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Praise for John M. Green’s Novels


‘A spectacular thriller . . . it kept me up nights . . . John M. Green is the new Michael Crichton . . . but better!’


– P.J. O’ROURKE, INTERNATIONAL BEST-SELLING AUTHOR


‘Well-crafted as it is eminently believable. With the sophistication of John le Carré and the pace of Jeffrey Archer’


– ABC RADIO


‘An atmospheric thriller’


– THE AGE


‘. . . the best tradition of thriller writing, with knife-edge moments and arresting prose’


– THE AUSTRALIAN


‘. . . one of those pick it up and can’t put it down reads’


– SYDNEY MORNING HERALD


‘. . . gripping . . . moves at a cracking pace and is impossible to put down . . . a compelling writer of master thrillers’


– AUSTRALIAN FINANCIAL REVIEW


‘A cracking thriller . . . meticulously researched . . . the action is relentless as the past-paced plot heats up . . . a terrific climax’


– DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘One of the most surprising thrillers of the year’


– CANBERRA TIMES


‘Unputdownable’


– THE WEST AUSTRALIAN


‘. . . conjuring a bewildering landscape of betrayals’


– COURIER MAIL


‘. . . well delivered, tight and paced . . . an entertaining style . . . “James Bond” at times’


– AUST CRIME


‘WARNING: Fasten your seatbelts & please remain seated for the duration of this thrilling ride . . . impossible to put down’


– THE READING ROOM


‘. . . thrill-a-minute saga . . . Green keeps you guessing’


– THE ADVERTISER






A note from the publisher


Dear Reader,


We do things a little differently at Pantera Press, what we call good books doing good things™.


Our joy in discovering and nurturing talented home-grown writers, such as John M. Green, and presenting them to story lovers is one part.


Another is our passion for philanthropy and, with The Trusted, we are partnering with Misfit Aid, a unique charity run by surfers.


We chose Misfit Aid because Tori Swyft, The Trusted’s main character, has surfing and surf music rushing through her veins, and that’s on top of her brilliance as a nuclear science PhD and skills as an ex-CIA agent.


Misfit Aid empowers surfers to volunteer and travel to trouble spots afflicted by natural disaster and poverty, to team up with local partners and the community on disaster relief projects and local development. Since it was founded in 2010, Misfit Aid has sent volunteer teams to Chile, Mexico, Samoa, Fiji and West Timor.


Simply by enjoying The Trusted, you’ll be contributing to our unique approach as well as helping this great aid program. We thank you.


If you’d like to do more, please visit www.PanteraPress.com/Donate where you can personally donate to help Misfit Aid, and discover more about all the programs Pantera Press supports.


And, of course, please enjoy The Trusted, the first Tori Swyft thriller.


For news about other books by John M. Green and our other authors, as well as sample chapters, author interviews and much more, please visit our website: www.PanteraPress.com


Happy reading,


Alison Green
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In memory of the real Alan Whitehead, with unbounded thanks, despite the clattering of midnight milk bottles through his house.






CIA NOTICE


Dr Victoria Swyft’s opinions or analysis do not reflect the official position of the Central Intelligence Agency nor does the Agency endorse her views or actions.


PUBLISHER NOTICE


The CIA has exercised its right as Tori Swyft’s former employer to redact those parts of this book it claims may disclose classified information.


(See the Author’s Note at the end of this book.)







‘What if a concerted cyber attack brought the whole system down?’


—Michael Wilding, Australian author, Quadrant, 2011


‘A cyber attack perpetrated by violent extremists could be as destructive as September 11, 2001 . . . a cyber Pearl Harbour. Before 9/11, the warning signs were there. We weren’t organised. We weren’t ready. We cannot let that happen again. This is a pre-9/11 moment.’


—Leon E. Panetta, US Secretary of Defence, 2012


‘A single malicious algorithm could turn off the lights, stop airplanes flying, disrupt national financial transaction networks or the electricity grid.’


—David Irvine, ASIO Director-General, 2013


‘ELF works to speed up the collapse of industry, to scare the rich, and to undermine the foundations of the state . . . Our greatest weapons are imagination and the ability to strike when least expected.’


—Earth Liberation Front, 1997


‘Eco-terrorists . . . are one of the most serious domestic terrorism threats in the US today . . .’


—FBI, 2008


‘Over the past century, the most damaging US counterintelligence failures were perpetrated by a trusted insider with ulterior motives . . . [including] long-term plants . . .’


—The Office of the National Counterintelligence Executive, 2012


‘A cornerstone of our risk management is recruiting high-quality people who we then entrust . . .’


—Major global corporation, today
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‘SAVING THE PLANET MEANS DESTROYING IT . . . to smash industry and technology and finance . . . to supplant greed with need. That mission, our mission, will take time . . . it will be hard . . . and it will be lonely. After you walk out of my apartment,’ the professor said, again fidgeting with the bolts and chains on his door, ‘we will never again communicate. From tonight, your sole objective for the next decade is to devote yourselves to your vocations, to become so valued and respected that you’ll ascend to the highest possible echelons. In ten years, you will be chiefs of industry or government, striding as equals if not superiors to the most trusted people there. You will become the most trusted. No one will be trusted more than you.’


Professor Mellor flapped back to his chair in his sandals, reached down and, after scraping a match across his heel, lit another cigarette. When he dropped the match into his beer, it hissed in chorus with his wheezy drawback and, as he exhaled, the absurd tendrils of smoke that curled up out of his nostrils like Salvador Dalí moustaches entranced his disciples, almost as much as his plan’s raw daring thrilled them.


‘Then, my fellow members of 9S,’ he said, picking a shred of tobacco off his lip and flicking it aside, ‘after those years have quietly passed, and completely out of the blue, each of you will do the unthinkable: you will utterly and completely betray that trust . . .’
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PERCHED UP HIGH in her silvertail nest on the top executive floor, the banker reflected on the professor’s challenge ten years earlier. With one exception, she had done everything her guru had asked of her and, having single-mindedly manoeuvred herself into position, her time to act was near.


She peered down at the scruff of demonstrators in the skyscraper’s forecourt. After all their noise—their chants and marches and sit-ins—how could they fail to see that protests without action were futile, like tears in a storm?


So, while some still persisted in humping their tatty recycled signs all over New York City, she continued quietly setting the fire for real change. From way up here, where her equally naive colleagues had entrusted her with the keys to the third largest bank in the world, she would soon ignite a voracious inferno.


She wouldn’t rob the bank, nor even just gut it. No, she would strangle the entire global financial system, the greedy golden goose that, despite a few hiccups, had been gorging itself at the planet’s expense.


She smirked at the idiocy of the protesters. Why occupy Wall Street when you can destroy it from the inside? The tantalising question had driven her for years and, now, after landing her plum job as the megabank’s Global Head of Risk, she would be able to convert it into a statement, an answer. The answer.


For ten long years of subtle, dedicated and unrelenting grind, she had clawed her way to the top, elbowing herself into the very spot where she could make the difference, her own big bang. Otherwise, why would she bother boring herself stupid sitting day in and day out on this palatial executive floor pandering to the interests and the lame jokes of all these smug fat cats?


The bank showered her, like all the others in its top team, with money. But seriously, was there a single person on the planet who needed to rake in $17 million a year? Or own a ritzy Upper East Side penthouse with eye-popping views? None of that said anything about who she was; just who she had spent ten years pretending to be.


To win, she had been playing the long game, living like them, spending like them and acting like them, but—most importantly—winning over their absolute trust, even if simply being around these pin-striped pirates made her want to thrust her fingers down her throat. For her, purging these hard-to-shake parasites off the face of the planet would be a triumph.


Code-named Q/1 by Professor Mellor, she had sacrificed her entire post-doctoral working life, and more, to position herself for this task, this duty. Yet unlike the protesters down below, clapping their hands and Kumbaya-ing around their drum circle, she hadn’t wasted one second loitering in city squares or parks waiting for drooling TV cameras to arrive. Nor had she once given tedious repetitive lectures about ‘us’ and ‘them’. What she did was work her butt off to become one of them, an insider, through a vile yet crucial charade.


Those lightweights milling around in the street pictured themselves as the noble martyrs of the so-called ninety-nine per cent, the downtrodden masses who were paying the price for the greed of the wealthy, powerful one per cent. But she would show them martyrdom, those grasping Oliver Twists whose own craving was ultimately for more, more, more, even though they and almost everyone else in big cities like this one had too damn much already.


Didn’t they see the paradox? At the same time as the planet was haemorrhaging to death, they wanted to slice open more of its precious veins.


But soon, very soon, and whether they liked it or not, her ‘less’ would be their new ‘more’. That was her promise.


And it would be good. Very good.
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Ten years earlier


THE SUDDEN SHRIEK OF A BEACH shark alarm is typically a trigger for terror, yet most of the people stumbling out of the surf at North Narrabeen were hooting, high-fiving and slapping each other’s backs, their feet easy in the foamy fringes of the surf.


The tourists with their eyes red and burning, and their knees still shaking, were gulping in mouthfuls of wave spray, bewildered why everyone else seemed in such high spirits. Blinking the salt from their eyes and with the sun glistening off the shoulders around them, their gazes followed the locals’ and landed on a lone board rider way out beyond the break. ‘That redhead out there! Is she nuts? Why hasn’t she come in?’ Looking for a circling fin, they scanned around her but spotted only the waves.


If they’d bothered to read the leaflets the surf club had handed around earlier, they would have been cheering too, not quaking with fear. The siren, on schedule at two pm, was blasting to announce Tori Swyft’s fifth annual tribute to her legendary father. The anniversary of surfing icon Mark Swyft’s death was always accorded a time-out here. For the pro-surfing world, as well as for locals, Swyfty’s death was a double tragedy since his adoring daughter’s grief over it had pulled her out of competitive surfing. It was no comfort to them that she turned her obsessive brilliance onto schoolwork, not even when she proved to be a prodigy of the classroom as well as the waves.


But today, Tori would prove that despite restricting her surfing to this once a year event, she still possessed all her old magic.


On her board, Tori heaved up and down on the swells, looking left and right and back, manoeuvring for the right wave. Time had faded the once celebrated freckles that had bridged across her nose and these days her skin had a pasty library pallor. Yet out here alone, she knew that the sea offered her more of a refuge than any building possibly could and her eyes glinted with a frisky sense of homecoming.


The incoming surge felt good and, grabbing her board’s rails, she raised her torso and flicked back her hair, flinging a curtain of spray that sparkled like the sequins on her bikini top. The salt on her lips cracked as she grinned, remembering how five years ago—right here—she’d flipped the surfing world on its head when, as a not quite thirteen-year-old, she snatched the Junior World Title away from girls who were five and six years older. When she’d lofted her frontside air on that wedging right-hander, she crushed the event’s highest single-wave score. She’d been young, for sure, but none of the other girls she’d been competing against had Swyfty as their personal board shaper, or as their coach . . . or as their inspirational dad.


As she readied herself today, Swyfty’s fatherly caution—that winning that title would change her life—flashed back to her.


And so did the knowledge that he’d been completely wrong.


Tori’s smile dropped. The nightmare from three weeks later—her actual thirteenth birthday, as it happened—was haunting her again. Those long, torturous minutes when Mark fell forward into a wipe out near the bottom of a screaming Alley left, one of Narra’s classic waves . . . and didn’t come back up.


The birthday girl had watched it from the beach, helpless. Watched it and felt it.


She adored her famous dad and he adored her. The pair were inseparable, yin and yang. From when she was three or four, whenever Swyfty was out riding or testing one of his boards, she’d be standing with her tiny toes tingling in the foam, imitating him, learning from him, soaking up tips. People frequently commented how father and daughter, both fiery redheads with sinewy, wiry bodies, were so attuned to each other, so alike. Locals would wink and nod to each other as they watched Tori on the sand, her wide innocent eyes fixed on Swyfty and her body rising and dipping and bending and twisting, mirroring his own movements.


When he went under, Tori’s eyes bulged. She held her breath, just like he would have to. After she couldn’t hold it in any longer, knowing that he couldn’t either, she had screamed and started to dart into the surf, but Mark’s sister Shaz kept the sobbing, shaking girl back.


From inside her auntie’s arms, Tori opened a crack of a wary eye and, as she saw the lifesavers launching their inflatable, an icy despair swept over her and the flecks of silver and gold that normally shimmered in her irises flickered out.


Later, an interminable time later, she shuddered as she saw Swyfty’s friends, her friends, lift him limp and lifeless out of the surf, a savage crimson necklace oozing where the fin had gashed his throat.


She broke free of Shaz and ran to him as they laid him on the sand and she prayed, not that she and Swyfty believed in any gods. One after another they breathed into him, breathed for him, pounded his chest, others milling around, screaming for their mate to revive when clearly he wasn’t going to.


Many were crying but somehow Tori’s eyes couldn’t, although her body was shaking and shivering despite the summer heat.


Few children see their father . . . their best friend . . . die.


That was what changed Tori’s life.
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IF TORI’S MOTHER HAD BEEN THERE on her thirteenth birthday, the path she followed after Swyfty’s death might have been different but, apart from the finger-worn photos, Tori hadn’t seen or heard from Caitlin Kaminski since she was two.


According to Swyfty, it was inexplicable. Their world had been perfect until the day Caitlin vanished. His welfare cheque and her waitressing income had been plenty for their long, listless beach days, with Mark hitting the surf while Caitlin played with Tori, who, from the first day she could, scrambled all over the sand stuffing the burnt orange grains into her innocent, burbling mouth.


Swyfty never discovered why Caitlin had left or where she had gone, simply shrugging the thousand times Tori had asked him about it, guessing she must have either got homesick or was hunting better waves. As Tori grew older and got to know that Narrabeen’s surf was as good as almost any, she started pestering Swyfty for better answers, since so much more of the story also didn’t gel.


When Tori’s parents had first hooked up, Mark had only just quit high school for his life on the beach. Caitlin on the other hand, six years older and a Berkeley politics major, was in Australia on a posting for the US State Department. Tori could never understand—no matter how cute a baby Swyfty kept insisting she’d been—why Caitlin, a feisty career bureaucrat by all accounts, had ditched her hard-earned security clearance to have a kid, spend three years as a beach bunny and then slip away into nothingness. There were no good answers, just the aching truth that one morning when Swyfty woke up, Caitlin was not there in the rumpled sheets with him and Tori.


Apart from leaving her child a heartbreaking void of memories, Caitlin bequeathed Tori dual Australian–US citizenship plus, according to the photos, her startling green eyes as well as a love of books that became as deep as her passion for surfing, and helping the girl, much later, to jump whole school years. Her mother’s departure also changed Swyfty who, to care for his baby, shucked off his own languid life as a surf bum on welfare to start crafting custom surfboards; boards that, years later, surfers would have killed for and one of which ultimately killed him.


THE ENTIRE BEACH whooped and whistled and cheered when eighteen-year-old Tori started paddling hard, then quickly looked back and, at the right moment, caught the wave. Shouts of Go, Tori, go! Mexican-waved down the beach as she got to her feet and ripped in toward the sand. As always, she was riding one of Swyfty’s own boards, this time the classic that was usually mounted above the clubhouse bar. The yelling from the beach grew to a roar when, close to shore, she leant forward and triangled her hands and head on the deck ahead of her, kicked her legs back, arcing them upwards into the air and, in her celebrated headstand, glided in to the beach.


Up in the clubhouse, the beers were already being lined up for the annual drinkathon in Swyfty’s honour and, behind the bar, hung a famous trio of photos: Tori’s first tribute headstand, Swyfty’s own headstand the morning before he died, and the third, possibly Australia’s first surfboarding photo, a precious heirloom that Manly’s surf club had lent for today’s event, the sepia-tinged shot of another surfing legend, Tommy Walker, headstanding during the baking summer of 1911/12.


With Tori today a legal drinker for the first time, she aimed to knock back her full share of beers just like Swyfty did after a day out on the waves. Not that she didn’t drink already but being legal was a milestone even among her uni friends.


The timing for a booze-up was far from perfect, with her commitment to attend Professor Mellor’s secret inner circle that evening, but there was no way she could or would miss the big clubhouse event.


Like Swyfty, Tori felt a connection with nature and she’d become a staunch environmentalist but until Professor Mellor, she had never met one as unswerving or as inspiring, let alone one who also happened to be a world authority in nuclear physics. Loads of her anti-nuke friends pooh-poohed her for it, but she had totally embraced nuclear since, despite its bad rap, she saw it as the scientific discipline with the power to do the most good for the planet in the shortest time.


This professor was unique. Sure, he lashed out against man-made climate change, just like Tori and all her greenie friends, yet Professor Mellor was more than thunder and bile. The first time she’d heard him, Tori remembered something Swyfty used to tell her: Good intentions change nothing except how you feel about yourself. That was the thing about Professor Mellor: he wasn’t just words, though it took her a little time to discover that.


For weeks Mellor had been quizzing her, puffing his way through packet after packet of cigarettes. She saw it as a trial by cancer but worth every passive wheeze if it helped her persuade her new hero to take a risk on someone so young to approve her doctorate program, and then supervise it.


For Mellor, Tori’s youth was irrelevant. To him, she was the final target in a furtive two-year recruitment drive and he needed to be certain about her reliability and as importantly, her potential. As both a leading academic and a vocal environmentalist who often spoke—or rather shouted—at rallies, Mellor had the perfect vantage point to spot activists who could push his carefully honed plan forward.


His first criterion was that they were super-brains so, like Tori, all his targets were PhD students or postdoctoral fellows. But brains were abundant among green campaigners. The sweat was in finding Einsteins with not only the passion but who, for the sake of the planet, would commit to devoting a long decade of hard selfless toil, making sacrifice after sacrifice—if necessary, the ultimate one.


With Tori then an eighteen-year-old prodigy hoping to embark on a nuclear doctorate, once Mellor felt comfortable that she satisfied both his tests, he agreed to supervise her thesis and also invited her to join ‘Nine Sisters’ or ‘9S’, his very private, exclusive club. After the first of these hush-hush gatherings, she gladly accepted as a secret badge of honour the code-name Mellor gave her: S/14, her surname’s initial combined with her rank in order of joining.


9S had been meeting for many months and, as its final recruit, Tori felt deeply privileged. Professor Mellor had big ideas, and tonight was the moment they had all been waiting for, the unveiling of his action plan.


Yet today was also Swyfty’s day, so even saving the planet would have to wait and, besides, she wanted that first legal drink.
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PROFESSOR MELLOR SHOOK HIS FIST AND barked, ‘Growth is a false god!’ His passionate mantras were what had initially drawn Tori Swyft and the other doctoral students, all with code-names like hers, to sit at the guru’s feet in the first place.


For Y/6, Yuan Li Ming who was originally from Beijing, Mellor’s message was much the same one she had been thrumming under her own breath ever since her father had been arrested and her screams had become voiceless. Here in laid-back Australia, Y/6 could utter her anti-growth heresy aloud, shout it even, and everyone would just keep drinking. Yet back home in China she feared she’d be arrested if they even suspected she thought this way.


The roots of Y/6’s cropped black hair prickled her scalp as the memory of her mother’s howls returned . . . as deafening to her now as that day the doors of the black sedan slammed shut on her father’s red apron and it whipped and cracked in the dust as the official vehicle sped him away forever. ‘Why did he have to complain about the toxins?’ her mother had wailed.


Yes, growth was a false god, but it wouldn’t be worshipped forever. It couldn’t. The Bible’s book of Genesis was written for a time like this. For a group like this. ‘In the beginning.’ Tonight, Y/6’s precise role in the professor’s plan, everyone’s role, would be revealed and, after months of secretly psyching themselves up, it couldn’t come too soon.


That might be why the young redhead, S/14, was looking so pale. S/14 had only been to three of these conclaves before but, tonight, when Y/6 noticed that her remarkable green eyes were clouded over with that sickly film, they appeared eerily like the eyes in the piles of dead fish that Y/6’s disgraced father had so unwisely protested about.


Y/6 wondered if the tightness in her own chest was also from stress or simply due to the professor’s smoke, so she twisted her head away from the rest of the group to steal a puff on her asthma inhaler. As she moved, a drop of cold sweat shivered off her brow and she watched it fall toward the floor as if in slow motion, hoping the ping when it hit the boards wouldn’t draw attention to her.


She knew it wasn’t the smoke, of course. The professor’s unusual spice cigarettes were as much a fixture as his ideology, but tonight the air was also thick with the nervous sweat of anticipation, deadening the scent of burnt popcorn she had forced herself to tolerate. A difficult pleasure.


She didn’t understand why someone like Mellor chain-smoked polluting cigarettes. Even so, he was unlike anyone she had known before, especially back in China. For months, she’d sat cross-legged at his feet during these exclusive gatherings, sheepish yet proud she was one of his hand-picked few, deeply inspired even while straining over the metaphors and allegories he painted between puffs, grateful she could take a lead from the other 9S members who didn’t realise how lucky they were with English as their first language.


Mellor broke his tirade to take another deep drawback and lolled back his shaved scalp, freckled with age and anger, against the greasy smear on the wall behind his chair.


Professor George Mellor was a man most people would avoid sitting next to on a bus: reeking of tobacco, red veins webbed across the whites of his wild eyes, nose and ears thick with hairs that must have taken refuge there once he started shaving his head, his beard stained and patchy like a ragged carpet in a rundown bar. Yet here she was, thought Y/6. Here they all were. Sitting at his glorious sandaled feet.


Mellor was notorious for his smoking but that wasn’t what he would ultimately become famous for, and it wasn’t for his academic research either. While his name was right up there with the big guns in his narrow field of hypernuclear physics, nothing in the hundreds of peer-reviewed articles or eight books he’d slaved over would ever launch his face onto a nightly TV news bulletin. Unlike the plan Y/6 expected him to reveal tonight.


His academic work was important, as was her own, but this, what they were here for, was vital. What Mellor was about to unveil in his austere apartment, if the months leading up to tonight were a guide, was guaranteed to get the flashbulbs popping. Even if the old man didn’t last long enough to lap it up personally, it would still be his legacy.


Mellor resumed his word spray. ‘Some idiot politician—who? I don’t care—once said, Better to have your enemies inside your tent pissing out, than outside the tent pissing in. But tonight we, the Nine Sisters, will pledge to prove him wrong. We . . . you . . . will be on the inside, yet no one will pick us as enemies. From there, we will be a surge of creative destruction within the heart of the industrial-technological complex. We will deaden it but, more than that, we will prevent it from reinventing itself.’


Y/6 and the rest of his hand-picked audience, including S/14, nodded as if they knew where their sage was heading, but they leant even further forward in their hunger to find out. As they did so, Y/6 noticed S/14 looking worse, her face not just pale but now sweaty and starting to go as green as her eyes, which were clamped shut as if she was squeezing their colour out of her pores. Y/6 nudged her to see if she was okay, but S/14 waved her off.


Y/6 wondered if S/14 was experiencing a side effect of the white-noise generator that Mellor had set buzzing in the corner of the room. After he’d lowered the blinds and taped them with aluminium foil to block any laser-activated passive resonance bugs from outside, he’d switched it on in case his earlier sweep had missed some spyware device planted inside the room. Mellor was not just careful, he was paranoid. Because his radical environmentalism would naturally attract enemies all present accepted that secrecy and vigilance for their 9S work were crucial.


While nuclear physics was Mellor’s paid work, this was his life’s work. He’d researched the strategies of the world’s major extremist and espionage networks, from al-Qaeda right back to the infamous Cambridge Five, those bright upper-class students recruited as Soviet communist spies on campus in the 1930s who rose to great rank in the British intelligence services. He especially studied green anarchists, like the radical Earth Liberation Front and the Unabomber, ‘Ted’ Kaczynski, child prodigy, Harvard graduate and math professor turned recluse and mail-bombing eco-terrorist. In analysing all of these groups and people, Mellor zeroed in on a common fatal flaw and designed his own strategy to overcome it. Consequently, he called 9S a ‘notwork’ as opposed to a network.


Unlike traditional conspiracies that operated through a secret network with coded communications, clandestine meetings and furtive drops, or gave notice to authorities or made demands, Mellor’s notwork would be the exact opposite. How does your enemy infiltrate a group if it has completely ceased to be a group . . . one that never, ever meets or talks again? How do you tap into emails or phone calls or internet chatrooms if there aren’t any? How do you follow a trail if there is none, if they only ever act once, decisively and without warning?


And if, despite his precautions, someone sitting on Mellor’s floor tonight was an undercover plant, how could the authorities possibly charge him or his group with anything? No targets had been picked nor were the methods of attack yet known and, to make it even harder for the establishment, no member of 9S would take any action for ten long years. The time lag wasn’t merely to create a distance between the members, a smokescreen, it was so everyone could elevate themselves into the perfect positions of power. Until their moment of betrayal, they would each—apart from Mellor himself—be seen as the most solid of citizens.


He’d named his tight little cabal the ‘Nine Sisters’ even though some were men and there were more than nine. His original plan was to stop at a group of fifteen, not too many and not too few, enough to allow for the inevitable failures or pull-outs. But caution stopped him at thirteen, and after Q/1 and G/3 ‘dropped out’ it was down to eleven, though with S/14 joining he got it back up to twelve.


The actual number of members, even the gender mix, were entirely beside the point, just like with the French eighteenth century Loge des Neufs Soeurs, the Masonic Lodge of the Nine Sisters, from which he’d cheekily lifted the name.


It was one of Mellor’s little jokes, as his disciples had learned at a prior meeting. Benjamin Franklin and briefly Voltaire had led the original group in Paris, named after the Ancient Greek muses. Their fabled loge championed the arts and sciences as the foundation of civilisation, but Mellor viewed things differently, not through such blinkered eyes. Of course, having devoted his own life to science he accepted that back in those days of the so-called Age of Enlightenment science was validly seen as an underpinning of progress, but those optimistic old-world thinkers could never have contemplated the deplorable reality of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, where civilisation had so perverted science that it was now destroying the planet rather than living in harmony with it let alone nurturing it.


Someone had to say stop—to make it stop. Others had tried but failed miserably. Too much was at stake. The planet was at stake. Burning at the stake.


After months of testing his followers’ broad commitment in these meetings, Mellor would reveal his plan tonight. And once they pledged themselves to it, also tonight, not only would 9S immediately split up but, following his plan, they would never meet again. They’d never even communicate again, not with him nor each other.


Mellor dropped his cigarette into his home-brewed beer and arced his body forward, resting his elbows on his knees, just below the frayed hemline of his greying shorts. ‘Fellow members of 9S, you will strive to complete your doctorates with the highest of accolades, and you will travel and find work wherever in the world your brilliance can take you—into mega-corporations, governments, other universities . . .’


Mellor’s eyes were ablaze. Despite his protégés being some of the brightest doctorate students, some young, some older, they were entranced, all awed by his ideals, his passion and his charisma. Over many months, by discreetly inviting them one by one into his tight orbit, Mellor not only stroked their egos but bestowed on them a calling far beyond themselves.


He reiterated how crucial was his core defensive strategy, the notwork, and then explained his offensive strategy, that over the next ten years they would doggedly devote themselves to their vocations, becoming so masterful at them that they would become the most respected and trusted chiefs of industry or government. ‘If you perform as I know you can, you will become the most trusted. No one will be trusted more than you.’


He handed round copies of an extract from a report by the influential CERT Coordination Centre at Carnegie Mellon University. ‘You will all read this before you leave tonight. It tells corporations and governments precisely how to spot a covert insider threat . . . people like you will be. This is your bible of how not to behave. As members of 9S, you will do the exact opposite. Instead, you will be paragons of organisational ethics, culture and cooperation. Thank you kindly, CERT,’ he smiled and raised his beer in a toast, ignoring the stub floating in it.


After taking a slurp, he paused to light another of his pre-rolled smokes and took a drag before he reached the part he knew they were on tenterhooks for, all of them except Q/1 and G/3, the two who had left the group and who knew all this already. He looked around, searching their eyes for waverers, but there were none, although S/14 was looking at him through her fingers so he couldn’t really tell about her.


‘My fellow members of 9S,’ he said and, using words he’d practised, told them that their unfailing objective was to betray the trust placed in them in the most imaginative and spectacular ways, not just to destroy the organisations or governments they worked for and everyone dealing with them, but to bring down the financial system, to destroy the food chain, to freeze transport, to throw a monkeywrench into the oil and gas industry. To do whatever they could from whatever heights they’d reached. ‘You will do this at a time of your choosing—what works best for you—but not before November that year, the northern autumn, so that heading into the dark of winter you—we—will wreak the most havoc and have the most impact.’


Y/6 glanced around, careful to move only her eyes and not her head, not to break the spell. One by one, everyone seemed as mesmerised, as uplifted, as she was, their eyes glued to Mellor. Even the old guy, W/12, the soldier who at least wasn’t wearing his stupid uniform tonight, was still sitting there ramrod straight. Next to her, S/14 moved again, and Y/6 thought she heard her moan. But she wasn’t going to let S/14 spoil the moment, and she shut her neighbour out of her mind, keeping her focus on Mellor.


‘To those you work with,’ he continued, ‘this will be unthinkable. You will be one of them, or so they will believe. As you rise in seniority and influence, you will soak up all the knowledge your organisation has and you will attain the power to do what needs to be done. You will wear the clothes, you will talk the talk. You will dine with them, drink with them, and laugh with them, even if you justly despise them. And then, my friends, you will start pissing, from within your tent. It will be unexpected. It will be powerful. It will be good. Through this, Nine Sisters, we—yes, we—will save our planet.’


He raised his glass again and gave them the ritual toast he ended all his orations with. ‘Bring on the winter. Fiat justitia et ruant coeli . . . Let justice be done, though the heavens fall!’


Suddenly, S/14 groaned and bent over double, her head almost hitting the floor in front of her. Struggling to her feet, she rushed to the door, one hand tight over her mouth and the other on her stomach. Mellor said nothing. He merely got up to unchain the door and as she rushed out, he shook his head as if she were collateral damage in the war he had just declared.
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Ten years later


THIS WAS TORI SWYFT’S FIRST SURF at North Narrabeen’s famous bombora in seven years. Originally, she’d left Australia to enrol in a prestigious two-year MBA at Harvard, except it didn’t turn out to be the challenge she expected. After blitzing first year almost without trying, then getting jostled by pushy Wall Street bankers desperate to sign her up a year early, she couldn’t be fussed even turning up for second year. Instead, she talked herself into a job at the CIA and spent the next six years in various of the world’s hot spots, work she found fulfilling as well as meaningful except for the last few stinking months. But that was now over, she reminded herself once again and, with her heart still racing from the surf—or was it the painful memories?—she flipped back the fringe of her dripping red hair, shiny and almost black, placed her board on the sand and lay back on her towel, closing her eyes to Sydney’s sharp winter sun.


Having tossed in her CIA security clearance in exchange for a fat wad of piss-off-but-keep-your-mouth-shut money, Tori’s far more limited ambitions right now were twofold, reading Proust’s À la Recherche du Temps Perdu—in the original French—and riding all the waves she could, first these few weeks limbering up at Narra in Sydney, then catching some monsters at Teahupo’o in Tahiti. After that, she had no ideas, but the Agency’s pay-out gave her at least a year before she’d even need to think about working again.


An hour earlier, a jet ski had towed her out to paradise, though to non-surfers the towering ten-footers thundering toward the beach were more like a living hell. Shifty peaks, some sucking dry, but Tori had eventually caught a pipe, and it felt awesome to be back here. Maybe, she thought as she wiggled the sand off her toes, she should try punting for another crown and cap off her old junior women’s title.


Flat on her back under the cloudless sky, Tori could already feel the sun drilling through the black neoprene of her wetsuit. Sydney was experiencing one of its freak winter heat waves; at least climate change had some advantages. She reached around to her back, unzipped the suit, peeling it down to her waist, and removed her bikini top. On Sydney’s northern beaches, going topless was no big deal, but she let loose a smirk as she imagined how her stuffy ex-colleagues at the Agency would react if they saw her, especially her last boss, Martin Davidson, a creep with eyes that wandered where his filthy hands didn’t dare.


She twisted open a bottle of luscious sunshine and sniffed the thick coconut aroma, heady from being left to bake in the sun lying on top of her book and, after a pause, she slapped it on. All-over tanning hadn’t been so easy working at the CIA, except when she’d been serving in Cuba—but all that was over—and in any case being a fair-skinned redhead meant she always had to find lotions with a strong sun-protection factor.


On her back again with her eyes shut and the surf thundering in her ears, she only vaguely heard the helicopter hovering above the beach and, unaware it was landing a little way up near the lagoon, she missed the glint of sunlight that flashed off the head of a bald, stocky man as he eased himself out of the chopper onto the sand in a three-piece suit, preposterous on any beach let alone this one. Instead, Tori started to think about some of the Proust she’d been reading, the part where the narrator dips a madeleine in a cup of tea triggering a memory of his country home, Combray. Deliberately, she sniffed the kelpy tang in the sea air, and found it worked for her too. There were still good memories here, except for one.


She wiped the lotion off her fingers onto her towel before she ran them back over her book. Proust, she chuckled to herself. Anyone who could write something that so many smart people lied through their teeth that they’d read and enjoyed had to be admired, which was why, now she had the time, she was reading him to decide for herself.


Tori stretched her arms above her head and as she yawned she heard a metallic click, which she thought was her jaw at first. As the clicking came closer she visualised a couple of beers clanking in someone’s backpack, but when the sand crunched unnervingly close to her head and she detected a shadow looming over her, she blinked open her eyes and, squinting, looked up.


‘Dr Victoria Swyft, good afternoon,’ the man said. The sun was behind him so she couldn’t make out his face.


No locals had ever called her by that name, and last time she looked she didn’t have it tattooed anywhere either. No one left around here knew her by her full birth name let alone that she’d got her doctorate. She’d never made a big deal about it, although the university had, since there were hardly a lot of people who got their PhDs at twenty. Here at Narra she’d always been Tori or Swyfty’s girl and, besides, after seven years’ absence from Australia, people who had once known might even have forgotten that.


The man’s accent was American, in itself hardly unusual as this had been a world surfing hot spot forever, even before the Beach Boys gave it a boost in Surfin’ USA and, after her time at Harvard, she thought that his way of pronouncing ‘afternoon’ was a little Bostonian. She caught a whiff of his cologne cutting through both her own coconutty aroma and the salt spray. Her body tensed when she picked it as the same Burberry scent favoured by her slimeball ex-boss at the CIA. What the hell did they want with her now? Her mind scrolled through the faces, but this voice matched none of them. And there was still that damn clicking.


‘Enjoying the scenery?’ she said, blinking and yanking her towel around herself to cover her breasts before getting to her feet. ‘Even in Boston it’d be polite to introduce yourself to a semi-naked woman, wouldn’t it, or did you grow up in the Combat Zone?’ She meant the city’s former red-light district. Tori shifted to put the sun to the side and, when her eyes adjusted, she saw that the odd-looking stranger had been more respectful than she’d imagined. He’d apparently spoken with his back to her to avoid her even thinking he’d been ogling her.


‘Okay,’ she said, ‘you can turn around.’


He was no local, that was clear. Not with that girth and not in those clothes, even if sand had caked over his once highly polished black brogues. His bowtie, barely visible below his cascading double chin, had a blue stripe that echoed the sky but that’s where the comparisons ended. His grey three-piece suit was bloated with more material than a stand-up comic’s routine. Here on the beach it was as laughable.


As he held out his right hand, she noticed his left was fiddling with gold worry beads. ‘I do apologise, most surely,’ he said. His words were slow and considered, stuffy and old school. ‘Axel Schönberg III, chief executive of SIS from—’


‘Boston,’ she finished, keeping her hands clasped on her towel, letting his own chubby hand hang there friendless.


‘Indeed.’


‘How’d you know I was me?’ she asked, noticing at least fifty other sunbakers in similar states of undress scattered along the beach and a roughly equal number in the water.


He tapped the rather bulky side arms of his glasses as if that meant something. She assumed it was to give his loose hand something to do rather than let it hang where she’d ignored it. Point one to me, thought Tori, even though she was in no mood for games. ‘Look, Mr Schönberg—’


‘Dr Schönberg, actually. You asked how I knew you were you . . . my FrensLens,’ he said, sliding off his glasses and handing them to Tori. ‘Here, try them on.’


‘Wow!’ she said after putting them on. Text had immediately popped up in her vision just to the side of the man’s face: Dr Axel Schönberg III, heir to the Schönberg meat-packing dynasty, Boston. Born in . . . ‘What the hell are these?’ she said, taking them off as if they might infect her in some way. ‘Meat? It says you’re a meat baron?’


‘They’re FrensLens, like I said. A prototype from a client. You go for a drive and they automatically load your route, you look out the window and they tell you the day’s weather forecast. You fly over a beach and the facial recognition software scans the faces and identifies Dr Victoria Swyft for you.’


‘They’re like Google goggles?’ said Tori.


‘Google schmoogle. These beauties trawl through multiple search engines and social networking sites sucking out then organising the information about the selected face, and then they cross-check against your own data and give you a potted summary of who the face is, where you might have met, all that.’


‘That’s an invasion of privacy!’ she said, waving the glasses back at him.


‘That’s a problem?’


‘Whatever.’ She handed the glasses back, perplexed. ‘But I don’t do social networking,’ she said. ‘Ever.’


He shrugged. ‘Anyone who makes junior world surfing champion at thirteen and completes her PhD by twenty is burdened with a couple of shots of herself scattered around whether she likes it or not.’


‘Lucky I was lying face up then.’ She saw his face redden from the chins up. ‘Look, I know Boston, but I’ve never heard of you or your meat company . . . what was it . . . “S” something?’


‘SIS.’


‘Which stands for what exactly? Schönberg Invades Swyft’s privacy?’


His hand moved to his scalp, bald and already beading with sweat, and he gave it a nervous scratch while his other hand clicked his beads.


‘Actually, I’d be concerned if you had heard of us, Dr Swyft,’ he said, his hand dropping back to his side. ‘Given the high profile of our clientele—governments, multinationals and ultra-high-net-worths—we maintain a low profile . . . No profile, to be truthful. And SIS doesn’t stand for anything, not any more—apart from client service.’


‘What, er, service brings you here?’ she said, suppressing a snigger for his Bostonian business bullshit. ‘A meat market? White slave trade?’


‘Dr Swyft, I say this with as much humility as I can bother to muster: at SIS we are the smartest, most trusted and, especially, the most private advisers on this planet.’


‘But the glasses said you’re a meat mogul?’


His entire body shook as he laughed. ‘It’s a business my grandfather set up on the side to deflect interest away from SIS. Right from the beginning, no matter how hard we try, we find we can’t always keep out of the limelight, so he started an operation so tediously uninspiring that no one would ever think to shine a light on it, but if they did it explains the summer home on Nantucket, the private jet, and all that.’


Tori noticed the helicopter. ‘So . . . you’re advisers. Then why bother with me? I don’t need any adv—’


‘My research pinpointed you as a perfect fit for our firm.’


Despite her discomfort, she had to admit she was a little intrigued, but having come home to escape, to start afresh, his intrusion was irritating her more than it piqued her interest. ‘Your research?’ she snapped, staring him down. ‘About me? What did that—?’


‘—tell me? Quite a story, though none will be news to you. A sporting legend at thirteen then, after the shocking blow of losing your father,’ he said, without pausing or lowering his eyes from hers as others did when mentioning the tragedy to her face, ‘your aunt takes you in, you drop competitive surfing and your physical prowess shifts to the intellectual, which is your far more natural home. You skip whole slabs at high school, yet still make valedictorian at fifteen, almost sixteen—’


‘In Australia we call it dux.’


‘And I gather you people also smother your toast with a ghastly black sludge.’ He visibly shuddered at the merest thought of Vegemite but, recalling it was made by Kraft, one of his clients, he pushed past it. ‘You win scholarship after scholarship, finishing your engineering doctorate by the time you’re twenty—’


‘Almost twenty-one.’


‘Remarkable either way, then you go to Harvard . . . wait, before that there was a year working at that research facility in, ah—’


‘Lucas Heights,’ she said, ‘in Sydney.’


‘That’s it, but you win another scholarship—’


‘A John Monash Scholarship,’ she added, with a pang of guilt.


He shrugged. ‘Whatever. And it funds you to attend Harvard Business School, where you top the first year MBA. Yet despite making it as Ford Scholar, you drop out, send the Monash money back—so admirable—but then,’ he said, his nose wrinkled as if he’d just caught the stink of a rotten fish, ‘you go work a desk at the CIA, of all places.’


‘Not just a desk,’ she said, her free hand tightening into a fist. ‘Where’d you hear about me? From the Agency?’


‘Not at first, no. I stumbled across your Swyft Neutronics Model. In my experience, stumbling can be very fruitful.’


And very risky too for someone in his shape, thought Tori. ‘You mean my PhD dissertation.’ She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, unsure if the heat in her face was from the sun or from her personal space being trampled on. When she had published her model all those years ago, the nuclear world treated her as a rock star, at least for the brief and wearisome period before she ducked back out of the limelight, where she preferred to stay. Perhaps she did have something in common with this strange man.


Her thesis had been revolutionary, so what they said at the time was true, even if it was embarrassing. Fine-tuning the fuel burn-up inside a power reactor required precise and rapid command of its many control rods, something humans could never hope to achieve alone, but which computer systems made feasible. Tori’s model, especially her three ground-breaking algorithms, supercharged the prevailing methods and, with the latest in telemetry as well as the explosive growth in computer processing power becoming an everyday reality, her work allowed the nuclear power industry to take a revolutionary leap in the millisecond-by-millisecond control of the neutronics inside a reactor core. Not only was she responsible for making the Monte Carlo modelling of the billions of interactions between atoms and neutrons inside the core of a nuclear reactor far more accurate and reliable, but for the first time it was economically viable to couple it in commercial applications as a hybrid tool with deterministic neutronics and thermal hydraulics codes.


What she’d done was nirvana for the nuclear power industry, especially because commercial plant operators would be able to squeeze more power out of the same core yet at the same time cut the costs on safety margins. It was like buying a new car with souped-up brakes and handling; you could drive faster yet safer, even right up close to the edge of a cliff.


It took two years for cautious nuclear regulators to approve her model, and the Americans were the first, and as soon as they did the technology houses rushed new products to market integrating her breakthrough into their plant control systems.


‘Your work was, still is, brilliant. And yet you made it open source, posting it on the internet for free,’ Axel said, his nose wrinkling as if the mere notion of giving away anything valuable was rather unorthodox.


Open-sourcing it had been her supervising professor’s idea; for the good of the globe, he’d argued.


‘That was our point,’ Tori said, retightening her towel, her aggravation simmering. ‘Giving it away meant the whole nuclear world could—would—take it up. Nuclear power would be cheaper and safer at the same time.’


‘According to my research, your model is now built into nearly half the power plants in France, most in the rest of Europe, a good third of US nuclear plants, and a number in Asia, though apparently Fukushima in Japan never quite got around to it. Most impressive, Dr Swyft.’


Tori’s feelings were fighting themselves, violation winning but flattery starting to punch its way out of the other corner. ‘Dr Schönberg, if your research is so good, why didn’t it also tell you I have other plans?’ she said, pointing him to the waves.


‘Actually, it did, rather obviously, don’t you think? It does seem I knew to find you here, after all. But I am rather hoping you’ll change your plans. At SIS we make quite the difference. Our work is, er . . . enthralling. And our remuneration rather generous. You’d even find time between engagements to squeeze in more of this,’ he said, his hand sweeping before the surf. ‘We do own rather a grand lodge at Teahupo’o, you know.’


Only Tori’s travel agent knew she was booked to go surfing there. ‘Wha—?’ she started, but held her tongue.


He unbuttoned his voluminous jacket and reached inside, extracting a small tablet computer which he handed to her. ‘Perhaps you’d be good enough to scan this?’


She moved to avoid the glare on the screen, and started to read. ‘You’re offering me a directorshi—Shit, how does this thing do that?’ The text seemed to scroll up the screen automatically meeting her eyes as they read each line, reversing when she went to re-read a paragraph. Not once did Tori need to touch anything.


‘It’s got eye-tracking. Makes life so much easier.’


Especially if you have such fat fingers, she noticed, but even so she was impressed. At the CIA, devices like this had annoyingly been above her pay-grade, and while some smartphones came with eye-tracking to keep them switched on when you were looking at them, they didn’t scroll like this.


Tori read on and when her proposed pay package scrolled up, she re-read it so many times she started to get dizzy. ‘Your terms do seem . . . interesting.’ Interesting, like a gold brick road. She blinked and added, ‘Why do you think I’d accept them, Dr Schönberg?’


‘Research, Dr Swyft.’ He tapped his nose and the beads clicked below his chins. ‘And please call me Axel. Everyone in the firm does.’


He leant over and touched the tablet in the corner of the screen. Another document popped up: a letter from the chief executive of one of the world’s largest corporations, coincidently one of the few business leaders that Tori respected. Was it a coincidence? She read it but said nothing.


After a minute, Schönberg spoke. ‘So, Dr Swyft?’


‘You pay quite, ah, well,’ she said, with a light cough. ‘And you have a lodge where it seems you already knew I was headed and, as well, your rich and powerful friends say good things about you. But I have no idea what you actually do—what this advice you give is—or what my role would be.’


‘True,’ he said. ‘But before I flesh that out, there’s just one little thing I need to know: Why you left the CIA. It was rather sudden, after all.’


Tori was still sore over the circumstances, especially since the Agency claimed to have fired her when the truth was redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.  redacted text.1


‘Look, Dr Schönberg, er, Axel,’ she said, straining to keep cool. ‘If you’re as good as you claim, you should know why I left.’


Schönberg smiled, making Tori certain it had been a test; one she had apparently passed. She half expected a gold tooth to glint at her in the sunlight, but there was only another click from his beads and he again offered his hand.


‘Subject of course to my answering all your questions satisfactorily, I suspect we may be welcoming you as a director of SIS, Dr Swyft.’


‘Maybe,’ she said, this time taking his hand and awarding points two and three to him.





1 Redacted by the CIA.
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TORI WAS PINCHING HERSELF. TWO MONTHS ago she was at grave risk of never seeing sunlight again, yet now, after fifteen glorious days’ surfing and soaking up the luxuries at SIS’s Tahitian hideaway, she was ensconced in her own office in Boston inside the stately period townhouse that SIS called headquarters, and holding down a job that paid more in one week than her shit of a boss at the CIA’s Langley complex probably earned in a year. Fuck him, she thought, her lips curling with satisfaction. She was a director, too, of this prestigious firm, prestigious at least to the elite handful who were permitted to know it even existed.


She swivelled her chair toward the sunshine streaming in, and leant back a little to bask in its warmth. The bow window drew her eyes outside through the tangles of ivy winding through the traditional black wrought iron balcony, then south over exclusive Beacon Street, dotted red and brown with the first autumn leaves that were fluttering an escape from their sanctuary opposite in Boston Common.


When Axel had been settling Tori into her office he ran his hands over the oak panelling that lined the walls and proudly pointed out the parquet flooring. ‘Those diagonals are Canadian maple. And the inlays are Asian teak and American walnut. Exquisite, don’t you think?’ She did. The browns were close to Axel’s latest bowtie and matching suit. Never trust a man in a brown suit, she’d once heard but, given everything he’d done for her so far, she would ignore the advice in his case.


When her boss was readying himself to leave for another meeting, Tori was still no wiser about what she should start working on, so hesitantly she asked him to give her a steer.


‘You’re a director,’ he answered, emphasising it with a click of his beads. ‘Directors direct at SIS, Tori, they’re not directed. Not by me, not by anyone.’


Tori started tapping her fingers on her knee under the desk, also oak. All his vague mumbo-jumbo sounded plausible when Axel had said it the first time, but now she was here, as a director of a firm redolent of aristocratic opulence, yet with no clue of what to do.


Axel had seen this insecurity before with his other successful hires. ‘Tori, relax. We hired you because of your profile: your DNA is the same as ours . . . we all connect dots that most people can’t even see.’


‘Profile? I didn’t sit any psych test.’


‘Er, no. But I did get a peek at the one you sat for the CIA.’


This jolted her. She didn’t feel affronted, given what she’d already experienced of Axel’s research. It wasn’t his lack of guile either; she was acclimatising to that, too. What surprised her was that while the click of his damn gold beads got this strange little man access to such utterly private information yet, to him, it was as normal as phoning for pizza with extra mushrooms.


‘What did it say, apart from the dots?’


‘Psycho-babble mostly. Theirs usually are. There was one titbit . . . what was it?’ He twirled his beads several times around his fingers, somehow without clicking them or twisting them. Tori was starting to hate his beads, unsure if they were simply a foppish eccentricity like his absurd bowties, or an infuriating bit of drama he used for distracting other people’s attention. ‘Ah yes, I recall,’ he said with a little giggle. ‘How could I have forgotten it? “Winning the world championship at thirteen,” they said, “was the young Swyft’s crowning surfing achievement, and she felt that continuing on and risking a loss would dishonour her father’s memory . . . Hence after that, she championed the books rather than the waves.” It’s a bit romance novelish, don’t you think?’


Tori gritted her teeth. Like so much of the Agency insight she’d put up with over the years, this was also drivel. The simple fact was that without her dad to support her, she couldn’t bear even the idea of facing the attention that competitive surfing attracted, so she poured her talents inward, into the private world of study.
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