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        Move over James Bond.
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        Thriller-romance set in Italy. A delayed flight and a missing friend set Charlotte on a whirlwind journey into the world of luxury yachts and nefarious people.
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        Roman Roulette is a fast-paced thriller set in the world of super models and spies from its opening pages at a party in Rome, to an old vineyard near Taormina.
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        A young Australian’s ingenuity is tested when she accepts an invitation to a party on a yacht.
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        A delayed journey home and being caught in an unexpectedly menacing place while searching for a friend, reveals capabilities that Charlotte Wyatt never knew she possessed and opportunities that she did not know existed.
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte slipped her purchases into her Louis Vuitton carry-on luggage and picked up a copy of the international edition of The New York Times. She was waiting for her flight to be called for boarding at Rome international airport, and news  about the upcoming marriage of Meghan Markle to Harry Windsor was still making front page news. She thought about the prince, Scott, Mason and the elusive Jacques Dessault. Realising she should give Jacques notice about the ‘fake news’ circulating about his presence at a fashion show in Rome, she dialled his number and was startled when someone immediately answered.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘May I speak to Jacques please?’

      ‘Who is this?’

      ‘Charlotte Wyatt.’

      ‘And what is your relationship with Jacques?’ Charlotte hesitated. What was her relationship with the illusive Frenchman?’

      ‘We’re friends.’

      ‘I’m afraid he’s tied up at the moment.’ The phone rang off. Shaken, Charlotte sat down and absentmindedly flicked through the rest of the paper. On page six there was a small article about a missing industrialist.

      

      The family Dessault has launched a private missing persons investigation and are offering a reward for information related to the whereabouts of Jacques Dessault. The last time he was seen was on the super yacht Taormina Triumph, in the port of Antibes.
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            Rome - Wednesday 11 am

          

        

      

    

    
      The world stopped. Just for a moment. Charlotte closed the newspaper and glanced nervously around the departure lounge. None of the other passengers were aware of the dangerous notions catapulting around in her head. Where was Jacques and who had answered his phone? He was clearly in trouble. Charlotte’s evaluation of alternatives was interrupted by an announcement over the public address system. The first message was in Italian, but she could tell from the tone, it was an apology. Another message followed in English.

      
        
        ‘Due to unforeseen circumstances the air traffic controllers are now on an indefinite strike.

        Please go to your respective airline counter to rebook your flights and collect your baggage from the carrousel.

        We apologise for the inconvenience this has caused to your travel plans.’

        

      

      

      Everyone groaned. It was a universal language. Like all the other inconvenienced travellers, she started gathering up her things.

      

      Her phone vibrated. She looked at the caller’s ID and smiled.

      ‘Hey Mason.’

      ‘Good. You’ve not boarded. Guess what?’

      ‘Jacques is officially missing.’

      ‘Ahh. So you’ve seen the story too. It’s a bit concerning don’t you think?’

      ‘Even more so because I just called him and someone else answered his phone.’

      ‘Blimey. What did they say?’

      ‘That he was tied up.’

      ‘And …?’

      ‘That was it. They hung up.’

      ‘Wow. That’s –’

      ‘Mason, can I call you back in a couple of hours? It’s a bit mad here as there’s an air traffic controller strike and I need to get rebooked on a flight tomorrow and get my hotel sorted out for tonight.’

      ‘Righty-oh. Chat later. Ciao.’

      

      There was a long queue at the airline counter. Charlotte was pleased to recognise a few of the girls from yesterday’s fashion show. Ayeesha was looking pissed off.  Even when she was grumpy, she was magnificent. She was more curvaceous than the other models, with dark brown pouting lips and a gorgeous graze of tiny black curls. She looked like an African Queen and sounded like a radio broadcaster, with a deep voice and generous dollop of dry wit. She’d been keen to get back home to the real world in South Africa and escape this painted party pantomime, as she described the modelling world. Channing, on the other hand, a Barbie-like beauty from Ukraine, was delighted by the delay and was already on her phone making networking arrangements. She thrived in this world that valued beauty above background and paid generously if you had the look to sell highly priced branded goods. Unlike Ayeesha, who had been discovered by chance when a photographer from Vogue spotted her in a café in Cape Town, Channing had worked hard to make herself discoverable through postings on Instagram, Facebook and YouTube, and by pitching to every modelling house from New York to Rome. Her new friends greeted her with warm hugs and double kisses. They chatted amiably as they shuffled to the front desk to rebook their tickets and to collect taxi and hotel vouchers. As they pulled their luggage from the trolley at the taxi rank Channing shrieked with delight.

      ‘We’re in, girls.’

      ‘We’re in what?’ Ayeesha replied sceptically.

      ‘Invitation to the hottest party in Rome.’

      ‘Not sure I want to go anywhere where Rome will be burning.’

      ‘We’ll be on water so if it gets too fiery for you, you can disembark or jump overboard.’

      ‘Who’s hosting the party?’ Charlotte asked.

      ‘Sponsors from high end fashion houses along with a Middle Eastern modelling agency. It’s being held on a gorgeous yacht. Who knows who you’ll rub shoulders with? Lovely food, beautiful people. Opportunities to secure new contracts. You’d be mad not to come.’

      ‘How well do you know these people? Strange things can happen on yachts.’ Charlotte spoke with authority.

      ‘Doesn’t matter. There’ll be tonnes of people you know there and if you feel unsafe, you can simply leave. I’ll leave with you. Don’t be worried.’

      Ayeesha looked at Charlotte and flicked her eyebrows.

      ‘I’ll go if you go.’

      

      The Paradiso was covered in hundreds of silver and white balloons and thousands of sparkling fairy lights. Eighties music blasted from speakers as the three girls approached the gangplank. Two burly bodyguards, who were twitching a little and clearly not used to wearing ties, regarded the invitation on Channing’s phone carefully. They nodded and stepped away from the gangplank.

      ‘Welcome to the party, girls.’

      They were immediately greeted by two men with lightly gelled hair, and gym conditioned bodies holding trays of champagne. Channing nodded at the head steward as she walked on deck. Sounds of laughter drew them inside. There was clearly a party mood on board.

      Charlotte entered the State Room and had a sense that she’d been here before. It had a different colour scheme and furnishings, but there was something familiar. She kicked up one of the rugs to reveal a beautiful timber floor. Maybe Jacques’ yacht had the same flooring?  And then she remembered that the room had the same dimensions as the one where she’d first received the bottle from Jacques, back in Antibes. She looked around the room and remembered where they sat and where the camera was. But then she chided herself, reasoning that luxury yachts were probably all the same.

      Channing insisted on taking several selfies of the three of them, before Ayeehsa declared enough.

      ‘I’ll give this gig thirty minutes then I’m happy to skedaddle. We go together?’

      ‘Sure thing,’ her friends replied. Charlotte left Channing and Ayeesha to explore the boat. She met models from countries she’d not heard of, fashion designers, a diplomat from the Australian embassy in France and the Mayor of Rome. There were also representatives from modelling agencies in Italy, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. She participated in dozens of thirty second conversations.

      ‘You’re a model?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘A designer?’

      ‘No. I’ve come with friends who are models. No. I don’t know what I am. I do however know what I love. I love beautiful fabrics that sparkle and empower the wearer. I also love travelling, but it makes my parents anxious.’

      ‘I think that’s the same for all parents,’ one of the agents replied.

      ‘I also don’t enjoy being in the spotlight. I’d much rather be in a supporting role than the star on the stage.’

      ‘Then that would be a waste of beauty and intelligence, I’d suspect.’ Charlotte was surprised by this unexpected compliment.

      ‘It’s Charlotte Wyatt, isn’t it?’

      Charlotte looked thoughtfully at the woman from the Australian embassy in Paris.

      ‘Yes, it is.’

      ‘You certainly made a colourful splash on the catwalk in Rome,’ the woman, who introduced herself as Teal Dubois, commented with a smile. Charlotte wasn’t sure if she was making a statement about the makeup or her dramatic departure from the stage.

      ‘Yes, it was an evening few of us will forget,’ Charlotte replied, equally ambiguously. ‘What brings you to the party?’

      ‘I love fashion, and networking extensively is a part of my job description.’ A party for aspiring models did not strike Charlotte as the type of event a government official would attend.

      ‘And what do you do at the embassy?’

      ‘International treaties. Helping to improve trade.’

      ‘That’s interesting. And you cover fashion?’

      ‘More textiles and raw goods production like silk, cotton and wool, rather than the modelling industry.’ Her reason for being here still didn’t make much sense, but Charlotte smiled and accepted the woman’s business card and the offer to reach out if she needed anything while she was in Europe.

      ‘Charlotte thanked her before walking down the stairs to explore the lower levels of the super yacht.

      

      The distinctive clicking of a roulette wheel prompted Charlotte to open the first door she came to. The small room hosted a dozen men around a poker table and roulette wheel.  A cheer from a man with a distinctly Texan drawl disturbed the relative silence of the room.

      ‘Come join me, sweetheart. My fortunes may have turned with your arrival. Which numbers should I place my winnings on?’ Charlotte was surprised by the request, moving closer to the table to view where the others players’ chips were located.

      ‘Eight and nine.’

      ‘So be it.’ The croupier spun the wheel in one direction and then the ball in the other. The ball bounced around before settling on the six.

      ‘Oh, so close. Let’s try again.’

      ‘I don’t think I’m a lucky charm.’ Charlotte objected.

      ‘You’re just warming up. Choose again.’

      She hesitated. ‘Red thirty-two.’ The wheel was spun and the croupier called the end to betting. The ball landed on black twenty-six.

      ‘Sorry,’ Charlotte offered.

      ‘You’ve lost me quite a sum of money young lady. What do you plan to give me as compensation?’ His voice had a distinctly menacing undertone. All the men at the table looked at her expectantly.

      ‘I’ve given you a lesson on the limitations of a lucky charm. Use it wisely.’ The men were chuffed at her confident reply and grinned as they lifted their glasses to her in a symbolic touché, confirming she’d hit her mark with her comment. Charlotte left the room quickly, berating herself for having been drawn into their stupid game. She went upstairs and continued her search. Scanning the crowd, she became increasingly anxious until she found Channing.  She was deeply engrossed in a conversation with a talent scout.

      ‘Where’s Ayeesha?’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘I think we should leave. I really think we should leave now,’ she added with extra emphasis. Channing turned her head, and stared directly at Charlotte, clearly irritated at having her conversation interrupted.

      ‘One more drink and then we can go. Can you get me a margarita?’ she said pointing to the bar. It was a clear signal that she wanted to finish her conversation. Charlotte sighed.

      ‘Of course. One more drink and then we’ll go back to the hotel.’

      Charlotte threaded her way past several intoxicated girls using the karaoke machine and an enthusiastic juggler.

      ‘What can I get you, lass?’ The Irish accent from the bartender with wavy blonde hair and dark rimmed glasses was familiar.

      ‘I’ll have a margarita, a soda water with lime and …’ she paused, ‘that will be all. No kisses today thank you.’

      ‘Ah so you remember me from The Hop Store in Antibes? Of all the bars in all the towns in the world, you’ve walked into mine. It’s a sign.’

      ‘Of what? Bogart would be turning in his grave hearing you strangle his lines like that.’

      ‘Nope. Don’t agree. He’d be smiling back at you kid.’

      ‘Oh enough, enough. Please get me my drinks so I can get off this floating den of …’ She hesitated to finish the sentence as the barman watched her with curiosity.

      ‘Den of?’

      ‘I don’t know. This is not my world. I’m neither a model nor a singer,’ she observed wryly, glancing back at the girl on the karaoke machine who had now started belting out a screechy rendition of Helen Reddy’s ‘I Am Woman’.

      ‘So, what brought you here?’

      ‘I should ask you the same question.’

      ‘It’s a bit complicated.’

      ‘For me too.’ They both laughed

      ‘Two Heinekens please,’ came a surly request from a man in a crinkled, silver suit with a black shirt and leery demeanour.

      ‘Of course, sir. Right up.’

      Charlotte checked her phone while the barman with a name badge Roy on his crisp shirt, pulled the beers. No messages.  She tried to call Ayeesha and went straight through to voicemail. Time to venture below once more to see if she could find her. She passed the gambling room, a storage room, a crew bunk room and was headed to a door near the end of the passage when a uniformed crew member with a stubbly chin suddenly appeared and stopped her.

      ‘Those are the captain’s quarters. Out of bounds for visitors unless you’ve received a personal invitation.’

      ‘My apologies. I didn’t mean to trespass. I was looking for the bathroom.’

      ‘Down the end on your right.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Charlotte walked to the door he had pointed at and gave him a wave as she entered, locking the door behind her. She leant over the basin to wash her face. As she patted her face dry, she examined the walls of the small room. A small safety notice caught her attention. It was for The Taormina Triumph. Charlotte instantly knew that this was the yacht that Jacques had been working on when she last saw him on March 22 in Antibes. This did not feel right. Why had the name of the yacht changed? Had the boat been sold or stolen? As her mind raced through what she knew as fact and what were assumptions, she became aware that she could hear the gentle humming of the yacht’s engines. The boat was leaving. She was in danger and needed to get herself and her friends off the yacht, fast. She ran up the stairs and was distraught to see the lights of the city twinkling in the distance. She was a captive, at least until the next port of call.
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      ‘Who’s this?’

      Charlotte carefully regarded the man with the thick reddish eyebrows, joined uncomfortably as one. His piercing green eyes unnerved her, and that thin red stubbly chin was unmistakable. This was the man she’d encountered outside the captain’s cabin earlier that evening.

      ‘An accidental stowaway, Rex. She was in the casino when we cast off. Didn’t hear the announcement,’ Roy said.

      ‘I see. No problem. She can come all the way to Taormina and work with the other models,’ Rex replied.

      ‘I’m not a model. I mean, I no longer wish to be a model,’ Charlotte spluttered.

      ‘There’s a lot of money for just for a few hours of your time,’ Rex said

      ‘Thanks again. I have to get home. My parents are waiting for me. They’ll call out the national guard if I’m not home soon.’

      ‘You told them you were coming on the Paradiso?’ Rex said. Charlotte thought this question strange and was immediately on guard.

      ‘Well yes, of course and I’ve already sent them loads of pictures from the party.’

      ‘I see. Yes. It’s best you get off in Naples and go home to your parents.’

      Charlotte was lying, of course. She hadn’t been the slightest bit interested in taking photos on the yacht. And she hadn’t been in contact with her parents since the airport. There was something off about Rex.

      ‘I think you should make yourself useful.’

      ‘What?’ Charlotte replied, now wary of everything he said.

      ‘There’s dishes to wash and floors to mop.’

      ‘Happy to
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