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            PROLOGUE

          

          ENCRYPTED MEMORY, SYDNEY, 2025

        

      

    

    
      The file blinked open on the secure archive terminal, its metadata scrubbed, its origin classified beyond top secret. Encrypted under obsolete Cold War cipher protocols, only a handful of surviving agents still understood. It carried a name no digital network dared index: Shadow Intelligence Protocol – Initiation Brief, Mitchell, G, 1980-1985.

      Gabriel Mitchell, once a fresh-faced graduate, now a ghost in global cyber warfare circles, hadn’t been seen in almost a decade. Rumours placed him everywhere from Langley to Tallinn, consulting on AI psyops, dark net proxy states, and zero-trust sovereignty systems. But those who really knew him, what he stood for, what he sacrificed, always pointed back to this file. The beginning. The moment Australia, barely considered a digital player, launched an intelligence gamble that would one day reshape the data sovereignty wars of the 21st century.

      And Mitchell? He had never wanted to be a spy. Just someone who understood people. Which, as it turned out, was more dangerous than code.
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            FIRST PRINCIPLES
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            1

          

          
            ST LUCIA

          

          DECEMBER 1980

        

      

    

    
      The Brisbane River stretched before Gabriel Mitchell like a muddy question mark, meandering through the subtropical haze that clung to the University of Queensland’s St Lucia campus with the persistence of an uninvited relative. He stood among three hundred and fifty-seven fellow business graduates, he’d counted them during the chancellor’s speech about Australia’s bright economic future, and wondered if any of them suspected they were about to spend their careers as unwitting participants in the most significant transformation any generation had experienced: the emerging digital revolution.

      The thought amused him, though he kept his expression appropriately solemn for the occasion. His parents, Ron and Margaret Mitchell, beamed from the audience with fierce pride. Their son was becoming the first university graduate in the family’s recorded history.

      His mother dabbed at her eyes with a tissue that had clearly seen extensive use during the ceremony, while simultaneously attempting to photograph everything with the new camera they’d purchased specifically for this occasion.

      His father's calloused hands, shaped by twenty-five years of operating heavy machinery at the Port of Brisbane, applauded with enough enthusiasm to compensate for his obvious discomfort in the hired suit. Those calloused hands told a story that had shaped Gabriel’s sense of honest work and personal integrity. Ron Mitchell had risen from dock labourer to crane operator through sheer competence and reliability, earning respect through his performance, never through politics. ‘Work speaks louder than words, son,’ had been his constant refrain throughout Gabriel’s childhood. ‘Do what you say you’ll do, and people will trust you. Break that trust, and you’ll spend years trying to earn it back.’ It was a lesson reinforced every evening when his father returned home, exhausted but satisfied with having safely and efficiently moved tonnes of cargo through Brisbane’s busy port.

      Margaret had contributed her own ethical foundation through nearly thirty years of nursing at the Royal Brisbane Hospital. Her stories of human dignity in crises had taught Gabriel that everyone deserved respect regardless of their circumstances or background. ‘People reveal their true character under pressure,’ she’d explained after tough shifts. ‘Some rise to meet challenges with grace, others crumble or blame others for their problems. You choose which person you want to be long before the crisis arrives.’

      Out of the corner of his eye, Gabriel spotted someone who didn't fit. A woman in her early to mid-thirties stood apart from the proud families and sweating academics. She wore a tailored charcoal suit that spoke of money and attention to detail. Her auburn hair had that studied casual look that probably took twenty minutes to achieve, and her blue eyes tracked everything with the precision of a professional.

      She watched him while everyone else watched the ceremony. Gabe registered that she was attractive in that polished way. Her interest felt calculated. Scrutinising.

      More intriguing still, a man in an expensive grey suit positioned himself near the ceremonial arch, ostensibly photographing the graduates but focusing his camera with unusual frequency on Gabriel’s section of the assembly. When Gabriel shifted position slightly, the photographer adjusted his angle accordingly.

      ‘Gabriel Mitchell.’ His name echoed across the campus through the public address system.

      He stepped forward to receive his Bachelor of Business degree, shaking hands with the chancellor while cameras clicked and his parents' applause erupted above the polite academic murmur with the unrestrained pride of people at a rugby final. The moment lasted perhaps ten seconds, but he found himself noting every detail with unusual clarity: the chancellor's aftershave, a blend of sandalwood and institutional authority; the weight of the diploma in its ceremonial folder; the way afternoon sunlight caught the Brisbane River beyond the campus, turning muddy water almost beautiful.

      As he walked back to his position, the mysterious woman caught his eye and offered the slightest nod of acknowledgement, not quite a greeting, but certainly recognition. His memory flashed on a name. Dr Evangeline Cross. He remembered that their paths had crossed briefly at a faculty mixer months earlier when she’d been introduced as a visiting consultant. At the time, he’d thought nothing of it. But then he’d received that vague job offer from DataFlow. Now that he was casting his mind back, he was sure she had some sort of connection with them.

      After the ceremony concluded with the traditional academic processional, which moved with all the efficiency of a three-legged racehorse, Gabriel extricated himself from the immediate crush of fellow graduates hugging each other and high-fiving in congratulations and headed towards his parents.
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      Professor David Harrison intercepted him near the jacaranda trees that lined the pathway to the river.

      ‘Gabriel! Congratulations, lad. Walk with me a moment, will you? I won’t keep you long. Your parents will wait for you.’

      They strolled to a quiet spot overlooking the water, away from the crowds of celebrating families. Harrison’s grey beard and twinkling eyes gave him the appearance of a scholarly Santa Claus. However, his sharp questions in tutorials had revealed a mind that dissected economic arguments with surgical precision.

      ‘Thirty-five years of trying to explain why economic theory rarely matches economic reality,’ Harrison said with characteristic dry humour. ‘I’ll miss the bright students who ask awkward questions, like yourself. Speaking of which, how do you feel about that DataFlow opportunity?’ He gestured towards Dr Cross.

      So she was connected.

      Gabriel settled against the riverside railing, noting how Harrison’s tone carried the same careful weight he’d observed during conversations with their more sensitive students. ‘Honestly? Intrigued but puzzled. The job description seems straightforward enough: enterprise software sales in the Asia-Pacific region. But there’s something about the way it was presented that suggests hidden complexities. The wording was very… vague. I wasn’t sure whether to pursue it, or do my own job searches like everyone else.’

      Harrison smiled, his fingers gently caressing his beard in the pose Gabriel recognised as his thinking position. ‘Tell me, what do you understand about the relationship between technology and national security?’

      The question caught Gabriel off guard. National security? In four years of business studies, national security had never been a prominent feature in their discussions of market forces and competitive positioning. ‘I assume you mean protecting our technological advantages from competitors? Intellectual property theft, that sort of thing?’

      ‘Much deeper than that, I’m afraid.’ Harrison moved to face the river. ‘Gabriel, we’re entering an era where information will become as valuable as physical resources, perhaps more so. Countries that control information technology will have decisive advantages both commercially and… strategically.’

      Gabriel felt like he was listening to science fiction, not economic analysis. ‘You’re talking about computers and software as… weapons?’

      ‘In a way. I’m talking about computers and software as the infrastructure of a modern civilisation. Banking, communications, transportation, and manufacturing will all become increasingly dependent on electronic systems and data processing. Whichever countries develop the best systems and understand the weaknesses in their opponents’ systems will have enormous advantages.’

      Harrison turned back to face him, his expression serious despite the academic environment. ‘Australia sits in a unique position, close enough to Asia to understand the regional dynamics, allied with the Americans who are driving tech market development, but small enough that we’re not seen as a direct threat. That makes us valuable partners and potentially effective intelligence gatherers.’

      ‘Professor, are you saying DataFlow Systems is some kind of intelligence front?’

      'Look, all I'm saying is DataFlow Systems plays in that murky space where legitimate business and strategic intelligence-gathering blur into each other. Their client list includes major corporations and government agencies across the Asia-Pacific. The relationships they're building and the information they're getting their hands on could be gold for tracking how tech is developing across the region — and for where we sit competitively on the international stage.'

      Harrison reached into his pocket and withdrew an elegant fountain pen. ‘I’ve something for you,’ he said, offering the pen to Gabriel. ‘A small token of recognition for outstanding analytical work throughout your degree.’

      Gabriel accepted the pen, noting its surprising weight and the subtle warmth it seemed to retain from Harrison’s hand. The craftsmanship was exquisite, far finer than that of typical university gifts, with tiny perforations near the clip resembling miniature speaker grilles.

      ‘Professor, this is rather generous.’

      'Think of it as an investment in your future building business in Australia,' Harrison replied with a smile that suggested layers of meaning Gabriel couldn’t yet decipher. Perhaps he had a hand in the DataFlow offer? ‘That pen has quite a history. I think you’ll find it serves purposes beyond simple writing.’

      They walked back toward the main campus, where Gabriel could see his parents waiting with evident pride and barely contained excitement about the celebration they’d planned.

      'Think carefully about your career choices, Gabriel,' Harrison said as they rejoined the crowd. 'Authenticity and cultural sensitivity will get you further than any clever trick or workaround. Your parents raised you with the right instincts, so trust them.'
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      Gabriel joined his parents near the ceremony staging area, where his father was attempting to persuade his mother that they had enough photographs for the occasion.

      ‘There’s our graduate!’ his mother announced with a pride that could probably have been detected by satellites. ‘Ron, take the camera, we need pictures by the river before the light changes.’

      ‘Mum, we’ve taken about fifty photographs already,’ Gabriel protested with affectionate exasperation.

      ‘This is the first university graduation in the Mitchell family history,’ Margaret declared with maternal authority that brooked no argument. ‘We’re documenting every moment for posterity.’

      As they made their way toward the riverside, Gabriel noticed the mysterious Dr Cross observing their family interaction from a discreet distance. Her attention seemed focused not just on him but on his parents as well, as if she were assessing the entire family dynamic, not just observing him.

      ‘Gabriel!’ A familiar voice cut through the post-ceremony chaos.

      He turned to see Brittany Howard approaching through the crowd, her athletic grace making it look effortless to navigate the clustered families. Standing 5’10’ with voluminous blonde hair that caught the afternoon sunlight like spun gold, Brit had a natural beauty that made people unconsciously step aside to watch her pass.

      ‘Brit,’ he grinned, genuinely pleased to see her. ‘Shouldn’t you be in training? I thought you had nationals coming up.’

      ‘Team training doesn’t stop for your graduation ceremony,’ she replied with the direct honesty that characterised all her communication. ‘Though I did negotiate an hour off to watch you collect your fancy degree. Olympic aspirations apparently don’t excuse missing my favourite study partner’s big moment.’

      Her green eyes sparkled with the competitive intelligence that made her both a formidable athlete and a surprisingly effective law student. Despite their casual relationship, built on shared study sessions and mutual physical attraction, Brit maintained emotional clarity that prevented complications, even as she felt affection for Gabriel.

      ‘Mum, Dad, this is Brittany Howard,’ Gabriel said as his parents approached with obvious curiosity about the attractive young woman who’d captured their son’s attention. ‘Brit, my parents, Ron and Margaret Mitchell.’

      His father immediately brightened, recognising the name. ‘The swimmer! We’ve been following your competitions in the Courier-Mail. Commonwealth Games trials next year, isn’t it?’

      Brit’s smile was genuinely warm as she shook hands with both parents. ‘That’s the plan, Mr Mitchell. Though I suspect your son’s about to have adventures that make swimming competitions look boring by comparison.’ She glanced at Gabriel with an expression that combined affection with a realistic assessment. ‘Technology and international business development, he’ll probably see more of the world than I will.’

      Margaret Mitchell looked at Brit with the appraising look mothers reserve for the women in their sons’ lives, her nursing experience having taught her to assess people’s character quickly and accurately. ‘And you’re studying law?’

      ‘Sports law and international commercial regulation,’ Brit confirmed with evident enthusiasm for her chosen field. ‘Someone needs to protect athletes from all the bureaucratic nonsense and ensure that sports organisations comply with international agreements. Turns out competitive swimming provides excellent preparation for dealing with complex regulatory frameworks.’

      ‘Sounds like you both chose fields that require an understanding of different cultures and international relationships,’ Ron said, with his typical practical wisdom. ‘That kind of thinking will serve you well in whatever career paths you pursue.’

      Gabriel checked on Dr Cross again, still observing their conversation from a distance, her attention focused not just on him now, but also on Brit. Something in her expression suggested evaluation, not casual curiosity, as if she were cataloguing potential complications.

      ‘Brit,’ Gabriel said, ‘there’s someone I should probably introduce you to – ’

      ‘Your keen observer?’ Brit interrupted. ‘Yes, I think she’s been watching our conversation long enough to form whatever conclusions she requires.’ She spoke loudly enough for Dr Cross to hear while maintaining a conversational tone.
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      Dr Evangeline Cross then approached with a measured stride that suggested long experience with complex social situations. ‘Ms Howard, I presume? Gabriel has mentioned you and your athletic achievements. I’m Dr Evangeline Cross – a special advisor to DataFlow Systems.’

      ‘Dr Cross, great to meet you. Gabriel mentioned that you met at the faculty mixer a few months back. How did he describe the chat? That was it, a theoretical conversation about integrity.’ Brit’s voice carried polite interest without deference, the tone of someone accustomed to being evaluated by coaches and officials. ‘He was very intrigued, though a bit unsure about the details.’ She grinned cheekily at Dr Cross.

      Gabriel watched the interaction with growing fascination. Both women maintained a perfect politeness while clearly measuring each other’s abilities and potential influence. Dr Cross’s smile never wavered, but her eyes reflected the detailed assessment of someone accustomed to security clearances and background checks. Brit’s athletic confidence remained unshaken, though Gabriel could see her competitive instincts engaging as she recognised a sharper opponent than usual.

      ‘International business often requires discretion, about client relationships and competitive positioning, for example,’ Dr Cross explained with diplomatic precision. ‘Though I suspect someone with your travel schedule and international competition experience understands the complexities of managing multiple commitments.’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Brit agreed cheerfully. ‘Training camps, competition travel, academic requirements, it’s all about prioritising what matters most.’ She paused deliberately. ‘Gabriel’s career prospects sound fascinating, and I imagine they’ll require lots of travel and considerable networking.’

      The subtext couldn’t have been clearer if she’d written it on a billboard. Brit was politely establishing that she understood Gabriel’s career would involve commitments that made serious romantic relationships impractical, while also making it clear that she wasn’t about to be dismissed as a complication requiring management.

      Dr Cross’s expression didn’t change, but Gabriel caught a flash of what might have been approval in her eyes. ‘Quite right, Ms Howard. Career development often requires difficult choices about personal priorities and career objectives.’

      ‘Indeed it does,’ Brit replied with a smile that could have powered the university’s lighting system. ‘Though I’ve always found that honest communication about our limitations and our expectations helps prevent unnecessary complications.’

      Gabriel’s parents had watched the exchange with the fascinated attention of spectators at a particularly tense tennis match. His father, a slight smirk on his lips and a quiet laugh in his eyes, looked impressed by Brit’s directness, while his mother seemed to be recalculating her assumptions about the relationship between her son and the attractive athlete.

      ‘Interesting young woman,’ Dr Cross said neutrally after Brit excused herself to return to training. ‘Though I suspect her training schedule and international aspirations will provide their own natural limitations.’

      ‘Brit’s always been clear about her priorities. Olympic preparation doesn’t leave much room for a conventional relationship.

      ‘Quite practical,’ Dr Cross agreed. ‘Shall we walk? I find movement conducive to conversation. Please excuse us, Mr and Mrs Mitchell, I promise I won’t keep Gabriel long.’’

      Recognising that serious career discussions that required privacy were clearly taking place, they nodded and set about photographing the campus to document the family milestone.
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      Meanwhile, Dr Cross and Gabriel strolled along the riverside path where jacaranda trees drooped purple blossoms onto the walkway like nature’s own confetti.

      The afternoon air carried the distinctive Brisbane mixture of subtropical humidity and industrial optimism, a combination that Gabriel would later associate with the beginning of everything important in his life. The river flowed with languid determination toward Moreton Bay, while the city’s modest skyline hinted at ambitions that exceeded its current achievements.

      ‘I’ve been wondering, Mr Mitchell, why you’re yet to respond to our job offer. Perhaps I can tell you more about enterprise computing? What do you know of it?’

      ‘Enough to know that mainframes process business data, terminals connect users to central systems, and IBM dominates everything with the enthusiasm of a monopoly that doesn’t realise it’s about to face serious competition.’

      ‘And what makes you think IBM faces competition?’

      Gabriel considered the question while watching a ferry navigate the river’s lazy curves. The CityCat service represented Brisbane’s attempts at urban sophistication, though the vessels looked more functional than elegant against the backdrop of suburban developments and industrial facilities.

      ‘Economics and human nature. IBM’s success comes from solving problems that only existed because computers were expensive and difficult to use. But technology costs decrease over time, while capabilities increase. Eventually, someone will build systems that democratise computing power, and IBM’s business model depends on scarcity.’

      Dr Cross said nothing, her expression giving away less. ‘Interesting analysis. And when this democratisation occurs, where do you see Australian companies fitting into the global technology landscape?’

      Gabriel watched another ferry pass, its wake creating expanding ripples across the river’s surface. ‘That depends on whether we think internationally or remain provincial. Australian businesses tend to view the domestic market as enough, but fifteen million people can’t sustain a technology industry competing against American and Japanese companies that serve hundreds of millions.’

      ‘So you believe Australian technology firms must operate globally to survive?’

      ‘Beyond the obvious fact that Australia’s too small to be isolationist? Yes, absolutely. The question isn’t whether to engage internationally, it’s how to do so without becoming a mere colonial outpost for foreign technology. We need to develop our own expertise and our own relationships, not just redistribute other people’s products.’

      ‘And you speak Japanese.’

      It wasn’t a question. Dr Cross clearly knew everything she needed to know about his background. It was unsettling yet… impressive. ‘Conversational level. I’m better at reading cultural cues than conjugating verbs, but I can handle business discussions and social situations without embarrassing myself or my hosts. I spent a semester at Waseda University as part of an exchange program and worked for a trading company in Tokyo during the summer. Japanese business culture is fascinating; they approach relationships and decision-making very differently from Australians. Or anyone, really.’

      Gabriel’s experience in Japan had indeed revealed complexities that his business courses had barely acknowledged. The trading company had operated through networks of relationships that took decades to build, where technical competence mattered less than understanding cultural nuances and personal trust. He’d learned to read subtle communication patterns and social hierarchies that could make or break commercial agreements, skills that proved surprisingly applicable to reading his fellow students back in Brisbane.

      Dr Cross looked pleased. ‘Professor Harrison was right about your analytical capabilities.’

      They paused beside a bench overlooking the river, where afternoon shadows began stretching across the water like reaching fingers. Dr Cross studied him with attention usually reserved for complex puzzles or expensive artworks.

      'On the surface,' she said finally, 'DataFlow Systems works with companies looking for tech support, building solutions for manufacturing, financial services, and government. Our clients care about cultural sensitivity and technical know-how in equal measure. Even at that level, I think you'd enjoy the work. But,' she sized him up again, 'I suspect you'll find the reality a lot more interesting than the job description lets on.'

      Something in her tone made Gabriel pay closer attention. Dr Cross spoke with the precision of someone accustomed to conversations in which words carried multiple layers of meaning, and casual observations might be tested for accuracy months or years later.

      ‘Are you suggesting there’s more to DataFlow Systems than distributing software?’

      'I'm saying that succeeding in international business means understanding political context, competitive intelligence, and cultural dynamics that go well beyond the usual sales work. Some graduates find all that stimulating. Others find it overwhelming.'

      Gabriel watched a university rowing crew practice their coordination on the river below, eight individuals working in perfect synchronisation toward a shared objective. Their coach shouted instructions from a nearby motorboat, but the real coordination came from countless hours of training that had built trust and understanding among the crew members.

      ‘Dr Cross, are you recruiting me for a sales position or something more complicated?’

      Her smile carried both amusement and a knowing professionalism. 'Mr Mitchell, I'm recruiting you for what could turn out to be one of the most important roles in business over the next decade or so. What you make of it comes down to your abilities and your ethics.'

      His ethics? His ethics were an important part of who he had become, and who he was certain he’d want to continue being. He couldn’t imagine ever compromising them.

      But then maybe that’s not what she meant…

      She handed him a business card that listed only her name and a telephone number, no company affiliation, no job title, no indication of what kind of work might require such discretion. The card’s quality suggested resources and an attention to detail that went beyond mundane business requirements.

      'Take the weekend to think it over. If you're interested in a conversation about your future that goes beyond standard career planning, call me Monday morning. If you'd rather have a traditional sales role with predictable responsibilities and measurable targets, I'm sure DataFlow Systems can accommodate that too.'

      Dr Cross walked away with a confident stride that Gabriel rarely saw in women his own age.

      He watched her until she was out of sight, then took a slow stroll towards the Royal Exchange Hotel to meet his parents and a few friends for a celebration. On the way, his sense of his future options shifted. Maybe he didn’t want to spend the next few weeks job-searching like everyone else. Maybe he didn’t want to be like everyone else at all. As long as he could keep his ethics in place...
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      The hotel’s function room buzzed with end-of-ceremony energy, filled with graduates, their families, and various Brisbane business professionals unwinding after another year of subtropical commerce.

      Gabriel’s parents had secured a large table near the windows overlooking Queen Street, where they could observe Brisbane’s modest but determined attempts at urban sophistication. Rebecca Lee, a classmate of Gabriel’s, sat beside him, having accepted his mother’s invitation to join their family celebration. Her parents had returned to Malaysia immediately after the ceremony, leaving her to handle post-graduation logistics alone as she prepared for her banking career in Kuala Lumpur.

      ‘So what’s the plan, Gabe?’ called out Terry Sullivan, a fellow business graduate whose family owned a successful accounting practice in Toowoomba. ‘DataFlow Systems sounds impressive, but are you sure you want to spend your career explaining computers to people who still think calculators are suspicious?’

      The table erupted in friendly laughter. Terry’s rural background and natural scepticism about technology had provided constant entertainment throughout their degree programme, though his analytical capabilities had earned respect from professors and classmates alike.

      ‘Someone has to explain the future to the present,’ Gabriel replied, raising his beer in mock salute. ‘Besides, international business beats counting sheep in Toowoomba. No offence to sheep.’

      ‘None taken,’ Terry grinned. ‘Though I suspect sheep are more trustworthy than international software vendors. At least you know what sheep are thinking.’

      Rebecca laughed with the others, but Gabriel noticed the way her gaze lingered on the city skyline. ‘My uncle keeps saying the bank’s future is tied to whatever happens in Hong Kong,’ she murmured when the noise dipped. ‘Sometimes I wonder if he means markets, or something heavier.’ She didn’t elaborate, and Gabriel, too preoccupied by the light banter to read between every line, let it pass.

      His mother beamed with pride while ensuring everyone’s glasses remained full and the conversation stayed appropriately celebratory. ‘Gabriel’s always been fascinated by how people from different backgrounds approach problems differently. Remember when you were twelve and spent the entire summer learning Cantonese from Mrs Wang next door?’

      ‘I was curious about tonal languages and their effect on mathematical thinking,’ Gabriel protested, though he smiled at the memory. ‘Turned out to be excellent preparation for grasping cultural approaches to business too.’

      Rebecca nodded approvingly. ‘My grandmother always said that success in business requires knowing not just what people want, but why they want it and how their culture teaches them to pursue their objectives. Different cultures have very different ideas about trust, relationships, and decision-making processes.’

      His father raised his glass then, with the careful formality he reserved for important occasions. ‘To all our graduates, who understand that success means serving something larger than themselves. Whether that’s family, community, or country, the important thing is using your education to make things better for the people around you.’

      His toast was echoed around the table with various degrees of solemnity and alcoholic emphasis. Gabriel felt the weight of his father’s words, recognising the ethical foundation that he would need to guide him through whatever complexities awaited him in his career.

      As the evening progressed and Brisbane’s summer heat finally began to dissipate, the conversation meandered through career expectations and philosophical speculation that seemed natural after four years of academic analysis and unlimited social interaction. Gabriel found himself observing the group dynamics with the same attention he’d paid to student behaviour during lectures, noting how different personalities contributed to the collective conversation and how cultural backgrounds affected individual communication styles.

      By closing time, the group had evolved from a celebration of their graduation into the kind of deep conversation that cements lasting friendships and mutual support networks. Phone numbers were exchanged, promises were made to maintain contact despite the distance and the demands of their respective careers, and everyone acknowledged that their shared university experience had prepared them for challenges they couldn’t yet fully comprehend.

      Gabriel hugged his parents as they left the pub, making their way to the taxi stand across the road. He walked home to his flat through Brisbane’s mostly empty streets.

      His graduation day had begun with the expectation of closure, the completion of formal education and the transition to a working life. Instead, it felt like the prologue to something unprecedented, as if he stood at the entrance to a maze offering a hidden destination and a journey that promised to be anything but conventional. The idea that selling software could also serve other purposes seemed to belong in spy novels, not actual business, yet the logic was both compelling and slightly unsettling.

      Yet his ethics felt solid, rooted in what his parents had taught him about the importance of honest work and treating people with respect. knowledge gathered through expertise and honest business relationships, not manipulation or betrayal, could surely serve both his career and Australia’s interests without compromising who he was.

      It was absurd, really, how talking about database software could reveal a nation’s strategic capabilities and competitive plans. Yet the absurdity made perfect sense: the best intelligence often came from the most ordinary conversations.
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            KANGAROO POINT

          

          JANUARY 1981

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel woke in a pre-dawn darkness to the familiar warmth of Brittany’s presence beside him, her breathing steady and peaceful in the quiet of his modest flat near the university. They’d returned late from drinks with their old study group, celebrating the end of university, again, and the beginning of the new year and their working lives, both too exhausted for anything beyond falling into bed together. Yet something had now disturbed his sleep. Her?

      The faint light filtering through his bedroom curtains caught the golden strands of Brittany’s hair spread across the pillow, while her athletic form curved naturally against him with unconscious grace. Her skin carried the subtle scent of jasmine mixed with something warmer, more personal, a combination that would always remind him of her and his time at university.

      ‘Morning already?’ she murmured without opening her eyes, her voice carrying the husky quality that accompanied the first moments of consciousness. Her hand found his chest, fingers tracing lazy patterns while her body shifted closer with languid contentment.

      ‘Just barely,’ Gabriel replied softly, his arm tightening around her waist while his other hand smoothed the hair from her face. ‘You don’t have swim team training this morning, do you?’

      ‘Rest day,’ she confirmed with a satisfied smile, her green eyes finally opening to meet his gaze. ‘Though not for you! Not with your new career at DataFlow Systems starting today.’

      Yes, of course, that was it – he had a big day ahead.

      ‘First day of orientation,’ Gabriel confirmed. However, his attention was increasingly focused on how the morning light revealed the curves of her shoulders and the determined set of her jaw that had helped her achieve national-level competitive rankings and earn a shot at the Olympics. ‘I suspect it won’t be quite what the job description suggested.’

      ‘Nothing ever is,’ Brit said. ‘The important thing is being honest about what you want and what you’re willing to sacrifice to achieve it.’

      Gabriel pressed closer to Brit, his body responding instinctively to her nearness.

      She murmured softly, a sound of comfort and welcome. After a moment, her eyes still heavy with sleep but bright with recognition, she reached for him with quiet intent.

      Her touch was slow and deliberate, a gentle spark that quickly ignited into something deeper. Without a word, she drew him toward her, guiding him with an easy confidence born of familiarity and connection. She moved with a fluid, eager grace, her body meeting his in rhythm.

      The warmth between them built quickly, each movement drawing them closer to a shared crest. In that unhurried but inevitable way they knew so well, they surrendered to the sensation, their pleasure arriving together in a rush that left them still and smiling in each other’s arms.

      Afterwards, as they lay together in the gradually brightening room, Gabriel found himself reflecting on how their relationship embodied a kind of open communication and mutual respect. Something he felt would also become essential in his new career.

      ‘You’re thinking too much,’ Brit said with affectionate amusement, her finger tracing circles on his chest while her leg remained draped across his hip. ‘I can practically hear the analytical wheels turning.’

      ‘Just processing what’s about to change,’ Gabriel admitted. ‘Dr Cross suggested my new role might involve considerable extended travel. I’m starting to understand what that might mean for various aspects of my life.’

      Brit propped herself up on one elbow, her expression becoming more serious while maintaining the warm intimacy of their physical connection. ‘Gabriel, we’ve always been clear about our priorities and limitations. Your career is important, more important than maintaining convenient romantic arrangements that don’t serve either of our long-term objectives.’

      Her directness was both reassuring and made him slightly melancholy, a confirmation that their relationship was about to change.

      ‘What will you miss most about university?’ he asked, deflecting.

      ‘The illusion that good marks mean anything in the real world,’ she said. ‘Training’s taught me that performance means adapting to what you can’t control, while staying focused on what matters. University was good for learning to think, but the real education starts when theory hits reality.’

      ‘And what will you remember about us?’ Gabriel asked at last—the real question.

      ‘That you’re genuinely curious about people,’ she said. ‘Not just politely, but actually interested in how they think, where they come from. Whatever you end up doing, that will matter. It’s certainly made us more than just another uni couple.’

      It was exactly what he needed to hear. If there was one thing Gabriel wanted to ensure as he embarked on his working life, it was to start as he meant to go on, to be true to himself, and to make money.

      An hour later, Gabriel stood under the shower while Brit prepared coffee in his small kitchen, their part-time domestic routine comfortable despite the casual nature of their living arrangements. Through the bathroom window, he could see Brisbane’s skyline catching the early morning sun.

      ‘Coffee’s ready,’ Brit called from the kitchen. ‘I made it strong enough to power a small aircraft. Figured you might need extra alertness today.’

      She’d dressed for her morning run, but was focused on him for now, genuinely interested in his career.

      ‘Any advice for someone entering the complex world of international business?’ Gabriel asked, accepting the coffee and thoughtfulness behind its preparation.

      ‘Same as competitive swimming,’ Brit said, flashing the grin that had appeared in half the sports pages in Brisbane. ‘Understand the rules, respect your opponents, stay focused on your objectives, and remember that the most dangerous competitors are the ones who smile while planning to destroy you. Oh, and never let anyone convince you that winning isn’t important.

      ‘I hope you’ll call occasionally to update me on your adventures,’ she added as she prepared to leave, her overnight bag slung over a shoulder. ‘I suspect your work will take you to fascinating places and introduce you to remarkable people, Gabriel. From time to time, I’d like to hear about some of those experiences, even if you can’t share all the details.’

      After she left, Gabriel thought about what Dr Cross had said about how working at DataFlow could make relationships difficult, the international travel, and the apparent secrecy the role required. Brit was right to keep her distance.
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      The DataFlow Systems office was located on the second floor of a converted warehouse in Milton, an inner-city industrial suburb. Engineering firms and freight companies surrounded it, businesses that kept Brisbane’s economy running without the need for architectural awards or public recognition.

      The building wore its working-class credentials openly: a corrugated-iron roof, concrete-block walls, and an aesthetic prioritising function over form. But the well-maintained car park and gleaming air-conditioning units suggested something more serious was hidden beneath the utilitarian exterior.

      Gabriel parked his second-hand Holden Commodore between a battered Toyota utility and an immaculate Mercedes sedan, noting the contrast that seemed to characterise everything about his new employers. DataFlow Systems attracted both practical technicians and successful executives, a combination that suggested more than a simple software distribution business.

      The reception area reinforced his impression of controlled contradiction. Modest furniture and industrial carpeting coexisted with computer terminals and telecommunications equipment that probably cost more than most people’s annual salaries. The receptionist looked like she belonged in a Melbourne bank, polished and alert, monitoring multiple data feeds while answering phones.

      ‘Gabriel Mitchell,’ he announced, straightening his tie and hoping his nervous energy wouldn’t undermine the confidence he’d been practising in mirrors for the past week. ‘First day with Jim MacReady’s team.’

      ‘Of course, Mr Mitchell. Jim’s expecting you.’ Her smile combined welcome with subtle assessment, a professional evaluation that suggested she’d been trained to recognise potential security risks as well as routine business visitors. ‘I’ll buzz you in through that door on your left. Conference Room Two, just down the hall past the technical demonstration area.’

      The hallway told a different story from the reception area. Through open doorways, Gabriel glimpsed technicians hunched over computer systems more advanced than anything he had encountered in his university courses. Business types conducted phone conversations in what sounded like Japanese, Mandarin, and Bahasa, in tones that suggested this wasn’t local customer support.

      Gabriel slowed near a partially open door, unable to resist looking. The room beyond could have been a military command centre. Radio equipment that definitely wasn’t commercial-grade lined one wall. Multiple terminals streamed data—Asian market feeds, by the look of them. A wall map showed Australia at the centre of a web of coloured pins stretching across the Pacific. Client locations? Assets? Both?

      Two technicians worked through what appeared to be communication protocols, methodical and precise. The first was speaking Japanese, eyes locked on the Tokyo market data scrolling past on his large-format terminal screen. The second had Singapore on the line, using phrases Gabriel recognised from films about Cold War listening posts: ‘Asset confirms...’, ‘Pattern analysis indicates...’, and ‘Maintain surveillance on...’

      Ten seconds, maybe fifteen. Long enough to confirm Harrison had undersold this opportunity. Whatever Jim MacReady planned to discuss in Conference Room Two, it wasn’t going to be about sales quotas and commission structures.

      Further along, a door opened, and someone about Gabriel’s age stepped out of what looked like a training room. The stranger had that particular brand of intensity that Gabriel knew from the university engineering students, analytical, focused, and probably able to recite pi to fifty places. But there was something else too: the easy confidence of someone who’d moved beyond theory and into practice, who’d learned that real-world systems rarely matched the textbook.

      ‘You must be the new recruit,’ the man said with a friendly smile. ‘I’m David Park, technical analyst. Started here six months ago, after finishing my computer science degree at QUT. Fair warning, the first day involves learning considerably more information than you probably think.’

      ‘Gabriel Mitchell. And I’m beginning to suspect that applies to most aspects of this position.’

      David laughed and beckoned him to join him. ‘Jim’s a master of understatement. But once you understand what we’re actually doing here, the work gets interesting. Very interesting. Problem-solving that goes well beyond selling software.’

      ‘I was hoping as much. I do like a challenge.’

      He gave Gabriel a sideways grin as he showed him around the server room. ‘This job can be a challenge, alright. People think we’re here to sell software. But half the time I feel like I’m mapping a war zone with SQL.’ His cube in the main office area was a riot of contrast, technical manuals stacked beside a faded Star Wars mug, circuit boards half-disassembled next to neatly annotated architectural diagrams. On his wall, a printed quote read: ‘The only secure system is one that’s unplugged, locked in a safe, and buried in concrete.’

      ‘Paranoia?’ Gabriel asked, pointing at it.

      ‘Standard operating procedure here,’ David replied.

      They walked together toward the conference room, David providing a subtle orientation about the office layout and procedures. ‘The technical demonstration area contains enterprise systems from every major vendor. Oracle, IBM, SAP, plus emerging companies developing specialised applications for different market sectors. Your training will involve hands-on experience with all of them, along with cultural briefings about how different countries approach business relationships and planning.’

      ‘Cultural briefings?’

      ‘Essential for our kind of work,’ David confirmed. ‘Technology matters, but as you’ll find out, how different cultures use it matters more. Japanese manufacturers approach databases differently from Korean conglomerates or Hong Kong traders. Those differences tell you about priorities, decision-making, and are invaluable for competitive analysis.’

      Gabriel tucked that revelation away with everything else he’d learned about DataFlow in the past ten minutes. It was just as he thought, with business on the surface, intelligence underneath, exactly the work that might actually matter. Better than shuffling papers toward a gold watch and a retirement party nobody would remember.

      Near the technical area, a young woman sat absorbed in her terminal work, fingers flying across the keyboard with the speed of someone who had places to go and wasn’t planning to wait for anyone else to get there first.

      ‘Sarah Caldwell,’ David said, lowering his voice slightly. ‘Joined around the same time I did. Competitive intelligence, she’s a whizz at mixing technical analysis with market research. Impressive stuff.’

      Sarah barely looked up from her terminal when Gabriel passed by, but the sharp clack of her keys slowed for just a second. Her desk was pristine: stacked files aligned like dominoes, her pen tray arranged with geometric precision. A small photograph faced her screen, a young girl in a hospital bed, grinning despite the tubes at her side. Gabriel noticed it just before David leaned in.

      ‘Brilliant analyst,’ David murmured. ‘Focused. Too focused, maybe.’ His tone carried a warning about Sarah, but Gabriel shelved it for later.

      Right now, he needed to focus on the bigger picture, what DataFlow really was and where he’d fit in their plans.
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      In Conference Room Two, Jim MacReady and Dr Cross both sat at the central meeting table. Dr Cross had traded her earlier academic elegance for corporate armour: a navy suit that meant business without trying too hard. It suited her.

      ‘Gabriel, welcome to your first day!’ Jim said, gesturing at the table full of folders, maps, and what appeared to be briefing materials. ‘I believe you know Dr Cross.’

      ‘Mr Mitchell,’ Dr Cross replied, rising to shake his hand with professional courtesy. ‘I’m pleased you decided to accept our invitation. Your analytical skills will prove valuable for the work we’re planning.’

      Gabriel took a seat, immediately noticing the windows. They’d been treated with something, a film or coating that let light through but would scramble any attempt at electronic eavesdropping. Not standard office fitout, that.

      The room told its own story. A phone system in the corner with more buttons than any regular business needed, encryption-capable, had to be. Filing cabinets with PIN locks, not keys. And the maps on the walls... Christ, the maps. The entire Asia-Pacific region was layered with annotations unrelated to sales territories. This was intelligence work, done in a business suit.

      'Right,' Jim began, opening the first folder to reveal org charts and summaries. 'Now you've signed all the confidentiality agreements, it's time to be completely straight with you about what DataFlow Systems actually does, and your role in making it happen.'

      Dr Cross leaned forward with the focused attention Gabriel remembered from their riverside conversation. For some reason, her gaze made him uncomfortable. 'Gabriel, what we discussed at your graduation barely scratched the surface. DataFlow is the commercial cover for Australia's technology intelligence operations across the Asia-Pacific.'

      Intelligence operations, the words landed like a punch. It was what he already suspected, but to hear it said aloud… Gabriel’s pulse kicked up, that peculiar mix of thrill and terror when you realise you’ve stepped through a door you can’t walk back through. Like discovering the thriller novel you’d been reading was actually someone’s diary.

      ‘Technology intelligence?’ he managed, hoping his voice conveyed curiosity and not excitement, or even a slight panic.

      Jim spread several maps across the table. Australia sat at the centre, surrounded by Asian technology hubs to the west and to the north. Each map revealed different information, commercial ties, technology interconnections and transfers, and intelligence networks. What appeared to be surveillance of regional development priorities.

      'Tokyo, Seoul, Hong Kong, Singapore. All of them are building advanced tech and economic relationships that could leave Australia behind if we don't understand what's happening. We need to know everything. Competitive analysis, their capabilities, government policy, who's cooperating with whom. The lot. Without them knowing we're looking, obviously.'

      Dr Cross opened another folder. Client profiles, relationship assessments. 'Each one of these is years of relationship building with decision-makers at major corporations and government agencies. Every time they choose a particular technology, and we're the ones selling it to them, they tell us something about their priorities, their competitive worries, what they're capable of developing. All of that information is sitting there behind their tech orders, waiting for us to read it properly. That's how we get a real grasp on the region's power dynamics and where the commercial market's heading.'

      Gabriel scanned the client summaries, major Asian corporations and government tech agencies. The names alone suggested access to the region’s power centres. All perfectly legitimate businesses, yet positioned exactly where intelligence mattered most.

      'And DataFlow Systems is the business cover for gathering all this intelligence?' he asked. 'Is it legitimate?' The question he'd been wanting to ask more than any other since graduation.

      'Yes. DataFlow Systems provides legitimate business solutions, which then enable legitimate intelligence gathering,' Dr Cross said with diplomatic precision. 'We sell real software to real customers who get real value from us. The intelligence we collect comes from reading the patterns across multiple clients and markets. We don't betray individual confidences or manipulate business relationships.'

      Gabriel felt a tension in his shoulders lighten.

      Dr Cross consulted a well-worn manual, its pages marked with tabs and annotations. 'Mr Mitchell, your success depends on becoming genuinely valuable to our clients, for legitimate business reasons. Technical expertise, cultural awareness, relationship-building. Those are the capabilities that justify your access to information and decision-making.'

      The framework clicked for Gabriel: no lying, no stealing, no betrayal. Just being good at knowing what your clients need and what those needs reveal about larger patterns. His parents would approve, honest work that just so happened to serve a larger purpose. He approved himself.

      ‘Please,’ he told them both, ‘call me Gabriel. I think we’re long past “Mr Mitchell”. So, what specific training do I need before I can get started?’ Gabriel asked, already thinking through the challenge.

      Jim flipped to a section covering the full training programme. 'Six months intensive prep. Enterprise software systems, competitive analysis, cultural intelligence techniques, and operational security.'

      'Technical training kicks off this morning with Eunice Li, our senior systems analyst,' Dr Cross said. 'Hands-on with databases, business applications and manufacturing software. She'll show you how technical conversations give away information about an organisation. Their priorities, what they're capable of.'

      'Cultural intelligence tomorrow,' Jim said. 'Jessie Kim. Fifteen years in diplomatic service across Asia before she came to us. She'll teach you communication protocols, relationship-building, and how to read decision-making across different cultures.'

      'Language work too,' Dr Cross added. 'Advanced Japanese, basic Mandarin. Your semester at Waseda gives you a base level of Japanese, but you'll need business-level fluency for this.'

      Gabriel calculated quickly –  six months of preparation meant in the field by July. The scope was daunting but thrilling. Real skills, not just theory. ‘How long before I’m actually meeting clients?’

      'Look, mate,' Jim said, 'the truth is you'll only meet established clients once you've built the technical and cultural expertise to actually be useful. Your first major international assignment won't be until Japan later this year.'

      'Three months in Tokyo,' Dr Cross said. 'Working with major corporations and government technology agencies, supporting existing operations and developing new business. Perfect chance to show what you can do while gathering the competitive intelligence we need on Japanese technology.'

      Jim pulled out another folder. Psych profiles, by the look of them. 'Gabriel, this isn't a conventional career. Intelligence work, even the quasi-commercial sort we do, requires real psychological flexibility and ethical judgement well beyond what normal business expects. You'll be trusted with highly sensitive information and very valuable relationships. Mishandle them, and you could affect individual lives as well as our national interests.'

      'Australia's international relationships and policy, and our competitive commercial position, could depend on the intelligence you gather and the relationships you build,' Dr Cross added. 'That's both an honour and a responsibility. Not something to approach lightly. You'll be constantly balancing commercial success against your intelligence objectives.'

      The weight of that settled on Gabriel's shoulders. Not crushing, but substantial. This wasn't about selling software or climbing the corporate ladder. This was about Australia's place in a rapidly changing world. 'What are the risks to me, professionally and personally?'

      Dr Cross's expression shifted. All business now. 'Professionally, if clients or competitors work out your intelligence role and read your business relationship as espionage, it could destroy years of carefully built relationships and create diplomatic complications for Australia across the region. And the end of your career.'

      'Personally,' Jim continued frankly, 'you'll be under real psychological pressure at times. Managing dual loyalties. 'You could end up in politically unstable places where economic competition shades into strategic rivalry.'

      One thing to understand about DataFlow. Not everyone who works here is on the same clearance level. Some staff genuinely think we're just selling software, and we prefer to keep it that way. Gives the operation an authentic feel. David Park knows how things work. Sarah Caldwell doesn't.'

      Dr Cross leaned back, measuring him. 'Gabriel, you may end up travelling to regions where business operates alongside the intelligence services of other countries. Places where economic competition has begun to look like warfare fought through business rather than with armies. Some of our competitors, commercial and strategic, use methods that go well beyond conventional business practice. Your safety depends on keeping perfect operational security while building the relationships that justify your access.'

      Economic warfare. The phrase hung there, shifting everything Gabriel thought he knew about how the world actually traded. His parents' lessons about honesty and dignity suddenly felt more like armour than advice.

      'How do you know if I'm psychologically suited for this work?'

      Jim smiled. 'You've already shown us what we need. Natural empathy. People warm to you, whatever culture they're from. Analytical thinking. You spot patterns and what they mean. A curiosity about people that makes them trust you. When people trust you, they let their guard down. They tell you things they shouldn't.'

      'More than anything,' Dr Cross said, 'you can handle sensitive information responsibly while keeping relationships that serve both purposes. That conversation with Ms Howard at your graduation showed an emotional intelligence and cultural adaptability we can't teach.'

      Jim pulled out more papers. Assessments, evaluations. ‘We didn't make this offer lightly. We've been watching you and some of your classmates for years. Most didn't make the grade. You respond to ethical dilemmas with the moral compass this work needs. Your psychological profile shows you can keep genuine relationships going while knowing exactly what they're worth.’

      Years of assessment. Gabriel’s mind raced back through university, wondering which conversations had been tests, which professors had been reporting back. This recruitment had been a long, careful evaluation.

      The combination of excitement and apprehension felt right, like standing at the edge of a high dive. You’ve already climbed the ladder; the only question is how you’ll enter the water.

      ‘I’m ready,’ he said simply.

      ‘Good,' Jim said with obvious satisfaction. ‘Your first month is intensive preparation for what we expect will become one of the most strategically important careers in Australian intelligence. I trust you'll enjoy the challenge. Now, let's take you to the talented Eunice Li.’

      As they stood to usher him out of the room, Gabriel touched Harrison's pen in his top pocket, where he was keeping it for good luck. An odd gift, perhaps, for someone starting a digital career. Then again, everything he was about to learn worked the same way. How database architecture could map vulnerabilities. How implementation timelines revealed government priorities. How every business meeting would carry a second meaning, every handshake a possible exchange of intelligence.

      His parents had taught him to do honest work. They just hadn’t mentioned that sometimes the most honest work happened in the shadows, where telling the truth about software could reveal lies about everything else.
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