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Prologue

	 

	‘Welcome to the island of St. Juana.’

	An aerial shot sped across the ocean towards sheer cliffs, their stark greyness dulling the sun’s glare. The camera rose, topping the summit to reveal a lush paradise. A canopy of bright green, interspersed with open grassland.

	‘A select group won tickets to the opening of this new luxury hotel, seemingly through random chance.’

	The land drifted by as the camera descended. After the jagged drop, the island settled into rolling hills before flattening.

	‘Most guests are unaware they’re entertainment for the world’s first serial killer reality show.’

	The hotel came into sight, a broad white tower emerging from the unspoilt wilderness.

	‘All broadcast live to you on the dark web, where you decide who dies, and by who’s hand. Obviously, most of them will die. Because that’s what you’re here for.’

	The camera passed above the hotel. Its white exterior absorbed sunlight that should have dazzled, yet it looked new and pristine. The road out front scarred the island’s greenery, but the camera didn’t linger. It flew on towards the beach, before turning back to the receding hotel.

	‘Welcome to Hotel Murder.’

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	The vacation would be good for them, Judith was sure. Clear skies and waters, and the island looked exactly as described. This would be good.

	Once they reached land. She was fine, but Morgan had yet to find his sea legs, and was still young enough to cling to his mother when unwell. Exhaustion from the flight and the yacht ride didn’t help.

	It was just as well, as she wouldn’t want him wandering. Apart from the lack of kids his age, some of the guests weren’t types she wanted near Morgan. Or her.

	At least a few seemed nice enough, and Richard was chatting happily with the Diaz guy.

	Others were less approachable, and some too loud.

	The southern cousins, for a start. She assumed they were cousins, as they called each other that, when not using their names loudly.

	Abe’s bright Hawaiian shirt was a size or two too big for his lanky frame; Eli wore faded fatigues and an arrogant smirk, but his stare was thankfully reserved for the men; and Sam, dressed in bland colours, stood out by virtue of being larger than the other two combined.

	She was grateful there wasn’t enough space for them in the boat ferrying her family over to the docks.

	That the yacht wouldn’t hang around meant it would be inconvenient if anyone wanted to leave early, and she tried not to feel trapped. Focussing on the lush greens of the island almost might have taken her mind from her anxieties, if the trip to the dock had been langer.

	The docks were a simple strip along the shore, designed to look like weathered wooden planking. They were long enough for three small boats to pull up alongside for disembarking, with a ramp leading up to the gravel road. There was a boathouse further in the small natural harbour, with the bow of one boat poking out.

	The white-uniformed hotel staff helped guests load their luggage onto open-backed carts, but were too busy to carry the luggage up to the carts. Or at least Richard wasn’t inclined to wait for them, so she carried the couple he left, Morgan by her side.

	Hopefully Richard wasn’t influenced by the red-haired, pumped-up meathead in fatigues, as he passed by the cart, carrying his large bag towards the hotel.

	Richard didn’t go that far, dumping the cases on the cart, one on top of the other.

	Judith placed hers alongside, then took his off and placed them side by side on the cart.

	Richard frowned at her. ‘There’s nothing fragile in them.’

	‘Piling them increases the strain on the cases. It’s unnecessary.’

	His impatient sigh was silenced by another case being slammed haphazardly on top of theirs, and that odd hunched guy lumbered by.

	Richard raised an eyebrow at her, which she chose to ignore. She took Morgan’s hand and they made their way along the road – keeping an eye on the cart with their luggage.

	The track was a strip cleared through the trees. The trees, and the patches of undergrowth among them, were too unaesthetically random to have been planned.

	As they drifted away from other guests, the silence was almost relaxing. Apart from a buzzing. Was that a drone up above? It was high, but it didn’t move like she’d expect a bird to. Management keeping any eye on things? A bit weird, but useful if someone got lost on the island.

	The trees ended halfway to the hotel, but it was visible before that, looming up like a blazing monument. She would prefer something that fit more with the surroundings than a structure that, while modern and aesthetically pleasing, wasn’t that much different to hotels amid more cramped real estate.

	There was no call for the seven-storey monolith. They had enough space here that they could have built something more dispersed. With less danger of a fall causing serious injury. She’d have to check on how safe things were, if their room was high. Though the owners would hardly go to the effort and expense of building this out here and then go making it a death trap.

	She was thinking too much, when she should relax and enjoy the vacation. Realistically, relaxation might have to wait until tomorrow. The travelling had stressed her out.

	It was a relief to step into the shadow of the hotel, as she realised how hot it had gotten. The island had a cooling breeze though, which accompanied them into the lobby.

	Metal and mirrors were the predominant design feature, and its glass front would take full advantage of the morning light. No plants decorated the space. Given the vegetation outside, it wouldn’t make sense to have more inside requiring maintenance. Mirrored tiles encircled the lobby instead, and covered the ceiling. The floor had darker tiles, the better to obscure muddy footprints.

	There were queues before the reception desks, where three receptionists busily checked everyone in. This was poor planning. They knew all the guests would arrive together. It was as though they were trying to make things as inconvenient as possible.

	She let her gaze wander over the other guests.

	‘Caty Khorsandi,’ said the young woman at the front of their queue. She glanced up from the phone she’d been glued to most of the trip. ‘I’m not getting any bars, and can’t find your wi-fi.’

	‘We don’t have any,’ said the receptionist. ‘We don’t get coverage, and the phone lines aren’t stable enough for internet service. There is a phone in your room if you need to make a call.’

	‘What?’ Khorsandi’s expression in the mirrored wall slid towards horror. ‘Call? As in speak to someone? Uh-uh. What is this, some 19th century themed vacation? At no point was this mentioned anywhere in your promotional material.’

	She had a point. And it limited what Judith could use to keep Morgan occupied if he got bored.

	‘Nothing on your site,’ said Khorsandi. ‘Which I’d point out to you, except that I can’t. I cannot be cut off from the world for an entire week. That bitch Mindy Miller will totally steal my audience.’

	The receptionist maintained a professional smile as she checked Khorsandi in and held out her keycard.

	Khorsandi grudgingly accepted it.

	Ernesto Diaz reached the head of his queue, his grin aimed at his reflection rather than the receptionist.

	The rising voices in the queue opposite drew attention, though Judith was among the many who avoided looking directly at them. She also turned Morgan’s head away.

	The more aggressive of the cousins, Ely, took offence.

	‘You looking at something, boy?’

	While she disliked stereotyping, the bright clothes and swagger of his target looked like some guys she’d hung around in her youth: A thug. At least he didn’t respond in kind, simply looking bored.

	‘Something, for sure,’ he said.

	The scrawnier cousin stepped between them. ‘Come on, cousin Ely, let’s get checked in and relax. Enjoy our time here.’

	Cousin Ely’s look said any defusing of tensions would only be temporary. But he relented, after more strutting.

	She had to wonder about the story some people told themselves of the world and their place in it, to act like that. So openly indifferent to the existence of others. The lies they must delude themselves with.

	They reached the front of their line, and Richard checked them in while Judith looked around for something else to focus on. Anything.

	At the next desk along was the wife of the sour-looking elderly pair who’d been on the first boat across. She’d presumably already been to her room.

	The staff member behind the desk, Mary according to her tag, smiled. ‘Mrs. Hansford. Is there a problem with your room?’

	‘I’d like to see the manager, please.’

	‘I’m afraid no members of management are currently on site. Is there something I can help with?’

	Mrs. Hansford’s expression grew pinched in irritation. ‘In that case, please pass along my complaint. There’s no bible in the room.’

	Judith suppressed a laugh, which came out as a cough.

	‘A managerial decision to avoid alienating guests,’ said Mary. ‘Does it really matter? The faithful don’t need a physical bible, and the rest are already lost.’

	Hansford stared at her, searching for some hint of whether she was being teased.

	The reassuring smile she received betrayed nothing. ‘I’ll pass along the complaint.’

	Hansford nodded, but sent another suspicious glance back as she left.

	Checked in, Judith followed Richard to the elevators, having been assured their luggage was already on its way up. She’d believe that when she saw it undamaged. Though first they’d have to share the elevator with other guests.

	She was eager for the relaxing part of the vacation, and looking forward to an uneventful week.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	That evening, the hotel hosted a barbecue. Officially an opportunity for guests to relax and mingle.

	The staff had set up the grills and tables around the side of the hotel before the guests arrived. The area still had some sun, but also shade for those who desired it, and the tables and chairs continued around the back of the hotel towards the pool.

	Immediately surrounding the hotel was an area of granite tiles, before steps led down to the maintained grassland surrounding it for around fifty feet out to the bordering trees. Lean-tos intermittently encircled the paving, offering shade in daytime.

	Covert cameras and directional microphones observed from walls, tables, and drones, with others out among the trees all over the island. They recorded everything.

	*

	Barker grinned as he studied the monitors on the wall.

	‘Okay. Find me the interesting stuff. Character moments. That’s what we need to engage our audience.’

	Possibly not the best time, with most guests slow to mix - as intended. The food offered a convenient prop for them to avoid looking too awkward.

	‘Our audience of deviants and borderline sociopaths?’ Haram asked. He controlled which views showed on the main feed. Supervising all cameras on the island would take a larger staff than Barker was ready to commit to.

	While not cramped, the room made efficient use of space. The monitors took up the walls on the end and along one side of the room. Desks before them held a few keyboards and mice, and the processing units sat underneath. The single door had secure access. A safe space.

	‘Few are that borderline, but please don’t interrupt me when I’m on a roll. We can get the less detached ones to invest in the guests. Or at least develop a desire to see them die that’ll encourage bidding and voting.’

	Customers who had paid for the complete package had access to any camera on the island and most in the hotel. While Barker preferred to direct attention to the interesting stuff as it occurred, he limited it to a flashing red button to alert wandering gazes to stuff they could miss. Later they would edit together the best bits for release on the free channel, to entice the wider audience to bet and bid on the options, or even upgrade to the full package. He had allowed over a day until the first planned kill, to build anticipation and audience numbers.

	‘First up,’ said Barker. ‘Let’s open the betting on who the killers hidden among the guests are.’

	One screen switched to Trench, eating hunched over his plate at a table off to the side. He stared unblinkingly at everyone around him.

	Barker glowered at Haram, who avoided his gaze and switched the view.

	Trench admittedly looked the part of the stereotypical serial killer, but hopefully just looked weird to the ignorant among the guests. And to the genuine hotel staff. What the other killers thought of him, Barker had no idea, and little interest. This wasn’t an academic study, it was entertainment.

	‘Some will obviously have longer odds than others,’ said Barker.

	The active camera followed Judith and Morgan as they emerged from the hotel. They crossed to where Richard spoke with Diaz. Diaz’s casual demeanour contrasted with their reserved middle-class chic that could have come from a vacation-wear catalogue.

	‘Darling,’ said Richard, ‘This is Ernesto Diaz. Ernesto, this is my wife Judith, and my son Morgan.’

	‘A pleasure to meet you,’ said Diaz, flashing them a grin.

	‘He’s in advertising,’ Richard said before Judith could respond. He almost made it sound respectable.

	‘These days, who ain’t in some way?’ asked Diaz.

	‘Not me,’ said Richard. ‘I’m in automotive design. Strictly the manufacturing side of things.’

	‘And you don’t have to sell ideas to your bosses? Advertising is all about perception, even if you’re only selling yourself as someone who deserves a promotion.’ 

	The conversation showed no sign of getting any less boring or awkward, though Diaz showed no hint of finding it so. Judith was less masochistic, and soon used the excuse of Morgan needing food to extricate herself.

	Shameless, using her kid as an excuse to avoid painfully awkward small talk. Barker might have done the same, if he’d known there were any benefits to having offspring.

	The disparity of the social strata among the guests did not provide the drama he’d expected as the audience waited for the killing. It was mostly micro-tensions so far. Some viewers could grow impatient and leave, so he’d have to hope they were replaced as word-of-mouth spread. This undertaking was as much about art as it was commerce, and was never going to appeal to everybody.

	The camera followed the pair towards the food, crossing paths with Caty as she eyed up the offerings.

	Barker leant forward, and had the camera follow her.

	She pulled a face at the food on offer, as she wandered, her hands fidgeting from the absence of a phone.

	Pete Venture strolled up to her.

	‘Hi,’ he said.

	‘No,’ said Caty. She stalked away, frustrated.

	Barker grinned, although he didn’t blame her. Moustaches on redheads were a character statement, and not a good one.

	Events had so far gone more or less as planned. Not that he could afford to grow complacent. This required his absolute attention. To oversee everything was impossible, until editing the footage for the long tail audience, but he needed to keep proceedings on track. Too many boring bits risked losing viewers, but overall, it was better to take time and grow the audience. The business side of things required more than the current number of eyeballs to break even.

	For something more interesting, he should focus around the Lebeau cousins. They had fewer social inhibitions.

	Marvin Clump was near them, nervously examining the arrayed offerings. He made eye contact with the server, Orlo.

	‘Are there vegan options?’ asked Clump.

	Orlo pointed at the table to the right, which offered a smaller selection. His movement was sharp, his tone stiff. ‘They’ve meat-free. We’ve also got gluten-free rolls if needed.’

	‘Vegan options,’ Ely said from nearby. ‘Well ain’t that cosmopolitan.’ He gave Clump a hard stare.

	‘Vegan stuff ain’t that bad,’ said Abe. ‘Better’n the stuff some places try to pass off as meat.’

	Chef Damien looked up from supervising the barbecuing. ‘I guarantee our vegan options are at least as good as meat alternatives you could find elsewhere.’

	That earned him a dubious look from Ely, which didn’t save Abe.

	‘You going funny on us, cousin Abe?’ asked Ely. ‘Liking all this unhealthy stuff.’

	‘Unhealthy?’ asked Abe.

	‘The stuff ain’t right,’ said Ely. ‘It ain’t a proper balanced diet. We’re omnivores. We’re supposed to eat meat. We’ve developed to do so.’

	Abe sighed. ‘Balanced? When did you last eat a vegetable?’

	‘I eat them. In moderation.’

	‘They’re a fine thing in other people,’ said Sam.

	‘Exactly. What?’ Ely gave him a suspicious look. ‘That ain’t the point. All this vegan stuff tries to disguise itself as meat, because the body knows what it needs. Burgers should contain meat.’

	‘That is why I never eat at fast-food establishments,’ said Chef Damien. His accent sounded non-specifically European – successfully burying his native Brooklyn tones. ‘Keep the meat turning as I showed you,’ he told his assistant.

	‘Yes, chef.’ Orlo jumped to obey.

	‘Some smaller places are okay,’ said Abe.

	‘Possibly,’ said Chef Damien. He sounded doubtful, balanced between his reluctance to lose an argument, and grudgingly not wanting to insult a guest. ‘I avoid the franchises. Everything is too processed. Conveyor belt cuisine.’

	‘Your burgers ain’t?’ asked Ely, eyeing them with suspicion.

	‘All made here, from meat.’

	Ely’s expression didn’t relent. ‘Got any gator meat?’ His tone suggested he expected not.

	Chef Damien’s expression hovered somewhere between bemused and disgusted. ‘Gator meat? No.’

	‘Thank Christ,’ said Abe.

	Ely glared at him. ‘You got a problem with gator meat now?’

	‘No,’ said Abe. ‘In moderation. But after having it every day for a week, it can get tangy.’

	‘Well damn, cousin Abe.’ Ely shook his head. ‘When did you develop such a snowflake’s palette?’ He didn’t wait for a response, as Jay strolled up to the table. ‘You sure you wanna be eating here, boy?’

	He missed, or ignored, Abe’s sigh.

	Jay took a plate then regarded Ely. ‘I’m sure I wanna eat. Figure I can tolerate the company long enough to fill my plate.’

	‘All guests are welcome here,’ said Chef Damien, growing wary.

	Ely squared up to Jay. ‘We ain’t company.’

	‘I doubt anyone’s ever accused you of being so,’ said Jay.

	Abe moved between them. ‘Come on, cousin Ely. Weren’t you the one saying you were hungry?’

	Having got a burger, Jay sauntered away, leaving Ely to glare at whoever else he could find. His plate barely half full, Ely’s attention soon shifted to the array of food he could continue to sniff at.

	‘The rednecks don’t like the token black guy,’ said Haram. ‘Shocker.’

	Barker sighed. ‘Enough already. You want more diversity, pay to choose your own victims.’

	Haram snorted. ‘What am I, one of our deviant customers? If I hate someone, I’ll hack their social media and ruin their life, like any normal person.’

	‘You are so normal,’ said Ms. Eastman. She sat at the far desk, overseeing the less visual logistics of the operation, while monitoring their guest killers in case they deviated from the plan. Spontaneity may entertain, but not this early. ‘And is redneck a culturally insensitive term?’

	‘It’s okay for me to say that,’ said Haram. ‘I self-identify as an asshole.’

	‘It’s not just self-identifying.’

	‘Point is, you let the African-American die too early, the forums will totally troll you for slipping into tropes. You know these bastards will take any opening to slam us, even if they enjoy the show.’

	Barker shrugged. ‘Once they’ve paid, they can troll to their shrivelled little heart’s content.’ Even on the dark web, no attention was altogether bad. People loved to gawk at a disaster. It would get the word out, if only for the next one. But he didn’t have the luxury of thinking that far ahead right now.

	Jay passed the Hansfords as he found a table. They kept to themselves at a table near the hotel wall.

	The couple stared at the other guests, as they ate their burgers with knives and forks - still in the buns. They made no effort to mix, staring hard at anyone who came too close, and seemingly happy – or at least content – to exchange judgmental looks over the activities of the other guests.

	Given their similar lean, pinched appearances, Barker had considered having Ms. Eastman check if they’d been related before marriage. They offered little of interest, content to regard everything and everyone around them with judgmental gazes, and looked as though they’d never enjoyed a holiday – nor much of anything else – in their lives.

	There must be more interesting targets, even among the other guests seated alone and apart from the dispersed crowds.

	Any mixing was slow and sporadic, and failed to break through the reserve of most. It was unlikely anything exciting would happen this evening. Perhaps he should have arranged for something to add drama, but he was reluctant to force stuff this early, in case anyone caught on. They wouldn’t stop what would happen, but he’d prefer natural reactions, rather than too many of them wondering how much was fake.

	The focus returned to Judith and Morgan, as they finished eating at an out of the way table. They sauntered back to interrupt Richard’s conversation with Diaz and Pete Venture.

	‘Morgan’s tired. I’m taking him up.’

	‘Will you be back down?’ asked Richard.

	‘Maybe, later.’

	‘Okay. G’night.’ He smiled at Morgan, receiving a tired smile in response. Then he returned to the conversation.

	They ambled back towards the hotel’s side entrance.

	‘Will the iPad work tomorrow?’ Morgan asked as they headed for the elevators.

	‘I doubt it. We’ll have to find some way to entertain you without it.’ She glanced about the lobby, in search of inspiration.

	‘Mom,’ Morgan said in an exasperated tone. ‘We’re on an island. You’re not gonna find a museum to bore me with.’

	She grinned. ‘Was that a challenge? Because this is a family tradition. My parents tortured me by taking me to places I didn’t want to go, so now I get to do it to you.’

	‘There are laws now, mom.’

	‘Not sure they have jurisdiction here. And they’d require proof. You know what kind of torture doesn’t leave marks?’

	Morgan backed away, arms tight to his sides, but couldn’t avoid being tickled as she chased him into the elevator.

	Hardly exciting, but for some it might add tension to what they knew was coming.

	Overall, Barker didn’t expect to get much out of tonight. Hopefully a few moments he could include on the free channel. He’d need to study the footage to make sure he caught everything. So much of his long-term plans depended on this working. While there was only so much control one could exert over serial killers, there were parts he could control. They had to be his focus.

	*

	Cameras followed the pair up to her room, where the door to Morgan’s adjoining room stood open. They watched him get ready in the bathroom, and as she drew the curtains on the dusky sky outside.

	He got in bed, and she switched off the lights. She shut the door, leaving him lying in the dark.

	The night vision cameras came on and kept watching.


Chapter 3

	 

	The breakfast room caught the morning sun, but the glass of the windows filtered the light to reduce its harshness.

	Breakfast was a buffet to which guests could help themselves, or have brought to them by the wait staff.

	Diaz regarded the cousins as they stood before the buffet. Ely wore a familiar expression of disgust.

	‘What the fug’s this shitshow?’ he asked too loudly.

	Abe sighed.

	‘First, we have beds which’re way too soft to find outside of an upscale cathouse,’ said Ely. ‘Then their breakfast selection don’t got no actual food.’ He picked up one offending piece. ‘What’s this supposed to be?’

	‘It’s a croissant.’ Abe sounded tired.

	That got a glare from Ely.

	‘It’s French,’ said Sam.

	‘Don’t surprise me none,’ said Ely, tossing it back.

	‘I’m sure if you ask, they can fry some of this up fer you,’ said Abe. ‘Even rub it in the mud, if you ask nicely.’

	Sam sniggered.

	‘That ain’t the point,’ said Ely. ‘Expensive place like this, we shouldn’t have to ask.’

	Diaz shook his head, hiding his grin. His plate full, he crossed to the far side of the room. He took a seat facing the mirrored part of the wall and checked himself out as he sat. The mirror also let him observe the rest of the room.

	Only a horizontal strip of the tiled walls were mirrors. The other tiles were off-white and gave the place an airy feel. The floor tiles looked plastic. It was hard to tell. Easier to clean than a carpet, if the guests were messy.

	The photographer sat at the next table along, his back to the mirrored wall so he could study the rest of the room as he ate. His camera sat on the table beside him.

	Diaz sent him a grin. ‘The fattening of the herd, eh?’

	The photographer stopped eating and raised a brow in question.

	‘Are you checking out the human buffet?’ asked Diaz. ‘Subjects for your pictures, I mean.’

	The photographer regarded him for a moment before replying. ‘I am determining whether any will provide interesting objects of study.’

	‘And do we?’ asked Diaz. He took a mouthful of food and glanced at his reflection again.

	The photographer shrugged. ‘I have yet to spot any interesting facets. Your enjoyment of your own reflection aside.’

	‘What’s not to like?’ Diaz grinned at himself. ‘And it still offers a vantage point to observe my surroundings. Where there is plenty of interest to see.’

	The Jones’ table drew their attention, as Richard let out a sharp noise and jumped to his feet. The waitress serving them had spilt coffee on him.

	‘Watch what you’re doing,’ he snapped. Then he realized the attention the outburst had drawn.

	‘It was an accident,’ said Jay, seated a few tables away. ‘No need to give her attitude.’

	His irritation clear, Richard sent the waitress away and tried to dry himself off as though nothing had happened.

	The waitress, Daisy according to her name tag, scurried by, hair covering her face as she avoided other guests’ gazes.

	‘Such a diverse cross-section of society,’ said Diaz. ‘Hardly chosen for compatibility.’

	‘The vagaries of random selection,’ said the photographer.

	‘Of course,’ said Diaz.

	The photographer’s face showed little reaction. ‘You don’t have trouble mixing.’

	‘It’s a gift. I’m naturally chatty. And usually better with my manners. I’m Ernesto Diaz. I’m in advertising.’

	‘Sebastien Moreau. I’m a photographer.’

	‘Shocking.’

	The receptionist, Mary, strode into the breakfast room, nothing casual about her straight-backed stride. Her tone was equally business-like as she addressed the room. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, a guided walk of the island will set out from the lobby at ten, for anyone who wishes to join. Packed meals and drinks will be available at the departure point. Thank you.’ She retreated with equal brusqueness.

	‘Will you drag yourself away from the mirrors to join in?’ asked Moreau.

	Diaz grimaced at the thought. ‘I don’t consider trudging through the wilds worth the deprivation. You?’

	‘With the vistas on offer, it’d be a shame to waste the opportunity. There’ll be time enough to take pictures around the hotel.’

	‘You don’t just shoot people then?’ asked Diaz, smiling.

	‘Such narrowness of focus always seems so...’ Moreau glanced around in search of the word. ‘Pathological.’

	Diaz’s smile slipped into a smirk, and he raised his orange juice in salute.


Chapter 4

	 

	The ocean looked so calm and peaceful from Judith’s balcony. Like paradise. If only she had such tranquillity in her room. But Richard continued to brood over the breakfast incident, so she lingered outside.

	Try as she might to lose herself, her gaze slipped to the rails. Not a fixed part of the structure, instead held in place by bolts at either end. She doubted pulling them out would be easy, even if Morgan tried doing so, but the possibility worried her. Worrying was what she did best these days. There was a storm shutter above the balcony, securely held in place, and out of reach.

	That safety was her first thought on an island paradise suggested that she needed the holiday.

	Morgan ventured into their room. He’d been uptight since breakfast, and hovered near the door, sending a sidelong glance at his father. Richard lay on the bed pretending to read.

	While the rooms had some uniformity of layout, they had different palettes. Her room had pale green walls, with a creamier carpet and bedding than she would have chosen. Though any dirt should wear off their shoes on the way up. Morgan’s room had darker shades of green for walls and carpet.

	‘Mom, can I go swimming?’

	‘You don’t want to go on the island tour?’ she said. ‘You can go swimming any day.’

	‘No,’ said Morgan.

	It was a holiday, so she shouldn’t be too controlling.

	‘Let him swim,’ said Richard, rolling over to sit on the side of the bed. Better to take advantage of his attentive mood while it lasted.

	‘Okay,’ she said. ‘We’ll spend the day by the pool.’

	‘Mom,’ said Morgan, exasperated. ‘There’s an ocean outside.’

	‘Yes, there is,’ she said. ‘One which contains no telling what exciting flora and fauna.’

	‘Stop coddling him,’ said Richard. ‘Let him be a man and swim in the ocean. Put hairs on his chest.’

	‘Why stop there?’ said Judith. ‘Add a few barnacles while you’re at it.’

	Richard paid her no attention. ‘What do you say champ? Want to go swimming with your old man?’

	‘Sure.’ Morgan gave the timid smile of someone not sure they wanted to do so, but certain of the expected answer.

	They were going swimming. Without telling her she couldn’t come, just not including her. She had hoped the surprise holiday would give Richard time to spend with Morgan. With both of them, but Morgan needed it more. She shouldn’t feel like she was being shoved aside. Perhaps Richard would start to relax. He needed something to ease his tension.

	At least she had time to join the walk, if not as the family activity she’d hoped.


Chapter 5

	 

	Caty gave the camera a tired smile.

	‘Hi, guys. So, yeah, by the time you see this, I’ll have been quiet for a while. I am totally not ghosting you, I promise. First off though, let me start with some advice for any other luxury hotels thinking about approaching YouTube influencers with offers of a free stay for an honest review. It’s best to at least mention you lack cell reception or wi-fi. I mean, seriously. We kinda live online.’

	She rolled her eyes.

	‘The nightmare ‘70s-themed vacation aside – though it is a big aside – the place is kinda cool. Let me give you the tour.’

	She switched the camera to face away from her and did a slow sweep of the room. The large, plush bed stopped short of dominating the spacious room. A desk and chair at the far end were initially just somewhere she’d dumped her bags, but looked upscale and professional. There was also an armchair that looked well swish, its chrome finish matching the sleek, silvery modernist décor.

	‘Nice, right? And now for the view.’

	She went out to the balcony, revealing the clear blue waters. Slowly sweeping the phone from side to side, she showed off the lush vista. And a limited but enticing view of the island.

	The view shifted back to her. She leaned back on the railing, so the ocean in the background framed her head and shoulders.

	‘Nice, right? If freakily quiet for a city girl. Not that the lack of car sounds is disturbing me anywhere near as much as the lack of wi-fi, but, I know, first world problems. I think I may be addicted to you guys. You enablers.

	‘Also on the negative side, a serious deficit of hot guys. There’s one okay-looking guy among the staff, but I am not becoming that cliché. That side of the holiday’s a bust.

	‘For activities, there isn’t much to do. A barbeque last night hardly qualifies. There’s a guided walk today, but why would I even think to pack walking shoes to a luxury hotel. I may walk later, when I can go at my own pace, to get some views of the island for you guys.

	‘But the brochure described the place as an island paradise. My idea of paradise does not involve walking. If they had tracks and buggies to drive us all around, then I may be more inclined to let them get away with calling it a paradise.’

	She adjusted posture as she shifted the phone to her other hand, then had to move as it caught sunlight reflected off the water.

	‘To be honest, I pictured a smaller island. Which, I know, was ditzy of me. A smaller island may not have had as sturdy a foundation on which to build this large a structure. I’d also pictured it closer to the beach, but I suppose they needed to be inland because of coastal erosion and stuff. Makes me wonder what they have to do to shore up all these hotels that are almost on the beach.

	‘So, all in all, I’m reserving judgement. I’ll see how many of these I make. It’ll depend on how much content I can find. If sunbathing’s all they offer, then forget it, ya pervs. And it’s not like I’ll be able to post anything until I get back to civilisation, so I may end up editing the material into one vid, which will be totally frustrating.

	‘Someone said they have a spa, so I guess I should try it out, for you guys. The things I do for you.

	‘So, until I speak to you again – even if that’s appended on to the end of this video – stay safe. And pray I survive so long unconnected, without losing all my faculties. Or at least those I came here with. Bye.’


Chapter 6

	 

	It may not technically be a mountain walk. The slopes were too gentle, no matter how high it felt like they’d climbed, but Judith hadn’t hiked in a while, and was getting winded. At least their guide chose a path that offered enough shade that the sun had yet to become oppressive.

	Others were more visibly exhausted, which was something. It had taken just under an hour for them to reach a high point near the middle of the island. She should do more walking. After the vacation, obviously.

	It was far from the highest point on the island. The cliffs on the far side must be easily twice as high, but also more sheer. Nothing she had any interest in tackling.

	The hilltop they crested was open, with only a few clumps of trees dotting it. Not enough to obscure the view, which was admittedly worth the walk.

	She’d spotted nothing she could pass off as any kind of museum, for Morgan, but she was determined to find something – ideally something he’d even enjoy.

	The bright sun brought the island arrayed before them alive with colour. Mainly green, admittedly. She tried not to think that she should have brought sun-tan lotion. She’d applied some to her hands and face before leaving the hotel, and her long-sleeved top offered cover, so she should be okay if she didn’t sweat it all off.

	The sheer sides of the mountain didn’t dissuade everyone.

	‘Are we going up there?’ asked Pete, gazing at the peak. He was the type who took the existence of such heights as a personal challenge. Judith had never seen the point. The mountains didn’t care.

	‘Too steep,’ said the guide. More of a supervisor than a guide, and not a chatty one. He kept watch to make sure no one had trouble, but otherwise said little unless questioned. Not that much needed saying about their surroundings. ‘We’d need an accredited mountaineer to oversee the activity, and it’s too unstable to get insurance.’

	Pete kept looking longingly at the peak.

	‘I don’t like this kinda heat,’ said the meaner-looking cousin, Ely. Meaner was comparative, but he was more openly aggressive. ‘It’s too dry. When we’re surrounded by all this water, that just don’t make no sense. Makes me itch.’

	‘You sure that ain’t your rash?’ asked Abe.

	‘No, it ain’t my rash. This is all over.’

	‘At least there's fewer bugs here.’

	‘There is that.’

	They knew everyone could hear them, surely.

	The pair had bickered and complained since leaving the hotel. Mainly Ely. She tried to ignore them.

	The guide called a halt to rest once the current peak levelled out, allowing them to take in the sight. The surrounding ocean looked so much bigger from up here. All-encompassing, even if they couldn’t see all the way around the island.

	It distracted most people, those with phones or cameras out mainly aiming them at the horizon, or the shore of the island. Judith found her attention drawn more to the colourful birds in trees a short way down the slope. They offered a more interesting contrast than the general green and blue alone. She wondered if the hotel had imported them, not that it mattered.

	She took a few shots with her camera. An actual camera, not just a phone. Even if Richard mocked her for bringing both.

	‘You have a good eye.’

	She turned to find the guy who always carried his camera – also a real camera – regarding her over his sunglasses. The only other guest not focussing on the ocean.

	‘They looked more interesting,’ she said.

	His lip rose vaguely in the approximation of a smile. ‘A photographer?’

	‘I dabbled a bit in my youth. Tried a lot of stuff.’

	The smile became more strained at the mention of dabbling, and she imagined she saw his interest drain away. She’d had little excuse to exercise much small talk recently.

	A commotion from the far side of the group rescued them from awkwardness.

	‘I said, I don’t like the look of you,’ said Ely. Sam backed him up, facing a bored-looking Jay – she was sure that was his name.

	‘If this is your speed-dating technique, it could use some work,’ said Jay. ‘But I appreciate you letting me down gentle.’ Was he trying to draw them into a fight, or was it the dumb bravado that didn’t let men back down from threats?

	‘It’s the green shirt, ain’t it?’ said Jay. ‘Is it too much?’

	Ely did not look happy. What response did he expect?

	‘It ain’t yer-’ he started to say.

	Abe interceded. ‘Pardon, cousin Ely,’ he said to Jay. ‘He finds his social skills tested outside of familiar environs.’

	‘What?’ said Ely. ‘Don’t go apologising for me.’

	Abe dragged Ely away, with angry mutters exchanged.

	Jay remained unconcerned, watching until they were far enough away for his liking. His gaze settled on the photographer who had his camera trained on him.
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