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[Foxtrot Mike Lima]: 
 
A bombshell in the newspaper causes Veronica Tracey to scramble for a plan to deal with potential fallout. Then out of the blue, she steps into a minefield created by her Nana and her on-again off-again boyfriend Ben Reynolds. The blast radius touches all aspects of her life permanently changing the trajectory. 
Before Ronnie can fully process that stunner she gets word from Genesis that Ben is missing while working an intelligence gig. Finding Ben proves challenging even with her special skill set. With lies and half-truths mounting up, an illegal arms deal, incoming bad actors, and surprising revelations, life seemingly spins out of control. 
Concurrently, Crockett grapples with a request to shield an old friend from the CIA and FBI, presenting both a challenge and an unforeseen advantage for the team. 
The convergence of all factors sets fires that the team aren’t sure they can extinguish as they hurtle ever closer to the brink of world war. 
 
[Foxtrot Mike Lima] is dedicated to the memory of 
SAC Ellie Iverson née Conway.
 

Chapter One:
[Ronnie: Caught.]
 
 
I turned into Tawai Street and cruised to the end. Nothing of note. I checked my rearview mirror and then my watch. My potential target backed out of a driveway and drove towards me. Here we go. Right on time. Was he going to work or was he going to play?
“Time to leave,” I whispered to myself. I flicked the right indicator then turned into Ararino Street. 
The car followed. I could see the driver in my rearview mirror, and confirmed it was my target. Perfect. I indicated left at the railway station carpark entry and pulled in as if I was going to park my car and jump on a train. Not much choice when it came to parking spots in the northern end, so I went down to The Tote end of the parking area. Two spaces from the end was a familiar car. I’d seen the target get in it several times but never clearly clocked the driver. This was my chance. I parked close enough, but not right next to the car. Sure enough, my target parked on the passenger side of the other car. It looked like there was a space between the cars from where I was. I pretended to be on my phone while keeping an eye on the situation. The target and a woman exited their cars at the same time. Moments later he had his tongue down her throat, and I had some pretty pictures. I don’t know if they didn’t care, or thought they were being clever, as they walked arm in arm through the car park and into the subway. Both carried laptop cases. I had a feeling they were for show. Especially as he usually drove into the city during the week.
I had everything I needed to write a report for his spouse. I told myself it would be easier to just flick him the photos, but that’s not how we operate. 
My name is Veronica Tracey, everyone but Nana calls me Ronnie. I’m a mostly reformed espionage officer for NZSIS, but I occasionally do a bit of espionage work for various agencies. The pay is good. Technically, I co-own a private investigation company with my two best friends, Steph and Jenn, and am not in the intelligence game. Wherefore Art Thou is doing quite nicely thank you. 
I have a few pet dislikes; one of them is cheaters, but I would never put anyone in danger from a jealous spouse attack. So, the photos we take of cheating spouses are for our use only. We see, so the client doesn’t have to. It’s a good policy. No names. No photos. No problems. 
Once out of the car, I walked briskly to the platform. From the Upper Hutt side, I snapped a few more photos of the couple hugging on platform one. I can take a photo, and no one knows I’ve done it. It’s a skill. I waited for a train. Two minutes later the Wellington bound train arrived and departed. The couple vanished with it. 
My job was done so I drove back to the office to download the photos into the client file and write a report. Case wrapped up before nine in the morning. Excellent.
Five minutes after sitting down at my desk, my cell phone rang. No caller ID. 
“Unknown caller,” Siri said.
I watched the screen as the phone rang on and on. 
“Are you going to get that?” Steph asked from her desk.
“Thinking about it.” I swiped my finger across the screen. “Ronnie Tracey speaking. And you are?”
“Ronnie …” 
I recognised that poncy British accent. “Jackson.”
“Long time, no hear. What you up to these days?”
“Not long enough.”
He ignored my comment. Steph mouthed, “Who is it?” Guess my face wasn’t expressing joy. I beckoned her to me and wrote a note: Jackson, knew him when I was stationed in London. I gave it to her. 
She nodded.
“What’s it been? Six years since you were in London?”
“All of that.”
“What are you doing now? You’ve left the service I heard.”
“I’m a private investigator. Have my own business.” My brain was racing to grasp why he was calling. And it kept coming up blank.
“Catching thieves and cheaters. Good honest work.”
“Something like that. And you?”
“Still with the firm.”
“And this phone call?”
“Was thinking about some travel. Wondered if New Zealand was somewhere I should visit.” 
And he thought I’d want to know? We did not part on good terms. And strange gets stranger. 
“I can’t make that decision for you, Jackson.” You might have to use your own brain this time. “It’s lovely here. Depends what you want when it comes to a holiday.”
I wasn’t selling it. I’d never be a travel agent. 
“Perhaps I’ll come over. Buy you a beer?”
“Sure.” I will definitely be busy that day. “You’ve got my number.”
“Which island are you on?”
“North.”
“Near the capital?”
“Sort of.”
“You’re a mine of information. Cheers.”
I hung up.
Steph came back over. “What’s happening here?” she asked, waving a finger in a circle near my face. 
“That’s what I’d like to know.”
“Something to do with your friend?”
“Oh, we’re not friends. He’s MI6 and the kind of officer that takes all the credit instead of doing all the work.”
“Ah, that explains your less than delighted expression. I take it he’s coming to New Zealand?”
“So he said. I’ll be sick that day.”
Steph laughed and went back to work. I watched her sit down at her desk while I thought about Jackson Frost. His parents should’ve called him Richard. 
Why was he coming here? Now? 
“You right there?” Steph asked. “Staring at me for a reason?”
“Sorry, zoned out.” I smiled. “Hey, I got the photos this morning to seal the latest cheating spouse on my list. I’ll write up the report and send you my hours. Let’s invoice him and get shot of this case.”
“Proved then?”
“Yeah, and I don’t think our client is going to expect his husband to be cheating with a woman.”
Steph nodded. “Poor bugger.”
The frown was hard to shake, and I didn’t need extra help to create wrinkles. I opened the file and added the finishing touches to my report. Jackson didn’t stray far from my thoughts, and it irked me. Why now? What did he really want? I shuffled his call into a recess in my mind. He’d taken up enough brain real estate and he was nowhere near important enough to spend another minute on. 
I fired the report to Steph for a read through and then updated my expenses and sent her that as well. The report came back with no changes. I attached it to an email and sent it to the client. We make no recommendations when it’s a spousal case (unless violence is involved). It’s up to each client how they proceed. 
I flicked through my recent messages and texted Ben. 
 
Me: Dinner?
Three dots appeared then disappeared. 
Ben: Your Nana wants us to have lunch with her.
I puffed air from my mouth.
Me: And she asked you, not me. It’s a trap.
Ben: Definitely a trap. I’ll be at the office to pick you up at one.
Me: Fine. Okay. 
Ben: We’re stronger together. It’ll be okay.
Me: If you say so. Do not underestimate that sneaky old woman.
 
Far from fine and okay. Nana managed to marry Donald off to Enzo, but that wedded bliss stoked her marriage fire instead of quelling it. She had Ben and I in her crosshairs, again. It was going to take some finesse to sidestep her conniving marriage trap. 

Chapter Two:
[Mitch: We’re all okay.]
 
 
The warm sun made seeing the screen in front of me difficult. Closing the curtains on a sunny day made me claustrophobic but having them open meant I couldn’t see. There I was again in a catch-22 with myself, squinting at the screen. Wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last. 
Sounds of laughter floated up the stairs. The girls were playing in the living room with their Barbies. I tried to settle myself noting the restlessness building wasn’t connected to my inability to read the screen without squinting. 
I picked up a pair of sunglasses from my desk and put them on, and then logged into Genesis. There were sixteen intelligence reports from Oceania and Southeast Asia. My domain. I thought being co-director of Iverson Industries and holder of many US Government military tech contracts was enough, and I never expected to be involved in the intelligence field, so I didn’t see the baton coming. MacKinnon passed it to me via back channels after his death. My involvement was to remain confidential forever. No one knew who controlled Genesis or what regions were anyone’s sphere of operation. That information got out once and resulted in the deaths of MacKinnon and his son. Genesis was a global agency that must be protected at all costs. The weight of that knowledge sat heavily on my shoulders.
I stood up and looked over the banister of the mezzanine floor when I heard the girls’ voices coming closer. They were making their way up from the living area. I could see them on the stairs.
“Girls, Daddy has some work to do. Go back downstairs and play. I’ll be down before lunch.”
Grace responded, “Okay, Daddy. Can we have a snack please?”
I looked at the time. An hour until their usual lunch time. “Sure, but a piece of fruit, not cookies.”
“Yes, Daddy,” Isabella said. 
The footfalls retreated. 
Grace’s voice rang out, “I have a banana!”
And started reading the reports. They’d been filtered through the analysts attached to my group. Eight of the reports indicated an arms deal fell over in Thailand. Good work. Genesis did that. Word was the players were moving the location of the deal from Thailand to New Zealand. Those behind the arms deal were still shadowy figures. Disruption is one thing, capturing the main instigators is another. Prior to Thailand we’d been crucial to the disruption of a deal going down in Poland. It was believed to be the same dealers.
I opened another report while giving the information thought. “Why would they move the operation to New Zealand?” I whispered at the screen. “It has to be virtual. They can’t have moved the weapons themselves, surely?” 
There was talk that it was a weapons system they were selling. It was unverified, but chatter suggested some form of long-range system. 
By the time I’d read the whole report I knew as much as anyone else. The recommendation was to put at least one intelligence officer into the space to uncover who the kingpin was and prevent the deal going down. There was a link to the Thai Embassy in Wellington, albeit a loose link. Another report popped up on the screen. I clicked on it and started to read. 
Air whistled through my teeth on an exhale. Just like that the stakes ramped up. Shit. I scanned the report for the names of the officers involved. One in particular popped up. I hadn’t seen Jonathon Tierney’s name in years, but there it was. He wasn’t Genesis but had passed information to a Genesis operator, unwittingly? I hoped it was unwittingly, but I knew Tierney and he was one smart cookie. 
Fishy. Very fishy. 
If Tierney was involved, then it was a CIA operation. CIA were after the same players and result. Tierney as a source did not sit well with me. I clicked back to the previous report. There was another name: Jackson Frost, British citizen, disavowed MI6 operative, running amok with the Russians. He’s thought to have had involvement in an illegal arms deal in Europe that went bad and led to the deaths of two MI6 officers. I stood and paced the mezzanine floor while I thought. I walked back to the computer and read the report again. My stomach twisted. There was nothing to suggest Jackson Frost had travelled to New Zealand. He’d been added to the ‘no fly’ list. I wasn’t green enough to think that would ever stop someone determined to travel, but it certainly made it more difficult for them. 
Who could I put into the operation? Now I had confirmation that the deals were headed to New Zealand and were no longer the purview of Europe or Asia.
Ben Reynolds was the logical choice. He was both CIA and Genesis. There was a good chance he’d already been given the assignment by his own people. To my knowledge Tierney was not in country running ops. No one had reported seeing him travelling. Of course, he could’ve flown with the US Air Force. 
I paced some more. Wearing a track in the carpet used to be something Ellie was good at. Guess it was my turn now.
My computer dinged. I strode back to my chair and sat down. A message request hung on the screen. Incoming from the United States. As soon as I saw the name Jonathon Tierney, I wondered if it was actually incoming from the Unites States, or if he was here. It wasn’t coming through Genesis but another secure message system, Signal. 
I blew out more air and clicked on the request. No wonder my stomach twisted, I thought. 
 
Tierney: Reaching out to see how you are?
Me: We’re good. Life in New Zealand is good.
Tierney: Do you see anyone from home? 
Me: I live in New Zealand, Tierney. The country was locked down for some time due to COVID. No one could travel to or from here, remember. For the best part of two years, we stayed safe. Not much of that back home, was there?
Tierney: No. There wasn’t. I meant recent visitors or contacts.
Me: No. Is there someone you think has visited me way out here in the Marlborough Sounds?
 
Three dots moved on the screen. I waited. I had no clue why Tierney was reaching out with questions. But having just seen his name in a report and now with proper contact, hinted that there was something he wanted. 
 
Tierney: Anyone from the United Kingdom reach out or visit?
Me: No. What’s this about?
Tierney: Your wife had a few friends in the UK and Russia. I wondered if anyone had reached out to you extending their condolences.
Me: I think we are way past condolences. 
Tierney: People often keep in touch. I was just asking.
Me: Why?
Tierney: Don’t worry about it, Mitch. Love to the girls. They must be quite big by now. 
Me: Is there someone I should be looking out for? Could someone mean us harm?
Tierney: No, I was wondering, that’s all. 
 
The chat window closed. All content turned to nothing but scattered remnants of pixels.
I stood and stretched. Tierney was not a person to make contact without a very good reason. He lurked in shadows. I knew that Tierney and my wife, Ellie, had an interesting relationship over the years. Comparatively friendly most of the time until it wasn’t. He’d sent flowers when she died. That gave me an idea. Tierney said she had friends in the UK and Russia; I knew of a couple of them but not all. 
In the spare room, at the back of the closet was a box of cards and letters that arrived after the deaths of Ellie and Delta A. I switched the screensaver on and went into the spare room to search out the box. It was easy to find. It was a bright yellow document storage box. I sat on the bed before taking off the lid. It was full. Ellie was a popular person. One short pep talk later I lifted the first five cards from the box. I opened each one and put it down after reading who sent it. Memories flooded back as I read more cards. The call. The gut punch that told me my wife was dead. Crockett arriving with the letter from Ellie. The end of life as we knew it. The beginning of solo-parenthood and a vastly different way of life. And now her old life was knocking on the door. But why? Had to be something to do with the illegal arms sale.
I sat reading and adding cards to the pile next to me. Nothing screamed importance. Nothing caused me to pause. The pile grew until it toppled, cards cascading onto the floor. I hadn’t kept in touch with anyone except Crockett on a regular basis. Crockett kept his ear to the gossip mill for me. There was talk that Ellie was alive. I’d heard gossip insinuating she survived the drone strike. Talk like that was dangerous and gave false hope. I couldn’t afford to let myself go down that path; the girls needed a functioning parent. As far as I knew the two survivors were Crockett and Wesson. It looked like Davenport would pull through, but he didn’t. That man was a fighter but that was a helluva losing battle. 
I shook the thoughts away and opened another card. Jackpot. It was from Timothy Jones. He was a US Air Force pilot once upon a time. I let Jones’ name trigger memories. He was a part of what Ellie called the Quasi-UN. They were a group of four who spent their days rescuing hostages, kidnap victims, and delivering a special brand of justice. Seamus Kennedy ARW. Colin Holmes SAS. Misha Praskovya FSB. Timothy Jones USAF. I placed the card from Jones on the other side of me from the discard pile. It wasn’t long before I found another name from the group. This time Colin Holmes. I put that card on top of the other and continued looking. There was nothing that told me what to look for, so I went with my gut feeling when reading the names. There was a card from Rowan Grange. I threw that to the discard heap on the floor. Rock stars aren’t a lot of use. 
A card from Mike Davenport made the cut to the potentially useful pile. Mostly because I liked Lee Davenport’s brother. He was ex-military and currently an actor. There were many letters and cards from Sandra Sinclair. She was the Delta A liaison and resident tech expert. She also took charge of our German Shepherd, Argo, when we left. Sandra needed her own pile. Some of her cards were recent and seeing them reminded me how hopeless I was at keeping in touch. I’d dropped them into the box to keep them for reasons unknown. More cards of no interest followed and then one other card stood out. It was from Ethan James, the husband of the former Director of the FBI, Cait O’Hare. He was a private security specialist after years of law enforcement. A reformed detective. He worked with Sean O’Hare. 
I took the card through to the computer. Ethan worked with Sean O’Hare. He was one of the few people that would’ve known about the clandestine labs that Delta A were investigating and what happened next. I placed the card next to my keyboard and went back to searching for whatever it was that I thought I would find. Then I found cards from two FBI SWAT members, Kris and Jerry Dixon. I added their cards to the helpful pile. The next card was from someone I vaguely remembered, a guy Ellie called, Andrews. He was also SWAT. His card needed to go on the ‘of interest’ pile. I knew Ellie was close to Andrews, and they’d worked and trained together. Cards from the rest of the Grange rock band were thrown to the heap on the floor. Leon Kapowski’s card went on the helpful pile. He was Ellie’s neurologist. There was a card from someone called Tony. It took a bit to find the connection, but I found it. Tony was bomb-squad. His card went in the helpful pile. A card from someone called Caps caused a smile to linger on my face. Caps was a gangbanger from D.C., someone that Ellie had a lot of time for. I flipped the card and watched it float down to the huge discard pile. 
Then I saw it. A card from Jackson Frost. I didn’t have any context for him to send a card. He was disavowed recently. Maybe Ellie had dealings with him when he was still MI6. Maybe Tierney expected Frost to reach out. I kept the card with the useful pile simply because I didn’t know where else to put it. Maybe I should start a bad guy pile. It was a connection I hadn’t known about. It could be important. It could be nothing. It could be the reason for Tierney’s messages.
Then there was one card left. I lifted it from the bottom of the box. Noel Gerrard, former NCIS now retired. 
His card went onto the useful pile. It was a small collection. I took them through to my desk and stacked them up. Back in the spare room, I shovelled the remaining cards back into the box and put the lid on, then slid the box back into its usual position on the shelf at the back of the closet. I put the letters and cards from Sandra in a drawer in the spare room. I’d go through them later and maybe call her. Maybe I’d get a chance to see Argo even if it was via FaceTime. It didn’t matter that time had marched on; I missed the dog. I missed my wife. I missed our life. The black hole that opened in my chest the day of the drone strike hadn’t closed.
Back at my desk I looked at the time. The girls needed lunch. It wouldn’t hurt to take a break from whatever was going on in the world for half an hour. I hoped I’d get some clarity with the pause for lunch and a much-needed coffee. 
I walked quietly down the stairs and observed the girls playing together. Grace was so like her mother. It struck me as a funny thing to think when they are identical twins. They looked like Ellie, the bluest of dark blue eyes, blonde hair, fine features, but Grace had her temperament. She took charge, she problem-solved, she looked after Isabella, always. I didn’t really see myself in the girls. I thought it was because I missed Ellie so much and seeing her in them kept her close. Seemed like a good reason.
My mind wandered back to before the twins arrived. We’d agreed to tell them about Ellie’s job by making it no big deal and always telling the truth, but in a way small people could understand. Now they were older they asked questions. Sometimes the questions weren’t ones I wanted to answer. 
Grace shook my arm, pulling me back to reality. “You looked sad,” she said. 
“I’m not. I promise,” I replied. “I was thinking about your mom.”
“Did Mommy love us as much as you?” Grace asked with a cheeky smile. 
“Of course.” I winked at her. “You were our little miracles and she loved you to the stars and back.”
“Then why isn’t she here?” Isabella said. 
“Mommy died. Remember we’ve talked about it.”
“She was working …,” Isabella said.
“That’s right.”
“And she saved everyone,” Grace added.
“Yes, she did.” Except the people she was with. Except her team. 
“Can we hear Mommy’s voice again?” Isabella asked.
“Yes. But not right now.” 
I kept Ellie’s personal phone charged and still paid her phone bill so I could hear her voice mail message and other voice memo’s she’d made. The girls liked to hear her voice. Another reason was to maintain her iCloud storage and all the photos she’d taken over the years.
“Did Crockett know Mommy?” Grace asked.
“Yes, he did know your mommy. He worked with her.”
“Does it make you sad when we ask about Mommy?” Isabella asked with a frown on her face.
Telling the truth isn’t always easy. “Sometimes it does but I like telling you stories about your mom. And I promised her I would tell you all about her.”
“Can you show us the pictures in her phone again?” 
“Yes. Later, okay?”
Grace nodded. 
“What was Mommy’s job?” Isabella asked.
“I’m pretty sure you know the answer, Isabella.” 
“I like it when you tell us,” she replied. 
Fair enough. “She was a Special Agent in Charge of a very special unit within the criminal division of the FBI. Mom was in charge of the Delta teams. She was with Delta A for a long time as a special agent and then a supervisory special agent.” I looked at their faces as they tried to take it all in. “She was a like a police officer, that’s what that means.”
“She caught bad guys,” Grace said with a smile. 
“Was mommy important?” Isabella asked.
“Yes, to us. And to the FBI. She got a lot of commendations.”
“What’s a com … commend … commend nation?” 
I smiled at Grace’s attempts. 
“Com-men-day-tion,” I said slowly. “Medals and framed pieces of paper that mean mommy did a good job.”
“Can we see them?” 
“Yes. Come on.” I walked down the hall and into my bedroom with the girls in tow. I got a box out of the closet and put it on the bed. One by one I showed the girls all the commendations that Ellie had shoved in drawers of our home rather than hang anywhere. There were a couple that had hung in her office at work but mostly they were hidden from view. She never felt comfortable being singled out for what she always said was a team effort. Grace picked up Ellie’s badge and looked at it. 
“I like this,” she said. “I will have one like this.”
“Who is that?” Isabella asked pointing to a large German Shepherd in a photo with Ellie. He wore an FBI vest and a medal. “He looks like he’s smiling.”
“That is Argo. He loved you two very much. He was our dog, but he was also an FBI dog.”
“What did Argo do?” 
“He helped people who were sad and hurt. And he protected people like mom.”
“He didn’t protect her when she died.” 
“No, Isabella. He wasn’t there.” Even if he was there Argo couldn’t have stopped the explosion that killed their mother. 
“Where does he live now?” 
“He lives in Virginia with Special Agent Sandra Sinclair. She was on mom’s team, and she was mom’s friend. She took Argo so he wouldn’t get lonely without us.”
“He’s not alone?” 
“No, he’s not alone. He has Sandra and other people to care for him.”
“Daddy, where did mommy go?” 
“To heaven, that’s where good people go, Grace. To heaven. So she can watch over us.”
“Is Mommy all by herself in heaven?”
I shook my head. “Mommy is with people who loved her.”
“I hope they love her a whole lot.” Grace sat on my knee and wrapped her arms around my neck, still clutching her mother’s FBI badge in her hand. “I’m going to be just like her and catch bad people.” 
Isabella twirled in front of us. “I’m going to be a ballet dancer,” she said. “Mommy can watch me from heaven.”
“I think mommy is very proud of both of you and wants you to be happy whatever you end up doing.” 
“And she’s proud of you as well, Daddy.” Isabella stopped twirling. 
“I hope so, Isabella.”
The little girl nodded. “I know she is. She tells me in my dreams.” The seriousness on Isabella’s face brought a smile to my lips. “She told me.”
“What did she say?” Grace asked. She turned on my knee so she could see her sister. 
“She said, Daddy does important things, and he looks after people and makes bad people stop being bad.”
I looked at my earnest child. Her big blue eyes and serious expression; sometimes there was a sudden flash of her mother in Isabella’s expressions, and this was one of those times. 
“What do you do, Daddy?” Grace asked. 
“I make drones. You’ve seen some of them.”
Grace nodded. Strands of her hair stuck to my face. “In the workshop downstairs.”
“That’s right.” 
“Do they keep people safe?” she asked.
“Some of them do.”
“Are we the people you look after?”
“Well, you are the most important two people that I look after,” I replied, and planted a kiss on her forehead. Isabella clambered across the bed and onto my spare knee. I kissed her on the forehead as she leaned against me. “We should put all mommy’s things away.”
“Can we hang them up?” Grace asked. 
“We can do that.” I put an arm around each child. “You two can find the best places and I’ll hang them for you.”
My grip tightened on the girls and stood, lifting them higher until their feet dangled way above the floor. They giggled as I spun around and then gently let them go over the bed. They fell, laughing. 
“Again, Daddy, again!” They chorused, clambering to their feet and bouncing.

Chapter Three:
[Ronnie: Lunch with Nana.]
 
 
Ben arrived exactly when he said he would. He smiled at me as he opened the office door and announced himself. “I’m here, let’s go.”
I rose from my chair, hooked my handbag over my shoulder, and shot a grimace at Steph who was grinning from ear to ear. 
“Less grinning, unless you’d like to join?” I said. “I’m sure Nana would love to plan a wedding for you and Jenn.”
The grin slid right off her face. “I’m good. You kids have fun.”
Ben held the door open for me. 
He planted a quick kiss on my lips and whispered, “Stronger together. Don’t look so worried. She can’t actually make us do anything.”
That has not been my experience with Nana. If he’s honest, it’s not been his experience with Nana either. We were fish in a barrel.
The drive was short. Too short. Ben parked down the street from the retirement home and we entered Nana’s apartment from the garden door. The scent from her room freshener reeds hung heavy in the warm air. It was hard to place; something akin to aniseed, rosemary, and a subtle whiff of creeping death.
“Hi Nana,” I called. She was in the kitchenette fussing with something. 
“Hello, Veronica, Benjamin. Thank you for the lunch visit.”
That was way too formal. I turned and there were the Cronies of Doom situated on the couch. Nana’s best friends, Ester the former policewoman and Frankie once a school principal. Great. The whole Scooby gang. 
“Can I help Nana?” I made my way across the room to her. Ben headed towards the Cronies of Doom. 
“Yes, dear, take the tray to the table please.” I kissed her papery cheek and did as I was told. Once I’d placed the plates of luncheon meats and salad bowls on the table, I returned the tray for the next load. Nana stretched her thin old lips into a smile. “It’s lovely having you both available for lunch.” She patted my hand as I lifted the tray of plates and cutlery. 
I made no comment but set the table and returned the tray. 
Nana took the tray and placed it on the now clear bench. 
“Luncheon is ready,” she announced. No hint of frailty in her voice. That would come later when we didn’t do what she wanted or when she broached whatever subject she had us here for. I knew exactly what the subject was. I knew my Nana. 
Ben helped Ester and Frankie to their feet and escorted them to the dining table. I caught his eye as he went around the table making sure everyone was seated. Too helpful. That would just spur them on. He needed to be more inconsiderate. His eyes met mine. He knew. His fate was sealed. He took the seat next to me. 
“Thank you for having us, June,” he said. 
I kicked him under the table. No, that was definitely the wrong way to play this lunch. As much as I love Nana, and I truly did give up my career to be closer to her, I knew she was about to spring a trap or push us in the direction she wanted us going, and Ben was playing right into her boney hands. 
“We don’t get to see you together very often,” Nana said, the frailty creeping into her voice. “I’m not getting any younger …”
None of us are. The lunch had potential to age me exponentially. 
Ben passed the plates of food around. I kicked him again. He had to stop being helpful. All he was doing was sealing our fate. Nana’s faded blue eyes missed nothing. She sat there smiling like the cat that got the canary. I caught Frankie giving a slight nod in her direction. Ester remained focused on the food in front of her until Nana spoke again. All eyes on Nana. 
“Isn’t it about time you two made things official?”
No preamble. Just straight to it. She wasn’t getting any younger. I stifled a sigh. 
“We’re happy the way we are,” I replied, shoving a forkful of salad into my mouth and hoping I choked on it. I chewed and swallowed. I was still alive.
Ben nudged me with his foot. I looked at him and my blood ran cold. He didn’t look like he agreed with me. 
No. Nope. Yeah. Nah. Was he in on this? 
I leaned close to his ear and kept my voice low enough that Nana couldn’t hear me. “Am I missing something?”
His answer was to fork food into his mouth and chew.
Buggery bollocks. 
Nana tapped her plate with her fork to get my attention. “It’s time, don’t you think Veronica?”
I could feel blood draining from my head. If I hadn’t been sitting down, I’d probably have fallen over.
Stronger together. That’s what he meant? Not ganging up on Nana, but stronger together. 
“Time for what Nana?”
She didn’t answer because Ben moved. He stood and pushed his chair into the table. For a split second I thought he was going to tell Nana off and leave. 
Nana clapped her old hands with glee as Ben took my hand and encouraged me to turn around in my chair. There was a small box in his other hand as he took a knee in front of me.
“Veronica, Ronnie, Tracey will you do me the honour of marrying me?” He opened the box and there was a stunning diamond ring. Three stones. The one in the middle looked to be about a carat. I tried to recover my composure, but all I was doing was staring like an idiot at the opened box. “Ronnie?”
I dragged my eyes up to Ben’s. For the first time ever, I saw fear on his face. 
I took a breath. 
Time stood still. 
Blood rushed away from my brain so fast I thought I was going to pass out.
I inhaled. Surprisingly, I was still breathing.
Then I said the word that would change our lives. “Yes.”
He started to smile, then the smile paused before reaching his eyes. “Yes, you will or yes, you’re Ronnie?”
“Yes. I am Ronnie.” A thrill moved through me. Blood began to flow again. “Yes, I will.”
His hand shook as he took the ring from the box and slipped it onto my finger. He stood and pulled me to my feet and into his arms.
I said, yes. 
I said, yes?
Nana and the Cronies of Doom cheered. 
What had I done?
 
 
 

Chapter Four:
[Mitch: Gone but never forgotten.]

 
Lunch was a jovial affair in Mahau Sound. Sandwiches and giggling. Nothing made me happier than hearing my girls laugh. I almost succeeded at pushing all thoughts of arms deals from my mind. Almost. 
I still didn’t completely understand why MacKinnon had given me Genesis. I’d work hard at being what MacKinnon needed me to be for the sake of Genesis, because I believed in what they were trying to achieve. I understood the need for independent clandestine activity and for secrecy when it came to Genesis. It was one helluva operation. Worldwide, not country specific; no one country had any sway. Everyone involved with Genesis was there because they believed they were doing good for the world, not just their country. 
Isabella pushed her plate away knocking her glass in the process. The sloshing water caught my attention. The glass didn’t fall. 
“Be careful Isabella,” I cautioned gently. 
She nodded. Her blue eyes were wide. “It didn’t fall.”
It didn’t fall. No harm, no foul. 
Grace left crusts on her plate. She never did like the crusts. 
“Take your crusts out to the deck, Grace. Feed the birds.” 
“Come on, Isabella,” Grace said, standing and picking up the plate with two hands. “Open the door for me.”
Isabella ran ahead and opened the door. Moments later they were back. Grace put the plate on the table. 
“Who wants a cookie?” I asked. 
“Us!” chorused the girls. 
“Go get one each from the cookie jar. I’ll clean up, then Dad needs to go back to work. You two play down here, please.”
“Yes, Daddy,” they chorused again. 
I cleared the table, did the dishes, put everything away, then went back upstairs. It was time to tell Reynolds I wanted him to work the arms deal situation. Another report was waiting for me. There were two more names. Sandra King was a Canadian espionage officer reportedly cosy with the Ukrainians. Her movements had led to an airport in Poland, more specifically, Chopin Airport in Warsaw. She was suspected to be making her way to New Zealand. And Steven Sadler, MI6. He was seen at Heathrow. Intel suggested he was also on the way to New Zealand. I added both names to an email update that would go out to all operatives, so everyone knew we had people incoming. Jackson Frost’s name went on a watch list I released to the SE Asia and Oceania Genesis group. Frost’s name was red flagged. It was necessary to know exactly where he was and what he was doing. A new piece of information had come to light. An informant said they’d heard Frost talk about a Polish Embassy and a dance. I found everything I could surrounding that piece of intel and then reached out to Ben Reynolds. 
As usual, I employed voice changing software to make the call to Reynolds and leave a message. Technology works in our favour more often than not. I took a small black book from my desk drawer and looked up the required words. 
Then I called Ben and left him a message, “Friends are coming to town. Not the movie type. Maybe brunch? One likes syrup with everything, and the other is into mushy peas.”
Once the call was made I hung up the phone, settled into my seat, and sent an encrypted email to Reynolds. Time to hide my email address like always. It wasn’t just a hidden email address; everything from my computer went via VPN. Safer that way. In the email, I told Reynolds that I understood he was working a job for Joe. There was also a missionary aspect which would require a Bible. And then I told him to pick up a cake. The next sentence made me smile, sometimes using code words was amusing. It was about a sausage sizzle and a circus, information from the last intelligence I’d received.
It was more coded communication. Wouldn’t be long before I would be able to type coded comms without checking the book. The email and the voice message told Reynolds that he was required to work a Genesis job alongside the CIA one. He also needed to set up a meet for two incoming friendlies, one Canadian and one Brit. And finally, there was an unfriendly. The sausage and circus comment meant Ben needed to look for an event that was linked to the Polish Embassy. I then sent one final email asking for frequent check-ins and telling Reynolds to be careful. It was a bit of a reminder for him that this operation was running covertly alongside the CIA operation. If he needed more info, I told him to reply to the email. Even though the email address was hidden behind one that looked like it belonged to a teenager, I would still get any replies sent. 
I considered mentioning that I’d heard from Tierney but didn’t. Reynolds didn’t need to know that. Tierney wasn’t his case officer. Or was he? 
Another report arrived. Breath caught in my throat as I read it.
The advice was to lift the Genesis terror threat level to orange, as it was believed that the arms deal venues overseas were disrupted by terrorists. That wasn’t entirely true. Genesis played a big role in the disrupting and we’re not terrorists. I got busy and contacted everyone I worked with within my theatre of operations. The alert level: high. I had two names that I sent along with the rise in the alert level. A terror threat lift within New Zealand was a big deal. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last, but they needed to squash it before something happened. I looked at the names provided again. 
Fucking bargain basement Bin Ladens coming out of Indonesia. 
Using my back-channel resources, I provided a clean piece of intel to be shared within the intelligence communities of New Zealand, Australia, and the US. They should already be aware, but we have often gathered intel and actioned it before other parties had heard of it. There was also a high probability that my email alerts would be buried. 

Chapter Five:
[Ben: My fun life.]
 
 
We told Steph our big news when we arrived at Ronnie’s office. She looked as shocked as Ronnie had when I proposed. For a long beat I thought Ronnie was going to say no. I can’t believe she didn’t. My mind was wandering by the time I left her at the office in Steph’s capable hands and drove back to the city. We had a little while before her Nana would start wanting dates and venues. I walked into my apartment and realised I was smiling. 
She said yes.
My phone buzzed. There was voice mail. Must’ve happened while I was driving. Our phones switched alerts and ringers off while they were in a moving vehicle unless we overrode it manually. Clever and safe. I listened to the message, which appeared to be a female voice. If it was a woman? It was hard to know these days with the technology out there to change a voice into whatever you wanted. 
The message was clear: there were incoming friendlies. A Canadian and a Brit. There was also a troublemaker inbound, and something linked to Poland. I switched the coffee maker on. And then the bad news. The terror alert level hiked to high. An event was possible. It’s the world we live in now, it’s always possible. I didn’t let the hike bother me.
Email pinged on my phone. An insane looking email address told me it was from Genesis. I read the email while I poured coffee. A requirement of this mission was frequent checking in with Genesis. All of it added up to make the new job interesting. Or fun for a masochist. I’d already had word that Jonathon Tierney was planning to show his face. It had been a long while since I’d laid eyes on him. The last time was during a job in Paris. I was there filming a movie while attending big dinners and wooing backers for another production. It’s amazing what people divulge when they get an actor in their sights. 
Late one night, I met with Tierney. I’d come across information that required action. It was either him or State Department, but someone had to act. Turned out it was me and Tierney. He was okay in the field back then. That was ten years ago and he wasn’t on the right side of sixty then. 
I was interested to see what the backstop would be like with this mission. Potentially, Tierney would be the boss and Genesis would be receiving intel directly from me. No problem there. I’d worked with him before and it all worked out. Genesis was always there somewhere and even deeper in the shadows than Tierney. But any backstopping would be handled by the CIA and not Genesis. 
I deleted the email and the voice message and took my coffee and phone into the dining room. At the dining table I looked over the newspaper. There was nothing much to read. Looked like a slow news day. Our news would be carefully released by my agent when I told her. Then we’d brighten up the dull news days. I flipped the paper over and saw a write up about an upcoming ball. Guess COVID was over now, and life was coming back with vengeance. Except COVID wasn’t over. It was still, and always would be, a part of our lives. There was no escaping that reality. 
Reading about the ball caused a smile. It was at The Event Space in Lower Hutt and sponsored by the Embassy of Poland. A ball to celebrate what it means to be Polish in New Zealand. Wouldn’t a ball be a great place to meet potential buyers? That was the moment I realised that Genesis was ahead of the game again. It was a ticket holder only affair, everyone dressed up, banqueting, and dancing. People would enjoy themselves and let their guard down. 
Hadn’t been to a ball in years. Paris was probably the last place I attended a formal dance. It wouldn’t be a bad place to ferret out some information especially in light of the intel that had come my way.
I left my cup on the table and went into my bedroom. From the closet I took a suit bag that was shoved way in the back. I unzipped it and looked at the black tuxedo. I knew it fitted. I’d worn it filming an episode of my series and got to keep it. Ronnie liked it a lot - something to do with the fit and satin lapels. It could probably do with being dry cleaned. I found the white shirt that I wore with it and my bowtie. I might as well get it all cleaned. I put the shirt and bowtie in the suit bag and zipped it up. Next, I made a phone call to secure tickets to the ball. I contacted my agent and asked her to get me three tickets. 
“It’s this coming Friday night, two days away. Why do you suddenly want to go to a ball?” 
“I just found out about it. And because I want to go.”
“A Polish ball?”
“Yep. I’ve got Polish blood. My great grandfather was from Poland.”
“Three tickets?”
“Yes.”
“All right. I’ll get back to you.”
“Make it happen Taylor, this is important to me.” 
“I hope you can dance,” she said and hung up. 
One more call and then I’d take my suit to the dry cleaner. I rang Ginny. 
“Hey, it’s me,” I said.
“Hellaire, Ben, how are you?”
“Ringing with an invitation. I’ve got my agent working on getting tickets to a Polish ball this Friday. How would you and Tom like to come along? I know it’s short notice.”
Silence.
“Ginny?”
“We’d love to, you know that. We haven’t been out to anything formal in years.”
“Get your dress out of mothballs. We dance on Friday night.”
“Where is it?”
“Lower Hutt Event Centre.”
“That’s the newish building by the Town Hall, isn’t it?”
“I think so, yes.” I folded the newspaper up and put it in the recycling. 
“How exciting.”
“I’ll be in touch and let you know what time the car will pick you up.”
“Thanks very much for inviting us, Ben. See you Friday night.”
I hung up.
All I needed now was my agent to come through with the tickets. I was going stag, but I would’ve loved to see Ronnie in a ball gown. Maybe next time. Something tweaked inside me. Terror alert high. I didn’t want Ronnie there. Just in case. 
Taylor called me back within half an hour saying I had three tickets and asking if I was interested in the ball the following Saturday night as well. I grabbed the newspaper out of the recycling and did a fast search for the event. How’d I miss it? Another embassy ball, but this time it was being held at the Upper Hutt Town Hall. It was sponsored by the Thai Embassy. It was a masked charity ball raising money for the Wellington Children’s Hospital. 
I called Taylor back. “Yes, I wanna go. Thank you. See if you can get four tickets for that one.” 
“Okay. Who knew you liked to dance that much.”
“I wouldn’t want to waste of all those ballroom dancing lessons I had so I looked good on the dance floor while we were filming.”
She said nothing about my dancing. “I’ll get back to you.”
 I shoved my phone in my pocket and left the house with the suit bag over my arm. Didn’t take me long to walk to the nearest dry cleaner. The suit would be ready for pick-up the next day. Considering I needed to wear it Friday night, that worked well. I went for coffee, then made my way down to the American Embassy. I had a meeting with Kirsten. She wasn’t my favourite person, but she was my immediate superior. I was no stranger to the embassy guards and staff. Americans visit the embassy for all sorts of reasons so no one would care that I was visiting the embassy today. I walked up the hill and said hello to everyone I saw on the way. I loved New Zealand. No one cared if you were on television every week. No one chased anyone with cameras. Politicians went to Saturday markets to get their groceries just like everyone else. I pushed the button on the crosswalk. The man on the other side looked familiar as did the two men behind him. The lights changed. The buzzer buzzed. As he stepped onto the crosswalk, I recognised him and his protection detail.
“Morning, Prime Minister.”
“Hi, Ben. Call me Chris. Good show this week.”
“Thanks, Sir.” He shook his head slightly. “Thanks Chris.”
“Looking forward to the episode next week.”
I walked up the sidewalk until I came to the embassy entrance. The guard beckoned me through. 
“Identification,” he said.
I pulled my passport out of my jacket pocket and handed it to him. He looked at it carefully, like he’d never seen it before. 
“Go on in, Mr Reynolds.”
“Thanks, Sergeant.”
Every time I went up there, he scrutinised my passport like it was a forgery. I shoved it into my inside pocket as I walked towards the embassy building. 
Before I got to the door, the sergeant called out, “Good show this week.”
I waved without turning around. 
Once inside, through the metal detectors, and all signed in, I asked if Tierney was around. 
“No, Sir.”
“Kirsten?”
The woman typed on her keyboard. “I’ve sent her a message. She’ll be down in a few minutes. You can wait over there.” She pointed to a couch. 
“Thanks.” I sat on the couch and waited. 
Fifteen minutes slipped by while I read lines on my phone. Waiting isn’t wasted as long as you have something to occupy the time. A door opened. I looked up and there was Kirsten. 
“Come on,” she said, holding the door open. 
I pushed my phone into my pocket, followed her through the door into the interior, and then through a series of corridors. She opened her office door and invited me in. 
“Have a seat, Ben,” Kirsten said as she circled the desk and sat in her chair. 
There was a chair in front of her desk, I was pleased that it wasn’t at the end of her desk. That would put me too close to her for my comfort.
“I’ve got tickets to a ball Friday night. It might be a good place to gather intel,” I said. “Balls have worked for me before.”
“Where is it?”
“Lower Hutt.”
“What makes you think a ball is going to net intelligence?”
“It’s hosted by the Polish Embassy. The original arms deal was going down in Poland before it was disrupted.”
“Good word, disrupted. Intelligence officers were lost during that disruption.” She batted her eyelashes. “That’s a flimsy excuse. But clever way to have a night off dancing and get us to pay for it.”
“I am aware people died.” I paused for a beat. “It’s a good place to pick up info. We need information. People at balls are having a good time. You know, people talk to me.”
She pursed her lips. For a second, I thought she was going to blow me a kiss and felt my balls retreat. The crisis was averted as she relaxed her mouth.
“Sounds like a fun night. Need a date?”
No, thanks. “Going stag. It’s easier to get people talking when I’m alone.” She did not need to know I was taking Tom and Ginny with me. And the last thing I wanted was to take Kirsten ball-breaking Knight on something that looked like a date. Common knowledge around the campfire was that she batted for whichever team would have her. She’s not my type. I prefer women who know their worth and Kirsten sold out on the first low bid. An image of Ronnie danced across my mind. 
“Anything else?” Kirsten flicked her tongue around her lips.
“Not at this point.”
I decided to withhold the potential of another dance next weekend and the terror threat. Why didn’t she know about it? Or did she? That reminded me I needed to polish my shoes. 
Kirsten opened a drawer, then passed a cheap cell phone to me. “It’s a burner,” she said. “The techs added contacts for you. We want you checking in at least four times a day. This situation might move fast or could move slow. Either way, you’re in the field, so maintain check-ins.”
The office door opened. I turned my head to see who it was.
An old man walked in leaning on a cane. His beady dark eyes were shadowed by his thick brows. The hooked beak-like nose was unmistakable. It was Jonathon Tierney.
“Jonathon,” I said, standing. I reached for his hand.
“Good to see you, my boy,” he replied, shaking my hand with a strong sinewy grip. 
Kirsten’s smile wasn’t the fakest thing on her face, but it was close to it. “I’ll get you a chair,” she said.
“No need. I’ll take yours and let you know when we are done.”
I stifled a smirk. Kirsten was kicked out of her own office. 
She stood and brushed past the desk as she tried to control the annoyance in her expression. She lost and she was pissed.
Tierney moved around the expansive desk and sat in the chair, leaning his cane against a bookcase behind him. He saw the phone. “Did she give you that?”
“Yes.”
He picked it up, took the battery out of it, and snapped the phone in half, stuffing it in his pocket. He might be old, but he wasn’t lacking strength. “She would’ve bugged it. It’s too dangerous. All we need is someone to operate a bug detection app, or an actual RF detector, or wonder why someone like you would have a cheap nasty phone.”
Tierney took another phone from his pocket and passed it to me. “It’s clean. I cannot afford to lose you to sloppiness.”
I picked the phone up and looked at Tierney. “Passcode?”
“Your birthday. I advise you to change it to something less obvious.”
I entered the date into the lock screen. The iPhone 14 unlocked. I scrolled through the installed apps and noted Signal was there. The other apps were regular apps that iPhones came with. It took me moments to set facial recognition and a new pin code. 
“What do I need to know?” I asked.
“We’ll get to that, my boy. I take it you saw the Polish ball story and have managed to get tickets.”
“Of course.”
“Tickets for the Thai ball as well next weekend?”
“Hope so, sir. Let me just check.” I looked at my own phone. There was a message from Taylor. She’d secured four tickets for the Thai ball. “Yes, sir. I have tickets.”
“Do what you do best, Ben. Find out who is selling those arms and have a wonderful time, while getting yourself invited into the arms dealers’ inner sanctum.”
“Looking forward to it.”
“Be careful out there. They’re running out of places to hold this auction, or deal, or whatever it is they’re doing. That makes me jumpy.” 
And there was still nothing about the intelligence regarding a heightened threat alert. 
“Who do I liaise with?”
“Kirsten is to be kept out of this situation.” 
A frown edged in. “Why?”
“You don’t need to know why. Just know that you should keep that to yourself. Me, Ben. Keep me informed. My number is in your new phone under Grandad.”
“Got it.”
“I want you to check in regularly with me. Much easier to check up on an elderly grandfather than anyone else. We’re prone to falls and illness.” 
“Text messages?”
“Yes. I want a trail. If anyone sees you using your phone, I want them to see a text conversation with your poor old grandad. Let’s start that this afternoon.”
“All right.” 
“There is a robust backstop in place. You are yourself and you are bidding on behalf of an organisation that must keep their hands clean.”
“And the organisation is?”
“Leviticus.”
“And they are?” I doubted he was talking about the third book of the Torah, and of the Old Testament, also known as the Third book of Moses. 
He almost smiled. “They’re a global entity trading in intelligence and problem solving.”
“Global,” I repeated, keeping my expression neutral. Being a working actor comes in handy in this business. “And it’s all fictitious? Why would they need weapons?”
“I believe the problem-solving part of the business has a use for weapons.”
“All right. I am Ben Reynolds bidding on behalf of the global entity, Leviticus. How backstopped is this?”
“Very. We set up the company and its website some years ago now. It’s carefully crafted to give the appearance that the company is a private military contractor, and we installed people who brought that to life. The company can answer any query regarding you.”
“Okay. It’s solid?”
“Naturally. It’s one of the companies we’ve used several times for various things. It’s even had a name change or two.”
“Not as many times as Blackwater?”
“No,” Tierney said. “But it’s been around long enough to give credibility. Our operatives have worked in several countries and undertaken several missions as a PMC would.”
“How long have they been Leviticus?”
“Not long, a matter of weeks. There was
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