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​Prologue

Araneya Estate
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1989

“I WANT TO tell you a story, my Carina.” 

Her Papa appeared genial, more than he had in some time, and hence the girl, with the trusting innocence that came only to the young, snuggled beneath the security of her father’s arm. “Is it a good story, Papa?”

But her only answer came in the swift stillness of his body. The little girl stilled also and waited.

They were in her special place, beneath her watchful guardian angel, in her own bubble of magic. Here, she would listen to the sweet, mysterious voices, the ones that soothed her with comforting words and hopeful promises and the belief that if she wished hard enough, long enough, and was patient in her waiting, then in time her wish would come true.

And the girl did believe.

She believed with all her might.

Moonlight shivered across the stone statue, melting its frozen lips and mutating its cold, grey eyes into something golden and warm. It was smiling at her. She made her wish, as she had done so many times before.

When her wish-making was over and her hope strengthened by the magic, she asked her Papa to tell his story. 

His body stiffened further. “It is not a good story. I wish it was.” 

The little girl felt heartened that her Papa believed in wishes too. “If you wish hard enough, long enough and just wait,” she said, proudly stating what she believed, what the magic had taught her, “then the bad story will become a good story.”

Her Papa cupped her chin and looked at her with sad, squinting eyes and a lop-sided, downturned mouth. “Then I wish I didn’t have to tell you. But it is a story that you must know. Do you understand?”

The girl wasn’t sure if she did but she nodded eagerly. “Of course, Papa. I’m very smart.”

He smiled a brief, delicate smile and then pulled away. With his forearms on his knees, his hands clasped firmly together, he stared into the muted shadows beyond and began his story. “Once upon a time, there was a young man, a very happy man with a wonderful future ahead of him. Everybody loved him, his family, his friends. Oh, he had many friends.” Her father closed his eyes. “But that was soon to all disappear.”

“Why, Papa, what happened?” 

“The war happened,” he said, in that unnatural pitch she knew so well, the one that never failed to make tight, nasty knots in her tummy. 

She huddled her knees close to her chest. 

“A ludicrous, senseless war.”

The girl didn’t know what ‘ludicrous’ meant, but she wasn’t about to ask.

“The man didn’t know that. He thought it was a good war, one that he could be proud to fight in, be brave for his country. And so he willingly and very foolishly took part, only never to return.”

“Did he die, Papa?” 

“Oh, yes, Carina, he died all right, but not in the way you think. His body was alive, it moved, spoke, ate, slept, but the rest of him, his core, his heart - his soul - was dead.”

“I don’t understand. How can he be dead but not dead?”

He glared at her with wild, burning eyes, “Because, that is what war does. It kills who you are, who you once were. It annihilates your very essence. And all that returns is an empty shell.”

The girl, fearful of his worsening mood, remained silent.

“A vast empty shell,” he repeated to the hollow space before him. “This man had to do things in that war that he never imagined. Do you know what some of those things were?”

The girl didn’t think she wanted to know. 

“He would kill people, sometimes brutally, not just men, but woman, even children. He would look into their wet, frightened eyes, hear their screams for mercy. But he gave none. They were the enemy, after all.”

The little girl’s former hope, her strength, the wondrous magic, was fast diminishing. She trembled. “Papa, I... I don’t like this story.”

Her Papa ignored her. “The delusional man did many terrible things, things that lodged themselves permanently in his already sad, pathetic mind. But he accepted it, because he knew he was doing it for the good of his country.”

His lips curled and he laughed a short, wicked laugh. “For his country. What a joke... what a cruel, cruel joke. Do you know what he found out about his country, the country he fought for so loyally? They didn’t even want him in the war; wouldn’t even acknowledge or honour him for being there. Everything he had suffered had been for nothing.” He shook his head. “And all that remained were the horrific memories of what he had done.” 

He moaned, buried his head into his trembling hands and fell unusually silent, unusually still.

The girl moistened her small forefinger with her mouth, slicked back a long, wayward lock as she so often did when she was anxious. What should she do? Should she say something to her Papa? Perhaps, give him a hug like Alice did with her when the girl felt as sad as her father appeared. 

She looked to her guardian angel, listened to her wise words. “Papa?” she whispered in a quivery voice. “Are you all right?”

His shoulders began shuddering and he whimpered, not once but several times. She sensed a swift, throbbing ache near her heart as she saw tears glistening on his reddened cheeks. 

“Why are you crying?”

He took a few more moments before tipping his head sideways and looking at her. “Because,” he rasped, “because that man is your Papa.”

The girl immediately clutched her chest and inhaled sharply. Her Papa killing people? Could he do something like that? She didn’t understand what war was. She didn’t understand much of what he was saying, but she did understand that he had killed people... children. She felt scared, scared for herself and for her Papa.

The girl looked to the left, mapped out the cobblestone path to Alice’s cottage... to safety. Should she run there? Now? Hide from her Papa? A nearby owl hooted and she jumped, her eyes wide, her heart thundering. Something gripped her wrist. It was her Papa’s hand. “Please don’t ever be afraid of me,” his voice now gentler. “I couldn’t bear it if you were. Trust me.”

She wanted to, she wanted to very much.

“Your Papa is not a well man.”

“But you will get better, you said so.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I may have to go away for a while.” 

“And when you come back, will you be my Papa again?”

He tenderly placed his warm, moist hands on either side of her face. “Look at me,” he whispered. 

What she saw were remnants of her old Papa, with his sweet, loving eyes and his warm, hopeful smile. “I promise you, Carina, I promise you I will get better. And then I will come for you, and I will be your Papa once more.”

And this time, she did trust him.

***
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Twenty-One Years later.... 

December 29, 2010

10:15 pm

Sleep would not come easily tonight.

But had it ever? Certainly not in the last twenty years, not since she had left Araneya. 

She took another sip of her champagne, felt the bubbles burst in her mouth. Rich warmth spread through her, melting the bitter icicles in her heart and easing her tightened muscles. She returned the glass to the old, rickety bedside, then stretched across the lumpy bed in search of comfort. 

She ignored the musty-smelling sheets, the unfriendly creaks and groans coming from inside the paint-chipped walls. The thick blackness of the small room, however, wouldn’t play fair. It heightened her senses and teased her imagination. She trembled, huddling her slim body further beneath the sheet, thankful that her time there would be short.

Images of Araneya began troubling her, images of hidey-holes, especially one particular hidey-hole, small, dark and musty-smelling, just like this room.

Her breath caught in her throat and she coughed. More memories flashed back, her sick Papa promising he would get better, her smug and cruel Uncle Carlo. And of course, the blood... so much blood, saturating her favourite blue and white dress.

She shot up. Her heart pounded like a frightened rabbit desperate to escape its hunter, her skin tingling with heated moisture. 

Are you okay, my Carina? her Papa asked. She welcomed his solid, soothing voice inside her head; loved those spiritual conversations she had with him. It was her little bit of bright light whenever darkness consumed her. 

She wrapped her arms around her still trembling knees and shook her head. “No, Papa, not yet. But I will be very soon.” 

After she had returned to Araneya. 

The idea of going back to that place sickened her, but she believed that only then, would she finally find peace.

Once more, she crawled beneath the sheet, drew her knees to her chest and closed her eyes, and wondered if murderous traits ran in families? 

No... sleep would not come easily tonight.
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​Chapter 1

Claudia
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December 29, 2010

10:48 pm

I TOSSED, TURNED and thumped my pillow, bedraggled and flat as it was and then sat up, mindful of any brash movements on the old iron-framed bed. I reached for the side lamp. Beneath it lay my two personal drugs of choice, a half-empty packet of pink musk sticks and an almost empty glass of now bubble-less bubbly. Inside the glass, a large black cockroach paddled aimlessly. I pictured the cockroach stumbling home, barely able to balance on any pair of its six legs. 

I glanced at the still-kicking insect, battling against all odds to survive and immediately empathised with it. Wasn’t that what I was trying to do? I carefully inched to the side of the bed, planted my naked feet on the threadbare carpet and grabbed the glass. Shadows played like small children across the walls, bobbing, sliding, chasing each other in endless circles reminding me of my rambunctious students back home. 

I stood amidst painful creaks, grateful that those creaks belonged to the bed and not me and padded quietly towards the open casement window. Once there, I emptied the glass out onto the lawn and wished my insect friend safe travels. I crossed my arms on the windowsill, disregarded the sharp prickle of peeling paint, and leant into the shadowy outdoor distance. 

The night air was steamy and lush with the sweet, musty smells of freshly harvested sugar cane. Above, a zillion stars, not veiled by city lights, carpeted the sky. I closed my eyes, and listened to the natural sounds of Queensland’s bush-life, the loud, chirrupy crickets, the optimistic frogs waiting for the all-elusive rain and the occasional haunting calls of the Boobook owl. My muscles relaxed, my flushed skin cooled and I sighed. 

“You have always loved the beauty of nature, Carina.” 

My Papa and I are perched on a pair of flat, mossy boulders, throwing stones into the nearby lake. The lake’s perfect complexion wrinkles with every throw. Behind me is the rainforest, thick, delicious with its vibrant smells, ones that only come after heavy summer rain. I throw back my head, my long hair falls with it as I soak up the sun’s kisses on my skin. 

“Just like you, Papa,” I say.

I hear his deep, throaty laugh and I laugh with him, even though I don’t know why. Perhaps it’s because of the contagious nature of his laugh; perhaps it’s because of how relaxed he appears; or perhaps, it is merely because I am just like him and he just like me.

I think of my brothers, Nate, Milo and Marcus, the three of them road junkies with their roaring motor bikes and fast cars, all ear-splitting noise and toxic fumes. I think of my mother in our family’s holiday cabin, doing what she loves best, cooking anything that would make our hungry eyes sparkle and our stomachs growl.

And I wonder.... 

Who is she like? 

Normally, I would’ve welcomed a memory such as that. Instead, I cringed. Goose bumps played a nasty tune along my arms and troubling images tumbled through my head. I thought of Papa, visualising him lying weak in his hospital bed. My insides tugged in all the wrong places. 

A mild heart attack, the doctor had said. But it hadn’t been Papa’s first and wouldn’t have happened at all had it not been for Mama. Disgust filled me, blackening what little I had left of my once blinding, childlike trust. 

I thought of my mother and of our scheduled meeting earlier that day. Mama was dressed in what my brothers and I often called her battle clothes, a crisp, off-white linen two-piece, flawlessly feminine and dangerously deceiving. A perfect choice on her part. A battle between my mother and me had been imminent for some time. Yet, I doubted she was prepared for just how life-shattering that battle would be. 

You’ve changed, Claudia, my mother had said.

And she was right; I had. 

The truth will do that to you.

I thought back to that awful night a few weeks ago, when Alice Polinski was shot and killed in front of me. After that, I discovered that Alice had reared me lovingly for the first seven years of my life, a time of which I bore no memory. 

Anger, hurt and confusion had governed much of my life. Since coming to terms with Alice’s death and her life and everything in between, I felt stronger, more determined, more decisive, still fearful, but not as crippled... and sadly, not as trusting. Maybe this change was temporary, a typical reaction to non-typical events. Maybe I was weary of those negative traits, weary of the person they had made me.

Or maybe it was just another form of running and hiding.

I sighed and realised I didn’t care. Not really. I liked this new sensation. I decided it could be useful. I shoved aside all thoughts of my mother, mentally locked the door on her and threw away the key.

I went in search of Saul.

He was in the kitchen, bravely swinging on the back legs of an ancient-looking chair working on his laptop. 

This wasn’t unusual for Saul. His job was his livelihood; studying information, one of the many ways he operated. The only difference was his left arm resting in a sling. Four days ago, he had caught a bullet protecting me. Thankfully, Annie, a trained nurse, friend and activist for natural remedies, had tended to him. Saul’s wound was healing well. 

As if sensing my presence he looked up at me. My nerve endings stirred and tingled as I watched his ice-blue eyes soften and his smile broaden languidly. I knew he wanted me. 

I wanted him too. 

“Can’t sleep?” he asked. 

I headed towards the fridge. It looked like a relic from the seventies. “Something like that,” I said, as I searched the fridge’s interior. It lacked comfort food. Whose fridge lacked comfort food? I grunted, and began on the cupboards, finding an almost full container of drinking chocolate - use by date, almost three years earlier. 

I decided my chocolate need was more important and ignored the expiry date. 

Before long, I had a pot of water boiling on the gas stove. No electric jugs here. I made my cocoa, angled myself against the small, grey countertop and sipped. Delight writhed through me like melted Prozac. I groaned in a thousand chocolate loving ways and sipped some more. 

I pictured Stuey, the owner of this house. He was wiry in build, his skin bronzed and crinkly. “Need a safe place to stay?” he had mumbled between chews of what I believed to be gum. “Cause, ya picked a good time of year for it. Cane cuttin’ time. People just a comin’ and a goin’.” 

“One night only, Stuey,” Saul had said. 

Stuey spat out his gum. It splattered on the nearby weeds and remained glued to them. He then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and guffawed. “Don’t care if it’s one night or a hundred.” 

Somewhere in Stuey’s past, Saul had helped him. The help could have fallen under any number of complex umbrellas. It didn’t matter to Saul. If an injustice had been done, if the people needing his help had no-one else to turn to, Saul entered and made the problem go away. 

And when he did, there was no monetary payment, just the belief that if he ever needed their help, they would do so, loyally, without question. When I asked Saul about Stuey’s past, Saul wouldn’t tell me. 

He was loyal also.

Saul raised his eyebrow and studied me. “Not having second thoughts about returning to Araneya?”

Araneya. 

The birthplace of nightmares and long imprisoned memories; the place where Alice had reared me.

I closed my eyes and pictured it. Not that I’d many options to choose from. Some old photos gave me tiny breakthroughs to my lost memories but not enough to answer all the questions in my head. 

“Not at all,” I answered. I needed to remember Araneya. I needed to remember Alice and if going back to that place helped me do that, then so be it. 

“And Dolly?”

I pictured the rag doll sitting on my luggage in the bedroom with its long dark hair and large eyes like mine. I had found it amongst Alice’s treasures. “What about her?” I asked.

“I noticed you’ve bought her with you; wondered why?” 

How could I answer that question when I wasn’t sure myself? I had singled Dolly out back home. I had singled her out again bringing her with me. There could be many reasons why. But I believed Dolly to be an integral link to Alice, and as I was returning to Araneya for the first time... well.... 

“It seems necessary,” I told Saul.

Saul nodded. “You’re coping okay?” he asked.

“Yep, just fine.” I laughed. 

Saul didn’t laugh back. 

I followed with a quick shrug. “I’m the front-runner when it comes to compartmentalising, remember?”

“And today, with your mother?”

The mere sound of her name had my teeth gritting and my heart thundering. My hands squeezed the mug.

Saul remained his calm self. “You’ve barely talked about her since.” 

I planted the mug on the counter-top before it slipped from my dampening fingers. “That’s because I don’t want to talk about her,” I said with some force. “And she’s my ‘biological mother’. Nothing more.” 

Saul tilted his head and said nothing.

“I know what you’re thinking. That compartmentalising is a mere band-aid and I need to deal with what my mother has done.” I felt a sharp twist in the pit of my stomach. I took another breath and continued. “But please, for now, I need to do this if I’m to survive the next few days.” 

Saul stood and moved towards me. The kitchen’s bright, artificial lighting brought out the sun-bleached tips of his short, light brown hair. A day’s growth shadowed his jaw. He kissed the top of his finger and pressed it gently against my lips. “I just worry about you,” he whispered. 

“I know.” I took his hand and held it.

“Remember anything more about that night?” he asked. 

Saul was referring to a night over two decades ago when I’d apparently witnessed Ricky Taccone, a member of an exclusive gun clan, shoot himself in one of the forests bordering Araneya Estate. 

I closed my eyes and squinted. Anything of real value escaped. “Only the blood; what I assume was Uncle Ricky’s blood.” 

The memory had been a recent one, but it grew in clarity as each day passed. The feel of the blood, thick, sticky, and heavy, all over my favourite dress. And that stench... like rotten eggs, un-flushed toilets and my Nonna’s old coin jar all mixed as one. A stench I knew well. 

Death. 

Since then, I had experienced that particular smell several times. Goose bumps prickled my skin. I rubbed my arms and quickly turned back to Saul. “I remember Uncle Ricky in snapshots, fleeting pictures but nothing concrete.” Another image flashed before me. This time a group of small children happily squealing as Uncle Ricky chased them... chased me. I tried grabbing the moment, keep the memory, but it escaped along with the others. 

“And still no recollection of Ricky shooting himself?”

I shook my head.

“And the neighbouring forests?”

I remembered the forests in short bursts, but I had to wonder—were they real memories or merely false manufactures of what I had already been fed? How would I know which memory was real and which was a mere creation of a desperate mind? “I don’t know.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Saul mumbled. 

I knew what he was saying. Less than twenty-four hours ago, the very wealthy, very influential Senator Carlo Macey, who had headed that same gun clan at Araneya, had not only confessed to organising the murders of two of the remaining clan but also to what happened that night. 

For twenty years, I had no memory of my life before eight. However, something as trivial as a particular smell, photo or object, even certain facts, triggered some of those memories. Carlo’s version of that night offered no such triggers. 

“You think something else happened to me,” I said, “something far worse than what Carlo told you?” I felt sick at the thought. 

Saul’s bleak nod made me feel sicker. “Macey’s holding something back,” Saul said, “something he doesn’t want me to know.”

And that said it all.

As cocky and as self-assuring as Carlo had been, he’d already suspected the feelings Saul was developing for me. He also knew Saul Reardon wasn’t a man to cross. 

Saul’s arms curled around me, promising me resolution. My head fell sideways onto his shoulder as if it were something already preordained. As always, his signature scent made me a little crazy for him. I lifted my face. He stared at me with darkened, half-closed eyes, his lips slightly parted. I tried to say something but he didn’t give me the chance. 

He kissed me; light and feathery it was, like a whisper. Euphoric warmth rushed through me. I leant in for another kiss, grinding my hips closer to him and opening my mouth with a soft moan. When his lips reached mine, there was nothing gentle this time. The kiss was hard and hungry, his tongue flicking, exploring. I fell into the delicious sensations my body coveted.

Kissing Saul was an addiction. It was never enough, not for me. It raised me to heights I didn’t think possible, made me feel invincible and able to forget the nightmares. When Saul pulled away, I was weak, dizzy, with my head feeling as if stuffed with cotton wool. Our foreheads met and we stood like that for a short time, our breathing rapid and irregular.

“You need to get some sleep,” Saul whispered, his breath hot against my skin.

I huffed out a laugh. Was he serious? 

He sighed. “Baby, I want it too. I want you so much but....”

I placed my fingers on his lips. They were still hot, still moist. “It’s not the right place or time. I know. It needs to be special,” I said, parroting his words from three nights back. “But I said it before and I’ll say it now. You’re not normal!” I thumped his good arm with my fist, his corded muscle barely moving.

He grinned, highlighting those damn sexy dimples of his. He kissed the tip of my nose and I growled softly. Saul stepped away and soon returned with a half-glass of bourbon. “Here,” he said, offering it to me. 

“I don’t drink bourbon.”

“It’ll help you sleep.”

I ran my nail slowly down his opened necked shirt. “I know what’ll help me sleep. But you’ve had your chance... yet again.” 

I stared at Saul’s solution to my sleeplessness and took an almighty gulp of it, almost draining the glass. I coughed, spluttered and coughed some more. 

“You’re supposed to sip it,” he said. 

I didn’t reply, mainly because I couldn’t. My throat was sizzling. Saul led me back to my bed.

“Don’t like this room,” I said. “Too dark, reminds me of hidey-holes.” I was rambling, slurring even. “I don’t like your bourbon, either.”

Saul placed a newly-filled glass of bourbon on my bedside and chuckled. “Maybe not, but I bet you’ll sleep now.” 

One swift kiss later, the click of the lamp and the closing of a door, I found myself shrouded in dark.

I sipped Saul’s drink, just a bit, and rolled over.
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​Chapter 2

Saul
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December 29, 2010

11:35 pm

REARDON PARKED HIMSELF on the wooden bench several feet from Stuey’s back door. A no fuss, no frills kind of bench, much like Stuey’s house, much like Stuey.

The night air was extraordinary, steamy, yet fresh, almost soothing. So unlike London, the playground of his youth, and the beautiful but harsh Himalayas where he had trained. He closed his eyes, fell into the gentle melodic orchestra of the wildlife surrounding him and sighed. 

Nature’s purity, its innocence has many miraculous properties, Saul Reardon, he heard his mentor and trainer, Roscoe, say. Be forever in tune with it and it will be forever in tune with you.

His mentor had been right. But then Roscoe had been right about many things. 

He thought of Roscoe, the man who once saved his life when Reardon barely had a life worth saving, the man who gave him hope, taught him how to survive against all odds. Promised him that together they would find the three men responsible for the merciless slaughter of Reardon’s family. And although it had been six years since, vengeance still suffused Reardon’s heart, sickening it like a sore that wouldn’t heal. 

It didn’t prevent Reardon from caring for those he helped. He understood their pain. He wanted to help them as Roscoe had done for him. 

In a way, it served as a penance of sorts, for what he thought were his own failures as a husband, father and son.

But love? 

As far as Reardon was concerned, he’d had his chance at it, single-handedly destroying it. And yet....

He recalled Claudia’s tall, lithe body writhing against him, pictured her doe-like eyes, smouldering and searching, the taste of her sweet mouth, the citrusy scent of her soft, dark hair. Her image brought a swell of warmth to his chest and a maddening ache in his groin. If she had been any other woman, he would’ve bolted into her room right then.

But Claudia was different. And as Reardon was fast realising, she would always be different. He didn’t believe it was a good thing, not for him. Caring to that degree meant a weakness he could ill afford. It had already muddied his thoughts and affected his judgment on more than one occasion. 

Was he selfish in wanting her?

He wasn’t sure.

He only knew that he did. But not here in Stuey’s house or in some sleazy hotel but somewhere special, a place where one day they would look back and say... wow. 

He grinned like some dopey, love-struck teenager and then shook his head. This was so unlike him. He loved it and he hated it. It strengthened him and it weakened him all at the same time. 

But most of all, it frightened him.

He, Saul Reardon, who for the past six years had feared little. He scraped his fingers through his hair and forced his thoughts to change lanes. 

To Carlo Macey.

Aka Carlo Macanetti, aka Wesson and aka Charles Smith. 

Senator, husband, father, racketeer boss and cold-blooded killer.

The man from whom Reardon had extracted one very debased confession a day earlier. Parts of it Reardon had foreseen, parts he hadn’t, but somewhere amidst that confession, lay something that troubled him. And Reardon hated troubling things.

Sometimes, Saul, it is in the lies that one finds the most truths. 

Reardon’s mentor again. 

And Reardon wondered.

He bent down, unstrapped his switchblade from the black leather holster concealed beneath his jeans and returned to the house, the rusty screen door wailing as he entered. He snatched his car keys from the top of the kitchen bench, and using his switchblade, pried off the back of the key’s central locking device. Nestled sweetly in its interior was a micro-SD card containing Macey’s confession. Inspector Noah Hendrix, the man who now had Macey in custody, had been true to his word when granting Reardon a copy of it. 

How Reardon loved technology.

Not wasting another minute, he reached for his rucksack, rummaging around its insides until he found his SD adapter. He plucked it from the bag and returned to his sleeping laptop.

He fitted the micro-SD card into the adapter and the adapter into its slot on his laptop. With a shake of the mouse, he awoke the computer and brought up the card’s contents, a recorded conversation between Reardon and Macey during Macey’s confession.

Macey’s first words reminded Reardon of what a cocky, self-serving bastard Macey was. Reardon swallowed back his disgust and instead focused on their dialogue.

Find the lies.

Find the truths.

He listened as Macey spoke about the gun clan that Macey had headed two decades ago, the six ex-Vietnam war vets, including Claudia’s father, who had met regularly at Macey’s home, Araneya. 

About Benjamin Lucas, the boy who was shot and killed in the thick, neighbouring forests of Araneya around the same time the clan was conducting one of its ritualistic hunting expeditions. About the community’s determination to hold the clan accountable for the crime, even though the clan was witnessed hunting miles away. 

And about Ricky Taccone, one of the six. 

“Ricky had a lot of difficulty adjusting after Vietnam; more than the rest of us,” Macey had said. “The disparaging way people behaved towards us when we returned from a war that they decided we shouldn’t have participated in, the entire Benjamin Lucas affair, and the unjust condemnations. It was the last straw. Ricky simply ran out of juice. He went out to the forest and shot himself.”

Much of Macey’s version concerning Ricky Taccone was credible. One’s mind, Reardon believed, had an expiry date when subjected to repeated trauma. Obviously, Taccone had reached his. Combine that with the appalling ways Vietnam veterans were treated after coming home, and the scene was set.

It wasn’t difficult to sense a measure of sadness for Taccone, more so because Reardon could identify with his dilemma. Hadn’t Reardon once been in a similarly hopeless state of mind? He breathed deeply and re-settled his thoughts on Macey. 

The next section had Macey describing Claudia as a child. According to him, she was contrary and wilful, someone who hid in places, heard things she shouldn’t have heard, saw things she shouldn’t have seen. Like Ricky Taccone’s suicide. 

“After the shot,” Macey said, “Claudia appeared from her usual hiding spot.”

Reardon pressed pause, his finger twitched and hovered above the black, cordless mouse. Something in that statement wasn’t right.

He replayed it.

Nothing.

He re-ran the previous conversation, glued his ear to every syllable. 

“Claudia would hide out in the most ridiculous places,” Macey had said. “But there was one place that was her favourite. A special room designed just for our group. I’d warned her many times to stay out of it, but she was such a contrary, wilful little bitch. She had overheard us talking about our new business venture. I’d cornered her almost immediately, told her she was never to repeat what she’d heard to anyone, not even Alice. She stood staunch in that bloody room....”

Reardon stopped and rewound a little. 

“But there was one place that was her favourite. A special room designed just for our group.”

The first rush of adrenaline shot through Reardon. His heart thumped hard as he fast-forwarded the recording. 

“After the shot... Claudia had appeared from her usual hiding spot.”

Usual hiding spot. 

In a room.

Not in any damn forest as Macey had first stated.

There rested the truth amongst the lies.

Macey had lied about the where. But why? Did the actual place where Claudia witnessed Taccone’s death matter? Obviously it did. And, if Macey lied about where Taccone died, what else had he lied about? 

Reardon’s gut flipped. Macey’s lies had just reinforced Reardon’s earlier suspicions. Something more had happened to Claudia that night at Araneya. He began massaging his temple, didn’t like the places his head was taking him. 

He pressed onto the next section, where Macey confessed to organising the murders of the remaining clan members, instigated by an unknown minion of his. 

Reardon was interested in Macey’s minion for many reasons, in particular, because this minion could lead Reardon to the three bastards responsible for his family’s unwarranted slaughter. 

In the past, Reardon had investigated many such leads. Not one was successful. He hoped, no... prayed this time would be different. 

Reardon drew breath, slumped back against the creaking chair and collected his mobile. He pressed a button and waited. The call went to the message bank. Reardon left two words... Ring me.

In less than a minute, Ethan Sloane, Reardon’s wingman and loyal friend, rang back. “Bloody hell, mate, you’re clearly not getting enough to be ringing me at this time of night.”

Reardon was silent.

“And that silence says plenty. I would’ve thought by now, you and Claudia....” Ethan stopped short.

“Listen, Ethan, I’m having issues.”

“Obviously.”

“Not those sorts of issues.”

“I’m thankful, because your inhuman ability to abstain from sex until your so-called timing’s right concerns me, especially with someone as gorgeous as Claudia.” Ethan paused. “On the other hand, the fact that you are abstaining, tells me you’re far more gone than I initially thought. Nice.” 

“You talk such crap, Ethan.”

“Hate to disappoint. Now what are these issues, and be quick. I’m in the middle of something here.” 

Reardon grinned and told him of his discoveries.
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​Chapter 3

Claudia
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December 30, 2010

9:15 am

IT WAS THE happiest I had felt in weeks. 

Meandering from one fashion store to another, trying and buying whatever I wanted. And not just any stores. I was in Surfers Paradise, one of the many suburbs forming Australia’s famous Gold Coast, a striking thirty-five mile stretch of surf-beaches. I felt as if nothing could touch me, no-one could hurt me, that I was as normal as every other person enjoying the post-Christmas sales.

In a few hours, Saul and I would be boarding a boat as Jeremy and Emily Waterhouse, very much in love newlyweds honeymooning on the Clarence River. The river was a nature lover’s utopia. It also bordered Araneya. To suit my new identity, a fresh wardrobe was in order.

I passed a group of people hovering with bowed, shaking heads in a busy newsagent. I knew they were discussing the headlines blaring from Queensland’s major newspapers. ‘Two Dead in Hospital Bloodbath’ stated one; ‘Nankari Nightmare Continues’ stated another.

I marched past them. I wasn’t ready for reality to interfere with this special time.

I scanned the many lit-up storefronts for my next retail attack, swinging two full plastic bags in my hand.

A particular window mannequin wearing a knee-length chiffon dress caught my attention. It wasn’t because of its intricately beaded bodice, or its handkerchief hemline. It was its colour, the perfect cerulean blue.

I immediately thought of my brother’s ex-girlfriend, Suzy. She had simply adored that colour. The two of us would shop together as if we were a pair of effervescent teens, coming home all giggly to parade our purchases in front of my family. They loved her; I loved her. She was the proverbial ball of joy. But as close as my brother, Nate, and I were, I never understood what went wrong between them, why Suzy ended their relationship.

Nate followed with a string of rebounds, the first being the blonde-haired Chrissie, the rest I called what’s-her-name. I hadn’t liked any of them—they didn’t compare with Suzy. Until the recent Christmas lunch with my family, when Nate introduced me to his latest girlfriend, Ellen.

Ellen was a few years older than Nate was, but that wasn’t unusual for him. At first, I tried to dismiss her as another bead on Nate’s ever-lengthening string. This time, though, there was something different in the way he looked at her, something I hadn’t seen in him since Suzy.

I found a quieter spot in the complex and rang my brother. I used the phone Saul gave me; disposable and untraceable.

“Papa’s holding his own,” Nate said, much to my relief. “They think he’ll be back to normal in no time.”

I cringed. The cliché was a well-worn line of hope. “And how’s Ellen?”

“Better than great. She’s remarkable, seems to understand me, you know?”

I did know. But I worried for my brother with his beautiful dark looks and his unworldly nature. “As long as she knows how fortunate she is,” I said.

We talked some more, mainly about the drama surrounding me. At one point, he asked me where I was. I told him I couldn’t tell him and he joked about having to kill him if I did. I didn’t share his humour.

After convincing him I was okay, we rang off.

I finished my shopping as quickly as I could. Saul and I had an appointment with Benjamin Lucas’ mother, Amelia. Sadness swept over me as I thought about what she’d suffered.

I made my way to the designated meeting point with Saul. I was dressed in a pale green bikini and a short, translucent beach shirt. My hair flowed freely, tied back by a white, silky bandana. High-heeled sandals tapped, coloured bracelets jangled and glistened as I strutted down Cavill Avenue Mall. In both hands, I held several bags of equally deadly apparel.

I found Saul lazing upon a shaded bench, his elbow resting on its back, his eyes running lazily over me.

I bet I could read his mind.

He stood. “I see you did the shopping.”

“I did.”

“You know you look absolutely stunning.”

“I know.”

“And do you also know you’ve probably given every man you passed a hard on?”

“You worried someone might recognise me?”

“I doubt they were looking at your face, Claudia.”

His grin was wide, flirtatious. He crooked a finger beneath my chin and settled his thumb on my bottom lip. It was so light, so soft, just enough to smoulder my skin and melt away any flippancy on my part.

He stepped in closer. His thumb continued to move in seductive rhythms along my mouth. I could smell him, the part of him that had become so recognisable. I could hear the thirsty pounding of his heart, or maybe it was mine. His lips moved nearer, hovered with silent promises and just before our lips touched, he pulled back. My knees flagged and left me balancing on precarious heels.

Shit.

I seized Saul’s arm and groaned.

“Come on, baby,” he said. His voice was raw and throaty. “Let’s get going.”

I nodded.

It was all I could manage.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4

Saul
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December 30, 2010

10:45 am

THE WALK BACK to their car should have been an uneventful one. Other than Ethan, no one knew where he and Claudia were or where they were headed next. Yet, with every step they took, Reardon sensed the fine hairs on the back of his neck lifting.

Someone was shadowing them.

He could stop, turn and check, but that would be an instant giveaway. He maintained his façade and strode forward, his good arm hooked loosely off Claudia’s shoulder.

So far, Claudia was oblivious, looking as confident and as sexy as she had when parading her stuff moments ago. He imagined that confidence sinking and her sexiness waning if she knew they were being followed. Any changes in her body language would also alert their shadow.

In Reardon’s experience, thugs usually came in pairs. So then, where was the other one? He wanted to quicken his step. The car park was just minutes away. Could they make it to their vehicle without incident? He doubted it. Whoever had the skill set to locate them with such speed, would also know the location of their car.

Reardon’s brain ticked over.

They were approaching the Centro Shopping Complex, the largest in Surfers Paradise. It boasted over a hundred specialty stores and Timezone, the biggest family entertainment centre in the country. The layout of the place however, would be a challenge. The ability to achieve his plan without Claudia’s knowledge, an even bigger one.

“Saul, are you okay?”

“I have the most gorgeous woman on the planet beside me.” He silently cringed at his cheesy line. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

Claudia said nothing.

That nothing spoke volumes. He was lying to her. She knew it. He knew it, and it made him feel like crap.

“Saul, are you sure everything is alright?”

He brushed his lips along her forehead, savoured the sweet smell of lime and coconut and whispered, “It’ll be fine... just act natural.” He felt awkward at his unexpected moment of honesty.

What crossed her face was a fusion of emotions.

“I need you somewhere safe while I deal with it,” he went on.

Claudia stood on tiptoes to reach his ear. “Thank you for trusting me,” she whispered. She then grabbed his hand and led him into Centro’s ground floor.

Inside was a kaleidoscope of bright lights, happy shoppers and busy voices.

“Isn’t this place amazing?” she said, as she performed a semi-pirouette. The bags she held including her much-loved green beaded bag, swung with her. She stopped. “You know what I need?”

Reardon imagined many things.

“A massage.” Again, she swivelled her purchases like one who had had too many drinks. “A really good one.”

Her performance was brilliant. Something huge swelled in Reardon’s chest. She dragged him past the stores, all in full throttle with post-Christmas sales. When she danced to a halt, it was in front of a reasonably sized salon called La Bella Vita.

“A beautiful life,” Claudia whispered, wearing the most wistful smile.

“Pardon?”

“La Bella Vita. It’s Italian for ‘a beautiful life’.”

“Well, then it’s meant to be, for my beautiful Italian lady.”

He heard her say something about it being too busy and that she’d try somewhere else. Reardon winked at her, stepped inside the store, and searched for the manager. He found her, wiping her hands on a towel. Before long, he returned to Claudia. “You, my gorgeous Ms Waterhouse, are getting the works.”

“I am?”

“The honeymoon package. I’m told it’s the best.”

Claudia was all bright smiles and eager eyes. But beneath her forced expression, Reardon saw the truth. She was worried.

“Just stay in the store until I get back,” he said, hoping to ease her concerns.

“Safety in numbers and all that, I know.”

Reardon rubbed his forehead and smiled. Only moments ago, he had doubts about telling her the truth. She gave him a light kiss and pulled away. He watched her stroll into the salon, watched as her sublimely curved backside swayed from side to side. He blew out a steady stream of hot air, then spun around to the masses.

The place continued filling with more people. Nothing like shopping in air-conditioning when outside temperatures were a humid thirty-eight degrees Celsius. He slipped his hands into his pockets and casually scanned his surroundings, searching for something to do as true abandoned newlyweds would.

In doing so, Reardon noted two shadows, perhaps three. He headed towards the escalators. Timezone shone brightly on the level above him. Where else would a bored husband go? Once on the escalator, he pulled out his phone, and sent his usual two words—Ring me. In less than ten seconds, his phone rang.

“What’s up?” said the voice on the other end.

Reardon laughed, his body laughing with him.

“Mate, are you smoking something illegal?’

Reardon laughed again, then coughed out the word thugs.

“What? How the hell...?” Ethan said.

“Don’t know.”

“How many?”

“Don’t know that either.”

“You’re slipping, mate.”

Reardon laughed again. “Not funny, Ethan.”

“Nah, but I’m finding this whole chuckling act seriously amusing. So where are you?”

“Centro in Surfers.”

“Good to hear you know something. And our lovely Claudia?”

“Being treated to the works at La Bella Vita as we speak.”

“Ah, nice, that’ll include a brazen Brazilian for sure. You’re one lucky—,”

Reardon stopped him short. “Honestly, Ethan, you talk such—,”

“Crap. I know.” Ethan paused. “Think your phones have been compromised.”

Reardon couldn’t see how. Both Claudia and he had disposable phones; neither was traceable. Or so he’d have thought.

“Since we’ve left Nankari, I’ve rung you twice,” he added. “Last night and now.”

“And Claudia?”

“Rang her brother, Nate not long ago.”

“In Surfers?”

Reardon swore and rubbed the back of his neck. “The phones can’t be traced,” he reiterated.

“Then I’m guessing your car’s been tagged.”

The one he picked from a used car-yard near Stuey’s house? “No-one could’ve known which car I’d get.”

“Then it’s Claudia’s phone. I don’t know how, mate....”

Reardon knew how. He had a mole amongst his crew. This latest incident only confirmed it.

“Get rid of her phone and yours just to be on the safe side, not that I have to tell you of all people.”

Of course, Ethan didn’t. Reardon’s stomach felt heavy. None of this was making any sense to him. He’d been careful as he’d been many times before.

“Okay,” Ethan’s voice broke his thinking. “While we’ve been having this chitchat, I’ve contacted our friends in Surfers. A pair will position themselves outside the salon Claudia’s in where I’m guessing two of the shadows will remain.”

Reardon was happy with that.

“What about the ones following you?” Ethan asked.

“I think I can handle them.”

“Ooo, touchy ego. Unusual. Claudia’s influence again, I’d think.”

Reardon stepped off the escalator, spotted a railing on his immediate left and leaned against it. He said nothing.

Ethan cleared his throat and pressed on. “Any idea who’s behind this little rush of spy-like enthusiasm and why?”

“Macey’s my first choice, the ‘why’ being he still wants Claudia dead.”

“I’m thinking unlikely. Macey hasn’t contacted anyone since he’s been in lock-up.”

This was new and certainly not what Reardon expected. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I. Macey was entitled to ‘phone a friend’ as well as phoning his lawyer, but he hasn’t done either. He was also entitled to a bail hearing, but again our delightful senator refused.”

Reardon rubbed his brow. He’d asked Inspector Hendrix to keep Macey’s imprisonment out of the media and Macey on a tight leash for the next few days. Now, it seemed Macey was doing that of his own accord. “What’s he up to?”

“Same question Hendrix keeps asking. He reckons the bastard is as cocky as.”

“So if not Macey, who then?” Saul asked.

“Macey’s minion?”

Reasonable assumption, but Reardon didn’t buy it. “The minion was employed to kill Macey’s clan not Claudia. Macey hired a different hit man to do that job.” Reardon still wondered why. “I get the feeling Macey’s minion works on his own. He wouldn’t have men blatantly stalking us; doesn’t sound his style.”

“Back to ‘who’ then?” Ethan asked.

Reardon inhaled the cool, artificial air. Who indeed? “It’d mean someone else wants Claudia dead. That’s not even plausible.”

“We’re assuming,” Ethan said.

“About?”

“That Claudia’s the target. Understandable after the last couple of weeks. But what if it’s not Claudia these dudes want. What if it’s you?”

Saul stopped. Ethan’s idea brought a new wave of whos and whys. In his line of work, Reardon had crossed paths with many dangerous lowlifes not happy with Reardon’s interference. They’d cornered him before; no doubt, they’d corner him again.

The incidences were rare though, the timing with Claudia’s case too coincidental. And Reardon didn’t believe in coincidences.

“There’s more going on here,” Reardon said. “It’s almost as if Claudia has triggered something.”

Ethan coughed. “It’s called your male sexuality, my friend.”

“Can you be serious for one minute?”

“Nah, too hard. Since Claudia has walked into your life, you’ve become a fascinating knot of contradictions.”

Reardon sighed.

“Ooo...kay,” Ethan drawled. “Got a new car organised, “Ethan added. “Scotty, and only Scotty, will bring the car to you along with a new pair of untraceable phones.”

Reardon was happy with that. Next to Ethan, Reardon trusted Scotty with his life.

“Text you the details.”

Reardon thanked him.

“Then as your indispensable wingman, am signing off, over and out.”

Reardon dropped his head and grinned. Even with all Ethan’s bullshit, he loved the guy.

“And,” Ethan added, “enjoy the play.”

Enjoy he will.

Reardon pulled out a small envelope from his zippered pocket.

Annie’s painkillers.

As much as he detested the bloody things, he knew he was about to need them.
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​Chapter 5

Saul
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December 30, 2010

11:12 am

TIMEZONE WAS A world in itself, with over 350 game machines, bumper cars, laser skirmishes, ten-pin bowling, and even mini golf, all set in one location. As Reardon entered, episodic flashes of light brushed to life a palate of colours and a throng of smiling faces.

Reardon wandered as one would when seeking the right game, one that would give him the greatest stimulation. 

He found it in a mechanism called Outrun 2. 

Before surrendering to the challenge, he skirted the place one more time, mentally documenting some of the available services, the entry and exit points and the two thugs shadowing him. He purchased a power space card and made a beeline for his game, roosting himself before the 50-inch screen. 

First game was a cinch. He had set a new record. 

While playing his second game, he took sideswipes at shadow number one. He was occupying himself with Harley Davidson’s King of the Road. Interesting pick, Reardon thought. 

He spotted shadow number two at the Putt Putt Golf, seemingly as an observer of the game. Also, as an observer of Reardon. He couldn’t help noticing his shoes. Embossed gold, they were, very flashy.

To Reardon, four shadows should’ve been enough, one pair guarding Claudia, another guarding him. So if his assumptions were correct, what was it with the red-haired female sipping a drink by the far wall? 

She was trying to look like everyone else, enjoying the marvels of Timezone. But as the minutes wore on, he noticed her gaze included him. In his time, Reardon had caught many women sparing him a second glance, but this was different. Her every look was as dispassionate and as unsexy as the machine she was leaning against. 

So then, where was her partner? Or didn’t these thugs share in his duo theory?

Despite his beliefs, Reardon had to consider the most workable approach when handling this situation, how best to take out the thugs without creating a disturbance. 

Game three was well under way. He was pleased with his performance so far. From the corner of his eye, Miss Redhead was making a move. Gone was the sober expression of before, replaced with one ready to charm. Her sylphlike figure sashayed through the crowds, perused several arcade games before dropping on a seat beside Reardon. Was this her game, to come onto him, to keep him busy while the others....

While the others did what exactly? 

“Having any luck?” she asked. 

Her voice was scratchy, almost toneless, her face harshly lined, wrongly proportioned as if it had suffered one too many blows. Her apparent sylphlike figure was nothing more than a mirage created by distance. 

Strings of hard-core muscle jutted in waves across her shoulders, along the length of her arms. Had she ever had the ability to cajole a man, it had become lost somewhere between the simplicity of her youth and the years of an unforgiving job.

“Only fools play for luck,” Reardon said, barely warranting her presence. For now, he had his own game to play.

“Wise words for a man who gambles on a machine.”

“Gambles?” He coughed out a laugh. “This isn’t the pokies. One wins from skill.”

“And you have that skill.” 

Reardon caught Flash, the golf watcher’s eye. In that nanosecond, Reardon wondered if Flash knew that he knew. Again, Reardon reminded himself how important it was to have the right plan when overthrowing this lot. Bringing down one meant alerting the rest.

Alerting the rest meant attention he could ill afford. 

“Ooo, an ego,” she said. “I love men with huge egos.” 

Yep, a definite come on. Reardon spun the wheel of his machine in a multitude of directions, finished the game and was pleased to note that he had topped his prior score. Perhaps Miss Redhead was right. Perhaps he did have a huge ego.

He gave her a sweeping once over and smiled, contemplating his next move. “I would prefer the word strong to huge.” 

She laughed. “I’m sure you are huge in all the right places.”

Reardon winced in private. As sadly tacky as the comment was, it gave him an idea. And it was just the thing for Miss Tacky Redhead. He delved into his pocket, pulled out a brightly coloured tube, and unscrewed its lid.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Too much sun, sand and surf does things to one’s lips. I have a feeling I’m going to need them a little smoother.” And he winked at her.

Was she actually blushing? This woman was no Mata Hari. Time urged him to go straight for the jugular. “I’m going to the Gents. Want to join me after?” 

Shock replaced the blush. “Um... I... don’t... know....”

“All okay, sweetheart. No pressure.” 

He rose. She slapped a hand on his arm, took in his false wedding band. “What about your wife?” 

“Just married. You know what new brides are like. So stressed from all the wedding arrangements, they forget the groom has needs too. You could be a nice relief while she’s having female time.”

She grinned. Reardon’s first thought was she shouldn’t have. The chipped front tooth was one thing but the ‘try too hard’ sultriness in her smile was a little too much. He couldn’t help feeling pity for her. 

“And that?” she said, nodding towards his bandaged arm.

“Never hindered my performance before.”
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