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Prologue

 

The clay pigeon arched over the turquoise sea. The stocky tourist, his sweat-stained orange T-shirt sticking to his thick chest, blazed away with both barrels of the shotgun. Untouched, the clay plate splashed into the water.

“Aw, jeez!” He ripped off his ear protection and wiped a beefy forearm across his forehead. “There’s something wrong with the sights on this gun.”

Under the meager shade thrown by a stand of coconut palms, several of the group waiting to shoot chuckled at his statement. “Yeah, sure, Morrie,” said a whippet-thin man also wearing an orange T-shirt. Across his narrow chest, glaring purple letters declared ABSCOUND INDUSTRIES.

“My turn,” said an angular woman with a mean mouth. “Move it, willya?” As Morrie hesitated, reluctant to leave the shooting platform, she broke open the shotgun she held and inserted two heavy red cartridges. Snapping it shut, she began to mount the two wooden steps to the platform.

Afterward, witnesses gave conflicting details, but all agreed that she had stumbled, her shotgun had discharged, and the side of Morrie’s head had vanished in a spray of blood, bone and brain tissue.

The wooden platform shook as the body collapsed. “Oh, my God,” someone said.

Afterward, no one thought to mention to the authorities the jarring way the woman had turned to the appalled audience and snapped with peevish anger, “It was an accident. You all saw. You’ll say it was an accident.”

As if there had been any doubt.




Chapter One

 

“Got a challenge for you, Den.” Eddie Trebonus planted his elbows on the cane-and-Formica bar counter and smirked at me. “You know how to make a Baltimore bracer?”

I gave him my best bright smile. “Coming right up.” Up to this point in time, I’d quite liked Americans, but Eddie was a poor advertisement for his nation. Not only did he have the worst taste in clothes—today he was wearing a brown-and-yellow striped top, bilious green Bermuda shorts, and white socks with his sandals—but he also had a flabby body and thick, blotchy skin that was peeling from too much tropical sun.

I’ve always found American accents pleasant, but Eddie had a kind of metallic twang that put my teeth on edge. “You sure you know how to make a Baltimore bracer, Den?”

I bit back a retort. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s having my name shortened. Along with my uniform of white shorts and a hibiscus-flower shirt—the choice of pink, yellow, orange, red or a particularly hectic purple—all staff had to wear an identifying tag. I tapped the bright pink hibiscus-shaped badge on my right breast. “The name’s Denise.”

“Denise, eh?” He said loudly, apparently playing to a nonexistent crowd. “And what’s the left one called?” He chortled at his own joke, looking around to see if anyone else appreciated his humor. As it was ten on Friday morning, the Tropical Heat Cocktail Lounge only had a few people scattered around its glass-and-cane tables. Not one of them showed any interest in Eddie’s idea of humor, although Biddy Gallagher, a sinewy, tanned woman who’d won my admiration with her astonishing ability to consume hard liquor, did snap the paper she was reading with obvious irritation.

This guy was getting to be more than tiresome. I’d been behind the bar for a week, and Eddie had been one of my first customers. Since then he’d turned up regularly to request a host of obscure cocktails. Well, they were obscure to me, but then, I’d only been a bartender for a short time, no matter what my résumé said, and the crash course I’d done in drink recipes wasn’t much help when someone like Eddie Trebonus was doing his best to catch me out.

The other employee with me, Pete, was a fair dinkum bartender, so I’d tried to steer the Yank in his direction, but blasted Eddie, his rubbery lips stretched in a suggestive smile, always insisted on giving his drink orders to me.

Pete looked like what he was—a genuinely nice guy. He had a pleasant, nondescript face, usually warmed by a cheeky smile, and a neat, compact body. I hadn’t been able to hide from Pete that I wasn’t half as experienced as I’d claimed to be, but he’d been a good sport and had only grinned when he caught me in the back quickly flicking through a paperback titled The Home Bartender’s Guide to Every Drink after my first encounter with Eddie. That time Eddie had requested, leering appropriately, a temptation cocktail. I’d tried to steer him onto the Aylmer Resort’s own drink, the tropical whacker, as I’d been comprehensively instructed on how to make this lethal combination of fruit juices, rum, brandy and gin. No such luck. Eddie had been determined to embarrass me, an ambition he was still pursuing.

“Baltimore bracer,” Eddie repeated, seating himself on one of the cane bar stools. “Don’t you hurry, now, Den. Wouldn’t want you to make a mistake.”

I contemplated hitting him, hard. That would wipe the stupid grin off his face. Of course, it would also blow my chances of continuing undercover, so I said, “You’re a challenge!” with just the right tone of playful respect.

Eddie snickered. “Yeah,” he said. “A lot more than you know.”

Convinced that he was about to add that he could show me a good time, baby, I hastened around the back of the bar to consult my cocktail guide. Pete, who was getting a replacement bottle of Baileys Irish Cream, said, “Let me save you the trouble, love. It’s a measure of brandy, measure of anisette, throw in an egg white, shake it up with ice and whack it in a stemmed glass.”

It sounded revolting to me, but then, I only drink beer, and that not very often.

Eddie was waiting like a fat, sunburnt toad, chewing peanuts with his mouth open. I put the Baltimore bracer ingredients in a shaker, added ice, and did a good imitation of a demented maraca player. Straining the results into a glass, I placed it in front of Eddie with a flourish. “Your cocktail.”

Then, sighing to myself, I got down to business. “You’re not here for the convention, then?” I said, knowing there was always some convention underway at Aylmer Resort, usually drawing overseas guests. That was part of the reason I was there.

“Nah. Strictly a vacation.” He leaned closer. “Looking for a little action.”

It wasn’t clear to me if this was a question or a statement. Either way I was repelled. I soothed myself by nonchalantly wiping the bar, a skill I’d learned from watching countless bartenders in countless movies. Lifting the carved wooden peanut bowl, the contents severely depleted by Eddie’s depredations, I swept my damp cloth over the spot. “Action?” I said vaguely. “You’d mean windsurfing, snorkeling, skeet shooting, that sort of thing.”

“Skeet shooting? You talking about clay pigeons? No way are you going to get me doing that. Didn’t you hear what happened to that guy? Someone blew his head off!”

“Did you know him?” I asked casually.

“Who? The guy?” Eddie shook his head. “Nah, he was here with a convention group. Electronics, or something.” He took a gulp of his Baltimore bracer and swished it around his mouth before swallowing it.

For a moment I’d been afraid he was going to spit it out like mouthwash. Hiding my distaste for everything that Eddie said or did, I said, “I’ve seen you with the Aylmers, and I thought you must be a friend of the family.”

Eddie was pleased with my observation. “Yeah,” he said, “they don’t socialize with just anybody.”

That was true. The Aylmer dynasty has been a force in Australian politics and business for well over a century, and counted the other rich and famous as their friends and relatives. Aylmer Island, inside the Great Barrier Reef, and only a short flight or boat ride from the mainland, had been deeded to the first robber baron Aylmer in the late nineteenth century and, apart from a small holiday shack, had been left in its natural state until fifteen years ago, when one branch of the family had developed it as a luxury resort.

“Don’t suppose you’ve noticed,” said Eddie, smacking his lips, “but the daughter, Roanna Aylmer, is a real looker.”

Of course I’d noticed. And he was selling Roanna short. She was sensational. Slim, tall, dark-haired and with a rebellious get-out-of-my-way look I found instantly attractive.

“I hadn’t noticed,” I said.

Over Eddie’s shoulder I saw with surprise that the subject of Eddie’s leering comment had just strolled into the cocktail lounge and was heading our way.

Eddie, oblivious to this, nodded wisely at me. “And Roanna’s hot for it. Trust me, I know.”

“Who’s hot, Eddie?” said Roanna behind him.

The whole cocktail thing instantly became worth it, just to see Eddie’s face flush an unbecoming scarlet.

“Hello,” he croaked, twisting around to look at her. “I didn’t see you come in.”

“Obviously.”

There was a long silence, one that I enjoyed and Eddie clearly didn’t.

“I’d better be going,” he said at last. He tossed back the last of his drink. Nodded to Roanna, and slid off his chair. “Be seeing you.”

She watched him go, then turned back to me. “What do you think of Eddie?”

Difficult. Eddie was a guest of the Aylmer family, and I was just an employee, and a new one at that. I tried a blank expression and a minimal shrug as a response.

“I asked you a question,” Roanna said.

“A trick one.”

She raised one eyebrow, a capability I’d never been able to master. It was clear she was going to wait until she got an answer, so I said, “I reckon if I say what I really think, I’ll get fired. And if I lie…” I grinned at her. “Why, I wouldn’t be true to myself.”

There was a snort of laughter behind me. “We couldn’t have that, could we?” said Pete.

Roanna was smiling too. She was also looking at me with a speculative expression. I’d surprised her, and that was good. My instructions were to infiltrate the Aylmer family if I could, and I had been shuddering at the thought that Eddie Trebonus might be my only way in. Roanna was more than preferable.

I said, “Can I get you something to drink?”

She hesitated, then gave a quick nod, to herself more than to me. “Lemon squash,” she said, then added, “Please.”

While I was filling a glass with crushed ice, Pete, who was cutting lime wedges, said softly out of the corner of his mouth, “Nice going, Denise, but watch out. She can be trouble.”

He already knew that I preferred women to men. Hell, I didn’t just prefer them, men had been totally excluded from my romantic fantasies since my late teens. Pete had cheerfully put the hard word on me during our first shift together, but had been quite unfazed when I’d set him straight. “Too bad,” he’d said, grinning. “I’ve always had a weakness for blond, athletic women.”

In truth, I was really a sort of dark honey blond, but I’d lightened my hair for this undercover job, and gone back to wearing my contact lenses full time. As for his reference to the athletic, too much desk work had softened me up, and I’d had to spend hours in the gym getting fully fit and bringing my self-defense skills up to a reasonable standard.

“How is she trouble?” I whispered back.

He grinned at me. “Goes through hearts like a hot knife through butter.”

I plunked down a hibiscus coaster in front of Roanna Aylmer and set the lemon squash on it. She was watching me with a disconcerting dark stare, which I ignored. “Peanuts?” I said.

She peered at the bowl that Eddie had depleted. Wrinkling her nose, she said, “Have you got something better?”

“I’ll have a look.”

I disappeared to my refuge behind the shelves of brightly labeled bottles. Bar staff were told to provide upmarket nuts for obviously upmarket customers, and I guessed Roanna fitted the bill. I dug out a large container that declared itself MIXED SUPERIOR NUTS and put a generous scoop into a wooden bowl painted with tropical birds of garish plumage.

Pete put his head around the edge of the shelves. “Can you hold the fort for a mo? I’ve got to get some stuff out of the storage shed.” I nodded, and he disappeared out the back door.

My ASIO briefings hadn’t given me much information on Roanna, other than that she had a degree in computing but she’d never used it. She was the youngest daughter of Moreen and George Aylmer and was said to be wild, though no details were given. There was another daughter, Greta, who was considerably older and who had married and was living in Broome, Western Australia. The male side of the family was reinforced with two sons, Harry and Quint, who helped run the resort. I hadn’t spoken to either, although both were quite presentable, if you liked the sulky, arrogant look. I hadn’t up till now, but their sister had it down pat, and on her it seemed quite engaging.

I slid the nuts next to her untouched lemon Squash. “Anything else?”

“Why are you working here?” Roanna said. No beating around the bush for her.

“I love the tropics.”

She gave me an unbelieving smile. “Oh yeah?”

At a table behind her, Biddy Gallagher folded her paper and slapped it down. “Jeez!” Biddy said, glaring in my direction. “What’s a woman got to do to get a drink around here?”

“Coming.”

“Let Pete do it,” said Roanna.

I made a mental note that she knew Pete’s name. Perhaps his remark that Roanna was trouble came from personal experience. “Pete isn’t here,” I said, lifting the leaf in the bar. “He’s gone to get supplies.”

I went over to Biddy, who was tapping impatiently with bright scarlet nails. “Took your time,” she said severely. “Double Scotch on the rocks.” She grinned. “I suggest you go light on the rocks and heavy on the Haig.”

When I turned back to the bar, the bowl of superior nuts and the lemon squash sat all alone. Roanna had gone.




Chapter Two

 

My first shift of the day ended. I was expected back for the boisterous evening period, where every night was party night, but in the meantime I had the afternoon to myself. I set off for the staff quarters, strolling through the lush beauty of the tropical gardens. A small army of gardeners rushed out at dawn to keep the burgeoning vegetation in check, then disappeared before guests could see them tampering with perfection. I stopped at my favorite spot, a little clearing hidden from the path. There was a dark green wooden bench situated to give a view of the water, but I’d never seen anyone else sitting on it. I sat down to enjoy the moment of tranquillity before I faced the exuberance of the staff quarters.

This was the first time I’d seen Roanna Aylmer in the flesh, although, like all new staff, I’d had to sit through an orientation video, which introduced each member of the Aylmer family. The rest of the family had made an effort to smile at the camera, but Roanna had gazed coolly out of the screen, as though nothing to do with the resort related to her. The video featured patriarch George Aylmer’s voice extolling the wonderful qualities of Aylmer Resort Island, followed by an outline of staff duties —various individuals were shown being helpful, smiling, and otherwise appearing as perfect employees—and finally a list of things staff did not do. These forbidden items included having any close personal relationship with a guest, failing to wear a name tag, and neglecting to present a smiling face and a helpful manner at all times.

I shrugged off any thoughts of my duties, and enjoyed the moment. It was close to heaven in this little hidden nook. A brilliant blue butterfly flapped nonchalantly by, and the wind rustled the leaves of blossom-laden shrubs, through whose branches I could catch glimpses of the pastel water and a crescent of pale beach. Aylmer Resort was situated on the quintessential tropical island. Palm trees swayed in the cooling breeze that blew off the surface of the blue-green water lapping dazzlingly white coral sand. There were no dramatic crashing waves, as the Pacific Ocean spent its force on the Great Barrier Reef, which ran as a protective barricade down much of the coast of Queensland.

Half the island was rain forest, stocked like some vast film set with brilliantly colored tropical birds, cycads and ferns of every type, which grew like giant weeds in the gloom under the thick green canopy formed by trees stretching ever upward toward the light. I’d been delighted to find vines draped picturesquely from branch to branch. Less invitingly, an extraordinary range of insects of daunting size shared the island with us, and I’d been told there were leeches in some damp areas. The thought of leeches made me shudder.

The resort’s guest accommodation was based on one word: luxury. The choice was between an individual cabana nestled in the greenery near the water or a suite in the five-star hotel set into the side of a gentle hill. Only two stories high, the hotel was artfully hidden by skillful landscaping, so that from the sea it was almost invisible. The gardens were extensive, and there was even a maze, small but puzzling, that had emergency telephones at intervals in case some hapless visitor failed to find his or her way out.

My stomach growled, so I gave a last glance to a jewellike hummingbird suckling at a huge yellow blossom and reluctantly resumed my walk. In case anyone should think to wander in the direction of the staff housing, stern notices announced STAFF ONLY PAST THIS POINT at the entrance to the driveway that curved away so that even the most determined guest would be unable to view the buildings, which was a good thing, since they would have been an unwelcome shock. In stark contrast to the comfortable affluence of the rest of the resort, the staff quarters were strictly utilitarian.

Not for us the sumptuous interiors, the king-size beds, the private verandas and balconies. In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the initial plans for staff housing had called for something like military barracks. Fortunately someone had decided that a happy staff needed individual rooms. Mine was, as far as I could see, identical to everyone else’s. The walls were beige, the ceiling off-white, with a ceiling fan positioned in the center. A generic air-conditioner blocked the bottom of the narrow window, the top half being covered with a flimsy accordion blind, again in the ubiquitous beige. Cheap and functional furniture had been selected: a metal-frame single bed, a simple dresser with three drawers that doubled as a bedside table, a gooseneck lamp, a desk with a couple of shelves set above it, one beige plastic chair, a curtained hanging space for clothes. A beige-and-brown circular mat covered the floor near the desk, its bland coloring picked up by the cotton bedspread. After only a few days there, I’d become obsessively anti-beige, in fact, I’d vowed to myself that any future home of mine would be totally beige-free.

I vaguely remembered that some famous architect had said that every fully functional building had its own beauty. That architect would have been captivated by our ablutions block. The showers and toilets—one side male, the other female—and the laundry room with a row of washers and dryers, were located in a gray concrete structure with a flat roof. The building was constructed so that every area could be hosed out with a high-powered jet of water. This cleansing happened at five o’clock every morning.

The ablutions block brought back memories of roughing it on camping excursions when I was young, and I recalled my mother’s dire warnings about how every shower stall was guaranteed to harbor the fungus causing athlete’s foot. At that time I’d always obediently worn my rubber flip-flops to shower, and I rather regretted that I didn’t have them with me now.

The most popular areas in the staff buildings were the communal kitchen and the adjacent recreation room. Both rooms, predictably, were painted beige. The kitchen had the usual standard equipment of electric stoves, microwaves, sinks and benches, plus several idustrial-size refrigerators. These were always bursting with food and drink. Everyone labeled their possessions, but there were constant arguments about what bottle belonged to whom, and accusations about stolen milk and pilfered food.

Half the recreation room was set up with tables for dining. The other half had a television set that was always turned on, ancient table-tennis equipment, and an assortment of chairs that seemed to have been collected at a variety of jumble sales.

We weren’t supposed to eat in our rooms, but of course everyone did, and I had arrived with a stock of exotic goodies that could be used to lure people into conversations, working on the principle that it would be difficult to clam up on someone who was being bountiful. It was tiring, but I had already established myself as the most pleasant, cheerful, gregarious person possible, knowing that staff members would gossip if encouraged, and that they could be a valuable source of information about the Aylmers and their activities.

Of course there was one problem with being so outgoing, and that was the expectation that I might be interested in the bed-hopping that seemed to be a major form of recreation. No one seemed alarmed about my sexual orientation, information that Pete obviously had let slip at the earliest opportunity. Almost everyone seemed good-natured, younger than me, and relentlessly energetic. I was rather flattered to receive veiled propositions from several coworkers, both male and female, but I let it be known that underneath my smiling exterior I was nursing a seriously dented heart, so I was not ready for any relationship, however fleeting.

I was peering into a refrigerator and debating if it would be more profitable to walk all the way back to the main restaurant in the resort, where there was a small staff dining room at the back near the kitchen, when Seb slapped me on the shoulder. “Den!” he said. “Whatcha up to?”

“It’s Denise,” I corrected him, with little hope that he’d pay any attention. When I’d gone undercover I’d kept my first name, but of course dropped my surname, Cleever, for the rather ironic one of Hunter. Back in Canberra I’d trained all my colleagues at the Australian Security Intelligence Organization to call me Denise, but I was fighting a losing battle here. Maybe it was the heat that led to the cropping of names.

In some cases it was an advantage, and Seb was an example. I wondered what his parents could have been thinking of when they named him Sebastian. I figure it’s hard to look like a Sebastian at the best of times, for Seb it was impossible. He looked like a plain, single-syllable name like Ron or Sam, or maybe Joe. Bulging with muscles, he was built like a professional wrestler, but had the sunny, uncomplicated nature that I imagined went with a sweet-natured florist, or maybe a mild kindergarten teacher. He had short sandy hair, a flush of high color on his face, and a wide gap between his top front teeth. Seb was also bisexual, information he’d shared with me shortly after our first introduction.
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