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‘Let me tell you about the very rich. They are different from you and me . . . Even when they enter deep into our world or sink below us, they still think that they are better than we are. They are different.’

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Rich Boy




July 2013

Prologue

The car park is deserted, so too the beach below it. Not even the most fanatical surfer would be in the water on a day like this: mid-winter, the wind howling in from the Antarctic, whipping the waves, chop on top of the swell, foam on top of the chop, the whitecaps taking flight into a pall of sea mist. The breakers are thundering in, washing across the rocks, even at low tide.

The detective cruises the empty lot, sees only one out-of-season campervan, battened down against the blustering wind. There’s no sign of the old Jaguar—good. They’ve agreed to leave their cars at different locations, nothing left to chance.

He parks and draws a deep breath, peering out across the ocean into the greyness. There is no horizon, just a constant monochrome, the sky melded with the sea, the whitecaps only becoming visible closer to the shore. He feels his heart racing, takes another breath, tries to settle his anticipation, but the thundering surf sounds a lot like destiny. Everything he’s ever worked towards, the hours of drudgery, the unpaid overtime, ignoring the jibes, getting down into the gutter with the low-life, probing and prodding, doing what needed to be done. And now the pay-off, his commitment validated, his dedication vindicated. It’s down there, on the beach somewhere, waiting for him.

He eases the car door open, feels the wind grab at it, attempting to wrench it from his grip. The air is bitter, freezing and salt-laden, cutting through his clothes. He wraps his coat around him, lifts the collar, makes his way down the road, then descends the wooden stairs towards the beach. And still he can see no one, no sign of his source. No sign of life, except a sole gull, fighting to hold its own against the tempest.

This wasn’t his idea. The whistleblower suggested the location, proposing they should meet on the beach, an apparently chance encounter: two strangers walking in opposite directions. A few short words exchanged, the documents delivered. The detective agreed readily enough. He didn’t really care where they met; he just wanted the information, the mother lode, the dossier detailing all the corruption, all the rot, all the impunity and contempt. It will be career-defining, he has little doubt of that, even if the files contain only half of what has been promised. Even a third would be enough. It’s every detective’s dream: the big case that launches his career into the stratosphere, the one that leaves his rivals behind, wallowing in their envy. He cherishes the thought, then sets it aside. It’s not a done deal, not yet.

He reaches the sand. The air is full of moisture—not rain, just mist lifted from the waves. He squints into it, and still he sees no one. Down here the sound is deafening, the breakers smashing against the rocks generating a continuous roar. The details were clear, the time and the place: near Sphinx Rock. Not far. He can already see the formation emerging from the mist, just a few hundred metres along. A pleasant stroll in summer, a chilly slog today.

He reaches the rock, a couple of storeys high, and still there is no sign. But his man must be here, has to be here. And suddenly he is, stepping out from the shelter of the sandstone, beckoning the policeman to join him. They retreat behind the rock, where they are sheltered from the worst of the wind.

‘You came,’ the informant says.

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you,’ says the whistleblower. ‘Means a lot. Someone believing me.’

‘Don’t thank me. You’re the one who deserves all the credit.’

‘Where’s your partner?’

‘Keeping watch. Up by the car park.’

The man is clutching a plastic shopping bag, holding it tight.

‘That it, then?’ asks the policeman.

The man nods. He’s smaller than the detective had imagined, a shrunken, greyer, older version of the man beaming out of the corporate photographs, suit replaced by an oilskin jacket, a beanie, his work boots bearing the mud and scars of a dozen construction sites.

The detective flicks his head up the dunes towards the ridge above the beach. ‘Let’s get round the ocean side. Out of sight.’

The informant looks up, expression anxious. ‘You see someone?’

‘Nah. Just playing safe.’

The man agrees, and the pair walk around Sphinx Rock, out of sight, into the teeth of the gale. Towards the edge of the sandstone shelf, elevated here above the tumultuous seas, the air thick with spray.

The informant hands over the shopping bag and the detective opens it, steals a glance. A thick document, A4 pages, bound together in a ring binder with a clear plastic cover.

‘Amazing,’ he shouts, raising his voice to be heard. He has it now, in his hands, his future assured, his destiny guaranteed. All thanks to this man beside him, this brave and courageous man.

The detective steps towards the edge of the rocks, the low cliff pounded by the waves. The sky hangs low and ominous above the churning sea.

The man moves to stand beside him. ‘You’ll see it through?’ he yells.

‘Of course. We’ve both invested too much to see it go to waste.’

And now, unexpectedly, the informant is weeping, tears melded with the mist, shoulders shuddering. ‘You don’t know how much this means,’ he yells. ‘Redemption.’

The detective places his hand on the man’s shoulder, leans close to be heard. ‘You deserve it. Your wife and daughter will be proud.’

The man, seeming too overcome with emotion to speak, lowers his head.

The detective gestures to the document, still protected by the shopping bag. ‘Hope you have a backup. In case something happens to me.’

‘Yes. On my laptop.’

‘Very wise,’ says the detective. He takes a deep breath. The moment is here, the pivotal moment, as if the world has conspired to bring him to this place, gifted him this opportunity. He steps quickly behind the informant and, with a mighty heave, sends him sprawling into the foaming cauldron.

The man fights for a time, first horror and then comprehension and finally resignation passing across his face. It doesn’t take long, less than a minute, and then he has vanished beneath the waves.

The detective stands, hand on his gun, grateful he hasn’t needed to use it. He looks around. No one in sight, the view from the ridge blocked by the Sphinx. Another minute and he begins to relax. It is done. There is no coming back from this. Who would want to? He smiles and grips the dossier.




Part One

TRAVIS

March 2025




Chapter One

As Travis Somerland leaves the city and drives towards Montechino, he feels himself an old man in a young man’s body. He’s twenty-seven years old, still well built and handsome, clean-cut despite his shaggy hair, although these past few months have taken their toll. He glances in the rear-view mirror. There are bags developing under his bloodshot eyes, creases carved into his forehead. He feels his shoulders are stooped and his once-taut waistline is growing pudgy. He knows it’s the physical manifestation of his mental state; the months-long stew of grief, recrimination and self-loathing.

At first, everyone seemed to understand, to sympathise as he wallowed in heartache, mourning the death of his lover. But his friends and colleagues melted away as he spurned their attempts to help him, his grief evolving into something more insidious, more toxic. And then came the accusations, the finger-pointing, the blame game. And in his despair and his petulance, he’d embraced the role of scapegoat and quit the force. Given it all away.

But now he has an opportunity to drag himself free of the quagmire.

He has his former boss, Chief Inspector Baptiste Thoreau of the Australian Federal Police, to thank. When Baptiste first offered to put him forward for a job at Montechino, Travis had scoffed. A driver for the wealthy? Why would he be interested in that? But Baptiste had persisted, telling him it would be like working undercover, but without the threats and the danger. He would be welcomed at Montechino. He’d be safe there. And he might even get a chance to hit back at the Murtries, the untouchable bastards who had murdered his girlfriend and ruined his life.

That was the clincher: the knowledge that Baptiste was still pursuing the Murtries, despite Travis scuppering the official investigation. And the possibility that Travis might be able to help, if only at the periphery. All that would be required of Travis was that he do his job and, if anything relevant to the Murtries emerged, keep Baptiste informed. Simple. Baptiste didn’t have the budget to deploy someone for a fishing expedition, he explained, but placing Travis there seemed like a win–win. It would give him something he has been so badly missing: a sense of purpose.

And so Travis drives south, enjoying the change of scene and feeling his own temperament change with it. He lowers the window, feels the wind licking at his hair. It’s March and the weather is warm, summer not yet willing to surrender its grip. The bushfires of December are long extinguished and the sky is blue; the tourists of January have retreated to work or school and the traffic flows smoothly. A torpor has returned to the Mornington Peninsula; the cashed-up retirees have reclaimed their kingdom from the seasonal interlopers. The slightest breeze is wafting in off the water. It’s late morning, the temperature pleasantly above twenty, cooler than Melbourne, sixty kilometres north up Port Phillip Bay. There is a stillness in the air, a fragrance, a blend of salt, botanicals and privilege.

He drives alongside the water, houses rising above him to the left, monuments to success, glimpses of water through the shrubbery to his right. By the time he gets to Sorrento the bay is glistening, as if curated for a calendar shoot. He eases the old car down the main street, the Holden out of place among the latest European models. There are people here: lounging at cafes, strolling between shops, window shopping. Basking. Unhurried. Elevated above the imperative to earn a living.

He drives further, down a tree-lined street and on, into the woods, sun strobing through the canopy, birdsong on the air, and that smell, the cleanliness of trees after rain. He thinks for a moment he has travelled too far, has missed the entrance; the houses have come to an end, the road is taking him into the low forest and signs are indicating the approach of Point Nepean National Park. He’s considering turning around when the boundary wall appears on his left, emerging from amid the foliage. Made of brick and stone, more than two metres high, it’s at once elegant and forbidding, speaking of wealth and security and exclusivity. He continues on for another few hundred metres before arriving at the driveway, barred by towering gates. He presses the intercom embedded in a stanchion, offering his name, looking directly into the camera. There is no answer; instead the gates ease open with a well-oiled sigh.

The driveway is narrow, a tunnel snaking through the woods. The native scrub gives way to a more considered forest of deciduous trees, leaves just starting to turn, the track papered in the colours of autumn, hushing the tyres, before he emerges into a vista of lawns and flowerbeds. And then the house appears. This is no frontier homestead, with wide verandahs and a corrugated-iron roof; this is a grand Georgian mansion, as if transported from England. Two perfectly proportioned storeys of honeyed sandstone, with a third floor under a high-pitched slate roof, dormer windows aloof. The entrance is reached via a stone staircase under a triangular pediment borrowed from antiquity. The drive circles a small lake, passing a large outbuilding on the left before arriving at a forecourt fountain, water dancing in the sunlight. Travis feels he’s passing into a different existence.

He parks at the foot of the steps. His boots crunch as he steps out onto the gravel. He closes his eyes and can hear the distant pounding of the ocean to the south, blending with the sound of the wind in the trees. He can smell the fallen leaves, the cut lawn, the fragrance of flowers and the recent rain. He centres himself, then climbs the stairs.

The double doors are huge, made of oak and brass, baronial in their solidity, a massive stone urn on each side. One of the doors opens just as he reaches it, and a man emerges. He’s lean and muscled with close-cropped hair, a tanned and chiselled face, wearing a tailored shirt, chinos. Not much older than Travis; maybe early thirties.

‘Can’t leave that there, mate,’ the man says by way of introduction, flicking his head towards the car. ‘Park behind the stable.’ He points towards the large outbuilding. ‘I’ll wait here.’

Travis matches the man’s gaze for a moment, thinks about asking his name, thinks about saying hello, decides not to. Instead, he does as he’s instructed. He descends the stairs, appreciating what an eyesore his borrowed car is amid the splendour.

When he returns, he tries to be a little more assertive. ‘Travis Somerland,’ he says and extends his hand.

The man regards it for just long enough to communicate that he’s under no obligation to take it, before he does. ‘Nelson Bildt,’ he says. His hand is cool, the handshake solid without being demonstrative. ‘I’m Felix Clapton’s chief of staff.’

‘Chief of staff? What’s that?’

Nelson tilts his head, gives a lopsided grin. ‘Whatever he wants it to be. Manservant. Personal assistant. Business adviser. Fixer.’

Travis looks about him ‘You manage this estate?’

‘No. Not that. I travel with Mr Clapton. We’re not at Montechino that often.’ His eyes narrow, making a last assessment. ‘Follow me, please. He’s waiting.’

Nelson leads Travis into the house. There is a deep silence that speaks of solid walls and deep carpets, double-glazed windows, the insulating properties of vast wealth. The upkeep is immaculate. Travis’s boots slide on the polished marble, grip on the waxed floorboards, sink into the pile. There is a smell of furniture polish and cut flowers.

Travis observes the chief of staff’s athletic stride, his demeanour. ‘So, Nelson, ex-military?’

‘Special services,’ the chief of staff replies over his shoulder. ‘And you?’

‘Police,’ Travis says.

‘Tactical response?’

‘No,’ Travis answers. ‘Not that.’

‘Sorry. I forgot. Corporate crime.’ Nelson has done his homework.

They move along a final corridor, oil paintings on the wall, antique Chinese vases, a marble bust on a plinth. Designed to impress, Travis thinks, wondering if anyone ever stops to appreciate them, apart from the cleaner who keeps them spotless. The corridor leads to a wooden door, constructed of some gold and glowing timber, like oak but finer-grained. Nelson knocks; Felix Clapton himself opens the door. He looks smaller in real life, a wiry man in his mid-fifties with an engaging face and sparkling blue eyes. He’s wearing an off-white linen suit, an open-necked blue-and-white business shirt with a crisp new collar. He ushers Travis in; Nelson waits outside. It’s just Travis and Felix, alone.

Travis looks about him, the room disconcertingly familiar. The shape, the dimensions, glimpsed in documentaries, recreated in dramas. The placement of the desk, the framing windows. It confirms his sense that this is indeed a strange new world he has entered.

‘The Oval Office?’ he says, smiling.

‘Indeed,’ says Felix. ‘Not my idea. Previous owner. Delusions of grandeur. Even had a replica desk.’ He gestures towards an armchair, but Travis has brought a letter of introduction from Baptiste Thoreau, and so he offers it before taking the seat. It had felt awkward to be carrying such a document in an age so profoundly digital, but in this setting it seems appropriate; like he’s crossing a frontier and is tendering his passport.

Felix opens the envelope, reads the letter with apparent interest. Then he steps away, his back to Travis, looking out the window. There is something performative about the gesture.

Felix turns again, takes a seat facing Travis across a coffee table. ‘You’ve read this?’ he asks.

‘Of course,’ Travis responds.

Felix peers at him, studying his face as if searching for something, some sign. ‘What do you think?’ he asks. ‘Of Montechino?’

Travis knows the financier expects him to praise it fulsomely, to trip over superlatives, to brand it ‘magnificent’ and ‘opulent’ and ‘impressive’, all of which are true. ‘Peaceful,’ he says. Through the open window comes intermittent birdsong, a sprinkler’s chugging rhythm and the distant sound of the surf, accentuating the quiet inside the house. He can glimpse the sun-dappled woods separating the compound from the wider world.

A slow smile spreads across Felix’s face, as if it has centuries to make its conquest. ‘And the house?’

‘Quiet,’ Travis says. ‘Still.’

Felix chuckles. ‘You’re a strange one. Anyone ever tell you that?’

‘Frequently,’ Travis replies.

‘What do you know about me? About my operation?’

‘You run a hedge fund, Titanic Research. You’re very wealthy. Do I need to know anything else?’

The financier squints, the smile washing away. ‘You’d like a job, then?’

‘Very much,’ Travis answers.

‘A driver. Is that what they told you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I believe you’ve completed the police advanced driving course? Top of your class?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘This job, it’s no sinecure. There are a lot of miles to be covered. We’re isolated here. Deliberately so, but it means a lot of toing and froing. To the city, to the airport, to the station, to the ferry, chauffeuring people, transporting goods. Groceries for the chef, supplies for the gardener. There’s a one-tonne truck, a Bentley, a Range Rover and a Mini Cooper. All at your disposal, all your responsibility.’

‘I’d like that,’ Travis says. And it’s true. Driving seems an ideal job: enough to distract him, to keep him in the moment, but not too demanding. Time for him to think, to contemplate.

‘You’d live here on the estate. Be on constant call. We’ll try not to bother you between eight in the evening and eight in the morning unless it’s absolutely necessary. Otherwise, how you make up a fair day’s work will be left to you. Maintain the vehicles, keep them clean, get them serviced. A day off a week when my family or team members are here, two days when we’re not. The housekeeper, Agatha, maintains the rosters.’

‘Sounds perfect.’

The hedge fund owner studies Travis again, eyes running over the younger man’s face. ‘It’s a good job, but I want you to be sure. It could be lonely living here.’

Travis offers a wan smile. ‘I’ve had enough excitement,’ he replies. ‘Socialising isn’t a priority.’

Felix nods sagely. ‘I know something of what you’ve done, what you’ve been through.’ He waves the letter, still in his hand. ‘The allegations. Your resignation from the police. That no longer matters. Not here. What matters is how you act now and in the future.’

It strikes Travis as a peculiar little pep talk. He wonders if this might be one of Felix’s talents, the ability to motivate people. Nevertheless, the financier’s sincerity evokes his own: ‘You can’t believe how glad I am to hear it.’

And Felix’s smile returns, its conquest of his face faster this time, perhaps recognising the honesty in Travis’s statement. ‘Very good. When can you start?’

Travis looks around the room, the richness of the artwork, the skill in the woodwork, the precision. The strange replication of the presidential office. ‘As soon as you like. I just need to get my friend’s car back to Melbourne.’

‘Monday then,’ Felix says.

He stands, Travis follows suit, and they shake hands. Felix takes a large envelope from his desk and hands it over. ‘There’s a work contract. Please read it thoroughly, fill in the details and sign it. Bring it with you on Monday. There’s also a separate non-disclosure agreement. All staff are required to sign it as a condition of employment. Anything and everything that happens on the estate remains confidential. That’s non-negotiable. I assume you have no problem with that?’

‘None,’ Travis says. ‘I know how to keep a confidence.’

Felix’s eyes narrow at that, as if weighing his new employee’s assertion against what he knows of his past, before continuing. ‘We’ll supply a phone and a laptop. Any questions?’

‘No. All good.’

Felix picks up the desk phone, asks Nelson to return.

‘One last thing,’ he says, as they wait for his chief of staff. ‘When you are driving myself or my daughter, you are required to carry this.’ He opens his desk drawer and retrieves a gun, a Glock pistol not so different from the one Travis carried back when he was in uniform, before he transferred to the Feds and went undercover.

Travis takes it, weighs it in his hand. He feels its heft, but nothing more. It conjures no ghosts.

Nelson enters the room, sees Travis with the gun in his hand, and offers a wink of approval. Even without signing the contract, Travis knows that this means he is now part of Team Titanic.




Chapter Two

Come Monday, Travis’s first task as chauffeur is to take Felix and Nelson to the private aerodrome at Tyabb, a fifty-minute drive up the peninsula. They take the Range Rover, Nelson riding in the front with Travis, Felix in the back seat preoccupied with his laptop, seemingly unaware of his surroundings; he had wished Travis a good morning when he emerged from the house, but offered nothing more. Travis does his best to give his new employer the smoothest possible ride despite the traffic lights and stop-start flow.

It’s another beautiful morning, clear and bright, a coolness lingering, the first hints of autumn yet to be dispelled by the rising sun. It looks serene, but the Glock in the door pocket is a reminder that the world may not always be so benign. And once, as he looks across at Nelson, he glimpses the holster under the chief of staff’s jacket. Nelson Bildt, former special forces, now a multi-tasking chief of staff. Travis hopes his duties will remain limited to chauffeuring. Officially, his gun is licenced to Nelson; one of his tasks for the day is completing the paperwork authorising him to carry a concealed pistol.

The plane is waiting when they arrive. Not a corporate jet, as Travis had anticipated, but a streamlined twin prop. Nelson has been on the phone and the gates are open—the chief of staff directs Travis to drive up next to the aircraft. Travis gets out to assist, but the two men need no help; they have carry-on luggage, travelling light.

‘Thanks, Travis,’ says Felix. ‘We’ll be back soon enough. Nelson will let you know.’ And with that, he is up the stairs and into the plane.

Nelson is less distant, placing a hand lightly on Travis’s shoulder. ‘See you soon,’ he says. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

Travis stops by Sorrento for a coffee on his way back to Montechino. The main street is bustling: well-heeled retirees loiter, and he walks past a gaggle of blonde twenty-somethings revelling in their bikini bodies and sculpted torsos, full of banter and bravado. Not that much younger than him, but living a parallel existence. Travis wonders who these youngsters might be. Not backpackers; the accents are Australian, well educated. It’s a working day, but you wouldn’t know it. The moneyed classes are in their own time zone, the weekend extended, no nine-to-five or clocking on and clocking off for them.

There are plenty of cafes in Sorrento, but nothing as utilitarian as a service station and Travis is forced to backtrack up the peninsula to find petrol. A lesson learnt. His predecessor had left the Range Rover’s tank only a quarter full. Nelson has issued Travis a credit card—an impressive matt black, embellished with gold writing—to be used for anything remotely work connected.

Inside the petrol station, the cashier must recognise the car, or the card, or both. ‘You’re the new driver at Montechino?’

‘That’s me,’ Travis says.

‘Not as pretty as the last one. I liked her.’

‘Where’d she go?’ Travis asks.

‘Don’t know,’ says the woman. ‘I was about to ask you. One minute she was here, the next she wasn’t.’

‘Lucky for me, I guess,’ says Travis.

At Montechino, he makes himself familiar with the layout of the compound. The house dominates the estate. It must be eighty years old at the very least, more likely nineteenth century, dating from Melbourne’s own gilded age. In front, the circular drive loops around an ornate fountain, buxom stone women emptying amphoras in a constant flow. It looks old. Travis wonders if it’s original, imported from Europe at great expense.

The only other building visible from the front stairs of the house is the old stable, sitting beside the drive as it curves in from the woods. The building is two storeys, made of brick and thoroughly modernised. It retains its name, but the horses are gone, moved further back. Downstairs, half the building is the garage, with room for eight or nine vehicles but housing just the five: the four that are his responsibility, plus a light farm truck. The other end of the building has a kitchen, a large, mostly empty common room, and some offices, including security, kitted out with a bank of CCTV monitors. Upstairs is staff accommodation. Travis has a self-contained one-bedroom apartment at the end closest to the house. The fit-out is new and functional, like an IKEA showroom. There is a bedroom, a bathroom, a small kitchenette and a compact lounge with a large television mounted on the wall. On a desk is a new laptop computer.

Behind the old stable is parking for the staff and visiting tradespeople, protected by an open carport. This is where he’d left his friend’s car the previous Friday. There are three cars now, so there must be people about. The staff car park is in a hedge-lined quadrangle between the old stable and two other smaller buildings, sitting side by side closer to the surrounding woods, hidden from the house by the larger building. There’s a steel machinery shed with a fenced yard for the groundsman. As Travis walks by, a man emerges, of South Asian heritage by the look, dressed in work clothes. He waves and Travis waves back before the man retreats into the shed. The other building is the new stable, much smaller than its predecessor, but echoing its brick construction. Travis hears a horse neigh. A collie is lolling in the sun outside the entrance.

He returns past the old stable to the fountain and regards the house once more. Nelson has told him it is the housekeeper’s domain, off limits to most of the other staff except by invitation. He continues around towards the rear of the mansion. There is a glassed-in conservatory extending from its northern wall. It amuses him, such an English concept. But then he remembers where he is; the weather on the peninsula can be cold and brutal in winter. The extension might not be such a bad idea.

At the rear of the house is a swimming pool. It is covered by what appears to be a semi-permanent marquee-like structure. The walls, constructed of fibreboard, house curved glass windows, while the roof is some sort of translucent cloth supported by a steel frame. He guesses the covering can be removed entirely during summer, but has been replaced in preparation for the cooler weather. He enters through a door at one end. The pool looks inviting: twenty-five metres, four lanes. A young woman is swimming laps, oblivious to his presence. She’s probably another member of staff; he’s been told he can use the pool and adjacent gym when the family isn’t in residence. Next to the pool is a cabana the size of a small suburban home. Between that and the pool is an open courtyard protected by a wisteria-bedecked pergola, with black-faced radiators mounted below and fire pits made from wrought iron. The space is designed for entertaining, with a long table and several smaller ones.

The woods are close by. Seeing an opening in the trees, Travis makes his way over and finds a path, evoking a memory of childhood, bedtime books of magic and adventure. He can’t resist following it. Skinks scatter and a pair of rosellas hurtle towards him, passing just inches from his head, one on either side. The path is well defined, showing signs of frequent use. It twists this way and that, and when he turns back, there is no sign of the house. He feels as if he could be somewhere in Europe, in the Black Forest perhaps, except he can hear the surf thundering beyond the trees. It sounds closer now. He shuts his eyes, imagines the estate from the air, concluding it probably isn’t nearly as large as it seems; the barrier of trees granting it a sense of scale. And indeed, he only walks another thirty or forty metres before reaching the wall, which back here has razor wire strung along its top. The path follows the wall to the east, arriving at a high pedestrian gate of galvanised steel bars, securely locked. Cameras peer down from poles reaching above the wall, surveying both inside and outside the property. He tries his swipe card, the one that opens the front gate. The lock clicks free with a metallic ring of approval. He opens the gate, just to test it. The path continues through the native growth, and he guesses it must lead to the surf beach. Something for another day. He shuts the gate again.

He breathes deep and pauses for a moment; his senses, that ability to perceive and analyse his environment, are returning to him after all these months, like muscle memory. He has made the right decision coming here. He’s determined to make it count.




Chapter Three

That night, the staff eat together: the housekeeper Agatha and her maid, Mary, the groundsman Melvin and his son Mervin, the chef Rohan, the horse girl Sylvie and Boris, the taciturn security guy. A permanent staff of eight, including Mervin, who works full-time but lives in town. No wonder the place looks immaculate. They dine outside by the pool house, at the long table under the pergola, Rohan catering for the gathering using the cabana’s kitchen. Travis learns it’s a twice-a-week tradition, Mondays and Thursdays, when the ‘insiders’ and the ‘outsiders’ dine together. The insiders are those who work and reside inside the main house: the housekeeper, the maid and the chef; the outsiders are the rest of the staff, who live upstairs in the old stable.

The night is cool but the air is still, and the radiators mounted below the pergola are surprisingly effective. A fire has been set in one of the braziers, the smell of wood smoke comforting. There are candles on the table: the chef has made an effort. There is wine open, white and red, and bottles of chilled mineral water. The meal is simple but elegant: chicken with a light sauce of mustard and peppercorns accompanied by sauteed vegetables and baked potatoes.

The housekeeper Agatha sits at the head of the table, as if by right. She controls the household budget, administers the rosters. She looks to be about fifty, with a downturned mouth that gives her a perpetually sour expression. To Travis she seems reserved, almost judgemental, but she welcomes him with a short speech, raising her glass of water in his honour.

As the meal gets underway, the talk is of weather and the coming winter, repairs and maintenance, some issue with the irrigation system inside the conservatory. Travis knows this is the perfect opportunity to start gleaning information.

‘What happened to my predecessor?’ he asks the table in general. ‘Woman at the petrol station today said she left abruptly.’

The housekeeper explains. ‘She went drinking at the Conti. Big hotel on the main street. Had a few too many, said too much. To a journalist, of all people.’ She casts her eyes around the table, like a schoolteacher disciplining an unruly class. ‘A lesson to us all.’

Travis thinks of the non-disclosure agreement he signed and returned to Nelson that same morning. ‘I see.’

After that the conversation waxes and wanes. The chef, sitting at the far end of the table from the housekeeper, is enjoying the wine, constantly topping up Melvin the groundsman, who sits to his right, and Sylvie the horse girl to his left. The security man Boris and Travis drink more moderately. The housekeeper and maid abstain. The groundsman’s son Mervin is drinking low-alcohol beer. Travis catches himself as he sips a second glass of pinot: he wants to stay sharp, to understand his colleagues, determine their personalities and their motivations, assess the interpersonal dynamics. He realises he is enjoying himself; as Baptiste suggested, it is like being undercover with none of the risks.

‘Felix seems incredibly security-conscious,’ he says, directing the observation to Boris.

‘Wouldn’t you be?’ interjects Rohan the chef.

‘He wants me to carry a gun,’ Travis says. ‘Not here, but outside the compound.’

An exchange of looks around the table, and Travis wonders if he has overstepped, betrayed a confidential instruction.

But the chef responds readily enough. ‘Isn’t it obvious? That’s why he has this place. His sanctuary.’

‘From what?’ Travis asks.

The chef laughs, looking incredulous. ‘You know how he’s made his millions, right?’ He gestures about him. ‘How it is we get to live in this gilded cage?’

Travis is aware all eyes are on him, some curious, some amused. There’s consternation on Agatha’s face, as if she doesn’t like talking about it, as if staff shouldn’t gossip about their employers. And yet, despite her sour look, she doesn’t attempt to close the conversation down.

‘The markets,’ Travis replies. ‘Felix runs a hedge fund. Titanic Research.’

He knows exactly how Felix makes his millions. And from his days in the corporate crime unit, he’s familiar with hedge funds and private equity and merchant banks, and he’s acquainted with derivatives and forex traders and shonky balance sheets. But by playing dumb he can either extract additional information or discern the limits of the staff’s knowledge. Felix and Nelson know of his background fighting white-collar crime; he’s betting the other staff aren’t so well informed.

Rohan drinks more wine; his face has acquired a rosy glow. ‘Titanic is a special type of hedge fund.’

‘I wondered about the name,’ Travis says. ‘Not likely to instil confidence in investors.’

A ripple of laughter moves around the table.

Agatha sniffs. ‘Really.’

The chef continues, undeterred. ‘Titanic specialises in taking massive short positions, then actively works to make those positions profitable. Guaranteed to make money and enemies in equal measure.’

‘What does that mean? Short positions?’ Travis asks. For him, shorting conjures a world of millionaire speculators and elite brokerages running elaborate computer-driven algorithms, garnering an advantage over the wider market. Like using a system in a casino. Card-counting for billionaires. But he wants to hear it from the staff.

The chef is warming to the conversation, despite Agatha glowering at him. ‘Most people, people like you and me, we buy shares wanting the price to go up. That way we can sell them later at a profit. That’s called taking a long position. If you take a short position, you’re doing the opposite, you’re betting the price of a company’s shares will fall. You make money when the price goes down, not up.’

Travis, playing along, tries to look confused. ‘I’ve never understood how that could work. How can you make money if the price of your shares falls?’

‘It’s not so complex,’ said Rohan, topping up Travis’s almost-full glass before pouring himself another measure. ‘You borrow shares from a long-term investor, like a big bank or a super fund. Say you borrow a million shares for three months and they’re priced at ten dollars each. You immediately sell them, collecting ten million dollars. Then, in three months’ time, if the shares have fallen to, say, eight dollars each, you buy them back on market and return them to their owner, pocketing two million dollars.’ The chef holds his hands wide, as if everything is now explained. ‘Big profit in a very short period of time.’

Travis pretends he isn’t convinced. ‘Why would the substantive owner lend you their shares knowing you expect the price to fall?’ he asks.

‘They don’t actually lend them. That’s a euphemism. They lease them to you. They intend holding in perpetuity, so together with dividends, renting out shares is just part of their income stream. You follow?’

‘I think so. They’re not worried if the price dips in the short-term, provided it continues to rise in the long-term.’

‘Exactly. Now, say they charge you two hundred thousand dollars to lease the shares for three months, but you turn that into a two million profit. That’s a tenfold profit in three months. One thousand per cent.’

‘Better than my term deposit,’ grumbles the gardener.

‘But it gets better,’ Rohan continues. ‘Say of the two hundred thousand you pay to rent the shares, you only put up twenty thousand of your own money and borrow the rest? Then your profit for three months is more like a hundredfold; you’ve collected a two-million-dollar profit from investing only twenty thousand dollars.’

‘Sounds too good to be true,’ Travis says.

Rohan roars with laughter. ‘Look about you. It’s true, all right. It’s what pays for this place. What pays our salaries. Felix built it from nothing. Self-made.’ He drains his glass of wine. ‘Bloke’s a deadset genius.’

The evidence is tangible, and Travis knows the theory, but he feels he’s missing something. What gives Felix his edge? If it is as simple as the chef implies, why isn’t everyone doing it? ‘But what if the share price went up?’ he counters. ‘You’d be screwed. Say you sell them for ten bucks apiece, but then they go to twelve dollars each. You have to buy them back on market, return them to their owner. You’d be two million dollars out of pocket.’

‘Ah, true,’ says Rohan, circling his finger in the air. ‘You might be able to extend your lease period, but that would cost more money. Much better if you could guarantee the share price would fall.’

‘How?’ Travis suspects he’s getting to the nub of it. ‘Surely that’s not possible.’

‘That’s what the boss’s hedge fund does. How it operates. It’s not called Titanic for nothing. The team is constantly scanning the market, identifying companies it believes may be overvalued. Don’t ask me how they pick them; that’s a closely guarded secret. Then Titanic conducts the most exhaustive research possible, including talking to past and present employees. Many of the companies pass muster, hold up well enough under scrutiny. But that’s not what they’re looking for; they’re looking for a company in financial strife that is papering over the cracks in its balance sheet. They do a deep dive, write a report. Two or three hundred pages, forensic in its detail.’

‘A report?’

‘Yes. And based on their research, they then take a huge short position in the target company, confident they have found an overpriced stock. A whale, they call it. Then, when they’ve leased and sold all the shares they can, they issue the report to their subscribers. That’s a very exclusive club. Half-a-dozen members tops. A few high-wealth individuals and families, one or two other hedge funds. Absolutely confidential. These clients have a week to assess the report. Most of them will also take out large short positions, renting shares and selling them off while the price remains relatively high.’

‘Why do that? Share the report?’ This is news to Travis. He’s heard about Titanic’s reports, but not the exclusive clientele.

‘It’s a way for Titanic to magnify the effect of the report, while harvesting a healthy commission from these subscribers. But all that selling? The price begins falling, the laws of supply and demand kick in, priming the market for an even bigger sell-off. Then, when the week is up, Titanic releases the report to the public. To the media. To every broker in the country and beyond. The share price plummets through the floor, even before most of them have read the report, because Titanic has established such a fearsome reputation for its research. It’s like musical chairs: no one wants to be caught holding the shares when the music stops. There’s a stampede for the exit. Titanic and its subscribers close out their positions, buying back the shares they owe and returning them to their long-term holders. Felix and his backers clean up.’

There is silence around the table now, the staff caught up in Rohan’s tale of fiduciary magic, all eyes on Travis, waiting for his reaction.

‘It’s legal?’ he asks.

‘Yes.’

‘Ethical?’

And Rohan laughs once more. ‘Depends on who you ask.’

‘So who’s he got in his sights now?’ He asks the question casually, as if making conversation, but this is what he has wanted to get to all evening.

‘No idea, mate,’ says the chef. ‘That’s not something they share with the likes of us.’

Later, back in his apartment, Travis googles Titanic Research, reads of the controversies. Stories of fortunes won and fortunes lost. Of investors blindsided. People losing tens, hundreds of millions of dollars, self-managed super funds decimated. And then he understands Montechino, Felix Clapton’s need for a sanctuary, the need for security, why the estate has a wall around it, razor wire and security cameras, and why his chauffeur is required to carry a Glock. Travis looks at the gun now, lying on the desk beside the laptop. Strictly speaking, it should be in the gun safe downstairs in the garage. Boris has given him a copy of the keys but has also suggested Travis keep the gun with him. Just in case.

In bed, Travis lies with his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. The wine is still buzzing through him, but it’s more than that. There is something happening here, he can sense it. He’s back in the game. And what a game it is. He contemplates whether this situation is more volatile than he’d first thought, if the apparent serenity of Montechino is misleading.




Chapter Four

As autumn deepens, Travis feels himself growing stronger, more assured, shedding the weight accrued during the lost months of self-recrimination. Each morning, after checking the cars, his emails and his phone, he runs from the estate’s back gate down through the winding paths of the national park, through the low and windswept trees, past fences bearing signs warning of un exploded ordnance, the legacy of a naval firing range, down to the wide expanses of the ocean beach. The coast is exposed here, no protective headlands, the seas all too often wild and uninviting, too rough and increasingly too cold for swimming. On those days when the weather is agreeable, he swims in the ocean, revelling in the cleansing effect of the waves, an emotional exfoliant. More often, he jogs east to Sorrento’s Back Beach, plunging into rock pools along the way, some as big as swimming pools, full of fish and the waving fronds of seaweed. Other times he runs west along the front beach to the opening of the bay, the treacherous and unpredictable Rip.

And as his physical health improves, his mental outlook follows. Travis is again starting to think, to analyse, to speculate. To imagine. He’s regaining himself. He’s diligent in his work, ever eager to run errands for other staff members or to ferry them to town and back, endearing himself to them. Travis is learning to love the solitude of Montechino, leavened by the twice-weekly staff dinners and a weekly trip to one of the pubs in town with Rohan and Sylvie.

He finds himself increasingly intrigued by his fellow staff members—their personalities, their quirks and motivations; their priorities, their strengths and their weaknesses. Agatha, the housekeeper, ruler of her domain. Mary the maid, subjugated by Agatha to the point of near muteness, and Rohan, rebellious and witty, forever straining against the yoke, the third member of ‘inside’ but forever looking out. The gardener Melvin, keeping some secret from his past; the security man Boris, persona based on Hollywood tough guy movies, regardless of his burgeoning gut; and Sylvie, always up for some fun, like a reality TV aspirant. Early on, she’d given Travis the come-hither, but took no offence when he declined. He still thinks it’s a live option; some part of his mind tells him he should try dating once more. Something casual, no commitments. Friends with benefits.

It occurs to him one day, as he plunges through an icy rock pool, that his life hasn’t concluded. That there is more to come, that the trauma of Judy Bleuski’s death, the defining moment of his life, will indeed fade in time. And so he finds himself tentatively reconsidering the past, carefully lifting the scab on his great error, the source of all his remorse and all his regret, the love lost, the life lost. The guilt and the shame and the responsibility. Perhaps he will be able to accept it, embrace it. Such an idea hasn’t occurred to him before.

And now, as his sensitivities return, he realises that the beautifully balanced stasis of Montechino cannot last forever. Nothing does. During the first weeks, Felix returned most weekends; now he hasn’t been back for almost a month. Travis senses that something is building. And sure enough, one evening his phone lights up with a call. The screen identifies the caller as Nelson Bildt.

‘Hello,’ Travis says. ‘You coming back?’

‘Not Felix. Not yet. His daughter. Giselle. Pick her up at Frankston station. One o’clock tomorrow afternoon. She has your number; she’ll let you know if the timing changes.’

Next day, Travis waits outside Frankston station in the Range Rover as instructed. The place possesses a hard-scrabble edge, fast-food wrappers blowing about, graffiti on the walls. There are police on patrol, waddling past in the turtle shells of their body armour, truncheons and guns and handcuffs presented in a don’t-fuck-with-me display. No one pays them attention; their presence mustn’t be anything new. They continue on past a couple of homeless men slumped against the station wall, their belongings piled around them, a blue heeler regarding Travis in his car, knowing he doesn’t belong.

There is an advertising hoarding, the smiling face of a politician, a promise of more police, a guarantee of law and order. Clara Salinger, deputy premier. Travis makes the connection, understands the police presence: outrage in The Express and the other tabloids, wild stories of machete-wielding gangs, fingers pointed at the Sudanese, or the Syrians, or some other migrant group. An election next year. The police turn, walk back towards him. He can see their faces; they look beyond bored. He remembers his own first year in the job, how cheated he felt: the recruitment promises of excitement replaced by the drudgery of traffic patrols, domestic disputes and drunken aggressors.

A train arrives, passengers pouring out through the turnstiles in a sudden flow. Travis has no idea what Giselle looks like. He’s thought of going in, waiting on the platform to assist with any luggage, holding a sign with her name on it, but he’s worried he might miss her. And leaving the Range Rover on the street may not be a good idea. A Google search the previous evening found only blurry and dated pictures of her from years before. She’s twenty-two, he knows that much, but that’s almost all he knows. She has no presence on social media and is only ever mentioned in passing in the mainstream media. In the end, he texted Nelson, seeking assistance. The chief of staff sent through a formal portrait, like a passport photo. In it Giselle is a pretty blonde, with a swept-back side part and glowing eyes. Her make-up is so good it must have been applied by a stylist; her skin is blemish-free, possibly photoshopped to perfection. The one flaw, although Travis doesn’t see it as that, is a small gap between her two front teeth. But Nelson also added the text: Looks nothing like this. Not since uni.

His phone chirps. A message from an unknown number.

Hello stranger. There in ten minutes. G x

Relieved, Travis texts back. Waiting outside. Young St. Black Range Rover. Travis.

Nelson is right: Giselle Clapton looks nothing like her passport photograph. The long blonde hair is gone, replaced by a curated mop, a bouffant mess, caramel-coloured with hints of pink and streaked with blue. Earrings of plastic and metal swing from her lobes, there is a piercing through her septum and a stud above one eyebrow. Only the gap in her teeth remains, that and the perfect skin. She wears ripped tartan trousers, Doc Martens—eighteen-holer boots, not shoes—and an open flannel shirt over a form-fitting tank top revealing a bare midriff. Designer rebel, Travis concludes. While the imagery is alternative, the clothes are clean and new, their source more likely a Chapel Street boutique than a second-hand market.

She throws her duffel bag onto the back seat and climbs in the front next to Travis.

‘Hi there, handsome,’ she says. ‘Giselle.’

‘Travis.’

‘Thanks for coming to get me.’

‘Pleasure.’

‘I could have got an Uber, but you know. Dad.’

‘Security-conscious.’

She laughs at that, shaking her head, and points to the Glock, handle protruding from its cradle in the driver-side door pocket. ‘Security-conscious? Paranoid more like it.’

Travis offers no comment.

‘Man of few words, hey? The strong silent type.’

‘In the job description,’ he retorts.

She chuckles. ‘Oh, I’m going to like you.’

Travis gets the engine going, negotiating the traffic, starting the hour-long drive to Montechino. Beside him, Giselle has a set of over-ear headphones and is humming along, slapping out the rhythm on her thighs. Travis keeps his eyes on the road, even as his peripheral vision catches her assessing him. There’s nothing shy about her, nothing apologetic; she seems to feel perfectly entitled to check him out. Travis finds her attention unsettling, the openness of it. He can smell her: a hint of perfume above the soapy cleanliness. Something refined, expensive, in contrast with her grunge-adjacent wardrobe.

He gets it then: her clothes, her costume, is ironic. It strikes him as a very self-aware attitude for a twenty-two-year-old student. With a jolt, he realises she’s attractive, not just in a physical way but in her outlook. She’s self-confident and enjoying herself. He wonders if it’s her wealth but knows that the world must be full of miserable, self-obsessed heiresses. It makes him wonder at her.

He attempts conversation. ‘Not worried Montechino might be a bit staid for you?’

She studies him for a beat. ‘Staid?’

‘You know, boring.’

‘I know what staid means.’ She laughs, not taking offence. It’s a wonderful laugh, musical and carefree. ‘He hasn’t told you then?’

‘Told me what?’

‘It’s on. Felix’s next big short. The big show. The three-ring circus.’

He takes a breath. ‘And that’s why you’re here?’

‘Shit yeah. Wait till you see it. Fucking amazing. Like tickets to the theatre.’

‘Who’s the whale this time, then?’ he dares to ask.

She doesn’t answer, not straight away. Instead she appraises him before speaking, voice low and serious. ‘You working then? Undercover?’

He shakes his head, taken aback by her astuteness. ‘You know about my past?’

‘Yes.’

‘I see.’

‘It doesn’t bother me, you know. If you’re taking notes. Won’t bother Dad either. We’re not doing anything illegal.’

‘Right.’

‘So what’s your interest then? What does it matter who we target?’

‘I’m not sure it does,’ he says.

She laughs again, an unexpected reaction. ‘If you were working undercover, I’d be a fucking good source. I know all sorts of shit.’

‘I believe it,’ he says.

Now she’s grinning. ‘Okay, I’ll tell you the target if you promise not to repeat it to anyone—and then you’ll owe me a favour.’

‘Deal,’ he replies.

‘Murtrie Corp,’ she says, eyes gleaming provocatively.

Travis is speechless. It’s all he can do to keep the car in its lane, his foot steady on the accelerator. ‘Murtrie? Shit.’

She tilts her head, squinting, as if trying to work him out. ‘You must have guessed, surely. Why else would Dad have hired you?’

He swallows; her logic is undeniable. Baptiste had suggested he might glean something about Murtrie Corp, but not this.

‘Well, if there is anything I can do to help take those bastards down, just let me know. They deserve everything they get.’ He hears the anger in his voice.

‘Jeez, Travis. Lighten up. It’s arithmetic, not morality.’

They drive in silence after that, Giselle with her headphones back on, humming along, while Travis contemplates why Felix has hired him and what exactly is expected of him. And Baptiste? Had he known Murtrie would be the target, or was it just a guess? Travis takes a deep breath, tells himself to go with it. He’s here now.

They’re passing Dromana when, as if on a whim, Giselle asks Travis to turn off the freeway.

‘Take the next exit,’ she says. ‘I want to show you something.’

She guides him as they turn inland, away from the bay. A cool wind is coming from the south; Travis closes the windows. He follows her directions as they drive deep into the suburb. Around them, the houses are becoming more nondescript. New builds of cream brick and concrete slabs sit next to deteriorating weatherboard cottages, paint peeling.

They turn into a cul-de-sac.

‘That one.’ She points. ‘Pull up there.’

Travis is looking at a small fibro shell of a house, windows broken. A wire fence has been erected around it and the neighbouring houses on each side.

‘Demolition imminent,’ Travis states.

‘Replaced by retirement units,’ she replies. ‘Gotta stack those boomers in somewhere.’

‘Wall-to-wall around here,’ Travis quips.

He’s rewarded by the endearing gap-toothed smile.

‘My father grew up there,’ she says. ‘That’s Felix’s childhood home.’

Travis studies what’s left of the structure with new eyes; it’s more shack than house. ‘Not quite Montechino,’ he says.

‘His mother didn’t even own it. Rented it. Felix says even that was a stretch; they lucked out, had a kind-hearted landlord, otherwise they would have been out on the street.’

‘I guess not all people with money are monsters,’ he says.

‘Don’t be so sure,’ she says, brandishing that wicked smile of hers. ‘But yeah. Felix remembers it. Has a charitable foundation. Helps underprivileged kids get secure housing and a proper education, to escape places like this.’

‘You want to take a photo or something?’ he asks. ‘Might not be here next time you swing by.’

‘No. I’m good. Let’s go.’

They drive in silence. Giselle seems more subdued, her head back, eyes closed, earphones on but no drumming along, no humming. She doesn’t speak for another ten minutes, but when she does, it’s as if their conversation had never ended.

‘I think it’s why he bought Montechino. The impetus for it, at least.’

‘To impress the locals?’ Travis asks.

‘Don’t think he gives a fuck about the locals,’ she says, before growing almost wistful. ‘To impress Grandma. And maybe himself. To remind himself how far he’s come. When his mum was still alive, he wanted to give her a taste of the good life.’

‘How did that go?’

Giselle shrugs. ‘She was proud of him, no doubt about it. Doted on me. But I think Montechino was too big, too grand. She’d spend her days getting ferried back and forth between there and the Dromana bowls club.’

‘You still have relatives here?’ Travis asks. ‘On the peninsula?’

‘Not that I know of. If I do, Felix hasn’t told me.’

‘You didn’t grow up here?’

She gives him a look as if he’s crazy. ‘Shit no. We came down here when my mum died. He couldn’t bear to stay in our house in Melbourne.’ She sighs. ‘For a ruthless motherfucker, he’s quite sensitive, you know.’ And this time, her comment isn’t punctuated with the gap-toothed smile.

At Montechino, Travis pulls up outside the house. She lets him carry her bag up the front stairs, the bouncy independence of Frankston no longer evident.

They’re met at the door by Agatha. ‘Welcome home, Miss Giselle,’ she says, displaying a lickspittle obsequiousness. And then, to Travis, ‘I’ll take it from here.’

‘Thanks, Travis,’ Giselle says. ‘Don’t let on I told you about his big show. He loves the reveal.’ And again that gap-toothed smile. ‘See you round.’

He waves to her; life is growing interesting.

Two days later, Travis receives the call from Nelson: Felix is returning to Montechino—and he won’t be coming alone; the leadership of Titanic Research, the core analysts, will be with him.




Chapter Five

Felix and Nelson arrive by helicopter with two key executives, four more following in a second chopper, coming in low over Port Phillip Bay, as if avoiding radar, landing down near the golf course. Travis drives the Bentley and Giselle the Range Rover; they’re there waiting as the choppers swoop in to land. A busload of additional staff are following from Melbourne.

At Montechino, the relaxed pace of the preceding months has been replaced by frenetic preparations. The ground floor of the old stable has been cleaned out, the vehicles moved out the back with the staff cars, the garage converted into an open-plan office: three trestle tables, each supporting six workstations. Laptops waiting, two large wraparound monitors per computer. Herman Miller chairs. Electrical cables and ethernet cables gaffer-taped to the floor. The arrangement is something like an over-teched schoolroom: the chairs, the workstations, face the front of the room, where two huge screens dominate, with a desk beneath them. Along one wall is another trestle table for food. There is a barista station, a sop for the Melbourne-based staff. Next to the garage, the common room has been converted to a dining hall; Rohan has commandeered the staff kitchen for preparing lunches.

That evening, Travis is summoned to the Oval Office, the innermost of sanctums. It’s his first time back in the house since his job interview.

Nelson is there, sitting on a chair over to one side next to the fireplace, nursing a glass of wine, more observer than participant. Felix offers Travis a whisky and he’s happy to accept. He interprets it as an invitation, an offer to join the team, an inclusive gesture to unite in a common cause. The drink smells smoky and peaty and rich. He takes a sip. It’s powerful, cask-strength, yet subtle, aromatic and unbelievably smooth. Travis has never tasted anything like it. He settles in the armchair offered to him. There is a fire burning in the grate, but he’s not lulled—he’s on high alert.

‘You know what’s taking place?’ Felix asks.

‘You’re about to short some company or other, issue one of your reports. Make a lot of money.’

‘You’re familiar with our methodology?’

‘The essentials. Take a short position on shares. Publish a well-researched analysis. Crash the stock price. Clean up.’

Felix laughs at that. ‘I guess that covers the basics.’

Nelson grins as he savours his wine.

Travis waits. Amid all the activity, all the urgency, Felix Clapton is taking the time to speak with him. There must be a reason.

‘We need to work quickly now,’ says Felix. ‘We’re entering the critical stage. The longer we take, the more risk of a leak.’

‘Is that why you’re bringing everyone here?’

‘Mostly. Minimise the chances of loose lips. Of hacking. Industrial espionage. Surveillance or bugs.’

Travis sips the whisky again. The second taste is just as good as the first. Maybe better. He recalls what Giselle
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