plausible. But . . .’ Jake looked at her expectantly.

‘Wait.’ Lucille’s eyes widened behind her glasses. ‘Three thousand dollars? For kitchen staff?’ She scrolled through more entries. ‘I’ve never heard of hospitality workers getting sign-on bonuses, let alone three grand. That’s more than some of them make in a month.’

‘Exactly.’ Jake pulled up another spreadsheet. ‘These are the addresses from Panacea’s trial participant database. Let’s cross-reference.’

They spent the next hour matching names and addresses. What emerged was a pattern: the six Apollo workers who’d received the mysterious bonuses had all enrolled in Panacea trials within days of starting their restaurant jobs.

‘There are too many to be a coincidence,’ Lucille said. ‘They’re paying people directly to join trials, disguising them as bonuses.’

‘There’s more,’ Jake added. ‘Look at this column: “Performance Incentives”. The same workers are receiving additional payments later—but they’re not uniform.’

Lucille’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the screen. ‘Some are two months after starting, some are four months. And the amounts . . .’ She traced down the column. ‘Two thousand, three thousand five hundred, six thousand dollars. What kind of performance incentive varies that much?’

‘The kind that’s not really about performance,’ Jake said quietly. He studied the irregular payments, the varying amounts and timing. ‘Different amounts, different intervals. It’s like they’re responding to something case by case.’

‘Responding to what?’ Lucille asked.

‘That’s what we need to find out.’

*

The next day, Jake printed out a list of every Sunrise Diner in Sydney—twelve restaurants in total. He marked the ones where they’d identified the suspicious payments.

‘Field work is how stories are broken open,’ he told Lucille as they climbed into his Honda Civic. ‘The records tell us something happened, but we need people to tell us what.’

The manager of the Parramatta diner was a harried-looking man in his forties who listened politely until Jake mentioned clinical trials. He froze, glancing around nervously. ‘Look, I can’t talk about that stuff,’ he said.

The second manager they approached was more direct. ‘I just run a kitchen, alright? I don’t know anything about this biotech company. Now, are you ordering something or what?’

‘Seems like managers won’t talk,’ Jake said as they parked in Burwood and walked towards the third location on their list. ‘But someone who’s been involved might reach out later, when they’ve had time to think about it.’ He pulled out a stack of business cards. ‘Let’s leave these with anyone who’ll take one.’

At the Burwood diner, they ordered coffee and watched the lunch rush unfold. Jake made his usual polite inquiries with the manager.

‘We’re investigating a possible connection between restaurant employment and medical research recruitment,’ he said. ‘We’re not suggesting any wrongdoing.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.’ The manager’s smile was strained.

They noticed a waitress standing by the coffee station, refilling sugar dispensers, but her movements had slowed. She’d turned slightly towards their conversation—the careful stillness of someone listening without appearing to.

When the manager retreated to his office, Lucille approached the coffee station where the waitress was still working. The woman’s name tag read ‘Jamilah’.

‘Excuse me,’ Jake heard Lucille say. ‘We’re reporters looking into clinical trials that have been recruiting restaurant workers.’ She held out a business card. ‘If you or anyone you know has participated in research through work . . .’

Jamilah’s hand paused over the sugar dispenser. She glanced towards the manager’s office then back at Lucille. She took the card and slipped it into her apron pocket.

For a moment, their eyes met.

‘Please feel free to contact me if you know something,’ Lucille said softly.

Jamilah nodded once, then returned to her work.

*

The next morning, Lucille’s phone chimed with a text message from an unknown number.

‘It’s from Jamilah Amin,’ she told Jake excitedly. ‘The waitress from the Burwood diner.’ She read from her phone. ‘She says she’s willing to talk to us. She participated in a clinical trial and suffered migraines as a result. She claims that when she tried to report the side effects, they offered her some money and then threatened to cut her hours if she didn’t stay quiet.’

Jake felt the familiar surge of adrenaline.

‘She wants to meet this afternoon, at her house,’ Lucille added. She looked up from her phone. ‘Do you think that’s what those additional payments are for? Hush money to keep people quiet about side effects?’

‘That’s what we’re going to find out,’ Jake said.

*

Jamilah’s small apartment was decorated with framed photos of what looked like three generations of family. A well-loved couch had been cleared of throw pillows to make room for visitors. The coffee table held a plate of biscuits that Jamilah had explained apologetically were store-bought.

‘I used to make everything from scratch,’ she said. ‘My niece would always ask me to make my famous baklava for her birthday.’

Lucille perched on the couch, her notebook closed on her lap. Jake had noticed she hadn’t written a word since they arrived; she had listened with the kind of attention that made people feel heard. ‘How long have you been having these migraines, Mrs Amin?’

‘Jamilah, please.’ She managed a small smile. ‘Two months now. Initially they said it was normal, my body adjusting. But when they got worse . . .’ She trailed off, looking at a photo of herself with her arm around a teenage girl.

Jake’s jaw tightened, but he kept his voice calm. ‘The paperwork they had you sign, consenting to the trial. Did they give you time to read it?’

Jamilah laughed bitterly. ‘They gave it to me at the end of a double shift. Said they needed it back immediately if I wanted a full-time position.’ She glanced at the photos again. ‘My daughter’s just been selected for the New South Wales under-nineteen girls’ soccer team. She has a chance to play for the Young Matildas.’ Jamilah smiled proudly. ‘But the travel, the training. The costs add up. I needed every shift I could get.’

Lucille opened her notebook and pulled out a pen. ‘What happened when you started experiencing side effects?’

Jamilah’s expression darkened. ‘The migraines started about three weeks in. Terrible ones. I couldn’t work, couldn’t think straight. When I told my supervisor, he said I should talk to the trial coordinator first before seeing a doctor.’

‘And did you?’ Jake asked.

‘The coordinator came to the restaurant the next day. She was very friendly, very concerned. Said these things happen sometimes, that it was probably stress, not the medication. Then she offered me a bonus—four thousand dollars—for my “discretion” while they sorted things out.’

Lucille’s hand twitched like she wanted to reach out. ‘What did you do?’

For the first time, real steel showed in Jamilah’s expression. ‘I told them I didn’t want their money. I wanted to report the side effects properly, see a doctor, maybe stop the trial.’ She sat up straighter. ‘But then they started cutting my shifts. My supervisor started finding problems with my work.’

‘They were punishing you,’ Jake said quietly.

Jamilah nodded. ‘My mother cleaned houses for forty years. She taught me our dignity isn’t for sale.’ Her voice sounded more determined now. ‘Four thousand dollars is a lot of money. But I kept thinking, how many others are there? How many people can’t afford to say no?’

Jake watched Lucille brush quickly at her eyes, pretending to adjust her glasses. Sometimes the weight of other people’s courage hits you sideways.

‘Mrs Amin—Jamilah,’ he said. ‘I want to assure you that what you’re doing matters. We’re going to find out how deep this goes, how many other restaurants are involved. And we’ll make sure you’re protected. The Monitor has lawyers—’

‘I’m not afraid,’ Jamilah interrupted, though her hands were trembling. ‘Well, I am. But I’m also afraid of what happens if nobody speaks up.’ She stood and walked to a small side table, returning with a stack of papers. ‘I kept copies of everything. The consent form, my work schedules, the text from my manager. My mother also taught me to keep receipts.’ She smiled wryly.

Lucille opened her notebook. ‘Would you tell us everything from the beginning? Every detail you can remember?’

Jake sat back, letting Lucille take the lead. As he listened to Jamilah share her story, he promised himself: they would get to the bottom of this. Somewhere out there, other kitchen workers were staring at the offer of hush money, weighing the cost of silence.

*

Jake sat alone in The Monitor’s office, hours after Lucille had gone home. Two months since they’d first started looking into Apollo, their story was ready. They had seven sources; three were willing to go on record. It amounted to ironclad evidence of Panacea using desperate hospitality workers as lab rats and bribing them to suppress reports of serious side effects—reports that would have prevented the trial from moving to the next phase.

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Outside, Newtown had settled into stillness. The silence made every creak of the building’s ancient pipes audible; small complaints from a structure that had housed two decades of independent journalism.

On his second monitor, Panacea’s list of investors glowed like an accusation: N. Kuan, Henderson Global, Series D Investor.

Three weeks ago, at the Capital Summit, he’d watched Nadia defend entrepreneurs with zeal. ‘I’ve seen founders sacrifice everything because they simply refuse to accept that certain problems are unsolvable,’ she’d said.

The cursor blinked in the new email window, patient and accusatory.

Had Nadia known about Panacea’s recruitment practices? She had spoken passionately about founders who couldn’t walk away from hard problems. Was her passion just a performance, perfected over a decade in Manhattan?

He remembered Jamilah’s quiet dignity; her daughter’s dream of playing for the Young Matildas hanging by a thread. It was the kind of injustice that would have aroused righteous fury in student journalist Nadia. But Henderson Global’s Nadia? He honestly didn’t know.

He stared at the empty email. While moderating the panel, he’d called her ‘Ms Kuan’. The formality had created some much-needed distance between them. But this message wasn’t just a professional courtesy. It was something more fraught—a warning, maybe. Or a test.

Nadia, he wrote finally.

There had been a time when typing her name had been the most natural thing in the world. When he’d sent her dozens of messages a day: story ideas, dry observations, jokes only she would understand or find funny. Now those five letters felt weighed down with everything unsaid between them.

What was he trying to achieve? Was he warning her out of old affection? Giving her a chance to distance herself from Panacea before the story broke? Or was he hoping she’d prove him wrong somehow? Tell him that she hadn’t known; that she was equally horrified; that she would get to the bottom of it?

He kept it short. Just three sentences. Then he clicked the small arrow next to it and selected Schedule. A prompt appeared, asking when the message should be delivered. He set it for 3 pm the next day. The email should arrive during business hours, not as a midnight ambush.

The soft whoosh confirming that the email had been scheduled felt like the final nail in a coffin. Next week The Monitor would publish its exposé. His by-line would become a grenade and her investment a liability.

Tonight, alone in the dark of his office, he mourned the Nadia who would have been proud of this story. Who might have helped him write it.

He wondered if she ever mourned that version of herself too.
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Nadia

The meeting with Meridian Super had gone perfectly. Better than perfectly; it had been a masterclass in institutional fundraising. When Marjorie explained Panacea’s vision for democratising access to cutting-edge peptide therapies, the room had leaned in as one, like flowers turning towards the sun.

Nadia had played her part. ‘The technical details are in the data room,’ she’d added at exactly the right moment. ‘The headline numbers speak for themselves. Phase two efficacy rates above ninety per cent across all trial cohorts.’

She’d caught Marjorie’s small smile of approval. They’d rehearsed this dance over preparation sessions: Marjorie painting the vision of a transformed healthcare landscape; Nadia providing the analytical framework that made institutional investors comfortable. Meridian Super’s Chief Investment Officer was already nodding along, his pen tapping against the term sheet in a way that Nadia had learned to recognise. It was the gesture of someone who’d already made up their mind to invest.

In her office afterwards, Nadia allowed herself a moment to savour the victory. The late-afternoon sun caught the harbour at just the right angle, turning the water to fire. On days like this, she could almost convince herself that coming back to Sydney had been a choice rather than an exile.

The term sheet was as good as signed. A two-billion-dollar valuation, the biggest biotech deal in Australian history. A four times valuation uplift from when they’d made their investment less than a year ago. It would make the APAC fund the best performing Henderson fund globally. Martin would be more than pleased. It was the kind of deal that could transform Pacific Operations from an afterthought into a centre of focus. The kind of deal that could transform Nadia from fallen star to comeback kid.

Her laptop chimed with an email notification. She almost ignored it, wanting to hold on to this feeling of triumph for a moment longer. But her body had been trained to respond to that sound like a Pavlovian trigger. Her hand moved to open the email before her brain could intervene.

The subject line made her stomach drop: We’re investigating Panacea Biotech.

She stared at the sender’s name, certain she was hallucinating from the champagne she’d had at lunch. But no, there it was:

Jake Sullivan.

Her finger hovered over the trackpad. Through her window, she could see the Meridian team leaving the building, their excitement visible in their body language. Marjorie was with them, head thrown back in delighted laughter at something the CIO had said.

Nadia clicked the email open.


Nadia,

We’re investigating Panacea’s clinical trial recruitment practices and their relationship with several hospitality venues. The first story will run next week.

I wanted you to hear it from me.

Jake



Only a few weeks ago they’d sparred over founder selection and bias at the Capital Summit. She’d thought she’d held her own, maybe even impressed him.

Had Jake been investigating Panacea even then? Had he listened to her speak about founders’ determination to succeed and wondered to what lengths they would be willing to go? Had he thought her complicit then, a crook defending the corruption he was preparing to expose?

The idea made her stomach churn.

She read the email again. Then a third time. Something about the phrasing nagged at her—a ghost of memory she couldn’t place. She mouthed the words: I wanted you to hear it from me.

These were her words. The same ones she’d used in the email about her engagement to Michael. She had agonised over them, wanting to sound gentle, courteous. Now they felt pointed, clinical. Had he repeated them deliberately? Was it revenge, or just cruel symmetry? Perhaps there were only so many ways to tell someone you were about to destroy what was left between you.

The sky outside her window had turned purple. The trees lining the street below were starting to show their autumn colours, leaves turning gold and rust. She watched Marjorie’s car pull away from the kerb.

Nadia’s hands hovered over her keyboard. What could she possibly say in response? That she’d also seen something unusual in the participant data? That she’d chosen to look away, to believe in Marjorie? That some part of her had known this moment was coming?

The cursor blinked at her like a ticking time bomb.

*

Her parents’ new terrace in Surry Hills was beautiful: original Victorian features restored with care, a small garden that her mother had filled with herbs and vegetables.

‘Nadia!’ Her father appeared in the doorway before she could knock. ‘Perfect timing. Your mother has made your favourite, steamed fish with ginger.’

The smell of home cooking enveloped her as she stepped inside. Her parents had made the restored Victorian home distinctly theirs: her mother’s calligraphy hung framed on the walls, her father’s collection of books lined the shelves.

Over dinner, her father talked excitedly about the Ashfield store. ‘The area near the station has been rezoned,’ he explained, gesturing with his chopsticks. ‘They’re putting in mid-rise apartments. Young families, professionals. Perfect for our customer base.’

‘That’s wonderful, Ba,’ Nadia said, trying to match his enthusiasm despite the feeling of lead in her stomach.

‘Your father has been reading urban planning reports,’ her mother added. ‘He knows more about the rezoning than some city councillors.’

‘Information is advantage,’ David said seriously. ‘We expand the range—more fresh produce, maybe a bain-marie section for hot food. Give people a reason to come every day.’

After dinner, Nadia followed her mother to the kitchen, grateful for the familiar ritual of washing dishes. The warm soapy water felt soothing against her hands as she scrubbed the plates.

‘Hand me that bowl, baobei,’ her mother said, reaching for the tea towel.

Nadia turned to pass it to her and froze. On the wall beside the kitchen window, in a simple wooden frame, was a photo from her graduation. She was wearing her graduation gown and holding her University Medal. Jake had his arm around her waist; her mother and Helen stood on either side of them. The afternoon sun had filtered through the purple blooms of the jacaranda above, casting dappled light across their faces. They were all smiling.

The bowl slipped from her soapy hands back into the sink with a splash.

‘Mum, has this always been here?’

Her mother followed her gaze. ‘Oh . . . it was in your father’s study before. He moved his Peloton in there, so we rearranged some things.’

‘You’ve had this photo up the whole time?’ Nadia’s voice came out higher than she’d intended. ‘A picture of me and my ex-
boyfriend?’

Her mother set down the tea towel. ‘We like Jake. Your father especially. What’s wrong, baobei?’

The question knocked something loose in Nadia’s chest. She turned around, and suddenly she was on the brink of tears.

‘I don’t know, Mum. I think he might hate me.’

‘Why?’ Her mother’s voice was soft but urgent. ‘What happened?’

‘He . . . he sent me an email yesterday.’ Nadia’s words came out in a rush. ‘He said that his paper is investigating Panacea—you know, the biotech company we’ve invested in. I don’t know what it’s going to say, but . . .’ She gestured helplessly at the photo, at the memory of a time when Jake had looked at her with such pride.

‘Oh, baobei.’ Her mother guided her to the living room, pressing a cup of warm water into her hands. ‘Jake does not hate you.’

‘How can you know that?’

Her mother sat down beside her on the couch. ‘Nadia, we didn’t tell you this at the time because we didn’t want to worry you, but about three months after you and Jake broke up he came to the shop to return a box of your things. Some books, clothes. They are still in the spare room upstairs.’

Nadia’s throat tightened. She pictured Jake walking up those stairs to the apartment above Golden Mountain Market, carrying a box containing the remnants of the life they had shared.

‘It was terrible timing. Or maybe fortunate.’ Her mother’s voice was thoughtful. ‘We had been broken into that morning. The glass was shattered, the shop a mess. They only took three hundred dollars from the till but we had to shut the shop for a week.’

Pain flared in Nadia’s chest. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

Her mother continued as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Jake helped us file a police report and take pictures of the damage. He stayed all evening helping us to sweep up the glass. Checked in with us every few weeks after that, asking whether they’d caught the people responsible.’

Nadia stared at her mother, processing.

‘And then two months later, after we had finally repaired everything, our insurance claim was rejected. They were refusing to pay for the cost of replacing the glass, the money we lost while the shop was closed. We were already behind that month, and the mortgage payments were due.’

‘Why didn’t you ask me for help?’ Nadia’s voice cracked. ‘I could have given you the money. I had it just sitting in my account. I would have been happy to—’

Her mother shushed her gently. ‘I thought about it, baobei, but your father was adamant. “She has only just started working,” he said. “We cannot immediately start asking for money. She will think we raised her to be an ATM.”’ Li Hua laughed softly at the memory.

Nadia shook her head in frustration.

‘Anyway, Jake helped us. He called the insurance company and demanded to speak with the claims assessor managing our case. He gave them such a talking-to, with his legal knowledge and everything. Within four days we received a notice saying our application had been reassessed and was successful.’ Her mother paused. ‘He kept looking into it, actually. He found that the insurance company was treating small businesses owned by immigrants unfairly.’

Nadia’s cup trembled in her hands. ‘Commonwealth Assurance. That was his first Walkley win.’

‘Yes.’ Her mother nodded. ‘He invited us to the ceremony.’

‘What?’ Nadia sputtered.

Her mother looked bashful.

‘I cannot believe you kept all of this from me,’ Nadia said, her voice rising.

‘You had enough on your plate,’ her mother said. ‘But Nadia, he does not hate you. In fact—’ She stopped abruptly.

‘In fact what?’

Her mother stood, smoothing her apron. ‘Go home and get some sleep, baobei. Things will look better in the morning.’

‘Ma—’

‘We can talk about it tomorrow,’ she said, squeezing Nadia’s shoulder.

When her mother returned to the kitchen, Nadia remained on the couch. From where she was sitting, she could just see her graduation photo through the kitchen doorway. In it, she was leaning her head on Jake’s shoulder, both their smiles bright and unguarded. She remembered that moment: how right the world had felt, how certain she’d felt about him.

She wondered what his article would say. Whether it would torpedo not only Panacea’s prospects, but whatever remained between them. Between Jake Sullivan and the girl who, if she’d made different choices, might have been on the other side of the story.
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Felicity

Felicity stared at the message she’d received from Nadia at 10.38 pm: Jake Sullivan is working on a story about Panacea. He let me know this afternoon. We need to prepare for what’s coming.

She set down her phone and surveyed the results of six months’ work scattered across her study. When Nadia had asked her to handle Panacea’s public relations as part of Henderson’s retainer, Felicity had seen the opportunity for what it was—a chance for Nadia to engineer a comeback.

Panacea had all the hallmarks of a totemic story: a charismatic female founder; a once-in-a-generation medical breakthrough; and the promise of targeted fat loss—the holy grail of cosmetic medicine. The media had devoured every angle she’d fed them. The Financial Review’s BOSS magazine: ‘Australia’s Peptide Pioneer’. Marie Claire: ‘Beauty from the Inside Out’. Even 60 Minutes had bitten.

Felicity had crafted the perfect narrative. She’d positioned Marjorie as a remarkable scientist who’d escaped Big Pharma’s constraints to bring revolutionary medical breakthroughs to the masses and Nadia as the sharp-eyed financier who’d recognised lightning in a bottle. The Henderson investment had provided institutional validation that Panacea was more than a biotech startup; it could become a global leader in the era of personalised medicine.

What had surprised her was how little resistance they’d encountered. Claims about medical breakthroughs usually invited scepticism; journalists loved to pour cold water on tech companies’ lofty ambitions.

Maybe it was because Marjorie was genuinely compelling. Not only could she paint a vivid commercial picture, her technical knowledge was impressive. Their carefully stage-managed tour of Panacea’s research facilities had convinced some of Felicity’s most cynical contacts in the press. Or maybe it was because everyone wanted to believe that Australia was capable of producing the next big scientific breakthrough.

But now Jake Sullivan—a journalist who had made a career out of asking uncomfortable questions—was taking a closer look.

Felicity had noticed that Jake had gone dark recently. His by-line had been missing from The Monitor all week; now his out-of-office was up, something she’d seen maybe three times in all the years she’d known him.

She picked up her phone then set it down. She poured herself a glass of wine. She had built a career around understanding stories—how they formed, how they spread, how they could be commanded. She knew which journalists responded to facts and which needed a human interest angle. She knew how to make uncomfortable truths more palatable to shareholders and customers. But Jake Sullivan had always resisted suggested angles or managed messages. He wanted the truth, however unwieldy. It made him both impossible and impossibly compelling.

She picked up her phone again and dialled his mobile number.

He answered on the third ring. ‘Felicity. I was wondering if you’d call.’

‘Jake, you’re making my clients nervous,’ she said.

‘Am I?’

‘And a week without a by-line. You only go quiet like this when you’re on to something.’

‘I’ve been busy.’

‘I can imagine.’ She traced the rim of her wineglass. ‘Do you want to get breakfast tomorrow? That place by your office still makes those waffles you like.’

‘Sorry, Flick.’ Something in his voice made her sit up straighter. ‘I can’t right now.’

‘Can’t have waffles?’ She kept her tone casual, but her mind was working, cataloguing the inflections in his voice. ‘Or can’t tell me why Panacea is about to have a very bad week?’

When he spoke again, he sounded tired. ‘Do you ever wonder if you’re on the wrong side of history?’

Her stomach tightened. ‘That’s not a hypothetical question, is it?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Papers rustled in the background. ‘Look, I’ve got to go. Just . . . maybe start working on contingencies. The big ones.’

She closed her eyes. A decade working in public relations had taught her to read between the lines, and what she was reading now was putting her on high alert. ‘Jake,’ she said, ‘whatever this is, are you sure?’

‘Would I be writing it if I wasn’t?’

No, she thought. That was the thing about Jake; he was relentless, uncompromising, sometimes devastating, but never careless. Rarely wrong.

‘Take care of yourself,’ she said finally.

A pause, shorter this time. ‘You too, Flick.’

After he hung up, she stared at her phone for a long moment. Then she opened her laptop and started a new document. Title: ‘Panacea Crisis Protocol’.

*

The following Tuesday, Felicity’s phone buzzed at 5.22 am with a message from Jake: The Panacea article is live.

She was in the lift of Henderson’s office building thirty minutes later, tablet in hand, three different damage control responses already mentally drafted. The sun hadn’t yet fully crested the horizon, but the story was landing in people’s inboxes.

Nadia was at her desk when Felicity walked in.

‘Have you read the article?’ she asked, not looking up.

‘Yes.’ Experience had taught her to be a rock in moments like these. ‘Would you like me to summarise—’

‘No,’ Nadia said, pulling the article up on her screen. ‘I need to read it myself.’

Felicity moved to the side of the room, giving Nadia space while keeping her within view. She watched as her client began to read, noting the widening of her eyes; the way she wrapped her left arm around her waist; the sharp intake of breath at what must have been paragraph twelve.

Halfway through, Nadia’s free hand moved to her neck, fingers pressing against her collarbone. By the three-quarter mark, she had pushed back from her desk slightly, as if trying to distance herself from the words on the screen.

The silence in the room was palpable. The usual buzz of the city seemed muted, as if the world was also holding its breath.

When Nadia finally looked up, Felicity saw she was blinking back tears. ‘This has to be isolated,’ she said, voice tight with controlled emotion. ‘A few bad actors in the trial coordination team. A misunderstanding.’

She stood up and began to pace.

‘We could contain this,’ Nadia continued, her voice gaining strength as she found a possible path forward. ‘If we do an audit of every trial facility, show full cooperation . . .’ She turned to Felicity. ‘The technology has so much promise. Everything Panacea has developed—it can’t all be compromised. There has to be a way to separate the good from the . . .’

She trailed off, eyes drawn back to the screen. Felicity saw the moment when the full weight of the evidence presented hit her again.

‘How long?’ Nadia’s voice was barely above a whisper. ‘How long do we have?’

‘Nadia, we do have options,’ Felicity said gently.

She watched her client’s reflection in the window. At that moment, Nadia didn’t look like a high-flying senior executive; she looked younger and more vulnerable. She looked like someone close to breaking.

Nadia stood, drawing herself up to her full height. Felicity saw resolve crystallise in her eyes. ‘I need to speak with Marjorie.’ Her voice was cool, but Felicity noticed how tightly her fingers gripped the edge of the desk.

She watched as Nadia picked up her phone. The seasoned investor was back: shoulders squared, chin held high.

Felicity nodded. ‘I’ll ask your assistant to hold everything else,’ she said, moving towards the door.

*

Felicity had been staring at the press statement for twenty minutes when she realised she’d read the same line for the fourth time. Three days in crisis management mode had burned Panacea and Henderson’s carefully crafted joint message into the back of her eyelids. Our deep concern for patient safety . . . launching an internal investigation . . . treating the matter with the gravity it deserves . . .

Le Salut was quiet on weeknights. It was the kind of bar that didn’t mind if you spread papers across a table and nursed one drink for hours. She was halfway through her gin and tonic when Jake Sullivan walked in. Because of course he did. The universe had a sense of humour.

He noticed her immediately. For a moment she thought he might leave. Instead, he walked over to her table, his expression caught between professional regard and something gentler.

‘Rough week?’ he asked.

She gestured at the stack of paper beside her glass. ‘What gave it away?’

‘You’re drinking gin instead of wine. You only drink gin when you’re too tired to care.’

‘I didn’t realise you kept track of my drinking habits.’

‘Necessity of the trade. You’re chattier after gin.’

‘That’s slander.’ She pretended to be affronted, then smiled. ‘Though I suppose you’d know all about that, given how many legal threats you’ve probably accumulated this week.’

He laughed dryly. ‘Half those lawyers don’t even read past the headline before sending cease and desists.’

‘Trust me, I know.’ She grimaced. ‘I’m bcc’d on their emails.’ She took another sip of her drink. ‘I have to hand it to you, Jake: the Panacea story was a particularly devastating corporate takedown.’

‘Felicity . . .’ He shifted uncomfortably.

‘I’m not criticising you. It was good journalism. Necessary.’

‘Even though it’s making your job hell?’

‘That’s not what makes my job hell,’ she said simply. ‘Hell is other people.’

Something in his expression changed. He glanced at her half-empty glass, then at the papers scattered across the table. ‘When did you last eat?’

‘Does coffee count as food?’

‘No.’

‘Then I plead the fifth.’

‘Wrong country.’

She watched him wrestle with something.

‘Can I buy you dinner?’ he asked. ‘There’s a Malaysian place around the corner that makes a delicious seafood laksa.’

She should say no. There were a dozen reasons why having dinner with Jake Sullivan right now was a terrible idea.

She looked at her papers, then at him. ‘You’re not going to ask me about Panacea?’

‘No.’ His voice was quiet. ‘We’re both too tired for that conversation. And you probably haven’t eaten since breakfast.’

She found herself gathering her papers. ‘Bold of you to assume I ate breakfast.’

*

The Malaysian place was cheerful, homey. Jake ordered for both of them with the familiarity of a regular, adding a bottle of wine. Something about his ease here reminded her of the night four years ago when she’d watched him address a room full of journalists with unaffected authority and accept his second Walkley with disarming humility.

She remembered them bantering at the bar, how his hand had felt on her lower back as they’d left together, how his apartment smelled like coffee and old books. But they’d never spoken of that night again; had gone back to being professionally cordial, as if by mutual agreement.

A decade as an investigative reporter had left its mark on Jake: threads of silver scattered through his dark hair, fine lines carved around his eyes, perhaps from squinting at his computer late into the night. He was no longer a bright-eyed cadet; he was someone who’d learned to stand his ground in hostile rooms. But when he smiled, it transformed his stern features into something unexpectedly tender.

‘So,’ she said, watching him add chilli to his noodles, ‘we’ve known each other for, what, five years?’

‘Six. Though the first year probably doesn’t count since your client spent most of it threatening to sue me for libel.’

‘That aged-care story was dubious and you know it.’

‘The evidence was all there.’

‘The evidence was circumstantial.’ But she was smiling; the wine had relaxed her. ‘You were such a pain in the arse back then. All righteous fury and run-on sentences.’

‘And now?’

‘You’re still a pain in the arse but your sentences are better structured.’

He laughed.

‘You’ve grown up too, Flick,’ he said. ‘Most spinners try to kill the story. You try to make things right—even when it’s harder than a simple denial.’

She focused intently on her laksa, trying to ignore how his praise made her skin warm. ‘Yes, well. Someone has to clean up after your crusades.’

The bottle was almost empty. She studied his appearance; the bags under his eyes, the way he hunched his shoulders like he was carrying something heavy. She noticed something loosening in the way he smiled, like he’d set down some of that weight for the night.

‘I should go,’ she said, reaching for her wallet. ‘Early meeting tomorrow. More fires to put out.’

‘I’ve got this,’ he said. ‘Consider it reparations for all the crisis meetings I’ve created for you.’

‘Very gallant, but that bill would cost a touch more than a bowl of laksa.’

‘I guess I’ll owe you another then.’

The words hung between them. She felt a crackle of tension in the air. Was he flirting with her?

Her heart pounded against her ribs as she heard herself say, ‘I have better wine at my place, if you wanted to continue the conversation somewhere quieter.’

The moment the words left her mouth, she felt a flutter of panic. What was she doing? Inviting him to her home while she managed a crisis he’d created? Even if he was interested in her, Jake Sullivan didn’t exactly scream ‘emotionally available’. She could see in him all the telltale signs of someone married to their work; she recognised them because she saw them in herself. Then again, there was something strangely comforting about someone who wasn’t completely available, she thought. Perhaps it was safer that way.

The invitation sat between them. She watched him consider it; watched something shift in his eyes.

‘Yeah,’ he said softly. ‘I think I would.’
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Jake

Felicity’s apartment in Balmain reflected the woman who lived there: thoughtfully curated, with unexpected touches of warmth. Well-worn novels shared shelves with business books. A half-finished crossword puzzle lay on the coffee table, her neat handwriting filling the margins with possible answers.

‘Make yourself comfortable,’ she said, disappearing into the kitchen. ‘Try not to gather too much intel while I’m gone.’

He smiled, sitting down on her sofa. He saw a printed copy of his Panacea article on her coffee table, covered in annotations. He recognised her system: red for factual corrections, blue for messaging strategies, green for potential legal vulnerabilities.

She returned with a fresh bottle of wine, sitting down beside him with her feet tucked under her. ‘I can feel you judging my colour-coding system from here.’

‘I’m admiring your thoroughness.’ He gestured at the article. ‘Though I notice there aren’t many red marks.’

‘Don’t look so smug.’ But she was smiling. ‘You’re infuriatingly comprehensive with your fact-checking these days.’

Outside, the last ferry of the night cut across the harbour.

‘Sometimes I wonder if it ever gets easier,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Knowing things you can’t unknow.’

She turned to look at him.

‘The Panacea story,’ he continued. ‘Those workers were trying to survive. Feed their families. Until a company turned their desperation into an opportunity.’ He stared into his wineglass. ‘Sometimes I feel like I’m drowning in all the ways people hurt each other for profit.’

Felicity touched his arm and he stiffened slightly. Four years ago, they’d left an awards gala together and for one night professional boundaries had collapsed. But in the morning they had snapped back into place. When they’d crossed paths since, he’d occasionally caught her looking at him with an expression he couldn’t quite read.

He looked at her now, surprised not only by the contact but by how much he wanted her to keep her hand there. Up close he noticed things he’d missed before: the warmth in her brown eyes; the freckles on her nose; how her height nearly matched his own. Her hair fell forward as she moved closer and he caught the faint scent of her perfume.

She smiled hesitantly. He found himself studying the way her lips curved up at one corner, how her hand moved to touch the pearl necklace she wore.

Then she leaned in, crossing the line they’d been pretending not to see approaching. When she kissed him, her mouth was soft against his. The kiss was careful at first, deepening when his hands found her waist. She made a small sound that unravelled something in him.

‘We probably shouldn’t,’ he murmured against her lips, even as he pulled her closer.

‘Probably not.’

She pulled back slightly and he saw his own exhaustion mirrored in her eyes; the effort of always having to hold the line. When she kissed him again he kissed her back, his hands coming up to cup her face.

Her hands moved to his shirt buttons. Flick Whittaker was someone who knew what she wanted. The thought sent heat coursing through him.

‘Bedroom,’ she whispered against his mouth. ‘I’m too old for sofa gymnastics.’

He laughed. Then she was leading him down a hallway and he was pushing her up against a wall to kiss her neck and they were both pretending this was simpler than it was.

*

Jake woke to unfamiliar sheets and the smell of coffee. For a moment, he was disorientated by the soft morning light filtering through curtains that weren’t his.

Memory rushed back. Felicity’s lips pressing kisses along his jawline. How her hands had braced against his chest as she’d ridden him; how he’d gripped her hips. They had moved together with the ease of people who’d done this enough times to know how bodies fit together.

She stood by a small chest of drawers near the window, already dressed for work in a pencil skirt and silk blouse. She was responding to emails with one hand while holding a coffee cup in the other, her expression flickering between focus and something that looked like nervousness.

She looked up, catching him watching her. A flush coloured her cheeks, and he was struck by how endearing she looked, slightly off-balance. ‘I, um, made coffee,’ she said, gesturing vaguely towards the kitchen. ‘And there’s bread for toast, if you want. Or we could—’ She stopped, seeming to remember herself. ‘I mean, I have a meeting at eight.’

He sat up, sheets gathered around his waist, and noticed how her eyes lingered on his chest before darting away. The memory of her hands there last night made his skin feel warm.

‘Flick . . .’ he started, not sure what he was going to say.

‘We should probably—’ she started saying at the same time.

They both laughed, the awkwardness evaporating slightly.

‘Coffee first?’ he suggested.

She nodded. ‘Coffee first.’

He pulled on his clothes and followed her to the kitchen. He tried not to think about how domestic this felt: Felicity padding around barefoot, the morning sun catching her hair.

She handed him a cup of coffee—strong and black, how he liked it.

‘So,’ she said, leaning against the counter.

‘So.’ He took a sip of coffee, buying time. ‘That was . . .’

‘Unexpected?’

‘I was going to say nice.’ The words came out before he could second-guess them.

Her smile was quick but genuine. ‘It was.’ Then, more carefully: ‘But probably complicated.’

‘Doesn’t have to be.’

She looked at him over her coffee cup. ‘Everything has a way of getting complicated with you, Jake Sullivan.’

‘Fair point.’

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at her watch. ‘I really do need to . . .’

He nodded. They both had jobs to return to, roles that required clear heads and professional distance. But something had changed between them, and neither seemed to want to disturb the moment.

‘Jake?’ She squeezed his arm as he moved past her. ‘I’ll still fight you on stories that need fighting.’

He smiled. ‘I wouldn’t expect anything less.’

*

The following week, Jake sat in the audience as Felicity accepted an award for Excellence in Media Relations. Her dark green cocktail dress left one shoulder bare—a detail Jake had been trying not to notice all evening.

‘You know,’ she began, adjusting the microphone with a slight smile, ‘people always assume public relations is about hiding things. Sweeping uncomfortable truths under the rug.’ She took a beat, letting the light scepticism in the room settle. ‘But the communications advisers I admire are translators. We help organisations find the language they need to face reality, even when that reality isn’t what anyone hoped for. Though I will say, some journalists do make the job particularly challenging,’ she added, drawing knowing laughs from the room. Her eyes caught his, just long enough to make his collar feel too tight.

Caroline’s elbow caught his ribs. ‘You’re staring,’ she whispered.

‘I’m just showing respect to our adversaries.’

‘Is that what we’re calling it?’ Caroline’s cheeky grin suggested she suspected something.

Later in the night, Felicity approached their table. She had changed into flats that she’d apparently stashed in her handbag.

‘Congratulations, Flick,’ Caroline said, pulling out a chair. ‘That was a classy speech. I noticed you didn’t name any specific troublemakers.’

Felicity smiled. ‘I’m capable of discretion. Some sources are worth protecting.’

‘I’m sure they are.’ Caroline’s eyes sparkled as she stood. ‘And on that note, I need to be somewhere else.’ She winked at Jake as she left.

The champagne made boundaries feel more permeable. Felicity picked up an untouched glass and took a sip. Her lipstick left a mark that he couldn’t stop looking at.

‘I like Caroline,’ she said, shifting closer as the crowd pressed in around them. ‘She’s one of the real ones.’ Felicity was sitting close enough that he could smell her perfume.

‘We should probably maintain some distance,’ he said softly.

He noticed a strand of hair had fallen across her face and suddenly felt an urge to brush it back.

They’d danced around each other since that night a week ago, pretending nothing had transpired between them. Now, he couldn’t remember why they were bothering to pretend.

‘We’re not very good at this, are we?’ she said, swirling the champagne in her glass.

‘At what?’ But he knew what she meant. The plausible deniability they’d been maintaining was about to run out.

‘Professional boundaries.’ Her smile was uncertain.

He took a deep breath. ‘Do you want to get out of here?’

He watched her consider the invitation, watched attraction and hesitation flicker across her face.

She met his eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said.

*

Inside her apartment, the air crackled with tension. They’d been here before. They knew the steps to this dance. But doing this for the second time felt different; like a confirmation.

Her hands were impatient as she worked at his tie. Buttons scattered across the floor as she yanked the fabric apart.

‘I liked that shirt,’ he managed, but his laugh turned ragged as her teeth grazed his collarbone.

‘Bill me.’ She pressed herself against him. ‘I’ve been thinking about this,’ she murmured against his neck.

‘What have you been thinking about?’ he rasped. He felt her smile.

His hands found the zipper of her dress. The dress pooled at her feet, revealing black lace lingerie that made his breath catch.

He took his time with her body, learning which touches made her gasp. When he moved lower, her breath hitched in anticipation. Her fingers threaded through his hair as he tasted her and the sounds she made were somehow both familiar and startlingly new.

‘Jake,’ she breathed. His name on her lips sounded like permission and an imperative. He felt her thighs tense under his hands as he brought her to the edge then over it.

Afterwards, she flipped him over with surprising strength. ‘Your turn,’ she whispered against his neck, and proceeded to demonstrate exactly how much thought she’d given to this moment. Her mouth and hands moved skilfully until he was the one gasping her name.

Later, as his fingers traced shapes on her bare shoulder, he marvelled at how different she looked with all her professional polish stripped away. She had a scar on her hip that he hadn’t noticed last time. Her hair curled when damp with sweat. Her smile in the dark felt like a secret he’d been entrusted with.

‘What?’ she asked, catching him staring.

‘Nothing.’ He pressed a kiss to her shoulder.

She moved closer, fitting herself against him as they fell asleep.

*

Felicity’s kitchen was flooded with Saturday-morning light, a cool breeze drifting through the open window. After weeks of unseasonable heat clinging stubbornly to April, autumn weather had finally arrived.

Jake sat at her breakfast table, the weekend paper spread in front of him. His hand reached automatically for a notebook that wasn’t there—a habit from years of scanning headlines for leads. Felicity watched him with amusement as she poured them both coffee.

‘Take a break,’ she said, sliding a bowl of cereal across to him. ‘That’s why God invented weekends.’

‘Weekends were invented by labour unions.’ But he was smiling as he said it.

‘You’re right.’ She sat down in the chair opposite him, tucking one leg under herself. ‘How about we institute our own labour reform? No shop talk for one hour.’

He watched her over the rim of his coffee cup. There was something different about her in her own home—a softness in how she moved, how her hair fell loose around her shoulders.

‘Jake,’ she said, her voice careful, ‘can I ask you something?’

He looked up. ‘Sounds ominous.’

‘It’s not ominous. Just . . . I’ve been wondering how you know Nadia Kuan.’

He’d known this conversation might be coming but it still felt like a punch in the gut.

‘We worked together,’ he said haltingly. ‘At the student paper.’

Felicity waited. He recognised her technique—silence invited confession. But knowing it was a technique didn’t make it any less effective.

‘And we dated,’ he added. ‘For a while. We were . . . young. Convinced we could fix the world if we found a way to expose the rot. We were probably insufferable.’

‘What happened?’

‘She took a job at a quant trading firm in New York.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I couldn’t understand how someone could care so much about speaking truth to power one day and go work for the system the next.’

Felicity stood, moving to the counter to pour more coffee. ‘Is that why the Panacea story was so hard?’

‘I wrote that story because it needed to be written,’ he replied sharply.

‘I know.’ She handed him a fresh cup, her fingers warm against his. ‘That’s not what I asked.’

A ferry horn sounded from the harbour. He turned the cup in his hands, watching the steam rise.

‘Nadia was the first person to see me and not look away,’ he said finally. ‘Who understood that this’—he gestured vaguely at himself, at the newspaper—‘wasn’t just stubbornness, or anger. That it could be channelled into something valuable, even noble.’

Felicity nodded, waiting for him to continue.

‘I guess I spent the next ten years trying to become what she saw in me. Fighting every battle like she was going to read the by-line and be proud.’ He laughed wryly. ‘But she’s not looking anymore. And yet I don’t know how to stop, even when I want to. Even when fighting all the time is damn exhausting.’

Felicity reached across the table and took his hand in hers. Her hand was warm against his skin. ‘Flick—’ he started, but she shook her head slightly.

‘It’s okay,’ she said, sounding like she meant it. ‘Thank you for sharing that with me.’

A cloud moved over the sun, casting a shadow on her kitchen table. He watched it lengthen and wondered if some things, once seen, could never be unseen.
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Nadia

For the past two weeks, Nadia had been performing an autopsy on her own due diligence.

She’d rebuilt her analysis from scratch, checking every assumption, every calculation. Her desk had become an archaeology of her failure, each layer of self-assessment revealing new oversights, new moments where she should have dug deeper. Her eyes burned from staring at her screen, but she couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop until she understood how she’d failed, again.

The thirty-second floor was nearly empty. The cleaning staff had come and gone, leaving behind a faint scent of lemon polish and lavender bin liners. In the buildings across the way, other offices had gone dark hours ago.

Her search through Henderson’s file management system had taken on an obsessive quality. She’d spent hours navigating the digital labyrinth, following links that circled back on themselves, opening folders nested inside other folders like Russian dolls.

The smoking gun was buried deep: Panacea_Trial Participants_
Reference_Checks. She almost skipped it—reference calls were routine, usually just confirming employment dates and basic background. It was the kind of box-ticking exercise that filled data rooms like packing peanuts.

But something made her double-click.

The Last edited timestamp caught her eye. It was the same day as her latest investment memo went to committee. The analyst’s name was familiar: Linda Hastings from compliance, known for being thorough to the point of obsession. The kind of person who’d once spent a day tracking down a twenty-dollar discrepancy in an expense report.

Linda’s notes were meticulous; each interview was summarised with timestamps, direct quotes, follow-up questions. Nadia scrolled through the document, a chill spreading through her as the words on the screen came into focus.

Subject 12: ‘They told me if I wanted more shifts, I needed to sign up for the trial. I didn’t think I had a choice.’

Her finger froze on the trackpad. She read the line again, then scrolled down.

Subject 17: ‘When I reported the headaches, my manager said I should remember how lucky I was to have a full-time position. The next week, my hours were cut to part-time.’

Nadia’s throat constricted. She scrolled further.

Subject 23: ‘The consent form? They handed it to me at the end of a double shift. Said they needed it back before I clocked in the next day if I wanted to keep my hours.’

Her hands began to tremble, a slight tremor at first, then violently enough that she had to clasp them together to steady them.

Subject 31: Participant expressed confusion about trial protocols. Claims recruitment happened the same day as the job offer.

Subject 38: Subject became emotional discussing side effects. Mentioned pressure to continue despite symptoms.

The words blurred as tears pricked her eyes. She blinked them back savagely, scrolling faster. At the bottom of the document, a single comment in red: Multiple consistent reports of coercive recruitment practices. Recommend immediate escalation to the investment committee.

She checked the document properties. Last opened by: M. Price.

The world contracted around her.

Martin. Her mentor. The man who’d called her after the Novabrite disaster, telling her that failure was how you learned to be great. Who’d advocated for her when the bosses in New York said she needed more supervision. Who’d looked at her just months ago, eyes gleaming, and said, ‘Outstanding work, Nadia.’

A wave of nausea crashed over her. A memory surfaced: she’d been going through the due diligence checklist, and had specifically asked Martin about reference calls with trial participants. With clumsy fingers, she opened the firm’s internal messaging system and found the exchange. There it was—her question about the trial participant reference checks.

His response had been: Standard checks, all clear. Nothing material to flag.

The lights overhead suddenly seemed too bright, drilling into her skull. She stumbled to the office bathroom, barely making it to a cubicle. She retched into the toilet bowl, bringing up nothing but acrid bile.

Her phone buzzed against the tiles. Martin: How’s the review coming? Need your summary for the lawyers by morning.

Tears pricked her eyes as she stared at his message. Just months ago, he’d stayed late to help her polish the Panacea pitch. He’d coached her on how to navigate the politics of superannuation funds, how to appeal to asset managers’ egos. She’d been so grateful; she’d thought they were becoming friends. She’d even agreed to have lunch with his wife—an attractive blonde only a few years older than Nadia—and patiently walked the other woman through the idiosyncrasies of Sydney’s private schools over their overpriced poke bowls.

But perhaps Martin hadn’t been showing her how to rebuild her career. Perhaps he’d been grooming her not to question him. A laugh bubbled up in her throat, wild and ugly. She thought of Jake suddenly, with a clarity that felt like being stabbed. He had tried to warn her all those years ago about the cost of compromise. He had said, ‘Sometimes things are just wrong.’ She’d thought him naive then, too rigid in his certainties.

Now curled on the bathroom floor in a suit that probably cost more than Jake made in a month, she wondered if naivety was believing you could touch something corrupt without it staining you.

Her phone buzzed again. She didn’t need to check to know it was Martin again, wondering why she hadn’t responded. The thought made her stomach heave.

She had spent a decade learning to see patterns in data, to spot inefficiencies in complex systems. But perhaps she had missed the most damning pattern of all.

How power protects itself by making you complicit in its lies.

*

After The Monitor ran its second article about Panacea—this time focusing on the company’s institutional investors and questioning why there had been insufficient scrutiny of the clinical trial recruitment processes—Martin decided to bring in the lawyers. They had commandeered Henderson’s largest conference room, transforming it into a war room with documents arranged in stacks: exhibits, affidavits, statements.

‘The way we get The Monitor to move on from covering Panacea and Henderson’s involvement,’ Marco Salvatore from Maddox Clarke Thornton was saying, ‘is by scaring them.’

Nadia sat very still. What she’d discovered three nights ago sat in her stomach like lead.

Martin sat up with interest.

‘We might not be able to salvage Panacea’s reputation at this point,’ Salvatore continued, clicking to a new slide. ‘But we can protect our own.’

The slide read: Injurious falsehood.

‘We’ll sue The Monitor for injurious falsehood,’ Salvatore said. He sounded like he’d deployed this strategy before. ‘We’ll argue that by implying Henderson was negligent in our due diligence, they’ve damaged our reputation and caused us to suffer economic harm.’

‘What kind of damage?’ someone asked.

‘Significant damage,’ Martin said, eyes gleaming. ‘We can say that potential investors have pulled back. That our reputation in the market has been materially impacted.’

Salvatore nodded approvingly. ‘We’re not going to dispute that Panacea was paying hospitality workers to participate in trials; The Monitor uncovered too much evidence of that. But it will be much harder, if not impossible, for them to prove that Henderson should have detected this during our due diligence process.’

‘But if we sue them, aren’t we exposing our due diligence process to scrutiny?’ Nadia said carefully. ‘Inviting questions about why we weren’t more thorough?’

The room went quiet. Eyes turned to her.

Martin’s voice took on a slightly patronising tone as he said, ‘Nadia, the facts aren’t in dispute. The issue is that The Monitor was implying Henderson was negligent. That we should have caught this.’ He gestured at the whiteboard. ‘That’s not reporting—that’s opinion presented as news.’

Salvatore pulled up another slide. ‘Exactly. Jake Sullivan from The Monitor is a respected journalist, sure. But he also has a pattern of reaching for conclusions beyond his evidence. We can present a decade of evidence that his reporting makes unsupported leaps from “company did X” to “third party should have known about X”.’

‘To address your concern, Nadia,’ Martin said, ‘we control the narrative in litigation. We can argue our due diligence was industry standard. The burden is on them to prove we were negligent, not on us to prove we were thorough.’

‘We don’t even have to win the lawsuit,’ Salvatore added. ‘We just need to make it expensive enough that The Monitor takes down the offending articles. Most media organisations can’t afford prolonged legal battles.’

Nadia’s phone buzzed. Martin had sent her a message: This is how we protect our investors. Sometimes you have to fight fire with fire.

She stared at the message. Around her, the conversation continued—discussion of filing timelines, strategic media responses, ways to paint The Monitor as biased.

When she looked up, Martin was watching her expectantly. She nodded, not quite meeting his eye.

‘Ms Kuan?’ Salvatore’s voice cut through her thoughts. ‘Do you have the minutes of the investment committee meeting where the Panacea investment was approved?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

Nadia barely registered the rest of the meeting. She was thinking about Linda Hastings’ buried report. About hospitality workers signing consent forms at the end of double shifts. About how many different ways there were to hide truth in plain sight.

*

When Nadia met Marjorie at her office, the visionary’s usual charisma had been replaced by something haggard. Her suit hung askew and she looked like she hadn’t slept in days.

‘Our lawyers think the best approach is to create distance between us and Panacea,’ Nadia said, keeping her voice neutral even as her heart hammered against her ribs. ‘They want to sue The Monitor for injurious falsehood. Argue that the coverage has damaged Henderson’s reputation.’

‘Henderson’s reputation?’ Marjorie laughed mirthlessly. She moved to the credenza, hands shaking slightly as she poured herself water. Some spilled on the sleeve of her silk blouse, but she didn’t seem to notice. ‘What about the damage to Panacea’s reputation?’ She turned back to face Nadia, her eyes blazing.

‘They think there’s too much evidence that Panacea broke regulations by directly paying workers to participate in clinical trials,’ Nadia said. ‘It doesn’t pass the pub test. Creating some distance is the strategy our lawyers have recommended.’

‘So you’re going to throw me under the bus while you protect your own hide,’ Marjorie said, her voice dangerously quiet. ‘You know what’s funny, Nadia?’ She spun around, water sloshing over the rim of her glass. ‘When you first pitched Henderson as the right investor for Panacea, I believed you. All that talk about democratising health care, about how you’d learned that sometimes you had to get your hands dirty to drive real change.’

Nadia fought the urge to step back as Marjorie moved closer, the scent of her perfume suddenly cloying.

‘But here you are, running the same playbook as every other investor when things get messy. First sign of trouble and suddenly you’re all about legal strategies and limiting reputational damage.’ She set her glass down hard. ‘You even have the same look they all get—like you’re the real victim.’

‘People were hurt, Marjorie.’

‘People signed consent forms. People got paid.’

Marjorie moved to the window that looked down on the laboratory.

‘You want to know what’s really happening? Some sad little crusader at The Monitor—Sullivan, is it?—needed to feel important. He’s the type of person who never built anything himself but loves to tear down people who actually do. Probably sits in some basement writing exposés about “corporate greed” because he couldn’t hack it in the real world.’

Nadia tasted copper, and realised she’d bitten the inside of her cheek.

‘And now everyone’s scrambling to sue him into silence instead of defending what we built. Because heaven forbid we admit that sometimes transformation requires more than strongly worded policies about ethics.’

‘Panacea coerced—’

‘They were offered an opportunity,’ Marjorie insisted. ‘God, the investment world really is full of hypocrites. You all want to be associated with visionaries until we actually try to change things. Then suddenly everyone’s very concerned about reputation management.’

‘This isn’t just about reputation—’

‘No?’ Marjorie’s voice could strip paint. ‘Then why did Henderson approve our methods when the numbers looked good? Why did Martin Price tell me not to worry about how much we were spending on participant recruitment? Why did you look at our trial data and see exactly what you wanted to see?’

The air left Nadia’s lungs in a rush. The floor suddenly felt unstable beneath her feet. ‘What did you say about Martin?’

Something flickered across Marjorie’s face: a realisation that she’d revealed too much. Then her expression hardened.

‘Get out of my office,’ she said. ‘Go file your lawsuit. Protect your reputation. That’s what you people do best, isn’t it? Build nothing, risk nothing, then lawyer up when things get complicated.’

Nadia stood still, feeling her pulse in her temple. ‘Marjorie, I believed in you. I thought you were building something transformational.’

‘I am building something transformational.’ Marjorie’s hands gripped the back of her chair. ‘And in five years, when we’ve revolutionised human enhancement, no one will remember the people who tried to stop us. They never do.’
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Jake

Jake stared at the thick envelope from Maddox Clarke Thornton, feeling a mixture of vindication and dread. He’d had a call from the reception desk the moment it arrived, an ominously large package marked URGENT: LEGAL.

‘Are we being sued?’ Caroline rolled her chair over to Jake’s desk. ‘Please tell me we’re being sued. I’ve always wanted to be sued by someone important.’

‘Your enthusiasm for litigation is concerning,’ Jake said, but he was smiling as he broke the seal.

‘Got it in one.’ He tried to keep his tone light as he read the letter. ‘Injurious falsehood. Three million in damages. That’s almost flattering.’

Alex Chen appeared in the doorway of his office. ‘Ah, it’s been a minute since I was sued for injurious falsehood. What’s their argument?’

‘About what you’d expect.’ Jake skimmed the first page. ‘They’re claiming our coverage asserted Henderson was negligent in their due diligence. Lots of Latin about “trade libel” and “damage to commercial reputation”.’

Caroline’s smile wavered. ‘But we never reported that Henderson knew about Panacea’s recruitment practices . . .’

‘We didn’t,’ Alex agreed. ‘But we reported that they invested fifty million without detecting sustained regulatory violations. Apparently that’s enough to constitute libel.’ He gestured at the stack of papers. ‘This is going to drain our legal funds. They know what they’re doing.’

‘Hang on,’ Caroline said, frowning. ‘I thought large corporations weren’t allowed to sue for things like libel.’

Alex flicked through the paperwork. ‘The entity that’s suing is the APAC branch of Henderson Global. It’s technically a different company. Apparently they only have nine staff in Australia.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘That sounds like a loophole.’

Alex nodded grimly.

‘You know what, though?’ Caroline said, her spunk returning. ‘They wouldn’t bother with all this if we hadn’t hit a nerve. This’—she tapped the legal papers—‘is them admitting our reporting was effective enough to worry them.’

‘It’ll be a small comfort when the lawyers start billing,’ Alex said dryly, though he was smiling too. ‘Still, we might as well enjoy making them nervous. How many pages did it take for them to explain why their feelings are very hurt?’

Jake turned back to the letter. ‘Four pages. Single-spaced. There’s a whole section here about how our “assertions of negligence” have caused them “irreparable harm in the market”.’ He managed a tight smile. ‘Should we feel honoured or terrified?’

‘Both,’ Alex said, standing up. ‘Definitely both.’

*

‘The thing about injurious falsehood,’ Miles Jenkins announced, striding into The Monitor’s conference room in an overcoat that made him look like he’d wandered off the set of a British detective show, ‘is that they have to prove you damaged their reputation and that you did it with deliberate intent to cause harm.’

He set his leather briefcase on the table with a thunk, then adjusted his bow tie—a gesture that managed to be both theatrical and threatening.

The Monitor’s legal counsel sat down at the head of the table. Miles had made a name defending journalists against mining companies and property developers. His opponents had learned the hard way that the flamboyant suits and witty repartee disguised a legal mind like a steel trap.

‘Henderson’s strategy is textbook,’ he said, pulling out a notepad. ‘They’re claiming you reported they were negligent in their due diligence, which damaged their reputation.’ He beamed. ‘Unfortunately for them, implying someone should have known something isn’t the same as saying they did know something. And darling, I do love a distinction without a difference.’

Caroline was grinning. Alex looked like he was trying very hard not to.

‘You did always love to win on a technicality,’ Alex mused.

Jake saw a strange expression flash across Miles’s face—too quick for Jake to read. ‘I guess some things never change,’ he replied with a small smile.

He put on a pair of reading glasses that matched his bow tie. ‘Let’s talk about how we’re going to approach this. To win this suit they have to prove either malicious intent, or that you published with knowledge of falsity or reckless disregard for the truth. Now, Sullivan, I hear you have a rather magnificent paper trail?’

‘Yes. We have witness statements, trial participant consent forms, payment records—’

‘Stop, you’re making me feel things.’ Miles raised a hand, and Jake noticed the heavy signet ring that marked him as a King’s Counsel. ‘But more importantly, can we authenticate everything?’

Jake pushed three thick folders across the table. ‘Every piece of evidence logged.’

Miles flipped through the papers, his expression growing increasingly pleased.

‘Here’s what Maddox Clarke Thornton always underestimates in libel cases against journalists, especially the annoyingly ethical ones like you lot: you actually care about accuracy. Which means we can demonstrate that your reporting process was anything but reckless.’

‘Is that our strategy?’ Alex asked.

‘Strategy?’ Miles pressed a hand to his chest in mock offence. ‘Darling, we don’t need strategy; we need theatre. You see, this kind of suit contains a trap for bullies. They have to prove we knowingly published false statements that damaged their reputation.’ He grinned wickedly. ‘But we didn’t publish false statements. We published true facts and let readers draw their own conclusions.

‘Panacea was paying vulnerable hospitality workers to join trials without informed consent. True. These practices violated regulations. True.’ Miles ticked off points on his fingers. ‘Henderson invested fifty million dollars in Panacea. True again. For an investment of that size, funds are expected to conduct extensive due diligence that should have uncovered these practices. Hard to contest!’ He paused. ‘You never reported Henderson knew or approved of what Panacea was doing. You simply reported what investors are typically expected to unearth. If readers infer that a due diligence process that missed systematic violations was inadequate, that’s their inference. And you can’t sue someone for what readers think.’

Caroline raised her hand. ‘Are we allowed to bring popcorn to the hearings?’

‘Only if you share.’ Miles winked. Then his expression turned serious for the first time. ‘Listen, trade libel suits are designed to discourage reporting on corporate misconduct. They’re betting you’ll settle rather than fight.’ He straightened his bow tie. ‘So let’s give them a performance they’ll remember.’

*

It had been two months since Henderson’s legal letter arrived. After weeks of procedural motions and evidence discovery, they finally reached opening statements in late September. The case would now begin in earnest.

The courtroom was a study in colonial ambition, with dark wood panelling and portraits of stern-faced judges. Jake sat beside Caroline and Lucille in the gallery, watching Miles arrange his documents at the bar table.

‘Notice how he’s positioned his water glass,’ Caroline whispered. ‘Perfect angle for dramatic sips.’

‘I heard that,’ Miles murmured without looking up. ‘And it’s not drama, it’s stagecraft.’

Marco Salvatore entered with the rest of Henderson’s legal team; in their identical navy suits, they looked like private school students on an excursion. He nodded curtly to Miles, who responded with a smile that was somehow both courteous and predatory.

‘All rise,’ the clerk ordered.

Justice O’Connor entered. She was known for being matter-of-fact, though Miles had cautioned that she could be swayed by slick corporate presentations. Salvatore had won the last case he’d argued before her.

‘Good morning, counsel,’ she said, settling into her chair. ‘We’re here for opening statements in Henderson Global versus The Monitor. Mr Salvatore, you may begin.’

Salvatore rose, smoothing his tie. ‘Your Honour, this case is about the devastating consequences of irresponsible journalism. The Monitor published articles that portrayed my client, Henderson Global, as negligent in their investment approach. These articles contained false information that has caused significant damage to Henderson’s otherwise pristine reputation in the investment community.’

He moved closer to the bench.

‘Henderson Global is a respected firm with an impressive track record of investments in breakout companies; companies that have changed the world for the better. When they invested fifty million dollars in Panacea, they conducted extensive due diligence over many months. But The Monitor painted Henderson as either incompetent or wilfully blind to worker exploitation.

‘Your Honour, we will show that these characterisations are not only false but malicious. We ask this court to hold The Monitor accountable for the damage their reckless journalism has caused to Henderson’s reputation and business relationships.’

Miles shifted in his chair, tapping his pen against his notepad.

Justice O’Connor made a note. ‘Thank you, Mr Salvatore. Mr Jenkins, your opening statement?’

Miles rose slowly. ‘Your Honour, the question at the heart of this case is whether journalists can ask difficult questions about corporate accountability without being dragged into court for their trouble. I’d like to draw the court’s attention to what The Monitor actually published.’

At his signal, his junior counsel began wheeling in trolleys of documents.

Caroline stifled a laugh as the procession continued. Three trolleys. Then five. Then seven. Each loaded with folders of evidence.

Miles gestured towards the gallery. ‘The Monitor published facts. Uncomfortable facts, perhaps, but facts nonetheless. These trolleys contain the evidence that supports the facts we reported: Henderson Global invested fifty million dollars in Panacea, a producer and distributor of an experimental medicine, peptides. Panacea coerced vulnerable hospitality workers to participate in clinical trials, and then bribed them not to report the crippling side effects.’ He paused for impact. ‘This is all true. All proven. All published in the public interest.’

Miles moved to stand in front of the judge.

‘The Monitor asked a simple question: how did sophisticated investors miss these violations of clinical trial regulation? That’s not libel, Your Honour, that’s journalism. Asking questions about oversight is precisely what the public interest requires. My learned friend speaks of Henderson’s “pristine reputation”, but reputations built on wilful ignorance are not deserved. Henderson’s due diligence, while extensive on paper, failed to uncover practices that were occurring in plain sight. Whether that failure was negligent or intentional is a question for the reader to determine for themselves.

‘Your Honour, if we silence journalists for asking legitimate questions about corporate responsibility, we surrender the very accountability that protects vulnerable workers like those exploited by Panacea. The Monitor published the truth. Henderson simply doesn’t like how that truth reflects on their judgement.’

Salvatore’s jaw twitched. He scribbled something on his legal pad.

Justice O’Connor looked at him through her horn-rimmed glasses. ‘Mr Salvatore, what specific false statements do you allege were published?’

Salvatore pulled a copy of the article from a file. ‘Your Honour, the defendant wrote, and I quote: “Questions remain about how such systematic violations could have escaped the notice of sophisticated investors like Henderson Global.” The clear implication is that our client behaved negligently.’

Miles was ready. ‘Your Honour, asking questions is not making statements. The word “questions” is right there in the sentence. The Monitor raised legitimate queries about industry practices. It didn’t provide answers.’

Salvatore produced a printed email. ‘Your Honour, Mr Sullivan also writes a weekly newsletter. In it, he told subscribers: “Henderson Global’s due diligence was either incompetent or wilfully blind. They either missed the exploitation of vulnerable workers or chose to ignore it.”’

Jake felt his stomach drop. The newsletter. He’d written it late one night when he was in a foul mood.

Miles cleared his throat. ‘Your Honour, that characterisation reflects my client’s opinion based on the facts he’d uncovered—’

‘“Incompetent or wilfully blind” is a statement of fact about our client’s competence and character,’ Salvatore interrupted. ‘And it’s demonstrably false, if not malicious.’

‘Your Honour,’ Miles recovered, ‘this was clearly editorial commentary in a newsletter format, not news reporting. And the substance—that concerning practices went undetected—remains factual.’

Justice O’Connor looked up at both lawyers. ‘Gentlemen, thank you for presenting your opening statements. I look forward to the full arguments.’ She picked up her gavel and brought it down with a sharp crack. ‘We’ll reconvene in two weeks.’

*

Two weeks later, Jake sat in the witness box, feeling like an insect pinned for study.

He’d spent his career watching others testify: whistleblowers, experts, corporate executives trying to explain away misconduct. Now he understood why they all fidgeted with their water glasses.

‘Mr Sullivan,’ Salvatore began. ‘You’ve written extensively about financial institutions, haven’t you?’

Jake’s mouth was dry. ‘Yes.’

‘You seem to focus on exposing what you call “corporate malfeasance”.’ Salvatore’s smile was thin. ‘Some might say it’s an obsession.’

‘Objection,’ Miles called from his seat. ‘Argumentative.’

‘Sustained,’ Justice O’Connor said without looking up from her notes.

‘Mr Sullivan, how many articles have you written criticising financial institutions in the past year?’

‘Three major investigations.’

‘All negative?’

‘All accurate.’

A ripple of amusement went through the gallery.

Salvatore adjusted his tie. Jake’s stomach clenched as he registered the predatory shift in the lawyer’s stance. Whatever was coming next, it had been designed to draw blood.

‘Let’s talk about your relationship with Henderson Global,’ Salvatore said, his voice shifting in a way that made Jake’s pulse quicken. ‘You have a personal connection to one of their senior executives, don’t you?’

Jake winced. They had seen this coming. They had prepared for it. But he wasn’t prepared for the sudden, sickening thought that slammed into him: had Nadia volunteered this information herself? Had she sat in a room with Henderson’s lawyers, calmly laying out the blueprint for his undoing? The possibility made the room spin.

‘I . . . knew Nadia Kuan at university, when we worked together at the student paper.’

‘Just “knew” her?’ Salvatore’s eyebrows rose sceptically. ‘Wasn’t she your girlfriend?’

A shocked murmur ran through the courtroom. Jake felt the tension thicken as journalists reached for their notebooks. The sound of pens scratching paper felt like ants crawling across his skin.

‘Objection.’ Miles stood. ‘Relevance?’

‘Goes to motive, Your Honour,’ Salvatore said smoothly. ‘Mr Sullivan’s personal animus may have motivated his reckless characterisations.’

‘I’ll allow it,’ Justice O’Connor said. ‘But tread carefully, Mr Salvatore.’

‘Mr Sullivan?’ Salvatore prompted, his voice dripping with false concern.

Jake forced himself to meet Salvatore’s eyes. He could feel sweat dampening his shirt collar, his heartbeat so loud he wondered if the microphone would pick it up.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We dated. A decade ago.’ The admission felt like letting go of something he’d been holding on to too tightly.

‘But she wasn’t just some girl you dated, was she?’ Salvatore’s voice took on a knowing quality. ‘You two broke the biggest campus story of that year. You must have spent many nights working on the article, building the case. When you started dating, you became the talk of the campus. A student media power couple.’

The details were accurate enough to sting, generic enough that Salvatore could have deduced them from first principles.

‘You were partners in every sense,’ Salvatore continued. ‘Until graduation, when Nadia Kuan told you she didn’t want to be a journalist. That she was taking a job at Jane Street. That must have been’—Salvatore paused—‘disappointing?’

Jake felt old anger and hurt rise in his chest, memories of their last fight suddenly as sharp as a knife. He caught Caroline’s concerned look from the gallery and forced himself to breathe. The air tasted metallic.

‘My reporting is based on evidence, not personal history.’

‘Of course.’ Salvatore’s smile was sympathetic in a way that made Jake’s jaw clench. ‘But when you wrote that newsletter calling Henderson’s due diligence “incompetent”, that wasn’t evidence talking, was it? That was anger. Anger at a woman who chose a career in finance over your . . . shared ideals?’

‘Objection!’ Miles was on his feet. ‘Argumentative and speculative.’

‘Sustained.’

But Salvatore had planted the seed. Jake could feel doubt seeping into the room like smoke. They were painting him as a jilted ex-boyfriend whose personal vendetta had led him to publish reckless accusations.

‘No further questions, Your Honour.’

Miles approached the witness box and Jake felt himself relax slightly. But even as he answered questions about The Monitor’s investigation process—the seven sources, the careful fact-checking—he could see how the narrative would play out. Personal grudge plus inflammatory language equals malice equals injurious falsehood. He could already imagine the tabloid headlines: personal grudge behind henderson exposé?

The courtroom’s air felt suddenly thin. For all their meticulous work, they were vulnerable.

As he stepped down from the witness box, he thought about Nadia. He wondered if, when she read the transcript of these proceedings, she’d be reminded that telling the truth often came at a personal cost.

If she would realise that Jake was a good journalist precisely because he’d already weathered losing what he thought he couldn’t live without.
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Nadia

Nadia sat perfectly still as Marco Salvatore paced the conference room at Maddox Clarke Thornton, his Oxford shoes clicking against the hardwood floor.

‘We’re doing even better than I had hoped,’ he said, his voice brimming with excitement. ‘I didn’t think we’d be able to establish malice, but given Sullivan’s past connection to you, Nadia, I think the judge is buying the possibility that he was motivated by personal grievance rather than public interest. We might actually win this thing. If we do, The Monitor will have to publish a retraction, take down all the articles and pay substantial damages.’ He stopped, savouring the prospect. ‘We might even bankrupt the bastards.’

Felicity sat in the corner, taking notes. She looked like she hadn’t slept much the night before.

‘Nadia,’ Salvatore sat down in the chair across from her, ‘your testimony is crucial. First, we need you to establish that Henderson conducted thorough due diligence; that your process didn’t uncover anything concerning because Panacea went out of their way to conceal their practices. There’s only so much you can do as an investor if the company makes false representations.’

Nadia kept her expression impassive, but her heart beat against her ribs as if it were trying to escape.

‘And then’—Salvatore’s smile turned wolfish—‘we need you to subtly suggest that, due to your prior relationship, Mr Sullivan’s investigation was coloured by personal animosity rather than professional objectivity.’

Jake’s name in Salvatore’s mouth sucked the breath out of her lungs. She’d read the court transcript from the previous day. She could picture Jake in the witness box, his hands clenched into fists as Salvatore tried to turn their shared history into a weapon. She imagined his face as he refused to break, resisting his attempt to make their past small enough to fit Marco’s narrative.

‘I understand the strategy,’ she said, doing her best to sound neutral.

Felicity’s pen stilled against her notepad.

‘Excellent.’ Salvatore began pacing again. ‘The key is to appear reluctant to discuss personal matters. You’re the consummate professional, forced to address unprofessional conduct.’ He came to a stop and looked Nadia in the eye. ‘The market is watching, Ms Kuan. Henderson’s reputation—your own career—depends on presenting a coherent defence.’

‘I know my role,’ she said smoothly.

Felicity was watching her, her expression wary. Nadia wondered what the public relations adviser saw. Another corporate executive preparing to protect the firm? Or something else?

Salvatore nodded, seeming satisfied. ‘Excellent. Let’s take a break, then we’ll practise some lines of questioning.’

*

When they returned to the conference room, Salvatore had arranged his pens like a surgeon arranging scalpels for an operation.

‘Right then,’ the lawyer said, settling back into his chair. ‘Let’s run through some questions. Ms Whittaker, your expertise will come in handy here. The effect we want to achieve is one where Nadia claims the moral high ground. She doesn’t get dragged into slinging mud, but we do just enough to imply that Jake Sullivan had an axe to grind.’

Felicity blinked as if surfacing from a daze. ‘Right . . . yes. We want to establish credibility through restraint; let the facts speak for themselves.’ She clicked her pen. ‘The key is ensuring Ms Kuan comes across as a reluctant witness, not a vindictive one.’

‘Precisely.’ Salvatore beamed. ‘Let’s start with the basics. Ms Kuan, you’ve reviewed Mr Sullivan’s articles about Henderson’s investment in Panacea. In your opinion, do these articles present a fair and balanced assessment?’

The question was a softball—they’d already rehearsed this a dozen times. Nadia slipped into the familiar rhythm of the defence.

‘No, they don’t,’ she said. ‘The articles focus on problems that emerged after our investment, without acknowledging Henderson’s thorough vetting process. We conducted extensive interviews with Panacea management, reviewed clinical trial data and examined their regulatory compliance records. The Monitor’s reporting misrepresents the comprehensive nature of our due diligence.’

Salvatore nodded approvingly. ‘Good, good. Now, the personal element. Ms Kuan, I understand you and Mr Sullivan knew each other at university? What was the nature of your relationship?’

Nadia’s pulse quickened.

‘We were fellow editors on the student newspaper,’ she said. ‘We worked closely together, and that . . . developed into a personal relationship.’

‘I see. And how long did you date?’

‘About a year.’

‘And why did that relationship end?’

‘Because I moved to New York.’

‘Why did you move?’

‘I received a job offer from Jane Street, a quantitative trading firm.’

‘Did Mr Sullivan consider moving to New York with you?’

Nadia felt heat rise to her cheeks. ‘No.’

‘And what was his reaction to your decision to accept the offer?’

Felicity shifted in her chair, crossing and uncrossing her legs.

‘We . . . had different visions for our futures,’ Nadia said.

Salvatore’s eyes gleamed. ‘Different visions. Can you elaborate?’

‘Jake was committed to journalism in Sydney. I chose to pursue a finance career in Manhattan.’

‘A career in finance,’ the lawyer repeated. ‘And how did Mr Sullivan react to that choice?’

Nadia hesitated. ‘He was . . . disappointed,’ she said.

‘Disappointed.’ Salvatore nodded encouragingly then turned to Felicity. ‘Ms Whittaker, how should we frame this disappointment? A professional disagreement or something more personal?’

‘Well,’ Felicity said, her voice catching slightly, ‘we’d want to suggest that his antagonism towards corporate finance in general might have shaped his view of Ms Kuan’s choice.’

‘Excellent!’ Salvatore exclaimed. ‘And Ms Kuan, would you say Mr Sullivan has held your career choice against you ever since?’

The question landed like a slap.

‘I . . .’ Nadia started.

‘Take your time,’ Salvatore said gently, but his eyes glinted with anticipation.

‘I think Jake has very strong principles,’ she managed.

Salvatore nodded. ‘The kind of principles that might make him resent someone who became successful in an industry he despises?’

Felicity drew in a sharp breath, and both Nadia and Salvatore turned to look at her. There was a sheen of perspiration on her forehead.

‘Are you alright, Ms Whittaker?’ the lawyer asked. His voice was tinged with impatience.

‘Yes, sorry,’ Felicity said quickly, touching her temple. ‘I’m just . . . taking notes.’

Nadia could see that Felicity’s notepad was nearly blank; her pen had barely touched the page in the last few minutes.

Salvatore turned back to Nadia. ‘When you read Mr Sullivan’s articles about Henderson Global, did you detect that same . . . stubbornness? Perhaps an inability to accept that people might be justified in making different choices?’

The room felt like it was contracting around her.

‘Jake is . . .’ Nadia began, then stopped.

‘Ms Kuan?’ Salvatore prompted.

‘Jake is passionate about his work,’ she said finally. ‘Sometimes that passion may overwhelm his judgement.’

‘Overwhelm his judgement,’ Salvatore repeated. ‘Yes, that’s exactly the tone we want. Reluctant recognition of an uncomfortable truth.’ He turned to Felicity again. ‘Ms Whittaker, what do you think?’

Felicity was quiet for a moment, staring at her notepad. When she spoke, her voice was low. ‘Yes, we want to emphasise that Ms Kuan is being forced to discuss personal matters reluctantly. That she’s trying to be fair to someone who hasn’t been fair to her.’

‘Yes, that’s perfect.’ The lawyer rubbed his hands together. ‘Now, let’s practise the key moment. Ms Kuan, when I ask you whether you believe Mr Sullivan’s investigation was motivated by professional duty or personal grievance, what will you say?’

Nadia cleared her throat. ‘I’ll say that I hope it was professional duty. But I can’t be certain.’

The lawyer smiled like a cat who’d caught a particularly fat mouse. ‘Superb. Absolutely superb. The doubt is everything. We don’t need you to accuse him outright. We just need you to plant the seed.’

Nadia nodded. Through the window, she could see the harbour stretching towards the heads, afternoon sunlight washing the city in amber.

*

The court building’s bathroom countertops had been worn smooth by decades of nervous hands. Nadia understood why—she had spent ten minutes staring at her reflection, reapplying lipstick that didn’t need fixing, adjusting a blazer that was already perfect.

The door opened. Felicity stepped in, then stopped abruptly. For a moment, neither of them moved.

‘Sorry,’ Felicity said. ‘I didn’t mean to . . .’

‘It’s fine.’ Nadia capped her lipstick. ‘Marco wants me camera-ready for my performance.’

The words came out sharper than she’d intended. She saw Felicity flinch in the mirror as she moved to the next sink. Up close, Nadia could see the shadows under the PR adviser’s concealer, the tremor in her hands as she reached for the tap.

‘Felicity, you’ve been handling Jake Sullivan for a while, right?’ Nadia asked. She tried to make the question sound casual; polite interest between women in adjacent fields.

Felicity’s hands stilled. ‘Yes, a few years.’ Her tone was light, but she avoided meeting Nadia’s eye in the mirror.

‘He can be intense.’ Nadia watched Felicity’s reflection. ‘When he’s chasing down a lead.’

‘He’s very dedicated.’ Felicity reached for the soap. Her hands weren’t quite steady.

The hitch in Felicity’s voice when she said ‘dedicated’ made something click into place in Nadia’s mind. She remembered that tone. She’d used it herself once.

‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Of course.’

‘Does he still draw cartoons on his coffee cups when he’s thinking?’

Felicity started, sending water splashing over her sleeve. A long moment passed before she said, ‘Yes, he does.’ She dabbed at her blouse nervously.

‘Good.’ Nadia nodded. ‘I’m glad he has someone who . . .’ She trailed off, looking for words that wouldn’t hurt either of them. ‘Someone who understands him.’

Felicity’s hands stilled. When she looked up, her mask had slipped. ‘Nadia, he’s never . . . When he’s talked about you, it’s never with bitterness. Just . . .’ She smiled sadly. ‘Resignation, maybe. About how people can want different things.’

The words settled between them like a peace offering. For a moment they were just two women who knew what it meant to face Jake Sullivan across a divide and wish—if only for a moment—that they could be as certain as he was.

Through the bathroom walls, Nadia could hear the muffled sounds of the courthouse: footsteps, voices, the machinery of justice grinding forward.

‘They’re waiting for you,’ Felicity said.

Nadia checked her reflection one last time. A decade in finance had taught her how to wear her competence like armour. Her face gave away nothing at all.

*

Nadia sat in the witness box, conscious of every breath, every movement. The leather portfolio in her lap seemed to burn her skin.

The room was packed beyond capacity. Ever since the revelation last week that she and Jake had been romantically involved, the court case had transformed from a dry legal proceeding into a public spectacle. What had started as a libel case between a financial firm and a newspaper had become a story the tabloids could sink their teeth into: a tale of love and betrayal; an unlikely romance between a professional pain in the arse and a financial hotshot.

Journalists filled the gallery, pens hovering in anticipation. The Henderson legal team occupied the front bench like a wall of navy suits, radiating the nervous excitement of spectators watching millions in billables unfold. Martin Price sat directly behind them, his usual avuncular smile replaced by something harder. She caught him checking his phone compulsively—probably fielding messages from Henderson’s other partners asking for updates about the case.

Marco Salvatore approached the witness box. His wool suit caught the light from the high windows.

‘Ms Kuan,’ he said, ‘could you explain Henderson’s due diligence process for the Panacea investment?’

‘Our process was comprehensive,’ Nadia replied in an authoritative tone. ‘We conducted an extensive review of all materials provided by Panacea management: financial statements, trial results, market analysis.’

Salvatore nodded encouragingly. ‘And based on that review, did Henderson have any reason to suspect the practices later reported by The Monitor?’

‘Our due diligence uncovered only standard risks,’ she said. ‘There was nothing that raised material concerns.’

Salvatore’s smile warmed as he moved closer to the witness box. His cologne arrived before he did, cedar and oud.

‘Now, Ms Kuan, I’m afraid I must ask about a personal matter.’ His voice took on a tone of reluctant necessity. ‘You knew Mr Sullivan personally, didn’t you? Before he started investigating Panacea?’

The part she’d been dreading. In the gallery, she saw Jake’s hands tighten on his coffee cup, a gesture so familiar it felt like muscle memory in her own fingers.

‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘We worked together at the student newspaper. And we . . . dated briefly.’

‘And how would you characterise Mr Sullivan’s approach to investigative journalism?’

This was it. She was supposed to suggest Jake’s personal feelings had compromised his objectivity. Paint him as a jilted ex-boyfriend seeking revenge.

‘Jake has always been’—she swallowed—‘very passionate about his work.’

Salvatore’s eyes glinted. ‘Ah, very passionate,’ he repeated, nodding.

Glancing towards the second row, Nadia saw Jake flinch.

‘Do you believe,’ Salvatore continued, ‘that Mr Sullivan’s professional judgement could have been clouded by his, er, passions? Could his unresolved feelings for you—’

‘Objection!’ Miles Jenkins stood, his bow tie quivering with indignation. ‘Leading the witness!’

‘I’m asking after Mr Sullivan’s motives, Your Honour,’ Salvatore explained. ‘The court should understand Ms Kuan’s account of the personal context of the representations Mr Sullivan made about Henderson’s competence.’

‘I’ll allow it,’ Justice O’Connor decided. ‘But I warn you again, Mr Salvatore.’

Nadia forced herself to look at Jake. His appearance was both strange and familiar, like a childhood home that had been renovated. The years had carved lines around his eyes, his mouth. But his posture was just as she remembered: he was hunched forward, like he was straining to hear something.

It was the expression on his face that undid her.

He didn’t look angry. Instead, she saw a bone-deep weariness in him—not the tiredness of late nights at the office, but a fatigue she hadn’t seen in him as a student. It was, she thought, the exhaustion of someone who’d spent a decade watching other people choose comfort over conscience. What those years must have cost him; to hold the line, while others around him learned to compromise.

She remembered him at twenty-two, fearless and resolute, determined to prove that some truths were worth the sacrifice. She imagined him sitting in the same witness box, resisting Salvatore’s attempts to paint his journalism as a jilted lover’s revenge.

The quiet resignation on his face cut deeper than anger ever could have; he was watching her with managed expectations. Like he already knew what happened when people were forced to choose between truth and survival.

Nadia thought back to the times Martin had drawn her aside, advising her on how to navigate the world—not as it should be, but as it was. I know you have good intentions, Nadia. You can make change once you have enough power to matter. How seductive the promise had been. And ultimately how empty.

‘Ms Kuan?’ Salvatore prompted. ‘Do you believe Mr Sullivan’s personal feelings clouded his reporting?’

Nadia’s fingers touched the worn edge of her leather portfolio. ‘The truth is,’ she heard herself say from far away, ‘Jake Sullivan’s reporting got a lot right.’

Salvatore’s pen slipped, almost comically, against his notepad. There were sharp inhalations from the Maddox Clarke Thornton bench. Journalists’ laptops clattered like startled birds.

Nadia barely heard it. The afternoon sun slanted through the tall windows, suddenly warm on her face. She saw Jake’s head snap up, his eyes widening in disbelief.

‘Ms Kuan,’ Salvatore’s voice had hardened to steel. ‘I remind you that you’re under oath.’

‘I am aware.’ She met his gaze directly, then turned to Justice O’Connor. ‘I have here a report that details systematic coercion of vulnerable workers into medical trials. This report was excluded from the investment committee materials on instruction from Henderson Global’s managing director of APAC, Martin Price.’

The room erupted. Cameras flashed like lightning. Justice O’Connor’s gavel lay forgotten as she stared at Nadia, baffled. Through the courtroom, people turned towards their companions; hushed murmurs swelled to urgent hisses rising to a crescendo in a roar of disbelief.

Through the chaos she kept her eyes on Jake. She watched shock replace resignation; saw hope war with disbelief on his face.

‘I suspected.’ Her words cut through the noise like a knife. ‘Not at first and not the extent. But I knew enough to be culpable. I chose to look away because . . . the story was too good.’

She opened her portfolio with surprisingly steady hands. ‘I have documentation. Internal memos. Evidence that Henderson Global invested in a company that it knew was treating desperate workers like lab rats and paying them to stay quiet about side effects.’

The silence that followed felt absolute. She could hear her own heartbeat, the radiators ticking on the walls, the scratch of dozens of pens racing to capture what was happening.

Her eyes found Jake’s across the divide. His mouth held the ghost of a smile she hadn’t seen in over a decade. For a moment they were kids again, high on adrenaline, on the kind of certainty that only visits upon twenty-two-year-olds. On the belief that the truth could fix anything if only you were brave enough to tell it.

Then the moment shattered. Salvatore was shouting for a recess. Henderson’s lawyers were rushing forward. Felicity had her hand pressed to her mouth, her eyes wide.

Nadia looked down at the inscription on her leather portfolio: Pick your fights and fight them well. She had spent a decade learning to look away. It had cost her too much.
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Caroline

In her decade as a reporter, Caroline Mitchell had developed three theories:

1) Council corruption could be reliably predicted by the quality of the mayor’s golf tan;

2) The best sources always showed up wearing a cardigan; and

3) There were six reasons why people committed professional seppuku.

She collected career immolations like other people collected Tupperware. She carefully catalogued each one in a folder labelled Spectacular Career Suicides (Chronological). It sat in her filing cabinet, next to her stash of emergency chocolate.

1. SCRUPLES

The first specimen in Caroline’s collection was Phillip Andrews, Newcastle City’s head of planning and owner of what she could only assume was the world’s last surviving corduroy suit.

Phillip had spent twenty-two years being so boring that watching him approve building permits could be classed as a medical sedative. His idea of rebellion was using non-regulation paperclips. He took exactly forty-five minutes for lunch, eating the same sandwich (cheese and cucumber, no crust) while reading planning regulations.

Which is why Caroline nearly choked on her Red Bull when Phillip stood up at the monthly council meeting and chose violence.

‘Item four on the agenda,’ he began in his usual drone—‘the Wallace Street rezoning application.’

Caroline was doodling in her notebook, adding devil horns to her sketch of the mayor. She had covered enough rezoning applications to know how this went: developer waves money, council pretends to care about consulting the community, everyone pretends not to notice the mayor’s new designer handbag.

Then Phillip smiled.

Caroline’s pen froze mid–devil horn. In three years of council meetings, she had never seen Phillip Andrews’ facial muscles move. She hadn’t been entirely sure he had them.

‘Before we vote,’ he said, still smiling, ‘I’ve prepared a small presentation.’

The first slide appeared: the mayor’s bank statement.

‘This made for fascinating reading,’ Phillip commented mildly. ‘I was especially engrossed in how the deposits into my esteemed colleague’s bank account coincide so perfectly with the council’s voting schedule.’

The council chamber erupted. Caroline’s pen flew across the page, trying to capture every detail, including the mayor’s face cycling through colours previously unknown to science.

‘I have copies for everyone,’ Phillip continued pleasantly, producing a stack of manila folders. ‘Including the Newcastle Herald. Ms Mitchell?’ He turned to Caroline with what could only be described as a smirk. ‘I enjoyed how you described me as “bureaucracy made flesh” in a recent article. It was very creative.’

Security arrived, but Phillip was already walking himself out, his briefcase swinging jauntily at his side. He stopped in the doorway and turned to address the chaos he’d created.

‘You know what I realised?’ he asked rhetorically. ‘After twenty-two years of championing procedure, I’ve come to the conclusion that sometimes all the procedure does is give corruption a place to hide.’

Caroline labelled his folder Exhibit A: When Beige Goes Ballistic. Sometimes, she’d open it just to remind herself that even the most boring bureaucrat could be plotting a spectacular revolution.

2. SPITE

Spite, Caroline had discovered, was like Spanx for the soul—uncomfortable but surprisingly effective at holding things together until you were ready to make a scene.

Her favourite spite-fuelled career immolation starred Dr Elizabeth Cummins, Australia’s leading climate scientist and secret rap battle enthusiast.

For fifteen years, Elizabeth had played the game. She’d couched her warnings about climate catastrophe in pleasant euphemisms like ‘areas of concern’ and ‘requiring further study’. She’d smiled through Senate hearings while politicians explained carbon cycles to her, and nodded politely when mining executives asked if she’d considered that maybe the earth’s climate was ‘just going through a natural cycle’.

Then came the Royal Commission.

‘Dr Cummins,’ the commissioner began, ‘could you explain your modelling—’

‘Actually,’ Elizabeth interrupted, pulling out her phone, ‘I’ve prepared a rap.’

The silence in the hearing room was deafening.

‘I call it “Hot Air”,’ she continued cheerfully.

Then, to the horror of three government departments and the delight of every journalist present, she proceeded to drop the most scientifically accurate diss track in Australian history.

The chorus, which rhymed ‘carbon emission’ with ‘terminal condition’ and ‘political ambition’, went viral online. The second verse, which compared some politicians’ understanding of science to ‘a koala doing quantum physics’, became an unofficial anthem at climate rallies.

By the time the dust settled, Elizabeth had lost her government grant and her seat on three advisory boards. She’d also gained two million TikTok followers and a standing invitation to perform at Splendour in the Grass.

‘Was it worth it?’ Caroline asked her later, as Elizabeth’s rap played for the fourteenth time on Triple J.

Elizabeth shrugged. ‘They kept telling me to be more “accessible”, to “communicate science in an engaging way”. Well . . .’ She gestured at the TV where her rap was now soundtracking climate protest footage and smiled. ‘Mission accomplished.’

Caroline filed this one under Exhibit B: When Good Scientists Go Rad. Sometimes, she reflected, the most effective way to speak truth to power was to make power incredibly uncomfortable.

3. SELF-DISGUST

Professor Nora Romano had the kind of story that made weekend newspaper editors giddy. She was a blind veterinary scientist whose research was reportedly revolutionising canine cancer treatment. She glided through labs and lecture halls with grace, always accompanied by her seeing-eye dog Professor Woofington.

Caroline had been assigned the feature because she’d lost a bet. rising star in veterinary oncology sees with her heart. It was a heartwarming piece that wrote itself: seven hundred words about overcoming obstacles, published alongside an adorable photo of the distinguished Professor Woofington.

The interview started as they usually did. Nora spoke eloquently about her research, overcoming barriers in veterinary medicine, and the bond between humans and companion animals. Her fingers moved gracefully across her braille paper. Professor Woofington dozed in his bed by the window.

‘Your recent paper on early detection of canine cancer has been widely acclaimed,’ Caroline said, working through her prepared questions. ‘What inspired that research?’

Nora pressed her lips together, blinking rapidly.

Caroline set down her pen. ‘Dr Romano? We can take a break if—’

‘Did you know,’ Nora cut in, ‘that every major study on canine cancer in the last decade has been funded by pet food manufacturers?’

Nora’s eyes brimmed with tears as she started to describe a field built on compromise: industry-funded studies into the health impact of heavily processed food claiming the results were inconclusive; leading journals that wouldn’t touch research critical of their advertisers. A generation of vets trained on nutrition courses sponsored by Big Kibble. She wiped at her eyes as she spoke.

‘I’ve been complicit this whole time,’ she said, her voice breaking as tears started to stream down her face. ‘All my papers that avoid calling kibble carcinogenic. My talks, sponsored by companies whose products I knew were full of nasty chemicals.’ She pressed a hand to her mouth, her shoulders shaking. ‘God, I can’t live with myself.’

Caroline saw Professor Woofington lift his head, sensing Nora’s distress. He padded over, pressing himself against Nora’s leg. The gesture seemed to break her completely.

‘Three days ago, I was reviewing the lab tests when Woofington’s vet called,’ she said through fresh sobs, wiping futilely at the tears that continued to spill down her cheeks. Her shaking hands found Professor Woofington’s head. ‘He has lymphoma. Doctor says he has six months to live, maybe less. And I realised: I’m protecting the system that made him sick.’

Professor Woofington nuzzled her hand.

‘Dr Romano, if you want this off the record—’

‘No.’ Nora straightened, composing herself. ‘I need someone to write this. All of it. The grants, the compromises, how we convince ourselves that looking the other way is merely being practical.’ She took a shaky breath. ‘I’m so tired of hating what I’ve let myself become.’

The story earned Caroline a Walkley nomination and cost Nora her tenure. The establishment closed ranks, suggesting personal tragedy had clouded the professor’s judgement.

In her collection, Caroline labelled this one Exhibit C: First Do No Harm. Nora had taught her that the most dangerous moment for an institution isn’t when it’s attacked by outsiders, but when insiders can no longer stomach their own complicity.

4. SURVIVOR’S GUILT

Mario Gonzalez was a zookeeper at Roar Ridge Zoo. One day, he walked into Caroline’s office carrying a manila folder. ‘I should have died that day,’ were his first words. He looked like he hadn’t slept properly for weeks.

His hands shook as he pushed the folder across her desk. The incident report was dated eighteen months ago. Joey Flores, senior zookeeper, killed during routine maintenance of the Bengal tiger enclosure. A ‘tragic accident’, according to the investigation. The kind of story that makes the evening news for a day before being filed away under ‘occupational hazards’.

Mario was supposed to be on that shift.

‘Joey covered for me,’ he said. ‘I told him I had a doctor’s appointment. But really . . .’ He twisted his hands in his lap. ‘I’d noticed the fence wiring was loose during my inspection. I should have reported it. But management had been skimping on maintenance for months. They kept saying the budget was tight, to note any “non-critical” repairs for next quarter.’

He took a shuddering breath. ‘Rajah—that’s our male Bengal—he had started acting weird that week. More aggressive than usual. We’d been understaffed since the last round of cuts, so I couldn’t give him the enrichment time he needed. And I . . .’ He pressed his hands against his eyes. ‘I was scared. So when Joey offered to swap shifts, I said yes. I didn’t tell him about the fence. I figured it would hold another day.’

The next part of the story came out in fragments, like shrapnel working its way to the surface: how Mario had been at the movies when his phone started buzzing. He’d walked into the emergency department to find Joey’s wife already there. At the funeral he’d been unable to look at Joey’s kids.

‘I kept quiet during the investigation,’ he continued. ‘They blamed it on Joey. They said he must have missed the damage during his inspection. His family lost half the compensation because of “contributory negligence”.’ The words came out in gasps. ‘And I . . . I said nothing. I let them blame him. I let them hide how their cost-cutting had put Joey’s life at risk. Because I was guilty too.’

‘What changed?’ Caroline asked softly.

Mario pulled out his phone, showed her a photo: Joey’s daughter at her primary school graduation. ‘She finished school last week. Joey should have been there. Instead, she’s going to spend her life thinking her dad died because he was careless. I can’t keep carrying this. His kids deserve to know the truth: that their dad died because the zoo put their profits over safety, and because I was too scared to speak up—twice.’

The story ran three days later. Mario lost his job and any chance of working in animal care again, but the zoo was forced to pay full compensation to Joey’s family and undergo a major safety audit that revealed systemic understaffing and maintenance issues.

Caroline labelled this one Exhibit D: Feeding Time. Some guilt was too big to live with—it would pace inside you, growing hungrier and more restless, until one day it would tear through every careful justification you had built to contain it.

5. SULLIVAN

Caroline had worked with Jake Sullivan for eight years, which meant she’d spent approximately seven stopping him from accidentally killing himself with a caffeine overdose.

Everyone assumed they’d dated at some point. After all, they furiously agreed on most topics and had spent more nights together poring over procurement records than some married couples spent over dinner.

But she’d also seen how stories lived in him. She’d watched him with sources, and saw how he absorbed their pain. She’d realised that loving Jake Sullivan would mean having to share him.

So they’d become something better than lovers: conspirators. She brought chaos and humour to his methodical drive; he brought focus to her scattered brilliance. Together, they were The Monitor’s most effective investigative team.

What most impressed Caroline was how Jake worked with sources. They would arrive clutching a briefcase of documents or incriminating files on USB drives. Their voices would quiver as they tried to explain what they had seen. Most had spent months or years noticing things that didn’t add up, but they had kept quiet out of fear or confusion or the gnawing doubt that maybe they were the crazy ones.

Jake would listen with intense concentration, taking notes in his jagged handwriting. He would spend weeks with them, reconstructing timelines and connecting the pieces. He’d teach them how to keep records, how to protect themselves, how to make their story impossible to dismiss.

‘The trick isn’t getting people to speak up,’ he’d told her once. ‘It’s showing them they’ve already gathered the evidence. They just didn’t know that’s what they were doing.’

Jake taught his sources what he had learned the hard way—that telling the truth wasn’t just about bravery; it was about documentation, verification, making your evidence undeniable.

That was why people trusted him. They recognised in Jake Sullivan someone who understood what it would cost them. Someone who would help them make it count.

Caroline had started a Sullivan folder in her file of career immolations. Not for Jake, but for the people whose lives had imploded after he helped them find their voice. Like Jill, who had walked away from partner track at a Big Four accounting firm to expose tax fraud. She now did bookkeeping for small businesses. Or Steven, who’d sacrificed a management role at a construction company to prove that his boss had known about asbestos being disposed of in playgrounds. He now drove for Uber between job interviews that went nowhere.

Some sources found peace afterwards, having divested themselves of a burden, but others never quite recovered. They blamed Jake when the consequences hit harder than expected—when the legal bills ate at their savings, or their industry blacklisted them, or their kids had to change schools. A few disappeared completely, changing their numbers and trying to make a fresh start somewhere else.

What Caroline learned from Jake’s sources was that the courage to tell the truth wasn’t about a single moment of disclosure. It was in being prepared to face what happened after that. Some people went down in flames; others found redemption in the ashes. Those who struggled the most were the people who’d known the truth for years; who’d spent years looking the other way. Because for them, choosing to tell the truth didn’t just risk their career—it meant having to face who they’d become while they stayed silent.

6. ALL OF THE ABOVE

Caroline had spent eight years preparing to hate Nadia Kuan.

She’d first heard about Nadia from Alex, late one night when Jake had fallen asleep at his desk. ‘He used to laugh more, before he and Nadia broke up,’ Alex had told her, as they watched Jake twitch in his sleep. ‘He used to be happy about the small victories.’

The details had emerged over the years, never in order, always when Jake was too tired to avoid the topic. One time he’d told Caroline about how Nadia would take his coffee cup cartoons and write speech bubbles on them. ‘She kept them all,’ he’d said, staring into his current cup like it might hold answers. ‘Said she was documenting my artistic evolution.’

The day Nadia had emailed Jake to let him know she was engaged, he had got properly drunk for the first time since Caroline had met him. He had talked about moments they’d shared in the basement office of the student newspaper: how Nadia would fall asleep reading, wake up with paper stuck to her cheek, and immediately start talking about whatever she’d been thinking before she dozed off. ‘Like sleep was just a brief interruption in our conversation,’ he’d said, his laugh catching in his throat.

His voice had softened as he recalled their first joint by-line. Not the investigation itself, but how they’d celebrated afterwards, sneaking bottles of cheap champagne up to the roof of the Law building, watching the sun rise over the city.

Since Nadia had returned to Sydney ten months ago, Caroline noticed how Jake would sometimes sit bolt upright while scrolling through his newsfeed, looking like he’d seen a ghost. After he’d run into her at Bel Piper’s party, he’d stayed late at the office for weeks, drawing increasingly detailed sketches on his coffee cups—the kind that meant he was trying very hard not to think about something and failing horribly.

Watching her in the witness box now, Caroline had to admit Nadia Kuan was beautiful. There was something fragile about her, like expensive porcelain that would shatter if struck. Her hands kept finding the corner of her leather folder with a nervousness that was palpable.

Nadia’s eyes swept the courtroom until they found Jake’s. For a brief moment, her composure slipped. Caroline watched them both freeze. Something passed between them, quick and electric as summer lightning.

Over the years, Caroline had studied the way Jake looked at witnesses. She could always read his face: when he was giving someone space to find their courage, when he was quietly furious, when a story had got under his skin. But she had never seen him look at anyone the way he was looking at Nadia now. It made her heart ache, how much history and hurt and hope could be contained in a single glance across a courtroom.

Nadia’s testimony started as expected: meaningless corporate buzzwords, the poise of someone who had spent a decade learning to say just enough without revealing anything.

That is, until Nadia took a deep breath, looked Marco Salvatore straight in the eye, and said, ‘The truth is, Jake Sullivan’s reporting got a lot right.’

Time stood still. Caroline felt like she was watching someone step off a cliff in slow motion.

In the testimony that followed, Caroline recognised each of the reasons people committed career immolation:

Nadia’s scruples showed in how she sat unnaturally straight in the witness box, like she had a steel rod in her spine. Jake had once described how she held herself in a meeting with difficult university administrators: ‘Like she was daring them to defy the evidence we’d compiled.’ Caroline saw the ghost of that indignant student—the girl who had bristled when powerful people believed they could behave with impunity.

Spite flashed across her face when Salvatore tried to use her relationship with Jake against him. Caroline remembered when an inebriated Jake had told her about their final fight. He’d described Nadia’s face when he’d accused her of selling out. ‘Like I’d slapped her,’ he’d slurred, so drunk he was almost sober again. ‘Like she couldn’t believe I’d stopped seeing her.’

Self-disgust laced her voice when she described how vulnerable workers were recruited and paid off. Jake had mentioned that Nadia would be physically sick when they uncovered something especially cruel. ‘Not angry,’ he’d said, ‘but like her body rejected the knowledge that people could do that to each other.’ That same repulsion was there on her face as she testified.

Survivor’s guilt showed up in smaller tells; how she kept her head high while describing her own complicity, like someone forcing themselves to bear witness.

And then there was Sullivan.

As Nadia spoke, Caroline watched her best friend’s expression crack open.

His almost-smile made her heart splinter. When Nadia looked at him again, her own composure shattered like a vase hitting a marble floor. Caroline watched anguish, pride and determination do battle on her face. Then she straightened her back, lifted her chin and kept talking. Her voice rang clear even as her painstakingly constructed world burned down.

The room was erupting around them. In the press gallery, journalists’ fingers flew across laptops, the click-clack of keyboards providing a frantic percussion. One reporter had knocked over his coffee in his haste to capture every word. Even the most cynical court veterans sat transfixed, recognising they were witnessing something unprecedented.

Martin Price looked like he was having an aneurysm, his face a shade of purple. The other Henderson executives had gone deathly pale.

Caroline saw Felicity Whittaker in the third row. Her fingers kept moving to the pearl necklace she wore, twisting it with an anxiety Caroline had never seen in her at press briefings. When Felicity’s eyes moved between Jake and Nadia, something like dawning understanding flashed across her face.

The Henderson lawyers were practically climbing over each other now, desperate to call for a recess. Justice O’Connor’s gavel cracked against wood, demanding order. But Caroline couldn’t look away from what was passing between Jake and Nadia—something so private and devastating it made her feel like an intruder.

Her notebook sat forgotten in her lap. Some stories were too sacred to be documented, filed, categorised. They demanded to be witnessed.
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Jake

Jake lay on his bed, watching the shadows that passing cars cast on his ceiling. The clock on his nightstand blinked 12.47 am in accusatory red. His sheets were twisted around his legs—hours spent trying and failing to find sleep.

Every time he closed his eyes he saw Nadia sitting in the witness box. The way she’d straightened her blazer. How her fingers kept finding the corner of a leather folder that looked familiar. He’d realised only later, with a jolt, that it was his mother’s gift from the only Christmas they’d shared.

His phone sat on his bedside table. He’d been staring at his mother’s contact photo for five minutes—Helen at an Australian Education Union rally, her grey hair escaping its clip, holding a sign about workers’ rights that he’d helped her paint the night before. Two times he’d nearly pressed call.

On the third try, his finger made contact before he could second-guess himself.

She answered on the fourth ring. ‘Oh, honey . . .’ Helen’s voice carried through the darkness, comforting as a lighthouse. ‘I’m glad you called. I was reading about what happened today.’

Jake pressed his free hand against his eyes. ‘I don’t know what to do with this, Mum.’

‘Tell me,’ she said.

In the background, he could hear the familiar sounds of her flat: the ancient radiator’s tick, the distant ferry horn on the Derwent, a cup of tea being lifted and set down again.

‘I can’t stop seeing her,’ he confessed. ‘I keep thinking about how she must have felt up there. Knowing what she was about to do. Knowing that everyone was watching.

‘You know what’s stupid?’ His laugh contained an edge of mania. ‘I’ve been angry for so long. Angry at her, at myself, at how it ended. I tried to tell myself that she had changed, that she was a corporate automaton now. Or maybe . . . I’d built her up in my head, you know? Like maybe I wanted her so much that I invented a version of her that was never real.’

His throat had stopped working.

‘Jake . . .’

‘But today,’ he said, gathering himself, ‘when the lawyer tried to use us—our relationship—to discredit the reporting, she looked at him and . . .’ The words wouldn’t come.

Helen’s teacup clinked against its saucer. The sound reminded him of the nights they had sat together at the kitchen table, when she’d helped him find words for things that felt too big to say.

‘And?’ she asked.

‘She was real.’ He tripped on the last word.

He heard his mother draw a breath. The radiator’s tick counted their heartbeats.

‘I was reading The Monitor’s live blog of the trial today,’ she said. ‘Do you know what Nadia’s testimony reminded me of?’

‘What?’

‘Your state debate championship in year twelve. The one you threw because you couldn’t bring yourself to argue in favour of something you didn’t believe in.’

Jake snorted. ‘You’re not actually serious.’

‘You’d spent weeks preparing. All those practice speeches at the kitchen table—’

‘Mum, come on. That was a stupid debate. This is . . . Christ, this is her whole career. Henderson will destroy her.’

‘I remember you couldn’t sleep that night either,’ Helen observed.

‘Because I was seventeen and thought losing a debate final mattered. It’s not like this.’

‘Maybe.’ Helen was quiet for a moment. ‘But you know what I remember most clearly? Not the moment you put down your notes and walked off the stage, but afterwards, when you told me why you’d done what you did.’

‘Let me guess: I said something stupidly naive about how some things matter more than winning.’ His words sounded bitter. ‘I was an insufferable know-it-all, Mum. Everything was black and white then.’

‘Was it? Or did you already know what you couldn’t live with?’

Outside his window, a possum skittered across the powerline, its shadow dancing on his wall. Jake pressed the heel of his hand to his brow.

‘I don’t know how to help her,’ he whispered.

‘Oh, sweetheart.’ It was the gentle tone she reserved for when he crashed against something immovable. ‘Sometimes we have to let people find their own way back to themselves.’

After they hung up, Jake listened to the city’s midnight symphony—a siren Doppler-ing into the distance, the last train rattling across the bridge, his ceiling fan pushing humid air in circles. In the strange liminal space between night and morning, he let himself process what it meant to rediscover something he’d almost convinced himself had never existed.

*

Jake felt the eyes on him as he walked into the newsroom the next morning. Faces broke into wide grins as they turned towards him; a cheer went up from the back corner, where the politics team sat. Someone started clapping, and suddenly the whole place erupted in applause. Reporters left their desks to shake his hand, pat his shoulder, offer congratulations. The intern from the features desk gave him an enthusiastic high five that nearly knocked his glasses off.

‘Sullivan,’ Alex called out across the din. He stood in the doorway of his office. ‘Come in for a minute?’

His desk was covered with various newspapers. The Financial Review’s business section lay open. Its headline was more measured than Jake had feared it might be: questions over henderson global’s due diligence after senior executive’s testimony.

‘Take a seat,’ Alex said, gesturing to the worn leather chair.

Jake sank into it. The adrenaline that had carried him through the day before was wearing off. He suddenly felt exhausted.

‘Coffee?’ Alex asked, already pouring some from his French press. It was the expensive beans he usually saved for when big stories broke.

Alex leaned back in his chair, studying Jake. ‘Martin Price has been temporarily suspended,’ he said. ‘ASIC is making inquiries. Henderson’s investors are furious.’

The morning light caught Alex’s face at an angle that deepened the shadows under his eyes and illuminated the silver threads in his hair. For a moment, he looked more like a tired old man than one of Australia’s most revered journalists.

Alex turned to look out the window, absently running a hand through his hair. The usual bustle of King Street played out below: university students rushing to campus; shopkeepers opening their stores; the dance of delivery vans double-parked outside cafes. A smile played on his lips as he shook his head in disbelief.

‘Sullivan, did we really watch your ex-girlfriend blow up a global investment fund? Because I still feel like I might have hallucinated the whole thing.’

Despite everything, Jake laughed. Something in Alex’s bemused expression, the absurdity of his question, eased the tension in Jake’s shoulders.

‘Technically, it wasn’t the whole of Henderson—just Pacific Operations,’ he said.

‘Oh, well, that’s much more believable.’ Alex’s mouth twitched. ‘Here I was, thinking it was absolutely insane.’ He got up to make another pot of coffee. ‘Markus from the Fin just texted, asking if we’d staged the whole thing for clicks. I said if we could script something this magnificent, I would be retired.’

‘I didn’t know,’ Jake said. ‘That she would . . .’

Alex snorted. ‘Of course you didn’t. If you had, it would’ve been obvious. You can’t lie to save your life—that’s why I never let you do any undercover work.’

Alex poured more coffee, steam rising from the cups in spirals.

‘Jake,’ he said, ‘I’ll need you to let Caroline lead the follow-up.’

‘Alex, I’m fine, I can—’

‘I’m not benching you,’ his boss assured him. ‘But your connection to this case—to Nadia—is going to be scrutinised. We need to be perfect on process.’

‘What do you need from me?’ Jake asked.

‘For now, we should focus on making sure Nadia’s sacrifice counts. So let Caroline and Lucille write the follow-ups. Help us protect the other sources. And take the rest of the day off. No offence, mate, but you look like shit.’

Alex stood, signalling the end of the conversation.

As Jake’s hand found the doorhandle, Alex spoke with an emotion in his voice Jake hadn’t heard before. It sounded almost like awe.

‘What Nadia did yesterday?’ he said. ‘It took extraordinary courage. The kind of courage that changes things.’

Jake nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

*

Jake had been wandering the city since noon. Almost unconsciously, his feet carried him to Circular Quay, where he caught the ferry to Balmain. The sun had recently set and the spring night felt damp against his skin. He breathed in the smell of the harbour as he stood outside Felicity’s building, watching light spill from her third-floor window onto the street below.

Felicity’s apartment had become a refuge over the past few weeks—a place where he could temporarily lay down the weight of whatever had been consuming him. He knew her routines by now: the reading lamp that stayed on until midnight; the window she kept open because the fresh air helped her think.

When she opened the door, she was wearing an oversized jumper. Her brown hair lay in loose curls around her shoulders. Her laptop glowed on the coffee table beside a stack of paper; her pearl necklace lay coiled next to an empty wineglass.

‘Hey,’ she said. She didn’t seem surprised to see him. The way she opened the door suggested she might have been waiting for him, with equal parts anticipation and dread.

Inside her apartment, the smell of Earl Grey tea and laundry detergent enveloped him. Felicity walked to the kitchen, her bare feet padding against the floorboards. He watched her take a wineglass from the cupboard and fill it before topping up her own glass.

‘I imagine you’ve had quite a day,’ she said, offering him the glass.

‘I’m sure you have too,’ he said, accepting the wine. He noticed where she stood—not too close.

‘The calls haven’t stopped,’ she said, settling onto the couch. ‘Everyone wants a statement. As if there are words to describe . . .’ She trailed off.

He sat down, conscious of the space between them.

‘I read The Monitor’s follow-up piece this morning,’ she said. Her voice was matter-of-fact, but her fingers had moved to her collarbone as if feeling for absent pearls.

‘Clean copy?’ His feeble attempt at banter felt strange.

‘Very.’ The ghost of a smile touched her lips. ‘And I should know: I spent most of the day crafting responses to it.’

The admission hung between them—how their roles had placed them on opposite sides.

‘Sometimes,’ she said, after a long moment, ‘this job makes you wonder what people carry with them. What secrets they’re holding on to.’

Felicity stood suddenly, moving towards the window.

‘You should follow it,’ she said.

She was still facing the window, her reflection suspended in the dark glass. ‘Whatever happens next—with the story, with Nadia, with any of it—I want you to feel free to follow where it leads.’ She turned to look at him. ‘Some stories demand to be finished.’

He watched her shoulders tense, bracing for his response. In her expression he saw fear, resignation, and something that looked like hope.

‘Some people stay with us,’ she said, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘Even when we want to let them go, we can’t—not entirely. Because of who we were when we met them. Because of how they changed us.’

She met his eyes for the first time that night. ‘I wouldn’t hold it against you, Jake.’

For once in his life, Jake Sullivan was lost for words. Overwhelmed by the grace she had summoned to offer him this freedom, the kindness to accept his choices.

He crossed the room to where she stood. When he kissed her he tried to express what his words could not: gratitude for her understanding, an apology for being the way he was, wonder at having someone who cared about him enough to let him go.

She kissed him back like she was memorising something she was about to lose.
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Jake had never understood why his subjects took his reporting so personally. If the story was true, what did it matter how it was told?

Now, watching his personal life become a feeding frenzy, he started to understand their point of view.

The Daily Telegraph piece landed first:


Love And Other Liabilities: The Real Story Behind Kuan’s Explosive Testimony

By Cara Star | 28 October 2025

Sources once close to The Monitor’s Jake Sullivan and Henderson Global’s Nadia Kuan paint a picture of ‘student journalism’s ultimate power couple’ whose paths diverged dramatically after university. ‘They were inseparable,’ recalls a former student politician who asked not to be named. ‘Everyone assumed they’d end up breaking stories together forever. Instead, they broke each other’s hearts.’



The Australian pushed even harder:


Kuan’s Fall From Grace: Student Romance Turned Corporate Takedown

Legal experts suggest Ms Kuan’s dramatic testimony may have been motivated by more than pure conscience. ‘There’s clearly unfinished business there,’ said one senior partner at a top-tier firm. ‘The timing, just as Henderson Global was positioning for a major expansion . . .’



The Financial Review’s ‘Rear Window’ column went straight for the jugular:


The Monitor’s usually loquacious Jake Sullivan has suddenly developed an aversion to commenting. Perhaps even Sydney’s most righteous reporter finds some truths too uncomfortable to discuss? Speaking of uncomfortable, we’re sure certain betting markets are already taking positions on a potential reconciliation with Kuan . . .



And then, there were the tabloids:


Spotted: A rather harried-looking Sullivan buying coffee at his usual King Street haunt. We’re told he’s taken to wearing headphones and avoiding eye contact. A far cry from his usual stance on the importance of ‘facing uncomfortable questions’.



At first his colleagues had tiptoed around him, their conversations dropping to whispers when he entered the kitchen. Caroline fielded calls with unusual diplomacy, Alex ran interference with especially aggressive tabloids. Even Lucille had taken to leaving coffees on his desk, sparing him the morning coffee run.

But as the days went by and the coverage revealed itself to be more ridiculous than damaging, the mood in the office lifted. He caught Caroline snickering while reading ‘Rear Window’. Alex stopped trying to cover up his laughter with coughing fits.

‘You have to admit,’ Lucille said, ‘it’s a pretty great story. Young journalists fall in love while exposing corruption. She goes to the dark side, he fights the good fight. Years later, their paths cross over a scandal. She chooses the truth over power, sacrifices everything. It’s very . . .’ She searched for the word.

‘Shakespearean?’ Caroline suggested.

‘I was going to say Netflix-worthy,’ Lucille said with a grin.

Jake sighed. Through the wall, he could hear Alex trying to suppress his laughter and failing miserably.

Caroline’s phone lit up with a notification. A Rostra article had just dropped, earnest and slightly breathless:


Speaking Truth To Power: A Rostra Love Story Comes Full Circle

By Jessica Tang | 30 October 2025

Ten years ago, in our humble basement office, Jake Sullivan and Nadia Kuan were the kind of journalists who turned a student paper into something administrators feared. Today, they’re at the centre of Australia’s biggest corporate scandal. We’re not entirely surprised.

Current Rostra editors have been fielding calls from national media about the pair’s ‘journalistic romance’, but we’re more interested in how two former editors ended up at the centre of Australia’s biggest financial scandal. Though we should add that, no, we won’t be releasing their old emails from the Rostra server. And yes, we’ve been asked.



‘This is magnificent,’ Caroline chortled, reading the editor’s note. ‘Their archives are crashing from all the people looking up your old by-lines.’

Jake pressed his forehead against the desk. ‘I’m moving back to Tasmania.’

For the first time in his career, Jake Sullivan considered the merits of leaving certain details unreported.

*

When Marjorie Ford first contacted him, Jake had mentally filed her message with every other post-investigation contact. They always followed the same pattern: communications teams trying to spin, executives asking to clarify the record, lawyers with their carefully worded threats.

But her messages had been persistent.

The first had arrived exactly when he’d expected—timed to suggest urgency without desperation:


Mr Sullivan, in the interest of accuracy, I believe there are aspects of this story that merit further discussion. Would you be willing to meet with me?



He recognised the corporate phrasing, designed to suggest reasonable doubt without admitting anything. It read the same as all the responses from all the other executives whose careers he’d dismantled. He archived it without responding.

A week later, her second message arrived: I’m not asking for a retraction. Just thirty minutes of your time.

His cursor had hovered over the reply button before he’d closed the window.

Marjorie’s third message caught him at his desk late one evening. He’d been trying to work on another story, anything to escape the endless speculation about his personal life. His neck ached and the certainties on which he’d built his career felt somehow less absolute.

Her message read:


I’ve seen some of the coverage about you. The media has a way of reducing complex stories to simple narratives, doesn’t it? I still believe our research deserves a proper hearing. If you’re willing, I can get us a quiet table at Luca’s tomorrow night. No expectations, no obligations. Just a conversation about what can get lost between reality and reporting.



Jake found himself rereading the text, recognising something that hadn’t been present in her earlier messages. He detected exhaustion, and maybe something that felt like truth.

*

The restaurant Marjorie had suggested was a family-run Italian trattoria tucked into a quiet street in Alexandria. No white tablecloths or sommeliers, just worn wooden tables and the comfortable buzz of regular customers. The kind of place where the waiters knew which regulars liked extra chilli oil and where wine was ordered by the carafe instead of the bottle.

Marjorie was already there when he arrived, chatting with an elderly waiter. Her silk dress looked out of place against the weathered chairs. When she saw Jake, she looked visibly relieved.

‘I wasn’t sure you’d come,’ she said as he sat down in his chair. Her voice held none of the glossy executive charm he remembered from her press interviews.

‘Neither was I,’ he admitted.

She smiled slightly at his honesty. ‘Well, since you did . . .’ She gestured to the waiter, who appeared with a carafe of wine. ‘You must try Luca’s house red. It’s much better than the overpriced wine they serve at fancy restaurants.’

As she filled their glasses, she said, ‘So, you’ve had an interesting week.’ Her voice was carefully casual. ‘The coverage has been quite something.’

Jake watched the wine catch the light. Different responses crowded his throat; deflection, defensiveness, practised indifference. Instead, he said, ‘My mother’s started collecting the headlines.’

‘Really?’ Marjorie paused mid-pour, sounding genuinely curious.

‘She has a special section for the Telegraph. Their prose, she says, has a certain purple magnificence.’

A smile tugged at Marjorie’s mouth. ‘The one about “corporate Australia’s Romeo and Juliet” was inspired.’

Jake groaned. ‘Don’t remind me. At least “Rear Window” had the wit to make it funny.’

‘The bets on your reconciliation?’ Her mouth twisted with something like amusement. ‘At this rate, I’m sure someone’s already started a derivatives market.’ She took a sip of wine.

Jake studied her across the table. The Marjorie Ford he’d encountered at press conferences had been all grand visions and unrelenting zeal. This version of her was almost unsettling in its humanity.

‘It’s strange, isn’t it?’ she said after a moment. ‘Being on the other side of a story. Reading the headlines and thinking: is that really who I am? Is that what we built?’

The waiter appeared with their pasta, the squid ink linguine a striking black against the white plate. It smelled like garlic and the sea.

‘Marjorie, why did you want to meet?’ Jake asked.

Marjorie twirled pasta around the serving fork and placed a generous portion on Jake’s plate. ‘There’s a story I’ve told hundreds of times about why I started Panacea. About being on the precipice of a peptide revolution. The opportunity to combine cutting-edge medical research with performance marketing.’ She smiled thinly. ‘I got very good at telling it. Venture capitalists love when founders combine missionary with mercenary.’

She set down the fork and reached for her phone. ‘But the real reason . . .’ She scrolled for a moment, then pushed the phone across the table. ‘That’s my sister. And my nephew.’

The photo showed a woman with Marjorie’s eyes, holding a small child. Both were laughing at something outside the frame.

‘My sister has early-onset Alzheimer’s. Diagnosed five years ago. August—her son—was four when she stopped recognising him. I watched my nephew learn that his mother might look at him with blank eyes on good days, with fear on bad ones.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I watched my amazing, beautiful sister disappear by degrees.’

Jake was used to stories unravelling under investigation, used to finding corruption beneath polished corporate narratives. But this felt different; like cutting too deep and finding not rot but pain.

‘There were peptide therapies that showed promise,’ Marjorie continued. ‘But they were stuck in trials. Too hard to prove there wouldn’t be side effects, too expensive to run the kind of studies that would satisfy regulators. Meanwhile, every time I visited, there was less of my sister left.’

She took a long sip of wine.

‘I asked myself: what if we could move faster? What if we could help people who didn’t have time to wait for unimpeachable evidence? I believed in what I was doing so completely that when things started going wrong . . .’ She stared at her glass. ‘Well. You know how that story ends.’

The silence between them was broken only by the clink of cutlery and the murmur of other diners.

Eventually Marjorie resumed. ‘When I started Panacea, everything seemed clear. We had a plan—we’d move faster than the bureaucrats, help people who couldn’t wait for perfect trials.’ Her fork pushed pasta around her plate. ‘Then you make one compromise. Tell yourself it’s necessary. Then another.’

Jake studied her. It would be easier if she was a monster. If her fragility wasn’t sitting across from him, pushing pasta around a plate, showing him photos of her nephew.

‘The workers in your trials,’ he said. ‘They had families too.’

‘I know.’ Her voice cracked. ‘That’s what keeps me awake at night. I started Panacea to help sick people. And somewhere along the way . . .’ She met his eyes. ‘Your story wasn’t wrong. I own that. It just wasn’t the whole truth.’

‘Is there ever a whole truth?’ Jake asked. The question felt unfamiliar on his lips. He reached for his wineglass, buying time. A month ago, he would have the answer ready, evidence lined up like ammunition.

Marjorie’s smile was weary. ‘You sound different from your by-line.’

He sighed. ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘I wonder what I’m not seeing.’

‘You know what haunts me?’ Marjorie replied after a moment. ‘The drugs work. Not for everyone, not perfectly. But for some people . . .’ She pulled out her phone again, found another photo. ‘This is August with his mother last month. She knew his name that day.’

Jake looked at the image. A boy holding his mother’s hand, both smiling. A moment of light, stolen back from darkness.

‘I’ve told the story of why I founded Panacea so many times,’ Marjorie said. ‘But I’ve never really told anyone the story about my sister.’

Jake studied her face, searching for signs of a performance. ‘No one?’ he asked.

Marjorie set her phone down. ‘Just one other person, actually.’

He waited for her to continue.

‘Nadia didn’t know, if that’s what you’re wondering,’ she said slowly, watching his reaction. ‘It was Martin.’

The waiter approached to refill their water glasses. Once they were alone again, Marjorie continued. ‘It was the night before the deal was going before the Henderson investment committee. Two other investors had turned us down that week. I was feeling desperate.’ Her voice dropped lower. ‘If the funding didn’t come in, we had six months of runway. Not enough time to get the drugs to market.’

She took a sip of wine. ‘Martin called me late that night and said he was on the fence about the deal. He wanted to understand why I was really building this. I started to pitch the opportunity as I usually do—massive addressable market, the whole spiel. But he wasn’t buying it. So I told him. About my sister, about the experimental work we were doing on treatments for degenerative diseases.’

The restaurant door opened, letting in a gust of wind. The candle between them guttered, throwing wild shadows across Marjorie’s face.

‘What did he say?’ Jake asked.

Marjorie laughed. ‘He said he was glad I told him. Glad it was personal, because it meant I would do whatever it took. I thought he understood. Looking back . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I guess he knew I’d push the envelope if I needed to. I think he was counting on it.’

She picked up her phone again. A sad smile crossed her face as she looked at the photo of August and his mother. ‘It doesn’t make what we did right,’ she conceded. ‘But I don’t believe it was completely wrong either.’

Jake set down his fork. As he watched Marjorie’s fingers trace her nephew’s face, he felt the weight of holding both undeniable culpability and undeniable pain in the same hand.




35

The Rostra Legal Defence Fundraiser was an annual tradition. Each year, students and alumni gathered to raise money for the SRC’s legal fund. The idea was simple: with a safety net for legal fees, student journalists could be bolder in their reporting and take on stories that mattered.

This year, Lucille had asked Jake to be their keynote speaker. ‘It would mean a lot,’ she’d said, ‘having you there. Showing people that student media matters.’ She’d fixed him with that earnest look which reminded him too much of himself at that age. He’d agreed before he could think better of it.

Which was how he found himself at the university’s function venue on a Thursday night in late November, tugging at a tie that felt too formal for the occasion. The space had been dressed up: Persian rugs covering the sticky floors, fairy lights wrapped around exposed beams, white tablecloths making the scarred tables look almost respectable. Someone had even coaxed the sound system into playing jazz.

The crowd was a mix of current students, graduates and a smattering of Sydney’s media establishment who’d shown up either out of genuine support or morbid curiosity. He noticed a few familiar faces from the press, no doubt hoping he’d say something newsworthy.

‘You look great,’ Lucille said, appearing beside him. ‘Nice tie.’

Jake barely recognised her. Gone were the serious glasses and office clothes. Instead, she wore a deep blue dress that transformed her from eager intern to someone who clearly belonged at the helm of this event.

‘Quite a turnout,’ he said, watching a group of student journalists huddled near the bar, sneaking glances his way.

‘Did you expect anything less?’ Lucille smiled. ‘Though I think some of them are hoping you’ll accidentally reveal state secrets.’

Jake snorted. ‘Sorry to disappoint them.’

Through the windows behind the makeshift stage, jacaranda flowers bloomed against sandstone.

Alex appeared at his elbow. ‘Break a leg, Sullivan,’ he said, then added with a slight smirk, ‘Try not to traumatise the children with too many tales of corporate malfeasance.’

Jake touched the speech in his pocket. He’d tried to write something that wouldn’t sound too preachy or self-important. The last thing these kids needed was another lecture about speaking truth to power.

‘Ready?’ Lucille asked.

He looked out at the crowd, eager faces mixed with curious ones. At least the speech would be over quickly, and then he could retreat to the back of the room, where Alex was holding court with some former editors.

He approached the podium, feeling the floorboards creak beneath his feet. The lights had been positioned to cast the stage in a warm glow, though someone had forgotten to adjust them for height—they caught him directly in the eyes. Through the glare, the crowd was a sea of indistinct faces.

He pulled the speech from his pocket, smoothing the paper against the podium, and spoke into the microphone.

‘A decade ago,’ he began, ‘I sat in the Rostra office, convinced I knew exactly what journalism was. I had a wall covered in post-it notes connected with string. I thought if we found the evidence, connected the dots, we could fix anything.’

A ripple of knowing laughter from the crowd. He caught sight of Alex in the back, arms crossed, smiling. Caroline stood beside him, holding up an iPhone as a camera.

‘The stories I wrote then weren’t so different from the ones we publish now. People in power abusing the systems they’re meant to uphold. Vulnerable people being exploited. The tension between profit and principle.’

He looked at the student journalists near the bar, their faces radiant with youthful idealism.

‘But what I’ve learned since is that the hard part isn’t finding the truth. It’s not even about having the courage to publish it. The hard part is what happens after. The ripples that spread outwards after you’ve told the truth.’

The room grew quieter.

‘I’ve sat with whistleblowers as they realised there was no going back. Seen sources lose their careers. Watched people crumble under the cost of following their conscience.’

He paused, remembering these stories: names, faces.

‘Here’s what gives me hope. Every time we publish a difficult truth, more people step forward. They see others speak up and think maybe they can too. Maybe they’re not alone in noticing what everyone else pretends not to see.

‘That’s what you’re fighting to preserve: a space where truth can breathe. Where someone might find the courage to say: this isn’t right, this needs to change. The world needs that space now more than ever. Thank you for reminding me why we do this work. And for letting me be part of it.’

The applause was warm.

Jake stepped back from the microphone.

The charity auction began almost immediately after his speech. Jake sat down in a chair, half-listening as various items went under the hammer: signed first editions, vintage copies of Rostra from significant moments in its history. Someone paid three hundred dollars for a framed front page covering the infamous mattress protests, where students had carried bedding through campus to make a statement about campus sexual assault.

‘And now,’ the auctioneer announced, ‘something special. Dinner with two-time Walkley winner Jake Sullivan. Pick his brain about investigative journalism, get some career advice, or ask him about the stories that were too red-hot to print.’

Jake fought an urge to sink deeper into his chair. He’d agreed to this only because Lucille had promised it would be a quick sell to some eager journalism student.

‘Opening bid at fifty dollars?’

A hand went up in the back; one of the current editors.

‘I have fifty. Do I hear seventy?’

Another hand.

‘Seventy. Eighty in the front?’

The bids trickled in slowly. One hundred. One-fifty. A brief flurry of competition between two fresh-faced students pushed it to two hundred.

‘Three hundred and fifty dollars,’ called someone from the ABC table. Probably trying to look supportive of student journalism, Jake thought.

The room went quiet. The auctioneer looked around hopefully. ‘Three hundred and fifty going once . . .’

‘Twenty thousand dollars.’

A low voice came from the back of the room. A wave of whispers rippled through the crowd. Jake felt his stomach lurch.

The auctioneer blinked rapidly, as if trying to clear his vision. He peered at the raised auction paddle, then at the list of names in his hand.

‘I . . . I have twenty thousand dollars.’ He gulped. ‘Going once . . .’

No one moved. Even the wineglasses had stopped clinking.

‘Going twice . . .’

The silence stretched like a wire about to snap.

‘Sold! To . . .’ The auctioneer squinted at his paper again. ‘To . . . Patrick Walsh?’

The room erupted in confused chatter. Jake felt the blood drain from his face. Patrick Walsh? The deputy vice-chancellor whose career they’d ended with that corruption story a decade ago?

Jessica Tang, one of the current editors, approached his table. ‘Mr Sullivan? The donor has asked . . . they’d like to take you up on dinner right away. They’re waiting outside.’ She twisted her hands nervously. ‘I’m so sorry to ask this of you, but they’ve made the donation conditional—and twenty thousand dollars would change everything . . .’

Jake stood, his chair scraping against the floor. Through the window, he could see a figure standing in the courtyard, illuminated by the moonlight.

His heart stopped.

Nadia.
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Nadia

The campus smelled like wet stone and cut grass. The rain earlier had left jacaranda petals stuck to the pavement like confetti.

Nadia watched a group of students spill out of a nearby library, their voices carrying across the courtyard. She overheard a passionate debate about the cost of housing, punctuated by laughter. A boy in a Law Society T-shirt gestured animatedly while his friends nodded solemnly. She smiled, remembering similar nights. The feeling that everything mattered desperately.

When Jake appeared, time slowed down. She noticed he held himself differently; straighter. His baggy flannel shirts and op-shop jumpers had been replaced with a navy suit that accentuated his height. She watched him hesitate and take a deep breath before walking towards her.

He stopped a metre or so away. Close enough that she could see the flecks of amber in his eyes. Far enough that they wouldn’t accidentally touch.

‘Hey,’ she said. The word felt both ancient and new and hopelessly insufficient. She could hear her heart hammering.

‘Hey yourself,’ he answered. His hands found his pockets.

For a moment, neither spoke. The music from the event could be heard across the courtyard.

‘Twenty thousand dollars is a lot to pay for dinner with a journalist,’ he said at last. ‘I hope you’re not expecting Pulitzer-
worthy conversation.’ He smiled cautiously.

His attempt at lightness made her throat feel dry. She remembered lying awake at night in her Manhattan apartment a decade ago, thinking she would have paid any amount of money to take back the last conversation between them.

‘I’ve spent more on things that mattered less,’ she said instead.

The admission surprised them both. She saw his eyes widen, his fingers curl into fists in his pockets.

A security light clicked on, catching the silver hairs at his temples. When had that happened? She blushed, wondering if he was also cataloguing the differences in her appearance.

‘Want to walk?’ he asked.

She nodded, grateful. Movement felt safer.

They fell into step beside each other. Her heels clicked against the pavement, matching the rhythm of his longer stride. The sound echoed off the sandstone walls, marking time like a metronome.

A gaggle of tipsy students rushed past, laughing. One boy wore a crown made of tinfoil; a girl had her face painted half-white, half-red. They barely noticed Jake and Nadia, too wrapped up in themselves.

‘I heard your speech,’ she said, feeling a warmth rising to her cheeks. ‘What you said about ripples—about what happens after a story breaks . . .’ She hesitated, searching for words that wouldn’t reveal too much. ‘It was apt.’

Jake glanced at her then looked away. ‘Thanks. I was more nervous than I expected to be. Being back here, it’s . . .’ He gestured vaguely at the buildings around them.

‘I know what you mean,’ she said. ‘I keep expecting to turn a corner and run into our younger selves. Heads bent over a Freedom of Information request, convinced we’re about to change the world.’

‘Were we insufferable?’ His voice contained something both rueful and tender.

‘We must have been.’ She chuckled. ‘Insufferably sure of ourselves.’

‘I wasn’t sure about everything, you know,’ Jake said. ‘I wasn’t sure I deserved someone as brilliant as you.’

His candour stole the air from her lungs. She stopped walking, turning to look at him.

‘Jake—’ she started.

‘I wasn’t sure,’ he continued, his voice unsteady, ‘that you’d want to talk to me. After all this time. After everything that’s happened.’

‘I’ve had this conversation in my head a dozen times already,’ she confessed.

They reached the graffiti tunnel, its walls layered with a decade of student rebellion. Someone had recently painted: THE TRUTH COSTS EVERYTHING & NOTHING. She noticed him grimacing.

‘How does reality compare?’ he asked.

‘The backdrop is a bit melodramatic,’ she said, gesturing to the graffiti with a wry smile. ‘But neither of us are yelling, so that’s something.’

‘I never meant to yell at you, Nadia.’ He sounded sad. ‘Our last conversation . . . I was hurt and scared and trying not to show it.’

His apology made her heart ache. She hadn’t expected him to bring it up; to acknowledge a wound that had never properly healed.

‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘I was too.’

He studied her face in the dim light. She wondered what he was looking for. Regret? She had carried it across continents. Remorse? It had lived in her bones.

‘How have you been?’ he asked.

The concern in his voice made her feel like crying. She’d braced for detachment, for bitterness, maybe even some gloating. She hadn’t expected to find gentleness; care that had survived how she’d hurt him when she left.

‘Some days are harder than others.’

Most nights, she’d woken in a cold sweat, heart pounding from variations of nightmares in which she was back in the witness box.

‘My parents are trying to understand,’ she said. ‘Dad keeps forwarding me job ads at other investment firms.’ She laughed hollowly. ‘I think he’s convinced this was all an elaborate strategy to position myself for better opportunities.’

‘Your mum?’ he asked. There was something careful in how he said it, like he remembered the weight Li Hua’s opinion had always carried.

‘She hasn’t said much. She’s been cooking up a storm, all my favourite dishes. Like she can keep bad things at bay so long as there’s a feast on the table.’ Nadia smiled wistfully. ‘But yesterday, she said something about how some costs can’t be measured in dollars. Coming from her . . .’

‘That’s practically a manifesto.’

They both smiled. A cloud passed over the moon, darkening the path before them. A group of students walked past, speaking rapidly in Mandarin. Nadia caught fragments of conversation about an assignment, detected anxiety that transcended language. She watched Jake notice them too, saw his eyes follow them with a gentle curiosity.

‘And how have you been?’ she asked.

‘I’m okay,’ he said. ‘Been learning the art of dodging tabloid journalists.’ He smiled. ‘The Monitor’s been good; they’ve shielded me from the worst. Although my colleague Caroline says it’s karma for all those times when I could have pulled my punches but didn’t.’

‘The coverage has certainly been creative,’ Nadia remarked. ‘The Telegraph called me “Lady Macbeth in Louboutins”. I’m sure an editor has been waiting years to use that one.’

‘Still, it’s better than being “journalism’s jilted lover”,’ Jake said with a pained look. ‘Mum’s been keeping the clippings. Says she’s making a scrapbook for when we’re old and need something to laugh about.’

‘When we’re old?’ A smile danced on Nadia’s lips. ‘Playing the long game, Sullivan.’

The tips of his ears grew red. He turned away, but she caught a small smile.

As they rounded a corner, Nadia’s heel caught in a crack in the flagstones. She stumbled, and Jake’s hand shot out instinctively to steady her. His fingers hovered just below her elbow, not quite making contact. For a heartbeat, they both stared at his outstretched hand. Then Nadia regained her balance and Jake slid his hand back into his pocket.

They reached the Economics building. Through its windows they could see students hunched over laptops, cramming for exams.

‘I didn’t know,’ Jake said suddenly. ‘About Martin Price. About how he buried the trial participant interviews. I didn’t realise Henderson could be so . . . undone by the Panacea investigation.’

The shift in conversation knocked her off balance. They’d been circling around the topic all night. She hadn’t expected him to address it directly.

‘Would you have done anything differently?’ she asked. ‘If you had known?’

The streetlight illuminated half his face and cast the other half in shadow. She watched him consider the question.

‘No,’ he said finally. ‘But I would have worried about you.’

‘Worried that I’d sold my soul? That I’d learned to look the other way? That I could somehow make anything sound reasonable?’

‘No.’ He looked startled by her vehemence. ‘I would have worried about what it would cost you to tell the truth.’

Nadia looked away, tears pricking her eyes suddenly.

‘When we broke up,’ Jake said after a beat, ‘I spent a lot of time blaming you. I told myself that you’d betrayed our values, betrayed us.’

He shook his head with a sad laugh. It caught like a hook in her chest.

‘That was easier than’—he swallowed—‘than facing myself.’

In the distance a clock tower tolled. Nadia counted the chimes, grateful for each second that passed without her having to respond.

‘What would that have looked like?’ she asked.

He took off his glasses and cleaned them with the edge of his suit jacket—a ritual she’d watched a hundred times.

‘Admitting I was scared,’ he said, replacing them. ‘That I had built my life around the belief that there are vivid lines between right and wrong; that yielding is a form of weakness. These beliefs have helped me to . . . avoid taking responsibility for my own choices.’

His attention drifted towards the building where they had once pored over FOI requests until dawn. She followed his gaze, remembering the feeling of waking up with his jacket draped over her shoulders after falling asleep at the desk.

‘I’m proud of the work I’ve done,’ he said. ‘The stories that needed telling. But I’ve also burned bridges. Alienated people. It turns out you drive people away when you hold them to impossible standards.’

A student walked past, laughing into her phone. Jake waited until she was out of earshot before he continued.

‘I tell myself that people leave because they can’t handle the truth. That they’re not committed enough, not brave enough. Not willing to make the sacrifices the truth demands. But I’m starting to think that perhaps I’ve been setting people up to fail. Because it’s easier that way.’

He looked down at his hands.

‘I’ve become so accustomed to people disappointing me, it’s almost a relief when they do—because then I don’t have to change.’

The sharp planes of his cheekbones appeared softer in the amber light.

Nadia had always envied Jake’s certainty—the clarity which sliced through doubt like a beam of sunshine through fog. But while there was comfort in certainty, she realised, there was loneliness too.

*

The Henderson Global press room felt different the next morning. Nadia had spent hours here, watching the harbour through its floor-to-ceiling windows while executives discussed market dislocation and capital allocation. The wood panelling and tasteful lighting had been designed to project stability, to make even the most volatile news feel manageable. Now it felt like a stage set awaiting its final scene.

From her seat beside the podium, Nadia watched journalists file in. Each face was familiar for a different reason. The Financial Review’s Malcolm Davies, who’d once written in glowing terms about her return from New York. Kelly from the Herald, who’d profiled her as one of finance’s ‘rising stars’. Now, their pens were poised with a different kind of interest.

In the third row, Jake sat between Caroline and Lucille. His notebook lay open in his lap.

Felicity approached the podium with the kind of poise that made crisis management look effortless. Her pearl necklace caught the morning light as she arranged her notes. The veteran PR adviser had navigated the past few weeks with grace and aplomb, helping Nadia craft her statement, choreograph the announcement, and organise the media event.

‘Good morning,’ Felicity began. ‘Thank you all for coming. Following a comprehensive internal review of recent events, Henderson Global is announcing some changes to its executive leadership and strategic direction.’

The room fell into attentive silence. This was the confirmation of what most had already pieced together.

‘Martin Price has resigned from his position as managing director of Asia Pacific. The board’s investigation found serious breaches of compliance protocols and governance standards under his leadership.’

The scratch of pens against paper filled the room. Nadia saw Jake nod, not in triumph but a quiet acknowledgement.

Felicity moved through the next announcements succinctly. Panacea’s technology was being acquired by St Vincent’s Hospital Group. Marjorie’s research would continue under proper oversight. Henderson settled the libel suit against The Monitor and agreed to pay the newspaper’s legal costs.

‘Ms Kuan will now say a few words and answer any questions,’ Felicity said, stepping aside with a small gesture of encouragement that only Nadia could see.

Nadia approached the podium. The lights felt warm on her face as she looked out at the assembled press. Her prepared statement sat before her, but the words she needed to say felt carved into her bones.

‘Thank you, Felicity. The events of recent weeks have prompted significant reflection, both as a firm and for me personally. I’m pleased that Panacea’s promising research will continue under St Vincent’s stewardship, ensuring these therapies can help people who need them. I’ve also had time to examine my own path forward.’

A sea of expectant faces craned towards her.

‘Following the completion of the Panacea acquisition, I will be stepping down from my role as head of Pacific Operations at Henderson Global.’

There were no gasps; this was anticipated. She saw several journalists nodding, presumably already crafting their ledes about ‘transitions’ and ‘fresh starts’.

‘I’m grateful to all my colleagues for their support.’

Malcolm Davies’ hand shot up. His questions were borderline banal: implications for ongoing operations, transition timelines, succession planning. The kind of details that would fill column space in tomorrow’s ‘Street Talk’. Nadia answered them with ease.

Then Lucille raised her hand. Nadia noticed she looked more confident than she had in court.

‘Ms Kuan, did your now well-publicised relationship with Jake Sullivan contribute to your decision to testify against your employer?’

The room went quiet. Felicity tensed, ready to intervene. From the corner of her eye, Nadia saw Jake staring intently at his shoes.

She took a deep breath.

‘Lucille, I have a great deal of respect for your colleague,’ she said. ‘He is a wonderful journalist, and a good mentor, it seems. But Mr Sullivan does not have a monopoly on seeing clearly.’

Jake’s head lifted suddenly and their eyes met across the conference room. For a moment, they existed once more in the basement office of the student newspaper, both believing they could fix anything if they only found the precise arrangement of words. His smile remade his face into something bright and unguarded. Nadia found herself smiling back.

After the formal press conference ended, a Telegraph reporter approached Nadia, practically vibrating with excitement.

‘“Sullivan doesn’t have a monopoly on moral clarity”.’ He grinned. ‘My editor will love it. I’ll tell you what, readers can’t get enough of this story. It’s a perfect storm—corporate intrigue, idealism versus pragmatism, and with an unlikely romance thrown in for good measure!’ He was all but bouncing on his heels. ‘I think we’ll run that quote above the fold. Anything else you want to say about Sullivan, Ms Kuan?’

Before Nadia could respond, Felicity stepped forward. ‘I think what this story demonstrates,’ she said crisply, ‘is that the truth is rarely as simple as your headlines suggest.’ She touched Nadia’s arm. ‘Now if you’ll excuse us, we have another appointment.’

As she turned to leave, Nadia caught a final glimpse of Jake through the dispersing crowd. He was already moving towards the exit, but she noticed he’d left something on his seat.

It was a takeaway coffee cup, positioned so she could see the drawing on its surface: a small figure standing at a crossroad, face tilted up towards a sky filled with stars.




Author’s note

The events of this novel are fictional, but the feelings that pulse beneath them are true. I experienced the certainty that only visits itself upon twenty-two-year-olds, as well as love in many forms: the kind that becomes the wind beneath your wings; the kind that illuminates something essential within you; the kind that lingers.

I began writing this book while I was working in finance, grappling with the question of how to live ethically when capitalism puts us all in straitjackets; when it pits youthful ideals against ‘grown-up’ incentives. Can we expect anyone to tell the truth, if looking away is necessary for survival?

Jake and Nadia both feel the moral charge of truth-telling and both are crushed by the weight of carrying that charge into adulthood. In this novel, I tried to render something more elusive than the clash between idealism and pragmatism, between conviction and compromise. I now believe moral clarity isn’t about choosing the right side—it’s about understanding the cost of whichever side you choose.
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