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			Out of Sight

			How far would you go to save yourself—and the country you love?

			 

			A vicious terrorist group is operating deep within the wild reaches of Australia’s remote Kimberley region. Though the government is aware of their presence, the group’s cat-and-mouse tactics and absolute secrecy has made it impossible to stop. The only way to destroy this powerful threat to national security is from the inside. And no one’s better under cover than Intelligence Agent Denise Cleever.

			 

			Using every ruse she knows, Denise infiltrates the terrorist training camp—knowing full well that if she is found out, her ruthless “comrades” will torture her to death. But when she is ordered to kill someone as a final test of her loyalty, she faces the most difficult choice of her career: Take an innocent life—or lose her own.

			 

			Third in the Denise Cleever Thriller Series.

		 

			Originally published by Naiad Press 2001.
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Chapter One

			On Wednesday I left Australia as Denise Cleever, anonymous public servant. I returned on Friday as Dana Wright, only surviving daughter of the notorious Edmund and Salvia Cummins-Wright.

			Even though it was just after six in the morning, several international flights had already landed at Sydney airport, and drooping travelers in long queues were clutching various items of cabin luggage, duty-free purchases, passports, and customs declarations.

			When I finally made it to the head of my line I smiled at the official standing behind the high counter and wished him a moderately buoyant good morning. His glance slid over me with practiced, weary boredom, but when he flipped open the passport I handed him, his expression changed to narrow-eyed concentration. Surely it couldn’t be the photograph, which deliberately depicted me with blank-faced torpor. And certainly the passport itself was genuine, having been issued by the Australian government. Perhaps he recognized my assumed name, although the Cummins-Wright family was far more infamous in Britain than here.

			He tapped my photograph with a blunt forefinger, the nail of which I noticed had a crescent of grime. “You Dana Wright?”

			“That’s what it says.”

			My airy tone didn’t go down well. His frown deepened, although that may have been because someone in my queue, clearly an Aussie, yelled, “Get a move on, mate! We haven’t got all bloody day.”

			“Step to the side,” my official said.

			“Is something wrong?”

			He jerked his head. “Over there.”

			Another man, red-faced and officious, appeared. They conferred at length. An impatient muttering behind me made it clear my fellow travelers weren’t happy. The next in line, a globular woman with a baseball cap and a T-shirt that read, WARNING: I HAVE AN ATTITUDE AND I KNOW HOW TO USE IT, lived up to these words by snarling in a nasal New York accent, “Shit! How long are these assholes going to keep us standing here?” She glared at me. “If you can’t get your documents straight, then you shouldn’t be flying.” Her mouth turning down in righteous condemnation, she added, “Or drugs. Is it drugs?”

			I gave her a confiding smile. “Heavens,” I said, “it’s hard to say. Could be either.”

			“This way, please,” said the second official, indicating that I should accompany him. He had my passport and entry documents safe in one beefy hand. “You can bring your things with you.”

			Obedient, I followed him, aware that a third uniformed figure, a woman, had fallen in behind. This was all seriously irritating. The whole idea had been for Dana Wright to enter Australia like any ordinary Aussie who’d been abroad. True, apart from two visits to see friends, Dana hadn’t returned to her own country for ten years, but I had a good ear for accents, and a voice coach in Los Angeles had given me a quick couple of lessons, so I was pretty well secure that I’d got the slightly clipped intonation that living for some time in Britain would produce.

			The very last thing I wanted to reveal was that I was working undercover for ASIO—the Australian Security Intelligence Organization—but if the alternative was a strip search, I was going to be very tempted.

			The three of us, me sandwiched in the middle, walked down a corridor of identical closed doors, our footsteps clicking a staccato beat on the polished gray surface. “Exactly what is this all about?” I asked, using a tone of polite outrage.

			The stocky guy at the front halted at an anonymous white door. “In here,” he said, handing me my passport and documents. Faintly smiling, he turned the handle and waved me inside. “Have a good day, Ms. Wright.”

			The door snapped shut behind me. There was only one person in the stark little room: my ASlO control, Livia. It wasn’t her true name, because it changed with every new mission. With a little ferreting, I’d discovered she was really Cynthia, although to my mind she deserved something rather more edgy and interesting—Justine, perhaps, or maybe Zaneta.

			I put down my hand luggage—an overnight bag and an expensive, brand-name shoulder bag. Dana might support antiestablishment groups, but her clothes and possessions were top of the line.

			There was a pause while we regarded each other, me standing, Livia seated at a rectangular table, her thin arms folded to rest on its bare polished surface. As usual, she looked totally at ease, as though it could only be perfectly normal to have me yanked out of an immigration line and marched off to see my control.

			I didn’t speak, and my expression didn’t change. It was part of my training never to react if there were an unexpected meeting with a fellow operative, control, or instructor outside ASIO walls. I glanced around the windowless white room, then back at Livia.

			“Sit down, Dana,” she said, her expressive face split with a grin. “The room’s clear. We can speak freely.”

			Livia had been calling me Dana from the moment that I’d been assigned to the mission six weeks ago, a short time after the real Dana Wright had lapsed into a coma after a climbing accident in Scotland had sent her plunging down a cliff. Now I was Dana Wright, activist and suspected terrorist, twenty-four hours a day.

			I pulled out a chair, saying, “I was preparing myself for the indignity of a strip search.” The thought crossed my mind that if Livia happened to be the person in charge of such an activity, perhaps the experience might be…interesting.

			She was an enigma to me, and I’ve always been challenged by mysteries. Spiky-haired, angular, yet graceful. She was older, I thought, than she looked. Of course fraternizing with one’s control was strictly forbidden, but I’d bent the rules before—

			“Something’s come up.”

			“Bad?” It would have to be serious for Livia to be here at all. “We’re not going to abort?”

			“Norbert Cummins has escaped.”

			I stared at her. “Dana’s brother. But isn’t he—”

			“In an asylum for the criminally insane?” Livia spread her hands. “He was. But not, it seems, anymore.”

			This wasn’t quite as catastrophic as I’d feared. Norbert had been incarcerated in Britain after a trial for killing his parents and one of his sisters. Found not guilty by reason of insanity, he was put away at Her Majesty’s pleasure, which, in effect, meant life imprisonment for Norbert. Now he’d be on the run, his face in every news report, so the chances of his making it to Australia seemed remote.

			“How did he get out?”

			“Like any intelligent psychopath, he presented himself as well on the way to recovery. Sweet-talked a new, young psychiatrist into believing that he no longer posed a threat, and at the first opportunity, bashed the guy so violently he left him with permanent brain damage, changed into his clothes, and walked out of the place as the doctor. Smooth as silk. He’d been there long enough to know the routines, the security checks. Got away clear in the doctor’s Jag.”

			Livia’s face was somber. I quailed at the thought of giving up the mission when I’d spent so much time and effort becoming Dana Wright. “Hey,” I said, “Norbert’s half a world away. He isn’t going to make it to Australia. I reckon he’ll be arrested any time.”

			When Livia didn’t look convinced, I added, “And I’ll be safe in the middle of nowhere. Besides, why do you think he’s looking for his sister, anyway?”

			Livia tilted her head, pursed her lips. “As part of his treatment, Norbert Cummins kept a diary. The final entry says: ‘Three down and one to go. There’s only Dana left.’ ”

			





Chapter Two

			“Why would Norbert want to hurt his sister?” I asked. “She paid a fortune for his defense.”

			“Not hurt—kill his sister. And he doesn’t need a logical reason. You might as well ask why he butchered the rest of the family.”

			I didn’t have an answer for that, so I said, “Well, I’m in no danger. Norbert has everything stacked against him. His face will be in every British newspaper, so he’ll go to ground. He doesn’t have the contacts to find out where his sister has supposedly gone, and even if he did, he’s got a snowball’s chance in hell of getting out of Britain.”

			“Norbert Cummins is a sociopath,” said Livia, as though that explained everything.

			It’s times like this I’d like to be able to raise one eyebrow in a cool, sardonic manner. As so far I’ve not been able to master this skill, I shrugged elaborately. “So?”

			“He’ll use anything, and anybody, to get what he wants. He doesn’t feel anxiety or fear the way you or I would, but he can mimic very well the behavior of a normal person. You’ve seen the family history—he has had a long career of manipulating people to get what he wants. He can seem to be the most charming, caring man you’ve ever met.”

			Livia was taking this rather too seriously, I decided. I said lightly, “So he’s a classic psycho. You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

			She gave an impatient sigh. “You know what he’s capable of—you’ve seen the crime-scene photographs, Denise.”

			“It’s Dana,” I said. The slip she’d just made with my name persuaded me she was truly worried. Livia didn’t make mistakes like that. “I’ll be super careful. One hint that he’s anywhere around, and I’m gone. Okay?”

			“Really? In the wilds of the Kimberleys?” Livia said scathingly. “Just like that you’re going to trek out by yourself, are you?” Her caustic tone was well-deserved. The Kimberleys, situated in the far northwest area of Australia, contained country so rugged and remote that it could swallow up a thousand people and not burp.

			“Look,” I said reasonably, “Not only will Norbert not make it to the Kimberleys, but if he did, he wouldn’t be able to locate me. Hell, ASIO doesn’t even know for sure where the terrorist training camp is, so how could Norbert Cummins?”

			Livia drummed her fingers on the table. Her fingers stilled, and she gave me a sharp nod. “All right, we’ll go ahead as planned.” She reached down to a briefcase and came up with a folder. “Here are some recent shots of him. He’ll almost certainly change his appearance, but this is what he looked like when he escaped.”

			Norbert Cummins was handsome—no, he was beautiful, in a totally masculine, jut-jawed, blue-eyed sort of way. In two of the photos Livia handed me he was smiling, his expression little-boy mischievous, his eyes crinkled fetchingly, his teeth regular and white.

			There’d been several photographs of him in the Cummins-Wright file I’d studied, and even the mug shots when Norbert was arrested for murder showed his astonishing good looks, although his expression had been blank—at that time for once he hadn’t been trying to charm anyone.

			Knowing that there was a remote possibility I might run into the man, I looked carefully at his ears, which were small, set close to his head, and had almost nonexistent lobes. A person accomplished at disguise could change the appearance of many features, but ears were usually disregarded. I mean, who looks at ears? And besides, they were very difficult to change convincingly—except maybe for Mr. Spock.

			I pushed the photographs back across the table. “Okay.”

			“Do you need to look at anything in the file again?”

			I shook my head. “Know it by heart, practically.”

			I wasn’t kidding. To be convincing in my role as Dana Wright I had to know the history of the Cummins-Wrights as if I were a member of the family. There must be no chance that I could be caught out by any detail about her parents, her siblings, or her own life.

			It would be maddening if I never needed to use all this information, although the family story was interesting in its own right. When, thirty-five years ago, Edmund Wright had married Salvia Cummins, it had been a conventional step for two proudly nonconformist people. Edmund had been born in England, the only offspring of a Tory politician and a distant relative of the royal family.

			By the time Edmund Wright hit his twenties, his left-wing proclivities had become such an embarrassment to his father that he was shipped off to Australia, where he could do less damage. In Sydney he established a high public profile as the owner and editor of Duplicity, a radical publication whose masthead proclaimed: WE REVEAL THE LIES THEY TELL YOU: THE TRUTHS THEY HIDE FROM YOU.

			Salvia Cummins was an American, a black sheep in a family of white ones, all of whom were dedicated to making the family manufacturing business successful. After a tumultuous time at university, Salvia eventually joined an international protest group, traveling from country to country demonstrating against multinationals and their influence over local politics.

			Edmund and Salvia met in Sydney, and it was a match made in heaven—had they been willing to acknowledge that such a place might exist. Their children were to bear the Cummins surname if male, and the Wright name if female. In due course Salvia produced four children: Elliott Cummins, who died in infancy; Philippa Wright; Norbert Cummins; Dana Wright.

			When Dana was in her mid-twenties, Edmund’s father, now a widower, died, leaving his only son a considerable inheritance. The family returned to England to move into Wright House, a large—and from photographs, an excessively ugly—country house in Sussex.

			True always to their beliefs, Edmund and Salvia poured money into causes dear to their hearts, financing radical groups, providing accommodation for visiting zealots, paying the legal costs of individuals arrested for extremist acts, as well as being deeply involved in protests and demonstrations themselves. Phillipa and Dana Wright followed their parents’ lead, becoming, if possible, even more rabid in their ideology. Phillipa trained as a lawyer, specializing in political causes; Dana completed a degree in communications. Phillipa dated; Dana remained exclusively wedded to the cause.

			It would have been a happy anarchist family, but for Norbert Cummins. He clearly had no intention of working for a living, and, using the accomplished charm that worked so well for him, he continued the wastrel ways he had honed to a fine art growing up in Sydney. Entirely without conscience or any ethical standards, Norbert lied, cheated, and generally deceived everyone with whom he came in contact. His specialties were enchanting middle-aged ladies so he could swindle them, and seducing young women unfortunate enough to fall under his spell. He also showed a tendency toward extreme violence, and only the intervention of his parents, plus the application of considerable funds to injured parties, saved Norbert from serious legal charges.

			The events that would lead to the deaths of Edmund, Salvia, and Philippa began with a series of bitter arguments with his parents. Disgusted that Norbert not only refused to subscribe to the correct radical doctrines, but that he also had lately begun to publicly mock Edmund and Salvia’s activities, his parents took him to task. Norbert refused to see reason, and his tirades against his parents intensified to the point where Edmund was driven to cancel his son’s considerable allowance and turn him out of the house.

			At the trial, the housekeeper had given a chilling account of Norbert’s reactions: “He just stood there, looking at his parents, cold like, not saying a word. Then he sort of smiled and nodded slowly at them, and said, ever so softly, ‘I’ll come back and get all of you. Believe it.’ ”

			Two days later on a mild summer night, Norbert broke into the house, hatchet in hand. In a bloodbath that crime-scene photographs showed in sickening detail, he dispatched his mother, father, and sister Philippa with hideous savagery. Ironically, the CIA saved Dana, who escaped being hacked to death because she’d gone to London to join an all-night picket at the Savoy Hotel, where the head of the CIA happened to be staying while attending meetings on international security.

			From the media’s point of view, Norbert Cummins’ trial was the ultimate news event, containing such winning elements as a handsome, charming accused—he had his own cheer squad of dimwitted women who attended the proceedings every day—plus victims who were notorious radicals and a murder method that was sensationally bloody.

			Not only was there overwhelming physical evidence at the scene that Norbert had committed the crime, also he had been apprehended close by, his clothes drenched in blood. Dana Wright, to whom the entire family estate now came, paid for the very best Queen’s Counsel that money could buy. Norbert was advised to plead not guilty by reason of insanity. Psychiatrists speaking for the prosecution declared that he was sane at the time of the murders; an opposing group for the defense declared vehemently that the accused was clearly demented.

			If I’d been on the jury, I think I would have agreed with the latter opinion. Looking at Norbert’s chiseled features and delightful smile, then at the photos showing the almost unbelievable ferocity of his attack upon his parents and sister, madness seemed the only explanation.

			My mind leapt to the assignment ahead of me. Norbert had insanity as an excuse—the people with whom I shortly would be training had no such exoneration. They were eager to learn the most efficient methods of exterminating fellow humans—strangers who were categorized as “the enemy.”

			These acts of violence would be justified because they were driven by philosophical or political beliefs. Assassination, destruction of water or power supplies, the sickness or death of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of people, all for a creed, a doctrine, an idea.

			And they were judged sane, and Norbert mad?

			Of course, I reminded myself, Norbert was mad, bad, and excessively dangerous to know. Even so, at some level the scope of his crime could be understood and grasped. Suburban terrorism against innocent targets was a different matter. What was the phrase I’d heard in a TV courtroom drama just the other night? Depraved indifference to life. That summed it up well.

			





Chapter Three

			Six weeks had been too short a preparation for this mission. My trainer said so out loud; Livia, I was sure, thought the same. Add to this the fact that there wasn’t much intelligence information about the principal players in Edification, the shadowy group I was infiltrating, and that only two of the other terrorism students who would be training with me had been definitely identified. The location of the camp, designated by the letter E, was in a remote area of Australia, where I’d be far from help, should I need it, and now there was a possibility that I would be stalked by a homicidal brother.

			I became aware that Livia was frowning at me. She had turned sideways on her regulation government chair and had folded herself into a neat package with her arms around her knees. She should have looked awkward in this pose, but of course, being Livia, it seemed entirely natural.

			“You’re sure you want to go ahead with this? You can back out, no problems. It’s dangerous enough without any added complications.”

			“No way am I backing out,” I said. I gave her my best high-wattage smile to hide the fact that I’d thought, just for a moment, that getting out was just what I wanted to do. “I’m not wasting all that work becoming the blasted woman to throw it all away at the last minute.”

			We sat without speaking for what seemed a long time. I could hear the echo of my bold words, and wondered if Livia thought I’d spoken out of bravado or conviction. I broke the silence, saying, “And you have to admit we’ll never get an opportunity quite like this again. I’ll be in the belly of the organization.” I threw my hands up. “Bam! We can blow it open from the inside out.”

			The corners of Livia’s lips twitched. “Colorful,” she said. “And if you run into Norbert?”

			“I’ll take him out, just like that,” I said facetiously.

			“Yes, do.” Her tone was businesslike.

			“You’re telling me to kill him?” This was hardly standard ASIO practice, although a clear and imminent threat to one’s life was grounds to use deadly force.

			“This guy won’t give you a second chance. Don’t stop to chat—and remember, he can charm the birds from the trees.”

			“I’m charm proof,” I announced, although that wasn’t strictly true, because at the moment I was finding Livia’s concern quite charming.

			“We’re probably worrying about nothing,” said Livia. “His sister’s had no contact with him since the trial, so he’ll have a job finding out where she’s gone.”

			Dana had attended court every day, but she hadn’t visited Norbert in jail, nor had she made any attempt to see him once he was sentenced. After selling the Sussex house she moved to a small flat in London, continuing from that base the family tradition of support for far left-wing causes. Her hatred of the establishment was stronger than ever, and she told associates that she intended to become even more involved on the front lines.

			As a matter of course, Dana Wright had been of interest to British security, especially as she was virulently opposed to the very concept of hereditary rulers, and had categorized the royal family, in one of her milder moments, as “filthy, bloodsucking parasites growing fat on the body of the nation.”

			Telephone taps revealed that she was actively pursuing the idea of moving back to Australia, and to that end she had made close contact with various radical organizations in Sydney and Melbourne. This, of course, was of great interest to ASIO, particularly when ASIO broke a series of encrypted messages between Dana and a shadowy group based in Sydney calling itself, with a surprising touch of humor, Edification.

			The evidence was that Edification was developing terrorist training camps patterned along the lines of the very effective jihad camps in Afghanistan, where Islamic extremists were taught the skills to launch bloody attacks on western targets.

			Edification, however, had taken this concept and made it nonexclusionary, with only two requirements for potential students: first, that each person be a genuine extremist with a curriculum vitae containing well-documented proof of radical beliefs and actions; second, that each person make the payment of a considerable sum of money in American dollars in cash.

			Dana Wright had no trouble with either of these requirements, and she was accepted for the next intake of students to be held at Camp E somewhere in the Kimberley region of northwest Australia.

			Any attempts by ASIO to infiltrate Edification had been unsuccessful, and they had only second—and third-hand evidence of the organization’s activities, and no definite location of the training site. The group remained an elusive but very real threat to Australia’s security, so Dana Wright’s involvement became the focus of intense interest.

			Shortly after finalizing attendance details, Dana made a fateful decision. She was, I had been resigned to discover, keen on extreme physical challenges, and six weeks before Edification’s training was to begin, she had taken an unscheduled break and had set off for a solo rock-climbing trip in Scotland.

			She was under security surveillance when she fell while trying to negotiate a fearsome cliff, sustaining serious head injuries. The British security agents watching seized the opportunity the accident offered, accompanying Dana’s unconscious body to the nearest emergency department, then arranging for her to be admitted to an upscale private hospital under the same phony name they’d given when she had first been treated.

			No one came looking for her. Since the murders she’d become very much a loner, often disappearing overseas for weeks at a time, and the story was discreetly circulated among her associates that Dana was on some clandestine mission.

			Her flat was covertly searched, and everything that could assist the planting of a substitute was taken and copied. After a blizzard of communications between British and Australian authorities, I was told I’d been selected to become Dana Wright. I was a little taller, but we were about the same weight and build, both of us had blondish hair and were approximately the same age. Dana had blue eyes, and mine were indeterminate hazel, but as I wore contacts, all I had to do was switch to blue-tinted lenses.

			It was fortunate that because of her family’s background in activism, Dana had always been scrupulous about avoiding media photographs, and she’d never been interviewed on television, so the only clear images of her, apart from family albums, would be official ones such as appeared on her driver’s license or in her passport, and we had those covered.

			Although she’d been mobbed each time she appeared at court for her brother’s trial, she had always worn dark glasses and a concealing scarf around her head. She had been a witness for the prosecution, and it was helpful that British courts did not allow the media to photograph or videotape proceedings, so the only representation of Dana Wright from the trial was a sketch by a press artist.

			So, while Dana Wright lay comatose under a false name in a hospital in southern Scotland, I was doing a crash course in becoming her. This preparation included studying everything about her family background, learning her personal habits and idiosyncrasies, making sure I knew the geography and street names of any place with which she might be expected to be familiar, memorizing details of what seemed thousands of radical groups she’d been in contact with, and because of her interest in punishing physical exercise—the woman ran marathons, for pity’s sake!—getting mega-fit myself.

			Livia checked her watch, unfolded herself smoothly, and stood up. “You better get moving. I’ll send someone to collect you.” She bit her lip, then said, “Denise, be careful.” She’d used my real name on purpose this time.

			Being careful was high on my to-do list. For the first time in my undercover career I’d have absolutely no backup. If I got into trouble in the middle of nowhere, I would have to get myself out of it. Both of us knew that I would be summarily executed if my true identity got out.

			“One thing,” I said, “am I supposed to know my brother’s escaped?”

			“It only happened a few hours ago, and the British media’s just picked up on it. The wire services will take it international, but right now the only way you could know is if you had a call from London from a friend, or a journalist tracked you down. Do you want me to set something up?”

			I shook my head. “It’s better if it comes as a great big shock to me.”

			At the door, Livia said, “I hope to hear from you at least once before you leave Sydney.” She gave me a small smile. “Good luck.”

			Five minutes later the same guy who’d dropped me off at the room turned up and took me back to the immigration processing area, which was even more crowded than before. He cleared me through himself, but I was on my own from then on. As I waited in yet another queue I thought of what I’d do, remote chance though it was, if Norbert turned up.

			The trail of flights and accommodations that had been constructed for the fictional Dana Wright was convincing, but if the time ever came that Norbert Cummins saw me face to face, he’d know at once that I wasn’t his younger sister.

			I wondered, if I were Norbert, what I’d do in that situation. Say, “You’re not my sister. Oh, well…” and walk off. Or kill me anyway?

			Given he had nothing to lose, and was a certified lunatic anyway, I guessed he’d kill me, right there and then. Unless I got him first.
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