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[Foxtrot Foxtrot Sierra]
 
“I knew something wasn’t right from the start. You don’t need training to spot trouble. You just need to pay attention.
This story moves fast and doesn’t slow down for anyone, not criminals, not spies, and certainly not family. It’s clever, tense, and far sharper than people expect. I found myself laughing in places and holding my breath in others.
There’s loyalty, secrets, and consequences, which I appreciate. And while I won’t spoil anything, I will say this: when people ignore warnings, things tend to go sideways.
A very satisfying read. I was right about several things.”
 - June Tracey aka Nana

“I found it very informative. People reveal themselves under pressure. Especially when they think no one is watching. They should really know better by now.” 
-Great Aunt Barbara 
 
“I’ve seen how things unravel when people get careless. This gets it right.
The tension feels earned, the decisions have weight, and nothing happens by accident. It’s sharp, disciplined storytelling with just enough humour to remind you these are still people, not heroes in costumes.
I trusted it. That’s not something I do lightly.”
-Ester Mulholland (ret. policewoman) 
 
“I spent my career managing chaos with a smile. This felt familiar.
It’s smart, tightly controlled, and knows exactly when to apply pressure. The characters behave like adults, the humour is dry and well-earned, and the consequences land where they should.”
-Frankie Mount (ret. school principal)
 

Mission Code: Foxtrot Sierra
 
 
Operatives Assigned:
Veronica Tracey (Alias: Virginia Troy-Rodgers)
Benjamin Reynolds (Alias: Bradley Rodgers)
 
Mission Type: Retrieval
Duration: 24–48 hours
 
Primary Location: San Francisco, USA
SECONDARY LOCATION: Sydney, AUS (Staging point)
 
Cover Story: 
Married couple on school holidays from Sydney, Australia. Virginia is a kindergarten teacher; Bradley is a secondary school teacher. Five years married. Well-travelled, first time in San Francisco.
 
OBJECTIVES:
Primary Objective:
Secure sensitive Intel package from target location in San Francisco. 
Brush past.
 
Secondary Objective:
Maintain full cover identities throughout the mission. 
Avoid detection by foreign or domestic agencies.
 
NOTES:
Entry/Exit:
Use of shuttle pick-up two streets from home to minimise traceability.
Staggered shuttle route included coincidental presence of Bill Bailey
(NZDF Intelligence). 
Maintained plausible deniability of prior acquaintance.
Departure from Wellington as selves.
 
Transformation Protocol:
Identity and appearance shift executed successfully upon arrival at Sydney International.
Luggage and personal identifiers altered. 
Secondary passports activated.
Vocal/accent calibration engaged (Australian).
 
Flight to USA:
Long-haul to San Francisco, kept it uneventful.
Hotel check-in completed under alias.
Made one room service call.
Room swept for surveillance — clear. 
Downloaded hotel App for amenities (including room service).
 
PERSONNEL NOTES:
Operative Reynolds modified appearance sufficiently. Accent and mannerisms align with backstory. High risk of recognition in LA is considered mitigated by shifting mission base to SF.
Operative Tracey remained primary field lead. 
Maintained situational awareness and communications protocol.
 
CONTACT INSTRUCTIONS:
Meet Tour Guide at 0900 local time in hotel lobby.
Recognition signal: folded tourist map, left jacket pocket.
Verbal confirmation: Foxtrot Foxtrot
Reply: Sierra Sierra
Proceed with caution. Unknown local agency presence possible.
Island contact: red-headed male, white Bon Jovi tee-shirt, red day pack.
 
Current Status:
Mission underway. 
Operatives in position. 
Cover intact. 
Awaiting rendezvous.
 
—END BRIEF—
 
 

Chapter One:
[Ronnie: Let the fun begin.]
 
 
Morning crept across the room, stealing the night and throwing dawn at me before I was ready. Our downtime was over. I checked my watch. Five-thirty. The shuttle would be at the gate in an hour, but not our gate. I threw back the duvet. 
Ben groaned and grabbed the duvet, pulling it back over him. 
I headed for the shower. Ten minutes later, I was clean, dressed in suitable travelling clothes, wearing a minimum of makeup, and ready to go. Ben was still asleep, hugging the blankets for all he was worth. Pretending then. 
“Come on,” I said, tugging the duvet from his grasp. “We’ll be back in forty-eight hours or so.” Maybe seventy-two, at the outside.
“Do we have to go?”
“Yes.”
He sighed. “Cruel and unusual punishment.”
“It’s all part of the job.”
He groaned again and rolled over. 
“Ben, come on.” 
I suspect he sensed my growing annoyance. I don’t appreciate getting up early either. He tossed out another groan and got out of bed. 
I’m Veronica Tracey. Everyone but my Nana calls me Ronnie. Once upon a time, I worked for the New Zealand Security Intelligence Service. I was a spy and worked all over the world. I loved my job. Nana is no spring chicken, and as she got older, I made a decision to leave the Service and open my own private investigation company called Wherefore Art Thou (with two friends) and stay close to Nana and my crazy but lovable cousin Donald. The thing is, I didn’t exactly retire. I just don’t work for New Zealand (usually). I work for a clandestine organisation called Genesis. I married a spy. Everyone thinks he’s an actor, but he’s one of the best intelligence gatherers I’ve come across in my career. His only failing is being American. I’ve chosen to look past that; Ben Reynolds is a wonderful husband. We often work with a friend of ours, Dave ‘Crockett’ Crocker. Crockett is an Aussie. It’s not his fault, and again, I’ve managed to look past his unfortunate place of birth. Ben and I both work for Genesis. Crockett doesn’t. And this morning we’re on a mission.
“I’ll make coffee,” I said. 
Five minutes later, Ben appeared clean and dressed in the kitchen. I pushed the plunger down on the French press and poured our coffees. There wasn’t a lot of conversation as we drank the life-giving elixir made from roasted beans. By the time our mugs were empty, it’d done its job, and we were awake. 
Good thing we packed last night. Not that we needed much, but it had to look as though we were on holiday. 
Ben checked his phone and smiled at me. “Five minutes.”
I wrote a note on the kitchen blackboard reminding cousin Donald and his hubby Enzo to check on Nana today. I didn’t think they’d forget, but just in case. From our bedroom, we took messenger bags and a small rolling suitcase each. 
Instead of waiting outside our house for the shuttle, we walked down the footpath, trundling our bags until we were on Brentwood Street. Across the road was the entrance to Trentham Memorial Park. Two houses up was where we were being picked up. It wouldn’t do to have a shuttle pick us up from home. We were in position just in time and watched the Super Shuttle drive towards us from Fergusson Drive. The driver stowed our suitcases in the trailer and cheerfully told us to sit anywhere. There were two more passengers to pick up, so Ben and I sat at the back of the van. 
“Where are you headed?” The driver asked as he turned into our street before turning around completely and driving back towards Fergusson Drive.
He knew our flight number, so there wasn’t much point lying.
“Sydney,” Ben replied. 
“Holiday, is it?”
“Yes,” I replied. “A wee break.”
“The weather is supposed to be good across the ditch, so I’m sure you two will have a great time.”
“That’s good news,” Ben replied. 
At Sutherland Ave, he waited for the lights in the left-hand turning lane.
“We have a Trentham Army Camp pick-up. Please make sure you have ID ready as we’ll be driving in, and sometimes they check ID’s.”
“Passports okay?” Ben asked.
“Perfect,” the driver replied. 
I moved my messenger bag to my knee from the floor by my feet and took out my passport in readiness. Ben did the same. At the sentry box, a soldier waved at the driver to pull over. There was a mirror on a long pole produced by another soldier. He walked around the van and the covered trailer, using the mirror to check underneath it. 
The first soldier opened the sliding door on the passenger side and looked at us. “I need to see your identification,” he said. I gave him our passports as I was closer to the door. 
He checked them, looked at us again, and then said, “Veronica.” He passed mine back. He looked at Ben and said, “Benjamin. I enjoy your show.” He handed the passport to me, and I gave it to Ben.
“Thank you,” Ben said to the soldier. 
And we were free to go.
A few seconds later, the driver stopped at the pick-up point. 
He hopped out and went around the van. I couldn’t see who was waiting. I heard the driver talking, but not the reply, then I heard him putting something in the trailer. Seconds later, the sliding door opened, and Bill Bailey climbed aboard. What were the odds of him being in our shuttle? Apparently high. It never occurred to me that someone from NZDF Intelligence would use a shuttle like regular people. 
“Morning,” I said. 
Bill smiled and sat in a seat in front of us. “Morning,” he replied, angling towards us. “I’m Bill, and you are?”
Ben spoke, “Ben and Ronnie.” 
“Pleased to meet you.” Bill swivelled to face the front. 
“One more stop, folks,” the driver said. “Then we’ll be on our way to the airport.”
He waved at the sentry as we left the base. The next stop was deep inside Naenae. It was a woman in a pantsuit carrying a briefcase. She didn’t greet us and sat nearest to the driver. Bill stayed facing the front and silent. It was pretty obvious that he didn’t want anyone knowing that we knew him. That goes both ways. Bill Bailey: Army Intelligence. Someone whom I met with regularly, despite knowing he’d used Emily to infiltrate my company because he suspected I wasn’t retired from the New Zealand Security Intelligence Service. I was. Mostly. Maybe there was another reason, but I never unearthed that one. The only reason I knew about him using Emily was because when she was abducted several months back, some truths surfaced. That was one of them. I was pretty pissed off with Bill when that came out. I’m almost over it now. Almost. Emily doesn’t know. She lost herself after an accident that took her memories and half a leg. Emily Jones knows she used to be a cop and then became a PI in my firm, Wherefore Art Thou. Now she runs a bookshop downstairs from my offices, and every now and then I get a glimpse of the Emily I used to know. It doesn’t last long and tends to be situation-specific. Like muscle memory. Bill Bailey had a lot to answer for, but I’m adult enough to be able to work with him when necessary. We don’t have to be friends. 
The radio station playing in the van announced the weather forecast: partly cloudy with a chance of showers. It didn’t really impact us at all. We wouldn’t be here. 
Check-in was painless. We’d already checked in online and just needed to tag our bags. Easy peasy. We were at the international part of the airport a few minutes later, and through security we went. No hiccups. No time wasted in queues. Flying internationally out of Wellington was always my preference. Shame they didn’t have the runway length required for long-haul flights.
The flight was fine, and we arrived in Sydney on time. The next part of our day began at Sydney Airport Terminal One. We collected our bags and went through customs. Then the transformation began. We found bathrooms with showers. Those cubicles were big enough to do what needed to be done.
I removed the labels from my bag and then peeled off an outer layer of fabric. It wasn’t as easy as it was reported to be, but it came off clean. My luggage went from easy to spot bright blue to grey. I added the identification tags I had in my messenger bag. Ben went through the same process. Next, clothes. I changed the outer layer and my shoes. The last thing I did was pull my hair up into a messy bun and put on glasses. I put my passport and the tags I’d had on my bag inside my suitcase. From my sponge bag, I took another passport. I checked the contents, just to make sure it was my second passport. I was now Virginia Troy-Rodgers from Sydney, Australia. Virginia was a kindergarten teacher. She was married to Bradley Rodgers, a secondary school teacher from Sydney. They’d been married for five years.
I looked in the mirror and took a breath. Australian accent engaged. I had a natural talent for mimicking accents, and Ben’s acting career set him up beautifully for undercover work and accents. I knew when we met up at the gate for our next flight, he’d be more Australian than Crockett. I smiled at my reflection. 
Let the fun begin.

Chapter Two:
[Ronnie: San Francisco.] 
 
 
Our long-haul flight wasn’t awful. We were together and easily played the married couple because in real life we were a married couple. We hadn’t been married long enough for me to change my passport to Veronica Reynolds. That was on my list for when we were safely back home. 
Funny how often the quiet moments come with the biggest weight. I keep thinking about the last time I was in the US, alone in LA. That operation caused a headache. This time Ben was with me, but it was still dangerous for him here. His face is known — that’s the risk. That’s always the risk.
Ben tapped my leg. “We’re making our approach.”
“Good.” I smiled at him and sat up a bit more. “Exciting.”
He nodded and said, “I haven’t been to San Francisco before. Did you pre-book an Alcatraz tour?” 
Ben had been to San Francisco before, many times. 
That’s the game. We’re tourists. 
“Yes. Should be great.”
The next few hours went by in a fog of landing, customs, and airport chaos. It was a relief to check into our hotel. We maintained our cover even while in our hotel room. It’s safer that way. Virginia and Bradley were in San Francisco to take in the sights and enjoy the school holidays. Virginia and Bradley could only travel during the holidays and liked to make the most of their time away from their classrooms. Their passports reflected their love for overseas travel. Usually, they visited Pacific Islands, Indonesia, or Europe. This was their first trip to San Francisco. And we had to match that whole vibe at all times. We were up for the job. 
“When do we meet our tour guide?” Ben asked and flopped onto the bed. “This is nice.” He bounced a few times. “Doesn’t squeak.”
I laughed. “In the morning, in the lobby.” I scrolled through our itinerary, which was completely fake aside from the part where we met our contact in the lobby and headed to Alcatraz. “Yes, in the lobby at nine.”
“It’ll be a full day then. We’d better get some rest.”
“Going back in time is horrible.”
“It is. Who needed two todays?” Ben rolled over and propped himself up on his elbow. “What do you feel like eating?”
“Room service.”
“That’s not a food group, Honey.”
I picked up a folder from the bench with guest instructions in it and flipped through it until I found a menu. “Good selection,” I said and tossed Ben the folder. “I don’t even know if I’m hungry.”
“If I order for myself, you will be when the food arrives.”
I smiled. “Maybe.” He knew me far too well. “So, what are we having?”
“You’ll see.” He reached for the telephone and called room service. 
I followed instructions on a sheet of paper that had fallen from the folder and downloaded the hotel app to my phone. Room service and every other service was right there on hand. Excellent. I scrolled through the options. We could organise anything without ever having to speak to anyone. Now that was a great idea. Next time we need anything, we’ll use the suggested software. My thoughts drifted to my last sojourn to the United States. I flew into Los Angeles by myself to do a small retrieval job. It was deemed risky to send Ben with me. Too recognisable in La La Land. You’d think he would be here too, but Bradley had darker hair and glasses. Slightly darker hair. It wasn’t black or anything. He used a colouring shampoo at the airport to darken his hair from blond to brownish. Between that and the addition of glasses, with fairly heavy frames, he was no longer Ben Reynolds. Still gorgeous though. 
“What are you doing over there?” Ben asked, interrupting my thoughts.
I held up a finger, indicating for him to wait for a moment. I opened another app and swept the room for listening devices and cameras. Nothing. It was safe to talk to us, but I kept my Australian accent going.
“Started thinking about the last time I was in America, and it progressed to thinking about the risk for you here now.”
He grinned. “At best, I’m a look-alike. That’s all. Our cover is complete. Everyone thinks Ben Reynolds is filming a new season of Cover Story in New Zealand.” Ben certainly sounded Australian. His voice was not going to give him away. 
Half an hour later, there was a knock at our door. Ben peered through the peephole. “Room service,” he said and opened the door. 
A young man wheeled a trolley into the room. “Just leave it there,” Ben said, then tipped him, and off the young man went, leaving the trolley with us. I was never going to get the hang of this tipping thing. It’s not something that’s part of New Zealand culture. We prefer to be paid properly by our employers and not have to rely on strangers topping our wages up with tips. It’s just how it is back home and almost everywhere except in the US. 
Ben lifted the stainless steel lids off plates of food. He’d done well with his ordering. And he might’ve been right about me being hungry when I saw food. Good thing he ordered me a steak as well. 

Chapter Three:
[Ronnie: Get it and get out.]
 
 
We met our tour guide at nine sharp in the hotel lobby. He was easy to spot as he’d followed directions presumably from Genesis, and had a map sticking out of his left jacket pocket. We were decked out in tourist attire. Wearing baseball caps and carrying day packs containing essentials: bottled water, snacks, sunscreen, hand cleanser, and wipes. You just never know. I would’ve preferred to have a Glock, and maybe a knife, but that’s not very touristy, nor are they things teachers would carry, and I couldn’t find a pair of scissors in the hotel room. So that was that then. We didn’t immediately use the confirmation phrase as there were other people milling about. 
Once we were in the tour van, our guide turned to us and said, “Foxtrot, foxtrot.”
Ben nodded and replied, “Sierra, Sierra.”
“I’m Leo,” he said. “The forecast is for good weather for the next couple of hours, and then we can expect some rain to set in.”
“Have you been a guide for long?” I asked as he turned the key and the van’s engine rumbled to life. 
“About ten years,” he replied. “Buckle up.”
Off we went on our private tour of San Francisco. 
We joined a load of other tourists waiting to board a boat to Alcatraz from Pier 33. Our guide, Leo, appeared to know the skipper of the boat and the tour guide who was in charge of the group of people who boarded before us, which would be the case if he really was a guide. 
Ben and I introduced ourselves as Bradley and Virginia from Australia. They were a friendly bunch from all over the world. There were no other Aussies, and no Kiwis, so that was helpful. It was about fifteen minutes from the pier to the dock on Alcatraz. Time enough to chat and wonder if the person we were meeting was one of them. 
The brochures weren’t kidding when they said the island was rugged and hiking boots or sneakers were recommended. It’s not somewhere I’d enjoy wearing jandals. We were fit, but even so, I could feel my calf muscles having a moment. We checked out jail cells and listened to the history of Alcatraz. We soaked up the misery that seeped from the cold walls. I hadn’t seen our contact. I knew we were looking for a red-haired male wearing a Bon Jovi tee-shirt. Two hours was about all I could take of the horror and evil that lurked in that place. I could feel irritation rising and looking for a way out became paramount. Ben caught up to me as I fled the prison. 
“You all right?” He slipped his hand into mine.
“It’s time to go.”
“Let’s get what we came for and get back to San Fran,” he said.
“I’ve been looking for our contact. No one fits the bill,” I replied. 
“Same, we must’ve missed something.”
“Yeah. Where could he be?” 
“Here somewhere,” Ben replied. “He has to be.” 
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I checked it. 
 
A message from Uncle George: Hamlet. Book tickets.
I showed Ben the message.
I replied: Stamp album?
Uncle George: Hamlet. Book tickets.
 
Well, that wasn’t good news. Hamlet and Book tickets are code, because I was a reasonably proficient operative, I had committed Genesis codes to memory. Hamlet = Compromised, Book tickets = exfil. Stamp album refers to a means of storing digital intelligence. I shoved my phone back in my pocket just as the red-haired man ran towards us, bleeding copiously from a wound on his forehead. Ben stepped closer, shielding me with his body; the man quickly pressed something small into Ben’s hand, and then shoved past us, leaving red smears across Ben’s shirt. Another set of running feet could be heard. Blood is one helluva way to mark a brush past. If anyone wanted what Ben now had, they could easily recognise he came into contact with the bleeding man. 
My mind swirled around the appearance of the man: Bon Jovi tee-shirt, red hair, red backpack. Someone else must be on the island looking for whatever he just gave us.
Ben grabbed my hand. “Let’s get out of here.” He pulled me close, and we hurried to the dock. The boat we’d come on was still berthed. I heard someone call out and turned to see our tour guide running towards us. 
“Something happened on the island,” he said, panting through his words. “Someone was injured.”
“We know,” Ben replied.
We ran with him to the dock, and when at the boat, he said, “Get in. We’re leaving.”
“But everyone else?” I asked as Ben helped me aboard.
“Don’t worry about them. They’ll be on the next boat. We’re leaving.” He jumped aboard and called to the skipper. “Fire her up. We’ve gotta get out of here.”
He nodded and started the engine. Our guide untied the boat and chucked the ropes on the deck. Ben and I followed him below deck. He spun around and looked at us. 
“Did you complete the mission?” he said quietly.
“Yes,” Ben replied, and thrust his hand out to shake that of the tour guide. “Thank you for your help.”
I wanted to know what the bloody man had given to Ben. We sat down. 
“Do you have something to change into or cover the blood on your shirt?” Leo asked, scrutinising Ben and then me.
Ben nodded, removed his day pack, and pulled out a sweatshirt, which he put on.
The skipper called out, “We’ll be back on the mainland in a few minutes.”
None of us replied. I nudged Ben. “What was it?”
He opened his right hand and revealed a very small SD card. “Our package is easy to conceal.” Ben shoved the tiny drive deep into his jeans pocket.
“Our contact wasn’t with the group,” I said. “Or I didn’t recognise him if he was.”
The tour guide nodded and said, “There are some people who work on the island. Maintenance staff mostly. Also, many people visit the island during the day. He could’ve been dropped off earlier.” 
“Had you seen him before?” I asked.
“Not that I recall,” he said quietly. “When we dock, you need to grab your gear and get straight to the airport.”
“Okay,” I said. “What happened back there?”
“Best guess - someone wanted what you now have.” 
“Any clue who?”
He shrugged. “Russians, Chinese, Americans, could be anyone.”
I looked out the window at the island getting smaller behind us and disappearing into a foggy mist that rolled in from the sea. Good riddance. It looked much further than just over a mile away. Clouds closed in, and rain was coming.
“Weather is coming in,” Leo said, looking back toward the island. “Good idea to leave early. It’s miserable on that rock when it rains.”
Twelve minutes after getting on the boat, we were getting off at Pier 33. We caught a cab from the dock straight to our hotel, leaving tour guide Leo to go back to the island with the skipper, and the passengers that were waiting at Pier 33 for their chance to see Alcatraz. We packed fast. Ben used his phone before we left the hotel and found us a flight to Vancouver from Oakland Airport, then a flight direct to Auckland. He also booked us a flight from San Jose airport to Seattle, Washington. Then, just for fun, a flight out of LAX to Athens, Greece. 
Our first flight was as Virginia and Bradley the Australian teachers, then from Vancouver we were back to our proper selves. The little SD card was hidden inside Ben’s phone case. I’m pretty sure Ben breathed a sigh of relief when we boarded our Air New Zealand flight in Vancouver. I was pleased to get to Canada; being a Commonwealth country, it has always felt a little bit like home, but when the Air New Zealand flight took off with us on board, I finally breathed and relaxed. 
 

Chapter Four:
[Ronnie: Here we go.]
 
 
Sometimes I wake up to the birds singing. Other days I wake to the dulcet tones of my cousin Donald pretending to berate his other half for causing him to run late. Mostly these days, I wake to my husband holding two mugs of coffee and letting the deliciousness waft over me. Today I woke up to none of those things. I woke up to an alarm at three in the morning so I could get into position to surveil someone by four. Two teams of two. Two cars. Talk about jet lag. I couldn’t have jumped back into work any harder if I tried. I was knackered and then I had to write a report before I forgot all the minute details. I sat in the car as the sun rose, typing up notes from the early morning surveillance gig and getting input from my sidekick for the morning, Adam, on how he thought it went. At eight, we hit Maccas drive-thru and ordered breakfast and coffee. I dropped Adam home and carried on to the office.
 
The fourth time the phone on the front desk rang, I wondered if we’d really left, all the days had smooshed together. Despite my exhaustion, I was functioning fairly well. 
Something Ben said popped into my mind, ‘Jet lag is the price of temporal dislocation.’ Thinking we were time travellers caused a smile. I glanced up from writing a report, for a job I’d finished before our impromptu holiday, to find Steph and Jenn staring at the phone. They were not smiling. That could only mean one thing. Nana was calling. 
“Anyone going to get that?” 
They shook their heads. Steph sighed. “This is the fourth time in the last two hours.”
“You didn’t mention Nana rang,” I replied as I added the last comment to the report I was working on. With the backdrop of Nana leaving a message, I sent the report to the client and a copy to Steph for billing purposes. “You could’ve transferred the call to me.”
“We could’ve, but …” Steph and Jenn appeared in front of my desk. Jenn placed a stack of sticky notes on my desk blotter. “From Nana, Ester, and Frankie.”
“Oh,” I replied. “You’ve had a morning then.” A smidge of guilt wriggled in my stomach, or maybe I was hungry. Hard to know. 
Steph shook her head. “We’ve had two days of this joy.” I was trying to work out what day it was without looking at my computer screen for help. We’d travelled back in time on Tuesday, did a job Wednesday, left Wednesday, so it must be Friday, if I account for the travelling forward in time to come home. That was more than two days, but I wasn’t about to argue. 
Jenn pulled a chair over and sat down. Steph followed suit. 
I waited, knowing one of them was going to talk. It was Jenn. “We need to talk about your Nana.”
“Perhaps we should change our phone number?” I suggested. I was only half joking. 
“That’s an idea, but I’m afraid we would have to change our cell numbers as well,” Jenn said. “Because you were working a surveillance job and unreachable … she’s been ringing the office and us.”
“I’m sorry. Really, sorry.” Everyone thought I was on a surveillance job, because that seemed better than trying to explain a short trip offshore, and why we took that short trip.
Steph nodded, her blonde hair flicked back as her head came up. “We know. We do. Just ring the woman back, for the love of Pete, ring her back.”
Jenn smiled. “And now you must pay the Nana tax. You’re shouting lunch.”
I picked up my phone. “Fair enough. You decide where we are going or what we’re having, and I’ll ring Nana.”
“We know what we want,” Steph replied with a smile. “We want to go to Mayfair and enjoy a lovely lunch and a beer.”
“Right. I’ll ring Nana.” I glanced at my phone when the screen lit up with an incoming call. “Speaking of the old one.” I swiped my finger across the screen. Steph and Jenn vacated to their own desks. “Hello, Nana. What’s happening?”
“You are very hard to get hold of, young lady.” Nana did not sound happy. 
“Sorry, Nana, I was working.”
“Yes, dear, Stephanie and Jennifer told me. I couldn’t find Benjamin either. I suppose he was on set.” She did not sound pleased. “I have to report a suspicious conversation.”
Bollocks.
“To me or the police?”
“You, of course, Veronica,” she sniped. “At the Miro Street café yesterday morning with the girls, we overheard a conversation between two men.”
“Eavesdropping, Nana?”
“It was very hard not to hear them. They were at the very next table.”
“What happened?”
“Well, one man was already there when we arrived. There weren’t many tables left; it was a busy day for the café.” She took a breath. “We’d ordered our coffees and cakes and were waiting at our table. The man was nearish, I suppose. Another man joined him, and before he sat down, he said, Foxtrot. The seated man replied, Foxtrot Sierra. What do you suppose that means?”
A smile tweaked the corners of my mouth. Was I about to tell Nana what Foxtrot Foxtrot Sierra meant or dodge the question? Dodge. Definitely dodge. That it happened just after we’d completed a mission code-named Foxtrot Sierra was a tad concerning though. 
“No idea, Nana. Anything else happen?”
“I think they exchanged something.”
“Both of them or one gave the other something?”
“Both,” Nana said. “I know what I saw, Veronica. I know what I heard.”
“I’ll look into it.” Then I had another thought. “Did Ester write descriptions?”
“Yes, she did,” Nana said with a hint of pride. 
“Can she send me the descriptions?”
“One moment, dear.” There was general chatter in the background. I waited for Nana to come back. “Are you there?”
“Yes, Nana.”
“Ester said she will send the photo of the descriptions to your phone.”
“Great. Thank you. I’ll get back to you when I know what’s going on.”
“Thank you, Veronica.”
I hung up. 
“Sorted,” I said to Jenn and Steph, who were staring at me from their desks. “And I didn’t have to tell Nana what the phrase she heard meant, either.”
“What phrase?” Jenn asked.
“Foxtrot Foxtrot Sierra.”
“Oh, for fucks sake,” Steph replied, laughing. “How’d she hear that?”
“Ah, from two suspicious men at a café.” My phone pinged, and I saw a text with an attachment from Ester. I quickly copied the description to a notebook. It didn’t ring any bells, so I didn’t think I’d come across the men recently. “I’m going to tidy up the cage. Come get me about one, and we’ll go for lunch.” 
I went down the hall and unlocked the supply room, also called the cage. 
My phone buzzed in my hand. I stared at the screen. There was an incoming call from an unknown phone. Not Nana this time. I hadn’t rung Genesis, but that is how I usually get contacted.
“Ronnie speaking.”
“Uncle George here,” the robotic voice said. Today Genesis, aka Uncle George, chose a robot voice changer. I’d never heard his real voice. Or hers. I’m not a hundred percent sure who Uncle George is, but I do have my suspicions, and those suspicions live in the Marlborough Sounds. “You there, Ronnie?”
“Yep, sorry. Problem?”
There was a click and a pause before the robotic voice spoke again. “There is a potential problem looming.”
“What do you need?”
“Be vigilant. Let me know if you hear anything.”
“I hear all sorts of things on a daily basis. I’m going to need more than that.”
Silence for a beat.
“A digital device containing a European Non-Official Cover list was stolen from a safe in Budapest two days ago.”
“Who does it belong to?”
“The email was a burner, and it didn’t say.”
“Would the mysterious contact say if it was a Genesis NOC list, and is it going to end up in Upper Hutt?” I know I sounded a tad incredulous, and really I shouldn’t be because it’s not the first missing thing to be in Upper Hutt, or the first major illegal trade to happen here.
“Not necessarily, but be aware that a lot of foreign nations will be looking to get hold of it, and there will be some sort of trade.”
“Don’t suppose it matters whose NOC list it is, there are lives at stake no matter what.”
I leaned against the big safe on the back wall. What were the odds of Nana stumbling across a trade and not just two men thinking they were funny and having a laugh by using a passphrase? 
The odds were unfortunately in Nana’s favour. 
“If I get any more info, I’ll send it your way,” Uncle George said.
“You should have a courier packet today.”
“Good work. Any problems?”
“Just one. I’m sure Ben has included our mission after-action report in the courier packet.”
The robotic voice said goodbye and hung up, leaving me staring at the screen as it dimmed. Surely Nana did not stumble upon an exchange over a NOC list? I pushed the idea that Nana actually had something out of my mind and continued moving things around on the shelves and tidying everything. I had no idea how it even got untidy to start with, but things do. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t get the missing list out of my mind. Some nations call the people that have no official cover, illegals. They are illegal, no two ways about it. Often they were deep, deep embedded in the country they were placed in. Their lives were just like their neighbours’. No one would know that they were really espionage agents working for another country. Some couples had children that grew up within the cover, and those kids had no idea who their parents were. It was very reminiscent of that television series, ‘The Americans’, except someone stole a list and that list not only endangered the people on the NOC, but their families, both real and manufactured, and friends, and neighbours. If the list got out, people would die. It was that simple. The missing list reminded me of Alex the influencer and her fake family. I did not dwell on that. She was a piece of work. We thought she was testifying in a trial, but it turned out she was a deep cover operative. Her, and her fake family. I shook that nonsense out of my head. That’s a big, no thank you, from me.
Nana popped back into my conscious mind. I really hoped she hadn’t stumbled upon what Uncle George was talking about. He should receive our packet in the next few hours. I glanced at my watch to confirm the time. I wondered what was on the tiny SD card we brought back? To send us to get it instead of sending it by courier meant it was something valuable in America, but fine for us to courier from here to the South Island. In fact, because we had no address for Genesis, aka Uncle George, we had to send the packet to Crockett’s friend Dane Wesson, who now lived in Picton. Dane then couriered the packet to another address in Marlborough, and it would be picked up from there by someone else. After that, who knows? 

Chapter Five:
[Ronnie: Are we sure?]
 
 
Jenn, Steph, and I had a fabulous lunch at Mayfair. We managed to kill two hours eating, drinking, and laughing. It thoroughly restored us. I wasn’t as tired as I had been. Getting up at stupid o’clock is not my favourite thing; jet lag is definitely not my favourite thing. But catching up with cases that were closed while I was away was entertaining. Someone doing what we suspected they were doing between the hours of four and five a.m. gave us a satisfying amount of closure for our client. 
“Tell me again?” Jenn asked.
“Enzo thought the guy was sneaking around his ex’s house in the early hours of the morning, moving things in the garden. And leaving calling cards.” Steph’s nose wrinkled at the mention of calling cards.
“Was he?” I asked.
“Yeah. We followed him from his house two suburbs away to his ex’s. He went into the backyard with a shovel and dug up a shrub and moved it from the back to the front.”
“What on earth?” I laughed. “Oh my god, what is wrong with people?”
“No clue,” Jenn said. “There he was digging up a shrub and replanting it somewhere else and, wait for it … pooping in the hole where the plant used to be.”
Steph spluttered her beer all over the table. 
“How long had it been going on?” I asked.
“Weeks. He’d move plants one day and leave his calling card, then a few days later he’d move another one … he even put some back.”
“What was he doing? Playing chess with shrubbery?” Steph sipped her beer.
“It seems a little bit like that. Shrubs and shite,” I replied, making Steph struggle to swallow her mouthful. “The poor woman was starting to think she was going mad.” 
“Good resolution then. Bet she was relieved,” Steph said, chuckling. 
“I’m going to go take care of the bill and then head home. I’m knackered,” I said.
“Thanks for lunch,” Jenn said with a smile. 
“See you tomorrow,” Steph called as I walked up to the till. I waved. Then swept my card over the pay-wave doohickey on the EFTPOS machine and left. 
 
Twenty minutes later, I stared out my bedroom window at the mostly blue sky. Ben was filming today, so he wouldn’t be home until much later. I bet he wasn’t faring better than I was in the jet lag department.
Birds chirped and squawked. A tui chased a sparrow around a tree. Tuis were notorious ratbags. A fluffy white cloud caused a shadow for a moment. The bird noises stilled. Portend of things to come? A slight rumble in the distance told me what was wrong. Romeo whined and leaned against me just as the house shook. It rattled from the foundations to the roof. Donald squealed from the lounge. I pegged it as a four-point-five on the Ronnie Scale. I don’t get excited about earthquakes unless I can’t stand up straight. Then you know it’s worth your while. 
“It’s okay, Donald. Wasn’t a biggie,” I called out and walked down the hallway to find him. He was in the lounge doorway, clinging to the door frame so hard his knuckles blanched. That’s quite impressive given his Māori heritage and gorgeous brown skin. My skin was slightly on the olive side, but his was beautiful. 
“What if that was just a precursor?”
“It’s unlikely.”
“You don’t know that.” He loosened his grip on the wooden door frame, then readjusted his hands. “We could be sucked into liquefaction at any minute.”
“We won’t be. We’re fine.” I smiled at him and hoped it conveyed peace and calmness.
“I need Enzo!”
“Nothing happened. Look,” I pointed at the framed family photo on the wall. “The photo didn’t even move. It was a little one. Honestly, Donald, there is nothing to worry about.” 
We’ve got bigger problems than an earth tantrum.
He took a shaky breath. “What does Geonet say?”
I opened the app on my phone. “It was a four-point-six off the coast of Seddon, and it was twenty kilometres deep.”
“How many today?”
“Just a couple. And that was the only one close.”
He nodded. “All right then.”
“Shall we go sit down?”
“I think I’ll stay here for a minute or two.” 
“Okay.” I knew better than to push him. Patience. Kindness. Calmness. “How about I put the jug on?”
“Yes, please. Tea.”
“Tea. Coming right up.” I went into the kitchen, filled the jug, and switched it on. It had just started to bubble when the door to the stairs opened. Enzo appeared. 
“Where is he?” he asked.
“Lounge doorway. I’m making tea.”
Enzo grinned. “Good idea.” He gave me a quick kiss on my cheek and whispered, “How bad is it?”
“Been worse,” I said, matching his tone. “You weren’t here for the 7.8 in twenty-sixteen, and you can count yourself lucky.” That one even rattled me a bit. There’s something unnerving about being repeatedly hit by a door trying to close when you can’t stand up straight in a doorway because the house is moving so much.
Donald’s voice rang out. “Is that my husband I hear, or is it a panic illusion?”
“It’s me, Lover.”
Enzo joined Donald. I made a pot of tea. A good, strong black tea. My darling cousin was also going to need sugar. 
I filled a tray with mugs, a milk jug, a packet of Gingernuts, and a sugar bowl. Enzo popped back in to give me a hand carrying everything into the lounge. I took the teapot and he carried the tray. By the time the tea was brewed and poured, Donald was sitting on the couch with Enzo. I got a treat for Romeo, which he took to his bed. He didn’t enjoy earthquakes any more than Donald, but they didn’t bother him as much as fireworks. 
“This is good tea,” Enzo said. 
“Thank you,” I replied, dunking a Gingernut in mine. “Been busy since you wrapped up the early morning garden stakeout?”
He shook his head slowly. “Best if we don’t discuss that one.”
I chuckled. “Agreed.”
“I was working a little theft job,” Enzo replied. “I sent the report and billing info to Steph just before I got home.”
“Cool.”
One of the best business decisions we’d made in the last year was bringing Enzo into the business. He’s no slouch. He worked deep undercover for ASIO inside an Australian/American gang for a good long while. He also did a few tours of the sandbox. He’s good at getting information out of people. Enhanced interrogation is frowned upon out in the world, but in some situations, that’s the only way you get someone to talk. Enzo is especially skilled in that regard. He’s also part-time ASIO and now full-time with me, Jenn, and Steph. The four of us are partners. It started out with me, Jenn, and Steph. Then we added Enzo permanently to the partnership. We have eight full-time employees. Business is good. My side hustle is also good and pays very well. 
“You all right?” Enzo asked.
“Yes, why?” I replied.
“Because I was talking to you and I don’t think you were aware.”
I smiled at him. “Sorry.”
“Anything you want to share?”
“Just letting my tired brain rest,” I said, and reached for another Gingernut. 

Chapter Six:
[Mitch: Family business.]
 
 
Grace’s voice echoed in the stairwell as she called for me. “Daddy! Daddy!” The yelling was accompanied by feet thumping up the stairs from the living room. Two sets of feet. 
I leaned over the bannister in time to see both girls on the landing near the front door.
“What’s all the noise?” I asked.
Isabella and Grace stopped moving and looked up at me. I saw a cell phone in her hand. For a moment, I thought it was the landline phone. Way out here, we still have a landline. Just in case. I didn’t hear a phone ring. Perhaps I was concentrating on the developing New Zealand situation. 
Grace hauled in a breath. “Daddy! Uncle Chris is on the phone!”
“Ah, I see. You’d better bring the phone to me.” 
They hurried up the next flight of stairs. I took the phone, my cell phone, from Grace’s hand. “He’s coming to visit,” she said with a big smile. 
I lifted the phone in my hand until I could see my brother’s face. 
“Hey ya, Chris,” I said with a grin. “I think Gracie spilled the beans.”
“She sure did. We’re in Wellington. Arrived an hour ago.” 
“Bye, Daddy,” Isabella said as they ran back down the stairs to the living area. 
“You coming down?” I sat in my desk chair. Sun streamed across the floor from the large windows across the room. 
“Yes. Flying to Blenheim later today.”
“Would you like us to come get you?”
“No need, Mitch. I’ve booked a rental car. It’ll be waiting for us at the airport.”
“Us?”
“I have Susan and Harley with me.”
“Great! The girls will flip when they see you all.”
“I’m sure they’ve grown like wildlings since we last saw them.”
“Yeah, they have.” 
“Looking forward to catching up, Bro. See you about five.”
“Fantastic. Looking forward to it.” 
Chris grinned and ended the call. Okay. A family visit. A family visit all the way from Virginia. Not as if it’s just up the road. Chris seemed all right, but I have to wonder why they’re here and why I didn’t hear about the trip. No doubt I’d find out. I did a quick mental inventory of the pantry, fridge, and freezer. The freezer was full of beef and lamb. I didn’t have to worry about meat. 
My memory kicked up a notch, and I remembered Chris was taking some of our new toys to a warfare and technology fair in France. Guess they opted to visit on the way home. I shoved my cell phone into my front jeans pocket and headed down the first flight of stairs to the entrance way and laundry room. From the big freezer in there, I took a couple of packs of steak and some meat patties. A barbecue would be the easiest thing. I carried the meat down the next flight of stairs and into the kitchen. It’d probably thaw in time just sitting on the bench. I checked the pantry and the fridge. We did need a few things. 
“Girls?” They were in the living room watching television.
Isabella turned her head to see what I wanted. Grace was caught up in whatever show they were watching. 
“Girls. Shoes, hoodies, we’re going into town.”
“Yay!” Isabella squealed as she scrambled to her feet from the floor. 
Grace peered around the corner at me. “Are they really coming?”
“They are.” 
Grace jumped to her feet and grabbed a pink hoodie from the couch. “Hooray!”
“Who is coming?” Isabella asked as she wrapped her arms around my waist. 
I hugged her back. “Uncle Chris, Auntie Susan, and your big cousin Harley.” Harley recently finished a graduate degree in computer science. She’s the proud holder of a Master’s degree from MIT. 
“Okay, Daddy.”
I smoothed some wayward strands of her hair. “We’ll go grocery shopping. And they’ll be here for dinner this evening. I’ll get my keys while you two go to the bathroom.”
Grace grabbed Isabella’s hand and towed her towards the bathroom. 
I did a quick check to make sure all the deck doors were locked. Then I gathered my keys and wallet before locking the back door. The chatter from the bathroom told me the girls were almost ready. Grace rushed past me with her pink hoodie dangling from her hand and up the stairs to her room. She appeared by the stairs with a purple hoodie in her hand. Isabella was wearing purple. I knew what they were up to. They were planning to trick the incoming family. I could tell them apart, but others couldn’t. The fun of identical twins. They’d really embraced the twin factor now they were coming up on nine. It would be interesting to see how Chris and Susan responded to their games. 
“You’re smiling. Are you looking forward to seeing Uncle Chris?” Grace said, tugging at my hand. “Is it time to go?”
“I’m happy, it will be good to have Chris here,” I said. “And yes.” I looked down the stairs. “Isabella, come on.”
I opened the door. Isabella appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “You are rushing me,” she replied with a hint of attitude.
An hour later, I parked at New World in Blenheim. The girls pointed at McDonald’s. “Can we have McDonald’s for afternoon tea?” Isabella asked in her sweetest voice.
“I don’t see why not,” I said, as we exited the car. “Let’s get the groceries done first.” I opened the trunk and grabbed a chiller bag full of reusable grocery bags. I handed the chiller bag to Grace. Isabella took my left hand, and Grace my right. We crossed the parking lot and walked into the supermarket. The girls trailed behind me as I filled the cart with what I knew we needed, and things I thought we’d enjoy, and a few special treats for the incoming family. It was time they learned to fully appreciate Whittaker’s Chocolate and Griffins biscuits, and cheese. New Zealand has incredible cheese. I finished the shopping off with a couple of boxes of Panhead beer and a few local wines. With everything stowed in the trunk, I took the kids to McDonald’s. My phone pinged a few times while we sat at our chosen table and waited for our order. I glanced at the phone screen. Jonathan Tierney. I didn’t expect to be getting texts from him. There was something unnerving about him reaching out. I decided I’d wait until later to read and respond. 
Grace moved the number on the table around. Isabella moved it back. Rinse and repeat. I wished our lunch would hurry up. As tempted as I was to stop the girls from moving the plastic number and making the grating noise across the table, I didn’t. They were being kids and hurting nothing and no one. The building sense of dread within me was not their problem, but it sure wasn’t helped by the noise. I refocused my attention on my girls and not what they were doing. I narrowed in on their laughter and thought happy thoughts. A tug somewhere deep within me filled my mind with rainbows and laughter, but it wasn’t my girls; it was my deceased wife. The most unlikely Pollyanna of them all. A take-no-shit SAC with the FBI who led specialist teams and dealt with the worst of mankind on a daily basis, and she still saw rainbows and goodness. 
Isabella bumped her arm into mine. I blinked, and the rainbows were gone. Life was back. Our life. Our different life. A server placed a tray in the middle of the table and removed the number. New Zealand was way ahead of the US when it came to service in McDonald’s restaurants. Table service was the best idea they’d ever had. The girls took their burgers and fries. I passed them napkins and opened their bottles of water for them. 
I’d taken a bite of my Big Mac when my phone rang. I turned it over to see who was calling me. Jonathan Tierney. First texts, then a phone call. That can’t be good. I declined the call but sent an automated message. Saying I’d call him back in twenty minutes.

Chapter Seven:
[Ronnie: Is it though?]
 
 
Our old greyhound stood, stretched, and walked toward the kitchen. I’d heard the car as well. I knew Romeo had ambled over to the stairwell door to wait for Ben. It was part of his routine now. Our boy wasn’t getting any younger, but he still had a zest for life and love for his humans. 
Once I heard Ben greet Romeo, I joined them in the kitchen. “Welcome home,” I said, planting a kiss on his lips.
His arms encircled me as he kissed me back. “Good to be home.”
Romeo nudged us, then went back to his bed.
“How was your day?” 
“Long. This season, the writers have really cranked it up.” He grinned at me. 
I smiled. He said that about every season. He really did enjoy working on the show. That was handy, seeing as he was the lead actor; the man everyone wanted to see on the screen. I’m not going to lie and pretend that sixty percent of the world’s female population wasn’t pissed when he married me. Nor was I going to pretend I wasn’t a bit smug about it. Life. It is what it is.
“How tired are you?”
“Could’ve done with today in bed with you. Jet lag is no joke.”
“Same. You’ll never guess what Nana said today.” I smiled at Ben when I stepped back. “Unless you’re too tired to hear about Nana?”
He took my hand. “Never too tired for you. Donald, Enzo?”
“Lounge,” I replied.
“Are we joining them?” 
“Yeah, why not? Want a beer?”
“Yep.”
Ben grabbed two beers from the fridge and slid them into beer cosies. No one wants a cold hand or condensation rings on the coffee tables. 
“Good idea,” Enzo said when we walked into the lounge with our beers. He jumped to his feet and headed for the kitchen.
Donald called after him, “Wine, please!”
My darling cousin had never had a beer, to the best of my knowledge. 
Enzo returned, and all eyes were on me to find out what Nana said.
“She rang everyone constantly over the last two days because we were working.” I tipped my head to include Ben in my ‘we’. “Nana rang again this morning, and she said they’d come across two suspicious men at the Miro Street Café. One approached a table and said Foxtrot, and the other replied Foxtrot Sierra.”
Donald roared with laughter. “Oh, lawd!”
“She asked me what it meant.” I sipped my beer. 
Ben’s eyes widened. “You didn’t?”
“No. I didn’t. I said I would look into it. Ester sent me their descriptions.”
Ben chuckled. Enzo did his very best to remain composed. “What will you tell her?”
“More than likely that it was something they said to each other for a laugh. Sounds all codeword and exotic to her, I suppose.”
“That’s not all, is it?” Donald said, reining in his laughter and squeaking words
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