
Chapter One

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

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

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

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

			“That’s what it says.”

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

			“Step to the side,” my official said.

			“Is something wrong?”

			He jerked his head. “Over there.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Something’s come up.”

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

			“Norbert Cummins has escaped.”

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

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

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

			“How did he get out?”

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

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

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

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

			




Chapter Ten

			We took turns in the bush shower, an ingenious contraption consisting of a canvas cubicle with open wooden slats for a floor and a container of water overhead. Pull the cord, and a spray descended on you—release it, and the flow stopped. The idea was to get wet, then shut off the water and lather up, before rinsing off. At least there was no shortage of water. The rain had let up for the moment, but there was a growl of thunder overhead, and the clouds were so low I felt I could reach up through the top of the shower cubicle and touch them.

			There were two bush showers, side by side, and next to me I could hear a male singing “Oklahoma” off key, but with enthusiasm. Just as the wind came sweeping down the plains for the fourth time I wound a mercifully large towel around me, shoved my feet into my muddy boots, grabbed my things, and skittered out the canvas flap and down the row of tents until I could dive into mine.

			Each of us had our own little gray-green tent—with the emphasis on little. Brit had assured us that they were top of the line, with a floor that was integral to the structure so that insects and other creatures could not enter, and mesh panels to allow a free flow of air. Once my luggage was inside there was just enough room for the camp bed, a lantern, a red plastic washing bowl, an enamel mug, and a clear plastic water bottle complete with carrying strap. Standing upright was an impossibility, so I had to get dressed by assuming various contorted positions.

			I spread my towel over my suitcase to dry, sprayed myself with insect repellent, and followed instructions to close the entry flap carefully. As Brit had said with a grimace, “Otherwise, there’ll be awful creepy-crawlies waiting for you.”

			Camp E was larger than I had at first thought, and well concealed. The location was near a long out-cropping of rock, and adjacent to a small stream. Tents were pitched under the shelter of large trees, so from the air the camp would be close to invisible.

			Extreme hunger impelled me toward the central meeting place, a large marquee-style tent with side walls that could be rolled up to let in the breeze. It was getting dark, and the walls were all down, probably to avoid having the lights shine out like a beacon that could attract both insects and any other people who might be in the wilderness area.

			Inside there were trestle tables and benches. Lighting was provided by pressure lamps hung from each corner, and additional lamps sitting on the tables. The most welcome sight was at one end of the area—trestles bearing two silver urns, one labeled COFFEE and the other HOT WATER, and a jumbo-size container from which rose enticing steam. A lightly built young woman with a tight little face and neat movements was dishing out a delicious-smelling stew, and I hastily stepped up behind Mokhtar to join the growing queue.

			I looked around for Siobhan, wondering if she would strike me as equally stunning at second viewing. I spotted her over to one side talking to Joyce, and was gratified to find she was still a total knockout, although she was far from conventionally beautiful. Of course, it could have been the faintly golden, flattering light thrown by the lamps that made her seem so attractive. I rather hoped it enhanced me, too.

			Keep your mind on your job, I chided myself. But then, my job entailed getting as much information as possible. It was clearly my duty to cultivate relationships.

			Although too far away to hear anything of what they were saying, I observed their conversation with interest. Being shorter, Joyce looked up at Siobhan, but she didn’t seem to be at a disadvantage. From their faces I judged the subject at hand was something serious, so I was disconcerted when they both looked in my direction. The familiar prickle of disquiet tickled my spine. Was I the topic under discussion? And if I was, why?

			Distracted, I bumped into Mokhtar, who was ahead of me in the line. Quick as a cat he swung around, a muffled curse, not in English, on his lips. His eyes narrowed. “Oh, it’s you.”

			“Sorry, didn’t mean to run into you.”

			Up this close, Mokhtar’s smooth skin was perfection, and his dark eyes and hair made a wonderful contrast. He was, at least physically, compellingly handsome.

			“I don’t like to be touched,” he said very softly, his face close to mine. “It would be wise for you to remember that.”

			“It’ll be difficult,” I said, “but I’ll try to keep my hands off you.”

			“Move it along,” someone hungry yelled, breaking up our staring contest.

			A few minutes later, plate of stew in one hand and a chunk of crusty bread in the other, I looked around for a seat. Vince was sitting all alone at the table nearest to me, and when he saw me hesitating, his slash of a mouth turned down at the corners. “This table’s reserved,” he announced. “You’ll have to go somewhere else.”

			I favored him with a sunny smile. “Don’t tell me you’re still holding a grudge because I sat in the front seat yesterday?”

			I imagined circuits behind his opaque eyes lighting up with activity as Vince’s expression abruptly changed from disagreeable to downright nasty. “You’re full of it!” he spat out.

			Looking over his head, I spied an empty table at the other end of the tent. “I’d love to continue our talk,” I said with polite regret, “but I’m afraid I must go.”

			Making my way to the unoccupied bench, I mused on the unfortunate fact that although I saw my job as getting on with everyone, two people—Mokhtar and Vince—regarded me with aversion. I reassured myself that this might be advantageous, as it would be suspicious if I were too Pollyannaish.

			I sat down with anticipation, breathing in the steam that rose from my stew. “It’s on its way, stomach,” I murmured, breaking off a chunk of bread.

			“Dana!” The plate Fergus held looked small in his large hand. He raised his sandy eyebrows hopefully. “May I join you?”

			“Of course,” I said, neutral in the enthusiasm department, but certainly not unwelcoming. My attention was on my food, so Fergus could burble on as much as he liked. It wouldn’t bother me.

			“I’ve been talking to Siobhan,” he said, settling himself down opposite me. “Delightful woman.” He appeared to have settled for a pronunciation close to Shay-vorn for her Gaelic name.

			I dunked my bit of bread in my stew, then popped it into my mouth. Heaven!

			“She’s English, just like you.”

			Heaven receded a little. Could Siobhan possibly have known Dana Wright?

			“I’m not English, I’m Australian,” I said in my clipped, modified accent.

			“You sound English to me.”

			“Surely I mentioned to you,” I said, knowing I hadn’t, “that I’ve been living in Britain for years?”

			I made haste to take another mouthful before Fergus could say anything else to ruin this surprisingly sublime dining experience.

			Fergus cocked his head. “That makes your brother an Aussie too.”

			“That’s right.” I was offhand. This wasn’t a topic I wanted to discuss. In Sydney Fergus had shown entirely too much interest in my “insane brother” as he kept calling Norbert, and had been obviously disappointed when I proved unwilling to fill in all the gruesome details about Norbert’s crime.

			As my instructor had pointed out countless times, “If you don’t talk about it, you can’t be tripped up by something you’ve said.” Just this once I was taking his advice, and trying to keep off anything to do with Dana’s life in Britain.

			Still, I was tempted to ask if Fergus had any recent information. I’d tried to scan television news programs at the Kununurra motel, but Patsy had her favorite shows to watch, and news definitely wasn’t one of them. When I had managed to wrest the control from her, all I’d got that night were bits and pieces of various other items, but nothing at all about the manhunt. Since then there hadn’t been an opportunity to listen to radio or watch television.

			Fergus tried his stew. “Not bad.” In short order he polished off the whole plateful. Now that his mouth was unoccupied, he took the opportunity to smile winningly at me. “You’re cool, I’ll say that much for you.”

			“I am?”

			“You must have heard your brother’s supposed to be heading this way. If he talks like you, he’ll stick out like a sore thumb.”

			Suddenly my food didn’t taste quite so good. “This way? To the Kimberleys?”

			Fergus looked puzzled. “No, not here—heading to Australia, probably Sydney. I picked it up on a CNN news flash the night before last. Weren’t you watching?”

			Repressing an impulse to snarl at him that obviously I hadn’t been watching CNN, I said mildly, “If I had seen the newscast, then I’d know all about it now, wouldn’t I? And I don’t.”

			“Well, yeah, you would.”

			“Are you going to tell me what’s happening?”

			“Sure. The cops in France picked up the woman your brother was on the run with. Belle? Nell? Something like that.”

			“Nellie. Nellie Banks.”

			Fergus nodded, satisfied. “Yes, that’s it, Nellie. Seems he cleaned her out cashwise,  then dumped her. She’s boo-hooing all the way to the bank, of course, selling her story to the London papers, but first she wants to get back at him, so she spills everything she knows to the cops.”

			“What does she know about Norbert’s plans?” I asked, hoping to speed up his delivery of the story.

			“Norbert! That’s the name I’ve been trying to remember. You know when it’s on the tip of your tongue…”

			Fergus apparently would never get to the point. Perhaps if I grabbed him by the collar and shook him until his teeth rattled…

			I said in an astringent tone, “I really would appreciate it, Fergus, if you would tell me why anyone believes that my brother would come to Australia.”

			“This Nellie woman said that Norbert’s on a mission.”

			I’d seen the results of Norbert on one of those before. Details of the crime-scene photographs flashed across my mind: a skull split open, an arm almost severed, deep defense wounds on his mother’s hands—and everywhere blood, blood, blood.

			Perhaps my face showed some of my thoughts, because suddenly a look of deep concern flooded Fergus’s face. “You know, when I think of it, I should have found you and made sure you knew what was happening.” He shook his head, apparently regretting his failure. “I’d guess the authorities are looking for you right now, to warn you.”

			I was sure I knew the answer, but still said, “Warn me about what, specifically?”

			“This Nellie woman told the cops that your brother had fixed himself up with a fake passport, and when he found out from one of your friends in London that you’d flown to Sydney, he told her he had to go after you. Said it was essential to finish what he’d started, and that it was his mission to kill you.”

			Fergus paused, then said, almost apologetically, “Apparently his actual words were, ‘I’m going to chop her into little pieces.’ ”

			“Norbert was always a nasty little boy,” I said with a bit of a grin. Fergus didn’t smile.

			




Chapter Eleven

			“Your attention please, people!” Konrad’s voice rose above the hubbub of conversation. “I know you’ve had a long day, but Brit has a few things to say to you, and then I’ll be going through some necessary information to help everything run smoothly.”

			He’d changed into a short-sleeved shirt, and I was interested to see that his snake tattoo, as I suspected, did spiral up his arm, ending with the tail curled around his biceps.

			Brit, glossy hair restored to its shampoo-commercial best, bounded up to join Konrad, her smile slickly professional. “Before I start, I’d like to congratulate Corrina for her excellent catering tonight.” She indicated the young woman who’d been serving out the stew. “Corrina and Aaron are responsible for all meals, and for the day-to-day running of Camp E. If you have any problems in this area, please see one of them.”

			“Great tucker,” said a man I hadn’t met. He was a nothing sort of person, with a face that you see once and instantly forget.

			“That reminds me,” said Brit, “that we haven’t all met. Wade, Cliff, and Evonne came up from Broome a few days ago and have really settled into the camp routine. That’s Wade, who just spoke.” Wade made a mock bow. “Cliff, where are you?”

			“Here.” A young man, who looked no more than eighteen, stood up, blushing. He had ginger hair, freckles, and a shy smile.

			Brit craned her neck. “And Evonne?”

			A square woman with a short, thick neck partly hidden by her long, curly hair raised her hand. “I’m here.”

			Brit nodded approvingly. “Well, people, you can all get to know each other when we break for coffee.”

			I was delighted to hear of a coffee break, as extra caffeine might help me reestablish my equilibrium, which had been shaken by the fact that Norbert was on his way to Australia. I couldn’t imagine how the British security services could have missed this friend who seemed to have known about Dana’s plans. And if this mysterious friend knew that, perhaps he or she also had information on Edification.

			I couldn’t ignore what Fergus had told me. The real Dana would be, to say the least, worried by the news, and would certainly want to raise the subject with Konrad or one of the others.

			My attention came back to Brit, who had been delivering a motivational spiel, and was now winding up to a climax.

			“…and so, everyone, we will all be pulling together to increase our knowledge, our skills. Your nationalities, your politics, your beliefs—all are irrelevant here. What is important is that we respect each other as people.”

			She paused, possibly expecting applause—none materialized—then yielded the floor to Konrad. He was much more pragmatic and succinct. He detailed camp rules, all commonsense items, and outlined briefly the regimen that would be followed every day except the seventh rest day, which could be spent any way we chose, as long as we stayed within the environs of the camp. He cautioned us to be careful of the terrain, which was harsh and unforgiving.

			Konrad repeated some key points. It was essential that our presence in the Mitchell Plateau area not be suspected, so no lights were to show at night, as they could be seen for some distance. If any aircraft, particularly helicopters, were in the area we were to stay under cover. Lastly, in the unlikely event that any of us were to run into someone outside the camp, we were to make sure that it was clear that we were here on an ecotour with TrekTrak.

			When everyone broke for coffee I made my way toward the front where Konrad was talking with Siobhan and Gary. Before I got there I was waylaid by the woman with the thick neck. “G’day, I’m Evonne. I seen you before.”

			My stomach plummeted. Where before? When I was Denise? I couldn’t believe I’d forget this woman if I’d met her previously. She was short, solid, and formidable. The only soft thing about her was her hair, which fell in incongruous long ringlets to her heavy shoulders.

			“You’ve seen me before?” I said, bouncing on my mental toes so I’d be ready to fabricate a story if I had to cover myself.

			“Yeah. When you arrived at E this arvo. Cripes, you were a mess, the whole lot of you. Mud from head to foot. I had to laugh.”

			I gave her a weak smile as relief swept over me. No kidding, I was going to have to get a grip. This tendency to think the worst was shredding my nerves.

			“You using your own name?” She had the manner of one who always expected fast answers to any question she asked.

			“Yes—it’s Dana.”

			Evonne wrinkled her nose. “Dana, eh? Don’t like it much.”

			“It suits me.”

			“Yeah,” said Evonne, looking me over. “S’pose it does.” She twirled a ringlet around a thick forefinger. “Me, I unloaded my moniker in a flash. Bloody parents, the things they do to you.”

			I made an indeterminate noise that could have been agreement. How was I going to get away from this blasted woman?

			“Would you believe,” Evonne said, “they landed me with Gladys? Gladys! Used to call me ‘Our Glad,’ till I could’ve barfed.”

			“It must have been difficult for you.”

			“Difficult? Reckon you can guess what the bastards at school did with a name like Gladys. I was fed up, so I got a book of baby names and picked Evonne. More like me, as a person, I mean, don’t you think?”

			“Oh, definitely.”

			“I spell it with an E, not a Y. Seems neater.”

			I was contemplating outright rudeness when I was rescued by Joyce. “Dana, can I speak with you for a moment?” She’d taken her hair out of its usual ponytail, and it framed with lank strands her thin, intense face.

			“Excuse me,” I said to Evonne, who was obviously disappointed to lose a promising audience. As I turned to go, inspiration struck. “Have you met Fergus?” I said to her, pointing him out. “He’s very interested in names.”

			As we watched Evonne plow her way toward Fergus, Joyce, laughing, said, “You’re very wicked, you know that, don’t you?”

			“Purely self-defense.”

			“Can I get you a coffee?” Joyce was positively effusive. “And a coconut slice? They’re very good.”

			I gestured in the direction of Konrad, Siobhan, and Gary, who were still deep in conversation. “Actually, I did want to speak with Konrad.”

			Joyce’s pleasant expression disappeared. “Then I won’t hold you up.”

			I was aware of her dark stare as I threaded my way between the tables. As I joined the three of them I looked sideways at Siobhan, wondering if there was the slightest possibility that she could have met Dana Wright in England. If she had, I’d know soon enough.

			“I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said, “but I may have a bit of a problem.”

			“About your brother?” said Konrad.

			I must have looked as astonished as I felt, because he gave me an understanding smile. “We know he’s threatened to find you. In fact, we’ve been discussing it.”

			“How did you know?”

			Gary, his fair skin even ruddier than usual in the soft lighting, said to me, “Patsy and I have just spent two days cooped up in the Toyota with Fergus. Fair dinkum, that bloke has verbal diarrhea—talked about himself nonstop. Anyway, along with his life history Fergus did mention a few other things, and one of them was the latest news about your brother intending to follow you to Australia.”

			Gary paused, then added with a sly smile, “I think Fergus is quite taken with you, Dana, you lucky girl.”

			Siobhan broke in to say, “We should discuss this in private. Dana, why don’t you get a coffee and join us in the admin. tent?”

			Her expression didn’t show recognition, and she wasn’t shouting that I was an imposter, so that was one worry out of the way.

			The woman had an appealing English accent, not too plummy, but crisp. If a voice could have a color, hers would be a deep burgundy with silver highlights.

			“Okay,” I said, thinking it was a shame that Konrad and Gary would be there too. “See you in a mo.”

			Five minutes later, armed with a cardboard cup of coffee, I stepped out into blackness. Naturally there could be no betraying lights outside, but with only the faint glow coming through the walls of the meeting room, it was hard to make out anything at all.

			My eyes gradually became accustomed to the darkness, and I realized the clouds had cleared and that the river of stars forming the Milky Way was providing illumination. Living so much in cities, I was always surprised anew to find how bright starlight could be when it wasn’t drowned by the pervasive glow of civilization.

			Even with the combined glow of millions of stars I still managed to trip over something and slosh hot coffee on my hand, but eventually I located the admin. tent and slipped through the flap.

			“Come on over and get comfortable,” said Konrad, beckoning me to the table where he, Siobhan, and Gary were sitting.

			Getting comfortable probably wasn’t in the cards. Instead of benches there were chairs, but they were those folding ones that have hard metal seats and tubular steel legs that pinch your fingers when you collapse the chair. Then I noticed that the tables in the tent were all trestles, which was not surprising, since they were easy to store and to transport.

			Taking the spare chair, which was quite as uncomfortable as it looked, I made a space for my coffee in the mess of papers and folders that covered the tabletop. A quick glance around showed me more tables covered with papers, two three-drawer metal file cabinets, a metal cupboard, a large broadband radio, and a little battery-powered television set. Timetables and schedules were attached to the canvas walls.

			In the far corner of the tent there was the bulky outline of equipment under a gray plastic cover. Seeing me looking in that direction, Konrad said, “A portable generator for emergency power
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