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			Death Understood

			When a brutal murder threatens the national security, Intelligence Agent Denise Cleever must follow the bloody trail deep into the Red Heart of Australia.

			 

			Headed by the charismatic brother and sister team of Becky and Rhys Hiddwing, the powerful Hiddwing Institute is an ultraconservative think tank whose dark tentacles are insinuating themselves into the very core of Australian society. Seven years ago, family patriarch Oliver Hiddwing and his sister Clara disappeared on an expedition in the remote Outback—never to be seen again. Now Becky and Rhys want Oliver and Clara declared dead so they can inherit the vast fortune and invest it in the continued expansion of their right-wing empire.

			 

			Deep undercover at the Institute, Intelligence Agent Denise Cleever tries to get as close as she can to the truth without becoming entangled in the organization’s treacherous grasp…until a shocking discovery brings with it the realization that the truth—and her only chance of survival—lie in the unforgiving harshness of the Australian Outback.

			 

			Death Understood is the second title in the Denise Cleever thriller series.
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PROLOGUE

			Although the sun was near the horizon, the heat rising off the red earth still shimmered the spiky outlines of the spinifex grass. The rocks of this ancient landscape, split by extremes of temperature and eroded by wind and occasional rain, lay tumbled and broken. Overhead a small flock of brilliant green budgerigars, chirruping, wheeled in dense formation, then plunged to settle on stunted trees.

			Red-brown coats dusty, two dingoes, the female stretched in the shade of a twisted shrub, the male standing with ears pricked, watched the two humans prepare to break camp. The intruders had come into the wild dogs’ territory during the night, walking steadily under the silver of a full moon. At dawn they’d set up a small tarpaulin near the narrow cleft that held the only permanent water hole in the area, and had rested under its shade from the heat of the day.

			With half-grown pups to feed, the dingoes had circled the camp in the early light, slipping in and out of the meager cover, sniffing the scent of the food cooking. One human, seeing them, had snatched up a rifle. The sharp crack of the gunshot had sent them running, but they had returned with stealth to watch and wait.

			The female dingo’s ears twitched. Getting to her feet, she stared south at a plume of red dust, billowing like smoke. Soon the two humans heard the approaching roar of a vehicle. One clambered onto a large boulder and waved something white in wide circles. The other, hands on hips, yelled angry words.

			The dogs shrank back as the noise grew louder. A truck, streaked with red dirt, bucked to a stop, its elongated shadow more substantial than any cover given by the scanty vegetation. The sudden silence swept like a balm over the desiccated land.

			“What the hell are you doing here?”

			A shot echoed and died in the cooling air. Then, after a while, the motor started again, and the vehicle, fat tires churning the dry dirt, made a wide circuit and went back the way it had come.

			The sound had faded completely and a gentle evening breeze was blowing before the dingoes moved in to investigate. The body lay facedown, arms wide. The dogs waited, but there was no movement. Step by cautious step they approached until they could sniff the dark stain soaking the red earth around the head. The male pawed at an arm.

			Made bold by the lack of response, the female dingo took a mouthful of shirt and, with one twist of her powerful neck, tore it away from the waiting flesh. She raised her head to give a short, sharp bark. It was time to call her pups to the kill.

			





Chapter One

			The wide glass doors of the Hiddwing Institute hissed open, and a blast of cool air met the metallic heat of a Queensland summer day and my sweating face. A guard in a khaki uniform stationed just inside checked me over, but he clearly found my manner and demure blue dress acceptable, as he didn’t challenge me.

			I walked past him with a murmured hello. He gave an infinitesimal nod in acknowledgment, then went back to examining his nails. That was slack. If I had been intending harm, I would have chosen to look as inoffensive as possible—in fact, just exactly the way I did.

			Before me stretched an expansive lobby, severe in black and gray. THE HIDDWING INSTITUTE appeared in huge silver letters on the wall facing me, the characteristic winglike appendage at the top of each upright stroke of the H looking even more ridiculous than usual. Below the name was a stylized representation of a burning torch, tilted at an angle as though an invisible hand were brandishing it.

			The founders of the Institute, Oliver and Clara Hiddwing, had designed the logo themselves, and nothing had been changed since they had disappeared seven years ago. Underneath the name and torch appeared in red script the maxim they had adopted for the organization: FROM THE PAST COMES THE FUTURE. It was one of those sayings that sound significant, yet don’t, when examined, make all that much sense.

			I felt a thrill of excitement, balanced by a measure of anxiety. Months of patient preparation were paying off, presuming I didn’t do anything dumb. My sensible heels clicked what I intended to be a self-assured counterpoint as I walked over dark gray tiles toward a tall, black reception desk.

			There were two people behind the protection of the black marble. The young man, seated, had a narrow head set on a disconcertingly thick neck and shoulders. If I’d been him, I would’ve styled my hair to at least give the illusion that my skull matched my body, but his thin, black hair was slicked back. Bending over him, apparently giving instructions about something, was a cool blonde woman in a pale green tailored jacket.

			An acrylic sign in front of the young man read JEFFREY. “Good morning, Jeffrey,” I said, aiming for a cheerful, positive tone.

			He gave me a look of professional welcome, but before he could speak, the woman straightened and blinked once at me. “And you are who?”

			There was an almost indefinable accent, even in that short phrase. I knew it to be German—she had been born in Berlin thirty-three years ago. The photos I’d seen hadn’t caught her aura of decisive power, but the pale hair, pale eyes, and definite jawline were all familiar.

			“Denise. Denise Brandt.” I said my name with confidence, as if it were really my own.

			Her chilly expression immediately dissolved into a pleasant smile. “Excellent. You’re early. We like that. I’ll take you to Mr. Hiddwing’s office immediately.” She tapped Jeffrey sharply on the shoulder. “Have Elise join us there.”

			“She’s not in yet.”

			“I see.” An impatient click of her tongue conveyed her displeasure. “When she comes in, tell her I want to see her immediately.”

			As she moved from behind the reception desk, I could see that the rest of her lean body matched the taut line of her jaw. She extended her hand to give mine a brief, hard shake. “Ilka Britten,” she said.

			Ilka Britten looked supremely fit in a sinewy, no-nonsense way. Arms swinging, she walked off at a pace that had me almost trotting to keep up with her. I noted the green skirt of her suit was a decorous length, and that her shoes were flat. Her almost white hair was pulled back in a severe chignon. Her hair color was natural: mine a little less so. Normally dark blond, I’d had my hair expensively styled and streaked to fit my professional image.

			Over her shoulder Ilka Britten said, “You’ve been in our Melbourne office for how long?”

			“About six months.”

			Actually, it’d been more like four and a half, but I was anxious to establish my credentials as a reliable, dedicated member of the Hiddwing team.

			“Mr. Radon spoke very highly of your contributions on the Frick matter. We have expectations that you will do even more valuable work here with us.”

			“I do hope so. I believe in everything that the Hiddwing Institute stands for, and I’d like to be part of the team.”

			Hearing the warmth of sincerity in my voice, I had a moment’s worry that I was laying it on too thick, but Ilka was nodding her head, clearly pleased. “You will have every chance to fulfill that ambition, Denise. We are convinced you will not disappoint us. That is why we gave you the opportunity to join us here at the very nerve center of our organization.”

			Nerve center? For a moment I thought she might be making a sly joke, but a close look at her expression convinced me that it was highly unlikely that Ilka Britten had even a shadow of humor in her.

			“It’s an honor,” I said, “to be at the nerve center.”

			At the end of the wide corridor was a heavy glass door. Beside it on the wall a sign admonished: RESTRICTED ENTRY. UNACCOMPANIED VISITORS PLEASE RETURN IMMEDIATELY TO RECEPTION.

			Ilka Britten punched a code into the keypad below the sign so rapidly that I only had time to catch the first three digits. The door slid open. “Don’t delay,” she said, “the door will close after eight seconds.”

			This was the inner sanctum, and had been furnished in generic luxury. The beige carpet was thick enough to turn an ankle, the filtered air was just a little too cool, the walls were papered with a discreet cream-and-pale-ocher pattern so inconspicuous that I had to look closely to see that it was made up of the Hiddwing name repeated over and over.

			Portraits—not photographs, but oil paintings—were positioned to greet anyone who entered, each illuminated for optimum effect. Facing me was Oliver Hiddwing, his hard face serious, his grandly hooked nose looming over the slash of his thin-lipped mouth. The artist had given him rather more hair than I recalled from photographs I’d seen, and had colored it a pleasing chestnut, rather than the fading red it had been in reality. Beside Oliver Hiddwing his sister, Clara, lifted her heavy chin at the world. She was, I decided, even more formidable than her brother because there was intelligence in her painted eyes, and determination, rather than inflexible stubbornness, in the lines of her face.

			Ilka had paused to let me admire the portraits. “Our founders,” she said. “Without them, there would be no Hiddwing Institute.”

			I shook my head. “Unimaginable.”

			She looked at me, a faint frown creasing her forehead. I swore silently to myself. However tempting, irony was to be avoided at all costs. I could hear my trainer snarling at me, “Cut out the smart stuff, Denise. Your mouth will get you killed one day.”

			With smooth haste, I went on, “What I mean is, the Institute has been a leader so long in the cultural and political life of the country that it’s impossible to imagine Australia without that influence.”

			“Indeed.” Ilka was nodding agreement. “And it is vital, absolutely vital, that we extend and deepen that influence.” She took a deep breath, and I imagined her mounting an invisible soapbox. “The so-called progressive forces in society are determined to undermine everything that has made this nation a leader in the South Pacific.”

			This was tiresome. I had the irritated feeling that Ilka Britten, along with having no sense of humor, had an inexhaustible supply of set speeches that she would perform at any opportunity. Assuming what I trusted was an alert, keen expression, I said, “I am looking forward to meeting Mr. Hiddwing.”

			“Of course you are.” She paused to lean into an open office door. “Will? Coffee et cetera, I think.”

			I didn’t catch sight of Will, but a cheerful “Okay” came from within the room.

			Ilka led the way down a broad, carpeted corridor, at the end of which was a polished wooden door. She ran her hand down a panel as though stroking an animal. “Rainforest wood,” she said. “Very rare. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

			Thinking that it would be far more beautiful if such a scarce tree were still alive and growing, I said, “Everything is very nice here.”

			I repressed a grin. I was sounding trite and boring, and I was supposed to be a crash-hot PR operator. Ms. Personality, with the ability to coax the most recalcitrant subject in the desired direction. I’d learned to cajole, to charm, to flatter, and, when necessary, to be tough. I liked the last mode best, but sadly found myself having to be super nice most of the time.

			I tried a super-nice expression while Ilka rapped sharply on the door, paused, then opened it wide.

			Standing aside for me to go first, she announced, “Denise Brandt.” She added approvingly, “She’s a little early for her appointment with you, Mr. Hiddwing.”

			It was, of course, a huge office, dominated by a glass wall looking out into a tropical garden of riotous colors and luxuriant ferns. The furniture was cane, but not the tatty stuff that I remembered from my family home’s sunroom—this was designer cane, lovingly made and finished in a light-colored satin sheen. The polished wooden floor gleamed, a gray slate step-fountain built into one wall made muted chuckling sounds as the water ran over semiprecious stones artfully arranged, and a vase of scarlet roses set on a cane stand scented the air.

			The man in shirtsleeves who came from behind the desk, hand outstretched, had the same hooked nose as his father, but his mouth was fuller and his thick hair was a determined red. “Denise. I’ve heard wonderful things about your work for us. I’m so pleased to welcome you here.”

			He gestured toward a low table—cane, naturally—surrounded by four—more cane—chairs. “Ilka? Coffee, I think, and perhaps something to go with it?”

			“Already ordered.”

			Rhys Hiddwing smiled, saying to me, “Ilka always has everything under control.”

			I smiled in turn—a moderate, pleasant smile. I took care to crinkle up my eyes a little. The Hiddwing Institute was very big on analysis of body language, and mine had to be just right. It was very important that I make a positive impression. Rhys Hiddwing had to learn to trust me, to begin to think of me as someone whose political and philosophical convictions marked me as one of the chosen, belonging in the company of those who thought of themselves as the keepers of the Hiddwing flame.

			I went through the mental exercise that I’d been repeating to myself constantly during the last few days. I was Denise Brandt, only child of Phyllis and Robert Brandt, both deceased. I had been brought up by them with a reverence for traditional values. I could see, with the clarity and detail of a movie, the faces of my parents, and hear their voices as they imbued me with their ultraconservative, right-wing views. Phyllis and Robert Brandt were so vivid in my mind that for a moment it was hard to believe that they had never existed.

			I became aware that Rhys Hiddwing was frowning at me. What could I have done to cause this response? I looked back at him, attentive, interested, but feeling a niggle of disquiet.

			“We’ve met before,” he said.

			Hell, was my cover broken before I even began?

			“I don’t think so.”

			He tapped his fingers on the edge of the coffee table. “Yes, I believe we have. You see, I never forget a face.”

			





Chapter Two

			Inwardly alarmed, but sounding faintly puzzled, I said, “If we’d met before, I’m sure I would have remembered you, Mr. Hiddwing.”

			He continued to regard me with narrowed eyes. Pinning down the time and place was obviously a challenge to him. I shuffled possibilities. Prior to this, we certainly hadn’t moved in the same circles. Besides, from the time I’d volunteered for undercover assignments with ASIO—the Australian Security Intelligence Organization—strenuous efforts had been made to ensure that my likeness did not appear anywhere in the media. When, inevitably, I’d been called as a witness in prosecutions that had come from my undercover work, I’d been brought into the court through a back entrance, my evidence had been given in closed sessions, excluding the public, and I had only been referred to by an alphabetical letter, not even an assumed name.

			And, in an effort to make sure that there was no one at the Hiddwing Institute who could recognize me, ASIO had run the name of every employee and scanned known financial and political supporters of the organization as well. Of course there was always the chance that someone could turn up out of the blue who knew me personally, but that was a risk that had to be taken.

			“Perhaps it was a political function,” I said, “or something like that.”

			The meetings Rhys Hiddwing would be likely to attend would be those where the participants were extreme far-righters, and therefore opposed to almost everything that I personally held dear. Normally I wouldn’t have been seen dead in such gatherings, although in Melbourne, as part of my job with the Institute, I’d attended several and had conversed with fervor about traditional values and conservative beliefs.

			Rhys Hiddwing cocked his head. “Maybe,” he said. “I do travel a lot around the country, but I haven’t been in Melbourne for some time.”

			Ilka was frowning at me as though I’d deliberately set out to cause a problem. “Have you been a participant at an HPV?” she demanded.

			The acronym referred to Hiddwing Personal Values seminars, which were free and scheduled all over the country at regular intervals. Helped by a barrage of advertising, plus gifts of equipment to local schools and organizations, the seminars pulled in an amazing cross section of the general public, who were then entertained by a range of multimedia experiences. The seminars provided a reasonably subtle form of indoctrination—I called it brainwashing—and were the source of many new supporters.

			I’d attended four HPVs as part of my preparation for this assignment, but regrettably Rhys Hiddwing had been at none of them. However, because I needed a fallback position, I said, “Yes, of course I’ve attended several seminars, but I don’t recall seeing Mr. Hiddwing, although he may well have been there.”

			From Ilka’s expression I gathered that she was astonished that anyone might be in her leader’s presence and not be aware of that fact.

			“Could it be,” I said, “that it’s the photo in my résumé you’re remembering?”

			He glanced over at the desk, where the open folder in front of his chair almost certainly detailed my entirely fictitious but impressive career highlights. The Hiddwing Institute had checked my employment record when I’d applied for the Melbourne position, but I wondered if he had been doing any follow-up inquiries now that I was moving up in the organization. It wasn’t a matter for concern: The university degree I’d apparently completed was in the official records, and to avoid too close a personal check, many of the positions I was supposed to have held were overseas, or with huge companies where I’d be just a name in the personnel department files. The executives who had signed my references were either alerted to field any telephone queries or had recently left the company in question. It was a favorite ASIO ploy to select a person who had, for whatever reason, recently died, and use him or her as a reference, secure in the fact that there was no telephone link to the hereafter.

			“It’s possible,” Hiddwing said, not sounding convinced. “I have been glancing over your résumé, but I’ve got the feeling I saw you in person somewhere.” He leaned back, smiling. “Won’t worry about it now. I’m sure it’ll come to me.”

			Even if he wasn’t going to worry about it, I certainly was. This was a complication I hadn’t anticipated, and it meant that I’d have to make contact with my control much sooner than I had intended.

			“Coffee and the trimmings,” said a light tenor voice from the doorway.

			Ilka gestured for the young man to enter. “Thank you, Will. Put the tray on the coffee table.”

			“Will do.” As he slid the laden tray onto the table, he gave me a small grin. “That’s a joke,” he explained. “I’m Will, and I will do.”

			Ilka pursed her lips, but Hiddwing said without rancor, “My son has a somewhat juvenile sense of humor.”

			Will Hiddwing had taken after his dead mother rather than his father. His light-framed body looked insubstantial next to Rhys Hiddwing’s solid physique, there was no hint of red in his sandy hair, his nose had no suggestion of a hook to it, and his mouth was full and soft.

			His father introduced us, and Will shook hands with me. “You’re from Melbourne, right? Tansey was telling me all about you.”

			“Good, I hope,” I murmured, secure that everything Tansey said was likely to be positive.

			Will’s smile widened. “For Tansey, surprisingly good.”

			Tansey Yates, a tiny woman with a large voice, ran the southern Hiddwing branch public relations with an iron hand. Once established there, I became her enthusiastic lieutenant, leaping to obey her commands, tactfully making suggestions that were effective—I’d had the advantage of prepping for the job with an international expert in PR—and generally making it clear that I admired her way of doing things. Since Tansey had previously gone through assistants like a hot knife through butter, she had warmed to me when I proved impervious to her rudeness, her unreasonable demands, and her tendency to blame her own mistakes on the nearest underling, whilst taking as much credit as possible for successes. Her vitriolic tirades were legendary, I found, but I endured those that came my way with stoicism.

			One day I caught Tansey looking at me reflectively, and realized that the time to apply for a transfer was ripe. Mr. Radon, director of the Hiddwing Institute’s southern branch, had not only noticed my achievements but had also praised me for my work, and Tansey Yates did not take kindly to competition.

			Tansey hardly bothered to disguise her relief when I said that I wanted to apply for an opening that had come up at the head office—a position that had fallen vacant because the person in question had, with ASIO’s covert intervention, been offered a PR job elsewhere so amazingly advantageous that he certainly could not turn it down.

			Armed with a glowing recommendation from Tansey and Mr. Radon’s enthusiastic endorsement, I was a sure bet for the new job, so I packed my things, said farewell to my colleagues, and flew to Brisbane. Part one had gone swimmingly; part two was going to be a great deal harder—and more dangerous.

			It didn’t, however, seem at all dangerous at the moment. Watched by Ilka, who was sitting upright, her hands folded in her lap, Will was pouring coffee from an elegant china pot into delicate, matching cups, and then handing around snowy linen table napkins to deal with the chocolate cake and apple tart.

			Relaxed and faintly smiling, Hiddwing had swiveled in his cane chair so that he had one arm draped along the back of it. He was beautifully dressed: His white shirt was hand tailored, his muted blue tie was silk, his trousers had an impeccable crease, and his shoes were polished to a brilliant shine. He was wearing a heavy gold watch—Rolex, at a guess—and an elaborate signet ring that was engraved with the Hiddwing flaming torch.

			He said to me, “You’ll be working with Elise Gordon.” He broke off to ask Ilka Britten, “Where is Elise? She should be here.”

			“Elise is late, as is common with her.”

			He grinned at her waspish tone. “Elise worked until eleven last night, preparing for the function, so I suppose she’s entitled to a little extra time off.”

			“I also worked until after eleven.”

			“You’re indispensable, Ilka, as always.”

			Mollified, she ducked her head. “Thank you.”

			Turning his attention to me, Hiddwing went on. “There’s an important function tonight at our estate. I do hope you’ll be able to attend.”

			“Of course.”

			“Excellent. Will can give you the details. And you’ll start work here tomorrow morning, pending a final clearance from Sid Warde.”

			“A final clearance?”

			“Just a formality. As I’m sure you know, Sid’s responsible for security in all our facilities, and he insists on the highest standards. This means that even though you were cleared to work in our Melbourne office, Sid is running a separate check before you get access codes and your ID badge for the Institute.”

			I added a couple of lumps of sugar to my coffee. Stirring it gently—my inclination is always to be too energetic—I said, “I’ve heard of Mr. Warde, of course, and I’m really looking forward to meeting him.”

			That wasn’t altogether true. Of all the Hiddwing staff, Sid Warde was the one about whom I had the most apprehension. An expert on dirty tricks in political campaigns, he had a fearsome reputation as an enforcer who would do anything to destroy perceived enemies—and this destruction could include the physical, as he was a martial arts zealot.

			Rhys Hiddwing had selected a fat slice of chocolate cake. “My weakness,” he said indistinctly through a mouthful. After he’d swallowed, he dabbed at his mouth with his napkin and said, “I’m sure you’ll like Sid. And now you’re a member of our Institute family, you’ll be on a first-name basis with everyone. You’re to call me Rhys, for example.”

			Ilka clearly didn’t support this we’re-all-family informality. “That’s all very well,” she said, “but you know my thoughts on this.” She paused, then began in lecturing tones, “Familiarity is not always the best route to take within an organization because—”

			“I’ve heard it all before, Ilka.” He made a dismissive gesture. “Forget it. Please.”

			She flushed, snapping her mouth shut and glaring around, apparently trying to find something or someone to blame for her embarrassment. “Will? Have you got Denise’s security package ready?”

			“Almost. You asked me to get the coffee, so I had to stop and do that.”

			His airy reply gave her the opportunity she was looking for. “Almost isn’t good enough. How often have I said to you, ‘Do it immediately, do it right, and check, check, check to make sure you’ve accomplished your task’?”

			Will’s expression showed that I wasn’t the only one who found Ilka wearisome. “Right,” he said without enthusiasm. He quirked an eyebrow at me. “Want to come along to my lair? I promise you’ll be safe with me.”

			Ilka’s top lip lifted in a quickly repressed sneer. My background briefings hadn’t indicated any antipathy between Hiddwing’s son and Ilka, so perhaps the muted conflict between them was of recent origin.

			Rhys got to his feet and stretched expansively. “I’ll send Denise along in a few moments, Will. Right now I’d like a few private words with her.” His glance included Ilka, whose mouth tightened. When she went to clear the coffee table, he said, “No, leave that. I’ll be having another cup.”

			When we were alone, he settled himself back in the chair with a sigh. “Personalities,” he said. Spreading his hands, he went on, “I’m sure, being in PR, you know how it is. People tend to see just their own little corner of the action. Not the big picture.” He leaned forward. “Can you see the big picture, Denise?”

			Was this some kind of test? Okay, I’d go for it. “I can,” I said.

			He nodded slowly. “Indeed? And what’s the big picture you see as far as the Hiddwing Institute is concerned?”

			“No less than the transformation of Australian society.”

			He gave a half-laugh. “You surprise me.”

			I looked modest.

			Growing serious, he said, “My sister and I have great plans for the Institute and its role in restoring the values that have been shredded by what radicals call social progress.” These last two words were said with deep scorn.

			I had no intention of interrupting, but he still put up a hand, as if to stop a comment. “I know what you’re thinking. Not all progress is wrong, and I agree. I fully support the equality of women, for example.”

			In fact, this had been a long standing commitment of the Hiddwings. Both his aunt, Clara, and his father, Oliver, had been firm supporters of women’s rights—that is, if the women concerned were of a certain racial and societal group. The literature that the Institute churned out from its own publishing company—which went under the odd name of Prophet’s Calling—had always included the theme of equal opportunity for the sexes, and Rhys had a sister who embodied feminism, albeit with a conservative cast.

			He was watching me closely. “I believe we’ll work well together, Denise. You have the skills, the experience, and, I believe, you may well share the Hiddwing tenets. I’ll be watching your progress with interest.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Hiddwing.”

			“Rhys, please.”

			“Rhys.”

			He uncoiled himself from the chair with an ease that contradicted his heavy build. “I’ll see you tonight, then.”

			After making the right noises, I closed his office door behind me and made my way down the hall to Will’s room. Ilka had disappeared, and the soft hum of the air conditioning and a distant burst of laughter was all that could be heard. I had a sudden cold feeling that they were on to me, and that I was trapped, so that when I tried to leave this shrine to die-hard conservatism, I wouldn’t be able to get the glass security door to open.

			“Hey,” said Will from behind me. He’d approached soundlessly on the thick carpet. He pointed into his little office. “Want to sit down, or have you things to do?”

			“I’ve got to do something about finding accommodations. I’m staying in a hotel at the moment.”

			“Ask Jeffrey at the front desk. He’s always looking for people to share the house he rents.”

			“Always?” I said. “That’s not very encouraging.”

			Will laughed. “He’s not Jeffrey the Ripper, if that’s what you’re worrying about.” He shoved a red plastic folder into my hand. “Here’s all the stuff about the building. Entries, security measures—all that stuff. I’ll give you a temporary entry card to get you past the car park security tomorrow morning. And I’ve got a numerical password for you to learn for entry into the offices. I’m not supposed to give it to you until Sid does a final check, but to hell with it.” He grinned at me. “You look trustworthy to me. Now, come with me, and I’ll show you the ropes.”

			When we reached the glass door I’d fantasized not opening for me, Will said, “For security reasons these executive offices are entirely separate from the rest of the building, and only selected personnel have key codes to get in.”

			“I don’t imagine I’m selected personnel.”

			He grinned sideways at me. “Not yet, Denise, but I have high hopes for you.”

			I had to give credit to Will Hiddwing. In a few efficient minutes he had covered the essentials about the operation of the Institute building, taken me on a rapid tour of the three floors of offices and meeting rooms, had indicated where I’d be working, had taken a Polaroid photo for my ID card, and, after ascertaining that neither Elise Gordon nor Sid Warde was available, had deposited me back in the lobby. “See you tonight. Jeffrey will give you instructions on how to get to the estate.”

			The lobby was empty except for the security guy at the front. Behind the black reception desk I could see Jeffrey’s bent head. So intent was he on his reading that he jumped when I spoke. “Hi. Remember me? Denise Brandt.”

			He grinned at me. “Of course. The new PR person.”

			I peered over the counter at the book he was reading. “Something interesting?”

			His smile disappeared, to be replaced by a grave expression. “Do you know how to perform a tracheotomy?”

			He didn’t seem to be joking. “I’m a bit rusty with tracheotomies,” I said.

			“It could happen any time. An emergency, and you’re the only one who can save a life.” He fumbled in his pocket and came up with a folded pocketknife. “Razor sharp,” he said, flicking out a shiny blade. “And a ballpoint, you need a ballpoint pen.”

			I made an encouraging noise, but he hardly needed urging. “Right, here’s the sitch. The Heimlich maneuver’s failed, and your victim’s turning blue. No coughing, no gasping, no nothing.” He frowned at me. “Well?”

			“I’m guessing an obstruction.”

			His satisfied nod showed this was the answer he wanted. “On the floor with the victim, head back, throat exposed. Then here”—he tapped at his neck below his prominent Adam’s apple—“cut here, between here and the cartilage below. Just a slit. Got that?”

			“Got it—but erk!”

			“Then you take the ballpoint—without the ink bit, of course—and ram the tube into the throat. The victim can now breathe.”

			“Gosh,” I said.

			Jeffrey shoved back from the desk and stood, revealing that he was considerably taller than I’d thought. He seemed to have devoted a great deal of time to bodybuilding, having the barrel chest and meaty shoulders of someone dedicated to working out. His thick neck made his narrow head look all the more incongruous. “How are you with first aid?” he asked.

			As part of my training I’d done advanced medical courses, including the instructions given to paramedics in battle situations, but I wasn’t about to boast about that here. “First aid?” I said. “I really don’t know much about it. Hate the sight of blood.” Realistic shudder. “And injections…well, I just faint.”
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