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I’m a believer in ‘try before you buy.’

There’s nothing worse than forking out your hard-earned cash on a doozy and regretting it.

I don’t want stinky reviews.

I want you to love my work and feel like you got value for money.

All the novels below are free series starters.

If you’d like to be part of that, then click the link below.

I will take care of your email address and won’t be sharing it or spamming you.

Ain’t nobody got time for that.
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I promise not to send Rohan Andreyev after you...maybe.
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I assure you they’re all up to no good.

Yes please, I’d love my free novels
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

1

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Hammer Pin

[image: image]


The knot in Wiremu’s chest grew to the size of a boulder as the police car positioned itself behind him on the narrow road. Flashing blue and red lights strobed against the pine trees lining the hill to his left, creating a haze of alarm. Other motorists streamed past, crossing the centre line to avoid clattering with the officer emerging from his vehicle as he settled a fluorescent yellow jacket over his shoulders. They slowed to give them enough time to peer at the unfortunate teenager in the borrowed truck, but the darkness and glittering headlights masked the embarrassed flush lighting Wiremu’s cheeks.

With shaking fingers, Wiremu hauled on the handbrake and knocked the truck out of gear. It took two stabs of the button near the door handle to force the side window to lower. He scrabbled in the jacket laid on the passenger seat, extracting his wallet and flipping it open. The cocky face which peered at him from the laminated driving licence looked like a different person. A lot had changed in three years.

“Good evening, sir.” The police officer bent to get eye contact with him and Wiremu held his breath. “Can I see your driving licence, please?”

Wiremu held it out between them and the officer took it. He shone a torch onto the photograph before glancing back at the driver with a furrow appearing between his brows. “Du Rose,” he murmured. “Why do I know that name?”

Wiremu cleared his throat to alleviate the pressure from the boulder, which had forced the air into his gullet and made it difficult to breathe. “I don’t know, officer,” he replied, keeping his tone deferential. He didn’t want trouble, knowing it would cause him to fall at the first hurdle. “Did I do something wrong?” he risked asking, his chest rising and falling faster than usual.

“Is this your vehicle?” The cop bent again at the waist, the fabric of his jacket rustling in the sharp breeze blowing up from the south.

Wiremu pursed his lips. If he told the truth, the officer might call his uncle, but if he lied, then what? His mind stalled on the notion of lying and what kind of lie might smooth the way rather than making it worse.

Nothing. His brain produced nothing helpful.

He cleared his throat again. “It’s my uncle’s. He lent me a fleet vehicle for my new job.”

“Here?” The man raised a dirty blond eyebrow and glanced ahead of him along the darkened road. No streetlights softened the eerie lane, with the pine trees rustling in the breeze.

“Yes sir.” Wiremu swallowed. “I’m working at Horse’s Farm on the Pirongia Road starting tomorrow.”

“Right.” The officer took a step back and licked his lips. “For Vaughan?”

“Yeah.” Wiremu nodded with more enthusiasm. “General farm work.”

“Wait here.” The sleeves of his jacket crinkled as the officer tapped the driving licence against his opposite palm. “What’s your uncle’s name?”

“Logan Du Rose.” The boulder slipped into his stomach as he said the name, failure burning like a hot coal in his gut.

The officer’s boots crunched against loose grit as he walked back to his patrol car and sank into the driver’s seat. He closed the door against the wind and turned on the interior light. Wiremu watched in the rear-view mirror as the man’s lips moved in conversation with the control operator. He braced himself for the inevitable crushing of his dreams as the chance encounter threatened to unravel his carefully made plans.

“Idiot!” he rebuked himself. “Should have refused the truck.” He shook his head, knowing he couldn’t have done that without suspicion. The boulder of worry grew until it pressed against his spine and threatened his circulation. The cop opened his door and stepped out of the vehicle. His easy gait carried him back to Wiremu’s side.

“That all checks out,” he concluded. Long fingers with wide knuckles handed back the driving licence. Wiremu almost dropped it as he accepted the smooth plastic card, his fingers shaking.

“Why did you stop me?” His tone carried an edge of suspicion. The police force had worked hard to expunge the poisonous thread of racism from their ranks, but living with darker skin often attracted an insipid unconscious bias.

The cop nodded towards the back of the truck. “Dodgy taillight. Might be a loose connection.” He lifted his chin and pointed to the lever next to Wiremu’s right knee. He displayed his knowledge of the vehicle type by knowing of the lever’s existence, though the darkness hid it from view. “Pop the trunk and I’ll take a look.”

Wiremu’s fingers scrabbled until he found the lever, though he had to dip his head to ensure he pulled the right one. A clunk indicated the unlocking of the rear tailgate, and the cop scrunched around to the back of the truck. Unsure whether to get out of the vehicle, Wiremu followed at a safe distance. He released the catch for his seat belt and slid down from the driver’s seat, careful not to appear threatening. Already over six feet tall and with muscles created from manual labour, he could intimidate smaller men without trying. He edged around the back of the truck and watched the cop’s deft fingers as he peered into the flat bed of the truck.

“Can you hold that for me?” The cop glanced back at Wiremu and held out his torch.

“Okay.” Wiremu took a step towards him, grasping the heavy light and leaning over to shine it into the cavity. He used his other hand to raise the canopy and afford them more room.

A click sounded and red light beamed from the unit in the police officer’s hand. “Got it,” he said with a satisfied sigh. “These Toyota utes suffer from faulty connections sometimes. The plastic gets brittle in the heat. You’ll need it replaced at your next service.”

“Thanks.” Wiremu waited until the cop lifted the tailgate and set the canopy back into place. He tapped the metal chassis with an index finger before accepting back his torch.

“Nice truck,” he commented. “Few people would trust someone your age with one of these.”

Wiremu nodded in acknowledgement of a truth. “He’s a good bloke.” A sharp intake of cold air cut across his confession before he could make it. Logan’s faith in him wouldn’t last, not when he found out what he’d done. What he wanted to do.

“Is that all, sir?” he asked. The moment contained an awkwardness back lit by the patrol car’s lights, still strobing into the darkness. Another motorist edged around them, crossing onto the other side of the road and slowing. Wiremu jerked aside as the cop raised his hand, turning it into a wave at the last minute. The passing ute driver pipped the horn in acknowledgement.

Embarrassed by his obvious suspicion, Wiremu floundered. “Thanks for your help,” he gushed, his words tumbling over themselves in his haste to escape. “Please, may I go now?”

“Yeah, sure.” The cop nodded and held out his hand. “Welcome to town. It’s not much, but we like it.”

Wiremu stared down at the pale fingers as the red and blue lights kissed the man’s skin and gave it a purple hue. He took his hand and gave it a moderate shake, careful not to crush the fine bones.

“Wiri Du Rose,” he replied, his voice wavering. He’d told his employer a different surname, adopting his mother’s maiden name to avoid awkward questions. But the cop had seen his driving licence, and it created the first of many cracks in Wiri’s story. He forced a smile onto his lips and prayed he didn’t cross paths with the cop again.

They parted company, the cop deactivating the strobing lights and pulling onto the road with the roar of a diesel engine. Wiri gave the man a feckless wave, his complexion pale and sickly through the side window. As the taillights of the patrol car disappeared along the lane, he pushed his shaking palms beneath his thighs and rested his forehead against the steering wheel. The exhaled breath took his recriminations with it. “Should have said no to the truck,” he murmured.
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His phone’s satellite navigation picked a fight with him five painful minutes later. The irritating female voice told him he’d reached his destination, her tone becoming more hysterical with each reminder.

“I haven’t!” he complained. His mind flicked back to the email from his new boss in which he’d given rough directions. “He said fifteen minutes out of town and on the left.” He slowed the truck to a crawl and peered through the darkness. His headlights lit up the road ahead, crossing to a point in the distance. Switching them onto full beam provided little relief, showing another stretch of empty road identical to the last few kilometres. Headlights shone on the horizon, tiny pinpricks from an approaching vehicle.

“You have reached your destination,” the soft voice intoned.

“I haven’t!” Wiri ground his teeth until his jaw ached. The screen zoomed out to show a dense green area, a lake and the narrow, snaking road south. Wiri closed his eyes and imagined the algorithms rationalising the information. When he looked up, he found the view hurtling towards the bright red pin stuck into the road on the screen as though attempting to prove the narrator spoke the truth. He wondered if a secret club of artificial intelligence navigation narrators ever got together in an alternate reality and laughed at the stupidity of their drivers. He pulled the truck onto the narrow verge and retrieved the mobile phone from its cradle, cursing as his wallet fell from the passenger seat to the floor and bounced against the carpet.

“You have reached your destination.” The female voice added more emphasis, as though pleading with him. Her heavy twang hurt his teeth and jarred with the softer vowel sounds of home.

“Let’s check the email,” he muttered, pressing the icon on his screen. He groaned at the complete lack of a signal as the app refused to load. The map worked on a stored memory of the route which he’d set the day before in secret.

Headlights flared like a sunburst in his peripheral vision and a diesel engine slowed. Wiri glanced up to find the police car stopped next to him. “Are you lost?” the cop asked.

Wiri’s reluctant nod oozed failure and defeat. “Yeah.” He sighed.

“You have reached your destination.” The sentence contained hope as though appealing to the police officer for affirmation.

He smiled, displaying perfect white teeth. “I don’t know why that always happens here.” A light laugh slipped from his chest. “But Vaughan’s place is about two kilometres further on and to the left. It’s not signposted but look for the lights on the hill and turn into the gateway. You’ll go over a cattle grid and onto a dirt road. Drive up to the house and he’ll hear you if he’s around.”

“Thanks.” Wiri dropped his useless phone onto his jacket. He exhaled and viewed the road ahead. “Again.”

“No worries. Catch you later.” The cop waved a hand through his side window at the same moment his dashboard radio crackled. He pressed on the gas and eased the patrol car along the road towards the town.

“Not if I see you first,” Wiri whispered under his breath. He pulled onto the road and increased the truck’s speed, raking the view ahead for signs of a gateway. The forestry block ended with such abruptness, it took Wiri’s breath away as the Milky Way burst to life overhead. The contour of the road flattened and the breakneck bends gave way to a gentler camber.

Lights twinkled as though suspended in the air as Wiri pushed the truck along a straight piece of road. Unlike the glaring whiteness of the stars, these held the yellow hue of man-made bulbs. He slowed in time for his headlights to catch the glint of a metal pole to the left and a wide gateway yawned over a cattle grid.

Nerves vied with relief as he made the turn and clanked over the heavy steel poles. The truck juddered and shook and his phone joined his wallet in the foot well. His headlights bounced over post and rail fencing. A cool breeze filtered through the open window and stroked dry the sweat on his brow.

The house grew in size as Wiri followed the steep driveway through the foothills of the mountain. It lifted its chin with pride at the valley below, though as he drew closer, Wiri spotted the tell-tale signs of neglect. The chimney sagged, not lining up with the front door next to it. An outside light cast the lines of the house into sharp relief, exposing all its faults with the combination of glow and shadow. Wiri ground his teeth, choosing not to care as he parked behind an ancient truck with an old-fashioned number plate. He’d made his choice and he would walk in it, no matter what looming disaster befell him.

Like a reprimand, the GPS blocker he’d plugged into the cigarette lighter flashed once, the telling red light stopping his uncle from tracking the fleet vehicle. He’d been unable to refuse Logan’s generosity without making a scene and so he’d relied on the internet purchase to provide a temporary solution.

Killing the engine and taking a deep, fortifying breath, Wiri climbed from the driver’s seat. He left his fallen phone and wallet and activated the central locking, tucking the key fob into the front pocket of his jeans. A sleek Mercedes saloon blocked the path he should have taken. Squaring his shoulders, he navigated it and walked the short distance towards the front of the house. A ranch slider lead onto a new deck, the pine still fresh and untreated. Wiri frowned at the stark contrast with the dilapidated building. Ghostly net curtains fluttered through an opening in the ranch slider and he paused and debated whether to knock on the window or continue towards the front door. “Door,” he whispered to himself, channelling the English woman who’d raised him. “It’s politer.” He angled his boots towards the peeling blue paint, the flickering porch light creating crawling shadows over the neglected surface. The scent of fresh wood filled his nostrils as he sprang up the two new steps and onto the deck.

He jumped aside as the ranch slider drew back with a hiss to create a yawning mouth. The net curtains made a bid for escape. A dark shape appeared, moving at speed sideways as it tangled with the flimsy material.

“Get out!” a male voice yelled. “And don’t come back or I’ll break your bloody legs! Then I’ll shoot you in the face!”

The shape became a person, shunting against Wiri in its attempt to remain upright. He released a grunt of pain and shoved with both hands, tipping the man’s balance and sending him off the edge of the deck. The man landed with a wail and sprawled in the dirt, the yellow glow of the porch light picking out the highlights of an expensive suit fabric. The net curtains lifted in the breeze and a briefcase flew beneath them before the boot which had drop-kicked it settled back to earth. “Take your crap and go,” the same voice growled. The case sent up a puff of dirt and the man grabbed it before turning onto hands and knees and using it to push himself upright.

“That’s assault! I’m calling the cops.” He dusted filth from his knees and closed his fingers around the handle of the case. Rising, he jabbed a finger at Wiri. “He’s my witness. You saw him assault me.”

The barrel of a shotgun poked through the gap in the ranch slider and the man gasped. A giant fought his way past the net curtains, his feet encased in boots heavy enough to have glued Wiri to the floor. The butt of the gun rested between the man’s shoulder and collarbone as he stepped over the metal frame of the ranch slider. Relaxed fingers supported the barrel and Wiri noticed what the panicked man didn’t. An index finger caressed the trigger guard without slipping inside it. He planned to scare but not to injure, despite his verbal threat. “You saw nothing, did you boy?” The gunman addressed Wiri without looking at him, his steps pausing for a reply.

Deciding he’d already told enough lies to send him straight to hell and into his ma’s bad books, Wiri added another, bigger one. “No sir,” he replied. “I saw nothing.”

“Liar!” the other man wailed. “Just you wait!”

“Go away Hendricks!” The giant ducked his head to sight his prey, and the man yelped and skittered backwards.

“You’ve done it now!” he called over his shoulder, though he didn’t elaborate on what the gunman had done besides kick his briefcase and threaten him with a gun. Wiri winced and his mind flicked back to the police officer just a few kilometres away. The giant snorted and swore. He lowered the shotgun, and the jointing clicked as he used the break-action to disable it. The other man fumbled with his car key before unlocking the Mercedes. Lights flashed both outside and inside the vehicle, illuminating it like a Christmas tree as he hurled himself into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. The engine fired, but he stalled it twice in his haste. Wiri held his breath as the man reversed at speed, narrowly missing swiping his truck as he performed a messy nine-point turn. Dust and grit peppered the deck as he stamped on the gas and careened along the bumpy driveway towards the road.

With a snort of disdain, the giant set the shotgun over his shoulder before wiping his hand on his jeans. Then he held it out to Wiri. “Wiremu Kingii?” he asked.

Wiri nodded and accepted the huge fingers in his hand. The man’s bulk made him feel like a child again, his hopes and fears overwhelming as they whirled around his head. An inner voice begged him to go home, confess, ask for mercy, and take his punishment. The voice sounded female, and he hardened his heart against her pleading. “Yes sir,” he replied. “I’m looking for Vaughan Hōiho.”

The giant smiled to reveal even teeth marred by a chip in the front left incisor. Glittering hazel irises held humour, crow’s feet creasing to join the curve of his cheekbones. “Well, kid, you found him,” he stated, dropping his hand to his side. “Welcome to Horse’s Farm in the ass end of nowhere. I hope you brought some wet weather gear with you, because the forecast says we’re in for a doozy of an autumn.”

He didn’t give the teenager a chance to reply. He yanked the net curtains to the side and pushed the gun through first, holding the fabric open for Wiri to follow.
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Wiri blinked against the light from a bare overhead bulb. A dilapidated sofa sagged along the back wall of a lounge and tattered rugs formed stepping stones across stripped boards to the kitchen. He jerked his thumb behind him. “I’ll fetch my gear,” he said, his voice sounding loud in the silent room.

Vaughan shook his head and propped the shotgun against the TV stand. “Na. I’ve put you in the house next door. Corey lived over the shed, but my wife wants to renovate the space.”

“Right.” Wiri focused his gaze on a line of wallpaper hanging halfway down the wall. It curled over as though in defeat, its mates on either side already gone to leave tufts of lining paper sticking to the plasterboard. Vaughan spun to follow his gaze.

“Leilah’s been stripping the wallpaper.” He ran a hand through his dark fringe and winced. The toe of his boot caressed a steamer parked haphazardly to his right. Water sloshed inside the drum. He exhaled, as though his wife’s renovations cost him more than financially. Then he looked up at Wiri and smiled, his face morphing into something akin to pure elation. “Women, hey?” he commented, and his eyes softened.

Wiri nodded, his mind flicking back to home and Logan and Hana. He’d seen the same goofy expression on his uncle’s face. Irritation bowled over by love. He cut off the image before it could remind him of Phoenix and everything he felt for her. “Who was that guy?” he demanded, his eyes narrowing to slits. “What did he want?”

Vaughan rubbed his right eye with the back of his hand. He let his fingers drop to his chin, the skin scratching across the stubble as he considered his answer. Then he sighed and shook his head. “He sells finance for farmers,” he said, his tone stilted. Dipping his body, he seized the shotgun and jerked his head towards a narrow hallway leading from the kitchen. “Let me lock this away, then we’ll head over to your place. Leilah went over to tidy up, so we’ll take your truck and I’ll come back with her.” He nodded at Wiri before his heavy tread took him out of sight.

Wiri spun on the spot, staring around him at the room. He’d taken the job after a series of emails, never considering that Vaughan might not be able to pay him. The financier’s visit after dark suggested he’d tried to catch the home owner at other times and failed. Wiri tapped nervous fingers against his thighs and stilled as his smart watch indicated a missed call on the phone still in the truck. He lifted his wrist and spun the dial at the same moment that his phone received a text and mirrored it through the Bluetooth on his watch. He relaxed upon seeing his cousin’s name.

‘All good here,’ Mac said. A smiley face reinforced his confidence in the ruse. Wiri blew out a breath and sank onto the sofa, wincing at the way the cushion dented to leave him sitting on the wooden board underneath it. Macky wouldn’t give him away unless his life depended on it. Limited hearing had isolated him from birth, but keen observation skills made him a silent witness to most of Wiri’s mischief. He knew about Phoenix and approved.

Wiri sighed as the air left his lungs. No one could withstand the might of Logan Du Rose. Not even Mac. If his uncle got wind of what he’d said and done, they’d all be in more trouble than any of them could imagine. The problem was that none of them really understood why.

“Ready?” Vaughan appeared in the doorway and strode across the kitchen. He snatched up a set of keys from the counter next to the kettle and jangled them against his palm.

“Yes, sir.” Wiri rose and dug his key fob from his jeans.

Vaughan blinked in surprise, long black lashes brushing against his unkempt fringe. “Na mate!” he exclaimed. “Just call me Vaughan.”

“Okay.” Wiri stepped towards the ranch slider and he slipped through the gap. The cool breeze nipped at his exposed arms and wound around his neck like icy fingers tightening a noose. He waited as Vaughan locked the door and turned towards the porch with a sigh.

“You’ll find the weather colder down here,” he commented, his tone soft. “Crazy when we’re still in the Waikato.”

Wiri nodded and stepped off the porch. He hadn’t lied about the work he’d done on the mountain farm, creating an impressive CV from his experience. Toby got him to write his own reference, signing it on the bonnet of a farm ute and leaving a messy signature scrawled through a line of dust. Asking Logan posed too much of a risk and would lead to questions. Guilt nibbled at the back of Wiri’s neck at how he’d taken advantage of Toby’s illiteracy to force through his plan.

Vaughan settled into the passenger seat of Wiri’s truck, dipping forward to collect the fallen wallet from the foot well. He placed it into the cup holder with the phone he’d retrieved from the seat. “It’s ringing,” he said, jerking his head towards the buzz as he fastened his belt.

“It’s fine.” Wiri started the engine, alarmed to see Logan’s name flash on the screen. “I’ll get it later.”

Vaughan stared around the truck with a frown, inhaling the newness before peering at the silent dashboard display. “Didn’t you connect it?” he asked, his fingers twitching as though he wanted to fix an unknown problem.

Wiri shook his head and cranked the gear lever into reverse. “Na. No point. I’m just borrowing it.”

Vaughan’s gaze dropped to the device plugged into the cigarette lighter and he frowned but didn’t ask. Instead, his attention turned to giving directions as Wiri bumped the truck along the driveway towards the road. Wiri exhaled with relief, driving with care, hoping to impress his new employer. He’d plugged in the jammer after reading the instructions which came with it in the box. The disjointed translation of the Chinese content suggested the device could inadvertently mess with the efficacy of his phone’s signal. The crazy, roundabout journey which the Google navigation subjected him to had proved the point. He’d only found the general location of Vaughan’s farm by stopping at a local garage and asking the attendant.

Reaching the main road and traversing the bone jarring cattle grid, Wiri checked the road twice before taking Vaughan’s direction to turn left. He sent a silent prayer to heaven that he wouldn’t encounter the police officer again in a hurry. Experience told him the cop’s curiosity would unravel his story within minutes.

He couldn’t risk that.
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The house next door made no sense. Wiri dumped his bag in the double bedroom and stared around him with a frown. He jumped as a woman stepped through the open doorway. Mahogany curls bounced in a ponytail at the back of her head, and her blue eyes sparkled in her slender face. She pointed at the pile of bedding folded into a tower on the mattress. “I’ll leave you clean sheets each week and there are towels in the airing cupboard in the hall.” She cocked her head and stared at him. “Is everything okay?”

Wiri nodded. Vaughan had made him remove his trainers on the porch and place them on a rack. After his disregard for the house next door, it had seemed a stark contrast in behaviour. But as Wiri looked around his new bedroom, it made perfect sense. The threads of a plush grey rug pressed through his socks to caress his toes. “It’s nicer than I expected,” he admitted. “I figured you’d shove me in a loft somewhere.”

The woman released a soft laugh. “That’s what my husband intended, but I have plans for the big shed. The lodger said he didn’t mind sharing. It makes his rent cheaper, and you’ll find it handy for work.” She took a step forward and Wiri noticed a woodenness in her stance. She used her right palm to cradle her left elbow as though it hurt. “I put some basics in the fridge to carry you through until you can visit the supermarket. Jet’s doing a run of night shifts, so you won’t see much of him until his rotation changes.”

“Right.” Wiri swallowed and his brow creased with a frown. He struggled to formulate the sentence in his head, hating to reject the woman’s hospitality at their first meeting. “I’m trying to raise money,” he said, the words tumbling over his reluctant tongue. “I can’t afford this.” He licked his lips and stared at an elegant painting on the wall behind her head.

The woman’s lips flattened into a line of sympathy. Her ponytail bounced as she shook her head. “Nothing’s changed from the earlier terms,” she said, her tone soothing. “Vaughan will pay you what he agreed.” Her blue irises glittered like diamonds in the white light from the bedside lamp. “We have money. We don’t need to cheat you.”

Wiri swallowed. Her statement rankled against everything he’d already observed of Vaughan. He’d arrived to find his new employer drop kicking a financier onto the driveway of his dilapidated house, yet his wife oozed ready cash and privilege. He gave himself a mental shake and sank onto the mattress, choosing to focus on his own problems instead of the stranger’s.

“Thanks,” he said, realising she’d waited for his answer. “I forgot to ask Vaughan what time he wanted me to start work in the morning.” He blinked against the scratchiness of his eyes as stress and exhaustion nipped at his psyche.

The woman turned to leave and stopped in the doorway. “Walk across the paddock at seven o’clock. You can have breakfast with us.” Her tentative smile lit up the room. “I’m Leilah, by the way. I hope you’ll be happy here.”

She left before giving Wiri a chance to reply and he sat on the bed and listened to her steps pad along the hallway towards the front of the house. He jumped as Vaughan’s head appeared around the door. “You find everything you need?” he growled.

“Yeah, thanks.” Wiri rose and dug his thumbs into his back pockets. The stance felt awkward, and he straightened his shoulders and tried to appear less afraid of the situation he’d walked into with such care and planning, but now regretted. “I’ll see you tomorrow at seven o’clock.”

Vaughan nodded and withdrew his head, closing the door behind him with a click. Wiri sank onto the mattress and pressed his fingers against his eyes. He’d grabbed his phone from the truck and stuffed it into his jeans pocket and it buzzed against his thigh. Wiri groaned.

Tugging the device free, he saw his aunt’s smiling icon flashing on the screen, her phone number strobing below it. Taking a deep breath, Wiri answered her call, keen not to raise suspicion. “Hey, Ma,” he said, forcing joviality into his voice. “How are you going?”

“Good sweetheart.” She sounded bright. Wiri swallowed the confession rising into his throat, realising too late how dangerous the interaction might prove. He’d never been able to lie to Hana. She possessed an uncanny foresight and saw through his deviousness in record time. “Did you have a safe journey?” The question held a veiled rebuke. He’d promised to text her.

Wiri cleared his throat. “I got a bit lost. The farm is quite hard to find.” He glanced around him at the plush bedroom. “The house I’m staying in is amazing,” he gushed. “They just finished renovating.” He’d said too much and knew it the moment her silence reached him.

“Oh,” she managed. “Aren’t you staying with the family?”

Wiri squeezed his eyes closed tight enough to create spots of lights which flashed behind his eyelids. “Yes.” He steered a more careful path through the truth, acknowledging the safety of staying as close to it as he dared. “They have two houses next door to each other.” He omitted the presence of a wide paddock between them.

“Logan didn’t mention that.” Hana exhaled with a sigh. “But I don’t think he’s visited for many years. How much warmer is it in the north?”

Wiri imagined her next sentence containing a threat to visit him and held his breath. His words emerged with a jolting edge to the consonants. “It’s not much different,” he said, crossing the fingers of his left hand behind his back. “I think there’s rain forecast for the next few days.”

“Boo,” Hana replied, and he sensed her lips turning down in sympathy. “The house is quiet without you. Mac is walking around like a left shoe looking for the right one.”

“Oh.” Wiri clenched his knees together to stop them from knocking. “How are Edin and Phoe?”

Hana snorted a laugh. “You only left this morning, sweetheart. Edin’s meant to be getting ready for youth group but started prettying herself an hour ago and hasn’t reappeared. Phoe went riding with Logan. I think it helps to clear her head after all the upset of the last few weeks.”

“Yeah.” Wiri dropped his head back to stare at the immaculate ceiling. The glow of the lamp cast shadows around the ceiling rose, stretching it into an oval and distorting the embossed plaster. He hated thinking about it, dwelling on thoughts of Phoenix kissing another boy. He swallowed, remembering how she’d almost died, the boulder rising through his stomach to press against his heart.

And then she’d kissed him, given him hope and presented him with her gift.

His fingers strayed to the top pocket of his duffel bag and he tugged the bracelet free. The beads shifted around the elastic, clinking against his fingers. He clasped it to his chest and released a sigh. A silence made him pull the phone away from his ear and glance at the screen. Then Hana’s voice crackled again. “Signal,” she said.

“Pardon?” Wiri brought the bracelet to his lips, the irony not wasted on him. The token of Phoenix’s forbidden love taunted her mother, nestling against the phone as she asked more questions.

“I said, the signal is terrible. Tell me something about your new job before we get cut off.”

“I’m not sure yet what he wants me to do,” he managed. “I start tomorrow. Just general labouring, I guess. The other guy left. But they seem like real nice people.”

“That’s great.” The connection crackled again. “I’m surprised it’s such a poor reception,” Hana repeated. “The signal keeps coming and going. Are you far from Kerikeri?”

Wiri held back the snort which threatened to escape. He wanted to confess he was miles away from the northern town, further in fact than her. Logan had made enquiries with the family member who ran a beef farm before leaving the rest to Wiri. He’d never said where he was headed, but nor had he stopped their naive assumption. “Yes,” he replied, steering close to the truth. “Miles away from Kerikeri. The signal is dodgy, but I’ll call when I can.”

“Okay sweetheart.” Hana sounded sad. “Keep us posted about how you’re doing.” She lowered her voice as Edin complained in the background. She said something about her fake eyelashes sticking to the mirror instead of her face. “I miss you,” Hana whispered.

“Thanks Ma.” His voice wavered. “I miss you too.” The statement formed the closest one to the truth of their entire conversation. The call ended, and he stared at the screen, knowing he missed her and wishing he could just throw himself on her mercy and beg for her help.

He shook his head and pressed the bracelet to his lips again before hiding it beneath his pillow. Hana might have understood his agony, but she’d prove no match for her husband.

No one would ever be good enough for his Phoenix, least of all the bastard son of the man who cut him open with a machete. And laughed as his intestines spilled out onto the dusty earth.
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Wiri woke before dawn the next morning, his watch alarm buzzing until he turned the dial. He lay on his back and imagined himself at home in his own bed, listening to Phoenix stretch and yawn in the room next door. He closed his eyes and imagined the way her hazel curls brushed her shoulders. She’d stumble to the bathroom, her ponytail askew from sleep and her nightdress twisted around her torso until the buttons lay over her left hip. He couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t love her.

Hana had raised him alongside her own children, scooping him up when his father absconded and the men in white coats came for his mother. He’d never doubted her love for him, and the notion of betraying her set off the familiar gnawing sensation in his guts.

Remembering Leilah’s promised breakfast, he forced himself to rise and hoped he could eat as the creature in his stomach clawed and bit.

Padding to the bathroom, Wiri sensed the presence of someone else in the house. He listened and a soft snore reached his hearing. The door at the end of the long hallway had stood open when he explored the night before, but someone had closed it while he slept.

Wiri rose onto his toes to deaden the sound of his steps as he continued his journey to the bathroom. He used the toilet and winced as the loud flush spat foaming water into the septic tank. Washing his hands and cleaning his teeth, he peered at his reflection in the mirror. The tiled wet room boasted a complicated control panel for the shower and he delayed investigating it until evening. Waking his flatmate after a night shift seemed a bad way to meet. He padded back to his room and dug in his duffel bag for a work shirt and jeans. His fingers coasted over the tattered fabric of his favourite shirt, its green and red checks faded from wear. Shaking his head, he tugged free a newer tee shirt and unrolled it on the bed. He added jeans and clean boxer shorts, but after pulling back the curtains; he added a heavier work shirt over it. He fixed a belt around his waist, winding the leather through the loops on his jeans. The brass horse head covered the junction of his zipper. His father’s belt buckle. He gave it a nervous tap and dropped his shirt down over it.

It worried him he knew nothing about the lodger. He straightened the bedding and tucked his truck key inside the pillowcase. Wrinkling his nose, he took his phone off charge and jammed it into his jeans pocket.

He left the house without making too much noise. After locking the front door with the key Vaughan left for him, he fixed the attached carabiner on his belt loop. and pushed the key into his pocket.

A bush cockroach skittered from his left boot as he lifted it from the rack on the porch. Wiri wrinkled his nose and shook out both before fitting them onto his feet. He eyed his trainers with caution, hoping he remembered to check them before he wore them at the weekend.

His phone offered a decent stream of torchlight as he looked for a gate into the adjoining paddock. Not finding one, he used the top rail to spring over the fence and set off through the long grass towards the yellow lights in the distance. After a few minutes, he found a flat area where the grass grew closer to the earth. It improved his speed of progress and he followed it across the paddock.

The brim of his hat lifted in the wind which attacked the openness of the slope, and he tugged the strap beneath his chin. It smelled of Poppa Alfie’s tobacco and Nonie Leslie’s perfume and served as another reminder of his deception. They’d been so proud of him striking out on his own. Alfie had presented him with the battered hat as a token of home. Nonie pressed twenty dollars into his palm and told him to buy himself lunch at the service station north of Auckland. Wiri’s eyelashes fluttered as he pushed away the memory. He’d almost broken then and told them the truth, wanting to believe in their loyalty.

“Yeah,” he murmured to himself as he disturbed a mob of grazing cows. They lurched away from him, barrel like bodies on sturdy legs. “But Nonie tells Ma everything. It wasn’t worth the risk.”

The lower slopes of the mountain curved upwards to his right as he trudged along the well-worn path. A terrace had formed from the constant traffic and Wiri’s phone torch picked out the cloven hoof prints in the dust. He wondered about the link between the two properties which seemed so separate and yet linked. It threw up thoughts of home and the two halves of the mountain which Logan had united after his father’s death.

Divided in lust and united in blood.

Wiri picked up speed as the scent of bacon reached his nostrils. He rubbed a hand across his growling stomach and turned off the phone’s torch as daylight sneaked like a thief through a crack on the horizon.
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The ranch slider slid open as Wiri bent to unlace his boots on the porch.

“Leave those. The floor is disgusting.” Leilah beckoned him inside. Wiri took a step over the threshold before shaking his head and withdrawing his foot.

“It feels wrong,” he murmured. “It only takes a second.”

Leilah held the net curtain back with her hand as Wiri dipped to unlace his boots and kick them off onto the pine slats of the porch. He paused to stuff the neck of one into the other to prevent unwanted home makers and sat his hat over the top.

Moths fluttered above his head, drawn by the lure of light and warmth. Leilah batted them away with her hand as Wiri stepped into the lounge. She closed the door and dropped the fabric with a flourish, leaving the creatures to beat their wings against the windowpane. “Eggs?” she asked, glancing back at him as she sprang ahead.

“Yes, please.” Wiri gave an enthusiastic nod, ignoring the sickness which threatened his appetite. Everything reminded him of Phoenix, especially eggs, which she hated with a vehemence unless her mother turned the yolk to a rubbery yellow.

“Grab a seat.” Leilah jerked her head towards the table where three place settings sat ready. Wiri glanced down at hands which had touched the fence, his boots and numerous other things. He wanted to wash them, but Leilah occupied the cramped space behind the kitchen counter. He faltered, staring at his fingers and feeling ridiculous. The stockmen ate in the bush all the time, swallowing sweat, dirt, and bugs without a second thought. He’d spent most of his life doing the same. But the rules had always been different inside the house, and he yearned for the safe normality of Hana Du Rose.

Wiri wiped his hands on his jeans and took the seat on the opposite side of the table to the kitchen. He realised his mistake as he stared at the neat place settings, which would force Leilah and Vaughan to watch him eat.

As though summoned by Wiri’s thoughts, Vaughan arrived in the kitchen. As tall as Logan Du Rose, he almost hit his head on the frame as he powered beneath it and closed the door behind him. He slid into the kitchen without disturbing Leilah and grabbed three mugs from a shelf. Keeping them in one hand, he wrapped the other around her waist and she stilled as he kissed the top of her head. Wiri watched from beneath his lashes, pretending to study the image on the place mat as Leilah tilted her head back to bump his shoulder. The air crackled with their intimacy and the boulder slumped heavily over Wiri’s heart.

He closed his eyes and replaced the couple with him and Phoenix. Would she stand in a dilapidated kitchen one day and make him rubberised eggs for breakfast?

His brain ran the question on a loop and his quest took on a futile flavour. He’d broken away from the Du Roses on purpose, severing the threads to make it on his own without their money or influence. Like Dick Whittington and Robert Smythe, he’d forge his own path in a different town, hoping to make his fortune and return to breathe truth into his promise. Vaughan had advertised a fair wage and low rent for manual work Wiri could perform in his sleep. Phoenix would celebrate her sixteenth birthday in ten months and he figured if he worked hard, he could save enough to support them both until they could marry.

“You still asleep?” Wiri snapped his eyes open to find Vaughan staring at him. The bigger man wrinkled his nose. “Sorry, were you praying?”

Wiri exhaled and forced his muscles to relax. He released his clenched fingers beneath the table. “Something like that,” he replied.

Daylight sneaked through the ranch slider and cast orange flecks across the worn rug. It betrayed the loose threads and fading pattern with a dignified glee. Leilah arrived at the table bearing two plates filled with bacon, eggs, fried bread, onions, and tinned tomatoes. She leaned across to place Wiri’s on the mat, the plate tilting enough to cause the juice from the tomatoes to bleed into the egg. “Sorry,” she breathed. She handed the other plate to Vaughan before rubbing at her shoulder and turning back to the kitchen.

Returning, she carried a plate containing two rounds of toast spread with jam. She settled at the table next to Vaughan. “This isn’t usual,” she said, groaning before bouncing up again and fetching a tea pot. She dumped it in the middle of the table and went to the fridge for a carton of milk. By the time she returned, Vaughan had poured the amber tea into two of the mugs. He jerked his head to Wiri and with nothing else on offer, he nodded.

“Yes please.”

Leilah sat again in her seat and dumped milk into her tea. “We don’t do this every morning,” she began, closing her eyes as she sipped the hot drink.

“What?!” Vaughan’s brow furrowed and his jaw dropped as though in shock. Then he laughed, the crow’s feet appearing in the corners of his eyes and his irises sparkling like hot coals. “Just kidding.” He winked at Wiri. “Leilah refuses to play the role of the farmer’s wife.” He shot her a sideways glance filled with humour. “She’s much too high society for that game.”

“Too right.” Leilah bit into her toast with a crunch. Her face lit up with an amiable smile. “We wanted the opportunity to get to know you is all.”

“Great.” Wiri sliced up the bacon and took time over his first mouthful. The first lie invited a second and a third. He chewed, saying, “This is nice. Thank you,” before adding another piece of bacon.

“How big is your farm in Northland?” Leilah took another sip of her tea.

“My uncle’s? Two hundred hectares.” Wiri paused with his fork in the air. He’d planned it all out, so the information he provided couldn’t lead back to Logan. He knew how small and insular the New Zealand farming community could feel. His tenuous plan wouldn’t tolerate mistakes. “Mainly beef but also horses.”

“Horses?” Leilah cocked her head. Long curls from her ponytail covered her left shoulder and reminded him of Phoenix. She frowned and pierced him with perceptive blue eyes. “I saw that on your CV. Do you have your own?”

Sadness pricked the back of Wiri’s eyeballs, and he shook his head. “Not anymore.” Something about Leilah’s easy maternalism tugged at the loose threads within Wiri’s heart. She was younger than Hana, not yet forty, but she carried the same infectious empathy. He took a deep breath and let the words spill free. “I had a gelding for the last ten years. He developed a tumour on his lung a few months ago.” The next piece of bacon tasted like ash in his mouth. He’d insisted on staying with the horse while the vet administered the drug to end his suffering. It wasn’t the farm’s usual method of disposal, but he’d wanted something more dignified for his friend. The vet’s visit cost him from his own pocket, but he hadn’t cared. Phoenix’s tears had stained his shirt and, in his grief and confusion, he’d lost himself and used her as the lifeline to rescue him. He’d kissed her, fulfilling the desire he’d held forever and making promises he couldn’t yet keep.

Realising he’d grown silent and morose, Wiri spun the conversation with the skill learned from his uncle. “What about you?” he demanded. “How did you both meet?”

Vaughan smiled and dropped his gaze to his plate. Leilah exhaled and picked up her second piece of toast. “School,” she said. Her lashes swept down and then up again to Wiri’s face. “But circumstance forced us apart, and we only met again at the start of last spring.”

“Circumstance?” He repeated the word, his body dipping forward as her words captured his interest. An intensity entered his demeanour and Leilah jerked back at the force of it. She glanced sideways at Vaughan, and he shrugged.

“Someone will tell him,” he murmured.

Leilah exhaled and dropped her toast onto the plate. She sat back in her seat. “Vaughan grew up here with his Uncle Horse and my father raised me on the farm next door.” Her lips curved upwards into an attractive smile.

Vaughan breathed out through his nose. He reached for his mug and gripped it as though wanting to crush it into a thousand pieces. “No one in this town was good enough for Hector’s daughter.” His tone held a rueful quality. “Especially not me.”

Leilah shrugged. “But we loved each other.”

Wiri shook his head. His chest filled with desperation as a mirror image of his own situation played out before him. “But you didn’t stay together?” His voice croaked at the end of the sentence and he glared at the egg yolk hardening into a stain on his plate. The impossibility of The Plan made him want to run, to forget Phoenix, and learn to love someone else. He glanced up to find Leilah staring at him with a perception which made him uncomfortable.

“No.” Her soft voice reached him, cutting through the pain of the boulder ricocheting around his stomach like the ball from a pinball machine. She reached across the table and closed her fingers around the shaking wrist, which gripped the fork in his left hand. “But I wish we had. I wish we’d fought for what we knew, because then we wouldn’t have wasted the last twenty years.”

Wiri’s gaze found hers across the table and he grounded himself in the sensation of her gentle fingers wrapped around his bony wrist. Vaughan studied their interaction with a frown, his analytical nature locking him outside the emotional moment. Leilah smiled at him and withdrew her hand. She moved on as though she hadn’t just tuned into the cry of Wiri’s soul and flayed it bare. “I’m sorry about your horse,” she said, her tone soft. “It’s always very upsetting.”

Vaughan glanced sideways at his wife before resuming his breakfast. Leilah lowered her voice and whispered, “Just eat what you can manage.” He nodded and Wiri saw the flash of a smile he afforded his wife.

Wiri consumed his breakfast with more energy than of late. He’d received Leilah’s message loud and clear. Like a call to arms, she’d told him to fight.

Fight with everything he possessed.

For Phoenix Du Rose.

To stop them laying waste to two decades of their lives.

The boulder settled in his gut as he drew The Plan back to the forefront of his mind. He used his bread to clean his plate before rising with a smile at the same time as Vaughan. “Thanks for everything,” he said to Leilah.

And he meant it.
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“First job is repairing the fence by the road.” Vaughan strode off the deck and clamped a baseball cap over his hair. He glanced back at Wiri. “I’ll get the gear to tighten the wires. Then we’ll drive to town to get some posts.”

“Okay.” Wiri stood still and listened to the gentle clank of crockery as Leilah cleaned up the kitchen. She’d waved off their offers of help with an easy flap of her hand. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine Phoenix loading the dishwasher and the steady hum of voices as the Du Roses readied themselves for the day. He missed them all with a tangible ache.

Vaughan opened the roll door to the huge shed after navigating the front bumper of the old-fashioned truck. He disappeared inside, but emerged seconds later with a pair of pliers in his hand. Jerking his head towards the main road in the distance, he turned along the rutted driveway and bid Wiri to follow.

They walked side by side without speaking, the soles of Wiri’s boots loud in the morning’s silence. Afraid of revealing more of himself than he could bear, Wiri trudged next to Vaughan without attempting to start a shallow conversation about nothing. Vaughan’s shoulders lost their tension, and it occurred to the teenager that his employer didn’t appreciate idle chatter, either.

They operated together with an effortless grace, as though the alliance held no newness. Vehicles sped by on the fast road and two of the drivers honked their horns and waved. A knot of curious calves watched their activity, ears forward and feet splayed as the men fixed a bad sag in the fence.

Wiri hauled the wire taut, wearing a borrowed pair of work gloves which protected his fingers. He stretched it past the post and created a loop, twisting the wire to create a join. Vaughan used the pliers to press the twist and prevent the wire from recoiling. Between them, they pulled the loop around the post. Vaughan shoved a bolt through the end, which he drew from his back pocket with an impressive sleight of hand. He used it as a lever to twist the loop around the strand of wire until it tightened to create a decent barrier. “Good job,” he said, rising with a grunt and admiring their work. “Only four more to go.”

They repeated the exercise on each of the runs until the whole fence had regained its integrity. The cool breeze remained, but the sun had risen high enough to negate its bite.

Vaughan wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, catching the brim of his hat and knocking it to the floor. He dipped to retrieve it, but rubbed his stomach with a wince as he rose. “We’ll grab Leilah’s truck,” he said, turning to walk across the paddock towards the driveway. “Then we’ll nip into town for the posts.”

Wiri removed the gloves and shoved the knitted wrists into his back pocket. They flapped against his buttock as he walked like a series of inappropriate butt slaps. Vaughan reached the driveway first, his long legs traversing the paddock gate rather than opening it. Wiri pressed his fingers on the top rail and prepared to follow when Vaughan released an indecent exclamation.

“What’s up?” Wiri paused with his right boot on the bottom rung.

Vaughan grunted and pressed himself against the gate, obscuring his view. Curiosity made him slide sideways to observe the expensive utility vehicle turning into the driveway. The indicator light flashed orange and as the black vehicle made the turn and straightened, Wiri spotted the immaculate horse trailer bouncing along behind it.

The ute stopped next to Vaughan and the tinted driver’s window lowered to reveal a stunning redhead with perfectly aligned features. She looked from Vaughan to Wiri and then back again, the light catching her irises to make the colour indiscernible. “Hi,” she said, lifting her chin as she considered Vaughan. Wiri set her age around twenty, the porcelain tones of her skin still revealing the perfection of youth.

“Hi.” Vaughan lifted his right arm and placed it across his stomach, the flat of his hand resting over his ribs as though for protection. Clearing his throat, he said, “Leilah is still up at the house.”

“Thanks.” She didn’t smile when she continued, “I’ll check in with Deleilah and then find somewhere to put Ruffian. I picked him up this morning on my way through Hamilton.” It seemed to Wiri that she emphasised Leilah’s full name with a determined arrogance.

Vaughan nodded for a whole ten seconds before any words emerged. He waved his hand towards the paddock behind him. “Your horse can go in here, if you like?”

The woman snorted. “No thanks, not with cows! I’ll find somewhere closer to the house. I’m guessing you’ll shove me next door in Grandpa Hector’s house again.”

“No.” Vaughan shook his head and pushed himself away from the gate. “We weren’t expecting you.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder in Wiri’s direction. “My new lad moved in yesterday. The lodger is still in the master bedroom. You can stay with us.”

As Wiri absorbed the information that this was Leilah’s daughter, he watched her top lip curl back into an ugly sneer which destroyed her proportioned face. It wreaked a horrid kind of havoc, drawing her brows together into an angry line and creasing the bridge of her nose. “Great!” she snarled, her tone sounding anything but thrilled with the solution. She stamped on the gas and the ute lurched away, dragging the horse trailer behind it. A clatter and a snort revealed the occupant being taken by surprise at the sudden forward momentum.

“Wow.” Wiri struggled to stop the word from escaping his lips. He realised his error as Vaughan’s face darkened and his eyes took on a gimlet hard appearance.

“Don’t even think about it,” he said, misunderstanding Wiri’s disgust for admiration. “She’ll eat you for breakfast.”

Wiri’s mouth opened to correct him, wanting Vaughan to understand that Leilah’s arrogant daughter was far enough away from Phoenix’s gentleness to revolt him. But the right words wouldn’t form on his tongue and so he followed in silence, trudging back up the winding driveway in the wake of the woman’s dust.
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Vaughan kept silent on the drive to town. He frowned as he cranked the gears and pushed the old truck through the foothills of the mountain. Wiri leaned back against the worn leather seat and let his mind turn to Phoenix. He wondered if she’d made it to school on time or if she thought of him. He tugged his phone from his jeans pocket and activated the screen, his heart lurching at the sight of the text icon.

‘Good luck today. You’ll do great.’ Logan’s good wishes in text form were both unusual and a gift. Two months ago, Wiri would have basked in his uncle’s approval, but his relationship with Phoenix threw all that yearning into sharp relief. When Logan discovered their duplicity, he’d use his many resources to hunt them down and drag his daughter home. They couldn’t marry without consent until she reached eighteen, which meant Wiri needed to earn enough cash to remain hidden until it was too late.

He jumped as the truck hit the curb, his phone tumbling onto the floor of the cab.

“Sorry,” Vaughan grunted. He looked over his shoulder to reverse the vehicle back into the traffic and start the process again. “I always forget to back this thing into parking spaces,” he said with a smirk. “Leilah nails it in one. Maybe we won’t tell her I bailed again.”

Wiri nodded and unlatched his seatbelt. He snatched his phone from the floor and jammed it back into his pocket. His shirt parted to reveal the brass horse head and Vaughan’s brow knitted. “Nice buckle,” he said.

“Thanks.” Wiri dropped the hem of his shirt and turned away. Stepping from the truck, he found himself on the main street of the town. It looked like any other small New Zealand township, with shops lining either side of the road. Metal rods attached to the front of the buildings held awnings over the pavement to protect pedestrians from the weather, casting the huge flagstones into shadow. Wiri spotted dress shops, a hairdresser and a cafe in the first twenty metres. He spun on the spot, allowing himself to imagine bringing Phoenix there to live in obscurity. No one would know them and they could disappear. His heart filled with an uncharacteristic lightness, and his fingers brushed the fabric of his pocket above his phone. He compiled the text in his mind before dropping his hand.

He’d made promises to her.

She had only kissed him.

Perhaps it didn’t mean what he thought it did.

“It’s a decent town.” Vaughan joined him on the pavement, tucking his shirt into his jeans.

“You grew up here?” Wiri pushed Alfie’s hat higher on his head to shade his eyes from Vaughan’s gaze. The rawness of his dreams needed time to fade.

“Yeah.” Adding nothing more, he jerked his head towards the cafe a few metres away and pushed open the door. The scent of warm bread filled the air as Wiri followed him inside and looked up at the bell, which jangled a warning at their presence.

An old man hogged a counter facing the window, and he touched the brim of his hat as Vaughan nodded to him. Gnarled fingers held a pie and steam curled from it towards the ceiling. The man dipped forward and blew on his pastry, sending out more spray than breath. Wiri looked away in haste, focussing his attention on Vaughan.

“About bloody time.” A woman hurried from a kitchen behind the counter before stopping at the sight of the men. “Oh,” she said, disappointment lacing her tone. “Where’s Leilah?”

“Delayed.” After issuing the single word, he turned to leave. Wiri altered the trajectory of his feet, ready to follow him back into the street.

“Wait!” Elfin and wizened, the woman bustled around the counter, straightening the apron wrapped around her thin body. She raised a crooked index finger and dug it into Vaughan’s powerful biceps. “She promised she’d drive me to the cash and carry in Hamilton. I’m running out of flour.”

“Sorry.” Vaughan frowned at Wiri and jerked his head towards the door in a silent command to bolt. “Seline turned up at the farm with a new horse. We didn’t expect her.”

“Oh.” The woman’s head jerked back on her neck. Her left hand wound behind her and she loosened the tie on her apron. “I want to see her.” Her brown irises glittered with a sudden moistening and Vaughan clattered Wiri in his need for escape.

“No,” he growled. “I’m not your chauffeur and I’ve got stuff to do.”

“Ten minutes,” she begged, her tone wheedling. “My old car doesn’t like the hill up to your place.” Wiri noticed pink gums occupying the space where teeth should be and her lips slapped when she spoke. He gulped as she noticed him and jabbed her finger in his direction. “He can manage.”

Vaughan snorted. “No, he can’t. He works for me, Mari. We’re doing important bloke stuff.” The cloudy darkness in his face shifted as he winked at Wiri beneath the cover of his fringe. But the old woman persisted.

“I want to see Hector’s grandbaby! He doesn’t have to cook nothing. Just stand behind the counter and look pretty.” Her eyes narrowed at Vaughan and her lips tightened. “You owe me after what you did.”

The old man in the corner snorted, coughing as he inhaled flaky pastry through his hairy nostrils. “Get real, Mari!” he barked. “That young dude couldn’t look pretty if you covered him with icing sugar and called him a muffin.”

Wiri watched in horror as a tear rolled from the woman’s face and dampened her bronzed cheek in its tracks. “You just got married without me. I’m her only family and you didn’t even invite me. I’ll never
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