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Flight Lieutenant Brett Nielsen studied the rigid, black briefcase resting on the desk between him and his boss, Group Captain Hebden, at the Royal Australian Air Force base in Adelaide. He could feel Hebden assessing him, prodding him through those rimless glasses, but he wouldn’t meet his gaze.

Brett had a fair idea of what was in the briefcase. What he couldn’t get his head around was what Hebden wanted him to do with it. Was it part of his official duties or, once again, some shady, personal quest on Hebden’s behalf?

‘You can’t kill a dead man, Nielsen.’

Fuck! Hebden really had lost it. Too long near the top had given him a God complex.

‘Thumbs on the latches, eyes on the handle,’ Hebden instructed.

A tiny red light embedded in the plastic handle told Brett his face was being scanned. No doubt his thumbs were being scanned as well. So Hebden had already fed Brett’s identifying signatures into the security system on the case. Cocky bastard. Figured he had Brett in his pocket.

An almost imperceptible click signaled the briefcase was unlocked. Brett pulled it closer to the edge of the desk and opened it. Eight robotic bees – black and yellow, with squared-off wings, and bodies the size of .303 bullets – were cocooned in individual plastic stations. A frisson of goose-bumps prickled over Brett’s neck and shoulders and reached into his scalp. They’d done it. All that talk about pollination in the media had been a cover up.

Solar arrays edged two sides of the platform while the third side, closest to the handle, sported USB ports. Alongside the hinges at the top, a smartphone lay in its own plastic mould.

It wasn’t a swarm. But perhaps just as deadly.

‘The beta version. First time they will be deployed outside controlled conditions,’ said Hebden.

‘And you want me–’

‘To do the honors, yes. You will take a commercial flight to Auckland and then drive on to collect the briefcase from the RNZAF base at Whenuapai.’

‘New Zealand?’

Hebden raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ve followed the investigation, Nielsen. That seems the most likely destination for Templeton, if he’s still alive.’

But New Zealand was an ally. You didn’t beta-test new lethal technologies on your ally’s territory, not without them knowing. And you certainly didn’t conduct covert operations, even if the target wasn’t a local.

‘Do the Kiwis know what it contains?’

Hebden glared.

Brett took that as a no. ‘And the payload?’

Hebden leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms above his head, revealing sweat marks in the pits of his pale-blue shirt, and continued to glare at Brett.

Not good enough, Brett thought. Nothing about his interactions with Philip Templeton had ever been satisfactorily explained. Four months ago he had agreed to be Templeton’s flatmate – in effect a spy – at Hebden’s request. You didn’t get promotions if the bosses were against you. Hebden said Templeton was a civilian coder brought in to work on a classified project – and needed some casual observation. But that was all he’d said. Brett had worked out the rest for himself.

Brett peered at the tiny robots in the briefcase.

The international community was still debating the legality – no, more than that: the morality – of robots that could identify targets, independent of human controllers, and then decide to kill them. And here he was with the proof that the ADF had ploughed ahead, despite the furore caused by Templeton leaking the code for the virtual prototype. Queasy, that’s how he felt. He glanced at his boss. Hebden probably assumed Brett thought like he did – that you didn’t need a human in the loop to decide whether to take out a target.

But Hebden was wrong. Brett was nothing like him.

In the months that Brett had flatted with Templeton – Philip, as he thought of him privately – he’d developed a strong dislike for him: his implacable routines, his rudeness, his belief that Brett had deliberately killed his dog. But that didn’t mean he wanted him dead. Brett would never have credited Philip with the balls to leak the project, but he’d been wrong. Now the stink of it clung to Brett, shown by the furtive glances thrown his way when he walked around the base – some pitying, some triumphant, depending on whether they were mates or not. And he’d heard the rumors about how he’d stuffed things up with Philip, how the leak was his fault.

Hebden was regarding the bees with a satisfied sneer; he’d taken a personal interest in the so-called entomology project, and the public leak had caused a shitstorm for him and for the ADF. Brett suppressed a shudder. Killing for his country was his job. Killing for his boss because of a personal vendetta – that was murder. So which was this? The risk of the proposed mission seemed disproportionate to the payoff.

‘This mission –’ Brett started.

‘It’s an order, Nielsen.’

‘But –’

‘There is more at stake here than you know, or than I can tell you. You have your orders.’

Brett shut the briefcase. More at stake than Hebden could tell him, or more than he was prepared to? Did it matter which? He couldn’t countermand a superior officer. ‘Your press release will lead the public to believe Templeton’s dead and you’re winding down the investigation.’

‘Did you see him get onto that yacht?’

Brett sighed as he silently replayed that day at the marina in Adelaide, the last time he’d seen Philip alive. Philip and his friend had been at the end of the pier, loading the yacht. A gust of wind had billowed the sail of a boat moored between Brett and his targets. In the time it had taken for the sail to be reeled in, Philip had disappeared. ‘I don’t know where else he could have got to in that time.’

‘He wasn’t on board at Sydney. Left all his personal effects with the girlfriend. No further contact. No activity in his bank accounts. It’s a reasonably compelling case.’

‘And yet here we are.’

‘Better to be sure, Nielsen. Roberts isn’t convinced. That could be denial of course – grief. It’s understandable. But we can’t afford to have loose ends. The project must proceed.’

Brett’s gaze dipped again to the briefcase. The project was proceeding. What harm could Philip possibly do if he was still alive? He was a fugitive. And Roberts was Hebden’s friend. How could Hebden order the killing of his friend’s only child?

There was a term for people like Hebden: psychopath.

‘Follow the girl. That’s what Roberts is planning.’

That made sense. If Philip was going to try and contact anyone, it would be his girlfriend, Mishra. And she was off to New Zealand for the summer term for a sabbatical. The trip had been planned well before Philip leaked the code and then disappeared. That much they’d learned from the officers investigating the leak.

Bloody Mishra. Smart, lippy, and gorgeous in her short, curvy way. Why she’d fallen for Philip he’d never understand. Following her would be a pleasure. If only they were on the same side – they were never on the same side.

‘Once you’ve landed you’ll be on your own,’ Hebden said. ‘Understood?’

Brett nodded and clasped the handle of the briefcase, but Hebden shook his head.

‘Leave it. You’ll have training and instructions every day before you go at the end of the week.’ His lips curled briefly, then resumed their habitual thin, grey line.

A smile? Brett shuddered. Hebden’s smiles were rare, and they emphasised rather than softened his snake-like demeanor.

For now, Hebden had won. ‘Sir.’ Brett stood and saluted. He’d go to New Zealand and pick up the briefcase. But after that it was all down to him. So many things could happen in the field. What he’d do if he ever found Philip he couldn’t say.

Not yet.
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Late Thursday afternoon Brett was attending his final training session with the robots. Not that the Professor had allowed him to handle them much. Just enough so he knew how to get them out of their moulds, and then back into the case without a) damaging them or b) killing himself. The key was to use the plastic tweezers around the abdomen if for some reason the bees alighted awkwardly.

‘Treat them all as having a payload.’ That was the Professor’s refrain.

Brett wasn’t sure if the Professor was military or civilian. He sweated a lot, using a crisp white handkerchief – which he produced from the breast pocket of his business shirt – to rub his balding pate and mop around his eyes and ears. Didn’t sound like an Aussie either – something clipped and northern European that was difficult to pin down. Brett called him ‘Sir’ and left it at that. The Professor wasn’t forthcoming with any personal details, though Brett had probed a few times.

Right now the Professor was running his finger around his shirt collar. The air-conditioning in Hebden’s office was on the blink. This had the advantage of eliminating the annoying hum that usually accompanied Brett’s visits, but the air was hot and close. Made more so by the shuttered blinds. Security was paramount.

In the week of instruction with the Professor, Brett’s main distractions from all the technical detail about the bees were two: did this man know Philip? And which of the bees was carrying the payload?

Philip had been part of the team developing the bees so he must have worked with the Professor. How would this guy feel if he knew that Philip was the target for the bees’ maiden run? Was he pissed that Philip had exposed the project – or was he proceeding with a clear conscience, knowing that the world had been alerted to the military potential?

‘The team must be pretty excited,’ Brett said.

The Professor swept his handkerchief around his eyes, then replaced his glasses. ‘I’m not sure they’re aware …’

Brett nodded. It was easy to believe the rest of the team wouldn’t be clued into this mission.

‘Do you know how they will be deployed?’ The Professor pushed his glasses further up the bridge of his nose, clearly uncomfortable with asking. ‘I mean who …?’

If the Professor didn’t know who the target was, then who had programmed in the relevant detail?

‘I have my instructions,’ Brett said.

A curt nod signaled the Professor knew Brett wasn’t going to tell him, and the conversation was closed.

‘And you’re not going to tell me which one has the payload? Or what it is?’

‘I too have my instructions.’

Brett studied the Professor and the Professor stared back. The eye contact held a challenge, or maybe a promise: I’ll tell if you will.

Brett was so tempted. It would increase his personal safety to know which of the bees held the payload and it would give him scope for selectively deploying them. Already he was scheming about how he could test them without drawing on their deadly capability. There must be value in the boffins knowing that, yes, they did disperse, and yes, they did cluster around the intended target. Or, if the target wasn’t located, that yes, they did return to base to recharge.

The Professor dropped his gaze first.

He wasn’t going to tell.

And neither was Brett. He was a professional, wasn’t he? And professionals didn’t blab about their missions.

The Professor closed the briefcase. ‘So, we review, yes? We start with the capability.’

Brett suppressed a bored sigh. There was no documentation. Everything he needed to know he’d have to remember. And the Professor was nothing if not thorough. ‘Each bee has their own unique sensing capability: visual, odor, heart-rate, or metal detection. They communicate with each other via Bluetooth and through visual detection. More than one bee must confirm the identity of the target before the killer bee is deployed. Each bee has some capability for self-defense – just like normal bees – in case of capture.’

The Professor was nodding. ‘Good.’

Brett had been prepared for the visual and even the odor sensor, but the metal detection and heartrate sensor had thrown him. The metal detection depended on the magnetic field generated by items worn by the target. Something the Professor had called ‘phase shift’ created a unique signature for different metals, allowing the detector to accurately identify what was being worn. Philip’s father had lent the investigation his own antique Celtic cross – a twin of the one worn by Philip – to help find Philip after he disappeared. He could never have guessed the use to which that information was now being put. The institute itself had Philip’s heartbeat signature – they’d used their staff to help them develop the algorithms that identified each heart’s unique rhythm. Brett shuddered.

‘What else?’

‘I need to get close enough to the target to be in range for the bees.’

‘Which is?’

‘Half an hour fly time.’

‘Security?’

‘Bluetooth can be hacked. Implications: turn it off when not in use. Use it preferably when the target is isolated.’

Of course, someone could steal the whole briefcase. Not much use unless they also had Brett’s thumbs and eyes …

‘This is not so likely. We use a small range –’

‘Understood, Professor.’ He didn’t want another lecture on bandwidths, frequencies, blah, blah, blah.

‘And the heartrate?’

‘Infrared can be disturbed by weather, light and dust.’

The Professor nodded and stood up. It was Brett’s last chance to ask which of the bees was deadly.

‘Sir?’

The Professor narrowed his eyes at Brett.

‘Which bee? I mean, from a personal safety point of view.’

The Professor’s head dropped, and he sighed. ‘Treat them all as if they were deadly.’ Then he scanned right and left around the office, his gaze resting briefly on the computer, the briefcase, the pictures of old planes on the walls, and finally a photo of Hebden in his dress uniform with the Chief of Airforce who out-gilded him with his brace of metals pinned to his chest – but not by much.

Brett had wondered if the office was bugged – a precaution against something passing between the Professor and himself. The Professor clearly thought the same.

He stood up and offered the Professor his hand. ‘I’m sure Group Captain Hebden will keep you abreast of progress, sir.’

A wry smile crossed the Professor’s face as he shook Brett’s hand. ‘Perhaps. Be sure to test the security settings before you leave, Flight Lieutenant.’

Brett frowned. An odd instruction. ‘Yes, sir.’

The Professor left the room. Brett pressed his thumbs against the case and stared at the handle. The case clicked and Brett pried it open. A square of white paper, smaller than a ten-cent coin, lay on the screen of the handset. That hadn’t been there before. Brett pocketed it just as Hebden entered.

Hebden eyed the open briefcase, then dropped the lid to secure it. ‘All set, Nielsen?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You’re on the 06.35 flight tomorrow morning, I believe. Good luck.’ Hebden held out his hand.

Brett grasped it and imagined thirty pieces of silver crossing his palm. He wiped his hands on the trousers of his uniform as soon as he was shot of the door. The only good thing about the mission was that he wouldn’t have so much intimate contact with Hebden.

Brett waited until he was inside his own car, a beat-up Ford emitting the comforting smell of bananas and sports shoes, before he picked the scrap of paper from his pocket. His gaze flitted around the carpark, which was emptying out as the working day drew to a close. No one was paying him any attention. The note contained one word: weight.
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Mishra McKenzie placed a mug of coffee in front of Catherine Templeton, the mother of her dead boyfriend, and dropped onto the dining chair next to her. They’d been warned about the press release, had had time – a day – to grasp what it meant. Yet the tablet lay untouched on Mishra’s dining table, locked onto the ABC’s homepage, as if the single tap of a fingertip could obliterate life as they knew it. As if that hadn’t happened already.

She searched Catherine’s face for glimpses of Philip. It was a daily ritual she’d practiced soon after meeting her at Adelaide International Airport just over a month ago. While there was still hope Catherine’s face had been animated – catching onto one false thread, only to have it cut away, then grabbing the next. Philip had rarely been so expressive, but he shared his mother’s slate-blue eyes and wavy blond hair.

Catherine’s was grey at the roots now and her face was hollowed out. ‘I don’t understand why they’ve stopped looking.’

Mishra wrapped her hands around her mug and pressed the edge against her lip, letting the pressure and heat scald her. She’d lied and lied. All through the investigation she’d lied: to the police, to her bosses at the university, to the investigator from the Air Force, and to this woman, Philip’s mother. Of all her transgressions, she counted this her worst.

Even now she was tempted to offer Catherine the final thread of hope that remained. But the source was uncertain, and it had been given to her. If Philip had wanted his mum to believe he was alive he’d have left a sign for her too, wouldn’t he?

Mishra slid her hand into the pocket of her tunic. The card accompanying the posy of calla lilies and frangipani that had arrived the day after Philip disappeared was still there, dog-eared and stained. It was her talisman against the obvious explanation, the unacceptable truth, that Philip was dead.

‘I don’t understand,’ Catherine repeated.

‘Shall we see what they’re saying on the news?’ Mishra waited.

Catherine’s coffee trembled as she lifted her cup to her lips. Her gaze rested on the tablet. ‘Go on then.’

Mishra’s finger hovered over the headline. News seemed so much more persuasive when it was written down. She wasn’t sure her slim hopes would stand up to the assault.


Military Puts Killer Bee Episode to Rest.




Mishra’s voice caught at ‘to rest’. She glanced at Catherine, who was staring into her coffee, took a blistering swallow from her own mug and continued reading aloud.


Today, Group Captain Hebden, of the Royal Australian Airforce, finally broke the military silence about what the media has dubbed, the ‘Killer Bee Episode.’




Philip had hated Hebden, blaming him for turning their robotic pollination project into a potential weapon for the Australian Defence Forces. She hadn’t met Hebden, but in her mind’s eye, he was a cobra wearing rimless glasses, and a midnight-blue dress uniform.


‘We’ve traced the source of the false information about the project,’ he told reporters. The source, whom Hebden didn’t name, was part of a group working on a pollination study, part-funded by the Australian Airforce.

‘The police investigation, and our own investigations, have concluded that, sadly, the young man probably took his own life. His colleagues described the man as brilliant but troubled. He was clearly confused about the purpose of the project and the ADF’s role in it.’




Mishra’s voice rose in volume and pitch as she read. Sadly! Troubled and confused! The lying bastard! They were covering up their military interests and blaming the whole thing on Philip!


Hebden went on to say, ‘I hope this tragedy will draw a line under what has been a very confusing time for the public, and a distressing time for the young man’s family and colleagues.’

Hebden declined to comment further.

The Group of Governmental Experts on Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems (LAWS) met in Paris earlier this month to discuss the future of so-called killer robots. An international consensus is building around moves to ban their development.




‘Stop!’ Catherine’s head was shaking and fresh tears were trailing down her cheeks, soaking the nylon scarf at her neck.

Mishra looked up.

‘I don’t believe it. That he would do …’ Catherine sniffed and bashed tears from her cheeks with the back of one hand. ‘He loved you – he told me as much himself. Why would he …?’ She stood and strapped her arms across her chest.

A little part of Mishra died every time she witnessed Catherine’s misery. She should just tell her about the note.

‘My Philip would never have sold out. He had too much respect. His dad –’ She stopped, then strode across the living room to the French doors that opened onto the balcony of Mishra’s townhouse.

Philip’s dad had been in the British military and Philip believed he’d used his military contacts to help secure him the programming job at the Institute of Synthetic Technologies. Yet the man hadn’t shown up when Philip disappeared. What kind of father could ignore the disappearance of his own son? Mishra wondered if Catherine was thinking the same thing.

‘He wouldn’t have done it if he hadn’t been encouraged.’ Catherine’s voice had grown claws.

Mishra waited for the assault.

‘Your campaign!’ She whipped around and stabbed a finger at Mishra. ‘Your bleedin’ articles!’

Mishra should be numb to this by now. It was nothing she hadn’t already berated herself with since Philip disappeared. She did support the Say No to Killer Robots campaign – she’d been honest with Philip about that. But uploading the whole project to the public domain wasn’t on the campaign plan. Philip’s disappearance wasn’t part of the plan either. Yet her conscience wouldn’t let her believe that this wasn’t all her fault.

She told Catherine, ‘I didn’t know he would leak the code.’ That much was true.

‘You believe it was him?’

‘I don’t know, Catherine. But leaving does make him look suspicious.’

‘Leaving? You mean dying! And he left all his things with you. You’re supposed to be his bleedin’ girlfriend. And yet you claim to know nothing.’

Mishra closed her eyes. They’d been over the events leading to Philip’s disappearance with the police and the ADF investigator – more than once. Mishra had given them everything Philip had left behind – his keys, his passport, his phone, his wallet, the clothes in her wardrobe. There had been no note with them. It was likely the authorities were monitoring her phones and emails, and the campaign’s social media sites. And still nothing. Or at least nothing that the authorities had shared with her.

She’d believed Philip dead herself to begin with; still did whenever she lost hope.

Mishra shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Catherine.’ Nothing was certain: whether he was truly dead, or hiding, or if he still wanted her, and what she should do next. All she knew was that he’d decided to leave and she couldn’t tell the authorities about the flowers. If she did, she might lead them to Philip. He wouldn’t survive in a cage. And that would be the outcome if the authorities found him. ‘Shall I come with you to the airport?’

Catherine pulled her thin grey cardigan around her ribs. She was lean like Philip. ‘I have a taxi booked.’

It was her last chance to tell Catherine. She fingered the note in her tunic:


This was the only way to make things right. Hope the sabbatical works out. x




No salutation. No love. No promises of further contact. Not even a signature.

It was Sol, her friend, who had pointed out the implications of the second line. Hope the sabbatical works out. Where Mishra saw flippant indifference, Sol saw a coded message. Philip would meet her at her sabbatical in New Zealand.

That one line was the source of her hope.

Mishra glanced at the tablet. Powersave had kicked in and the screen was dim. Against the bold statements of the article her hope seemed pathetic, slight at best.

‘More coffee?’ she asked.

Catherine shook her head and walked past Mishra to the front door, where she pulled up the handle of her suitcase. ‘I’ll wait outside.’

‘Catherine?’

Catherine turned and glared at Mishra.

‘I haven’t given up.’ It was the closest she could come to an admission.

Catherine’s brow furrowed and her lips pressed together in a hard line – a gesture Mishra knew was Catherine’s way of beating back her tears. ‘Well then,’ she said, ‘that’s just grand, isn’t it?’ She opened the door, tugged her suitcase through, then slammed the door behind her.

Mishra didn’t think it possible to sink any lower, but as she leaned against the door, fighting the urge to call Catherine back, to show her the card, she slumped under the weight of her guilt and deceit.

Why did he do it?

A residue of her old anger welled up. Philip hadn’t discussed his plans; he hadn’t asked her to go with him. Would he be waiting for her in New Zealand? How could he get there with no money, no identity? Why hadn’t he confided in her?

And the darker, more insistent voice: What if the card wasn’t a code? Maybe he was dead as the authorities seemed to believe.

She lifted the Celtic pendant she always wore from beneath her clothes and clutched it in her hand. Philip had given it to her on the last night they were together. Cold at first, the silver circle surrounding the cross warmed in her hand until it seemed to melt into her skin. Where are you, Philip? She waited. There was no answer, no gut feeling to guide her. They’d been together for such a short time.

A horn blasted from the street, making her jump. Catherine’s taxi. She’d liked Catherine – Philip’s favourite parent. Always cheering for him from the bleachers, refusing to accept the labels. Would Catherine think more kindly of her if Mishra found him? Or would she resent her for holding out?

What would her own mother do?

Mishra squeezed her eyes shut. Dead too.

She slid back up the door and faced her silent townhouse. The coffee had cooled on the table. Through the French doors the frangipani tree was in bud. In a month it would be covered in fragrant creamy blooms if the clement weather held. She walked past her bedroom door to the second bedroom, which Philip’s mother had occupied for the past week. Rawinia, her flatmate and best friend, had left for New Zealand and it seemed only decent to ask Catherine to stay and save the expense of a hotel. Her sole reprieve from Catherine’s misery had been when Mishra dragged herself to the last of her lectures for the semester; the final one was later this afternoon.

She tugged the sheets off Catherine’s bed and trailed to the kitchen to put them through the washing machine. The authorities had managed to keep Philip’s name out of the papers and even out of social media. How? Mishra wasn’t sure, but she suspected the military wanted the whole thing hushed up as quickly as possible. They were the ones lying through their teeth. Maybe she should have anticipated Philip’s extreme actions – he wasn’t one to do things by halves. But why didn’t he tell her?

In the front loader the sheets tumbled around. If only she could take her head off and toss it in for a thorough clean. She was sick of the endless questions, the persistent stain of self-recrimination, the uncertainty. It would be easier to draw a line under the whole bitter episode – believe that Philip was dead like the authorities said. A pang in her stomach doubled her over and sent that thought screaming away.

The doorbell rang.

Mishra groaned. She was so bloody tired. Who could it be? More press looking for a reaction to today’s announcement? Rawinia had been handling that, but she’d gone. Catherine come back to make amends? Philip? Every time the doorbell rang that flimsy hope reared its head.

As she tiptoed across the room the doorbell rang a second time. She peered through the peephole.

It was him again – Roberts, the man from the Air Force who had assisted with the investigation. Still in his dark suit, with his steely, military-length haircut and eyes like asphalt after rain.

The authorities had made their announcement – she didn’t have to speak to them anymore.

‘Dr. McKenzie?’

His voice reminded her of her father’s Scottish cousins. Mishra shook her head. She didn’t want to talk to him.

‘Please.’

She stilled. Through the whole investigation this man had barely said a word, which had somehow made him more ominous. There’d been no easy camaraderie between him and the other people on the team. She doubted whether Roberts was easy with anyone. In that way, he reminded her of Philip. Now this. Please.

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he called through the door.

Why was he here? Did he know something else – something not in the papers?

Mishra opened the door.

Roberts’ gaze flicked from her face to Philip’s pendant at her breast. ‘The Celtic cross?’

Mishra nodded.

‘A gift?’

She nodded again.

‘Reminds me of home.’

Mishra tucked the pendant inside her tunic. ‘I have to leave soon.’

A curt nod. ‘I won’t keep you.’

He was being more civil than usual, friendly even. Mishra stood back to let him in.

‘Thank you.’

She followed him to the living room where he stood, hands clasped behind his back, staring through the French doors.

Folding her arms, she waited.

‘Is there anything else, Dr. McKenzie? Anything else you haven’t told me?’

This again? ‘You offered your condolences.’

He turned and looked down at her. ‘I did.’

Mishra’s heart began to race. They were onto her. Why wasn’t Ra here, or Sol? She couldn’t do this by herself. ‘But you don’t believe he’s dead.’ Her voice had shriveled to a whisper.

Roberts continued to stare. ‘I don’t believe Phil –’ He paused and started again. ‘If it were my lad I wouldn’t be so quick to reach that conclusion.’

‘But he’d go to jail.’

Roberts shrugged. ‘He should have left well enough alone.’

‘He was a hero!’

Roberts cocked his head. ‘You think Philip leaked the code.’

Mishra collapsed onto an armchair and hid her face in her hands. ‘I don’t know what to think. All I know is, he left me.’ If Hebden had given up the search, why was Roberts here?

‘Aye, lass. He did. You don’t owe him anything.’

Anger surged from the pit of her stomach. What did he know about Philip and her – nothing! Yet here he was making judgements. She’d love to pummel that poker face right through the back of his head. ‘Get out,’ she growled.

No answer from Roberts.

She peered through her fingers. Roberts had turned to face the French doors again, showing her his back.

‘I know he’s not easy,’ he said. ‘Takes after his father.’

Mishra dropped her hands into her lap. What the hell was he talking about? ‘How do you … you don’t know Philip or his father.’

‘Did you never wonder why I was absent when Catherine was around?’

Mishra glared at his back. This man was claiming to be Philip’s father? ‘You?’ It couldn’t be true. He was toying with her. ‘I want you to leave.’

Roberts turned. ‘The investigation was too hasty. Something is amiss.’

‘But you would send Philip to jail?’

‘Aye. If he leaked the project. But the Philip I knew would never take such action.’ Roberts studied her. ‘Rules stop atrocities; I’ve seen too many of those in my time.’

There was no way he could be Philip’s father. A father wouldn’t send his child to prison. ‘It’s not him causing the atrocities, it’s the ADF. They’re the ones trying to break the rules.’

‘That’s as may be. Exposing the code wasn’t the way to go about it.’

Mishra stood up. ‘What do you want?’

‘I want to know my son is safe.’

‘From what?’ He wasn’t making any sense – he wanted to find Philip so he could send him to prison?

Roberts stared at her, apparently weighing up his answer. ‘Hebden.’

Mishra shook her head. ‘You’re on his investigation team.’

‘I didn’t give him a choice. Not about that; nor about giving Philip the job. If Philip was the leak, he would be safer in the courts, facing criminal charges, than left to the mercy of that man.’

What had Philip told her about his father? He was retired from the British Army, but during Philip’s childhood his father had been away on mission a lot. When home, he was remote and critical. Philip had seen little of him since his parents had divorced when he was a teenager.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about and I’ve got no reason to believe anything you say.’

‘That’s Philip’s pendant you’re wearing.’ After undoing the top button of his shirt Roberts pulled out a silver chain, tugging at the pendant when it caught. A Celtic cross encircled in silver dangled from the chain. ‘It’s the twin of this one. I gave it to him before he left for Adelaide.’

Mishra’s hand pressed against the pendant on her chest while she stared at Roberts. Philip’s father? She shook her head. And why tell her now? If he cared that much about Philip, why punish him for doing what was right? ‘Hebden has closed down the investigation. He thinks Philip is dead.’

Roberts sighed; impatience or worry, she couldn’t tell. ‘Have you not been listening? He can’t be trusted. I’ve a long history with the man on mission. I’ve seen what he can do, what he’ll turn a blind eye to.’

Mishra’s mind crowded with questions. ‘What things? If you know what he’s capable of, why haven’t you reported him?’

Roberts stared at the ceiling while he rolled each of his shoulders in turn. Whatever he was planning to say was making him uncomfortable. Her own apprehension rose as he returned his gaze to her.

‘Hebden’s careful. I’ve no proof beyond what I’ve seen with my own eyes, what I suspected. There was always an explanation: “They’re evacuating those people to somewhere safer; those children are orphans – they’re taking them to new families.”’ He paused.

In the silence, Mishra worked through the implications of what he was saying. Desperate people would pay extortionate rates to middle-men who promised them safety in another place. Was that what Roberts was alluding to?

Roberts broke into her thoughts. ‘And he’s been good to me, where others have not. I preferred his explanations to the alternatives. But there’s nothing left of that friendship. I believe he’s been playing me, trading favors for silence. I was just too stupid to see that before.’

An unwelcome drift of pity crossed Mishra’s heart. More than anything else he’d said, Roberts’ hurt at being played when he’d believed the friendship was true reminded her of Philip. Difficulty interpreting social cues and wrestling with loneliness were challenges Philip apparently shared with his father.

‘I’ll waste no more of your time.’ Roberts strode across the living room toward the front door, where he paused and looked back at her. ‘If you hear anything, Dr. McKenzie, come to me. Just to me.’

He tossed a card on the console table by the door and exited.

Mishra stood in confused silence, staring after him. Would he really find Philip, only to make him face charges for the leak? She couldn’t let him do that. But what of his accusations about Hebden?

Her head hurt; this was all way too much to sort through on her own. She should call Ra.

No.

They’d agreed never to talk about Philip on the phone, or in electronic communication of any kind. And now Ra was in New Zealand. Of the five of them who had started on their plan to expose the military’s development of killer robots, only she and Sol remained in Adelaide. Raffe and Lexi were off somewhere on a yacht in the Pacific – New Caledonia, they’d told the investigating officers. That had been news to the rest of them. Raffe and Lexi had been vague about their itinerary before they left. But then it had been the week prior to the media release – they’d all been preoccupied with the campaign.

When could she see Sol? His chef’s timetable could be erratic – sometimes lunches, sometimes dinners, sometimes a split-shift. She switched on her phone.

Ping! Ping! Ping!

Three new messages.

The first was from Sol. Saw the news, darling. Ugly. I’ll stop by tonight. Kisses.

The second from her dad. Seen the headlines? Sorry, love. Give me a call. Love, Dad.

And the third from Fran, her colleague at the university. Want me to do your afternoon class?

That was Fran: pragmatic, cut to the chase.

Mishra smiled. She was lucky to have them. Could she face her afternoon class? It was small – just the postgrads doing advanced research methods. She paused, her finger over the reply button. Apart from the washing machine whirring away, there was no sound in the apartment. Two choices: she could stay here and worry about the implications of Roberts’ visit or do something useful. I’m coming in, she texted back to Fran.

* * *

The hubbub around the circle of desks ceased as she entered, a silence more complete than any she’d encountered in the classroom before Philip’s disappearance. Some of the students had attended the botched event for the Say No to Killer Robots campaign that she’d organised here at the beginning of the semester. And the rest had caught on that Mishra was linked to the media frenzy about the killer-bee project. She’d been fending off curious glances since the project hit the media.

Mishra dumped her bag on the desk at the front of the classroom and unloaded her laptop. The university had warned her against speaking about the campaign after that event. Back then they’d been worried about the repercussions of negative publicity for their funding arrangements with the military. They were well beyond that now. But Mishra was keeping up her end of the bargain. As long as her lecturer post was still paying the bills she wanted to keep her bosses onside.

‘Dr. McKenzie?’

‘Yes, Ruby?’

Ruby’s dark eyes searched her classmates before she turned her gaze back to Mishra. The pause was unnerving.

‘They’re saying the man who leaked the bee project is dead.’

Mishra dropped into the chair behind her desk and clasped her hands together. ‘Yes, they are.’

‘I – I mean, we think he’s a hero. It’s not right what they’re doing.’

Mishra paused to collect herself before she responded. ‘What they’re doing?’

‘That project with the bees. It’s not just about pollination, is it?’

‘I’m not … I can’t …’ She heaved in a breath while she grasped for a response. She was messing this up royally.

Ruby stood and approached Mishra. ‘I’m sorry, Dr. McKenzie.’

Mishra shook her head, trying to make her face smile. It wasn’t complying.

‘He was your friend.’ Ruby was blocking the view of the rest of the class.

Mishra nodded.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ruby said again.

‘Thank you,’ Mishra whispered. Her head started to thump. Just one more – this was the very last lecture of the year. She owed it to her students. Mishra sniffed and flipped open her laptop. Ruby retreated to her seat.

‘Who wants to pass these exams, then?’ Her joviality rang false. After all that practice, she was still a bad liar.

* * *

After class, Mishra jammed on her sunglasses and sped along to the psychology office to check her mailbox. The corridors were mercifully free of colleagues, many having finished their classes for the year. Students too were thin on the ground, though enough remained to fill the air with their unique fragrance – rich, floral perfumes with an undercurrent of sweat.

Her mailbox was full. On top was a university envelope. The letter inside confirmed the university’s decision to support her sabbatical over the summer term. Her stomach clenched. She’d been working toward this all year – she should be happy – but her time in Wellington was so much more loaded now than just a space for writing papers and considering her future. Her hand slid into the pocket of her tunic and clasped Philip’s note.

The second item was a thick cardboard envelope the length of a small shoebox. She turned it over. There were none of the usual markings indicating a new arrival from the bookstore – no markings at all except her name on the front. Mishra frowned.

‘Hi, Mishra. How are you?’ The departmental secretary’s face was sympathetic as she stood behind the afternoon mail trolley, her hands full of envelopes.

‘Okay, thanks, Lil.’ She held up the mystery envelope. ‘Did you see who delivered this?’

Lil shrugged. ‘Been head down sorting exam papers all morning. Sorry.’

Mishra smiled and stuffed the envelope into her bag. ‘Never mind.’

The air in her office smelled stale. She hadn’t been in since Hebden had phoned to tell her they were calling off the investigation and to expect an announcement in the media. Three days was long enough for the flowers on her desk to dry out and the petals to brown. Nothing else had changed. Nothing outward anyway.

Mishra collapsed into the visitor’s chair beside her desk and opened her bag. Too dark. She leaned over and flicked up her blinds, letting in afternoon light and a glimpse of the Art Gallery of South Australia across the lane.

Now for the envelope. Her name was printed onto the label on the front. The envelope felt light – lighter than a book of the equivalent size.

What if they’d stopped the investigation because they’d found Philip’s body? Mishra dropped the envelope into her lap.

Paranoia on top of everything else? They would have asked his mother to confirm his identity if they had a body. Wouldn’t they? All Mishra’s knowledge of crime and espionage came from movies. She’d never had to identify a body. Her mother had died at home.

What if the authorities had found Philip and done away with him themselves?

Now that was just ridiculous! Militaries in civilised countries didn’t go around killing their citizens because they leaked some information about a project.

He’s not Australian, the voice persisted.

‘Mishra?’

Mishra jumped, her heart racing.

‘Oh, Mishra, honey, I’m so sorry.’

Fran dropped to her knees and folded Mishra into a hug. Mishra relaxed into a face-full of Fran’s coppery curls.

‘They mean Philip, don’t they?’

Mishra nodded.

Fran released her and rocked back on her heels. The thick black rims of her spectacles were askew and she raised a hand to tilt them level while she studied Mishra’s face.

Mishra’s lips began to tremble. ‘I don’t know what to do, Fran.’

Fran struck her listening pose – very still, very focused – and waited.

‘I don’t –’ Mishra swallowed and tried again. ‘I can’t tell what’s true anymore.’

Fran clasped one of Mishra’s hands, but remained silent.

‘They’re saying he took his own life. But there isn’t a body. No one’s contacted us – I mean me and Philip’s mum – about a body. How can they be sure?’

Fran frowned. ‘That is unusual.’

‘We only have Brett’s word that he was at the marina that day Raffe and Lexi left.’

‘Brett? The flight lieutenant with the flashy abs?’

Mishra sent Fran a watery grin, despite her confusion. Trust her to remember that particular detail. ‘Yes, Brett. Philip’s old flatmate.’

‘They think Philip drowned at the marina?’

‘That’s what Hebden implied when he talked to us.’

‘But you don’t think so.’

She didn’t know – and Roberts wasn’t sure either. Fran was her only friend outside of the campaign. Her one sane friend. Tell her! The urge to unload pressed Mishra’s tongue against her teeth. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Denial is the first stage of grief, Mish.’

‘Oh, don’t go all Kübler-Ross on me.’

Fran smiled and released her hand. ‘What’s that?’ She pointed to the envelope in Mishra’s lap.

Mishra shrugged. ‘Probably a card. I suppose I’ll get some of those.’

Fran stood. ‘Are you still going to New Zealand?’

Mishra nodded.

‘Sometimes it’s better to stick with your support networks at times like this. Maybe you could put off the sabbatical till the first semester?’

‘Ra is there.’

Fran nodded. ‘Listen, I’m parked in the tow-away zone right now – but let me know when you’re leaving. I’ll drive you to the airport. Call me, okay?’

‘Thanks, Fran.’

After Fran left, Mishra sat and stared at the envelope, still bathed in uncertainty, but calmer. Fran had stopped the unnerving death spiral of what-ifs she’d let herself invent. She was so tired she’d like to curl up under her desk and sleep. But sleep would be impossible with the stupid envelope intact.

She took scissors from the credenza beneath her desk and cut along the top of the envelope. Two items were inside. A smartphone – one of the cheaper models – and a note printed with two words. Ring ASAP.
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Mishra closed her office door and returned to her chair, the smartphone in her hand. She trembled as she switched it on and watched the start-up routine. It landed on a password page.

A password?

She scooped up the note that had come with the phone. Had she missed something? No. The note contained only the demand Ring ASAP. She tore apart the envelope and studied the seams inside and out. Still nothing. What if it was Philip trying to contact her? Think, Mishra!

Two possibilities sprang immediately to mind: frangipani and Tess. Tess was Philip’s dog, tragically killed not long before they’d exposed the bee project. Now that she thought about it, Tess’s death might have been another factor propelling Philip into such an extreme action.

She started with frangipani – her favourite flower, and her last gift from Philip.

Upper case or lower case? Lower case first. She tapped and waited. Nothing happened. Then upper case. Still nothing. How many attempts would she have before the phone locked?

Maybe she should wait for Sol. He might have a better idea. The screen gleamed at her and the note roared in her head. Ring ASAP.

She picked up her own phone and dialed Sol’s number.

‘Mishra. What is it?’

‘Are you coming over?’

‘Just finished dinner prep. Could be with you in half an hour.’

‘I’ll see you at mine, Sol. Hurry.’

* * *

By the time she’d walked the final leg from the bus stop to her townhouse Mishra was convinced that Tess was the password. Sol was waiting outside, leaning against his beat-up Corolla, his leather jacket thrown over one shoulder and his earrings on the short side of his asymmetrical cut catching the afternoon light. He was cool and glamour personified. Mishra ran the last few steps.

‘Darling?’ Sol hugged her and she inhaled his comforting mix of sandalwood and spice. ‘It’s not just the nasty media, is it?’

Mishra shook her head. ‘Come inside, Sol.’

They walked between the shrubs lining the path of her handkerchief garden to the front door, where she stopped to rummage through her bag for the keys. ‘They don’t believe he’s dead.’

Sol rested a hand on Mishra’s arm. ‘Say again?’

‘That guy Roberts came over this morning, just after Philip’s mother left. Roberts wanted to know if there was anything else I could tell him.’ She shoved her keys into the lock and pushed open the door. ‘He thought they’d concluded the investigation too soon.’

‘He said that?’

‘Yes. He also said he was Philip’s dad.’

‘Get out!’

Mishra nodded and dumped her bag on the console table just inside the front door. She could explain Roberts later. ‘And now this.’ She handed Sol the note and held up the phone.

‘Where did it –’

‘Someone left it in my mailbox at the department.’

Sol took the phone. ‘And?’

‘It has a password. I’ve tried two already. What if it locks?’

‘But who –’

‘What if it’s Philip, Sol?’

Sol looped an arm around her shoulders. ‘Falafel.’

‘What?’

‘Just try it. No, wait. Let’s sit down first.’

They collapsed onto the couch in the living room, the afternoon sun striping their legs. Mishra switched the phone on and they waited, staring at the screen.

‘Falafel?’

‘It was a joke between me, Raffe and Charlie. favourite food-related secret codes. We were just messing around but …’ Sol shrugged.

‘You think it’s from Charlie or Raffe?’

‘Use a number for the Ls.’

Mishra tapped the screen. If Sol was right, then the phone wasn’t from Philip. The final 1 opened the homepage.

‘Yes!’ Sol said, thrusting his fist in victory.

Mishra’s face crumpled as hope of hearing from Philip once again died.

‘Sorry, doll,’ Sol said. ‘I’m so sorry. But they might know something.’

Mishra held out the phone. ‘You do it.’

Sol pushed her hand back. ‘They sent it to you.’

‘But I didn’t know the password!’ Anger flared. If Charlie and Raffe knew something about Philip they’d kept it from her. She didn’t have any expectations of Charlie, Sol’s journalist friend who broke the killer bee story – she hardly knew her. But Raffe was different. Raffe was her friend.

The contacts list in the phone had only one number in it.

Mishra pushed the green phone icon and waited. At first there was silence, and then the sound of ringing.

‘Mishra? Is that you?’

The voice was Raffe’s, but the tone was wrong. The Raffe she knew was laid-back, exuding the sort of comfortable confidence that came with a moneyed background.

‘Where are you? Where’s Philip?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know.’

It was all she could do not to fling the phone across the room. All this ludicrous secrecy, all her hope and anxiety – and for nothing.

‘Here.’ Sol reached for the handset and turned it to speakerphone, holding it between them.

‘Mishra? Mishra, are you there? Has Lexi been in touch?’

‘Raffe, it’s Sol. Just me and Mishra. I thought Lexi was with you?’

‘She was, but –’ They heard a heavy sigh. ‘She left after we berthed. I’m in Opua, New Zealand. We’ve lost Philip.’

‘Philip was with you?’ Mishra was caught between relief and fury. Why hadn’t they been in touch?

‘Until last night, yes. When we woke up this morning he was gone. Took his gear. Either jumped or fell ... what the hell are we going to do? We can’t alert the authorities – he’s trying to disappear.’

‘They’re reporting he’s dead over here,’ Sol said.

Mishra’s mind was racing. He was still alive! Or had been until last night. Thank goodness.

‘Mishra,’ Raffe said, ‘what should we do?’

‘Now you’re looping me in?’

‘He didn’t want you implicated in the leak – the university, your job …’

‘Much better to let me think he was dead?’

‘I know, I know. It sounds rubbish now.’ Raffe’s voice was weary.

‘Where is he, Raffe?’

‘I don’t know. This coastline is full of little islands and beaches. We took the runabout out searching as soon as we realised.’

Mishra closed her eyes against a sudden vision of Philip’s body washed up on a beach.

‘I’m so sorry, Mish.’

The flatness in Raffe’s voice tweaked fresh anguish, spiked with exasperation. What had Philip been thinking?
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You wouldn’t credit it. Brett was bending to shove his bag under the seat of the passenger in front of him – not an easy maneuver with your face squashed sideways into the backrest – when Mishra shuffled past. Mercifully she was looking up, reading the numbers of the seats on the overhead lockers. Brett froze. What the hell was she doing on this flight? Their intelligence from Roberts said that she wouldn’t be leaving Adelaide for another week at least – maybe more. And she was supposed to be heading for Wellington, not Auckland.

Several things occurred to Brett. First, Roberts might be feeding them bad information. Brett had done his best to ingratiate himself with Roberts when they met after Philip disappeared, emptying the entire contents of his short stint flatting with Philip into Roberts’ head. Brett had never believed Philip was dead. He’d been sure he was on that damn yacht with Lexi and her rich boyfriend, even when Lexi and Raffe sailed into Sydney without him. They could have dropped him anywhere en route.

From now on he’d take anything they gleaned from Roberts with a grain of salt.

Second, something must have happened. Why would Mishra be leaving Adelaide so soon? There had been the media release about Philip’s suicide. She must be feeling like shit. Maybe she needed to get away from the madness.

Or maybe now that people believed Philip was dead she could finally rendezvous with him in this out of-the-way spot without fear of being discovered.

Third, how the hell was he going to get through the airport without her noticing him? Just this once his buff, six-foot-four-inch frame was a disadvantage. At least he wasn’t wearing his uniform. He dug back into his bag for his cap and glasses, then risked a glimpse over his shoulder. She was much further back in the plane. Maybe he could get off first before she had a chance to leave her seat? But she’d spot him if she was looking toward the front of the plane. On the other hand, she wasn’t expecting to see him and, curves aside, she hadn’t looked that flash – hair escaping the clip at her neck, sunken eyes, bundled up like she had the flu. Through his panic he’d still felt a sympathetic pang for her. How did she do that?

Brett shrank into his seat, trying to figure out what this meant for his plans. He’d try and beat Mishra off the plane, see where she went, then pick up his rental.

‘Hi!’

Brett jumped.

‘Oh, sorry. Not a morning person, are we?’

She was twenty-something but looked younger with her mouse-blond plaits hanging either side of her face. Judging by the amount of kohl around her amber eyes she must have been up very early this morning, preparing herself for the day. She smiled at Brett. Brett smiled back.

She flicked her gaze from his face, down his seated body, and frowned at his knees. ‘Planes aren’t made for people as long as you, are they?’

Brett’s eyes widened. Was she being coy?

‘That’s the problem with designing things with the average person in mind. I mean, who is this average person? Do they even exist?’

Brett opened his mouth to respond.

‘You know, the US military had the right idea. They designed their uniforms with common body types in mind. Like, they did all these measurements of their service people, and then clustered body sizes together. How clever is that?’

Brett pinned a smile to his face. It could be a very long or very short trip depending on what else came out of this girl’s mouth. Either way it was a distraction. At the very least, with that smile and those boobs, she beat staring at the headrest of the seat in front.

* * *

More than four hours later Tanya had given Brett her phone number and exhorted him to call her when he was in town – Auckland – because she’d love to show him around. Brett shoved her number into his shirt pocket and tried to keep her engaged while he sussed out Mishra’s whereabouts. With Tanya filling his ear, they could pass as a couple as they exited the plane.

At security he managed to lose her and hurried through the nothing-to-declare gate into arrivals. Tagging on to the end of a group of young men – a rugby team by the looks of their dress uniforms and size – Brett was washed into the arrival hall. The smell of popcorn, donuts and expensive perfume and the murmur of hundreds of conversations greeted him, then a round of applause. He stopped. Rugby supporters, their scarves echoing the black-and-white colours of the blazers of the rugby team, whistled and hooted their boys home. He smiled, blending into their triumph.

Off to the right two people were distinguished by their lack of delight, their attention still focused on the gate. They looked familiar. The man was tall, blond and tanned, built like a brick outhouse, while the woman was shorter, with coffee-coloured dreads, cascading down her back, and gave off a don’t-mess-with-me air. It was bloody Raffe – Lexi’s new squeeze since Brett had dumped her – and Mishra’s flatmate, Rawinia. He’d only met them a couple of times – both when he was on the back foot, and at neither time had they been together – but he was sure it was them. Raffe was supposed to be in New Caledonia, while Rawinia … what was it Roberts had told them? Leaving to establish a health-care center? He hadn’t had time to understand what Rawinia’s mission was exactly – just that it took her home to New Zealand.

But here they were together, waiting at Mishra’s arrival gate. Roberts had been right – follow Mishra and find Philip. Or at least find out what the little band of Mishra’s mates were up to.

If he could just get out of this damned airport without them clocking him.

‘Mishra!’ Rawinia was waving.

Brett ducked behind the circle of people welcoming passengers home.

‘Mishra!’

And there she was, caught between a smile and a sob, stumbling toward them. She didn’t look like someone who was about to be reunited with her lost love. In fact none of them looked happy as they bunched together, then broke apart and waded toward the exit. Rawinia was playing with a large set of car keys. Maybe Mishra was planning to stay in Auckland.

Brett waited until they’d left the terminal, then joined the crowd of people on the pavement at one of the motel pick-up spots.

They were walking to a carpark, Mishra tucked under Raffe’s arm. Brett frowned. Lexi and Mishra? The guy was a babe magnet. All that money – that yacht – couldn’t hurt his chances. Though he didn’t seem Mishra’s type; she was all about rights, not material things. But she did like to dress well – heels, bracelets, that dress she’d worn to Philip’s dinner party when Brett first met her. He inhaled and whistled out through his teeth, aroused by the memory.

An airport shuttle pulled up and Brett edged away from the crowd, moving along the pavement to keep Mishra and her friends in view.

They’d crossed the road and Rawinia was tossing Mishra’s gear into the back of an old truck with a solid canopy. Brett noted the colour, make and license plate before finding his own rental car agency.

‘Where would I purchase a set of kitchen scales?’ he asked the assistant.

The assistant arched one dark eyebrow at Brett from behind his tablet, then stood and swiveled the tablet around for Brett. ‘Sign here, and here.’ He handed Brett the stylus. ‘Briscoes, Harvey Norman. They would be my suggestions. But I am not the one cooking in my family. That is my wife.’ The man’s head shook a little as he spoke.

‘Thanks.’ Brett signed the forms. ‘You are fortunate to have a wife who cooks for you.’

‘Bay A21. Here are your keys. Enjoy your time here, sir.’ The assistant was sitting before he’d finished his sentence. Asking about kitchen scales had somehow put his nose out of joint.
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In the airport carpark, Ra unlocked the boot of an ancient, mud-spattered truck and heaved Mishra’s case into the back while Raffe draped an arm around Mishra’s shoulders. ‘I’m so sorry, Mish. I wanted to tell you. It seemed the right thing to do at the time.’

Mishra had endured a low-level and clandestine crush on Raffe ever since they’d met, but she’d long since given up hoping he’d see her as more than a friend. And then she’d met Philip and her crush had eased away. And Raffe loved Lexi. Or had. Closer now, Mishra could see the grey sheen of fatigue beneath Raffe’s tan and swelling around his eyes. When had he last slept? She felt for him, but he’d let her suffer this whole month. How could she trust him again? Him or anyone else. ‘Let’s just find him, Raffe.’

Raffe’s shoulders sagged and he nodded. ‘Ra’s got some ideas.’

‘The woMAN with the plan,’ Ra said. ‘Come on, parking costs a bloody fortune around here.’

Mishra climbed into the passenger seat and looked at Ra, who winked at her, before thrusting the keys into the ignition. ‘Tell me about your visit from Roberts.’

Mishra again described the brief meeting at her house.

Ra shook her head. ‘All that time he never said a word.’

‘He’d hardly be a credible investigator if people knew he was Philip’s father,’ Raffe said from the backseat.

‘You think he’s still looking for Philip?’ asked Ra, pulling into the double lane of traffic streaming from the airport.

‘He didn’t say what he was going to do,’ Mishra replied. ‘But he wouldn’t ask for my help if he wasn’t looking himself, would he? His relationship with Hebden has turned sour.’

‘And …?’ said Ra, interpreting her pause.

‘Roberts said he’d turn Philip in if he thought he’d leaked the code. Says rules prevent atrocities.’

‘Seriously screwed up family,’ Ra said.

‘Roberts was worried about Hebden. Apparently Hebden’s dangerous. Roberts even said Philip would be safer in custody. I got the impression that Hebden believed Philip might still be alive. The media story was a cover-up to stop people prying into their work.’

‘Maybe the ADF think Philip could do more to threaten their project – that he could convince people about the real reason for their interest in the bees,’ said Raffe from the backseat.

‘How?’ Ra asked as they pulled up to an intersection and waited for the lights.

‘If he kept a copy of the code. Or could re-create it.’

Mishra swiveled in her seat so she could see Raffe’s face. ‘What do you know, Raffe?’

‘I know that our drybag is missing.’

‘Your what?’

‘Our drybag. We use them to store things on boats, usually for day trips. It looks like he’s taken his clothes and the other items we’d stashed for his new start – cash, passport, debit card, sleeping bag and a fake driver’s license. A drink bottle too, I think. And a USB I’d given him that had fake references and CVs on it. Everything we thought he might need to start again.’

‘Passport and debit card?’ Mishra’s eyebrows raised all by themselves.

Raffe shrugged. ‘Under his new name, Damon Hunter.’

‘Damon Hunter?’ Her voice was following the cue from her eyebrows. ‘But how? I mean, where did he get the identity documents from?’

Ra glanced over her shoulder at Raffe. 

‘Raffe?’ Mishra asked.

He sat up and took a deep breath. ‘We’ve been doing it for years.’

‘We?’

‘Sol helps out where he can. We’ve been helping people resettle – refugees. Legally if we can, but if not there are other ways.’

‘Sol helped you get the documents for Philip?’ She glared at Ra. ‘Did you know?’

Ra shook her head.

‘Mishra, it was just me. No one else,’ said Raffe.

Mishra’s mind reeled as she reviewed what she thought she’d known about her friends. Their human rights support went so much further than she’d realised. Could she have kept up the friendship, knowing the risks they were taking – the illegality of their actions? She didn’t like deceit. Yet she agreed that Australia’s immigration policies – those awful detention centers – were perpetuating human rights abuses.

The betrayal and their lack of trust in her stung.

But Raffe had used his contacts to help Philip. She couldn’t hold that against him. And her own initially reluctant attempts to befriend Philip, just to glean information about the robotic bee project, left no moral high ground for her to stand on.

Mishra batted away her confusion and said to Ra, ‘You’re happy about people bypassing immigration processes into your own country?’

‘Far as I’m concerned he’s one of the good guys, Mish. And he isn’t displacing legitimate newbies because he’s come through the back door. Any friend of the campaign …’ Ra glanced at her, then tossed her head toward the window. ‘It used to be market gardens round here. That vineyard is one of the last. All that productive land under concrete – that’s development for you. Stupid, eh?’

Mishra didn’t care about the vineyard. ‘Ra –’

‘Right now there’s nothing we can do. Why don’t you just relax and soak up the scenery?’

Ra was back to protecting her – or was it coddling her? ‘You said you had a plan.’

‘We do. Two plans.’

‘I need to know, Ra. I need to know now.’

‘I can see that.’ Ra glanced at Raffe in the rear-view mirror and raised her eyebrows above the frame of her sunglasses.

‘I think we’re back to one plan if Roberts is poking around,’ said Raffe. ‘We thought we could launch a missing person’s enquiry using the Damon Hunter alias if the authorities weren’t looking for Philip anymore. But maybe the less formal route is better.’

In the front seat Ra was nodding.

‘Which is?’ Mishra asked.

‘Using my networks,’ Ra said. ‘Got whānau working up and down the coastline: tourism, Department of Conservation. Hospitals too. We could use his picture in our private social media groups. See what comes up.’

‘What if somebody went to the police?’ Mishra asked.

Ra shook her head and scowled. ‘No love lost there, Mish. The authorities haven’t done us any favors. I got a cuz working in the police. But whānau is whānau. Our first loyalty is to each other.’

‘Philip isn’t whānau,’ she persisted. ‘He’s British.’

‘Metaphorical whānau. Nobody wants these freakin’ robots. He risked everything, going against the system. People respect him.’

They were entering a tunnel now, clogged with traffic, and Ra stopped talking to focus on the lanes ahead.

Mishra understood struggle. Her mother’s family had suffered in the actions – aksi – to overthrow Suharto in their Indonesian home, though Mishra’s mum had married Mishra’s Australian dad and left before Suharto was finally deposed. Her brothers had been glad to send her away and keep her safe. Even Mishra’s dad, with his Scots heritage, held a quietly negative opinion of the English. He’d been disappointed when the last Scottish referendum for independence had narrowly supported staying with the United Kingdom. Perhaps she was wrong to doubt Ra’s plan. She didn’t have a better one.

‘Sorry, Ra,’ she said as they emerged again into the light and sped past green suburbs she’d probably never know. 

‘That fella’s been beside himself,’ Ra said, nodding back toward Raffe.

In the backseat Raffe’s head was nodding, his arms and legs jumping as his body settled to sleep. ‘And Lexi’s dumped him?’

‘Looks like,’ Ra said. ‘I’d be pretty pissed too if my romantic cruise around the Pacific turned out to be an illegal threesome.’

Mishra pressed her lips together. Maybe Ra had a point. But she wasn’t ready to forgive Lexi yet either. They’d all deceived her. ‘What if she goes to the police? Tells them all about it in exchange for her own neck?’

Ra shook her head, but her brow creased at the same time. ‘We need to have more faith in each other than that.’

Mishra’s eyes were hot and tight as she glared out the window. Suburbs gave way to fields, only for a new set of developments to emerge further on. The sun hurt her eyes and she dragged her sunglasses from her bag and rested her head against the seat. She needed to see Raffe’s yacht, to see where Philip had been. ‘Where are we going?’

‘My place,’ said Ra. ‘Another few hours.’

‘Where’s Opua?’

‘Not far from there. Want a drink? My aunty packed us some food. It’s in the basket in the back.’

‘So they know about Philip?’

Ra nodded. ‘Yep. Reckon he’s one of the good ones.’

Mishra smiled. ‘He is, Ra.’ Her eyes ached as the signal for tears ignited. ‘Or he was.’

‘None of that now, miss,’ Ra said. ‘Kaua e mate wheke mate ururoa.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means don’t die like the octopus, die like the hammerhead shark.’

‘I don’t want anyone to die!’

‘It means put up a massive fight.’

She wasn’t a fighter – she was an academic. And she was rubbish at standing up for herself. It was easier standing up for others; she could probably claim some credit there.

‘Not so pretty when he’s asleep,’ Ra said.

In the backseat Raffe’s head was tilted at an awkward angle against the window. A thin line of drool connected his open mouth to his chest. He snorted and his eyes flew open, before rolling back into sleepy oblivion.

Physically Raffe reminded her of Philip. Raffe was an older, more muscled version – all that time in the gym – and he had oodles of self-confidence, whereas Philip shied away from social contact. Her memories didn’t hold an image of Philip asleep. They’d been together for only a few weeks before he’d disappeared. How would he make a new life for himself here?

She folded her arms across her stomach and bent over, leaning into the familiar pain of her grief and worry and – if she was honest – guilt. Philip wouldn’t be missing if it wasn’t for her.

Ra rested a hand on her back. ‘We’ll find him. If that’s what he wants, we’ll do it.’

Mishra closed her eyes. If that’s what he wants?
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Philip’s arms itched. Before he formed a conscious thought, he pushed off the prickly material and squeezed down on the irritation. Hell, that hurt. His breath grated through his lungs, filling his nose with the tang of blood and mould. Through his eyelashes the light blurred, shapes forming and fading.

‘Damon?’

The man’s voice wasn’t familiar. Philip waited.

‘Damon Hunter? That you, bro?’

The breath on his face was warm and stank of cigarettes and coffee. Philip closed his eyes as panic swelled his stomach. This wasn’t his bed in Adelaide. Drawing his knees up to his chest, he tried to change the course of the nightmare, but succeeded only in coughing.

‘Damon.’

Go away.

‘Damon, I’m leaving for a bit. There’s tea and bread on the bench.’

Boots clumped across a wooden floor, and a door squeaked open then shut, sending a cold draft of air over his face. Outside, a dog barked.

Tess? Where was she?

Though it didn’t sound like Tess; the bark was deeper, more guttural. The thought of his border collie launched a fresh wave of distress. What was wrong with him today?

He opened his eyes. Rough-sawn boards formed a wall inches from his face. When he rolled onto his back there were boards above him too – the bottom of a bunk. Where was he?

Sitting up sent spasms of pain through his head. Perhaps he’d finally surrendered to the invitations offered by his colleagues at the institute for a quick drink after work. Maybe he’d had too much and ended up here to sleep it off.

He kicked off the bedcovers with legs as responsive as concrete piles. There were grazes on his shins, on the top of his feet and toes, as well as scratches on his arms.

He began to shake. Think, Philip.

Ka-thump … ka-thump … ka-thump.

Each heartbeat was a rebuke. Lord he needed a drink and painkillers.

Swinging his legs off the bed, he paused to let the pounding in his head subside. His shorts were hanging over the back of an old classroom chair which was pulled up to a table, equally old and battered. It was as if he’d fallen into a high-school anxiety dream.

He looked around. Apart from the chair, the table, and the bunk he was sitting on, the square room’s only furniture was a kitchen bench in the corner by the door. On top of the bench sat a primus and a plastic bag of bread. Food – the thought sickened him. Some plates, a mug, a pot and tins of food rested on the open shelf beneath the bench. A potbelly, black and smoky, crackled in the corner opposite, warming a saucepan that sent steam coiling into the air. Light fell through a single window divided into eight grimy squares. This was a bushman’s hut. It didn’t belong in the middle of the city.

Philip screwed his eyes shut.

Wake up. Wake up.

His nose and ears and the rasping in his lungs told him that he hadn’t moved. Opening his eyes, he reached for his shorts then attempted to stand. The world tilted beneath his feet, and he clutched at the top bunk. This was bad. Clearly he was ill, maybe delusional.

Dropping onto the chair, he tried to assess the situation methodically.

He was alive – yes – and conscious. Peering under the table, he bent then flexed his feet, wincing as the skin pulled tight over his grazes. What had caused those injuries? His gaze flicked around the hut. And he wasn’t in his apartment in Adelaide – how could he explain his absence to his boss?

Assessment abandoned, thoughts jammed together, nose to tail. It was only a couple of months since he started at the institute. Stuffing up this programming job wasn’t an option. His father would kill him.

He spread his hands on the tabletop and pressed hard. Slow down.

Where was that man? The cigarette and coffee man? He’d called him Damon or Damian. Not his name. He was Philip Templeton, a programmer at the Institute of Synthetic Technologies in Adelaide, a Bristol lad, 25 years old … no, wait. It was September - 26 then. He owned a border-collie cross called Tess. Philip paused and frowned. Who would be feeding her?

The factual litany slowed his thoughts but apprehension corroded every cell. He was reminded of the terror in the rolled-back eyes of an injured deer, right before his father had pulled the trigger to finish it off. The noise, the feral scent … he’d never been hunting again. Hunted – that’s how he felt now. But why? And who on earth was Damon?

He needed to pee. Bolstering his balance with the table and then the walls, Philip stumbled to the door and down a step into a wall of foliage. Perhaps he was still drunk. Fronds and stems stabbed at his bare skin as he leaned against a tree and relieved himself.

The sun stung his eyes while the dead seaweed smell of the ocean turned his stomach. Bush sloped away to the water where a pale beach blinked between the trees. It wasn’t like the bush in Australia or at home. The trees looked as if thousands of green dragonflies had alighted on the hillside and spread their wings. Across a channel the coastline shouldered its way left and right, disappearing into sea haze in both directions. There was no sign of the cigarette man. No sign of anyone.

Good. Nothing made sense. But a certainty that he needed to hide until he worked out what the hell had happened anchored him in this swept-away world. He swayed back up the step and into the hut, bracing himself in the doorway to let his eyes adjust. Something was stashed beneath the bunk.

He clambered back along the wall and dropped to the lower mattress, bending over onto his knees to reach for the bag under the bed. It was a drybag – a long tube with a folded over top that people used on boats. He’d never owned one. Something jabbed at his memory and at his gut. He pushed the unpleasant sensations away.

The drybag wasn’t fastened.

It must belong to Cigarette-Man.

Philip glanced toward the door. What if he came back and found Philip poking through his stuff? Had he said anything about coming back? Apart from the food there were no signs that the hut was inhabited permanently. No blinds. No running water. He scanned the ceiling; bare rafters were trailed with cobwebs. No lights either. What were his choices? Wait until Cigarette-Man came back, or riffle through the bag to work out where he was and how he’d got here? It was a no-brainer. Philip unfolded the top of the bag and pulled it open.

Clothes – and they were all his: jeans, T-shirts, his canvas jacket, a sweatshirt, shorts, his cap, underwear and his running shoes. How did they get into this bag? Next a phone, a cheap one he didn’t recognise. He turned it on. The battery lasted long enough to show him the home screen – the time and date – before it died. Damn it.

But that wasn’t right. The date had said November. Goosebumps prickled his shoulder blades and reached into his scalp. It was the beginning of September. Next week his team were meeting to address the military’s request for changes to their robotic bees. No one was happy about being diverted from the pollination objective but they didn’t have a choice – the project needed funding. Somehow he had to get back for that. Scraping the bottom of the bag, he turned up a black leather wallet – not his – and a capped USB stick. It looked familiar – but then USB sticks were ubiquitous. He scanned the cabin again. Two laptops in his apartment at home and not even an electric socket here.

Glancing toward the doorway, Philip opened the wallet. The pocket at the back was bloated with notes in a currency he didn’t recognise. Green twenty-dollar bills, purple fifties and red hundreds. He counted the notes: a thousand New Zealand dollars. New Zealand? No. The wallet definitely was not his. He couldn’t be in New Zealand.

Two cards were jammed into the inside pockets. With trembling fingers he wrenched the first one free: a Visa debit card belonging to a Damon Hunter. Damon – that was what Cigarette-Man had called him.

The other card was a New Zealand driver’s license, also belonging to Damon Hunter. The birthdate indicated an age a couple of months younger than Philip, and the photo showed someone with blond, curly hair and blue eyes. He had blond, curly hair and blue eyes.

Philip sighed. The features in the photo – hair, eyes, brow, face shape and mouth – were clear, but he couldn’t pull the features together in a way that said ‘Philip’ or anyone else. Facial agnosia, the doctors had told his mum. Usually he recognised people by using location, voices and fragrances, and people’s dress habits. Like he always wore the silver Celtic cross given to him by his father. The guy in the photo wore a silver chain but the photo was cut off at the shoulders. Philip patted his chest where his pendant usually hung, then scraped around his neck with his hand. The pendant and the chain were missing. ‘What the – ?’

Had Cigarette-Man taken it? But why take the pendant and leave a wallet full of cash? He must have been through the wallet because he’d called him Damon. This wasn’t helping.

If someone was playing a prank on him it was a very bad one. Who would do that?

Brett?

Brett, his annoying flight lieutenant flatmate. Apart from his work colleagues, Philip hadn’t met many people since arriving in Adelaide. Brett and his Airforce mates – short-haired, overly-muscled, uniformed clones – mostly stayed out of his way, but he could tell when they’d been in the apartment. The whiff of cologne, the flattened cushions tossed every which way, the dregs of alcohol in the sink or in the bottles in the recycling gave them away. Sometimes Philip thought they were mocking him. He didn’t like to drink and he wasn’t interested in their conversations – boisterous banter more like – that made one or other of them a butt of a joke that he didn’t always understand.

Could they have staged this?

The thought relieved his anxiety a little. It was a simpler explanation than … than what? That he’d planned this trip himself and then forgotten he’d done it? Someone had abducted him and stolen his identity?

Renewed anxiety rocked him forward then back, forward then back, and pain hammered his head. His search of the drybag hadn’t turned up any painkillers. Perhaps there were some among the tins on the shelf.

Wallet still in hand, he stood up and reached for the back of the chair. Prepared for the nausea and dizziness this time, he waited, then crept along the wall, trailing a hand across the boards for balance.

An enamel mug with a teabag in it was set beside the saucepan of water on the potbelly stove. Leaning against the wall, he removed the teabag and dunked the cup into the water. The hot liquid refreshed his mouth and throat. It was the best drink he’d ever had. After a second cup hunger pinched his stomach. The white bread on the benchtop was stale but edible. Plain was good. He’d just taken a second slice when he heard a scuffling outside, then a whine, and the door was flung open.

‘You’re up.’ The man waited for his dog – a squat, short-haired breed Philip couldn’t identify – to clamber over the doorstep before he entered. ‘That’s good.’

Philip pushed the wallet under the bread bag and leaned against the bench, wishing he was closer to the chair as anxiety stole the strength from his legs.

Cigarette-Man – it must be him: who else had been in the hut? – dropped into the chair, letting his backpack slide to the floor, and folded his arms across his chest. His pushed-up sleeves revealed wiry brown arms, one with a black tattoo of a skull, and his ebony hair waved over his collar. A thick beard obscured his mouth but his dark gaze was direct, though not unfriendly as far as Philip could tell.

Philip focused on the man’s dog which had curled up beneath the table. The man dropped his hand to scratch the dog between its ears. Anyone who loved a dog couldn’t be all bad.

‘Your mates are looking for you.’

The deer in his imagination raised its head, eyes rolling back.

‘Running away, eh?’ Cigarette-Man nodded as if he knew what Philip was thinking. ‘Pulled you out of the water a couple of nights ago. Must be crazy trying to swim for it at this time of year. Or desperate.’

Philip slid to the floor and stared at the boards between his bent knees. He’d been in the water. That made sense of the drybag and the burgeoning sense of panic he experienced when looking at the sea. But it didn’t explain anything else.

‘You Damon?’ From the pocket of his jacket Cigarette-Man produced a slim notebook. It had silver lettering on the front but Philip couldn’t make out what it said. ‘The passport photo looks like you.’

No point in looking at the photo. If Cigarette-Man said it looked like him it probably did. But he wasn’t Damon. He opened his mouth to correct Cigarette-Man then closed it again as two pieces of information slotted together: the bone-deep certainty that he was being hunted and that these were false documents. Maybe he was on the run and Damon was an assumed alias? In which case he should play along. If he talked he could destroy his security.

Philip swallowed away the dryness in his mouth and pushed his hand into his chest to alleviate the burning sensation. ‘I don’t know.’ His throat felt as if it had been scrubbed with a metal pad.

‘You don’t know what?’

‘My name. How I got here.’ He paused. ‘I don’t know who you are.’

Cigarette-Man chuckled. ‘I’m Rex.’

That name wasn’t familiar either.

‘I figure you weren’t trying to drown.’ Rex tossed his head in the direction of the drybag, still propped against the bunk. ‘Wouldn’t have taken all your gear.’

‘Taken it from …?’

‘Flash yacht in the bay. Only place you could have come from. They were out on their runabout, searching the beaches. Blond fella – looked like a surfer. And a woman – red hair, long legs. Asked what they were looking for; never seen two people look so confused about such an easy question. Until now.’ The corner of Rex’s mouth curled into a smile as he raised his eyebrows at Philip.

What did he expect Philip to say? ‘Did they have names?’

‘Raffe and Lexi.’

Raffe? He didn’t know anyone called Raffe. But Lexi was Brett’s girlfriend. She had red hair – more auburn than red. And Brett had black hair. What would Lexi be doing here with a guy who wasn’t Brett? The name could be a coincidence. Or maybe it was part of an elaborate prank.

‘Where am I?’

‘Rat Island, Northland.’

‘Northland?’

‘New Zealand.’

Philip breathed through a wave of nausea that prompted a spasm of coughing. ‘This makes no sense. I work in Ad –’ He still didn’t know if he could trust Rex; better not to tell him too much. ‘In Australia.’

‘You don’t sound like an Aussie. You sound like a Pom.’

What was a Pom? ‘Did you tell them?’

‘Tell them what?’

‘Tell them you’d found me.’

‘Nah.’ Rex stood up and his dog followed suit. ‘Thought you might have a reason for jumping off that boat.’

If only he could remember what it was.

‘I can run you back to the mainland. Should see a doctor. I thought you were a goner for a while last night.’

‘No.’ The deer reared its head. ‘No.’

Rex peered at him. ‘This place isn’t set up for long stays, just for emergencies. And I don’t need to come back for a while. I’ve set the traps. Got other places to be.’

Philip struggled to his feet and removed the wallet from beneath the bread bag. ‘Here.’

Rex shook his head at the bills Philip offered him.

‘Take it.’

‘What kind of a fella takes money for saving someone’s life?’

‘I’m staying in your hut and eating your food. It’s fair.’ Philip’s head started to spin. He needed to lie down.

‘Not my hut. It’s an old Department of Conservation hut. They’re planning to remove it.’

‘Just a couple of days.’ Philip staggered around Rex and flopped onto the bunk.  ‘I need to sort my head out.’

‘I’ll come back tomorrow – bring you some more food. No promises after that.’ Rex unzipped his backpack and placed an apple and a box of muesli bars on the table. ‘There’s a stream out the back. Long drop on the other side of the hut. And here’s some aspirin. All I had on me.’ He was staring at Philip. ‘You should come back with me. You ain’t looking that flash.’

It was hard to focus on what Rex was saying. ‘What day is it?’

‘Friday.’

‘No, the date.’

‘Second of November.’

A fresh blade of pain skewered Philip’s head.

What had happened to September and October?
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Ra’s place turned out to be an old wooden bungalow at the edge of paradise. Ra had punched the code into a keypad at the farm gate and rumbled across a cattle-stop. Playing hide and seek with sea views, they drove over the graveled road, dipping down and up through hills alive with spring growth. Mishra wound her window open and inhaled the briny air, catching a whiff of sheep poo every now and then. After descending the escarpment they trailed through stands of native bush. The road melded into tar-seal as they edged along a beach front, which was strung with modest, weathered beach houses. Where the road petered out at a turning bay, they stopped.

Mishra swung down from the cab and waded through the marram grass onto the beach. She stooped to pick up a handful of sand and let it run through her fingers. What seemed white at first was, in fact, a mixture of broken shells, pink and cream, and grains of rock, yellow and grey. Further along the bay the sea swept into an estuary, and beyond that the coast swelled into a low hill jutting into the water, with a scramble of golden rocks at its base. Blinking in the late afternoon glare thrown off the water, Mishra noticed an island off the coast, followed by a crocodile tail of smaller rocks descending into the bay. If Philip was lucky he might have washed up on one of the beaches. If not … she didn’t want to think about that.

Raffe joined her on the beach, rubbing his eyes, then stretching his arms above his head. He looked down at Mishra before his gaze flitted along the beach, right and left. Was he thinking about Philip too?

‘Takes half an hour to walk to the end of the beach.’ Raffe pointed to the estuary. ‘It’s a bit less than three kilometers. There are more than two hundred kilometers between here and Cape Reinga.’

Mishra glanced up at him, then back out to the bay. What was his point?

‘The prevailing current sweeps south from the top of the North Island.’

‘That’s two hundred kilometers of coastline to catch him,’ she said.

Raffe nodded. ‘That’s not counting all the little islands.’ He rolled his shoulders and addressed the sea. ‘Though they’re not all as friendly as this bay.’

What had happened to Raffe? Of all of them he was the most optimistic, the most likely to see a way through.

‘Come on!’ yelled Ra from the truck. ‘These fellas aren’t going to carry themselves.’ She raised the picnic basket in one hand and Mishra’s shoulder bag in the other, then strode into the trees. Raffe and Mishra followed, with Mishra bumping her suitcase along the path, then dragging it through hollows of sand, until the way underfoot became strewn with leaves and the sand gathered substance again. It was cool under the trees and fragrant. Tiny white and pink flowers clustered over thin branches that were spiked with miniature leaves.

‘Manuka,’ Ra said from the veranda, watching Mishra approach. ‘Best honey in the world, they reckon. So good your lot are trying to steal the name,’ she said to Raffe.

Raffe didn’t take the bait. ‘I could live here.’

‘Nah, not flash enough for you!’ Ra poked a toe through a hole in the boards on the veranda.

Mishra climbed the steps on to the edge of the veranda and peeped through the closest of two windows that were separated by a glass front door. The view inside was obscured by net curtains.

‘Not much to see,’ said Ra. She opened the front door. ‘Shoes off.’

Mishra slipped off her loafers then stepped into the wooden corridor running to the back of the house, pausing to let her eyes adjust to the dimness. Faces of people, young and old – Ra’s relatives, she assumed – smiled and stared down at her from the walls. A tall cylinder filled with umbrellas stood next to a narrow table which also supported photos and a woven basket filled with odds and ends. Ra threw her keys into it.

‘Living room,’ Ra said, pushing open a door on the left. It was decorated with green and turquoise floral wallpaper – circa 1970, Mishra thought – and an eclectic mix of vintage furniture.

‘My room.’ Ra nodded to the closed door opposite. ‘You’re in there,’ she said to Mishra, pointing to a door further along the hallway. ‘Raffe’s opposite. Bathroom and kitchen at the end.’

Mishra wheeled her suitcase into her room and plumped down on the single bed. Her knees rose beyond waist height as the springs bottomed out under her weight. She leaned back, catching her bracelet on the crocheted blanket that covered the bedspread at the end of the bed.

These rooms were smaller than the ones in front. Apart from the bed it contained a wicker chair, set beneath a netted window that looked out into the bush, and a lowboy. Like the corridor and the living room, the walls were covered in photos, some old enough to have the colour painted onto the images. One of them was turned over, displaying the cracked cardboard and rusty tacks of its backing panel. Mishra stood, her face level with the picture, and hooked her fingernail underneath, raising the bottom just enough so she could see the image underneath.

‘Cup of tea?’ Ra’s head appeared through the door.

Mishra dropped her hand and blushed under Ra’s frown. ‘Sorry, Ra.’

‘Too curious for your own good, eh, girl?’ Ra disappeared back down the hallway.

Mishra followed. She shouldn’t have done that. But it was weird – that one picture turned over. From what she’d glimpsed it looked like a group shot – men mostly – and a dog. Ra had never told her why she’d fled New Zealand. Only that she was sixteen when she left and she was never going back. Well, she wasn’t sixteen anymore and here she was. Maybe the storm that precipitated her flight had passed. But then what of the picture?

In the kitchen, Raffe was leaning against the bench next to the sink, a cup of tea in his hand, watching Ra wash vegetables under the tap. Like the rest of the house, the kitchen looked like it had last been remodeled in the seventies. Not Mishra’s favourite era. An old Shacklock cooker stood in one corner, hemmed in by painted wooden cupboards topped by an orange Formica benchtop. Under the window at the north end a scrubbed wooden dining table surrounded by mismatched chairs caught the sun’s oblique rays. Mishra pulled out a chair and sat down. Dried stems of pussy-willow quivered in their clay vase in the center of the table. She reached out a hand to steady them.

‘Here.’ Ra set a cup and saucer in front of Mishra and sat next to her. Raffe squeezed into the chair cocooned between the table and the wall. ‘You’d better fill us in,’ Ra said to Raffe.

‘I’m sorr –’

Ra raised her hand. ‘We know, Raffe. Just the details.’

Raffe stared into his tea as he spoke. ‘Philip was at the marina the day Lex and I left Adelaide but he didn’t board there. We’d hired him a car and he drove across country to Sydney. Just as well. We had a welcoming committee when we docked in Sydney: the police and Roberts.’

‘I still can’t get my head around it,’ Ra said. ‘Philip’s freakin’ dad.’

Raffe turned his cup around on its saucer, ignoring the interruption. ‘You should have seen Lexi with those guys. She pulled out all the stops. That demure smile, tossing her hair about, flashing a glimpse of those long legs.’ Raffe smiled. ‘Only Roberts seemed unmoved. We denied everything, of course. Easier for Lexi – she didn’t know about Philip uploading the code, or that Philip was coming with us. We told them we were sailing for New Caledonia.’

‘And they believed you?’

‘They searched the yacht and found nothing. And Lexi was pretty convincing. We waited a week, took in the sights, sailed between marinas. Philip boarded one night and we left.’

‘And Lexi had no idea?’

‘Not until we were well out into the ocean. Philip was horrendously sick. Never got his sea-legs. Lexi wasn’t that thrilled.’ Raffe gulped his tea.

‘Not thrilled that her romantic cruise to New Caledonia turned into a threesome with a renegade puke machine?’ Ra was failing to hide an amused smirk.

‘All right,’ said Raffe. ‘When you put it like that. I thought she was committed to the cause. We spent the whole crossing arguing and cleaning up Philip’s puke and trying to stay afloat. It was wild. Never seen anything like it.’ He put down his teacup. ‘So we’d just come around Cape Reinga and I told him we only had a day left before we berthed at Opua. I thought he was pleased. Must have been that evening, just up the coast there, that he jumped ship.’

‘And you didn’t notice because …?’ Mishra asked.

Raffe grimaced. ‘Lexi seemed to thaw out a little when the end was in sight. We were making up.’

‘You were shagging while Philip made his escape?’ Ra shook her head but she was grinning too.

Mishra wanted to smack him: him and Lexi. They’d let him go.

‘Why did he do it? We were so bloody close!’ Raffe said. ‘And we’d done all the background work. Coming in through Opua with his false documents would have been a cinch.’ He snapped his fingers to make the point. ‘I thought I’d convinced him of that. Anyway, Lexi went ape. You can’t report a wanted man to the authorities. We didn’t know about the reports of his death till we switched on our cellphones.’

‘What did you find exactly?’ Mishra asked, trying to keep her voice level. ‘When you noticed he was gone?’

‘Just what we’ve already told you. The dry bag was missing and his personal stuff.’

‘And then what?’

‘We took out the runabout, skirted the coast and the main islands. And I made arrangements to tell you.’

Mishra frowned at Raffe’s miserable face while he continued to stare into his teacup.

‘They spent three weeks cleaning up his puke and trying to get him here, Mish. He asked for their help. Didn’t he?’ Ra looked at Raffe.

‘Mine, anyway,’ Raffe said.

Mishra dug her fingertips into her shoulders. It wasn’t fair to blame Raffe or Lexi – but she wanted to. She wanted somebody to scream at. Instead she pushed back from the table and strode up the corridor to the veranda. It was sunset, and gloomy under the trees. But she didn’t stop, first walking then running, until she was halfway along the beach to the estuary and out of breath. There was no one else around.

‘Where are you?’ she shouted to the waves. ‘Why did you leave? You inconsiderate, thoughtless ass!’ She bent over her knees, panting. The relentless tug and pull of the waves offered no answers as the sea faded to silver in the dying light. Maybe she’d been wrong about that stupid note he left. Maybe they’d all been wrong.
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While Mishra was cursing the waves, Brett sat in his motel room in the small village of Albany, north of Auckland, with the aroma of butter chicken lingering in the air, and unwrapped the plastic covering from his scales. Would they be sensitive enough to detect a difference between the bees? The scales were calibrated to one-gram units – the most accurate he could purchase in a regular store.

He’d find out soon enough.

One by one he tweezered the bees out of their moulds and placed them on the scales. Five grams, five grams, five hovering to six, and again, and again, then five grams, five grams and five grams. Three slightly heavier than the rest, but the way the electronic readout flipped between five and six grams wasn’t convincing. And what did slightly heavier mean? They all had a defensive payload – would the deadly stuff be heavier? Surely that’s what the Professor meant by his note?

He realised he had another problem. They were identical, at least to him. How would he make sure he didn’t pick the wrong bee when he was in the field? He stared down at them, black and yellow and shiny. There was a chemist and a bookstore in the shopping mall he’d passed on his way to the motel. Maybe he could mark them somehow? Something durable. Something that would stand out against the black. Nail polish? But that would add weight – would that affect their ability to perform?

He placed the bees back into the case, with the heavier ones toward the hinges, and plugged the briefcase into the socket. They wouldn’t be doing anything without power.

Now for the truck’s license plate. He connected to the motel’s Wi-Fi and googled ‘car registration nz’. Car.jam came up in the search engine. It was ridiculously easy to find out what some people would consider private information, even if you were not in the security services.

The truck belonged to someone called George Te Whatu – must be one of Rawinia’s relatives. He googled Te Whatu and found a website for a charitable trust that ran a farm and some other businesses: scenic charters, whale watching, and restoration projects for the natural environment. There were also plans for a health service – though this was dependent on a capital injection. He searched the site for a picture of Rawinia without success. The trust also had a Facebook page but he didn’t find her there either.

The telephone directory turned up a page’s worth of Te Whatus. The address of the trust’s registered offices was in a dot of a town about three hours north of where he was staying. He engaged his GPS program and transferred the addresses of all the Te Whatus to a map. They clustered nicely in three locations – the dot-town, plus two bays further up the coast, and a much smaller smattering in Auckland. Stuck together, that family. It really wasn’t going to be very difficult to find Mishra while she was hanging around with Rawinia – and through her Philip, if he was alive.

He checked his secure email. Hebden was demanding a report – but also had some information. Raffe and Lexi had entered New Zealand through a port called Opua. No other people on board. Lexi had returned to Adelaide – about the same time Brett was arriving in New Zealand.

He smiled. A falling out? Brett had dumped Lexi – she was sexy, yes, but a little too needy. He had plans for his career that didn’t include an Air Force wife. But he had been surprised when she’d hooked up with Raffe so soon after. Maybe their relationship was on the skids. That would teach Raffe – he was too self-assured by half.

Now for Hebden. Should he mention his near miss with Mishra? It was hardly Brett’s fault – admin had handled his bookings. He could spin it: he already had some leads for tracking Philip.

Brett wandered over to the kitchenette while considering his report. He switched on the kettle, tipped a sachet of coffee into a mug and wished he was back on base, doing his job on the Middle East desk. Only two weeks ago he’d attended a security workshop where the experts were predicting that future unrest in most parts of the world would be driven by access to food and – more especially – water as the climate went to shit, crops failed, and some of the world’s biggest coastal populations were threatened with displacement. He’d been aware of the water issues – it was a chronic problem in his region – but the global perspective was even more demoralising. Against those predictions, piddling around in the Pacific, worrying about one man’s contribution to autonomous weapons, seemed trivial.

Carrying his coffee and his laptop, he sat down in the only armchair in his motel room. It was either that or the bed. Food didn’t belong in bed – a rule his mother had drilled into Brett and his brother when they were small. They had one set of sheets each in their house and washing only happened on clear days. They hadn’t had a drier.

Brett flicked on the TV and raked through the Sky options then Netflix. Secure in the knowledge that no sneering flatmates were around to scoff at his choice, he settled on a gardening program. There was enough conflict and misery in real life; he didn’t need it in his leisure time. Gardens soothed him.

Images of water features and bog gardens flashed past while Brett considered what to tell Hebden. Erring on the side of caution, he made his report full – including the near miss with Mishra (hardly his fault), and his conclusion that Philip must be close by – if indeed he was still alive. Mishra hadn’t looked happy.

Within a couple of minutes Hebden had replied: Excellent report.

A small glow of pleasure heated Brett’s face as he logged out of the email; excellent wasn’t a word Hebden had ever used for his work before. His pleasure was disrupted by an image of a dog cowering in a corner – the kind that would be delighted with a single word of praise. You’re not that pathetic, he thought. Not yet.
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Mishra woke on Saturday morning to trills and gargles. She opened her eyes. Where was she? Ra’s place. Sun was slanting through her net curtains. It was dark by the time they went to bed last night and she hadn’t thought to close the blinds. Outside a bird, a bit smaller than a crow, was hopping along the branch of a silver-barked tree. It threw back its head, exposing a tuft of white feathers at its neck, and sang. The source of the noise.

Mishra flopped back onto the pillow. She’d slept well – despite everything. Maybe she’d been too exhausted to do anything but sink into complete oblivion.

Philip.

Her stomach curled into its habitual ache. More than two days since he jumped ship now. At least she was here; she could finally do something.

She belted her bathrobe around her nightie and opened her bedroom door. In the corridor, sheaves of light from the open front door had turned the wooden floorboards the colour of molten honey and she could hear a murmur of voices from the veranda. After a quick trip to the bathroom and then a stop at the kitchen for a mug of coffee, Mishra joined Ra and Raffe. They’d taken the only two chairs on the veranda, so Mishra sank onto the step, her bare feet chilled by the still dewy grass. She raised a hand to shield the sun that was biting through the crisp spring morning and twinkling off the strips of ocean framed by the thin stand of trees that stood between the bungalow and the beach. It would be idyllic if she’d been here for any other reason.

‘Still want to take the yacht out?’ Raffe asked. ‘We need to leave ASAP – the weather’s going to turn.’

Ra was shaking her head. ‘Nearly three days, Raffe.’

The brief blip of hope that had tingled all the way to Mishra’s fingers at the thought of doing something died. ‘Meaning?’

‘I was talking to my uncle in Search and Rescue. He wouldn’t survive in the water this long.’

‘But –’

‘Two scenarios. If he drowned – and I’m not saying he has – he’s probably still at the bottom. It takes a while for your body to bloat up enough to reach the surface.’

‘Jesus, Ra!’ Raffe leapt off his chair and stood next to Mishra, his worried gaze flicking between the two of them.

Mishra began to shake. She put down her mug and grasped the step. She couldn’t go through this again. When they’d found Philip’s belongings at her place in Adelaide, just after he’d disappeared, she’d immediately assumed the worst. It had been the longest twenty-four hours of her life.

‘But if he reached the coast he wouldn’t have got far. Most people turf up within a kilometer – maybe two – of where they went over.’

‘So we should go then!’ Mishra hauled herself up, using Raffe as a prop.

‘Be quicker to take the car and drive up the coast. Also means if the weather turns sour we can keep looking.’ Ra looked at Raffe. ‘Did he have a lifejacket?’

Raffe seemed to visibly shrink as he considered Ra’s question. ‘I don’t –’ He rubbed his eyes with his hands, finishing the motion with a rough scrape through his hair. ‘He didn’t come out on deck the whole time we were at sea. He was just so sick.’ Raffe paced the small patch of grass between the bungalow and the bush, a caged lion. ‘Lexi and I had them in the runabout.’ He stopped. ‘The drybag would float, unless he was carrying lead in it.’

‘So you don’t know?’ said Ra.

‘I’d have to check the yacht.’

‘What, Ra?’ Mishra asked, not liking the dubious look on Ra’s face.

‘You’ve got a better chance of surviving the cold if you’re out of the water.’

‘He could swim,’ Mishra said.

‘We’re coming out of winter. He’d been sick. Doesn’t take long before you start to seize up–’

‘We get the picture.’ Raffe crossed his arms. ‘Maybe we should go back to Opua to check the boat?’

Ra peered at Mishra. ‘Be good to know what was running through that head of his.’

Her query felt like an accusation. You should know. Mishra reached for the pendant resting warm between her breasts. Ra’s feelings toward Philip had always been lukewarm. She had liked Philip most on the evening of their exposé to the press. Perhaps even more the day they’d read about him uploading the code for the project onto a public platform.

Now Mishra could sense an underlying impatience. If Philip had stuck with Lexi and Raffe, there would be none of this uncertainty. Job done. But he’d gone his own way – again.

‘Let’s get up to the main road,’ Ra said, scooping up her cold tea. ‘Got cell coverage up there. Something might have turned up.’

Mishra swallowed. Ra’s implied disapproval had some merit. If he’d just stayed aboard …

Raffe squeezed her shoulder and she turned to him. ‘I’m sorry about you and Lexi.’

Raffe’s smile was brief. ‘I don’t think it would have worked out anyway. Caught her on the rebound from that Air Force dickhead.’

Mishra nodded. ‘You deserve better.’

Raffe shrugged.

Mishra took his hand and pressed it between her own. ‘You do. You helped Philip. I know he’s not easy.’

‘It’s amazing what he did, Mish.’

Raffe paused, and Mishra looked up, intent on what was coming. His green eyes searched her face and her heart raced, a habit hung over from when she still wanted him.

‘Leaving you was the hardest thing he ever did. That’s what he told me.’

Mishra dropped her gaze and Raffe’s hand. ‘The note said: Hope the sabbatical works out. Do you think he meant to see me in Wellington?’

Raffe scuffed his shoe through the sandy grass. ‘He didn’t mention the note to me.’

That wasn’t what she expected to hear. She needed reassurance. ‘Were you ever going to tell me?’

Raffe shrugged. ‘He didn’t want us to tell anyone. I don’t know – maybe once the fuss had died down.’

Neither of them were going to spare her, it seemed: not Raffe with his willingness to take Philip’s side, nor Ra with her bloated bodies. Charging into her bedroom, Mishra slammed the door, causing all the pictures to rattle in their frames.

‘Five minutes, Mish,’ Ra called from the other side.

Mishra heaved in a deep, calming breath and wrapped her hand around Philip’s pendant, clenching it until her fingers were numb and the chain bit into her neck. Bloody Philip.

‘Here.’ Ra handed her an apple and a piece of toast when she emerged into the hallway.

‘I don’t know what he was thinking, Ra.’

Ra shrugged. ‘None of us ever knows what’s going on in other people’s heads. I like to think he did it in some perverse effort to spare Raffe and Lexi any more trouble. Might have heard them making up.’

Mishra returned her smile. Ra was making an effort.

They were quiet as they bumped along the track through the farm. Ra leaned out the window to key in the code that would release them. Their phones beeped simultaneously. Once over the cattle-stop, Ra pulled onto the verge, flattening the knee-high grass, while they checked their messages.

Mishra tapped in her password and waited. Two messages. One from Fran: Are we entering anger phase yet? Love KR.

KR? Annoying Kübler-Ross again. YES! Mishra texted back. Once a clinician …

The other was from Astrid Lyon, the academic hosting her in Wellington. Welcome to NZ! So sorry to hear of your loss. Have a lovely place in the country at your disposal. Let me know flight details and I’ll pick you up from the airport. Warmest wishes.

Her face puckered and her eyes burned. A part of her had expected Philip to magically appear once she set foot in New Zealand. Hope and grief made uneasy bedfellows.

She glanced at Raffe in the rearview mirror. He held his phone loosely in his hand, resting in his lap, and stared out the window.

‘News?’ Ra asked.

‘Lexi’s back in Adelaide.’

‘Ah.’

At least he knows where he stands, Mishra thought, then bit down on her frustration. What a horrible thing to think! ‘You, Ra?’ she asked.

Ra turned her head left then right, checking for traffic. ‘Aunty’s posted his picture on the whānau page.’

‘But–’ Mishra stopped. What was her objection? ‘It’s a private group, right?’

Ra sent her an admonishing glance over the rims of her sunglasses. ‘Course. Private as they get with a whānau like mine.’

‘Ra! Roberts is still looking for him and God knows who else!’

‘Relax, will ya? I told you, whānau is whānau. We’ll know if somebody new joins the group. Nothing gets past my aunties.’ Ra nodded toward her phone on the dashboard. ‘Have a look.’

Mishra picked it up. The group had three hundred members. The latest post had a headline: ‘Seen this fella?’ And a blurry image of Philip beneath it. You could tell he was blond, young and male but not much else.

‘Where’d you get the photo?’ Mishra asked.

‘Off the website of his old job,’ Raffe replied.

‘Got a better one?’ Ra asked.

Mishra shook her head as she stared at the image of Philip. Both she and Philip liked privacy, shying away from parties and social media, and both were leery of photos. She wished now she had taken at least one photo of the two of them together. ‘I need to see.’

‘Need to see what?’ Ra asked.

‘Where he’s been these last few weeks. The last place –’ The words stuck in her throat.

‘I’d feel better knowing that a life jacket’s missing,’ said Raffe from the backseat.

Ra pushed the truck into gear. ‘Opua it is.’

They were quiet as they looped and soared and dropped, following the highway through the countryside. Wire-and-batten fences surrounded hilly fields, some dotted with sheep, some with furrows of trees – olives, Mishra noted – and these enclosures were interleaved with patches of furry, deep-green bush. She was surprised at how many eucalypts were in evidence, reminding her of home.

‘Paihia,’ Ra said as they cut down through bushy hills to the coast again. ‘Waitangi – that way.’ She thumbed in the opposite direction.

Mishra’s gaze swept around the bay to a bridge and then a cluster of buildings on a low point that strayed into the sea. She’d heard from Ra about the Treaty of Waitangi, New Zealand’s founding document. A sense of injustice and struggle was something that she and Ra had in common. And now she was finally visiting Ra’s country, capturing a glimpse of the place that shaped her best friend. Yet all she really cared about was finding Philip. ‘It is such a beautiful place, Ra.’

Ra nodded. ‘Yeah. That isn’t everything, though, is it?’

Mishra sighed, not wanting to think about whatever dark side Ra was alluding to.

They threaded along a two-lane road with white sand on one side, giving way to myriad little islands speckling the sea, and on the other side a thin line of houses and hotels backing onto the hills. Round a point the road took them through the township of Paihia – the restaurants, hotels and pavement billboards proclaiming its status as a tourist destination. Mishra wasn’t into resorts, but she could see the appeal of this place. She scanned the water while they wound back into the hills then descended to a ferry terminal that carried passengers and cars to somewhere called Russell, and finally rounded another hairpin bend to the marina where they stopped.

‘This way.’ Raffe led them along a road with cars parked on the hilly side and boats on the other. Several piers jutted out into the marina with a breakwater beyond. It was a small city of boats – launches for coastal cruises, sailing boats not much bigger than dinghies, right through to sleek single and double-hulled racing yachts.

Raffe’s yacht was berthed among other ocean-going vessels, most appearing abandoned except for the neighbouring one. An older man, a wave of greying hair sweeping from beneath his cap, was sharing a pot of coffee with a woman in the cockpit of their yacht.

‘Good day for it,’ he called, raising his mug as Ra and Mishra followed Raffe onto the twin-wheeled cockpit of Alice.

‘Certainly is,’ Raffe called back. He stepped down the companionway to the cabin and unlocked it. Ra followed.

Mishra studied the deck. Three days ago Philip had been on board – right here. She walked round the edges of the deck, scouring the teak boards for any sign of him, and wondered where he had jumped off.

‘Mish?’ Ra called to her from the cabin.

Gleaming woodwork and cream upholstery reflected the light flooding in through the overhead hatches and portals in the cabin. It was like a small but luxurious apartment. 

‘That was his cabin.’ Raffe pointed to a door to her left.

She pushed it open. All those weeks Philip had been here. He must have left something behind, some clue of his intentions. He’d sent the flowers after all. The aft cabin was a double berth with cupboards near the door and along the outer, curved wall. The bed was stripped, a pile of rumpled sheets and a couple of pillows the only evidence that the cabin had been used recently. It smelt of antiseptic and damp cotton.

Mishra knelt on the bed then crawled in, her head meeting the curved hull beneath two oblong windows. The bulge of the steps from the companionway above intruded over her knees. She didn’t think of herself as claustrophobic – she was small enough to fit into most spaces comfortably. But Philip? He was tall. When he wasn’t coding he liked to be outdoors, running. How had he coped in this narrow space? Even with the windows and neutral décor it was dim.

But Philip had liked dim. It was one of things she’d teased him about – his preference for night over day. Maybe he would have been okay in here.

She ran her hands under the pillows, then under the mattress, finding nothing but lint and dust. The cupboards alongside the bed and those near the door were also empty. If he’d left anything it wasn’t in here.

Raffe was standing in the doorway, watching her, his arms crossed, a resigned look on his face. Of course they’d already checked the cabin – checked everywhere. ‘We seem to have all the lifejackets.’

‘Oh.’ Mishra sank down onto the side of the bed again.

‘I’m sorry, Mish.’ He paused. ‘Lexi and I went through everything, and I mean everything.’

‘I know. I’m doing it for me. My own sanity.’

Raffe nodded. ‘We’ll wait on deck.’

The tiny ensuite – no bigger than a cupboard – was also empty, and spotless. It reminded Mishra of her search through Philip’s flat in Adelaide when they first knew he was missing. Philip liked to have everything just so. And that’s how he’d left his flat – spotless – as well as, it seemed, the yacht. Though how had he managed it after weeks of being sick? And he must have been frightened, knowing he was going to cast himself into the sea on the edge of a country he’d never even visited.

She shook her head as she searched the aft cabin on the starboard side, though it was clear from its musty smell and lack of bedding that it hadn’t been used for a while. Outside the cabin she dropped into the plush swivel chair that served the navigation area – a corner of the cabin that looked into the galley and living areas. A range of electronic instruments were stacked up the wall on one side of the desk. She opened the drawers beneath the desk, which revealed a collage of charts, pens, rubber bands, restaurant brochures and maps. Philip wouldn’t have liked the mess.

‘Mish?’ Ra called down from the deck.

She pushed the drawer closed and stepped up through the companionway.

‘Let’s walk,’ said Ra, taking her arm and propelling her off the deck on to the pier. Behind them Raffe was securing the cabin.

‘What is it, Ra?’

‘Did you see Jolly Roger and his wife on the boat next door?’

‘Of course.’

She could hear Raffe trotting behind them along the pier. When they reached the road he joined them on Mishra’s other side.

‘He asked me if I was selling the yacht,’ said Raffe.

Why were they hustling her off the boat to tell her that? ‘So?’

Raffe was scanning the piers and services along the marina. ‘They thought I might be selling because of the interest in her.’

Mishra shook her head. ‘What interest?’

‘Last night, quite late, there was a guy checking out the yacht. He actually walked round the deck, looking in the hatches.’

‘A guy?’ Mishra repeated. ‘Anything else?’

‘Not much else to tell, by the sounds of it. He didn’t speak to them and it was dark.’

‘Hair colour, eye colour? Fat, thin? Philip!’ Mishra asked.

‘Shit! Didn’t even think of Philip. He wasn’t specific. Said the guy had a cap on …’ Raffe turned and jogged back down the road toward the pier.

Mishra and Ra followed.

‘I might consider selling,’ Raffe was saying to his neighbour as they arrived. ‘The guy last night – taller or shorter than me?’ He stood up straight on the pier.

The man frowned and looked at his wife. ‘Shirl?’

Shirl raised her sunglasses and squinted at Raffe. ‘About the same height.’

‘Did he have curly blond hair? Quite slim?’ Mishra asked.

Shirl was shaking her head. ‘Dark hair, I reckon. Short at the back. Quite tidy, he was. Your sort of build but older.’ She smiled at Raffe.

‘Thanks,’ Raffe said. ‘Could I give you my number in case he comes back?’

Ra commandeered Mishra’s arm again. Not Philip. Mishra let Ra usher her back along the pier, feeling sick with disappointment. As they walked, something was tugging at her memory.

‘Shirl said the guy was older,’ Ra said. ‘Could have been Roberts. With his contacts he might know you’re in New Zealand. It didn’t sound like he was planning to give up the search when he visited you, Mish.’

‘You think he followed me here?’

Ra shrugged. ‘What else did he have to go on? You’re Philip’s girlfriend. And Raffe’s in New Zealand now even though they told the investigators they were going to New Caledonia. That looks suspicious.’

‘Roberts.’ Mishra sighed. ‘How are we going to find Philip if he’s poking around?’

Ra scanned the carpark. ‘Well, he isn’t here now. Reckon it’s time for some sightseeing.’

Mishra didn’t want to go sightseeing. She wanted to look for Philip. Raffe caught up with them. ‘Anything else?’ Mishra asked.

Raffe shook his head.

‘We could start with Waitangi,’ Ra continued, ‘plenty of beach to search around there, and Roberts might think we’re doing regular tourist things if he’s spying on us.’ Ra squeezed her arm. ‘We’ve got the search up the coast covered, okay? Loads of people pitching in after the post last night.’

‘I agree,’ Raffe added. ‘Better if they think we’re not looking for him. We don’t want to lead them to his door.’

Mishra bit down on her frustration. It made sense to be careful if someone was following them. And yes, they could search the beaches round Waitangi – but that was miles from where he jumped.

‘Mish?’ Ra asked as they reached the truck.

‘I don’t see we have much choice.’

She didn’t miss the look of dismay shared by Raffe and Ra above her head. Let them think what they bloody well like. How could they possibly know what she was feeling? She slammed the door of the truck and crossed her arms, staring resolutely out the window as Ra drove back up the hill.
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Earlier that same Saturday morning, before Mishra and her friends arrived at the marina, Brett pulled up in the carpark at Opua, wishing he was on vacation rather than a mission. This was exactly the spot he’d want to holiday, with its beautiful beaches, bush, clean water – and everything feeling like it had been freshly washed. Which it had, he thought, switching off the radio. The weather forecasts here tilted wildly between sun and showers.

He put on his sunglasses and cap, then checked his reflection in the mirror. Today he was doing his best to look like a boatie-tourist cross. The camera hanging around his neck with its powerful zoom lens would come in handy if he spotted anything suspicious and the calico duffel bag held a variety of communications tools.

Strolling along the boardwalk, he cast his eye down each pier, searching for Raffe’s yacht. There weren’t too many with twin wheels in the cockpit; even his untrained eye should spot it.

There.

As he walked along the pier toward the yacht two things became apparent: the yacht next to Raffe’s was occupied by an older couple who were sitting on the deck, a pot of what smelt like coffee between them, and Raffe’s yacht seemed deserted. He could hardly stop to check out the yacht with those two watching him.

‘Guten Tag,’ he said to the couple as he passed them, then wandered to the end of the pier, paused, stretched, and sauntered back. They looked the type to talk your ear off, but the woman contented herself with a vigorous wave, and the man nodded his head when he doubled back. His ploy had worked.

Just as he swung back into the driver’s seat of his rental, the truck containing Mishra and her friends crawled past, then backed into a park, three cars down. Crap, that had been close. Brett watched the truck decant Mishra, Raffe and Rawinia who made a beeline for the yacht. How long would they be?

He opened the door and stood up, one foot still in the footwell in case he needed to beat a hasty retreat. They had reached the yacht now, and were greeting the older couple, then they disappeared below decks. Now was his chance.

Grabbing his duffel bag, he walked along behind the cars until he reached Rawinia’s truck, where he elbowed the back door. No response except a dull ache in the back of his elbow; the truck was too ancient to be fitted with an alarm. Good.

He attached the GPS tracker, fresh from its box, to the bottom of the chassis, then slid a wire down the side of the driver’s door and tugged to release the lock. The interior of the cab was worn: the carpet was salted with sand, while old maps and bits of paper were wedged into the pockets in the doors. Perfect. He placed the bug between two maps in the pocket of the passenger door and jiggled them until it was out of sight. It was a little bulky, but it had the benefit of transmitting to his radio scanner and recorder for over thirty days. If they hadn’t found Philip in that time he would be ready to give up. The downside was the transmitter only had a range of a few kilometers, so he’d need to stay close if he wanted to listen in. Brett closed the door and snuck back around to his car, slouching into the driver’s seat. He plugged the scanner’s adapter into the cigarette lighter and waited.

Twenty minutes later Rawinia and Mishra were headed back up the pier with Raffe in tow. Wait – they had turned around. They were talking to the older couple on the yacht next door. Had the couple mentioned him? The German greeting would have put them off, even if they described him.

Mishra didn’t look happy as they trudged back up the pier to the truck. He adjusted the scanner to the bug’s channel and listened, holding his breath.

‘Mish?’ he heard. And then Mishra’s voice, ‘I don’t see we have much choice.’

Brett smacked the steering wheel in triumph. He’d done it!
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No matter how he struggled, a cold sink of water compressed Philip’s lungs.

He woke up spitting and gasping. The last splash of memory showed a woman with toffee-coloured skin and eyes the colour of deep twilight smiling at him. Mishra McKenzie: how he’d wanted her. They’d lunched together in the gallery a few days after he’d been bitten by the dog. Despite being on opposing sides of the LAWS issue, they’d decided to be friends. The memory of her fingers against his cheek raised goosebumps on his arms. But then … Philip frowned. What had happened next?

She wants to fix me! It was his own voice, screaming inside his head. They were in Mishra’s office at the university; he was so angry, so hurt. He’d found that paper on her desk with his initials on it – the one about treatments for people on the Autistic Spectrum – and she hadn’t even denied it. All that time she’d pretended to be his friend when she was looking for ways to fix him behind his back.

On his bunk, Philip curled up against the pain of the memory – but he couldn’t let it go. He was beginning to remember.

He’d stormed out of her office in a blind rage. Then Tess was scratching at his bedroom door while he was crouched in misery on the other side, bashing the back of his head against the door in rhythm: Fix me, fix me, fix me.

And then?

He couldn’t remember.

The next time Philip woke inside the hut, his head was filled with the sound of tapping, like someone learning to type on a clunky keyboard, and his scalp itched. He waited, trying to hold onto whatever weird dream he’d been having. But it was gone.

The rusticated boards of the hut wall met his gaze. No keyboard here. No keyboard, no phone, no laptop, or anything else to help him remember.

He rolled over.

Light pushed through the windows, criss-crossing the table. What time was it? He hadn’t yet become used to the sun tracking north rather than south across the sky as it did in England. Today his legs seemed more obedient as he swung off his bunk, but the giddiness returned with his first step and he lurched against the wall.

Outside, he found the privy and, after stumbling around the back of the hut, the stream. Kneeling amongst the rocks and pebbles at its edge, he scooped sweet, cold water into his mouth. The blood on his forearms and shins had dried into rust-coloured streaks. Further downstream he sat on a rock, his feet in the water, and washed himself as best he could. The water was freezing but the sun filtering through the canopy kept the chill from the air. If Rex was telling the truth, it must be springtime.

Back at the hut, he sat on the doorstep and ate a bruised apple, eyeing the overgrown path down to the beach. The wallet with his ID rested next to him. He opened the wallet and gazed at the photo on the license, comparing it to the photo in the passport. They were the same photo and Rex said they looked like him. Philip ran a hand through his hair, snagging it on the knots in his still-salty curls.

Damon Hunter.

He was one-hundred percent certain that wasn’t his name. So why did he have Damon’s ID? The feeling of being hunted hadn’t left him either. He must have done something wrong – but so wrong he’d fled to New Zealand and assumed a different name? That was laughable. He survived on routines. Rules helped him function. He wasn’t a rebel, not intentionally. Stuff-ups for him were all social ones – gaffs he made because, as far as he could see, the social world operated on a set of subterranean rules that defied logic and changed without notice.

A glossy black insect scuttled across the grass-matted mud in front of the step, reminding him of work. Philip frowned. What would his colleagues at the institute be making of his absence?

Apprehension curdled his stomach. They’d altered the project. That creep Hebden from the Air Force had come to his work to make sure he was on board with the new direction. Like Philip had a choice; he needed the job.

What was he doing on this bloody island? They’d fire him for dereliction of duty.

Breathe: the advice from countless counsellors and even his mum as he grew up. Breathe to manage the anxiety. Breathing at the moment hurt and brought with it scraps of memory – turbulent water and darkness.

Stop.

No point in worrying about work when he was stuck on an island in New Zealand. Philip snorted a laugh through his nose. Mad. He was going mad. There was nothing, absolutely nothing he could do until Rex returned. No control, no responsibility, no one to answer to, no one to decipher. For a moment calmness stole over him as he surrendered to his situation.

The sun slipped behind a cloud. He shivered and stood up, leaning against the doorframe. What would he do when Rex came back? To travel to the mainland he’d need a boat. His shivering turned to queasiness. He wasn’t ready for that challenge yet. Maybe in another day or two.

If he’d done something very wrong it might have made the papers. That’s what he’d do first. Find a computer and check. And then he’d contact his mother. Surely he would have told her if he’d planned to run away. And there was the USB stick in the drybag. It must be important if he’d packed it.

Had he packed it?

Philip smacked the doorframe with the side of his fist. Not knowing was doing his head in.

He stepped inside and closed the hut door, waiting for the tilting sensation that accompanied every move. Rex said he’d been on a yacht. He still couldn’t remember that, but flashes of the killing ocean were never far from his mind. Maybe he was gaining his land-legs after being at sea. If this was New Zealand he’d have travelled here somehow.

His muscles felt like aspic and he couldn’t have walked more than sixty meters today. If someone was after him, he needed to be stronger than this before he took his chances on the mainland. The people from the yacht might still be looking for him. Hopefully Rex had kept his mouth shut. Philip dropped onto the chair still thinking about Rex. Rex had pulled him from the water, stayed with him while he slept. Could you trust someone who thought it better to drag you to a deserted island rather than take you straight to a hospital? That’s what he would have done.

A motorised hum broke into his thoughts. He edged to the window and rubbed a pane of glass with the bottom of his T-shirt. An inflatable runabout was chopping through the waves, carrying two people. Two people – not good.

Philip skimmed the cabin. Nowhere to hide in here. He pushed open the door and crashed down the step into the bush. Fronds and branches snatched at his clothes and hair as he stumbled through, stopping only when he ran out of breath and judged he was deep enough in to be concealed from the hut. A red rash had joined the scratch marks on his arms and he curled his hands into fists to stop the impulse to scratch them further, then pushed his fists against his chest, willing his panting to stop. It was too noisy – they would find him.

‘Damon?’

It sounded like Rex.

Then a softer murmur of voices. ‘It’s just me and my boy, Damon.’

Why had he brought his son?

‘You can’t hide from us.’ A pause. ‘We’ve got food.’ The voice was cajoling.

Philip waited.

‘Bugger. Come on, boy.’

Footsteps rustled through the bush.

Philip bolted to his feet and lurched further into the trees. The light seemed to grow stronger as he staggered up a slope, grasping at branches and leaves to steady his flight. And then the bush disappeared. One foot swung into space over the edge of a steep cliff. His mind balked while his body seemed to welcome the plunge to the churn of rocks and sea below.

A hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back. ‘Geez, man. You got a death wish or what?’

Philip shrugged Rex off.

A boy leaned against the trunk of a tree, arms folded, and stared at him. ‘Shudda let him fly.’

‘Like I shudda let you fly?’ Rex said.

The boy shrugged and stalked back into the bush.

‘Why did you bring him?’

‘The boy? I get him on weekends. Need to keep an eye on him. Come on, Damon, we can talk about this at the hut.’

What choice did he have? Rex found a branch for him to use as a makeshift crutch. Now he was safe – at least safer – Philip’s legs seemed to lose their strength. He’d nearly run straight over the edge of that cliff. Hadn’t even seen it coming. Part of him had wanted to jump. How was he going to survive in a place like this?

The boy was sitting on the step, smoking, as they entered the clearing in front of the hut.

Rex pinched the cigarette from the boy’s fingers.

‘Hey!’

Rex pulled on the cigarette. ‘No good for you, boy.’

‘You can talk!’

Rex grinned at the boy’s scowl. ‘Move.’

The scowl didn’t leave the boy’s face as he stood, accepted the cigarette back, and edged a foot along the wall.

‘That’s Stacey,’ Rex said over his shoulder as he stepped into the hut. Philip followed.

A backpack rested on the bench. Rex unclipped the fasteners and pulled out another loaf of bread and a packet of chilled soup.

Philip dropped into the chair. By the looks of the food Rex was still helping him. ‘Why are you doing this?’ Philip asked.

Rex continued emptying food onto the bench and the shelves underneath it. ‘I done some things I’m not proud of. Would have ended badly if somebody hadn’t helped me out. Same with the boy.’ He crooked his chin at the doorway.

‘You don’t know what I’ve done.’

Rex nodded. ‘Gonna tell me?’

Philip stared at the food on the bench. He didn’t know what to tell him.

‘Thought not.’ Rex pulled out a folded newspaper. ‘Nothing about you in here.’ He waved the newspaper at Philip and tossed it onto the table. ‘But I’ll tell you one thing, there’s more than just those people off the yacht looking for you. You’re on my whānau pages. Be a whole lot of people keeping an eye out now.’

Nerves clutched Philip’s stomach. He didn’t know what whānau meant – but more people were looking for him. Every cell in his body told him that was bad.

‘Puts me in a tight spot.’ Rex tugged a packet of cigarettes from the pocket of his coat. ‘Wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for them.’ He lit the cigarette and stared at Philip through wisps of smoke.

‘You can’t tell them I’m here.’

Rex raised his eyebrows. ‘Can’t I?’

Philip frowned. He couldn’t afford to offend Rex. How would he get off this bloody island for starters? ‘I don’t know what I’ve done. I just know I have to hide.’

‘Rex.’ Stacey appeared in the doorway. ‘I’m meeting Kahu. Let’s just get the bag and go.’

The bag? What was the boy talking about? And he called his father by his first name. Philip would never have dared to do that.

‘Here’s what we do,’ Rex said. ‘We don’t tell anyone about you but we give them something to show that you made it to the mainland. Throws them off the track. And lets us off the hook for a bit. We’re taking that.’ Rex pointed to the drybag. ‘You can keep this.’ His toe nudged the backpack, now on the floor. ‘I’ll come back when the fuss has died down.’

Philip struggled to see how taking the drybag was going to help anyone but he wasn’t in a position to argue. He tipped the contents of the drybag onto the bunk, then tossed the bag to Rex. Rex passed it Stacey.

‘You’ll be all right here for a few days.’

Philip nodded. ‘What are they calling me – the people who are looking?’

‘Damon Hunter.’

Damon. Was that good or bad? They didn’t know his true identity. Or at least they weren’t using it. That was positive. But could it mean they were part of the plot that had sent him fleeing across the sea and then jumping ship? Was he trying to escape them too?

‘Don’t tell them,’ he blurted. ‘Please.’

Rex closed his mouth and pulled an imaginary zip across it.
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Brett yawned and stretched in his car late Saturday evening. The thing about investigative work was that you spent ninety-nine percent of your time hanging around waiting for something to happen. It was boring. By the time Mishra and her friends had left Waitangi and he’d followed them to some bay in the back of beyond he’d learned only three useful pieces of information. One, they didn’t know where Philip was. That was shit, but now he knew for certain that Philip had been alive until recently. Two, Rawinia’s family were searching the beaches for him around the string of islands that was also a local hotspot for her family according to Brett’s analysis of the Te Whatus’ addresses.

A third piece of information, that at that moment was pissing him off as he sat outside the gates to Rawinia’s family farm, was that he couldn’t get close to the truck while Mishra, Rawinia and Raffe were holed up on the farm. He was left with his arse hanging in the breeze, stationed just shy of the code-locked gate, with scratchy reception. Two choices: sit here in the car, or hike through the farm to get closer. He’d need to do that anyway just in case they found Philip and decided to hide him there. But it was a farm. What were the chances of dogs and other animals molesting him, or alerting Mishra and co. to his presence? So far all he’d seen were a few sheep. But where there were sheep there would be dogs, at least some of the time.

His map showed him a handful of beach houses rimming the bay, with the one belonging to the Te Whatus being separated from the rest by a track through a stand of bush. He was right on the edge of the reception range, the escarpment and bush not helping his cause. Once the car doors had slammed he’d heard little. The truck evidently wasn’t parked by the house.

What would he gain by going down there now?

Checking his watch, Brett decided to call it a night. Tomorrow Mishra and her friends planned to join in the search along the beaches near Rawinia’s family. He’d come back in the morning – scope out their farmhouse while they were away – then follow them to the bay where Philip had disappeared. It wasn’t like he could lose them with his tracking. How had investigators managed in the old days without all the technology to help them? But he needed to be closer to the action than his hotel in Kerikeri. If they were searching around the coast he should station himself over there.

A quick scan of accommodation in the area showed a raft of beach houses – most available until December. Lord, if he was still here then …

He shook his head as he considered the options. One stood out – a designer, eco beach house, accessible only by boat, or from a track through the bush beyond a gated driveway, or over a headland. The driveway snarled into the bush – somewhere to hide his car – while the walk down to the house at the beach was a good ten minutes. A place hidden from the casual observer.

It wasn’t the kind of accommodation his family could have afforded to holiday in when he was a kid, but he wasn’t that lanky brat anymore. If Hebden wanted to mess with Brett’s personal moral code he could damn well pay for it.
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Mishra’s mood improved slightly on Sunday morning when they agreed to drive closer to the area where Philip had left the boat. Waitangi had been dispiriting. What she had gathered about the historical relations between Māori and the Crown was consistent with the global tale of colonial oppression – though there seemed room for some optimism now. However Ra wasn’t so sure. Her work to set up a health service for her whānau and others in the area made her acutely aware of how a legacy of poverty and being treated like second-class citizens impacted on their wellbeing.

The white-sand beaches around Waitangi, while beautiful, yielded no sign of Philip. No sign of Roberts either, if indeed it had been Roberts scoping Raffe’s yacht.

Mishra stared out the truck’s window as they left the highway and drove down a series of switchbacks toward the sea. Like the bay where Ra was living, this beach was penned in by grass and bush-cloaked headlands at either end, with a wide, sandy beach bracing them apart.

When they drove closer Mishra saw a deserted motorcamp tucked beneath the headland, and beyond it trickled a myriad of smaller islands. At the southern end an eclectic collection of cabins, caravans, tents and lean-tos were strung along the dunes like a chunky necklace.

‘Do people live here all year round?’ Mishra asked as they parked behind the dunes.

‘Some,’ said Ra.

One of the houses seemed more substantial than the rest, settled in a square of gardens that was bordered by a driftwood fence. While they walked along the dunes toward it, the door opened and a grey-haired woman in a wide black skirt covered by an apron festooned in flowers and birds stepped onto the veranda.

‘Kia ora, Whaea,’ Ra called.

The woman’s face crinkled into a smile and she waved.

Ra pushed through the gate and stopped on a step below her aunt, clasping her by the shoulders and resting her head against her aunt’s for a moment. Or so it seemed to Mishra.

Ra stepped up beside her aunt on the porch. ‘Aunty, this is Mishra McKenzie. Mishra, Aunty Ani.’

Mishra stood on the lower step as Ra had done and smiled, holding out her hand.

‘You’re a hine-iti like me,’ Aunty Ani said, taking Mishra’s hand and hauling her up the step. ‘Kia ora, dear.’ She held Mishra’s shoulders and kissed her cheek. ‘Welcome.’

Raffe came next, bending to Aunty Ani, apparently au fait with the greeting ritual.

‘Such a big, strong boy, nē Ra?’

Ra grinned at her aunt and Raffe.

‘If I were thirty years older,’ said Raffe, smiling down at Ani. It was the first time Mishra had seen him look happy since she’d arrived.

Ani slapped his arm and giggled. ‘Cheeky too, nē?’ She led the way into her cottage and they all followed, kicking off their shoes as they went. Mishra wished she’d paid more attention to social customs and not just politics at the Waitangi visit yesterday. No shoes in the house seemed to be one of the rules.

‘Haere mai.’ Aunty Ani shepherded them around the living room toward her dining table, which sat in front of a high breakfast bar. A radio played talkback, competing with the rising song of the kettle as Aunty Ani disappeared behind the breakfast bar.

Like Ra’s house, this one was full of photos, but also found objects from the beach – shells, pebbles and feathers – and it smelt of rising bread and brown sugar. The windows framing the sea were crusted with salt, wiped into swirls that seemed to be a motif of Ani’s art: the closed fist of fern fronds.

‘My mokopuna,’ Ani said to Mishra, nodding toward the front windows. ‘Always out to do those jobs that earn them a bit – always in a hurry to finish.’

She must have seen Mishra studying the patterns on the glass. Ra was right – not much got past her aunty.

Ani placed a plate of biscuits on the table, each biscuit a large golden sprawl scattered with chocolate. ‘Don’t tell Vicky,’ Ani said to Ra.

‘Aunty has type two diabetes,’ Ra said to Mishra in a conspiratorial voice. ‘She’s supposed to be off the sugar.’

‘And setting an example to you young ones.’ Ani returned to the kitchen, came back bearing four mugs of tea, and sat down. She bent her head, her lips moving rapidly.

Mishra bowed her head and waited.

‘Amene. Kei te pai.’

Ra passed Mishra the biscuits and Mishra took one, smiling at Ani. ‘Like my mum’s,’ she said and bit into the chewy disk.

The desire to see her mother welled in her eyes and she blinked away the tears. Her emotions were all over the place. Inside her all the worry and loss seemed to be coalescing into one thick quagmire in the middle of her chest. She put down the biscuit.

Aunty Ani smiled at her sympathetically. ‘Hard to know where to put yourself.’

Mishra nodded.

‘Rawinia, fetch the map and my laptop.’

Mishra sent a fleeting half-smile to Raffe as Ra left the table and disappeared through a door. She’d never seen anyone tell Ra what to do. Raffe smiled back.

Ra returned – the laptop open, the map cradled within – and put them down in front of Ani who passed the map to Raffe. He leaned back from the table to unfold it while Ani tapped the keyboard.

Ani tutted as she read the screen, but there was a smile on her face. ‘Look at those fellas!’

Ra leaned in to see who her aunty was referring to. Ani turned the screen so Mishra could see the group of teenagers standing in various hero poses at the end of a wharf, one holding a huge fish up by its gills.

‘Nothing yet about Philip,’ Ani said, turning the screen back around.

Raffe moved his cup to the edge of the table to make room for the map. ‘We’re here,’ he said, pointing to dots on the coastline that indicated sand. ‘We were moored here.’ His finger moved up and pointed at a small bay indented in the coastline with an island opposite. ‘Lexi and I scooted round here.’ He traced the lines of the beach, the headland and the island.

Aunty Ani was nodding. ‘That’s the bay just over there,’ she said, raising her eyes to look out the window to the north. ‘The water moves this way’ –she swept her finger down the map from north to south– ‘but Tangaroa doesn’t have it all his own way.’

Mishra glanced at Ra for a translation.

‘These headlands and the islands break up the flow and create local eddies.’ Ra circled her finger around the edges of the coast. ‘Anaru – my Search and Rescue uncle – says there’ve been strong rips just out from us, but that wouldn’t affect Philip on the other side of the headland.’

‘We’ve asked the whānau to search the coastline. They started yesterday – the ones up from town for the weekend.’ Ani reached across and squeezed Mishra’s hand.

‘What should we do?’ Mishra asked.

‘We’ll go up here’ –Ra pointed to the headland north of the beach– ‘and walk around to here where Philip jumped off.’ She indicated the small bay on the other side.

Mishra nodded. Finally she was doing something.

* * *

‘People are getting lazy!’ Ra puffed. She was leading them up the headland, switching a stick back and forth in front of her through the knee-high grass, following a path that was undetectable to Mishra.

Mishra looked down the bank – over the grass and knobbly bushes and flaxes – to the rocks and sea a hundred meters below. At least she’d have something to grab onto if she fell.

‘When I was a kid there were paths all over this headland. Wasn’t overgrown like this!’ Ra whacked a clump of grass and stopped to catch her breath.

Mishra sank onto a rock and leaned back, then yelped and snatched her hand up as something pricked her fingers.

‘You two just aren’t fit enough.’ Raffe removed his cap to wipe the sweat out of his eyes. The wind buffeted his hair one way then the other as he surveyed the ocean. He looked like he belonged to the land, Mishra thought. Raffe looked like he belonged wherever he went.

She plucked the thistle from her finger and sucked angrily on the blood welling in its wake. Inside her sneakers, which were now damp from the grass, a blister was forming on each of her heels, and she’d lost track of the number of times she’d tied her hair back, only to have the wind snatch it free again.

‘Tide will be out on the way back,’ Ra said. ‘We can scramble round the rocks at the bottom.’ She raised the binoculars hanging from a cord around her neck and scanned the coastline.

On Mishra’s right Raffe was doing the same. She wished she had a pair of her own. Instead she squinted into the grey light. Clouds had overcome the morning’s bright start and the air smelt of rain. At the far end of the beach below, a group of people – no bigger than matchsticks from this distance – were approaching the southern headland.

‘Shit,’ said Ra.

‘What?’ Mishra was instantly alert.

‘Did you feel that?’ Ra held up her arms, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, and stared at the sky. ‘We’re going to be drenched.’

Mishra whacked Ra’s leg. ‘I thought you’d seen something!’ she scolded.

‘Come on.’ Ra pulled her to her feet. ‘There’s a hut in the bush on the other side.’

They crested the headland and started a dizzying descent to the beach below as the rain stung their faces. Sliding on pebbles and stones hidden by the undergrowth, they stumbled down the track, skidding on their bottoms the last ten meters before dropping onto smooth rocks. Mishra cursed while she jogged after Ra and Raffe up the beach, sand tugging at her shoes, her lungs and raw heels burning.

Ra stopped at a wooden post on the edge of the bush, painted red at the tip, but took off again just when Mishra caught up.

‘Ra!’ Mishra bent over her knees in the shelter of manuka and dragged in one breath, then another. Raffe trotted back and offered her his water bottle.

‘Got enough of that!’ Mishra puffed.

Raffe waited with her until she stopped panting, and she followed him up the sandy track through the bush.

‘Don’t know how Lex and I missed this,’ he said as they emerged into a clearing and were confronted with a wide deck on which sat walls of glass bordered by thick, wooden sills – the kind that required endless maintenance. The bottom of the windows was streaked with the rain that swept in under the glassed-in pergola, spoiling the view to the interior. It was straight out of a catalogue for luxury escapes.

Raffe headed left and disappeared around the corner of the house. Ra was on the deck, her hands cupped against the glass, peering inside. ‘Not the hut I remember. Reckon there’s a key?’

Mishra squeezed water out of her ponytail and sat on the deck to remove her shoes. ‘Tell me there’s a road down to this place,’ she begged Ra.

‘Wasn’t when I was here last. Boating or walking access only. But this wasn’t here then either.’ She knocked on the window. ‘I’ll take a look around the back.’

Raffe plonked down on the deck next to her. ‘Someone’s had a huge party. The bin at the back is full of wine bottles.’ He pushed his wet hair off his face and looked up through the pergola extending over the deck. ‘At least we’re a bit sheltered here.’

She didn’t want to hear about other people’s parties. She was soaked through and starting to chill, the skin at the back of her heels was stinging and there was still no sign of Philip.

‘Can’t find a key. But look.’ Ra held up her phone. ‘Got coverage down here. Bloody miracle!’ She frowned. ‘Missed a call.’

She tapped her phone and Mishra watched her face. Ra gazed back down at her, her eyes widening.

‘What?’ Mishra asked.

‘Just a sec.’ She tapped her phone again and held it to her ear. ‘Hey, Aunty. Got anyone you can send round to pick us up?’ She waited. ‘Sweet. We’ll walk round to Point Rock.’

She closed the phone. ‘Come on. The fellas at the other end of the beach have found something.’

‘Like what?’ Raffe asked.

‘A body? Clothing? Part of a body?’ Mishra said.

‘Nothing like that.’ Ra looked at Raffe. ‘Describe the bag he took again?’

‘Drybag.’ Raffe stood up and levelled his hand at his waist. ‘Yay big. Green. Yellow logo in the middle – can’t remember what exactly.’

Ra nodded.

Mishra didn’t like the look on Ra’s face – more serious, more scary, than Ra’s worst interrogation expression.

‘Stacey found it.’

Mishra didn’t know who Stacey was, but Philip had gone overboard and lost his only means of flotation. She fought the panic swelling her stomach, pushing its contents up her throat. Her brain refused to work. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Maybe we should be looking further south,’ Raffe said.

‘Stacey’s dad was with him,’ Ra said.

What was she on about? ‘So?’

‘The guy in the picture,’ Ra said, glaring down at Mishra.

‘What picture?’ Raffe asked.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Ra, holding Mishra’s gaze.

She’d been wrong. Things could get worse. Philip didn’t have his drybag with all his starting-again support, if he still had his life, and Mishra was sure she was about to meet the reason Ra had fled New Zealand all those years ago.

And maybe, for the first time since her return, Ra was too.
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On Sunday morning Philip sipped his tea as he sat on the doorstep of his hut, rereading the paper. The Bay Chronicle Rex had left him was enlightening. It confirmed the date: early November, not September. Rex hadn’t been lying about that. Whichever article he was reading, Philip’s eyes drifted back to the date on the top corner of the page as if he needed convincing, once again, that there was a gap in his life for which he couldn’t account.

At least some of that time he’d been on a boat. Even if Rex hadn’t told him about the yacht and the people looking for him, his dodgy gait would have indicated that he’d been doing something that messed with his balance. It was better today. Good enough to explore the rest of the island. He just needed to keep his eyes off the water. One glimpse of that rippling blue was enough to stir nausea in his stomach.

The newspaper also confirmed he wasn’t in a populous part of the country. It covered small local events: pet day at school, changes to bylaws, the impact of the weather on food crops. Not much in the way of international news, and nothing about a castaway just off the coast. For that he was grateful. The classifieds carried advertisements for carers, horticulturalists, retail assistants and teachers. No jobs for bureaucrats, as you’d expect in a place of any size. When he got off this island he wouldn’t stick around. There was no demand for his skillset as far as he could see.

Philip swirled his tea in the bottom of his cup and tossed the dregs into the bush at the edge of the clearing. He stood, waited for the dizziness to pass, then picked his way around to the back of the hut to rinse his cup in the stream. The birds were quieter now, and the scufflings that had woken him in the middle of the night had receded with the morning. Rex was a trapper. What was his target? The trapping program wasn’t working if the activity of his nocturnal visitors was anything to go by. Traps triggered the memory of that deer hunt with his father, which then brought him full circle to his own predicament. Why was he here?

Dipping his hands into the stream, he splashed water over his face and head. When Rex returned Philip needed to be physically well, and he needed a plan. Trying to force back the darkness cloaking his memory of the last couple of months had delivered little in the way of useful information. Worse, it made him anxious. Whatever his brain was shielding him from was still too big to drag into the light.

Time for a walk. Picking up his cup, he ambled back to the hut, deposited his cup on the bench, then collected a sweatshirt and a muesli bar. Apart from his flight from Rex and Stacey yesterday he hadn’t strayed far from the hut. His legs weren’t up to it and neither were his lungs – and the clothes he’d tried on so far all fell off his hips. He’d eat, even if he wasn’t hungry, so that when Rex came back he’d be ready.

Outside, clouds were jostling against the halo of blue sky, promising rain later. He stood in front of the hut considering his options. Left or right? Right would take him through the bush back to the sea-cliffs that had almost cost him his life. Left? The long-drop, but beyond it the bush sloped gently away. That would be easier going.

Behind the outhouse an overgrown track wound its way into the bush, heading in the direction of the mainland. With the first brush of foliage against his bare arms he began to itch. Although it was darker here the day was warm and he had no desire to pull on his sweatshirt, but be needed to protect his arms. The scratches were only just beginning to heal.

What was he allergic to? The bush was a mix of massive palm trees, some with straight hairy trunks patterned with diamonds where fronds had broken away, while others were smooth-trunked with an upright spray of broad leaves at the top. Beneath the canopy immature versions of the palms mixed with shrubs. Some had tiny, sharp leaves while others produced large heart-shaped leaves with holes in them. His mum was the nature lover; maybe she could identify them if she was here.

She might not even know he was missing. When was the last time he’d called her? Stopping on the path, he rubbed his arms and tried to remember.

No, even sneaking up on his memory wasn’t going to work. He sighed.

The path dwindled into closely grown trees. Philip waded through, raising his arms above the undergrowth, pushing leaves out of his face, and catching the odd branch when his balance faltered. Just ahead the light grew brighter. He knew what that meant now: an abrupt end to the bush. Slowing down, he edged forward and stopped, hooking an arm around the branch of one of the smooth-trunked palms.

A few yards beyond the vegetation growing around his feet the ground fell away and the view opened up: a blue-grey sea with foamy waves breaking along two beaches, divided in the middle by a windblown headland. Philip willed away the giddy nausea gripping his middle and focused on the headland. Shiny streamers of brown and grey grasses vied for a foothold amidst clumps of bush and rocks on the steep slopes.

What was that? Movement?

A woman stopped and held up her arms. She wasn’t alone. There were at least two people behind her, one sitting on the path. Philip stepped back from his palm tree and crouched. Rex had said there would be people looking for him. He was too exposed here at the edge of the trees.

Bent over, on legs beginning to ache with the effort, he retreated into the trees, pausing only when the bush had enveloped him, and his breath striped his lungs. They hadn’t seen him; they couldn’t have.

Philip raised his head. Around him trees had collected like stone monoliths, filtering the sun to grey-green light and obscuring the path back to the hut. Then darkness; the clouds had moved in.

He pivoted on the spot. It all looked the same. The bush was a confusing tangle of limbs and leaves in every direction. Which way? Overhead, the canopy pushed back against the sudden rattle of rain, leaving only a few plump drops to scatter on his sweatshirt. Hot beads of panic skittered from his stomach to his limbs. Where was the hut? How had he become disoriented so easily?

An island. The thought came unbidden, interrupting forlorn images of death among the trees, a lonely corpse consumed by birds and insects and rats.

An island was a discrete parcel of land. No matter which way he walked, he would come to an edge. If he followed that edge he would reach the cove that Rex used, and from there finding his hut would be easy.

Stupid, he said into the bush. His voice startled him. It seemed an age since he’d heard human speech and the sound he made wasn’t familiar: a withered snatch of a word, half whispered, half croaked. Tears pressed hot and painful through his tear ducts, but didn’t make it to his eyes. If he couldn’t find a hut on a tiny scrap of land he didn’t deserve to live.

With that thought he selected a direction and pushed through the vegetation, brushing his arm across his face every now and then to wipe away the raindrops and the increasing allergy of tears leaking from his eyes. Frustration grew with every twig that slapped his face, and every step that seemed solid but turned his ankles in a hollow of rotting greenery. Where was the edge?

He clambered over a giant trunk alive with fungi and moss and swirls of vine, then paused, leaning against its mass, both soft and solid. This wasn’t the way he came. There had been no trees across the path. As he tore the top off his muesli bar wrapper cold seeped into his shoes and chilled his feet. Frowning, Philip looked down. Water choked with twigs and dead leaves bubbled around the soles of his shoes. What the hell?

Climbing back up the fallen trunk, he traced a channel cutting left through the composting earth before disappearing in the undergrowth. A spring? How many springs could there be on an island? While he gobbled the rest of his muesli bar he reconsidered his strategy. Stay true to the direction he’d selected, or follow the spring in the hopes that it fed the stream behind the hut? With a mouth like a frying pan burnt dry, his thirst decided for him.

The rain stilled, condensing the soundscape to patters and drips punctuated by the cackle and trill of birdsong. There. A dark patch among the glistening vegetation. Then the sun emerged, reflecting a neat square of light that winked through the trees in the forest beyond. The tin roof of the hut?

Philip jumped onto the forest floor, his feet sinking into the sodden humus, and squelched along the spring’s channel, one eye on the water-cut earth and one on the bright square of light. The channel gathered pebbles and stones along its bed, and the guard of overhanging plants widened as Philip drew closer to the light.

When the flow was strong enough he knelt and scooped handfuls of water into his mouth. Moisture soaked into the knees of his trousers and the sun faded. He shivered, suddenly cold. Not much further. Bashing through the last of the bush between him and the hut, Philip smiled. He’d done it; the most unlikely bushman in England or New Zealand – or the world maybe.

Levity abandoned him when he pushed open the door and he was confronted by the same rustic walls, the same battered table and chair, the same paper he’d left behind this morning. Peeling off his damp clothes set his arms itching again and his nose began to run in sympathy. He didn’t belong here. When Rex came back maybe he would give himself up to those people who were looking for him; they’d give him some answers at least.

The thought triggered a wave of panic.

No, he wasn’t ready.

After he’d pulled on dry clothes and set the primus to heat more water he lay on his bunk beneath his sleeping bag, the paper folded in his hands. What could he do? His credentials were fake and he had no money, save for what was in the wallet, no hardware, and no contacts.

Below the ad for the local movie theatre were the classifieds that he’d already studied, but this time his attention snagged on a job advertisement. Why hadn’t he considered it before? For starters he didn’t have any relevant skills – but those jobs just needed someone fit enough to labour, didn’t they?

No one would look for him there. When Rex came back Philip had his plan.
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‘You can carry your shoes,’ Ra said over her shoulder as she stormed away from the hut and into the bush. ‘The rocks aren’t sharp.’

Mishra trotted to keep up as they left the shelter of the trees and emerged back onto the beach. The rain had stopped but the clouds frowned down at them and the wind whipped heat from their bodies. Ra and Raffe had wind-cheaters on but Mishra’s cotton jacket offered scant protection.

‘What about the picture?’ Raffe murmured to her as they came even with Ra.

She shook her head. ‘Not sure,’ she muttered back. ‘Nothing good.’

Raffe sighed. ‘I feel like this place has cursed me.’

Mishra glanced at him. He was in a bad way – supernatural explanations weren’t his style. But he wasn’t decaying at the bottom of the freezing, freakin’ ocean. He didn’t have much to complain about.

‘This way,’ Ra said.

They wound through boulders almost as high as Raffe, following channels of sloppy sand. In the lee of the hill the wind dropped, and the boulders protected them from the odd gust that wrapped around the headland. The waves kept up a steady hush-hush rhythm while Mishra hobbled along behind Ra, her feet speared every other step on pebbles and shells. It was all she could do not to sit down and cry. The mosquito-like buzz of an outboard motor, accompanied by the slap, slap of the water hitting the runabout’s hull, dragged a relieved sigh from her throat.

‘Down here,’ Ra said, sliding between two boulders that revealed a patch of sand the length of a car. Ra waved, then caught the rope that was thrown to her by an older man who was bundled up in yellow waterproofs and a fisherman’s beanie.

‘Get in,’ she yelled at Mishra over the noise of the outboard. Mishra sat on the edge of the inflated rubber side and swung her legs in, slithering to the floor.

The man pulled her up, giving her a gap-toothed smile. Ra climbed in next, and Raffe pushed the nose around so they were heading back out to sea before jumping in.

‘Uncle Anaru,’ Ra yelled. ‘Mishra and Raffe.’

Anaru raised his chin and his eyebrows at each of them, then revved the engine, propelling them out to the bay, making conversation impossible. Mishra hunched inside her clothes, glad of Ra’s solid presence beside her as they bounced along, the sea spray blinding her. What would the drybag tell them? And what would Ra do about Stacey’s dad?

Three figures waited for them on the beach. As they drew closer Ra sat up, craning her neck toward the welcoming party. The tallest of the three waded out to drag them the last meter onto the sand and Ra smiled.

Mishra relaxed a little too. Whoever had hurt Ra wasn’t among the party. She scanned the two other people – teenagers in low-slung blue jeans and black hoodies, maybe the ones from the photo Aunty Ani had shown them this morning – but neither was carrying the bag.

She edged over the side of the runabout, her muscles already seized up from the cold five-minute ride. The tall man caught her elbow as she stumbled. ‘I’m Jo.’ Deep-brown eyes smiled down at her from a weathered face. He was in his late forties, Mishra guessed, and emanated the kind of warm centeredness she associated with much older people. She liked him immediately. ‘Kahu,’ he said, nodding his head toward one of the teenagers, ‘and Stacey.’

Kahu and Stacey flicked their eyebrows up and down at her but didn’t smile.

Stacey. It was his father that Ra had been concerned about. Stacey was taller than his friend, his lanky frame not yet filled out, though there was a shadow of light stubble above his lip.

‘Where’s your dad?’ Ra asked him as they trudged up the beach toward the path that led to Aunty Ani’s place.

The boy shrugged.

‘Answer your Aunty!’ Uncle Anaru poked the boy with the oar he’d taken from the runabout.

‘Dunno,’ Stacey grunted. ‘Gone for a smoke.’

Ani was waiting on the porch, a black cardigan wrapped over her apron, a somber expression on her face. ‘It’s in the shed,’ she said. ‘Here.’ She passed Ra, Raffe and Mishra a towel each.

Ra led the way around the side of the house, past a concrete water tank, to a shed set at the back of the section. Mishra wrapped herself in the towel and watched Ra slowing her pace at every corner, her head turning this way and that, as if she was expecting something to pounce on her. It added depth to her own trepidation, which peaked as they reached the side door to the shed. What if it was Philip’s bag? Her mouth dried out as she followed Raffe inside.

The daylight threading through the open door and the window over the workbench at the back of the shed did little to alleviate the dimness. A single naked bulb dangling from a joist in the center of the shed made the whole scene seem like the set of a Tarantino movie. Anaru pushed the roller door up.

Raffe was already on his knees on the oil-speckled floor, tipping the bag up to unroll the lip at the top. ‘Looks like it,’ he said.

Mishra sank beside him and pulled her towel tight around her trembling body while the others gathered round.

‘Out of the light!’ Ra demanded and the teenagers stepped aside, letting the light from the roller door draw closer.

Beside Mishra, Stacey was repeatedly tapping one sneaker then the other against the concrete floor. The noise intensified while Raffe’s movements slowed and seemed to merge, frame by frame – pulling the opening wider, pushing his hand inside, frowning, spinning the bag …

‘Nothing in here.’

The world returned to normal speed as Mishra tried to discern what that piece of information meant. The bag had been emptied? The contents had fallen into the sea?

Raffe upended the bag and thrust his hand back in. ‘Wait.’ He pulled out a scrap of paper. ‘Looks like newsprint.’ He turned it over and held it toward the light. ‘The Bay Chronicle, 1 November 2017.’

‘That’s the local rag,’ said Anaru. ‘This week’s. Must have made it to shore.’ A smile broke over his face.

Ra looked at Stacey and then Kahu. ‘Who found it?’

Stacey continued to scuff his shoes, avoiding Ra’s gaze, while Kahu stared at Ra as if he was expecting a scolding, but he spoke up, ‘It was on the rocks, Aunty, half in a pool.’

Ra glared back. ‘How come it’s empty?’

Both boys shrugged at the concrete floor.

‘We didn’t take nothing,’ Stacey muttered. Then even more quietly, ‘Dad said you’d be like this.’

‘What!’ Ra was on her feet, grabbing for the front of Stacey’s hoodie.

Jo stepped between them, blocking Ra’s lunge. ‘Haere atu!’ he barked at the boys over his shoulder. Kahu ran, but Stacey sauntered, his hands stuffed into the front pockets of his jeans.

‘That won’t help,’ Jo said, releasing his grip on Ra’s shoulder. ‘He’s just finding his way home.’

‘He’s an ass,’ spat Ra. ‘Like his father.’

‘You’ve been gone a long time, Rawinia. Some things have changed.’

Ra glared at Jo, her face screwed up like she’d eaten something foul.

Mishra couldn’t take it anymore – Ra, the empty bag, the tension – and still nothing about Philip’s whereabouts. She pushed past Ra, dropping her towel and strode straight through the roller door, past the tank, past the house, jogging and stumbling, eyes blurred, down to the beach. She didn’t see the man, hunched into a grey hoodie, a cigarette stuck to his lip, on the other side of the driftwood log, until he called out to her.

‘You the girl looking for Damon?’

He’s gone for a smoke. Ra’s tormentor? She wasn’t ready for him. Ignoring his question, she turned and jogged back to the house.

‘There’s a man on the beach,’ she said as she opened the door and leaned in, scraping sand off her feet.

Four pairs of brown eyes and one pair of green turned to look at her from Ani’s dining table.

Ra stood first. ‘A man?’

‘He asked if I was looking for Damon.’

Ra glanced round the circle of faces at the table: Ani, Jo, Anaru and Raffe. It was Jo who responded. 

‘He won’t come in while you’re here,’ he said to Ra. ‘Not till you’re ready.’

‘Too chicken, eh?’ Ra said, folding her arms.

‘Too respectful,’ countered Jo.

‘Oh, yeah. I remember all that respect he showed me when I was sixteen–’

‘Ka nui tēnā.’ Aunty Ani clasped Ra’s wrist.

In the silence that followed, Mishra wished she hadn’t spoken, and from the look on Raffe’s face he was wishing the same.

He stood up. ‘Mishra and I will walk down to the south end of the beach – see if anything else has washed up.’

Outside, Mishra retrieved the towel she’d dropped in the garage and joined Raffe in front of the house, feeling braver for his company. The stranger had gone when they emerged through the dunes onto the beach. Mercifully, the wind had calmed to a tufty breeze and the sun was battling through the clouds.

‘That didn’t sound good,’ Raffe said as they trudged south.

Mishra shook her head. ‘Ra’s never talked about her reasons for leaving. It seems pretty clear now why she did.’

‘Maybe. But it also sounds like Stacey’s dad has tried to make amends.’

She shuddered. ‘Not sure you get past that.’ Mishra had put up with her fair share of unwanted advances from men, but they hadn’t gone far, and Ra wasn’t even into guys. She’d broken up with her girlfriend Samantha before coming back to New Zealand. Or rather, Samantha had broken up with her.

Samantha had never been to visit Ra’s family – Ra hadn’t been keen to come back herself at first. But there was so much to like about this place. As the sun broke through the clouds Mishra had a mad urge to ring Samantha – it was months since they last spoke – and tell her just how beautiful Ra’s place was. Would it make a difference? Mishra suspected Samantha had pitched herself in competition with Ra’s family – and ceded the field when it was clear that Ra was choosing her family over her.

Poor Ra and poor Sam. They’d been good together. Nothing turned out the way you wanted it to. Not for them, not for her and Philip. She glanced at Raffe, hands buried in the pockets of his shorts, his gaze on the boulders ahead. Not for him and Lexi either.

‘What do they think about the bag?’ she asked.

Raffe scooped up a smooth golden pebble and rolled it round his hand. ‘It’s definitely off the boat. Had “Alice” written on the inside. The inside was dry – or it seemed to be. If he’d lost it when he went over and his stuff had scattered …’ Raffe frowned. ‘It’s been nearly four days – maybe it could have dried out by now. And there’s the newspaper. I don’t know. Maybe he emptied it when he landed and tossed it back into the sea to make it look like he drowned? Or maybe someone else found it and emptied it.’

‘But aren’t those drybags worth a bit? I mean – why would anyone throw it away?’ The smallest stirring of hope made her steps lighter. Philip could have come ashore and unpacked his bag. ‘Maybe you’re right about the drowning theory. Maybe he wants us to think he drowned.’

Raffe was shaking his head. ‘And then what?’

Could Philip have worked this all through in his head? She wasn’t sure. Seeing things from other people’s perspective wasn’t Philip’s strong point. ‘Maybe the sea snatched it away when it was empty. You said he was weak.’

Raffe stopped. And Mishra stopped too. ‘What?’

Raffe twisted the cap on his head, then righted it. ‘I just don’t want you to get your hopes up.’

‘That’s all I have.’ Was he giving up already? Well, she’d do it without him. The tide was out far enough that she didn’t need to scramble over the boulders at the headland they’d reached – she could walk around them in the wet sand.

Raffe followed, speaking rapidly. ‘He gave up his job, Mish, his career, his identity and you. He would have always been looking over this shoulder.’

Did he think she didn’t know all that? Hadn’t been over it a thousand times already? ‘Then why write the note? Why even bother puking his way across the Tasman? He could have done away with himself much more easily and quickly in Adelaide, if that’s what you’re thinking! Or any time in the last three weeks.’

‘All right.’ Raffe caught her arm.

She wrenched it free and continued her angry splashing through the sand, leaving him behind.

‘I’m sorry,’ he called after her.

He was sorry? Mishra halted and turned on Raffe. ‘I absolve you, Raffe. Go home. You’ve done enough.’

‘Mishra –’

She flung her hands, palms up, against the wind. ‘No, I mean it.’

‘Mishra!’

‘What?’

‘Just wait.’ Raffe pointed.

Up the beach a lone figure was plodding toward them, head bowed. Was it Ra? The figure raised its arm and waved. Mishra waved back. Yes, it was.

‘You find anything?’ Ra asked as she came within earshot.

Mishra looked at Raffe. ‘My temper.’

‘It’s okay,’ Raffe said.

‘What do you two reckon about the bag? Funny how it just happened to show up on the beach where those fellas were looking.’

‘What are you saying, Ra?’ Mishra asked.

‘Somebody’s messing with us.’

‘Who?’ Raffe crossed his arms. ‘And why?’

‘Stacey and his dad.’

‘And they’re doing that because …?’

‘They hate me.’

‘Ra!’ Mishra said. This was getting ridiculous. ‘You’re saying they’ve … what? Taken Philip and are holding him somewhere – teasing us with clues – because they hate you?’

Ra scuffed her sneakers in the sand and punched her hands into her pockets.

‘Wouldn’t that be kidnapping?’ Raffe asked.

‘How could they, Ra? What about your aunty and Jo? They thought Stacey was okay. And what did they say about his dad? Does he have a name?’

‘Rex,’ Ra spat. ‘That he’s avoiding me out of respect. Till I’m ready to … I dunno. Forgive him, I suppose. All these years after and he’s managing to make me look like the bad guy. Should have bloody stayed in Adelaide!’

Mishra looked at Raffe, who turned down his mouth in a helpless gesture.

‘There’s another possibility,’ Ra said.

‘Yes?’

‘Philip’s messing with us.’

‘Ra!’ Mishra stamped her foot in annoyance. ‘He wouldn’t! He doesn’t play games like that!’

‘Like he didn’t tell you he was going to upload the code, or that he was leaving? And then he left that note? And then he bailed on Raffe and Lexi?’

Mishra’s mouth fell open. A tide of hot prickles raced through her arms and legs, stealing her strength. She dropped onto the sand, trying to catch her breath and make sense of Ra’s accusation. He wouldn’t! He wasn’t vicious. She’d done nothing to deserve such treatment, even if he was … No. He wasn’t. She rested her elbows on her knees and looked down through her legs to the sand. What if he didn’t understand what his actions would mean to them?

‘I don’t think it’s in him,’ Raffe said.

Mishra looked up at them.

‘So that leaves my cuzzies, does it? Sweet.’

Mishra climbed to her feet. ‘No, Ra. It could be somebody else completely. They might just have found Philip’s stuff. Or it could have floated off after he unpacked it.’ This was making her crazy. Where was he?

‘I’m going to talk to Jo and Ani. If Rex is involved, I’m going to find out.’ Ra turned and strode back up the beach.

Raffe waited until Ra was out of earshot, then asked, ‘Do you think we should try the beach houses without her?’

Mishra eyed the beach houses: dilapidated caravans, the rust painted over in bright reds and yellows, tin sheds fitted with an eclectic collection of doors and windows, and baches built from batten and board, plywood and driftwood. They were ingenious, an organic seaside village. None showed any sign of occupation – no lights on, no doors or windows open. Where were Stacey and Kahu and Rex? ‘I don’t think so, Raffe. This is her place. I think she gets to call the shots.’

‘Not if Ani calls them first.’ Raffe smiled, attempting to break the pall that had settled over them, like a cloak over a casket.

Mishra dug her hands into her trousers, then started up the beach again, following Ra. Raffe was studying the beach houses, but she didn’t have the heart to look.

When they arrived at Ani’s gate Ra was waiting on the veranda. ‘Don’t think there’s anything left for you to do here.’

Mishra tamped down a flash of annoyance. The search for Philip had become entangled in Ra’s personal issues with her family. It wasn’t helping. And now she was telling them to leave?

‘Here.’ Ra threw a set of keys at Raffe. ‘You can take the truck. I’m going to hang around. See what else turns up.’

Behind Ra the front door opened. Ani hobbled down the stairs, carrying a basket. ‘Here, dear.’ She handed the basket to Mishra and kissed her cheek. She pulled Raffe down for a kiss on his cheek too. ‘We’ll bring Ra back tomorrow.’

Things felt better with Ani around. ‘Thank you, Aunty Ani.’

Ani’s face crinkled into walnut folds.

On impulse Mishra trotted up the path after Ani and, reaching Ra, pulled her into a quick hug. Ra said nothing, but raised her hand as they walked the path back through the dunes to the truck.

‘This thing is a tank!’ Raffe said as he executed a three-point turn to set them onto the road that zigzagged back up the hill.

Mishra stared out the window. Grass, sheep, flax, fences – and the beach, a ruffle of white lace on a ruched green cloak.

‘Shall we?’ he asked as they neared the top.

‘Shall we what?’

But Raffe had already turned into the lookout at the top of the escarpment. As they drove in, a blue sedan backed out in a spray of gravel and careered away. Raffe jammed on the brakes and Mishra flung her hands against the dashboard. She whipped her head around – but the sedan had disappeared.

‘What is it with this place?’ Raffe said, shrinking back into his seat. They sat in silence, contemplating the clumps of flax and fluffy-headed grasses that bounced in the wind at the edge of the lookout.

‘I don’t believe Ra’s theory about the bag,’ Mishra said.

‘Which one?’ Raffe asked.

‘Either of them. Philip had nothing to do with Ra, not really. I just don’t think whatever’s going on with Ra and Rex is about Philip. I mean, if I really wanted to worry somebody, I wouldn’t give them anything. The bag, the scrap of newsprint – it was all so neat, so clean.’

‘Yeah. I’d be sending fingers, or hair. Something more personal.’

Mishra whacked Raffe on the arm.

‘What shall we do?’

Mishra leaned her head against the dash-board. What could they do?

‘Think that guy in the sedan was spying on us?’ Raffe asked.

Mishra sat up. ‘Did you see him?’

Raffe shook his head. ‘Not really.’

‘How do you know it was a guy?’

‘I don’t.’

Mishra pushed the heels of her hands against the dashboard. ‘Maybe we should just go to the police.’

‘With Roberts poking round? Philip wasn’t keen to be found, Mish.’

‘I know.’ She shouldered the door open and walked to the edge of the lookout. The wind whipped her hair into her face as she clutched her arms around her sides, fending off its chilly embrace. She wanted to wake up now – wake up and find the nightmare ended.

‘Mish, quick!’ Raffe leaned out of driver door. ‘Listen to this.’

He turned up the volume on the radio as Mishra climbed into the cab. ‘Police are asking the public for assistance in locating a man last seen on Friday morning at Little Bay in Northland,’ said the announcer. ‘The man is described as being in his mid-twenties, six foot two, a lean build, with curly blond hair.’

Mishra grasped Raffe’s wrist in fright as they continued to listen.

‘Police would like to hear from anyone who has seen the man or knows of anyone fitting that description. They were alerted to the man’s disappearance by a holidaymaker who says the man went out in his kayak but failed to return.’

Raffe turned off the radio and looked at her, his face rigid with tension. ‘Someone’s onto us.’

Mishra was calming her urge to run away, trying to think. ‘But they said a kayak.’

‘They described Philip. It’s the same area. That’s just some cover story.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know.’ Raffe banged his fists against the steering wheel, causing an ear-splitting honk.

‘Raffe!’ Was he trying to kill her? ‘They didn’t mention your yacht. If it was one of Ra’s family sounding the alarm wouldn’t they have mentioned that?’

‘Not if they wanted to keep in good with the rest of the family.’

Mishra thought of Rex and Stacey. The story was different enough that they could plead innocence if somebody pushed them on it. There were three hundred people in that closed group. It could have been any of them – anyone believing the search could be more successful with official assistance. Had Ani’s post specifically said not to take the search to the authorities? She couldn’t remember. Another possibility dawned on her, and her stomach seized. ‘What about Roberts?’

‘We don’t even know if he’s here.’

‘But if he was, he couldn’t enlist official help using Philip’s name, could he? The ADF have said he’s dead.’

Mishra pulled her shoulder bag through from the back seat to find her phone. ‘Let’s rule out the family angle, shall we?’ Phone in hand, she paused. She’d already questioned the loyalty of Ra’s family once. But that was before she’d seen the animosity between Ra and Stacey and Rex. What would they gain by making the search public? Less burden on their own time? Showing Ra they weren’t on her side by breaking the confidence? But Ra’s aunty had made the request – it wasn’t just about Ra. Her phone beeped as she held it.

‘It’s a text from Ra. Police are looking for someone that sounds like Philip. First we’ve heard of it.’

Raffe shrugged. ‘That leaves three possibilities I guess.’

‘Three?’ Mishra frowned.

‘Roberts, someone from the ADF, or there really was a guy looking like Philip who didn’t come back from his kayaking trip.’

They stared at each other.

What were the chances of someone matching Philip’s description disappearing into the sea at about the same spot and within the same time period? They’d been on the beach this morning, the only ones there apart from Ra’s family.

Raffe spoke first. ‘I think we need to cover our bases. If it was someone in Ra’s family it’s done now. We can’t unmake the news. And if the police are keeping them informed that’s less of a risk than the police reporting back to Roberts or an ADF officer.’

Mishra rubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes. ‘But if it’s not Ra’s family, the police will tell whoever it was and they’ll find Philip, and –’ Her mind swooped down another alley.

‘What?’ Raffe asked.

‘They can’t convict Philip if he’s legally dead, can they?’

‘He’d be patently not dead, Mish. And they could probably convict him for wasting police time on top of the other charges.’ Raffe checked his phone. ‘Anyway, the article says ‘probably’ took his own life. Nothing legal about that. It takes years to declare someone legally dead.’

‘How do you know?’

‘All part of the service.’ His smile was bleak.

She’d forgotten this wasn’t the first time Raffe had helped people resettle. The less she knew the better, just in case she was ever called to testify.

‘Crap.’ Raffe tossed his phone onto the dashboard.

‘What?’

‘A request to contact the local police station.’

Mishra shrank into her seat. Part of her didn’t want to know. She’d had enough.

‘They want help with an inquiry.’

‘What inquiry?’

‘It’s not specific.’

‘What are we going to do?’

Raffe retrieved his phone and tapped the keypad. ‘We’re going to comply. What else can we do?’

‘But –’

Raffe’s phone began to give directions and Mishra fell silent.

They were soon back on State Highway 10, heading for Kerikeri.

‘Supposed to be pretty,’ Raffe said in the interval between directions. ‘Oldest stone building in the country.’

Mishra watched the paddocks and trees fly past, along with the odd modest house and, increasingly, orchards surrounded by leafy shelter belts. She wasn’t in the mood for scenic tours.

Eventually her silence persuaded Raffe to stop talking. Forty minutes later they swept over a long bridge across a river and up to a roundabout bordered by a stand of eucalypts on one side and houses on the other.

Take the second exit and continue three hundred meters. Your destination is on the right.

Raffe switched off the audio directions.

The gardens were lush with palms and lilies, giving the town a subtropical feel. The porch over the station’s entrance was marked by four tall, wooden carvings but the station itself was closed. On the glass door a sign told them the station was open from Monday to Friday only.

Mishra shook her head. ‘Now what?’

‘There’s a number to call. Just give me a minute.’ Raffe tapped the number into his phone. ‘We should find somewhere to eat. I’m starving,’ he said as he waited for the number to connect.

Mishra wandered out toward the road. Across the way, the lights of a large supermarket were starting to take on satellite proportions as the afternoon faded into early evening and the clouds were once again towering in the sky. Her feet were cold and sandy and her rolled-up trousers and T-shirt felt gritty to her touch. Eating was the last thing she felt like doing. Raffe could have Ani’s basket of food all to himself. While she bent into the backseat to retrieve the basket Raffe opened the driver’s door.

‘They wanted to know about the kayaker. They are asking all boaties in the area if they saw the kayaker or anything else around the time he disappeared.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I said we hadn’t been out since we docked on Thursday midday.’

‘Outside their timeframe?’

Raffe nodded. ‘Nice to not have to lie. I think they were trying to confirm if there had ever been a kayaker. Apparently there’s only that one eye-witness so far.’

Mishra handed him a sandwich made of thick brown bread, ham and salad, then joined him in the front of the cab.

‘Thanks.’ Raffe took a bite and chewed quickly. ‘I played up the concerned citizen thing and asked if they’d tell us when they found anything.’

‘And?’

‘They will let us know if anything comes to light.’

Mishra’s brain supplied an image of a bloated corpse suddenly breaking the surface of the ocean. It had short tangled hair, long limbs –

‘Mishra?’ Raffe was looking at her with concern.

She shook her head, dispelling the thought. ‘I don’t know if it’s good or bad that they’re looking for him too. I just want him safe.’

Raffe wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist. ‘Safe on his terms. Otherwise this will all have been for nothing.’
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By the time Brett had followed Raffe and Mishra into Kerikeri his heart had stopped racing. The incident at the lookout had been way too close. And it seemed they suspected Roberts was also here looking for Philip, or perhaps an officer from the ADF. They’d be alert to people following them. Caution would be his watchword.

They’d found something at the beach, something that convinced them they were looking in the right location. From his spot at the lookout it appeared to be a bag.

At the supermarket carpark across the road from the police station, Brett watched Mishra amble around the truck, duck into the back seat, then pull out food for Raffe. He was really beginning to dislike Raffe. Too buff and good looking by half, and with some kind of super-power that lured women toward him. On the upside, Mishra didn’t seem that enamored of him, still stuck on Philip. One thing he knew for sure: he wasn’t the one who reported the missing kayaker. Must have been Roberts. It was a good tactic to enlist a whole lot of help – he had to give him credit for that – but if the police and Roberts were snooping around what were Brett’s chances of getting to Philip first?

Across the road, the truck was backing out of its park. Brett watched his phone while it tracked their progress out of town. Nothing came over his scanner. They were subdued and must be feeling like shit. He followed them halfway back to the farm, stopping just past the intersection where the farm road came off the highway. How would he be feeling if someone he loved had upped and disappeared? Dead or alive – you didn’t know?

Stop it, Nielsen.

Now was not the time to get all soft on the mission. He still hadn’t decided what he’d do if he found Philip, deliberately focusing instead on the search. Hiding from the end game wouldn’t stop it from eventuating though. Brett sighed and unwrapped a muesli bar. Crap food – another downside of surveillance.

Lying to Hebden was always an option if he did find Philip and decided not to deploy the bees. But if Roberts was also feeding intelligence back to him Brett might be caught out.

The sun eased behind the hills, backlighting the grass and wire fences. A star appeared in the wake of the sunset. What was he doing here?

Intelligence work – being a spy or a detective – was all he’d ever wanted to do. But unlike the stories he’d read as a child, it wasn’t clear to him now who were the good guys and who were the bad. He wanted to be a good guy.

Brett switched the car back on.

What a load of tosh. No point in getting all philosophical – he had his orders.

Bugger.

He pounded the steering wheel. His orders were so far outside what any sane person would ask him to do; so disproportionate to the risk. An image of an international war-crimes tribunal sprang to Brett’s mind. Men and women sitting behind a long table, microphones before them, interpreters at the side – and all of them staring at Brett, who was seated alone, giving his testimony.

I was just following orders.

History didn’t judge people like him kindly. He wasn’t a freakin’ robot.

There’d be no excuse if he did kill Philip.
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By Tuesday Philip’s appetite had fully returned, along with his sense of balance. He was running out of food and patience. When was Rex coming back? The mainland was tantalizingly close, maybe a few hundred meters, but the thought of breaching that gap still roused nausea. He might never get over that phobia. Sitting on the step of the hut, squinting into the midday sun, he scoured the sea visible through the fringe of trees for signs of Rex’s runabout. It was way past time to leave.

In the last few days he’d come to accept that he was missing roughly two months of his life. And that he wouldn’t be able to piece those months together until he had more information. It was so damn frustrating. His dreams were startling, offering shards of memory, but made little sense. There was always Mishra – and quite often Lexi and Brett and another man with blond hair. He could do without the Brett reminders and wondered if the blond guy had been inserted into his memory by Rex’s tale of the people looking for him. Brains were tricky things. And his, he knew, was trickier than most. But Mishra – he was still drawn to her, and at the same time felt anxious and sad. And Tess. He swallowed on the hard lump in his throat. Tess was a nightmare: muted thumps, the stench of burning tires, and the black-and-white ruff around her collar matted with blood. Tess was dead. Of that he was sure.

At least he had his plan. The ad for the WWOOFER had been in the Friday paper and now it was Tuesday. The job might have been filled. He’d never worked on an orchard. His mum had kept a vegie patch and tried to use organic products when she cooked, but that was the extent of his exposure to organic farming practices. When he got off this island he would ask Rex to deliver him to the orchard. Apply in person, the ad had said, four to six weeks of work, accommodation and food covered. Was he allergic to orange trees? He loved oranges, so probably not.

The buzz of the outboard motor reached his ears before he saw the runabout. By the time Rex was pulling it out of the surf and up the beach, Philip was waiting for him. ‘I need to go now.’

Rex heaved the runabout to the edge of the bush line. ‘I missed you too.’

Philip frowned.

‘Get your stuff, bro.’

Philip ran up the path between the trees to the hut. He was leaving! The euphoria lasted the couple of minutes it took him to shove his sleeping bag into its sack and throw the backpack, already laden, over his shoulder. He scanned the hut one last time. It felt like weeks, not days, he’d stayed here. Every inch was familiar: familiar and safe. Anxiety washed over him as he picked up the rubbish bag and pulled the door to. Nobody would think to look for him on an orchard. And WWOOFERS were itinerant, casual workers. His fake ID would be enough for those purposes. He would be all right.

Tossing his gear into the bottom of the runabout induced a new wave of terror.

‘Stop panting,’ Rex commanded. ‘Breathe slow and deep.’

Philip bent over his knees while Rex turned the nose of the runabout into the waves.

‘Don’t think.’ Rex was holding the boat steady in the gentle wash of the tide. ‘Just get in. Be over before you know it.’

The cold sting of the water around his ankles threw his breakfast up into his throat. His knees crumpled and Rex shoved from behind.

‘C’mon, bro!’

Philip landed, half sprawled over the luggage, in the top half of the runabout as Rex revved the engine and sent them speeding through the waves. Dark. It was dark and cold and he couldn’t see the beach.

‘Open your eyes,’ Rex bellowed above the outboard. ‘You’ll feel better if you look at the horizon.’

Philip shook his head. Tears blurred his vision, protecting his eyes from the light and the sea spray.

‘Get up, Damon!’

Philip rolled over so he was facing the sky. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the mainland creep closer before it steadied, still too far away to swim to. Why weren’t they getting closer? What was Rex doing to him? Breakfast made it into his mouth. He forced himself to the edge of the inflatable and vomited into the sea. Feeling slightly better, he hung on, letting the spray cool his face.

‘We’re going around the headland,’ Rex yelled. ‘Too many people looking for your sorry ass.’

Rex was still helping him. He should be grateful, but holding on demanded everything he had. Eventually they slowed down and he opened his eyes. Another white-sand beach edged by bush came forward to greet them. The mainland. Philip watched the sandy bottom rise closer and closer until it was shallow enough to leap out. The leap was spoiled by his shonky balance and he ended up on all fours, the knee-deep water sloshing between his limbs, slapping at his stomach.

Rex was laughing when he cut the engine.

This was not funny. Philip crawled out of the reach of the waves and lay on his back. The sun was mercifully warm.

‘Don’t worry. I got it!’ Rex yelled.

Philip crooked his head toward Rex’s voice. Rex was tugging the boat up the beach. Philip rolled onto his knees again and stood up slowly. The beach tilted once, throwing him sideways. No – it couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes on the damn boat; he’d earned his land legs on that island. Philip waited a moment and tried again, swaying until his vision steadied and his head stopped spinning. One step, then one more. He was still on his feet. A smile spread across his face.

‘Kei te pai,’ Rex said, offering him his back-pack.

Philip staggered toward Rex and swung the backpack over his shoulder. ‘I need to get to Waipapa.’

‘Waipapa?’

‘There’s a man advertising for a WWOOFER.’

Rex whistled through his teeth. ‘They sure as hell wouldn’t be looking for you there.’

‘Who?’

‘My whānau. Your friends.’

‘What is whānau? And what friends?’

‘Family. I told you – there’s a post on our webpage. Means all my cousins up and down the coast will be watching the sea. They don’t know what to make of the drybag. And your friends. The guy from the yacht – Raffe – and another woman, Mishra. She’s mates with one of my cousins, Rawinia.’

‘Mishra is here? Mishra McKenzie?’

Rex shrugged. ‘Don’t know her last name. But she’s a honey. Black hair, eyes like paua.’

‘Paua?’

‘Silver-blue.’

Mishra was looking for him? He smiled as excitement tore a path straight to his loins.

But she’d wanted to fix him. The memory of their last encounter dissolved his excitement.

‘They want to find you, Damon. I could take you to my aunty’s and you could meet them there. If you didn’t want to stay we could leave.’

But he’d been trying to get away from the yacht, hadn’t he? The idea of seeing Mishra and the others held equal parts fear and exhilaration. They were still calling him Damon. Why weren’t they using his real name if they were his friends? Why had he left them?

‘I need to find out more. I can’t meet them yet. Can you take me to Waipapa?’

‘It’s forty minutes inland from here by car.’

Philip frowned. Maybe Rex didn’t have a car. ‘Is there a bus?’

‘Nothing regular. Yeah, I’ll drop you at the gas station. Better if I don’t know where you are. Saves the lying.’

Philip wasn’t sure how to respond. He didn’t like lying either.

* * *

Studying the map in Rex’s beat-up Cortina made him feel sick again. The fleshy, hot breath of Rex’s mutt panting over his shoulder and into his ear didn’t help. He wanted to laugh and cry. The mutt reminded him of Tess.

Philip studied the map long enough to know that the turn-off for the orchard was a few kilometers back from the dot indicating Waipapa Village. ‘You could drop me at Kapiro Road.’

Rex nodded. ‘Five minutes.’

Outside, the road dipped and swelled. Wire fences corralled herds of sheep and half-grown lambs. Then shelterbelts became more common – green swathes of closely clipped trees.

‘Bamboo,’ Rex said, nodding at a leafy fence line. ‘Came with the ex-pats from China in the thirties. They brought the oranges too. Your orchard fella might be descended from one of them.’

‘The name didn’t look Chinese.’

Rex laughed. ‘The ex-pats were English – moving out of Hong Kong and China.’

The name didn’t look English either. Philip decided against saying anything else. He wasn’t in the mood to be laughed at.

Rex stood on the brakes and turned sharply, throwing Philip against his seatbelt and the dog against the side window. He pulled over onto a wide grass verge in front of shelter belt of bamboo.

‘Shit. Nearly missed it. Kapiro Road. You can walk to Kerikeri from here.’ Rex pointed south. ‘Or Waipapa.’ He indicated back along the route they’d followed.

Philip looked at Rex. Looking at people had always been a trial when he was growing up. It seemed easier now than it had before. But not much. ‘Thank you, Rex.’

Rex nodded and smiled. ‘You’d better make good, eh, bro.’

Philip squirmed to release the wallet from the front of his shorts.

‘Nah, you’ll need that.’

‘Please.’ Philip handed him two fifty-dollar notes. ‘For the food, and petrol for the boat and your car.’

‘Remember the pin for that money card, do ya?’

Philip shrugged.

‘Thought not. It’ll keep. You might be able to do me a favor one day.’

Rex opened the door and Philip followed suit, joining him at the boot of the car.

‘You can keep the map.’ Rex handed him his luggage. ‘Stay out of trouble, bro.’

Philip raised his hand in farewell as Rex turned the car around and headed back up State Highway Ten. Kapiro Road wasn’t his final destination, but it wasn’t far. He pulled his cap down and waited for the string of traffic booting along the highway to thin out, then he crossed the road and walked along the verge to an intersection one hundred meters away. Next to the street sign stood an advertisement for a clay studio, another for a yoga center and one more for custom-built kitchens. Philip surveyed the paddocks, the shelterbelts and pylons overhead. So much activity in the middle of nowhere.

He jiggled the backpack to a more comfortable spot and turned up the road. No footpaths out here and, unlike the highway, the grass verge hadn’t been mown for a while. He trudged through the grass, briefly stepped back onto the road where it narrowed for a stream, and then returned to the grass, expecting his destination around every corner. Finally there it was.

Jennings Road was unsealed and looked more like a driveway cutting a path through the shelter belts. In the distance the road petered out in front of a stand of eucalypts. The antiseptic, vaguely piney smell of them carried to him on the gentle breeze.

When he’d walked past one letterbox followed by a shelter belt, then two more, he found what he was looking for. A new scent mingled with the eucalypts. Passing through a living green archway, he discovered what it was: bunches of star-shaped flowers, clustered white against the deep green stems of trees that were almost twice his height. Orange blossoms. The orange trees marched away to his right in columns, softened underneath by overgrown grass. The scent was heavenly. In spite of his nerves he stopped and inhaled the fragrance. It reminded him of orange-almond syrup cake, one of his favourites that his mother made for birthdays and other special occasions.

At the other end of the block the unsealed driveway disappeared around a corner, lost in stands of poplars, and trees that Philip recognised from the island, but didn’t know the names of. As he walked along he noticed that some trees were carrying blossoms and also fruit. He didn’t know orange trees could do that. Clearly he had a lot to learn.

A large tin shed emerged from the trees, just before the driveway turned the corner. He paused. Where would the orchardist be?

‘Yes?’ A man on crutches limped into view from the lean-to off the side of the shed. He wore a neat beard, a broad straw hat, and a cast on his leg beneath his shorts.

‘I’ve come about the WWOOFER job.’

The man smiled and hopped toward him. In the sunlight Philip could see the man was older than he’d first thought. Late sixties at least.

‘You’d better come in.’ He leaned on his crutches and offered Philip a hand. ‘Wilbert Kruijer. Wil.’

Philip took Wil’s hand. ‘Phi –’ He swallowed. Better to stick to the name in his documents. ‘Damon Hunter.’

‘Damon Hunter? English is it?’

Philip nodded. Instead of turning back to the shed, Wil hopped along the driveway curving through the shelter belt. ‘The house is this way.’

Philip walked with him. ‘It’s still open, then, the job?’

‘Oh yes, not the high season for WWOOFERS just now.’ Wil nodded toward the trees as they entered another block. ‘Won’t be ready for picking for another month or so, but there’s plenty to do.’

Relief sent a smile to Philip’s lips. He didn’t have a Plan B.

‘You don’t have a car?’ Wil asked.

The relief slid away. ‘No. Is that a problem?’

Wil shook his head. ‘I’m not driving at the moment. Another few weeks before the cast comes off, the doctors tell me. You don’t mind the odd bit of grocery shopping?’

Going to town. That wasn’t part of his plan. Not until he’d worked out why he had this stupid alias and why he’d jumped ship. ‘I have my license.’

Wil peered at Philip from beneath his brim. ‘Good. My wife isn’t driving at the moment either.’ He nodded. ‘There it is.’

Philip followed his gaze. At the top of a rise it seemed as if Cinderella’s pumpkin carriage had settled amidst an astonishing tropical garden. He smiled.

Wil smiled too. ‘It takes people that way the first time.’

The walls of the house were rounded and painted washed-out terracotta. The roof was tiled and pointed in different directions, peaking to gables in two places, and sloping to flat ends in others. Around the windows the plaster was painted pale yellow, and every so often tiny red and blue triangles added to the drama, giving the appearance that the house was made up, ready for a party. A distinct pang – a longing for his mother to be here with him – halted his steps. ‘My mother would love this place. She’s a chef back home.’

‘You could send her a photo. But we’re still on dial-up – takes a long time for anything to load.’ Wil shrugged. ‘Just as well we’re not in a hurry here.’

Dial-up? He was in the sticks. Would he be able to do the searches he needed? Maybe WWOOFING wasn’t the way to go if they were too hippy-dippy to bother with access to decent technology. He would use the phone when it was charged.

‘My wife, Afra, is at the neighbour’s house just now. You can make us coffee and tell me about yourself.’

On the island he’d had time enough to think about his story. Nothing was ever as convincing as the truth. He’d given his alias, but everything else – his background, his profession – would be his own.

* * *

‘You are very tidy, Damon, I think.’ Afra smiled at him as she tugged off her rubber gloves after finishing the dishes for the evening meal, then tucked her salt-and-pepper waves behind her ear.

‘Clean as you go. That’s what my mum says.’ Philip placed the final fork in the cutlery drawer and hung up his tea-towel.

The whimsical exterior of the house extended inside. The kitchen was timber, with bay windows above the sink that looked out to the orchard, now shrouded in the dusky half-light. Decorative fruits and vegetables were routed into the wooden joinery. The furniture in the open-plan dining and living areas was hand-carved too. It was as if he’d entered another world, safe and enclosed by both the house and the shelter belts surrounding the orchard. From their conversation at dinner Philip had gleaned that they weren’t just organic horticulturalists, but biodynamic – a way of farming that worked with the natural rhythms of nature and the cosmos. He could hardly be expected to know anything about a system he hadn’t even heard off. That piece of news helped him to relax.

But he was also finding out that the rustication was illusory. The white-washed walls of the house showcased art and artifacts from the couple’s European background, and though there was no dial-up they had a satellite that beamed Dutch TV into their living room. Low tables in the living room supported copies of The Guardian and what looked to be a local political magazine, along with orcharding publications.

‘Tea or Tia Maria?’ Wilbert smiled at him. ‘We don’t take coffee after dinner.’

‘I don’t drink,’ he said. ‘Tea, please.’ The conversation was tiring him. It was interesting but he’d become used to his own company in the hut, and the need to get online was clawing at his concentration. When would he be able to ask for their computer?

As they all settled into couches in the living room – more of a nook in the open-plan living space – a laptop winked at Philip from the table by his elbow.

Wilbert sipped his liqueur and continued their dinner conversation. ‘They are talking about giving human rights to artificial intelligence on Dutch TV.’

Philip had been relieved they’d showed an interest in a topic he could easily converse on. Back in the UK he’d worked on a project aiming to make a robot so human-like that people would feel comfortable working alongside it. They’d even given it a name. Would he assign human rights to Freddy? ‘We’ve talked about it at labs I’ve worked in.’

‘And?’

‘We’re a long way from generalised human intelligence. Applications of AI are most advanced in narrow fields, like self-drive cars.’

‘But if they develop autonomy – yes? They think, they reason, they make decisions. Their brain is no more opaque than our own.’

Philip shook his head. ‘Reasoning isn’t enough to make them human. We can’t program them to feel, for example.’

Wilbert nodded. ‘Emotion, yes, I agree. And there is the matter of the soul.’

‘Wil,’ Afra scolded, ‘don’t scare the poor man away.’

Wil smiled at his wife, then asked Philip, ‘Did you see the articles about the robotic project in Adelaide?’

Philip’s eyes snapped from the laptop to Wil’s face. Goosebumps crawled along his arms and down his legs. He shook his head, not trusting his voice.

‘They’re saying the Australian military are building an autonomous robotic swarm. Somebody leaked the project. When was that, Afra? About a month ago?’

‘Longer. More like two months.’

‘I’ve been travelling – a bit out of touch.’ Somebody had leaked the project? He shivered.

‘He’s cold, Wil. Turn on the heat pump.’

‘Could I – I mean, do you think I could look up the articles? I like to stay in touch with the field.’

Wil passed him the laptop. ‘The whole project was online for two hours before it was taken down. Can you imagine?’

Philip shook his head and clamped down on his back teeth. No, he couldn’t.

The password screen eventually loaded.

‘Here.’ He passed the laptop back to Wil.

‘Oh, yah. Sorry.’ Wil typed in the password.

Philip launched Chrome and waited. Then typed in ‘robots’, ‘swarm’ and ‘Australia’.

More waiting. His leg jiggled. Where had he been two months ago? At the institute? Finally, several links showed up. He clicked the first one, dated only last week.


Breaking News: Military Puts Killer Bee Episode to Rest




Today Group Captain Hebden of the Royal Australian Air Force finally broke the military silence about what the media has dubbed the killer bee episode.




Philip raced through the rest of the article, flushing hotter with every sentence. Somebody had died? Somebody had been confused about his project? His breath caught in his throat.

‘Damon?’

It couldn’t be him. He understood the project. He was alive.

The next link was to an article over two months old.


Breaking News. Killer Bees: Our Next Defense? 




By Charlie Breen




An unnamed source claims that the Australian Defence Force are on the brink of perfecting an autonomous robotic swarm. ADF haven’t confirmed or denied the claim. Dr. Rainie, an independent security consultant, says that LAWS, or Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems, have divided the military community. ‘Swarm technology is particularly worrying. The possibility of unpredictable patterns of behaviour is very high,’ Dr. Rainie says. The Say No to Killer Robots campaign has claimed the leak as a victory for humanity.




His breath quickened. Say No to Killer Robots? He’d heard of them. Scanning the rest of the article he learned that their spokeswoman was someone called Rawinia Te Whatu.

Rawinia? Rex had said that Rawinia was searching for him. But that Rawinia was here in New Zealand, not Adelaide. A memory of lunch at the gallery with Mishra intruded. Hadn’t she mentioned the campaign?

Yes, she had.

Was it before or after he’d told her about the military influence in his robotic project? His brain was beating against the front of his skull as he pushed his fingertips into his temples; he couldn’t remember. They’d agreed not to talk about work; they’d decided their relationship was going to end well. That was until he’d found the article on treating people on the spectrum in her office.

Philip pushed that memory away and opened the next link. It claimed the code for the swarm had been uploaded to the web. Philip rocked backward and forward. When was that article published – two months ago? Apparently only two days after the first one.

‘Damon?’

Link after link was filled with speculation about who leaked the project, and debate raged about the true nature of the work. Was it just pollination, or had the university project been turned toward more sinister applications? Experts were divided. There had been nothing within the code itself indicating it had been modified for military purposes. A comprehensive study of the code had been impossible – all copies had been surrendered to the authorities. The leak was a massive breach of copyright.

‘Damon?’ A hand shook his shoulder. ‘What’s wrong?’

Darkness played at the edges of his vision; his heart raced.

He forced the computer back into Wil’s lap and bolted for the door. ‘Need some air.’
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‘Damon?’

Philip raised his head from the cradle of his arms as he crouched beneath the orange tree and listened. Grass swished and snapped at the head of the row of trees in which he hid. He shivered. How long had he been out here? Stars blinked at him through the leafy canopy and the orange blossoms reflected their distant light.

‘Time to come in.’ It sounded like Afra. A torch beam sliced the darkness.

He’d stumbled through two blocks of the orchard, tripping over the irrigation hose looped between the trees, and then adding new scratches to his scars from the thorny plants hiding in the long grass. He’d stumbled on everything except answers: did he leak the code? His brain refused to give up its secrets, but the feeling of dread drowning his organs told its own story.

‘Damon, please.’ The footsteps stopped.

He wasn’t going to keep this job this way – or even start it – and he needed some certainty, something to ground him until he’d figured out what to do next. ‘I’m here.’ Philip ducked out from under the branches of the tree and waded through the grass toward the voice.

Afra was waiting at the end of the row. ‘The articles upset you?’

He nodded.

‘Damon?’

‘I had a friend working at the institute. I can’t believe … I can’t believe he – anyone – would leak the code.’

‘Come. Let us walk. You think this friend is the one the media are speculating about?’

‘They said he took his own life. His friends, his family – they must be devastated.’ But I didn’t die. It can’t have been me.

‘You’re sure this friend is the one?’

‘They didn’t give a name. They said he was young and smart. It might be him.’

‘You could call him.’

‘It’s Australia.’

‘No matter.’

Who could he call? If it was him, the authorities might still arrest him.

Something was nagging at him about the last article. He needed to read it again. ‘Perhaps I could email someone. Or read the articles again.’

‘Of course. Tomorrow, after the mowing. Wil is confirming your placement with the WWOOFER organisation at this moment. Sleep tonight and tomorrow you will have a fresh perspective. Wil is so relieved you are here. He will want to start early.’

Philip frowned into the darkness. The phone from the drybag was charging in his bedroom – a separate cabin connected to the house by a wooden walkway. He could do more digging on that.

‘What time in the morning?’ he asked.

‘Breakfast at seven, work at eight. Lunch at around one and then your time is your own. There is so much to explore on the property. For instance, over there,’ she flashed her torchlight at a block of native bush, ‘there is a pathway down to the river. Overgrown a little, but passable. You can follow the river along to the waterfall. It’s quite beautiful.’

Plenty of places to hide if he needed to. But seven am? He wasn’t a morning person. The alarm on the phone had better work.

‘Damon?’

‘Seven sounds fine. Will you knock if I don’t appear?’

They were entering the fruit-tree block nearest the house, walking alongside a string of poplars whose leaves caught the outside light with their silver underbellies.

‘You remind me of my son. The older one. Mornings were not for him either.’

He’d noted the photographs stuck to the fridge and wedged into the cupboard surrounds and wondered why Wil and Afra’s family were not here helping at the orchard while their father was immobile. ‘Where is he?’

‘The Nederlands. With his wife and my granddaughter. Our youngest is visiting them. The timing, of course, is not so good.’

Even in the half-light Philip could tell Afra missed her boys and was piqued because her granddaughter lived so far away. It was weird what he was noticing now. Reading people had never been his strong point. Perhaps he was outgrowing his Asperger’s. He shook his head: not likely. The psychologists had assured them Asperger’s was not just a childhood illness.

Everything was so topsy-turvy.

‘Here we are.’ Afra stopped outside his cabin. ‘Towels in the ensuite. A jug on the table for water. Zoete dromen.’

Philip watched her meander along the decked walkway back to the main house, stopping every now and then to remove a dead leaf from the lush border, or to inhale the blossoms winding through the pergola that covered the walkway. What was his own mother thinking right now? Did she know where he was? The urge to ring her was overwhelming.

He opened the door and scooped the phone off the bedside table.

100% charged, it told him.

He pushed the button to start it, then swiped the screen as he dropped to the bed. A keypad appeared over the wallpaper of flowers. A password? He thumped the bed. What the hell was the password?

No point in getting upset yet; he hadn’t even tried. Irritation rose as he tried his usual passwords and was knocked back once, then twice. How many times could he try before the phone locked him out?

Tossing the phone onto the bed, he opted for a shower instead. A solution would emerge if he allowed his brain to work on it. The ensuite was tiny but clean. And the water! He sighed under its near boiling ministrations. So much better than washing in the stream on the island. Salt and sand and pollen from the orchard sluiced away, and with it the tension in his shoulders. The scratches on his shins stung but it was so small a price to pay for the comfort.

One tear escaped. Then another. Philip crouched in the bottom of the shower and let them all run. When there was nothing left he buried his face in the towel – jasmine and sun-shine – then dried himself off. The mirror above the sink was steamed up and he used the towel to wipe a spot clean.

The man staring back at him was a stranger. A moustache, a beard and wild, wavy hair. The Philip he knew was clean-shaven and shorn regularly to stop his hair from becoming a full-on fro. But he wasn’t Philip, he was Damon.

Time to sort out the facts.

He wrapped a second towel around himself and lay down on the bed closest to the ensuite, switching off the lamp on the bedside table. He felt most comfortable in the dark – that much hadn’t changed. The night sky peeped in through the single window of the cabin and light flushed through the three-paned glass door. Hopefully they’d turn off the outside lights when they retired for the night.

To business. Three people he knew of were searching for him. Mishra McKenzie, Rawinia somebody and Raffe somebody. One of the articles had mentioned a Rawinia Te Whatu who had been a spokeswoman for a campaign Say No to Killer Robots. Their group had been pleased about the leak. Clearly they and – judging from the articles – other commentators believed the Australian military were developing a potentially lethal robotic swarm. That much he could confirm. The military was funding the project and they’d asked for modifications; just how lethal those were hadn’t been divulged.

Philip turned on his side. The military man said the person who leaked the project was confused about the purpose of the project, that he was troubled and had taken his own life.

He’d told Mishra about the project. Had she used that information to leak it to the media? But she couldn’t have accessed the code. Somebody else – someone on the inside – must have been involved.

Was he the leak? The possibility stopped his breath and his whole body lit with a molten rush. He needed to pee. On liquid legs, he stepped back into the ensuite.

If he’d helped them, why did he jump ship? He flushed the toilet and washed his hands.

Maybe it wasn’t him. He collapsed back onto the bed, squashing the phone under his shoulder. If only he could remember the bloody password.

Charlie Breen. The journalist’s name had appeared on the first article talking about the robotic bees, and then again when the code had been uploaded to the web. She might be able to help him. How could he approach her without giving himself away?

Philip wanted to believe he’d had nothing to do with leak. But the memory loss coinciding with the story breaking, his feeling of being hunted, his being here in New Zealand – none of that reassured him.

The only comfort was that, for now, nobody knew where he was. Not even Rex.

Damon Hunter. 

Philip Templeton had been left behind. But with all those people searching for him was Damon Hunter any safer?
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By Wednesday Mishra’s hope had become the last chipped cup at the back of an empty emotional cupboard. She sat on the steps of Ra’s cottage, mug of tea in hand, and let the wind buffet her hair across her face. Ra’s informal networks had yielded nothing and the police hadn’t contacted Raffe again either.

Mishra heard the truck pull up and a door slam. A minute later Raffe emerged from the bush.

He shook his head when he saw her. Each day he drove into range of the cell network and checked the fake bank account they’d set up for Philip under his alias, Damon Hunter, and rang the cellphone. And every day he came back shaking his head. If somebody had been taunting them with the drybag they’d decided not to come out to play anymore.

They were no further ahead than they had been at the weekend. The continuing silence on Philip’s whereabouts was wearing them thin and making them cross with each other.

Ra joined them on the veranda and handed Raffe one of the two steaming mugs she carried, filling the air with the aroma of coffee. She sat next to Mishra on the step and flicked her braids over her shoulder with one hand, holding her mug over the grass with the other.

‘He could have hitched to Wellington by now,’ Ra said.

Mishra turned her burned-out gaze on Ra. Sleep eluded her, and when it came her dreams were full of water and bodies. Sometimes the body was Philip’s and sometimes Catherine’s, her eyeless death-stare more condemning than her words had ever been. ‘You think I should go?’

Ra sighed. ‘We’re not achieving anything here. Been up and down that coast …’

‘That’s what the note implied.’ Raffe sipped his coffee. ‘Heard from my parents. They’ve decided to fly in and crew the yacht back themselves. Arrive in Kerikeri on Saturday.’

Mishra hadn’t considered Raffe’s parents’ yacht at all. Of course they’d be missing it.

‘What are you going to do?’ Ra asked Raffe.

Raffe looked at Mishra, a question tilting his head.

‘You may as well go with them,’ Mishra told him. ‘There’s nothing – I mean, I don’t know what else we can do now.’

Raffe folded his legs beneath him, sinking onto the sandy path. ‘I just never thought it would turn out this way.’

She was so tired of this. ‘I’ll go to Wellington. Not that I think it will make a damn bit of difference.’ She stood up and thrust out her hand. ‘Keys.’

Raffe handed her the keys as she walked past him to the truck. She thumped the seat forward so she could reach the pedals and turned on the ignition. The truck revved to life and she gunned it, too fast, over the ruts and bumps of the gravel track up to the road.

When her cellphone showed life, just before the gate, she stopped, her heart racing, and her insides jarred from the journey. It was oddly pleasant to feel something other than washed out, even if it was discomfort. First she arranged flights to Wellington; Saturday afternoon was the soonest she could leave. Then she called Astrid Lyon in the psychology department to let her know she was on her way. She jumped out of the cab while she waited for the call to connect, leaning on the side of the truck, blinking in the sun.

‘Mishra, I’m so glad you’ve called. People have got wind that you’re here. Several people would like to talk to you about your work. The AI stuff is so topical and what with …’ Astrid stuttered to a halt.

‘What with recent events in Adelaide?’ Mishra prompted.

‘Yes. Though I’m sure people won’t want to pry.’

Like hell, Mishra thought.

‘Do you think you’d be ready for a fireside chat next Tuesday?’

‘Next Tuesday? A fireside chat?’ Right at this moment she didn’t feel prepared for anything

‘An informal conversation with a bunch of people. There’s a bit of pressure to push it out to other campuses.’

‘Not so fireside then.’

‘You’re a popular girl, Dr. McKenzie. I could try and fob them off …’

‘No, no, don’t bother. That sounds fine.’ Maybe thinking about something else would help her feel better. It would change the monotonous track in her head at least. ‘I’ll be there Saturday at two.’

‘I’ll see you at the airport.’

Mishra walked round the truck, flattening the grass, sending clouds of insects into the air. She was leaving Northland. Was that giving up? Admitting defeat? Maybe Ra was right. Philip could be making his way to Wellington, or he could be there already. She’d be able to check in with Charlie Breen too. Sol had given her Charlie’s address when he’d dropped Mishra at the airport. He’d been sure Charlie would know nothing more of Philip’s disappearance, but Mishra wasn’t leaving anything to chance. She’d been deceived before.

Before she left, she needed to search the beach one more time.

As she turned the truck around a flash of blue filled the rearview mirror. She stood on the brake and whipped her head around. Above the overgrown fence a blue sedan was disappearing around a bend in the road. Was it the same as the one at the lookout on Sunday?

She pulled on the handbrake and jumped down from the cab, running until the cattle-stop, which she tiptoed across, then stood on the fence examining the grass verge along either side of the road. A few meters down on her left, in the opposite direction to which they usually travelled, the grass was flat. Though it grew in prolific clumps – even taking over fences as it was threatening to do on this farm – the kikuyu grass wouldn’t completely conceal a car. But if you weren’t expecting to see one maybe it would be enough to not notice it? Had they overhead her phone conversation?

She climbed back into the truck, slamming the door, and drove down to Ra’s cottage. ‘Saw that car again,’ she announced as she entered the kitchen.

Raffe turned toward her, tea-towel in hand. ‘The car from the lookout?’

Mishra nodded. ‘There’s a flat patch of grass outside the gate.’

‘I don’t like it. What are the chances? We’re in the back of beyond,’ he said.

Ra pulled the plug out of the sink, filling the silence with gurgles.

‘Anyway. I’ve booked my flights. Leaving Saturday.’

‘I’m sorry, Mish,’ said Ra.

Mishra shook her head. It wasn’t Ra’s fault they hadn’t found Philip yet. ‘I want to go back to the bay.’

‘I’ll drive you tomorrow,’ Ra said. ‘They’re forecasting a massive storm for this afternoon and we don’t want to be caught up in that. Thought we could poke our heads in at the Health Centre – help with the finishing touches.’

‘I’d like to help out today, Ra, but I want to go back on my own tomorrow.’ Her mind still rejected the idea that Philip could be dead, yet some part of her needed to say goodbye to the bay – the last point of contact.

‘I’ll take you as far as Aunty’s. You can walk around from there or over the headland, depending on the tide,’ said Ra.

‘Sure you don’t want company?’ Raffe’s voice was kind but not hopeful.

‘Not this time.’
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While Mishra was making plans to fly to Wellington, Philip was battling with the mower on the orchard. Mowing in a straight line was tougher than he had expected. The gears of the old red tractor had taken some getting used to and the mower dragging behind it swung out in odd directions, especially at the end of a row. Branches snatched at his cap and headphones and he was in a constant quandary about how long to look forward to keep his line, and when to look back to make sure the mower didn’t catch on the irrigation hoses. Four blocks of trees, and two passes with the mower – the first to bring the grass to knee height, and the second, to the middle of his shins – had taken him all the way until lunchtime. As he ate his cheese and salami sandwich he realised he’d enjoyed the break from his own problems.

Wil sat opposite him at their slab of a dining table, perusing the local rag and junk mail, giving equal attention to both, and sipping his tea. Like Philip, his jersey was covered in grass clippings and the odd leaf. They’d left their boots – Philip’s borrowed from them – at the door.

‘Looks like a storm’s coming.’ Wil peered at Philip above the rims of his spectacles. ‘Good thing you mowed this morning.’

When should he ask to use their computer?

‘Afra would like you to drive her to town.’

Under the table, Philip’s toes curled in frustration inside his woolen socks. ‘When?’

‘Depends. Would you like milk in your coffee, or are you happy with soy?’ Wil grinned at him.

He recalled the steaming bowl of milky coffee Afra had brewed for him this morning. They didn’t have a microwave, but they did own an old-fashioned percolator that worked off the gas hob. It had been heavenly. He must have polished off the last of the milk. ‘Milk.’

‘Better sooner than later.’ Wil finished his tea and stood up. ‘No fun driving in a downpour. I’ll find her.’

Philip agreed, but for different reasons: the sooner he was back, the sooner he could check on Mishra and her friends online and contact Charlie Breen. If anyone knew the identity of the anonymous source it would be her. The easiest way would be to set up a fake email account. He’d already chosen his alias.

Another thought occurred to him. He could buy his own phone while he was in town, and then he wouldn’t be reliant on the Kruijers’ laptop. Though it would mean taking a whack out of his cash reserves. The money card in the wallet would no doubt have a pin so it was next to useless. Besides, you could be tracked through electronic purchases. Better to leave that alone.

A trip to town grew in appeal.

* * *

A few spots of rain smeared the windshield as Philip drove the Kruijers’ truck down the highway into town. Outside the supermarket lightning lit the sky, and moments later thunder rolled in the distance. Not a day to go exploring the town center.

‘The phone shop is just the other side of the carpark,’ Afra assured him. ‘I will be half an hour.’ Rain drove in as she pushed open the passenger door then slammed it behind her, before striding, head down, toward the supermarket. Philip watched the rain stream across the windscreen as the daylight winced away. Few people would be out in this, that was one upside.

The guy in the shop tried to hook him into a contract, only giving up when Philip told him he was visiting the country and wasn’t intending to stay. Three hundred dollars lighter, Philip splashed across the carpark back to the truck and sat, soaked through, until Afra arrived a couple of minutes after him, scaring him when she banged on the window. She held up a shopping bag and pointed to the back of the truck. Philip stepped into the downpour again to help her lift the groceries into the back.

‘Let’s go.’ Afra was in a hurry to get home.

The rain hammered the roof so loudly, conversation was impossible. Philip’s view narrowed to the half-circle of windscreen swept clean by the wipers, instantly obscured again by the storm. The ten-minute journey into town, trebled in length as they crawled along between the shelter belts, which were shaking and bending in protest, casting leaves and twigs into the air and sending them scuttling across the road. He’d never driven in anything so ferocious.

At the intersection with the state highway he looked both ways several times, and then launched across the road, hoping rather than knowing that nothing would collect them on the way over. After the turnoff, the stream that yesterday had narrowed the road on his walk to the orchard had breached its banks and flowed tire-deep across the tar seal.

‘A little faster,’ Afra yelled.

He gunned it across the water and was still speeding when Afra yelled, ‘Here!’

He’d almost missed their turnoff. Water was carving furrows into the unsealed surface of the road, but it seemed calmer – the shelter belts were closer together, shielding them from the harshest lashings of the storm.

As they pulled up by the front door the outside light blinked on, then off. Beside him, Afra groaned. ‘The power.’

No power? Philip reached into the back seat to retrieve the box with his new phone in it. What was it with this country?

‘It’s usually only a couple of hours.’ Afra pulled her hood over her head and leaned onto the door, struggling to open it against the wind. ‘Our poor blossoms.’

Philip pulled his cap down and entered the fray, retrieving the shopping, then kicking his boots off in the paved entranceway. Wil had lit their wood burner. The flames licking its window were the only light banishing the cold and darkness of the stormy afternoon. It was a welcoming sight. Philip’s irritation softened. No power, no computer, no phone. Nothing he could do. Nothing anyone else could do either. He deposited the groceries onto the bench.

Wil handed him a towel. ‘Old copies of The Guardian on the coffee table, if you don’t mind straining your eyes. The one from the second week of October will interest you.’

‘Thanks. Could I take them? I might try for a nap.’

Wil nodded.

It was even darker in his cabin and the rain on the tin roof was deafening. He dropped the newspapers on the bed under the window, then unwrapped his phone. May as well plug it in for when the power came back on.

Afterward, he sat on the bed and sorted through the newspapers. The issues were weekly round-ups of international news. Page ten of the October issue that Wil had alerted him to covered the talks of the Group of Governmental Experts on Lethal Autonomous Weapons in Paris that week. Among the bureaucrats, academics and human rights groups attending the talks was a representative from the Say No to Killer Robots campaign. Rawinia’s group. Goosebumps crawled up Philip’s arms as he read on.

The critical issue was autonomy – the ability of machines to identify, select and fire on their targets without any human intervention, a development that was becoming increasingly more likely with advances in AI and robotics.

Philip nodded. That was true. It was technically possible.

Several arguments were arrayed against such a development. The one that caught his eye was the moral one: robots couldn’t make such decisions because they lacked human judgement and the ability to understand context. Without these qualities they couldn’t make complex ethical judgements on the battlefield, like who was a civilian and who a soldier, or assess the proportionality of an attack. This put robots in breach of the international rules of war.

The arguments seemed familiar, though he’d never worked in a lab dedicated to making weapons. At the bottom of the article a related one was signposted, further on in the paper. He flipped over a couple of pages to a headline which asked:


Is Australia Developing Lethal Autonomous Weapons?




A flush heated his face. The article re-hashed the furore in Australia caused by the leak of a project about robotic bees which some claimed was evidence that Australia was pushing on with their developments without international sanction.

They were the same claims he’d read online, leaked by the same ‘anonymous source’.

Most of the article was devoted to the impact of the exposé on the Paris meeting. The writer opined that the incident added urgency to the talks. It was felt that if the international community didn’t move to ban autonomous weapons soon it would be too late. Developers would take advantage of the legal – if not moral – vacuum.

The article finished on a cautiously positive note: overall the talks had concluded with a movement toward an international treaty banning the development and deployment of autonomous weapons. Four more countries had pledged support for the ban. But members of the ‘five eyes’ countries remained unconvinced: Australia, Britain, the United States, Canada and New Zealand.

Philip pushed the newspapers off his lap. He was British and until recently he’d been working in Australia. Now he was in New Zealand. All countries implicitly supporting the development of autonomous weapons. If he was involved in the leak – an instinct that was strengthening with each new piece of information, each shadowy memory – he wouldn’t be safe here or at home. The only positive thing he could draw from the situation was that the authorities thought whoever had leaked the code was already dead.

He curled onto the bed and closed his eyes. Dead. What would that mean for him?

A part of him railed against that idea with its implicit accusation of guilt that had forced the need to hide. And yet another part was quietly pleased.

It would have taken guts to leak that project.

You could never build the ability to judge complex situations into a swarm. The bees could not meet international legal requirements in a warzone. He sighed and his body sank into the bed. If being the leaker was the truth he was drawing closer to, perhaps he could live with that.

* * *

Philip woke to darkness and a persistent, drip, drip, dripping outside the cabin. He sat up. What time was it? He flicked the switch on the bedside lamp. The power was back on. Newspapers fell to the floor as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and bent over to retrieve his phone. The battery was full. As he worked through the set-up screen his mind raced. Who would he look up first? Charlie, Rawinia or Mishra? Maybe his own name? Or the institute? They’d never developed a separate website for that – their work was showcased on the university’s – so maybe he should look up the computer science department.

The web browser wasn’t working.

No reception!

This place. He bolted through the door, carrying the phone. Reception was no better as he strode toward the house. Opening the side door, he nearly collided with Afra carrying her compost bucket out.

‘Damon.’ She looked at his phone. ‘Ah. Reception is pretty bad down here. You need to go up to the sealed road, yah? But come, we are about to eat.’

Philip didn’t want to eat. He wanted to find out what was going on with his life. ‘All right.’

Afra paused in the doorway and peered back at him. He was probably being rude.

‘Dinner sounds good.’ He forced a smile. As she disappeared through the door he checked the settings on his phone for a Wi-Fi connection.

No connections available.

The laptop had been ancient and they were on dial-up. Apply in person made sense now. Well, he’d just have to ask to borrow the laptop again.

But after dinner Wil settled on the couch with the laptop, intent on checking the international news.

Philip ground his teeth. Now what? The light seemed to be brighter than earlier. The storm had passed and the clouds were clearing. A soft pink sky was visible in patches above the shelterbelt at the end of the block, sloping away from the house.

‘I’m going for a walk.’

Wil nodded, his gaze never leaving the monitor.

‘Good idea.’ Afra glanced up from her book. ‘Stretch your legs after being cooped up all afternoon.’

As he trudged up the muddy driveway, trying to avoid the wet grass hanging into the ruts, his spirits lifted. The air was fresh and the leaves and the remaining clusters of flowers on the orange trees were beaded with water and glistened in the half-light. In ten minutes he was going to have some answers.

Just past the archway onto the shared road, a man in a raincoat and long shorts walked toward him, a black-and-white collie trotting at his side.

Tess. Grief kicked at Philip’s stomach and he stopped.

‘Evening.’ The man stopped too and smiled at Philip through his beard.

Philip offered the collie his hand. It sniffed at him then moved on. ‘Beautiful dog.’

‘We never miss a day.’ The man nodded at his dog and then followed it up the road.

Suddenly Philip wasn’t looking at an unsealed road, but at a dark-haired woman crouched on the pavement outside the Gallery of South Australia, scrubbing Tess’s ears. ‘Aren’t you a beauty?’ she said.

Mishra McKenzie; that had been their first date. Why did he always circle back to her? What had happened after he’d told her about the project? After their fight? She would be his first search.

The road made a smack, smack sound as his walk turned into a run and his run into a sprint. At the corner where the private road joined the public one he bent over his knees, panting. Running – how he missed it. It was twilight now, and so much darker out here than in the city. He stepped up onto the verge, wetting his sneakers on the grass, then crouched beside a shelter belt of bamboo to turn on his phone.

The search for Mishra McKenzie turned up several hits. The first was to a profile page in the Psychology Department at the University of Adelaide. No photo, but there were links to her research interests and publications: methods papers on discourse analysis, something about post-colonial Indonesia, and one on AI.

AI: Their common interest.

Beneath the dripping bamboo, his mind sent him snatches of an exotic blossom; Frangipani flowers floating in glass bowls lit by candlelight. The scene expanded – his apartment in Adelaide. Mishra was there. And his flatmate, Brett. A twitch of annoyance accompanied Brett’s memory. Lexi was there too. Mishra had spent the evening arguing with Brett about AI, and military applications of it in particular. In the end she had been right: the military was interested in his pollination project – they’d ruined it.

He navigated back to Mishra’s home page. A note beneath her profile said she was on sabbatical visiting Massey University, Wellington, for the summer semester.

If that were true she’d be in New Zealand for the next few months. Could he hide for that long? Did he need to? Why couldn’t he remember?

Plenty of hits on Rawinia Te Whatu as well, almost all linked to various charities – the recent ones as spokeswoman for the Say No to Killer Robots campaign. She had long braids and a don’t-mess-with-me look about her. He didn’t remember meeting her at all, but his feelings toward her were anxious and wary.

Headlights cut across the verge and then a car stopped.

Philip froze. No one knew he was here, did they? What should he do? Running would draw attention.

‘You all right?’ a voice called.

Philip waved his phone. ‘Best spot for reception.’

‘Down at the Kruijer’s, are you?’

Philip nodded. He couldn’t see the person’s face in the darkness and didn’t know if they could see him. He hoped they couldn’t. ‘Yes.’

‘Good. They were worried they’d get no takers. Careful on the road – you’re invisible except for that phone.’

The car drove on toward the eucalypts at the end of the road.

His heart slowed, but the encounter left him with an urge to be safe inside his cabin on the orchard. One more search: Philip Templeton.

He ignored all the social media links to various Philip Templetons; he’d never been one for virtual networking.

Further down he found a mention of himself in the Bristol team who worked on the robot, Freddy, but nothing about Adelaide or the pollination project. Well, he’d only been there a few months and it took a while for anything to crawl through the university’s processes. Equally, none of the hits were linked to the leak of the bee project either. Wouldn’t his name have come up if he was a suspect?

At the bottom of the second page was a link to The Telegraph – in memoriam.

His finger hovered above the screen. It couldn’t be him. His awareness shrank to the square of light and the word – memoriam.

Tap.

A picture of a candle appeared and below it, TEMPLETON. Then, Philip, beloved son, died October 2017. Taken too soon, sorely missed. CT

Philip sank to his knees on the sodden ground. CT. Catherine Templeton. His mum. She thought he was dead? Philip leaned over onto one hand and gasped for breath. Mum. He had to call her, right now. With tears blurring his vision, he tapped her number into the phone, then hesitated. Had he let her believe he was dead? He was on the run. What if they were watching her, even now?

‘Damn it!’ His yell was swallowed by the trees as rain spotted his upturned face and he terminated the call. He couldn’t contact her yet – he needed more information.
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Mishra, Rawinia and Raffe had fallen into a pattern, and Brett with them. Leave the farm in the morning to check their phones and messages, then back to the beaches to continue the search. Tuesday they’d scoured bays further south.

On Wednesday morning, Brett had overheard Mishra’s plans to fly to Wellington and promptly booked flights of his own. She’d clearly given up on this part of the country, and he learnt too that Philip had sent flowers with a coded message about Mishra’s sabbatical. He might already be in Wellington. Well, they’d soon find out. Though with Mishra leaving, Brett was lumped with the twin problems of how to continue his surveillance of her in Wellington and retrieving his devices from Rawinia’s truck. Maybe he should leave them; what were the chances that Mishra would be back, or that Philip would turn up somewhere around here?

One thing for sure, he’d miss this place. It was Thursday morning, and he sat on a log at the beach that skirted the bush in front of his rented house, sipping a cup of coffee. The sun winked and twirled on the sea, making his eyes screw up behind his shades. He’d already been for a run, picking his way among the pungent debris washed up by the storm, and then taken a dip in the chilly water. What had Philip been thinking when he jumped off the yacht?

Tomorrow Brett would fly out to scout the airport and surrounds at Wellington before Mishra arrived. Which meant today was his last chance to test the bees without an audience. Maybe they wouldn’t work and he’d be off the hook. Of course, that possibility didn’t negate silencing Philip by some other means – something he didn’t have at his disposal unless you counted hand-to-hand combat. Brett shuddered. He’d never killed anyone – not from close range. Intelligence usually meant analysis and planning, not doing the deed yourself.

Dark thoughts for such a shiny morning, Nielsen.

Finishing his coffee, he walked back through the bush to the house. The briefcase had been stashed under a sofa – plugged in, just in case – since he’d arrived on Monday. He slid it out, positioned his thumbs on the catches and looked into the camera.

Click.

His heart started to patter in his ears. Get a grip, Nielsen. It’s only a test run.

The heavier bees that he suspected carried the payload were still in their moulds toward the hinges of the briefcase. Should he test those too? When – if – he decided to deploy the bees he didn’t want any stuff-ups.

Outside the house, between the veranda and the bush, he rested the briefcase on a folding chair and pulled out the smartphone. Like the case it responded to the print of his thumb and a visual scan of his face. The software launched, asking for parameters of the sortie.

The beach couldn’t be more than twenty meters from where he stood, and his car was parked maybe one hundred meters away in the opposite direction, up the track behind the house. Maybe he should walk them down to the beach. Obstructions like the trees might affect their Bluetooth communication though that was unlikely. The conditions at the beach were more likely to impact the infrared capability.

You’re not trying to detect anyone, he reminded himself. And anyway, how likely was it that he would be deploying the bees under perfect circumstances?

Setting a geo-fence of two hundred meters, he tapped deploy, and stepped back to see what would happen. Nothing at first, except a slight hum as the bees connected to each other. Then they rose into the air. Brett froze as the bees circled him, but none landed. He was sufficiently unlike Philip to tempt them. Thank God for that – on so many fronts.

Rather than fly through the bush, they spiraled above it, setting a course east toward the beach. East was the default setting if nothing else – no one else – was in play. Brett trotted back down the path to beach, trying to keep the bees in sight through the canopy of tree-ferns and various scrubby bushes he couldn’t name.

As he emerged from the trees onto the beach, the bees were coalescing around the log he’d straddled just this morning. What had they found?

Mishra!

Surprise stole Brett’s breath. Her eyes were covered with a scarf, but her chest was slowly rising and falling. She must be sleeping. What could he do – she couldn’t know he was here. At least two bees were crawling over her face and four hovered above her. Her hand jerked toward her neck and her eyes fluttered.

Fuck! He had to hide before she woke up. But the freakin’ bees!

Bolting back through the trees to his house, Brett marshaled his thoughts. The smartphone: where was the abort command? Shrieking reached his ears. Christ. He grabbed the phone, glared into the camera and swiped his thumb over it. Flick – sortie in progress. Flick up, flick down. Where was it?

Another shriek.

Abort.

Brett ran back down the track, stopping short of the beach, and crouched down among the bushes. Mishra was sprinting toward the headland, tossing off clothes as she went. The bees weren’t trailing her; they were a faint haze angling over the canopy in the direction of his house. The abort command must have worked. Thank God.

Mishra stopped at the boulders where the headland jutted into the sea and bent over her knees, her phone to her ear. Brett waited in an agony of indecision. The need to make sure she was all right warred with his need to stay hidden. If she keeled over he would give up the mission and try to keep her alive.

Now she was sitting, her arms wrapped around her knees, gazing out to the water. When he heard the buzz of an outboard motor and then saw a runabout curve around the headland into the bay, he decided it was time to leave. If they got suspicious they might search the area.

Back at the house, the bees, all eight of them, were settled in their moulds. Like butter wouldn’t melt. He replaced the smartphone and slammed the briefcase shut. They’d failed; they’d identified the wrong target. Hebden wouldn’t be pleased.

But Brett couldn’t continue this mission with faulty products.

He hauled the briefcase inside, then began stuffing his clothes into his bag as he thought through the implications of this morning’s experiment. The bees were a public health risk, and if people responded the way Mishra had – batting and swatting at them – chances were they’d be disabled and potentially irretrievable. Or worse, they’d drop the payload on someone other than the target. Surely Hebden wouldn’t want them exposed?

Of course they weren’t truly autonomous on this mission: the target had been preselected for them. But the public probably wouldn’t care about such operational subtleties, nor the New Zealand Defense Force.

He shouldered his bag and picked up the briefcase, his laptop, and a couple of bags of groceries, then scanned the house one last time. No time to clean up properly – he’d have to pay the extra service fee – another cost for Hebden to absorb. Would Hebden see this as another spectacular cock-up on Brett’s part? Maybe Hebden would let the whole thing go.

Brett closed the door and began the climb through the bush to his car. He didn’t want to think of the alterative scenario: taking Philip out by some other means.
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Thursday morning was a miracle: bright skies, searing sun and a light wind. By lunchtime when Philip was mowing the grass under the shade of the bush block running the length of the orchard, the grass was dry. This time he was pushing an oversize lawnmower, finessing the lawn and gardens surrounding the house. It didn’t have a catcher. Raking up the clippings would be the next job. He circled round to finish the last strip of grass next to the fruit trees of the home orchard and turned off the mower. Relief. It was too damn noisy, even with the earmuffs. On the plus side, nobody could talk to him.

He was desperate to contact the journalist, Charlie Breen, and ask her for details. But first he would check the contents of the USB stick in his backpack. How had he forgotten about that? He needed to borrow the laptop. Unless it was so ancient it didn’t have a USB port. What were the chances?

As he forked the last mound of grass clippings into the wheelbarrow Afra called, ‘Lunch outside, Philip, by the pond. Ten minutes.’

He ditched the wheelbarrow and walked down the slope beside the stream that trickled into a pond – the centerpiece of the garden that was defined by the horseshoe curve of the house – and entered the side door into the laundry to clean up. Away from the mower, the little pieces of the orchard that clung to him smelt of summer: seeds and grass and oranges. He was growing to like the smell.

Wil and Afra were already seated at a round table beneath a sun umbrella, with a deli-style lunch spread before them. Wil was once again reading the junk mail while Afra was gazing at the pond.

‘That needs cleaning too,’ Afra said.

They both looked at him.

‘Never cleaned a pond.’

‘It’s pretty easy. Drain the water, take out the stones, waterblast them, put them back in. The cat and birds have taken care of the goldfish,’ said Wil.

‘A job for tomorrow,’ Afra said. ‘Now we eat.’

As he helped himself to salami, cheese and bread, Afra watched him.

‘How tall are you, Damon? What do you think, Wil – as tall as Bastian?’

Wil looked up from his papers, chewing. ‘Yah, the same as Bas. Not as wide though.’

‘Bas is our oldest.’ Afra popped a pickled cucumber into her mouth. ‘He’s the dark one.’

Philip nodded. ‘I’m six-foot-two.’

‘Do you kayak, Damon?’

Why was she asking all these questions? He bit his sandwich and shook his head.

‘I heard a report on the news … when was it, Wil? Over the weekend? Somebody reported a missing kayaker by the Cavallis. A tourist. The description sounded like you.’

Philip was glad his mouth was full so he didn’t have to respond immediately. The police were searching for someone who looked like him? Someone who was lost near the group of islands where he’d been staying? A coincidence, surely? ‘I don’t kayak. I get seasick very easily.’

Afra nodded, apparently accepting his explanation. ‘Tell us about your trip so far.’

He took another bite of his sandwich. What could he tell them? That he couldn’t remember? That he’d spent time on an island even though he got seasick? If the police were looking for him – or someone who looked like him – maybe he should leave the district. Where would he go? He’d have to rent a car or take public transport. More risk of being observed.

‘Damon?’

‘I haven’t been here long.’ That much was true. ‘I saw your ad over the weekend,’ he continued. ‘Thought it would be good to stay in one spot for a while.’ Also true.

He was warming up now. ‘Spent some time in Oz. Visited that friend I told you about at the institute, then went on an outback tour for a couple of months. Have you been to Australia?’

Wil and Afra shook their heads.

Good.

‘And what was that like – the outback tour?’ Afra asked.

Philip cast his mind back to Melbourne, where he’d had to wait while Tess was quarantined. Then his drive from Melbourne to Adelaide to take up his post at the institute. Not the outback exactly, but he’d researched his new country thoroughly before they left England – read all the promotional material and watched documentaries and Oz-based films. He wasn’t a thrill-seeker so he’d wanted to know what he was getting himself into by accepting a post in Australia. Not that he’d had much choice about going.

‘Dusty,’ he told Afra. ‘Plenty of ‘roos. The eucalypts around here remind me of parts of it. But the outback is immense. This’ –he cast his arm out toward the orchard– ‘is so refreshing.’

Afra smiled. ‘We think so.’

He waited while all three of them watched the stream trickle over the rocks into the pond. Finally he said, ‘I’m still worried about my friend at the institute. Could I borrow your laptop again?’

‘Of course.’ Afra stood and cleared her plate from the table. ‘Come with me.’

Philip stacked plates onto a platter and followed her into the house. The USB stick was still in his room; he needed to retrieve it. ‘Back in a minute.’

The laptop was whirring loudly on the coffee table in the living room when he returned. She’d entered the password for him.

Philip was tempted to reproduce the search on his own name. The memoriam notice tugged at his attention. But that unsettling urge would have to wait.

He plugged the USB stick into laptop and clicked on the external drive folder. Two folders showed up: background and CV. That was as far he got. All the files were password protected. He clenched his toes and fists. Of course they bloody were!

After ripping out the USB stick he typed Charlie Breen into the web browser and waited. The bee articles came back.

He re-read the article recounting the suicide of the person who leaked the project. The words, young, man, brilliant and troubled hit him again. Then confused. They all seemed to match him. But there was something else.

He re-scanned the article – probably. Probably took his own life? Hebden hadn’t been sure about the fate of the person who leaked the project, but they’d concluded the investigation anyway. Why?

… draw a line under this episode …

They’d wanted it all hushed up. Had the ADF really given up their search, or was it just an attempt to divert the public interest in the project? His thoughts flicked to his flatmate. Brett had been in the ADF. Philip frowned. Had Brett been spying on him the whole time?

He returned to the links. Maybe they’d prod his memory further.

From what he could see, the journalist Charlie Breen, who had written the stories, was on the side of the underdog. Her articles and book had a common theme of human rights abuses and corruption. None of the sites had a direct contact option for Charlie, but the book and newspaper sites suggested contacting her through their establishments.

He glanced toward the patio. Wil and Afra were still out there. The murmur of their voices reached him through partially closed bi-fold doors. They seemed settled. Now was his chance.

After he’d set up a new email account, he paused, rehearsing what he’d planned to write to ensure Charlie contacted him.


I am a friend of Rawinia Te Whatu of SNKR. She suggested I contact you about some information I have about the recent public scandal over the robotic bees in Adelaide. Please contact me at this address.




Charlie had broken the bee story, which meant she must know the sources in the article – including the Te Whatu woman. Hopefully that would be enough to encourage her to reply and also to reassure her that he was against the military’s use of robotic bees. How should he sign off?

Not his real name. So he signed it Damon Hunter.

But what if Charlie told Rawinia about the email? Did he want that?

He deleted the first line of the email and replaced it with A mutual friend suggested I contact you.

He sighed. Maybe he shouldn’t be explicit about why he was contacting her. Charlie’s editors would probably read the email. Any mention of the bee project would spark their curiosity – and the curiosity of anyone monitoring Charlie’s contacts.

Too risky. But he needed to talk to her. He scanned back through Charlie’s articles and read her bio, searching for inspiration.

It was me. It must have been me. The thought pounded on the door of his conscience. It all matched up: the description, the timing, the death notice, and the constant feeling of being hunted.

He searched for the memoriam notice and stared at it. His own death. The candle and the message: Taken too soon. There were no specific dates – just the month and year. All of the other memoriam notices had dates.

And suddenly he knew what he should write to Charlie. He navigated back to his draft email.


I need your help. DH.
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Later that Thursday evening, Mishra was tucked up on a couch at Aunty Ani’s, hot chocolate in her hand, and beginning to wonder if she’d imagined the whole stupid bee scenario. She was embarrassed at having caused such a fuss. Yes, she’d been stung, and she didn’t recognise any of the species of bees and wasps that were the likely culprits as presented to her by Uncle Anaru. But the idea that they could have been micro-bots, an idea that had scared her silly on the beach, was seeming more and more like hysteria. She shook her head. This area was remote. What would they be doing here?

‘What?’ Ra squeezed Mishra’s feet, which were sitting in her lap at the other end of the couch. Ani, Anaru and Raffe were gathered in the circle of armchairs around the wood-burner. It wasn’t cold enough to use it but Ani had lit some candles in shallow dishes and they flickered from its burnished top. It was far too cozy and comforting to believe in anything as sinister as killer bees.

‘I think they were just regular bees.’

Ra sighed. ‘You couldn’t pick them out of the lineup.’

‘I wasn’t paying that much attention. I was running away.’

‘What about the man in the bush?’ Raffe asked.

‘Moved out this afternoon,’ said Anaru. ‘I rang the owners. Only stayed a few nights – they were expecting longer.’

‘Does he have a name?’ Ani clipped the thread of the trousers she was mending.

‘Oliver Cromwell.’ Anaru peered at Ani above his glasses, a half-smile on his face.

‘Fake,’ said Ra. ‘Did they describe him?’

‘All done online,’ Anaru replied.

‘What’s the plan then?’ Raffe asked.

Mishra gazed back at him. ‘Should it change anything? I was stung by an insect. Big deal. I’m still here. We haven’t found Philip, you’re leaving, and I’ve got tickets booked for Wellington on Saturday.’

‘If there is some dodgy git hanging round here it’s better that you leave,’ said Ra. ‘Where are you staying in Wellington?’

‘Got an apartment booked.’

‘Charlie’s down there too, don’t forget,’ said Raffe.

Mishra pressed her lips together. She’d only met the journalist once when Charlie helped them expose the military project. Mishra had almost forgiven Raffe his part in Philip’s activity and his plot to run away, but she didn’t know if she could extend that forgiveness to Charlie.

Ra read her thoughts. ‘She didn’t know about Philip’s disappearing trick, did she?’ Ra looked to Raffe for confirmation.

Raffe was shaking his head. ‘She wasn’t even in the country at that stage. Sol handled the communication.’

Mishra frowned.

‘Sol didn’t know either, Mish.’

Mishra set down her mug. ‘Thanks for looking after me, Ani and Anaru.’

‘Kei te pai, Mishra.’ Ani stood. ‘Long day, eh, dear?’

They all stood up and Raffe and Ra gathered their coats.

‘You come again, hine-iti,’ Ani said as she hugged Mishra good-bye under the porchlight.

Anaru kissed her cheek.

She loved Ra’s relatives, but she couldn’t imagine coming back here without the spectre of Philip’s loss staining the experience. Another reason to feel sad.

‘Course she’ll be back,’ Ra said as they trotted down the steps. ‘She’d miss me too much to stay away.’

Mishra elbowed Ra. But that was true too.
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Hebden had been adamant: Brett was to keep tracking Philip and he must use the bees. Brett had to trust him – there was a good reason for the bees showing an interest in Mishra. They might sting in self-defense, just like ordinary bees, but the immobilisation bees would only deploy against the target.

Trust him? Brett spat into the gutter as he pounded the pavement bordering the four-lane road that bisected central Wellington, up toward the university that was hosting Mishra for her sabbatical. It was Friday midday, overcast and windy, but not so windy that the tang of exhaust fumes was completely blown away. Brett eyed the commercial buildings lining the street – plumbing suppliers, electronic suppliers, garages. Such a contrast to the bush and beaches of Northland. He’d much prefer to be up there.

Mishra wasn’t due in Wellington until tomorrow. He had enough time to do a quick reccie of the university and deliver his letter before secretarial services closed for the weekend. His phone directed him to the building housing the Psychology Department – a squat, concrete piece of ugliness with recessed red window frames and glass doors. What were the architects thinking? A group of students walked by and Brett tagged onto the end of them, entering the building. Two students split off, also taking the route to the Psychology Office, signposted by arrows inside the entrance.

‘Damn it.’ A straggly girl in oversized boots cursed as she read the note stuck to the sliding glass windows of the office: Back at 12.30pm.

‘Told you.’ Her friend lounged in one of the four seats that constituted a box-like reception area in front of the windows, one booted leg crossed over his knee, his black hair and nail polish reflecting the fluorescent lights overhead.

The unattended reception was a bonus – Brett didn’t want anyone seeing him deliver the letter. But the students didn’t look like they would move any time soon. He leaned against one wall, watching the overhead monitor flash photos and profiles of the staff.

Dr. Astrid Lyon.

Astrid – the woman who had been talking to Mishra on Wednesday? She must be Mishra’s contact. A slim face, mousy-blond hair pulled up into a topknot, pale blue eyes that were wistful, even sad. She was a contrast to the beaming photos of her colleagues. Brett filed Astrid’s office number and her email address in his head. When the staff loop was complete Brett read the flyers on the corkboard opposite the reception window. Exam timetables, enrolments for next year …


Dr. Mishra McKenzie, Fireside Chat, eSocSci, 

Tuesday 14 November, 11.00 am.




Details of how to register for the virtual event followed. Brett was tempted to rip it off the corkboard, but the kids were still lounging on the chairs, blocking his access. The boy had closed his eyes, but his boot jiggled against his knee and the girl was picking her nails. Move, he sent them silently. It didn’t work. Something more proactive.

Brett leaped over the back of the empty seat between the boy and corkboard, then stretched and dropped his arm along the back of the boy’s chair.

The boy bolted upright. ‘Hey, man.’

Brett stared at him through his sunglasses, but didn’t move.

‘Perv!’ The girl clambered to her feet. She cast a quick glance at the office window – still unattended. ‘Come on, Johnny.’

Brett smiled and stood up as they stomped off. He snatched the flyer from the wall and turned his attention to reception. The sliding glass windows were locked. A slit, wide enough to stuff his letter through, formed where the two windows intersected. What were the chances of somebody pinching the letter if he wedged it in there? The clock on the wall inside the receptionist’s office showed 12.27pm. Three minutes until the receptionist returned. Down the hall, the entrance to the building was clear. It seemed Fridays weren’t a busy day for the department. On the other side of the wall, muffled footsteps were tracking toward the door into the receptionist’s office. Then a key scraped into a lock. Brett jammed the letter through the slit in the windows and strode toward the entrance of the building. Hopefully Mishra would receive the warning and give up her search.

How likely was that?

The wind caught his cap as he exited the building and he crammed it down on his head, not liking the answer.

* * *

Fifteen minutes later Brett was sharing the elevator to his serviced apartment, located just down the road from the university, with a bloke who seemed familiar. Usually Brett was good at faces but he couldn’t place this one. Maybe it was the man’s bearing: hands locked behind his back, the stare, dead front and center, an ‘at ease’ stance, but edged with the suppressed energy of a tiger ready to spring. He came up to Brett’s chin – about average height – and his hair was closely cropped. When Brett stepped out of the elevator on the third floor the man followed suit. The hairs on the back of Brett’s neck raised in warning as Brett approached his door and applied his swipe card to the scanner. Nothing happened. He swiped again. No answering click.

The man was leaning against the wall at the end of the corridor, his arms folded, watching. Brett cursed. The reception desk downstairs wasn’t attended all the time, but there was a number to ring.

‘We’ve been upgraded.’ The man’s voice was flat with an accent Brett couldn’t place, not without listening to him further.

Brett glanced up. The man was staring at him.

Dickhead. Ignoring him, Brett tried the swipe card one last time.

‘Like I said.’

Brett strode to the elevator and hit the down button, surveilling the man from the corner of his eye.

The man strolled to within an arm’s length of where Brett waited. ‘Hebden sent me.’

Hebden? Brett turned and peered down at him. Pale-blue eyes stared back out of an even paler face. Brett thought of the translucent sea creatures he’d seen in a documentary about life in the deepest, darkest parts of the ocean, and suppressed a shudder. What was Hebden up to?

‘Sauers,’ he said, but didn’t offer his hand.

‘I haven’t heard –’

‘Check.’

Brett pulled out his phone. There was one new text message. ‘An assistant for the entomology project.’

Hebden didn’t trust Brett to finish the job? Fuck it. Once again, he was hanging with his arse in the breeze, Hebden thrusting the message home: he wasn’t good enough.

Or maybe Hebden thought he was too good; too concerned about the political consequences of the mission. Either way, he’d have to rethink his options.

Sauers extended his arm, which in other circumstances would have seemed gracious, indicating Brett should go ahead of him back up the corridor. At the door beyond Brett’s apartment, Sauers swiped them in. ‘Second bedroom, middle door. Your gear is on the bed.’

‘What did you tell reception?’

‘That I was your boyfriend.’ A smile twitched Sauers’ lips, then was gone. ‘Your swipe card is on the bench.’

Freakin’ wise guy. Brett picked up his swipe card and glanced around the kitchen – the same as his original apartment – chrome and black – which gave onto a small living room, also monochromatic – black leather furniture, grey carpet – all subdued in the afternoon light which was falling through the floor to ceiling windows. Very modern. New carpet smell lingered in the air. Three doors hemmed in the short hallway. On the right was the bathroom, ahead was his bedroom. The third door was open. On the queen size bed, a suitcase displayed its contents. A dull orange item caught Brett’s eye as he walked past.

In the second bedroom, Brett found his bag, the briefcase and his laptop, all intact. He hadn’t had time to unpack after his flight this morning.

Sauers appeared at the door. ‘We need food. You can update me while we walk.’

Brett’s irritation ratcheted up to punch-this-guy-in-the-face level. Who was he, turning up and ordering Brett around? Brett wasn’t going to do anything else until he’d checked his secure mail. He set up his laptop and waited for it to connect while Sauers leaned in the doorway, watching him.

There was a message from Hebden directing Brett to co-operate with Sauers. He’d been fully briefed and would be able to apply a fix to the bee problem. Brett rubbed his eyes. A fix? What did that mean exactly? Apart from his instructions, the message gave no background about Sauers at all. As usual, Hebden was keeping him on a short lead with minimal information.

Brett glanced at Sauers. Their interactions so far suggested that Sauers and Hebden were cut from the same cloth, apart from the flicker of dry humor Sauers had exhibited earlier. Brett ground his back teeth and considered his bank account. If he quit now, how long would his savings last? Maybe he could become a private investigator – do away with all the hierarchy bullshit, choose his own cases. The thought lifted his spirits a little. You always had a choice.

‘Hebden thought it would be easier for me to trail the targets. An unknown face.’

Sauers was more forthcoming than Hebden. That was good. And he was right. Of the two of them, Sauers was much less conspicuous, and he was an unknown to Philip and Mishra and her friends. Damn it.

‘Food?’ said Sauers. ‘There’s a market not too far.’

Brett nodded.

But with Sauers hanging around the options of whether, when or how to deploy the bees was gone, or at least narrowed considerably. He’d hoped to produce evidence that Mishra had given up her search within the next couple of days. Then he could focus on Philip himself, or give up the mission for lost. That would be the safest option.

Sauers sauntered up the hallway and waited by the front door.

Hebden was closing the net. Brett needed to decide if he would stay in the water.

* * *

They split a chicken and salad for dinner. Sauers was ex-military; now a security contractor. It turned out they’d both done a stint in Iraq, posted at different times. Sauers hadn’t talked about their current mission in the forty-five-minute trip to the market – which impressed Brett. It wasn’t professional to talk about work where there was the chance of being overheard.

Security consultancy was starting to sound quite appealing after the second beer. There was just the small matter of Brett’s hemophobia which had relegated him to the back office after his first live mission. The irony of having a blood and guts job while being allergic to the sight of blood wasn’t lost on Brett. It was his dirty little secret. Secret at least from Sauers, and he intended to keep it that way. During dinner Brett noticed Sauers’ gloves – similar to surgical gloves, but thinner, less rubbery looking. Sauers didn’t remove them when he ate. Brett wasn’t the only one with secrets.

Time to turn the conversation to their mission. ‘Hebden says you can fix the bees.’

Sauers did his half-smirk thing that Brett now recognised as wry amusement, and nodded.

‘I think Mishra – the girlfriend – is about ready to give up the search.’

Sauers raised his eyebrow. ‘Why?’

‘She’s come to Wellington. All the intelligence to date suggests that if Templeton is still alive he’s in the Northland region.’

‘You think he’s dead?’

Brett shrugged. ‘If he was still alive he would have contacted her by now.’

‘They could have arranged to meet down here. He must know about her plans for the summer.’

‘Everything I’ve heard indicates Mishra – not just her, her friends too – haven’t a clue where he is. Or why he came as far as New Zealand to jump ship.’

Sauers stood up and cleared his plate from the table. ‘What time tomorrow is her flight?’

‘Fourteen hundred hours.’

‘She is interested in philosophy?’ Sauers sounded casually curious.

Brett shrugged. What kind of a question was that? ‘Possibly, yes, I’d say so. Why do you ask?’

Sauers ignored his question. ‘Show me the bees.’
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New Zealand seemed to specialize in airports that threatened to sling you into the sea. And the wind! The cabin had burst into spontaneous applause as they bumped onto the tarmac, and Mishra had been thrown forward into her seatbelt when the pilot stomped on the brakes to avoid sliding into the harbour at the far end of the runway.

Astrid was waiting for Mishra at the gate, her blond hair caught in a ponytail and her lean frame swathed in corduroy and scarves. She beamed at Mishra and folded her into a bony embrace. ‘So glad you’re here! Sorry about the wind – looked a bit dodgy coming in.’

Mishra half-listened to Astrid as they walked through the airport to the luggage carousel and half-admired the Lord of the Ring touches that still decorated the space. She’d loved those movies – the elven kingdoms at least. And there was Smaug winking at her as she waited for her luggage to arrive. If she’d been paying more attention she’d have seen him. ‘Oh!’

The man she’d crashed into – not a man, a monk, with shaved head and billowing orange cassock – stooped to retrieve his books that had scattered over the floor next to the carousel. Other travelers were tripping and dancing over them.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Mishra bent to help him. Why didn’t she just look where she was going? But then, why didn’t he! ‘Sorry.’ She handed the monk his books.

‘No problem. Please, you take?’ He offered Mishra a book and smiled at her.

Where was he from? His accent suggested English wasn’t his first language. His skin was pale and his eyes an unusual light blue.

‘Please?’

‘All right. Thank you.’ She shoved the book into her shoulder bag and blinked a smile at the monk, then stepped past him, swerving her wheelie bag through the other passengers to where Astrid was waiting for her well away from the crowd.

They were sitting in Astrid’s old beamer in the covered carpark when Astrid mentioned a letter.

‘Came care of the department.’ She wrestled the letter out of her briefcase. ‘Here.’

Mishra’s heart started an a-rhythmic patter, as if it had dislodged itself and was stuck in her throat. Her name and the departmental address were typed onto the front. There was no sender’s address, or postmark either. Should she open it here in front of Astrid? What if it was Philip? What would she do?

Mishra smiled brightly. ‘Looks like admin – it can wait.’

Astrid was watching her carefully.

‘Thanks for bringing it out for me.’

‘No problem. Thought we might stop for a bite to eat before we drive over to the Wairarapa. It’s just under two hours through the ranges – not a drive for the fainthearted.’

‘Sounds great!’ Nothing in this country was for the fainthearted. The memory of those bizarre insects swarming round her head on the beach made her shudder.

They crawled out through the airport gates and Astrid chatted about her work. She had an invitation to speak at a conference in Copenhagen later in the year, which she was looking forward to, being of a mind to take a break from New Zealand altogether.

At a roundabout they turned right and scooted along a narrow road on the inside of the harbour – the sea on one side, a bank of leafy hills on the other. Across the harbour a headland seamed with houses jutted into the water, and beyond that, downtown Wellington and the wharves were carved out of steep hills descending into the inner harbour. It felt wilder than Northland, harder and more vital, a perfect foil for Mishra’s buttoned-down anticipation. What was in the letter?

Now they were driving through a scattering of old wooden barracks in various states of repair.

‘Being converted to art studios,’ Astrid said as they rounded a corner and stopped. The café sat behind a wooden fence, tucked beneath a bushy hill. Sculptures were dotted amongst picnic tables and Mishra could smell the smoky-sweet aroma of a barbecue.

‘What can I get you?’ Astrid asked as they perused the chalkboard.

‘Fritters, please.’ Mishra smiled at her. ‘I’m just going to pop to the bathroom.’

Mishra shut the door on her cubicle and sat on top of the closed toilet, rustling through her bag. She tried to unstick the lip of the envelope from the back, but it tore into thin strips. Frustrated, she ripped it open along the top and peered inside.

Stop looking.

She started to tremble, glad she was already seated. What did it mean? Stop looking. Somebody knew where Philip was? They didn’t want him found? Tears sprang to her eyes. Or he didn’t want to see her?

She read the message again.

No, that wasn’t what it said. Where was he? Had Roberts already found him? Was he even now spiriting Philip back to Australia to face charges? She shook her head. No – his father couldn’t have found him so quickly. Though they’d agreed it could have been Roberts who alerted the police to the disappearance of the kayaker, and it also could have been him on the yacht. How he’d homed in on Northland so soon was a mystery.

A tap on the door. ‘Mishra? Are you okay?’

Mishra turned and flushed the toilet. ‘Yes. That landing unsettled my stomach. I’ll be out in a second.’ She rifled through her bag again for her new prepay phone and texted an emoji with a straight mouth to Ra. That signaled no movement on the Philip front. Not strictly true. She couldn’t think how to abbreviate the rest of the message in a hurry; that would have to wait for later.

‘My goodness, you do look pale,’ Astrid said as Mishra joined her at picnic table outside.

The sun was out. Mishra shoved her seat into the shade of the umbrella and put on her sunglasses. Her Thai fish fritters gleamed at her from a wide white plate. She drew in a breath, fighting down the clutch of nausea.

‘Bad news?’ Astrid asked.

Mishra stared at her. What could she say?

‘Sorry to pry,’ Astrid said. ‘That letter seemed to have upset you.’

No point in lying to a fellow psychologist. ‘How could they have found me so fast?’

‘Your university out-of-office message says you are on sabbatical here.’

She’d forgotten about that. One mystery solved. ‘It’s about a friend who is –’ Mishra sliced her fishcake and shoved a forkful into her mouth, covering her lack of explanation.

‘Yes?’

Mishra frowned as she swallowed. She didn’t remember Astrid being so nosy. ‘They’re fine. Just got themselves into a tricky situation.’

‘Is it Philip?’

Mishra clattered her cutlery onto her plate. ‘Did you see the headlines?’

Astrid dropped her gaze onto her chocolate cake. ‘Yes. And I couldn’t help noticing the “probably” slipped into the text. The military man – Hebden? He was reported as saying “probably took his own life” although he does later talk about the “tragedy”. Leaves room for interpretation.’

Trust Astrid, a discourse analyst like herself, to pay attention to the detail. Well, she could wonder all she liked, Mishra wasn’t going to tell her. Coming here might have been a mistake if she was going to suffer this much scrutiny. ‘They pretty much told his mother and me he was dead. So no, the letter isn’t about Philip. It’s someone else.’

‘Oh.’ Astrid leaned back in her seat and gave her attention to the people lunching at the table next door. ‘I am sorry. I just thought – wouldn’t it be great if …’

Mishra sent her an impotent death stare through her sunglasses. ‘If he were still alive? Yes.’

‘Sorry,’ Astrid said again in a small voice.

Mishra shrugged. If she was going to spend the next couple of months in Astrid’s company, she’d have to learn to like her. ‘It’s okay.’

‘Wait till you see this place in the Wairarapa – it’s fabulous! Bit out of the way, but it has its own olive grove and a view over the plains to the Tararuas. It even has its own wee turret and a few sheep to keep the grass down.’

‘Sounds lovely,’ Mishra said. ‘Who did you say it belonged to?’

‘A friend.’ Astrid laughed. ‘Okay, an ex-boyfriend. He won’t be bothering you. Lives the next block over – but he runs the orchard. You might see him poking round in the trees.’

Mishra’s heart sank. An ex of Astrid’s who poked around in the trees? And sheep? And out of town? She hadn’t been planning on driving. She may as well have left all her city clothes at home. The backs of her heels were still sporting plasters from her searches for Philip. ‘Does it have Wi-Fi?’

Astrid laughed again. ‘Course! We’re very civilised, you know.’

Mishra smiled. Astrid lived in Wellington. If Mishra was over an hour’s drive away this woman wouldn’t be popping in every other moment. The way Mishra felt right now, that was something to be grateful for.

‘Shall we?’ Astrid asked, standing up.

Mishra nodded.

The drive began with a tour of the bays around Wellington. Astrid talked continuously – the fountain, the marina, the stadium – but grew more quiet once they’d motored down the highway through the Hutt Valley and began to climb through the Rimutaka ranges. She’d been right: the drive wasn’t for the fainthearted. The road was cut into the sides of the mountains, where grasses and low shrubs clung on to stony slopes. As they climbed higher and higher the wind grew in strength until they reached the apex, where a café braced itself against the prevailing nor’wester. Mishra was glad she didn’t get car sick. Astrid said she could never be a passenger on this road – it gave her the heebie-jeebies. The steep drop off, never more than a foot away from the passenger’s side of the car, certainly was a distraction.

Heading down the other side of the ranges the view opened out to the Wairarapa plain, a patchwork of fields and bush framed by the hills on either side. It was breathtaking. There was a train, Astrid told her, that went through the mountains using long tunnels – it came fairly regularly and wasn’t too pricey. The train also joined up with the regional bus network. A car wasn’t necessary. That was something – Mishra needn’t be stuck in the backblocks if she didn’t want to be. And she didn’t want to be. How would Philip find her out here?

She sighed.

He wouldn’t be looking, by the sounds of that note. Or he wouldn’t be allowed to look. Somebody had to be holding him. Who would send a note like that? Not threatening, exactly. She itched to pull it out of her bag again and study it from all angles.

He doesn’t want to see you. He’s too scared to tell you himself, said the voice of self-doubt inside her head. ‘No!’

‘What was that?’ Astrid asked. They were driving through a small country town: a collection of antiques shops, cafés, a cheese shop and a pub. Then Astrid turned onto a road that led further into the unrelenting green of rural New Zealand.

‘Nothing.’ Mishra wound down the window and inhaled the blossom-scented air. ‘Very pretty,’ she said, changing the subject.

‘Another twenty minutes and we’ll be there. You wait!’

‘Tell me about Copenhagen,’ Mishra asked. ‘What’s your topic?’

‘Community and new urbanism,’ Astrid said.

‘Copenhagen seems to be the pinup city for how we should all be doing things.’

‘Isn’t it? But I think that ignores the way initial conditions shape cultural and historical trajectories. You can’t just pick up a given set of social arrangements and transplant them somewhere else.’

Mishra nodded. This was the Astrid that intrigued her. Astrid continued to talk as they belted through the countryside: pasture, mostly, with straggles of trees here and there breaking up the flat terrain. And then they were travelling down an escarpment and across a river, and the pastures began to transform to vineyards and olive groves, some behind low shelter belts and others behind stone walls. Horticulture gave way to a village: shops of weatherboard in a colonial-style and a beautiful two-story pub on the corner of the town square. Mishra wished she was staying there.

‘I’ll just pick up a few things.’ Astrid drove around the square, which housed a stone war memorial and a few oak trees, and parked outside a local supermarket. Mishra trailed through the supermarket after Astrid, adding wine and cheese and fruit and artisan bread to their basket. Maybe one day she’d come back here when her life was more settled. This was the kind of rural living even she could get used to.

Finally they were sweeping up a wide gravel driveway lined with young oaks, and then the reveal. As Astrid promised – a two-story Tuscan-style villa in pale-yellow render topped with orange tiles and, yes, its own square tower. A box and lavender garden enclosed a terrace on the north side.

‘This way.’ Astrid disappeared around the side of the turret to the entry on the eastern wall. A vast door, purloined from an old church by the look of the scratched timber and iron hinges, gave onto a tiled entrance. The walls were roughly plastered and painted white. To the right was an archway to a cottage-style kitchen. Mishra passed through the kitchen, following the flow of the layout to an open-plan dining and living area that would gather sun all day. She paused before the open stone hearth, which was bordered on both sides by French doors opening onto the garden terrace, and wished it was cold enough to light a fire. She was suffering a distinct sense of dislocation as she followed Astrid up the stairs. She was in a romantic, Tuscan-themed hideaway, in New Zealand, and her not-dead English boyfriend was in hiding, or being held, and she wasn’t to look for him.

Upstairs the turret room was flooded with light from the high windows under the eaves. A desk and armoire painted with daisies were its only furnishings. On the other side of a landing the master bedroom gave onto a balcony overlooking the terraced garden. An antique tall boy held a jug and basin and also a jar of purple tulips set among sprigs of rosemary and branches of olive. It was a place to be shared. Mishra sat on the edge of bed, denting the puffy duvet inside its waffle case, and tried not to snivel.

‘Oh!’ Astrid sat next to her and squeezed her shoulders. ‘You’ll be all right.’

Mishra closed her eyes and wished Astrid gone. How could she possibly know Mishra was going to be all right?

‘I lost my husband just over two years ago.’

Mishra opened her eyes and turned to Astrid. ‘Oh. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.’

Astrid shrugged. ‘So you see, I’m all right. I can’t promise more than that. Still feels like early days.’

I shouldn’t be so quick to write people off. Her worry about Philip stopped her from seeing anybody else; she’d barely listened to Astrid on the way over the hill. ‘Shall we open some wine?’

Astrid laughed. ‘I wouldn’t recommend that route either, though Lord knows I tried it.’ She stood. ‘Another time. I have to drive back tonight. Gracie and Stuart are expecting takeaways for dinner.’

Even worse! Astrid’s poor children. She’d driven Mishra all the way here just to turn around and go straight back over that appalling road. ‘I’m sorry, Astrid. I didn’t know about your husband or your kids. You’ve been so kind and I’ve been terrible company.’

‘These are dark times for you, Mishra. I hope this place allows you to heal a little. It helped me.’

After Astrid left, Mishra sat a long time in the terrace garden, sipping wine and eating bread dipped in olive oil. The garden sloped gently away to a wire fence that marked the start of the olive orchard. Grey-green trees, not even twice Mishra’s height, stood sentinel in neat rows. In the distance, beyond the grassed and furrowed plain, the mountains were beginning to blur into dark-navy humps as the sun dipped behind them and the sky blushed rose. The sparrows were singing their evening song and the wind had mellowed to a soft zephyr. Mishra realised she had a house to herself for the first time in years. Anything was okay here: rage, anxiety, grief. No one to check herself for.

Stop looking.

Again, she ran through all the possibilities that could elaborate on that pithy command. Stop looking because … we don’t want you to find him; he doesn’t want to be found; you’re wasting your time – he’s already dead.

She dropped her bread. If that were true, why send a note at all? Unless it was someone who cared enough to curtail the misery of the continuing search?

Stop looking … or else.

Was it a threat?

Someone was trying to keep her away.

Hope the sabbatical works out. The note Philip had left her might not have been a coded message. Maybe Philip had friends in New Zealand all along who had agreed to help him, and they’d sent the note. That would have been a risk. But with the media reporting the investigation was over, perhaps whoever it was felt they could let their guard down.

She drained her glass and stood, catching a hand on the stone table for balance. Ra was expecting a call. She’d be waiting at the cattle-stop by the farm gate.

Upstairs, Mishra stood on the balcony outside of her bedroom, her phone in her hand, and waited for Ra to pick up.

‘Mishra?’

Mishra’s greeting stuck in her throat. It was good to hear Ra’s voice.

‘Mish?’

‘Someone sent a message to the department. All it said was “Stop looking.”’

Silence from Ra’s end except for the wind sifting across the microphone.

‘Anything else?’ asked Ra.

‘No.’

She imagined Ra leaning on the gate, working out what to think – what to say – as confused as she had been.

‘What if it’s Roberts?’

‘Why would he send a note?’ Ra asked.

‘To warn us off?’ Mishra said. ‘Heard anything your end?’

‘Nope. But it sounds like somebody’s got him. Somebody who knew about your relationship and knew how to contact you.’

‘What if it’s Philip?’

Another pause. ‘Honestly, I don’t know. Sorry, Mish. Hey, it’s not wise to spend too much time on the line. Are you safe?’

Mishra felt like she could fly if she stepped off the balcony.

‘Mish?’ Ra asked. ‘You been drinking?’

‘Yes. And yes, I feel safe. I’m in a villa in the back of beyond.’

‘I’ll call you tomorrow same time,’ said Ra.

The line disconnected.

Down on the garden terrace, half a bottle of wine invited Mishra’s company. She drifted back down the stairs, picking up a container of olives on the way, and pushed through the French doors. She collapsed onto her chair. Above, the sky was immense and the first stars were emerging out of the twilight.

‘Stop looking,’ she said, raising her glass. Philip must be all right if someone bothered sending the message. That was more than she could say this morning. More than Astrid could say about her own husband.

But where was he?
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‘Stop looking. Who would send such a note?’ Sauers asked.

Brett stared through the windscreen of the rental car, ignoring Sauers’ pointed gaze. It was growing dark in the country lane, just down the hill from Mishra’s hideout in the Wairarapa. He switched on the ignition, checked over his shoulder for traffic, then crawled up the hill. You could just see the turret from the bottom of the driveway, but not much else between the columns of slender trees arching toward the house. Earlier they’d watched Astrid leave. Apart from that all had been quiet – until Mishra’s phone call with Rawinia a few moments ago.

Brett considered plausible alternatives to the truth of who sent the note; a truth that was making itself known in the flush burning his ears. ‘I don’t think it would be Roberts. His strategy was to follow Mishra to find Templeton. Why would he warn her off?’

‘But the kayaker? If that was Roberts’ ploy, he is still looking in Northland.’

Brett nodded. ‘Roberts has a few tricks up his sleeve. He worked in defense too, back in the day.’

That information didn’t seem to be news to Sauers. What else did he know about Roberts? Or the other concerns that Hebden wouldn’t divulge to Brett?

‘Stop looking. No signature. It’s a warning.’ Sauers clenched his gloved hands together in his lap.

Today the gloves were black leather. Brett hadn’t asked him about that particular behavioural tic. Not yet.

‘It could be Philip,’ Sauers said.

‘We don’t know if he’s alive.’

‘Mishra does seem discouraged.’

Brett glanced at Sauers, then indicated to turn left at the square into Martinborough. Sauers didn’t sound discouraged. He sounded hopeful.

‘It’s the kind of note Philip might write,’ Brett said. ‘Curt, thoughtless.’

Sauers was staring at him again. ‘You don’t like him.’

Brett pulled into a park outside their hotel. Not so elegant as their Wellington apartment: painted breeze-block and cheap aluminum ranch-sliders. It reminded Brett of the neighbourhood he grew up in.

‘And Mishra deserves so much better,’ Sauers suggested. ‘Someone more like you.’

Refusing to respond to the goading, Brett opened the car door and slid out, then headed to reception for the key. When he returned, Sauers was leaning against the side of the car, arms crossed, their luggage at his feet.

‘Room 4.’ Brett picked up his bag and followed the path along the line of identical rooms to number four. He wanted his own room, but the bug in Mishra’s book was linked to Sauers’ phone. It was cued by human voices – or any sound in the human vocal range – and sent a text when activated at the transmitting end. Brett didn’t want to miss anything.

‘An ex-boyfriend?’ Sauers ventured as they sat at their handkerchief table, a bottle of beer in front of each of them. ‘With curves like that men are probably lining up for a turn.’

An image of Sauers’ wiry, pale body covering Mishra’s warm curves sent waves of revulsion over Brett’s skin. ‘Been meaning to ask,’ he said. ‘What’s with the gloves?’

Sauers raised his hands to eye-level and twisted them left and right. ‘Burns.’

Brett’s nose twitched, a wrinkle of sympathy that he quickly tamped down. Sauers was the enemy here.

‘A long time ago.’ Sauers clinked the bottom of his bottle against the neck of Brett’s beer ‘Better forgotten. Zdorov’ye.’

‘Zdorov’ye,’ Brett repeated then swigged his beer. ‘You’re Russian?’

Sauers finished his mouthful and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. Learning over the table, he clinked his bottle against Brett’s a second time and said, ‘Prost.’ The corner of his mouth quirked up before the bottle met his lips.

Brett shook his head, unwilling to join in the game.

‘Come. Let us see what’s on TV.’ Sauers stood to retrieve the remote resting beside the monitor on the opposite side of their room. As he dropped back into the chair, he said, ‘My money is on a lover.’

Brett slumped back, extending his legs to cross his feet at the ankles. Let Sauers hypothesize: the more random candidates the better.

‘Hebden, perhaps. If he can’t have her, no one can.’ Sauers snorted once through his nose, a strangled laugh.

Brett glared at the screen. A boyband, each member dressed in a pair of ragged jeans and a designer T-shirt, was showing off their dance moves and miming the soundtrack. ‘Volume,’ he said.

If Sauers wouldn’t be drawn out, Brett sure as hell wasn’t going to give him anything.

* * *

Brett startled awake from a rough shove to his shoulder.

‘She’s not alone,’ Sauers hissed into his face. ‘Listen.’

Brett squirmed to sit up as Sauers switched to speakerphone.

‘Jesus!’ It was a man’s voice. A pause and then, ‘Are you Mishra? You nearly scared me to death.’

‘Not Philip?’ Sauers muttered under his breath. ‘Who?’

Brett held up a hand for silence. It definitely wasn’t Philip – the voice was too expressive and carried a nasal twang. The man was a local.

‘Likewise,’ Mishra said. ‘Who are you?’

‘Matthew,’ said the man.

Sauers glanced at Brett.

Brett shrugged back. Matthew: that name hadn’t come up before. ‘We’d better get out there.’ He pulled on his jeans and jacket. Sauers was already dressed and waiting at the door, phone in hand.

‘Astrid’s ex?’ Mishra asked.

‘Only to historians of ancient social history,’ came the reply.

The guy was flirting with her. Brett scooped the car keys from his bedside table and slammed the door after him.

‘The French doors downstairs were open, banging in the wind,’ Matthew said.

Silence from Mishra.

‘I don’t usually … forecast is for rain later and nor’westerlies. Mind you secure the doors.’

‘Her landlord,’ said Sauers as they drove around the square and headed east for Mishra’s turret house.

Brett slowed to the speed limit. No point in drawing attention to themselves.

‘Wait!’

Brett stood on the brakes in response to Mishra’s shouted command.

‘I’m sorry about the door,’ she said. ‘I should have closed it properly.’

Sauers shook his head.

‘Coffee?’ asked Mishra.

‘Yes, coffee,’ Sauers replied. ‘Nothing to see here.’ But he left the phone on as Brett U-turned back toward Martinborough. The only useful piece of information they gleaned from the short exchange between Matthew and Mishra was that he would drive Mishra to the bus station on Tuesday morning.

Once more on duty, sitting just beyond the driveway to Mishra’s house, they sipped their takeaway coffees. Sauers had lapsed into watchful silence. He’d probably been messing with Brett last night, but Brett couldn’t forget the comment about Hebden: If he can’t have her, no one can. He was sure Mishra hadn’t even met Hebden.

‘You didn’t fix the bees,’ Brett said. ‘On Friday you didn’t touch them.’

Sauers raised his cup to his lips, then paused. ‘Just following orders.’
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The vaulted ceilings of Wellington Railway Station reverberated with the clip-clop and murmur of thousands of commuters spilling into the capital, Mishra among them. She wasn’t big on crowds, and everyone seemed to know where they were going. If she stopped to check her phone they’d likely crush her in their zombie-like determination to make it to their offices on time.

‘Chews Lane,’ she said to the taxi driver.

What time would Charlie be up? She’d planned to walk to the apartment and arrive at a decent hour, but the commute had left her flustered, and the wheelie bag was a hindrance in the morning foot traffic. At least now she knew she’d find Charlie’s place. And she could have a decent coffee before going in.

Mishra sipped her coffee on a bench outside Charlie’s apartment building while she waited for nine o’clock – the earliest she felt that she could turn up unannounced – and watched people hurrying up and down the cobbled lane. Banks of shops and apartments towered over her, blocking the sun and funneling the coffee and sushi scented breeze. She wouldn’t be able to sit here for long without freezing.

There – a slight woman with wavy brown hair, carrying a carton of milk. ‘Charlie!’

‘Mishra?’

Mishra stood and smiled as Charlie hugged her.

‘You’re the last person I expected to see in Wellington. What brings you?’

‘I’m here on sabbatical. And Sol gave me your address – told me to check in on his girl.’ Mishra dropped her smile and looked over her shoulder to check they couldn’t be overheard. ‘Philip’s missing.’

‘What? Philip Templeton – your Philip?’ Charlie looked astonished.

Mishra nodded. ‘Have you heard from him?’

‘No, not since that night in Adelaide at your place.’

Mishra’s hope died. That was way before the exposé – before Philip had disappeared from Adelaide.

‘Let’s go inside. You look upset. I’ll make us a coffee.’

Mishra picked up the handle of her wheelie bag and followed Charlie into her apartment building. Once inside, Charlie busied herself in the kitchen while Mishra wandered to the picture window at the end of the narrow living room. It was a cheerful apartment, a complete contrast to her own feelings. Bright rugs and a green leather lounge suite were arranged around the view out to the harbor, and paintings and photos lined the walls. Mishra turned her back to the sun as Charlie placed two steaming mugs on her dining table. Charlie pulled out a chair for her and claimed the seat opposite.

‘What’s been happening since I left?’ Charlie asked.

Where should she start? ‘The authorities have been investigating the leaked code and Philip’s disappearance. I thought he might have been in touch.’

‘I haven’t heard from him. All my information came through Sol.’

A door clicked, and Mishra jumped. Somebody else was in the apartment. A small boy with deep-green eyes and dark hair walked into the kitchen.

‘Who’s this?’ Mishra smiled.

‘Alexei, say hello to Mishra. She’s come all the way from Australia to see us. This is my son, Alexei.’

‘Hello. Pleased to meet you.’ The boy held out his hand, a formal gesture of someone much older.

Mishra accepted his hand, squeezing gently. ‘Lovely to meet you too, Alexei.’ She sent a surprised look at Charlie over Alexei’s head. Charlie had a son?

‘Mama, I’m hungry. Did you bring the milk?’

Charlie pointed to the bench, and he picked up the carton and poured some over a plate of cereal.

‘Can I eat this in my room, please, Mama?’

Charlie smiled. ‘Go on then. Just this once though, so I can talk with Mishra.’

‘I didn’t know you had a son.’

‘I’m surprised Sol didn’t tell you. It seems like he didn’t tell you a lot of things.’ Charlie laughed, but the sound rang hollow in Mishra’s ears.

There was nothing funny about this situation. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked. Had Sol been holding out on her?

‘Did you ask Sol about Philip? I thought he would have told you. Sol’s the one who passed on the information about the military’s project to me.’

Mishra nodded. Charlie was repeating what she’d already said – the same story she’d heard from Sol and Ra. ‘Sol didn’t think you’d know any more about Philip’s plan than he did. I was just hoping …’ Mishra sighed. ‘I was just hoping you’d heard from him.’

Charlie shook her head. ‘I haven’t had any contact. My editor in Sydney rang after the website went live. He said the police and military were a bit pissed off and to get rid of any evidence I had, so I did.’

A bit pissed off. Mishra’s mind flew over the months since Philip’s disappearance – the constant questioning, the fear of what Philip might have done and where he was.

‘Can’t you tell me what’s happened? How is Philip missing? You could see he cared for you. What’s going on?’ Charlie asked.

‘He disappeared after the exposé. I thought – everyone thought he was dead. That’s what that creep Hebden put out. But then Raffe got in touch. You remember Raffe?’

Charlie nodded.

‘Raffe and Philip planned for Philip to disappear. They sailed from Sydney to Northland after the code went public. But Philip jumped ship before they berthed.’ Mishra swallowed. She was so tired and now her final lead had come to nothing. ‘We don’t know where he is.’

‘Apart from my editor, no one’s been in touch. I did have a visit from the police, trying to find out where I got the information from about the bee project.’

‘You didn’t tell them?’

‘Of course not. Sources are confidential though the law around that’s been weakened a bit lately.’

Perhaps Charlie didn’t trust her enough to share if Philip had been in contact. One more try. ‘You’re sure there’s nothing else you can tell me? There’s definitely no one else who’s been in touch?’

Charlie shook her head.

‘Yes, Mama – remember?’ Alexei was putting his plate in the sink. ‘The email from the man you told Sophie about. The man asking for help.’

Charlie pursed her lips, considering Alexei’s words. ‘You’re right, Alexei, but I think it’s just some nutter.’ She looked at Mishra. ‘I get those all the time. It wasn’t a name I recognised, just some initials. And I certainly didn’t speak to him about the story.’ She pulled out her laptop.

With her heart thumping, Mishra came around the table to look over Charlie’s shoulder. ‘Can I see?’

Charlie angled the laptop toward Mishra. ‘There you go. DH. See?’ 

Mishra read aloud. ‘I need your help. DH.’

‘Do you know him?’

‘DH. Oh, my God.’ Mishra ran cold then hot. ‘Damon Hunter is an alias. It’s Philip!’ She grasped the back of a chair, her legs suddenly too wobbly to sustain her weight. ‘He’s alive.’ She had to contact him, right now. She pulled out her phone. ‘Can I take down that email address?’

‘Be my guest.’

Mishra fumbled the password into her phone. ‘Please don’t tell anyone about this message, Charlie. I think he’s still in danger.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Charlie’s voice was harsh.

Alarmed, Mishra stopped tapping. ‘The ADF – that bloody Hebden – put out an article saying he was dead.’

‘Yes, I saw the article. But it didn’t mention names.’

‘The ADF were telling us – me and Philip’s mum – that Philip was dead. We didn’t know any better till last week when I heard from Raffe.’ Mishra swallowed away the dryness in her throat. ‘The day after Hebden proclaimed him dead one of the ADF investigators turned up at my house. It was Philip’s father.’

Charlie’s eyebrows drew together in a frown. ‘Philip’s father was on the investigating team? That doesn’t seem right.’

‘It was a favour from Hebden. Philip’s dad – his name is Roberts – wasn’t convinced Philip was dead, and he was worried about what Hebden might do. Sounds like his relationship with Hebden has turned sour. Says Hebden has a shady past – I got the impression he was involved in criminal activities while on mission. And last week I had an anonymous letter saying, “Stop looking.”’ She couldn’t help wondering what the authorities would make of Charlie’s email if they got their hands on it.

Charlie leaned back in her chair and smiled at her son. ‘Alexei, why don’t you hop in the shower? We’re going for a drive later.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Mishra said. ‘I shouldn’t have talked in front of– ’

Charlie shook her head. ‘Philip’s not the only one needing to hide.’

Mishra looked down at Charlie. Her lips were pressed together like she was trying to hold back the words, or the tears.

‘Charlie?’ Mishra put a hand on her shoulder. Something was very wrong. Mishra pulled out the seat beside Charlie and sat down.

‘I’ve been giving evidence in a Europol investigation against a nasty piece of work. Calls himself The General. He’s involved in all sorts of criminal activity, mainly around Russia, but he has links everywhere.’ Charlie’s gaze flicked around the apartment as if she expected the General to suddenly appear. ‘I’m sure we were followed yesterday. I’m scared to death he’ll try and snatch Alexei – or that immigration will catch up with us.’

‘Alexei’s not your son?’

Charlie shook her head and bashed away a tear. ‘Well, it feels like he is. I love him, Mishra, like he’s my own. I was investigating a group of refugees hiding in the Caucasus, and I met Cristofer.’ She swallowed. ‘Alexei’s uncle. He begged me to take Alexei. The whole camp was infected by a poison spread by drones: the General’s work. We got away, but Cristofer is still in Europe, helping Europol with their investigation, and he’s so sick, Mishra. I’m trying to get him over here – but I don’t know …’

Mishra put an arm around Charlie’s shoulder. All this time she’d be banging on about Philip when Charlie was dealing with this. ‘I’m so sorry, Charlie. I had no idea.’

Charlie sniffed. ‘You couldn’t have known.’

‘What can I do?’

‘Find Philip.’ Charlie tried to smile. ‘One less shitty thing in the world.’ She reached across the table for a tissue. ‘There’s no one I can turn to. Just talking about it makes me feel a bit better. Alexei’s parents were murdered when Crimea was annexed. Everyone thinks Alexei is mine.’ Charlie’s green eyes bored into Mishra. ‘Our documents say he is. No one else here knows he’s not. Please, Mishra, keep it just between us.’

Mishra removed her notepad from her bag and scribbled down her number. ‘Of course. Take this, Charlie, and call me if you need to.’

Charlie ripped another leaf of paper from the notepad and held out her hand for Mishra’s pen. ‘I will, if you do likewise. Here’s mine.’

Mishra slipped the number, her notepad and her phone back into her shoulder bag and stood up. ‘I’m sorry, I need to go – I’ve got a talk at the university at eleven. Thanks for the address, and your number. Hang in there, Charlie: it’s amazing what you’re doing. Don’t forget we’re all here for you.’

Mishra waved at Alexei, just emerging from bathroom with wet hair sticking up every which way. Such a serious little boy; now she knew why.

Charlie followed her to the door.

‘Be careful, Charlie.’ Mishra hugged her. ‘And thank you, thank you so much.’
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‘Could you tell me when we’ve reached the university, please?’ Mishra asked.

The bus driver nodded and handed her the change. She heaved her wheelie bag into the trolley rack, then swung into the single seat directly behind him.

What would she write to Philip? Was it him? The email was so brief. But the last line – DH. Damon Hunter. Of course it was him. She grinned. Where did this ridiculous thing called hope spring from? How many times did you have to bash it, starve it, and run over it, before it finally crawled under a rock and died?

But why had he contacted Charlie Breen and not her? Mishra’s excitement dimmed. Maybe he didn’t want to contact her by the usual channels for fear of being found out? The email address he used certainly gave no clues about his identity. She would follow suit. How far till the university? The bus was winding its way slowly through the center of town, a mini-canyon of shops and offices. Did she have time to set up a fake account?

Just do it!

She tapped furiously on the phone that she used to communicate with Ra – their spy phones, Ra called them. Better to be cautious. While she waited for her account to set up she opened the notepad app to construct her message. Philip was using his alias, so he didn’t want to be identified. How could she let him know it was her and that it was safe to be in contact?

What if it wasn’t Philip but someone fishing for information on him? Damn it. Why was everything so difficult? She tinkered with the message. Frangipani. That’s what she’d call herself. He knew that she loved them.

‘University, next stop.’

If she didn’t send it now, she’d have to wait until after work. That wouldn’t do. She checked the message, quietly murmuring its contents.


Dear DH

Charlie Breen passed your message to me. 

I hope I can help you. 

Please let me try.

Frangipani




Satisfied, she pushed send, adding a kiss to the touchscreen as it went. Imagine if it was him after all this time. The excitement was almost too much to bear. And now she’d just have to wait. Suddenly she was glad of the fireside chat and whatever else Astrid had planned. It would make the time fly.

‘University,’ called the driver as the bus rolled to a stop.

‘Thanks, driver,’ the first passenger said as she hopped off the bus.

New Zealanders were so polite. Mishra switched off her phone and slid it into her bag while she waited for the other passengers to file off. Last in line, she said a heartfelt thank you to the bus driver as well. Today there was a lot to be thankful for. At least for her. Alexei’s serious little face gave her pause. Charlie was helping Europol. Surely they would protect her and her family?

Mishra found Astrid in the atrium of Block 5. The paved courtyard was enclosed by a soaring glass ceiling and housed a coffee cart, seats and tables, assorted plants, and the entrances to a bookshop and what looked like the main offices.

‘Mishra.’ Astrid folded her into a hug. ‘You look –’ Astrid held her shoulders and peered into her face ‘– marvellous. The Wairarapa agreed with you, then?’

Mishra smiled. ‘I met your ex. Very personable. And all that clean air and quiet’ –too much of both, she thought– ‘were quite refreshing.’

‘We’ve just got time for a coffee.’ Astrid propelled her toward the coffee-cart. ‘My shout. What will you have? We can take them upstairs with us.’

‘Mochaccino, please.’ Mishra eyed the jars with oversized cookies balanced on the counter of the coffee-cart. She was probably too wired to take in any extra sugar and this was her third coffee this morning, counting the one she’d had at Charlie’s. Poor Charlie. How did the world get to be so screwed up?

‘Lots of external interest in your talk,’ Astrid said, interrupting her thoughts. ‘We’ll have people beaming in from around the country and a good number of students in the room with us.’

‘Beaming in?’

‘Think hangouts but life-size. You’ll see.’ Astrid handed her a coffee in a keep-cup. ‘Thought you might not have remembered to bring your own.’ She nodded at the cup and swept with her other hand toward the double doors into the office block.

‘Thanks.’ Mishra’s urge to switch her phone back on to see if Philip had responded warred with her anxiety about the so-called fireside chat. She followed Astrid into the lift. The floors were labeled with letters rather than numbers.

Curious. What other quirks was she about to encounter?

‘I’ll host the meeting,’ Astrid was saying, ‘just to get the ball rolling. The idea is to generate discussion.’

Mishra relaxed a little. It wasn’t all going to be on her.

On floor F they exited the lift and walked down a long hallway with several doors opening off it, all the way to the room at the end. Inside, a horseshoe of desks was arranged around a camera at the front. Behind the camera, the wall was lit by life-sized projections of rooms, some still empty, others slowly filling with people. Mishra counted six rooms. There were smaller squares too that projected images of individuals. People in their offices, by the looks of the bookshelves and windows. A couple of projections were blank.

‘The big rooms are the other universities. People can also join from their laptops. We don’t encourage that. We prefer people to go to central nodes so they meet up with others – it’s a better way of building the network. Also saves looking at an almighty patchwork of people, and coping with the inevitable audio disruptions.’

By the time Astrid was welcoming the participants the rooms in the other universities had filled up, and in their own room people squeezed around the horseshoe of desks with another layer of people standing behind them. Fireside chat it wasn’t, Mishra thought as Astrid introduced her – apart from the building heat.

‘Thank you, Dr. Lyon, for that introduction,’ she said. ‘I can see now why it’s called a fireside chat.’ Mishra tugged at the neckline of her tunic and puffed out a breath. The students around them smiled, and there was an appreciative murmur from the projections on the wall. ‘I’d really like the discussion to be led by you.’ She glanced around the horseshoe in the room and scanned the virtual rooms on the wall. ‘Does anyone want to start?’

Around her people raised their hands, physical and virtual.

‘Otago,’ Astrid said.

‘Dr. McKenzie.’ As best Mishra could make out, the woman had a white bob and wore glasses. ‘Prof. Zale, here. I was interested in your paper on AI that examined the implications of the language we use to describe the technology. Do you think the metaphors we use – artificial intelligence, machine learning – materially affect our approach to these technologies?’

‘Absolutely.’ She was on solid ground with this argument. It was well rehearsed in her paper and with her classes in Adelaide and – her mind skipped to her first dinner party at Philip’s – with Philip’s annoying flatmate, Brett. ‘I think our language goes further than just defining these technologies. The words we use to talk about AI evoke questions we don’t ask about other technologies. Planes fly but we don’t worry about how closely they resemble birds.’

‘We did to start with.’ The comment came from a pimply boy inside the horseshoe. ‘Original attempts at flying machines tried to mimic the wings of birds.’

Astrid interrupted, ‘Please state your name before you speak for the benefit of other participants.’

The boy blushed. ‘Gregory,’ he muttered.

Mishra felt sorry for him. ‘Quite right, Gregory, and as far as I can tell, biomimicry is a big inspiration for modern robotics.’ Stop now, her brain told her. She didn’t want to invite a discussion about the bee episode. ‘Not that I’m a robotics specialist. I’m interested in the language angle.’

Astrid stepped in. ‘So if we follow your argument, Dr. McKenzie, you’re saying that using human attributes like intelligence and learning to talk about AI technologies opens up the possibility of thinking about them in a way we don’t think about other technologies. Like planes.’

Mishra sent a grateful smile to Astrid. ‘Precisely. We get around in cars and on bikes without comparing them to walking or running – the way most land creatures on the planet get around. But when we talk about AI we start worrying about issues like “consciousness” and “feelings”. About how authentic, or human-like, that experience is for robots, and for ourselves when we interact with them.’

Another hand went up.

‘Auckland,’ Astrid said.

‘Dr. Bern here. So you don’t hold much truck with the idea of rights for robots?’

Mishra stifled a sigh. She was more worried about what robots would mean for humans. ‘That rather makes my point. If we think of them as “like us” ’ –her hands made air quotes– ‘then it opens up questions about other human constructs. Like rights for robots.’

Several hands shot up. ‘Wellington,’ said Astrid, pointing to a girl with red pigtails who looked about fourteen to Mishra.

‘Michelle,’ Pigtails said. ‘Are you saying robots can’t think?’

‘I’m saying if we use the word “think” to refer to a computer algorithm running through its paces we make it seem more like us than it would otherwise seem. And then we treat it more like a person than a machine.’

‘Shouldn’t we, though?’ A bearded man at the end of the horseshoe interrupted. ‘We don’t pretend to fully fathom the workings of the human brain – it’s our black box. Likewise, the workings of a neural network become impenetrable when they’re mature – an AI black box. On that basis, how are machines using that technology any different to us?’

Hands were shooting up all over the wall and the room exploded with responses. Mishra looked at Astrid who seemed quite calm. When the hubbub had died down, Astrid said, ‘Thank you, Steven, for that insight. Would you like to respond, Mishra?’

No, she would not. But Astrid was smiling encouragement at her. ‘This gets away from the pure language argument and into my personal understanding of AI’s capability and potential. We won’t be able to develop robots with fully human capacities, like emotion and empathy, in my opinion. We can develop them to look like they’re responding in empathic ways. I think the work on counselling algorithms more than makes the point – from Eliza in the sixties to Ellie right now. But the program is not subjectively experiencing empathy or emotion – it is just identifying key words, or tropes, or facial expressions, and responding in a way its program suggests is appropriate.’

‘No different to us,’ Steven interrupted.

‘You have inverted the metaphor, Steven,’ said Astrid. ‘You are comparing us to them. We are computer-like rather than AI being human-like.’ She held up her hand to silence Steven’s further intervention. ‘Canterbury.’

‘Hi, everyone. Grace Delahunty here. You seem to be suggesting a restricted view of AI applications, Dr. McKenzie?’

Mishra nodded. ‘Precisely. I think we need to think carefully about how we apply AI in our everyday lives.’

‘Go SNKR!’ A young man sharing the Canterbury room speared his fist into the air.

Mishra flicked her head to Astrid in alarm. It was good that the Say No to Killer Robots campaign had New Zealand supporters but she wasn’t prepared to talk about the leaked code.

‘Dr. McKenzie does not wish to speak about the recent events in Adelaide.’

A momentary silence, and then hands waved, trying to win Astrid’s attention, and voices rose.

Again Astrid waited for calm. ‘Palmerston North.’

‘Fred.’ The man folded his arms over what looked to be a barrel-like chest. ‘Autonomy.’ He paused, letting the word settle, a challenge to his listeners.

A grandstander, Mishra thought. If it diverted the conversation away from SNKR and Adelaide, all the better.

‘Do you have an application in mind, Fred?’ Astrid asked.

Fred unfolded his arms and leaned onto the desk. ‘I’ve been working on predictive models. Based on an input set of characteristics and circumstances, my models can better predict the likely long-term outcomes for certain sorts of events than people can.’

‘Could you be more specific?’ Astrid said.

‘I’m saying my models can make better decisions than humans when it comes to doling out interventions in the youth justice sector.’

As hands waved and the hubbub grew again Mishra considered her answer. There were plenty of psychologists she knew who would agree that humans weren’t great at predicting future behaviour. Some said humans were just too complex to guess what individuals would choose to do next. On the other hand, there was a decent body of evidence that indicated simple algorithms did a better job at predicting outcomes in some fields, like a candidate’s success in some jobs. But there was the ick factor: was it right that a machine should determine whether a human should have access to social goods like rehabilitation as Fred had suggested? The argument was a close relative of robots making life-and-death decisions on the battlefield.

‘I think we need to carefully consider where we give away our decision-making,’ Mishra said. ‘For example, we could consider timeframes: how far into the future are we are happy to trust the analysis supplied by predictive models? How narrow or wide should the applications be? We are a long way from general artificial intelligence, I think. And if we think of intelligence across a range of domains – ethics, practical judgement, emotional intelligence – I doubt we’ll ever get there with AI.’

Hands shot up all over the country, but a voice, deep and distorted, cut across the murmur before Astrid had a chance to select a participant.

‘Stop looking.’

The loud bang that followed caused people to cover their ears and curse. One of the blank projections died.

Mishra grabbed her bag and fled.
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‘You saw?’ Sauers spat, his colour still high from what had evidently been a sprint back to the apartment from the university after Mishra’s fireside chat. ‘He is playing with us – this “Stop Looking.”’

‘I heard,’ Brett replied. ‘Turned off the video function. Didn’t want to be recognised.’

Sauers nodded, still pacing the apartment. He’d seemed exhilarated after they’d overheard Mishra’s conversation with Charlie Breen, but now he was angry. The pacing slowed, then stopped.

What was he thinking?

Sauers turned a cold stare on Brett. ‘Hebden doesn’t think it’s Roberts warning her either. And this DH – this Philip has contacted the journalist. Who then? Who is following her every move? Who is warning her?’

Brett stared back, focusing on the justice of his own actions. His concentration left no room for emotion; no room for mistakes. ‘Philip – if it is Philip – has contacted only the journalist, not Mishra. If it is him maybe he doesn’t want to see Mishra. I don’t know.’

Sauers muttered something under his breath and stalked to the bathroom.

When Brett heard the shower running he let out his breath. For a second there he’d been sure Sauers was going to accuse him of warning Mishra. But the latest communication through Charlie left room for doubt. Somebody new was in play.

If it was Philip, Mishra would try and contact him. And then there’d be two targets for the bees. Just following orders, Sauers had said when Brett questioned him about failing to modify the bees.

What exactly were Sauers’ orders? And why had Hebden brought in a security contractor when the mission had the potential to blow Australia’s international relations out of the water if it all turned to shit? Was Hebden deliberately distancing himself from the mission?

‘But where does that leave me?’ Brett asked aloud. Barefoot in a minefield, stumbling around in the dark.
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Day five after contacting Charlie, and she still hadn’t responded. Philip swapped his secateurs from one gloved hand to another and stretched his fingers. Perhaps the editors hadn’t passed on his email. Maybe his message had been too vague. He’d felt sure she would respond to his appeal for help. He’d even risked signing off with the initials of his new identity.

‘Damon.’ Wil waved him over from the other end of the row of trees they were pruning. They weren’t on Wil’s orchard, but on a block closer to town that Wil was minding for a friend who was overseas. Like Wil needed the extra work with a broken foot.

The best that could be said about the situation was that the cell phone coverage here was excellent. It was difficult not to constantly check his messages, even when his alerts were on.

Wil sat in the sun on a fold-up chair beside the bamboo shelterbelt with his injured foot propped onto a chilly bin. An open thermos steamed in the short grass beside him and next to that sat the biscuit tin. He handed Philip a mug of coffee and indicated the other chair.

‘You like the pruning better.’ It was a statement not a question.

Philip nodded. ‘That fishmeal yesterday.’ He screwed up his nose. ‘And I prefer working without the noise.’

Wil sighed. ‘Not the business for you then. But even in orcharding the machines are taking over. They say there aren’t enough people to do the work. Growers are investing in your field: robotic pruners, robotic harvesters.’ Wil sipped his coffee and glanced at Philip. ‘I’m glad I’ve had my chance; I never wanted a desk job.’

Philip thought back to applying the stinky fishmeal. He’d been using the sprayer towed behind the tractor. Self-drive agricultural machines would be welcome to that job. He glanced at Wil while he helped himself to a biscuit. People always hated change. He did too.

His phone beeped.

Wil raised his eyebrows.

‘This is useful technology.’ Philip waved his phone at Wil as he stood up, then walked away along the head row.

His pulse was thrumming in his ears. No one else had this phone number; it must be Charlie. The sender’s name on the email was a jumble of alphanumeric text, but the subject line made his heart beat harder: Hope.


Dear DH




Charlie Breen passed your message to me. I hope I can help you. Please let me try.




Frangipani




Charlie had shared his message. Why would she do that? He tugged off his cap and raked his hands through his hair. He hadn’t asked for confidentiality, just assumed that as a journalist she would be wary of sharing any communication she received.


Frangipani.




Please.




In his memory, Philip sat in an armchair, holding out his arms. The woman with the frangipani scent and the sapphire eyes searched his face from her beanbag on the floor, hesitant.

Please, he said to Mishra.

As he cradled her, he was relieved and grateful and aroused and sad.

It won’t always be like this, he said.




Philip sank to the ground under the weight of the memory. Frangipani – it could only be Mishra McKenzie. How he had loved her. God knows his dreams were full of her.

Was it time to stop running? The urge to see her was undeniable. But he still couldn’t understand why he’d left the yacht. Had it been an accident?

‘Damon.’

He looked over his shoulder. Strange how he’d become used to answering to that name. Wil had folded up the chairs and packed the chilly bin. Time to go back to work. Philip read the message one more time, then pocketed his phone. By the end of this block, he promised himself, he would have decided what to do.

‘Are you all right, Damon?’

He nodded. ‘An old girlfriend.’

‘Ah.’ Wil was waiting for him to elaborate, an expectant smile on his face.

Philip shrugged and picked up his secateurs.

‘Keep your secrets,’ Wil said.

Philip’s head jerked up and he scanned Wil’s face. Did he suspect something?

Wil clapped him on the back. ‘Women, the eighth wonder of the world.’

Philip grinned his relief and strode back up his row. The tops of the trees weren’t quite high enough to offer protection from the midday sun, but underfoot the going was easier than at Wil’s place. This was closer to a conventional orchard – the grass clipped short, the weeds between the trees poisoned out of existence. As he walked, another image assailed him.







Greenery brushed his legs as he walked toward a counter. He was scared and miserable. Somebody was after him.

Frangipani, he said to the woman and gave Mishra’s name and an Adelaide address. The florist wanted to know his message, but his mind was blank – how could he explain? Then he blurted: This was the only way to make things right. Good luck for your sabbatical. X




The secateurs fell from Philip’s hand. He had been running away – the only way to make things right.

He bent to retrieve the secateurs and scanned the tree for water sprouts while his mind raced. Snip. There was another. Snip.

The only way to make things right.

Why?




In his office at the Institute, his heart raced.

‘I’m onto you, Philip.’ Brett spat at him. Then the man’s foul morning breath was right in his face. ‘We’re onto you.’

‘Get out,’ Philip yelled and picked up the phone to call security.

‘Stupid bastard.’ A door slammed.

Philip leaned over his recycling tub and retched. Now he knew he was right. He had to leave. It was the only way to keep Mishra safe.




In the orchard, the trees became a green haze as tears trickled down Philip’s face. He took off his sunglasses and wiped his face on the sleeve of his shirt. It was him. He’d leaked the code and run away. Brett knew he’d done it. Leaving had been a tactic to draw attention away from Mishra.

Probably dead, that article had said.

And there was the memoriam notice.

Could they still be looking? His avid scanning of the media in the days since he contacted Charlie had revealed little. The only new thing he’d discovered was that Brooke, a bee specialist, and Frank, a robotics engineer, were no longer listed on the pollination project’s home page. Frank had been older – too old to fit the description ‘young man’. Though neither of them had been happy with a military takeover of their project.

It was me.

Memories assailed him in a staccato rush. Snatches of conversations, emotions, faces. Too fast, too chaotic to make sense of. He stumbled around the trees into the next row and collapsed onto the grass with his head between his knees.

Damon Hunter. DH. Mishra must have recognised his acronym. And she wanted to help. Was she still up here searching for him?

Would she be in danger if he contacted her?

She hadn’t signed her name; but she may as well have. Frangipani: her perfume, her favourite flower. Philip inhaled the memory of her, then shuddered. He wanted to see her. But how and where?

Somewhere unconnected to either of them. Not the orchard. Not the beaches where they’d searched for him.

‘Damon.’

Philip staggered to his feet, brushing his face on the arm of his T-shirt, then jammed on his sunglasses as he jogged back into the row toward Wil. An idea had occurred to him. ‘How long are you looking after this block?’

Wil narrowed his eyes. ‘Let’s see.’

Philip waited, scrunching his toes in his shoes with impatience.

‘Another couple of weeks.’

‘And when will we be finished the pruning?’

‘Thursday.’ Wil wobbled his head. ‘Give or take.’

‘Excellent.’

Wil grinned at him. ‘You have decided about your girlfriend?’

Philip nodded, then headed back up the row. They could meet here. Maybe Saturday. Four more days to wait.

He bent to snap off another water sprout. How could he let her know the location? Electronic communications were too easy to intercept. Would a conventional letter reach her fast enough? He scoured his mind for options while he plugged away at the trees. Rex might know where she was, or Rawinia.

For some reason he had yet to comprehend, the thought of contacting Rawinia left him uneasy. And he didn’t know where to find Rex – or even what his last name was. It could be the same as Rawinia’s; they were cousins.

Too complicated. He would ask Frangipani for an address to which he could send directions. The less said over email the better.

Philip scanned the orchard for Wil. He’d probably be somewhere with his foot up by now. A couple of hours on his feet was long enough for his leg to pain him. In another hour they’d be driving home for lunch.

He pulled the phone from his pocket. Even an hour was too long to wait now he’d decided his next step.

He tapped his phone.


Frangipani, please send a safe postal address and I will send directions to you for us to meet this Saturday.




If she’d left for her sabbatical in Wellington, she’d need time to get here. He’d have to give her a ballpark location.

Or maybe he should travel to her. Would seven hundred dollars be enough? The pin on that money card might come back to him; that would give him access to more money. Or would it? So many things he still didn’t know.

Besides, banking transactions were traceable; he wouldn’t risk that yet.

That applied to Mishra’s transactions as well.

Think, Philip.

Her visit to New Zealand was common knowledge. It was on the university website. If she had to book flights it wouldn’t necessarily raise suspicions. And they were after him, not her.

He tapped again. It will be near my entry point. They’d been scouring the beaches for him up here.

Would that do? God, he was rubbish at this.

DH, he signed.

Giving up any pretense of working, he stared at the phone, willing her to reply.

‘Damon?’ Wil was beckoning him from the other end of the row. Philip sighed and stashed his phone in his pocket.

‘Enough for today, yah?’

Philip picked up the chilly bin and the chairs and followed Wil to the truck. They didn’t usually stop this early.

‘One by one,’ Wil said.

Philip frowned.

‘We finish one task, then we move to another.’

What was he talking about?

‘Works with people too.’

Philip stowed their gear in the boot of the truck then ran around the side to jump into the driver’s seat. He wasn’t sure what Wil meant. Maybe it was a growling – he’d work harder tomorrow. Mishra would have replied by then and it would be easier to concentrate. This afternoon he’d create his map.

‘Do you have a printer, Wil?’

‘Yah,’ said Wil, ‘though you might have to give us a hand with that. Connectivity issues.’

Philip clenched the steering wheel in exasperation. ‘Of course.’
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He/they/it had been watching her the whole time. Mishra shuddered in her coat, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea as she sat in Astrid’s office after the aborted fireside chat.

Astrid perched in the chair at her desk and watched Mishra over her own cup of tea. ‘Who was it?’

Mishra shook her head, then sipped her tea. ‘Somebody’s messing with me.’ She couldn’t tell Astrid; she was so close to finding Philip. Unless it had been Philip? Had he received her message and decided to warn her off? But how would he know about the fireside chat? She needed to check her phone.

‘I think people across the seven universities and then some are privy to that fact now.’

She shouldn’t have charged out of the room like that. It might have been written off as an odd comment if she’d kept her nerve, but now the voice and the message were solidly linked to her. ‘How do people find out about these events? How do they join in?’

‘It wouldn’t be hard. We have a wide membership. It would just take someone to send the invitation outside the university – to a colleague at home, perhaps, on their personal email. Anyone can download the software.’ Astrid uncrossed her legs and leaned forward in her chair. ‘Let me help you, Mishra. Stop looking for what?’

Mishra hid behind her cup. ‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s some freak who thinks I can get my hands on the code that was leaked. As if I’d want to have anything to do with that project again. Philip’s dead. Maybe because of it. I just don’t know.’

‘Someone’s stalking you?’

‘Could be.’ That was about as much she would admit to Astrid.

‘That letter?’

Mishra nodded. ‘Same message.’

‘I think you should come and stay with us while you’re here.’

‘My air b’n’b is booked. But thank you. It’s probably just some weirdo having a bit of fun. And if it isn’t, I don’t want your family dragged into it.’

‘Have you talked to the police?’

‘Honestly –’ Mishra put her cup down on Astrid’s desk ‘– I’ve had it up to here with police.’ She sliced her hand through the air above her head. ‘The leak, the investigation into Philip’s death – I just want it all to stop. That was the whole point of coming here.’

‘I’m so sorry, Mishra. No more public talks for a while, okay? Not unless we can screen people properly.’

Mishra nodded and stood up. ‘I’d like to get going, Astrid.’

‘Let me call you a cab.’

‘It’s just across the road – literally.’ Mishra said. ‘Tory Street. Runs along the back of the university, doesn’t it?’

Astrid nodded. ‘I’ll walk you then.’ She stood up. ‘Gregory returned your wheelie bag.’

Mishra turned her head to see where Astrid was pointing. Her wheelie bag was just inside the door. She’d forgotten about it in her rush to escape the conference.

‘Do you want to leave anything in your office? It’s just along the corridor. I’m afraid you’re sharing it with another import. She’s arriving next week.’

Mishra shook her head.

Astrid grasped the handle of her wheelie bag and extended it to its limit. ‘Let’s go.’

Mishra realised she’d have to wait to check her phone until Astrid was satisfied she was safe. Picking up her shoulder bag, she followed Astrid along the corridor, past the staffroom, to the back entry of the building. Outside a light drizzle had started, adding another layer of grimness to the concrete walls of the building. The bright-red window frames and doors failed to alleviate the stern, institutional impression.

‘This way,’ Astrid said, lugging Mishra’s wheelie bag down a set of stairs and righting it again at the start of a sloping path edged by grass.

Tory Street was a garden of packed-in colonial-era weatherboard houses in which her apartment block stuck out like an overgrown weed – a modern three-story building made of cedar and metal and glass. Its one saving grace was the high-level security. A swipe card to enter the foyer after hours, and to use the lift any time, and the apartment itself had a separate key.

‘Nice,’ said Astrid, walking into the living room, her shoes clacking on the floorboards, her corduroy and scarf ensemble clashing with the spartan angles of the black leather lounge suite. ‘New and clean.’ She reached the window. ‘You’ll get the morning sun – and look, you’ve got a view toward Mt. Vic.’

Mishra dumped her bag on the miniature dining table – the whole place was set up for a single person, maybe a couple – and joined Astrid at the window. Mt. Vic was a treed hump in the distance beyond the rows of houses and commercial buildings that sprawled away from the apartment.

‘Promise you’ll ring if you … if anything troubles you?’

Mishra smiled at Astrid. ‘Of course. Truly, I feel better already. This place is like Fort Knox. And that incident was probably nothing.’

Astrid hugged her. ‘Then I’ll leave you. School pick-ups. Actually, they’re too big for that now, but I like to be home when they arrive.’

And finally Mishra was alone. She dropped onto a dining chair and opened her phone.


Frangipani, please send a safe postal address and I will send directions to you for us to meet this Saturday. It will be near my entry point. DH.




Flushed and smiling, Mishra tapped her reply.


c/o Psychology Department, Massey University, 

Wellington.




He wanted to meet! Her smile extended all the way to the emoji she immediately sent to Ra. Details could wait until their call tonight. She danced around the living room then launched herself onto the bed in the single bedroom. It was soft and bouncy. She spun over to lie on her back. Finally, finally she’d found him. She kicked her feet, then skittered off the bed to retrieve her phone and re-read the message.

His entry point? Must be Northland. She needed to book flights. When? She navigated to the airline website. Today was Tuesday. If the letter was coming from Northland it might not arrive until later in the week. Best to book the latest flight on Friday just to be sure. She muttered under her breath while she waded through the booking procedure. Wait till she talked to Ra; a celebration was in order.

The information booklet on the dining table included pamphlets for several eateries in the area and also a map that showed a supermarket just down the road. Mishra looked out the window. The drizzle had stopped and it would be light for hours yet. Too excited to stay in the apartment, she pulled on her coat and trotted down the stairs.
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‘What’s happened?’ Astrid shut the door to her office on Wednesday morning and leaned against it, sending a curious look Mishra’s way. ‘You are glowing.’

Mishra folded her arms. Astrid was too perceptive by half. ‘Nothing, really. I slept well.’

Astrid narrowed her eyes, clearly unsatisfied with Mishra’s explanation.

Mishra’s mind scurried around the truest – the only – explanation for her sudden happiness, seeking out a plausible alternative. ‘And …’

‘And?’

‘My friend Ra has had a breakthrough on a project she’s working on up north.’

Astrid raised her eyebrows.

Mishra glanced out of the window, avoiding her gaze. ‘I don’t know. It feels like now I’m here I can really start to leave all that madness in Adelaide behind me.’

Astrid launched herself off her door and dropped into her chair. ‘Okay. And the stalker?’

Mishra sat on the visitor’s seat and shrugged. ‘I choose not to be intimidated. Like I said, it’s probably some wowser getting off on the publicity.’

Astrid grinned at her. ‘That apartment must really be something.’

Mishra grinned back.

‘Which is good, because it will make up for your office here. Shall we?’ Astrid stood and waved her hand toward the door.

Mishra followed her down the corridor, past the toilets, past the turn-off to the back entrance to the Psychology Office, and through another set of doors, which revealed a further corridor. It was a warren. But nothing could dampen her mood today. Three more sleeps until Saturday.

‘Here we are.’ Astrid stooped to unlock the office, then stepped aside to let Mishra through. ‘I’m afraid it’s become a cemetery for old furniture. Office services have promised to come today to remove some. I’ve been on at them since you rang last week.’

Mishra dumped her bag next to an aged computer that sat atop one of three desks that cluttered the small room. Two bookcases, three filing cabinets and three wheelie chairs made it a close fit for even one person. Through the window, a straggly hydrangea with last season’s blooms clinging to its limbs in dead, brown clumps backed up to a concrete retaining wall.

Astrid sighed. ‘Probably should alert the gardeners too.’

‘It’s fine, Astrid.’

‘It isn’t. Not really. Have you eaten?’ Astrid took Mishra’s arm. ‘Let me show you the café. It’s at the bottom of Block 5, where we were yesterday. Decent food and a pleasant enough outdoor area. Cheap too.’

Mishra picked up her bag.

‘Oh no. My shout. I insist. Somebody’s got to make a show of hospitality in this place.’

They couldn’t barrel through the door two-abreast. Astrid dropped Mishra’s arm and smiled at her over her shoulder as she sailed through. ‘Just pull the door too. Usually does the trick. The locks can be a bit tricky.’

As they crossed the courtyard and entered the atrium of the building next door, Astrid was full of praise for the abandoned fireside chat. ‘Heaps of positive feedback. The issues are so important. Shame we had to manage so many people. Imagine a live panel at a conference. You, the predictive risk guy …’

Mishra was pleased Astrid was happy, but the nonstop patter was raising her suspicions. Was Astrid working up to something?

At a table outside the café, with cups of tea resting between them, Astrid finally fell silent.

Mishra smiled at her.

Astrid picked up a teaspoon and stirred her drink.

‘Astrid, you haven’t put anything in your tea.’

Astrid laughed. ‘Busted! – as my son would say.’ She put down the teaspoon. ‘I’ve had an idea.’

Anxiety flushed Mishra’s neck. Maybe Astrid wanted to reconvene the fireside chat.

‘Not a bad one,’ Astrid added hastily. ‘Could even be a great one.’

Mishra breathed in, then out slowly, reaching for calm. ‘I’m ready.’

‘You were just saying it’s good to be away from Adelaide, and I’ve been looking for a change, so I thought’ –Astrid paused and beamed at her– ‘what about a life-swap?’

She looked so excited and hopeful that Mishra laughed. ‘Astrid, what are you talking about?’

‘We’d have to get the universities to agree, of course, but I think we could convince them. You do my job, I do yours – and we swap houses – just for a year. It’s my last chance to shake things up before Stuart starts high school. It will be harder to move once they’re both settled and serious study kicks in.’

Living in Wellington would make seeing Philip so much easier if everything worked out the way she hoped this weekend. ‘Have you talked to anyone else about this?’

Astrid shook her head. ‘But there is a precedent. One of my colleagues is in England at the moment and we’ve had her counterpart in the department for the last semester. It’s great, Mishra – new people, new ideas. Good for the university too – international staff and all that without the hassle of recruitment and employment contracts.’

‘My house is small.’

‘Mine is hardly a palace.’

But if things didn’t work out with Philip would she want to be tied to Wellington for a year? And what about her post-grad students? ‘I’m not saying no, Astrid. I promise I’ll think about it, okay?’

Some of the excitement leached from Astrid’s face.

‘Next week. This time next week I’ll have an answer for you.’

Astrid nodded. ‘It was a long shot. I’m glad you’re even considering it.’

Mishra picked up her tea and gazed over the rim as she sipped. Beyond the courtyard a large structure with a steeply gabled roof caught the late morning sun. It reminded her of Ra.

Astrid had followed her gaze. ‘Our marae,’ she said. ‘When you’re done I’ll show you around the campus properly – see if I can convince you to cross the ditch a while longer.’







An hour later Astrid dropped Mishra outside her office with promises of dinner at her place that evening. The university was an odd mix of cringe-worthy and cool. She’d loved the new creative arts spaces. Maybe she could live here for a year, but ultimately that depended on her meeting with Philip.

The day had blossomed into a warmish twenty degrees – very warm for this time of year, Astrid had assured her. She’d drop off her coat and then swing by the departmental office to check if Philip’s instructions had arrived. That was unlikely, but she couldn’t kick the hopefulness; didn’t want to.

Pushing her key into the lock made the door swing open. She hadn’t turned the key. What the …? Had she not locked it this morning? Mishra’s lightness evaporated, and the demand – Stop looking – thundered through her head.

She glanced up and down the corridor. It was empty, but she could see Astrid walking away through the square of glass in the doorway that separated their two corridors. And the office was close enough for the receptionists to hear her call. Mishra pressed on the door but stayed put as it swung open, inch by inch, revealing the inside of the cluttered office.

‘Hello?’ a man’s voice called from beyond her line of sight.

Mishra jumped. Before she could run, a figure stepped into the doorway. He was a head taller than her, wearing a cap, owlish glasses, and a smile on his face above dark, casual clothes. You wouldn’t grin if you were about to hurt someone, would you?

Her mind scrambled for answers. ‘Office services?’ she asked.

The man glanced over his shoulder, then looked Mishra up and down with pale-blue eyes. ‘Too much furniture for so small a person.’

Mishra smiled back, but his assessment gave her the creeps. There was something familiar about him; like a childhood friend suddenly transformed to an adult after many years apart. The effect was disconcerting.

‘I’ll come back later.’ The man stepped past her, snapped opened the door into the corridor and turned left toward the departmental office.

The aroma in her office had changed subtly with his presence, a grassy aftershave mingling with the old carpet and musty-paper smells. She didn’t want to be here if he was coming back. Picking up her shoulder bag, she stepped back into the corridor and slammed the door, jiggling it to make sure it was locked. On the short walk to the Psychology Office her assessment of working in Wellington for a year tilted sharply toward the negative.
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Brett slouched in the passenger seat of the rental car he was sharing with Sauers as they waited outside the airport in Kerikeri on Friday night. Brett’s attention was split between the entrance and Sauers. Something was up. Ever since Tuesday, when Sauers had all but accused him of jeopardising the mission, he had been quieter. So quiet, that Brett had searched their apartment for bugs, scouring his own room thoroughly, when Sauers went to swap out the device in Mishra’s book. The apartment was clean.

Sauers still wouldn’t be drawn on the name of his organisation, or any detail about the mission or himself, beyond their shared experience in Iraq. You could write it off as professionalism, but it made Brett uneasy. He had snapped two clandestine photos of Sauers and sent them via his personal phone to his friend, Garth, in the military police. He and Garth had shared their basic training before Garth had decided to take the MP option. It was an unpopular move among the cadets, but Brett figured it couldn’t hurt to have someone on the inside of the corps policing the military. Garth could run the checks Brett didn’t have access to on mission.

Garth hadn’t got back to him yet.

Last night, Brett’s disquiet had become strong enough to contact his friend Tony to find out what the word was on base.

‘Rumor is that you’re on gardening leave,’ Tony said.

Surprise bolted Brett to his feet and he’d knocked his elbow on the towel rail. The shower was running in the apartment he shared with Sauers to cover the conversation; he was taking no chances. ‘What? Since when?’

‘Since not long after you left. Started quietly with suggestions about stress, but today misconduct came up.’

‘But – ’

‘I know mate. Heard it from Harris – he was probably shit-stirring.’

‘And where did he get it from? Fucking Hebden.’

‘Come on, Nielsen. Why would he? You’re his boy on the entomology project – his swan-song. The potential is huge.’

Brett shrugged. ‘He never liked me. And that project was screwed as soon as Philip and his mates leaked it to the media.’ The claim sounded like teenage petulance, even to his ears.

‘Hebden doesn’t like anyone. Chances are it’s just some bullshit Harris made up; he’s enjoying your job on the Middle East desk.’

Anger ground between Brett’s back teeth. Anger and a grudging admission that Tony was right. From the outside, it looked like Hebden had favored Brett by training him on their latest weapon. Why would Hebden ruin his reputation? But Tony didn’t know about Brett’s orders; didn’t know about Sauers. Brett had never been able to shake the feeling that Hebden was messing with him.

Could the rumors just be Harris angling for his job? That wasn’t what Brett’s gut was telling him. It was telling him to bail – now, while he still could. Bloody Hebden. Brett was not going to be his fall guy. If Hebden was preparing the ground to have him removed from his post, he needed to fight back.

‘Do me a favor, Tony. I’m going to email a booking to our favourite restaurant for when I get back. Let me know if the date suits, all right?’

Silence. Brett prayed Tony would be alert to the change in conversation. Tony’s girlfriend, Sharon, was a maître d’ at a smart restaurant in Melbourne. He couldn’t risk sending anything directly to Tony, but he doubted that Hebden would be monitoring wider than Brett’s immediate circle of friends.

‘Looking forward to it,’ Tony said in a voice that suggested otherwise, and he hung up.

Tony would be pissed about Brett dragging his girlfriend into the shit; but Brett didn’t have much choice with Sauers breathing down his neck. After the call Brett had photographed each of the key communications with Hebden on his phone and uploaded them to his own encrypted drive in the cloud. Copying anything from the private server the ADF used was impossible but it didn’t stop people taking photos of the screen. A career-limiting move if Brett was caught. He hoped he wouldn’t need the backup as he emailed the links to the restaurant, attention: Sharon. If it all turned to shit then he’d send the passwords to Tony.

The Te Whatu woman had arrived at the airport fifteen minutes ago in her beat-up truck. The GPS tracker on the bottom of the chassis and the bug in the side door were working perfectly. Brett regretted that now, with Sauers sitting beside him, watching the entrance with the avid attention people usually gave to their own babies, or to car crashes. Brett knew which of those two scenarios their current situation resembled.

Hebden had become even more demanding for reports about Mishra’s movements now that Philip was in the picture. Brett’s choice about deploying the bees was gone. The best he could hope for was that Philip would be a no-show. And if he wasn’t … Brett below out a breath.

‘What?’ Sauers asked.

‘Nothing.’ A few solutions had occurred to him: fudge the identity scan so the briefcase wouldn’t open, damage the smartphone linked to the bees or – he glanced sideways at Sauers – convince Sauers that it was a bad idea to deploy them. Preferably with logic, and if that failed, force. Sauers wouldn’t take kindly to a beating – if Brett did manage to gain the upper hand – and it was unlikely he’d give up the mission. He’d probably rat him out to Hebden first chance he got. Brett had considered scarpering with the briefcase this morning before they flew to Kerikeri. But he didn’t know what Sauers would do if the bees were out of play – find some other way to take out Philip and Mishra? He needed to stick around.

People were beginning to trickle out of the airport.

‘There she is.’ Sauers straightened up in his seat, his attention ramped up to hyper alert.

Rawinia had an arm slung around Mishra’s shoulders and Mishra was laughing at something she said. The sound of the truck doors slamming was loud over the receiver.

‘I only got it today,’ Mishra said. ‘Imagine if it hadn’t arrived in time?’

‘Chillax, Mish. You did get it. And anyway–’

‘Anyway what?’

The truck started. Sauers turned on their car.

‘Doesn’t matter. I’ll fill you in later. Where are you meeting him?’ Rawinia asked.

‘I’ve looked it up on my phone. It looks like the middle of an orchard – no houses, no sheds, just trees,’ Mishra said.

‘Address?’

Brett held his breath as they exited the carpark and pulled into the stream of traffic leaving the airport.

‘Kapiro Road.’

Sauers glanced his way, the corner of his mouth turned up in a satisfied smile. It could have been a sneer.

‘I can drive you,’ Rawinia said.

A pause. ‘I think I need to do this on my own. I don’t want to give him any reason to –’

The end of Mishra’s sentence disappeared. What was that? Interference with the signal? Around them the countryside was sliding by, spotlit by car beams in the declining light.

‘– lunch in town,’ said Rawinia. ‘You can drive the truck out from there. I could catch a movie. Been ages. Have a look at what’s on, will ya?’

Silence, then Mishra’s voice. ‘Murder on the Orient Express.’

‘Nah. Can’t stand that blond fella – what’s his name? Hey, how about a drive-by? I could show you Kapiro Road.’

‘Hang on, let me find the number.’ A pause. ‘1543. Opposite the Boatshed. Mean anything to you?’

‘Nah. All sorts of businesses out that way, not just orchards.’

More silence.

‘What about Thor Ragnorak?’ Mishra asked.

‘Supposed to be funny. Directed by a New Zealander this time. What time is it on?’

‘Two pm.’

‘Perfect.’

‘Yes, perfect.’ Sauers said, slowing as they entered the village of Waipapa. A smattering of shops, a gas station and a takeaway later they were out the other side. ‘Lunch in town. All over by dinnertime.’

Kapiro Road was a few more swoops along the highway beyond Waipapa. Sauers followed Rawinia’s truck, overtaking them as they slowed down and pulled over onto the grass verge by a driveway that was tucked into a shelterbelt of bamboo, three stories high.

‘I think we’ve learned enough,’ Sauers said.

In his pocket, Brett’s phone vibrated. The message was from Garth: Extreme caution on all fronts. Don’t contact me again.

Brett swallowed as adrenalin prickled out to his fingertips. On all fronts? He glanced at Sauers.

‘What?’ asked Sauers.

‘Hebden again.’ Something was wrong. So wrong. He’d text the passwords to Tony as soon as he was alone.

Sauers focused on the road ahead, saying nothing. At the intersection across the bridge that led to Kerikeri he turned left, taking the route away from town, down toward the Stone Store. Their Air b’n’b was a cottage nestled by a lake surrounded by rich tropical gardens.

‘Perfect for a romantic getaway,’ Sauers had quipped earlier that afternoon when they’d arrived and dumped their luggage.

If only.








  
  
  THIRTY-FIVE

  
  




By one pm on Saturday Philip had pushed away all lingering doubts about meeting Mishra – the potential to be discovered, the danger he might be putting her in – and was focused on creating the most perfect picnic afternoon tea he could muster. Afra had watched his preparations to begin with, then disappeared into the garden.

‘Here.’ She held out a bunch of stems with blue, star-shaped flowers raining like fireworks from their bulky heads. ‘They’re edible. A few in the containers will make them pretty.’

She and Wil hadn’t pressed him about who he was meeting, but their amused grins – and now the flowers – told him that they guessed it was a date. Afra had tried to persuade him to take her picnic basket, however that just wasn’t practical with the walk ahead. It was twenty to thirty minutes to the block they were caretaking and he wanted to arrive in enough time to decide where best to station himself.

Afra waved at him from the front door as he set off through the orchard. Would Mishra come? He was cursing his decision to cut email contact. Instead he’d been living in a frisson of doubt and hope. Sun dappled the rows between the trees, and orange blossoms scented the air. Meeting in this orchard would have been more romantic. The block Wil was caretaking had a different variety of orange – no blossoms, just a few green buds.

He shifted the backpack to stop a wine bottle sticking into his back as he turned onto the unsealed private road. The events of the past few months had become clearer with each day. The only thing that remained a puzzle to him was how he could let his mother know that he was still alive. Philip Templeton had died. There was no going back. But how long should he keep a low profile? Had the authorities moved his status from probably dead to – what would they call it? A smile ghosted his lips. Definitely dead? Completely dead? Deadest?

Damon Hunter was most definitely alive. He’d jog if he could, but he didn’t want to upset the food in his backpack – salmon and rocket wraps, chocolate truffles, two miniature bottles of pinot gris. Mishra had loved her food, loved his cooking.

He stopped at the corner of the highway, waiting for a chance to cross. Would she still want him?

Hope had been the subject line of her first email to him. Perhaps she did.

Kapiro Road seemed busier this afternoon than it had during the week. It was tempting to peer into each car that passed to search for clues of Mishra. But he was already highly visible. And he’d need more than a face peering back at him through the window to recognise her. Her height, her shape, the ebony hair, her scent, the sound of her voice, her walk, the inappropriately high-heeled shoes – that’s what would make her real for him. He grinned. Surely she wouldn’t wear heels to an orchard?

Three blocks to go and he’d be at their rendezvous. The blocks all looked the same as you whizzed by in the car, but he’d noticed when turning in each morning that opposite the driveway of the block they were caretaking a climber had woven through the trees of the shelter belt, making a bright splash of vermillion against the spring growth. The colour drew the eye like a magnet and he’d included this small detail in the map he’d sent. That and the boat builder’s sign which was almost obscured in the shelterbelt.

Nearly there. The sun and exercise had done their work. Flushed and hot, he let the backpack hang off one shoulder and unzipped his canvas jacket.

Inside the driveway to the orchard he checked his phone. Ten minutes to go.

* * *

Sauers swung into the driver’s seat of the hire car and handed Brett a cup of coffee. Mishra and Rawinia were chatting in the café attached to the movie theatre across the road. The carpark, sandwiched between two banks of stores, had been almost full when they arrived at lunchtime. As it turned out, Kerikeri was a real country town – most of the stores had closed at midday and the town center, including their carpark, had emptied out around them. It made discreet surveillance difficult. Though strictly speaking they didn’t need to be this close; their destination was confirmed.

They sipped their coffees and watched in silence.

This morning Sauers had gone out to a bakery before Brett had even woken and brought back pastries and coffee. That was weird. Not much but meat and vegetables passed Sauers’ lips. It was one of the things they had in common.

‘A ritual,’ Sauers said when he offered Brett a ham and cheese croissant, still warm. And then Sauers sat on the covered veranda of the cottage, looking out over the gardens to the miniature lake beyond, his feet up on a chair, and sipped his coffee, as if he had no cares in the world.

Brett couldn’t fake that kind of nonchalance. From the kitchen window he’d glared at the back of Sauers’ head while rubbing his burned-out eyes and rehearsing the plan that had come to him in the small hours of the morning: if the bees looked like they were targeting Mishra he’d abort the mission. Simple. Sauers couldn’t argue with that when Philip was the target.

And if he did argue?

Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. There would be no time to fight once the bees were released.

‘Good coffee,’ Sauers murmured, his gaze resting on the double doors fronting the café.

Brett grunted his agreement. Sauers was being too solicitous by half.

Bloody Hebden. If computers could froth at the mouth his laptop would have been saturated with spit this morning after Hebden’s latest post. Brett had the strong impression that Hebden would like to be here himself to finish off the mission. The guy was seriously unbalanced.

Mishra emerged from the café alone. Gorgeous. She was wearing a deep blue tunic over a silk blouse and floaty trousers. One of her favourite outfits.

Brett’s stomach cramped and he wriggled in his seat.

What the hell?

The second cramp doubled him into his seatbelt. When he opened his eyes, his vision was dim around the edges. ‘Sauers,’ he said. The light retracted to a pinprick. Then was gone.

* * *

Driving wasn’t Mishra’s favourite activity at the best of times. Driving to meet her disappeared, then deceased, then resurrected boyfriend was so far from the best of times she almost sobbed. The shelter belts appeared identical to her; the numbers tacked to the fences and the letterboxes were mostly obscured by plants, and Ra’s truck was such a pig to maneuver. Why was the speed limit 80 kilometers per hour? It wasn’t giving her enough time to –

There it is. A slash of crimson in the shelterbelt with a driveway opposite. And there, Boat Builders, painted on a billboard with a phone number underneath. She stood on the brakes and heaved the wheel round. The tires screeched in protest and slipped on the gravel. She threw the wheel the other way and skidded to a stop on the verge. Nobody could have missed that entrance. Heart racing, she edged the truck down the driveway, far enough in so that it wouldn’t be noticed by a casual passer-by – though it wasn’t that type of person who concerned her.

She angled the rearview mirror to check her reflection. Flushed cheeks, hair slipping from her casual updo. Using her pinky finger, she swiped beneath her eyes to remove her smudged eyeliner. Then she righted the mirror. No sign of movement behind her.

Anticipation ramped up her pulse rate as she removed the keys, leaned onto the door, then jumped down onto the grass. Soon – any second now – she’d see Philip.

The driveway into the orchard ended at a shelterbelt a couple of hundred meters down. Should she walk that way, or – she swiveled back to face the gate – that way? Fingering the pendant Philip had gifted her, she decided for the shelterbelt that screened off the road. The grass was soft beneath her feet and the sun heated her back, soaking through her tunic, making her silk blouse stick to her where she’d started to perspire. Where was he?

At the corner of the block she paused, and peered along the head row. Should she call out? Damon or Philip? Folding her arms around her ribs and her hammering heart, she snuck along the track, glancing down each row. The trees were taller than her, but clear underneath. At the fourth row she ducked to scan beneath the canopy for legs.

‘Mishra?’

She startled again to standing, blood rushing to her face. He wore the same canvas coat, the same checked shirt, the same cap. But the ginger-blond beard was new and the curls massing over his ears. Philip was holding out his hand to her.

‘Philip!’ She skipped the last few steps toward him.

Why wasn’t he smiling?

An arm’s length from him, she stopped, consumed with uncertainty.

He studied her pendant, her shoes, her hair.

‘Philip?’ One step closer – so close she could feel the heat rinsing off him.

His gaze skittered over her face and then he closed his eyes and inhaled. ‘Mishra.’ A whisper and he crushed her to him. ‘You came.’

The months, the weeks, the hours of uncertainty flooded her eyes. ‘Of course I came.’

His lips were on her brows, her eyelids, her temple, and finally her mouth. Heat exploded from her chest into her groin as he lifted her off the ground and buried his face in curve of her neck. Her sobs morphed to desire. If he hadn’t been holding up her she would have slipped to the ground in her molten state.

A car horn broke their urgency. She looked toward the shelterbelt hiding the road – but saw nothing through the tightly packed bamboo.

‘This way.’ Philip caught her hand and pulled her down the closest row, throwing glances over his shoulder.

As he towed her along, a minefield of questions filled her head. ‘Philip, why did you run away?’

‘You can’t call me that now.’

‘Philip.’ Desire and relief were sloughing away; she needed answers. ‘You left me.’

His pace quickened. ‘Are you angry?’

Was this the old socially unconfident Philip, or had he retained the sensitivity he’d won from the autism treatment? The old Philip would be using every skerrick of his logic to decode this situation. And it was crazy; there was no guide for reunions like this one.

She stopped and pulled him to her side so she could see his face. ‘I was hurt that you left, yes. I thought you could have told me about your plans. You could have asked me to come with you.’

Philip squeezed her hand. ‘I wanted to. But I was worried you’d …’

She waited for him to continue.

‘I didn’t want to put you in harm’s way. And …’

He gazed down at her – one second, two seconds – before he broke eye contact. ‘I thought you’d say no.’

The familiar, fluttery sensation provoked by his direct gaze reasserted itself. ‘Philip –’

‘Damon.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s going to take some getting used to. But why did you think I’d say no?’

Philip shrugged. ‘Your life is in Adelaide. And Philip Templeton couldn’t – doesn’t – exist anymore. Not after the leak.’

Guilt tugged at her conscience. What choice did he have? Ra had been right – he had been thinking of her, not pulling some selfish stunt. ‘You’ve taken to your new identity?’

He nodded. ‘Be better if I could remember the passwords.’

She frowned. What passwords was he talking about?

‘My USB stick, the bankcard – I can’t access anything.’

Sol’s excited face sprang to Mishra’s mind. ‘Falafel. Use numbers for the L’s.’

‘Falafel? Who came up with that?’

Mishra flicked her hand in irritation; that didn’t matter. She still had so many questions. ‘Why did you jump off the yacht, Phi – Damon? Lexi and Raffe were beside themselves with worry. And so were we.’

‘I think I was scared the forged papers wouldn’t work.’

‘You think?’

He dropped her hand and stuffed his own hands into his pockets. ‘I don’t remember everything. I nearly drowned. And then I couldn’t …’ He swallowed. ‘I couldn’t remember the leak. I couldn’t remember anything after the treatment.’

‘What?’ She tugged his hands out of his pockets and grasped them with her own. ‘Philip, that’s … oh, my God. We thought you’d drowned. I thought you were dead. Again. Do you have any idea –’

‘I was trying to make things right.’

Mishra dragged in a breath and attempted to follow his story. He’d lost his memory? She’d heard of isolated cases – people forgetting days or months of their lives because of some trauma. What did Fran call it? Dissociative amnesia. But he must have remembered something about the campaign. ‘Why did you contact Charlie Breen?’

‘I saw the articles about the leak and my memoriam notice.’

His own death notice? ‘I can’t even imagine.’

‘And I knew I’d done something wrong, that someone was trying to find me. It looked like I’d done it – I’d leaked the code – and I needed to find out. Then you emailed, and things started coming back to me, faster than before. Here.’

At the end of the row, between the trees and the shelterbelt, two wine glasses sat on either side of miniature bottle of wine, all perched upon a tartan rug. ‘I thought you might be hungry.’ He smiled at her. ‘Could we just … I thought –’

His head flicked up to peer over her shoulder, toward the front corner of the orchard.

She followed his gaze. ‘What?’

He pushed her behind him.

‘Philip?’

‘Shush.’

A flock of sparrows scattered skyward to their right, chirping their protest. And Philip’s gaze wheeled with them.

‘I think someone else is here,’ he muttered.

She tugged the back of his jacket. ‘We have to go, Philip.’

Philip squatted and bundled the rug and the picnic into the backpack as he searched beneath the canopy.

Why was he taking so long? ‘Philip, please.’

She grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet. Where could they go? The shelterbelt here looked as impenetrable as the one facing the road. ‘The truck. It’s on the driveway,’ she said, breaking into a run. Above the muted thump of their footsteps Mishra detected a soft hum.

Her hand convulsed to her neck – body-knowledge of her sting from the previous week. ‘Bees,’ she panted.

‘It is an orchard.’ He squeezed her hand, egging her on.

The humming grew louder and closer. ‘Philip!’

A cloud of bees bore down on them. Mishra released Philip’s hand and covered her ears and neck, still running. Something grazed her hand and she struck it off. Philip skidded to a halt.

‘Philip! Come on.’

He stood, bees circling his head, his eyes wide and mouth open. ‘My bees.’

At the other end of the row a figure appeared.

‘Philip, look!’

He glanced to where she pointed.

‘Cut across the trees,’ he yelled.

He vaulted over the irrigation line hanging between the rows, taking the shortest route to the truck, and Mishra followed. He was running too fast for her. She dropped her hands to keep her balance and to fend off branches as they ploughed on. The humming grew louder in her ears. Every touch made her wince and cringe away: leaf, twig, insect. She swatted left and right. Ahead of her, Philip was drawing further away.

‘Philip.’ A man’s voice, deep and decisive. ‘Philip!’

Philip’s head whipped right. Then he dodged left, following the line of the trees, racing away from the voice.

That voice – Mishra turned her head as she entered Philip’s row. Roberts! She’d led him to Philip. The moment of recognition stole her concentration and she tripped over the irrigation line, sprawling face first onto the ground and bashing the breath from her lungs.

Oh no. She crawled, then stumbled to her feet. Philip was doubling back to her. He mustn’t.

‘Run, Philip.’ A rasp, rather than a yell from her deflated lungs, and then a sob. They’d catch him.

Roberts was upon her, hauling her to her feet. She fought him. ‘You can’t!’ she screamed. He pinned her to his side with one arm, swiping bees away from his face with the other.

‘Philip,’ Roberts cried. ‘Come away.’

Philip jerked to a stop, just out of reach, his face a mask of indecision and anger. ‘Let her go.’

‘Philip, it’s me.’

Mishra struggled in Robert’s arms. The bees were swarming around her head and she couldn’t swat them. 

‘Dad?’

‘Aye, son.’

She found her voice. ‘He’ll turn you in.’

Roberts released her, and she stumbled to Philip’s side.

Philip was trembling. ‘What?’

‘Hebden.’ Roberts slapped the side of his neck, and sucked his breath in through his teeth, pain creasing his face. ‘Philip, we need to –’ He dropped to his knees.

The bees were reassembling – hovering behind Roberts’ head, then as one they banked away over the trees.

A sharp crack split the air. Mishra ducked and Philip ducked with her. ‘What was that?’ she cried.

‘Run, Philip!’ Roberts dropped onto all fours, his eyes bulging, his face flushed. ‘He’ll find you. Run!’

‘Dad?’

‘Tell him!’ Roberts glared at Mishra.

Sweat was running down Roberts’ face. Anaphylaxis – she recognised the signs. She said, ‘Philip, you have to go. I’m going to call emergency services. You can’t be here when the ambulance arrives.’

‘My bees,’ he said. ‘It’s my fault. I should have stopped –’

‘Philip, there’s no time. Go!’ She shoved him and he lurched backwards, a picture of misery and confusion, before he picked up his feet and ran. Not back down the row, but in the direction the bees had flown.

‘Philip,’ she screamed. ‘Don’t!’

Beside her, Roberts collapsed onto his stomach then rolled onto his back, his eyes wild. He needed help or he would die.

She stumbled through the remaining two rows of trees to reach the driveway, lungs burning. She couldn’t remember seeing a first aid kit in the back of the truck, but then she hadn’t looked. Where were her keys? Patting the pockets of her tunic, she panted a breath of relief. First, emergency services. She hit the emergency call button on the key pad and picked through the items in the back of the truck while she waited for an answer. An old blanket, a tool box, canvas sheets. A green bag with a cross on the front: bingo.

‘Ambulance,’ she said into the phone, rifling through the depleted first aid kit. No EpiPen. ‘1543 Kapiro Road, Kerikeri.’

My bees, Philip had said. And finally it hit her: not real bees, robots. She bent over and retched. Hand to her mouth, she focused on the operator’s questions. ‘A man in his sixties, I think. An insect bite – anaphylaxis? I’m not sure. I’m going back to him now.’

Mishra scrambled back through the orchard, dodging branches, slowing to step over irrigation lines, carrying her phone in one hand and the first aid kit in the other. Why had they attacked Roberts? She mentally re-ran her last encounter with him. He’d told her Hebden was dangerous, that he’d played Roberts for a fool. Was this Hebden’s revenge, or had the bees targeted the wrong person?

Roberts was still on his back, his neck swollen, gasping for breath. Of Philip, there was no sign. Just above Roberts’ collarbone two angry puncture wounds were effusing blood. Mishra pushed a bandage onto the wounds and applied pressure to staunch the bleeding. She reported the symptoms to the operator, then let her phone slip to the grass so she could roll Roberts into the recovery position.

‘Emergency services are on their way,’ she said.

Roberts wheezed and Mishra bent toward him.

‘Hebden,’ he huffed, glaring into Mishra’s eyes. Flecks of spittle dotted his chin.

Panic dialed up Mishra’s heart rate as she wiped away the spit. She picked up her phone. ‘How far away is the ambulance?’

‘Five minutes,’ the operator told her.

‘What was in the bees?’ she asked Roberts.

He shook his head. ‘Philip?’

‘Gone.’

His eyes closed, he seemed to relax, even as he fought for breath. ‘Tell him–’

Mishra leaned in. A final hiss of breath, an unfinished sentence and Roberts’ mouth hung open.

Tears prickled Mishra’s eyes. No. He’d asked for her help, but she hadn’t believed he’d keep Philip safe. And now...

Where was Philip? He’d run in the direction of the bees. Was he trying to stop them? Sirens wailed in the distance. ‘Philip!’ she cried. ‘Philip!’

There was no answering call. She peered between the trunks below the canopy, trying to catch sight of him. Better that he was away and safe. What was she going to do? She couldn’t leave Roberts like this.

But he’s already dead, a voice inside her head insisted.

She stumbled up the row to meet the ambulance officers. But the police had got there first; a uniformed officer – fluro vest over his light-blue shirt – strode toward her. Fresh panic swelled her throat. What should she tell him? ‘Down there.’ Her voice was a whisper as she pointed toward Roberts. She swallowed and tried again. ‘He’s already gone.’

‘Are you hurt, ma’am?’

Mishra shook her head as she crumpled to her knees.

‘What’s your name, ma’am?’

Her voice shriveled as she answered one question, then another, and started to tremble.

‘You’re going into shock. Lie back and raise your knees.’ He peeled off his vest and propped up her feet as her head bumped against the ground. ‘I’m Constable Gillingham. Is there anyone here with you?’

Mishra rolled her head from side to side as tears slid into her hair. ‘I’m alone.’

The office retrieved his phone from a pocket on his belt and burbled into it. ‘They’re a minute away. I’ll be back in a sec.’ He squeezed her shoulder then bolted down the row toward Roberts’ prone body.

She hadn’t lied exactly. She didn’t know where Philip was and Roberts was dead.
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Philip burst through the shelterbelt into the next block, scattering birds and ripping the sleeve of his shirt. Where were they? The bees couldn’t range too far from their docking station. They’d flown this way – they’d be making their way back home. His gaze swept up and down the track at the edge of the block. No orange trees here; instead there were vines, trained around posts and wires about head height. The growth was lush and dense, with thin beams of light creeping to the ground. He ran up the track toward the road, bent over to peer beneath the canopy. The bees could be hiding anywhere, but the person with the docking station would be easier to spot.

Where?

Jogging around the top of block, he found the driveway onto the road. Tire tracks molded the mud. How long had they been there? He didn’t know. Since the last rains at least.

He’s dead. The thought dealt a blow to his lungs. Philip bent over his knees, trying to catch his breath. No – Mishra was trying to save him. The bees had attacked the wrong person. They hadn’t worked.

When was the last time he’d even talked to his father?

‘It’s done.’ A man’s voice cut through the bamboo shelterbelt from the neighbouring block.

Philip froze. He was exposed here – anyone could come up that driveway – but the bamboo between him and the voice was so thick it revealed nothing but the play of light and shadow.

‘Spasibo.’

What did he say?

A car door slammed, sending Philip to his belly.

‘He suspected, yes – he was good at his job,’ the voice said. ‘But you won’t be hearing from him anymore. Nobody will.’ A pause, then, ‘South. The General’s friend waits for me.’

Another door slammed, an engine revved and a car pulled away, just as sirens whined in the distance. Philip rolled onto his back, clanking the bottles and food together in his backpack. What had happened to his father? Nobody will. He was dead.

Mishra was there all by herself. Time to test his Damon Hunter alias. Retracing his course through the vine block, Philip gathered his resolve as the sirens became deafening then ceased.

Beyond the shelterbelt Mishra lay on the ground, a police officer crouched next to her, doing something with her feet. She must have sensed Philip, because she turned toward him, a frown on her face, and shook her head. What did that mean? He should stay away? It was too late?

He hesitated. What would she tell them?

It was happening again – the need to run. Just when they’d reunited. Come away, his father had said. Did he know about the bees?

In the orchard, the officer stood, then bent toward Mishra, laying a hand briefly on her shoulder. Frustration heated Philip’s veins. He should be the one looking after her.

A light drizzle began to dot his face and arms. What would the authorities do next? His mind went back to the crime dramas his father had so often scoffed at: the unlikely scenarios, and the speed with which they uncovered evidence and received lab results.

They’d search the area. What if they found him? Panic trumped his irritation. He’d leaked the code and he’d run. And now his father was dead. All the facts linked back to him. There was no choice; he couldn’t be caught now.

With the backpack squashed to his chest to muffle the clink of bottles against glass, he fled down a row of vines to the end of the block, then vaulted a gate into an overgrown field. Remnants of a plastic hothouse sagged in the spring heat; thistles and blackberry were rampant. Too exposed. He needed to get to the main road out of sight of the police or whomever else might follow him. The field sloped away to a stand of regenerating bush. He’d studied the maps. There was a river down there somewhere, which, if he followed it upstream, would lead him to the tributary that ran the length of Wil and Afra’s orchard. The river offered a better option than bashing a hole through every single shelterbelt he hit until the state highway.

After checking behind him, he ran past the decrepit hothouse, down the slope to the bush then picked his way through, the sound of rushing water intensifying as he drew closer to the river. At the edge of an escarpment he stopped. The bank down to the river was steep and bushy. Through the trees he could see a footpath on the other side of the river. Just his sodding luck. Well, he wasn’t going to swim for it. His breath caught in this throat: they’d killed his father. He pushed the heels of his hands into his eyes.

No time to think about that; he wasn’t safe yet.

Following the river upstream, Philip struggled through the bush until he reached the highway, where he scrambled up the steep berm, slipping on loose gravel, then stopped to assess his location. He’d come out just east of the road that went to Wil’s place. When the traffic allowed it he dashed across the highway and slid down the berm on the other side, rejoining the river. Afra had mentioned a waterfall on his first night, but he hadn’t yet explored that part of the orchard. Now he would.

When the river forked he tracked the tributary across several paddocks, then into the bush once more. The riverbed widened into a round pool, into which the water tumbled from a rocky shelf twenty meters or more above him. He drew back. Beneath the surface of the clear pool logs cast long shadows like so many severed limbs. Philip collapsed onto a rock and splashed his face and arms with water, washing the pollen out of his scratches. As he sat there catching his breath, enclosed by the overhanging canopy of mature trees, images of his father assailed him. He’d died on that orchard. Died. Philip waited for the emotional onslaught but nothing came. Why was his father here?

More flashbacks: Philip, come away. The bees crowding around Mishra and his father. Then his father, swollen and bleeding, on his knees. ‘Hebden,’ he’d said. Hebden, that snake – he must have authorised the attack. It should have been Philip dead on the orchard, not his father. Had his father been trying to warn him?

But Mishra had said his father would turn him in.

He closed his eyes and tried to summon Mishra’s face, her scent, her fingers curled into his hair.

A warm splash hit his arm. Surprised, he lifted his hands to his face.

Tears.

Nothing worked out the way it should.
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Brett opened his eyes to slits, then closed them again. It was dark. Carpet grazed the side of his face while his crumpled body thrummed with the vibration of an engine. He hurt: his head, his back, his stomach, his arms and legs – Christ, his leg. Close to his groin, his trousers were wet and warm and sticky, but the rest of him was cold, so cold. The wad of material stuffed into his mouth blocked his throat, intensifying the stench of blood and exhaust and cleaning solvents that assaulted his nose. The blood. He couldn’t think of that hole in his leg.

It’s done. They were the only words he’d caught, slipping in and out of consciousness, after he’d wrestled with Sauers and the gun went off. Fucking Sauers. He’d tried to stop him. But he’d failed.

The vibration ceased.

A door opened then shut. Terror slammed through his nerves. Focus, Nielsen. Come on, man, you can do it.

A click – and then head-splitting daylight.

He wretched, trying to force the material from his mouth.

‘Fuck.’ Sauers’ voice. ‘You’re alive.’

Sauers swung the briefcase above his head and Brett recoiled.

He thought of his mum and dad, his brother Marty. The briefcase crashed down. The light burned out.
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The paramedic had proclaimed Mishra unhurt apart from suffering from mild shock, which was to be expected in the circumstances. When the drizzle started Constable Gillingham invited Mishra back to the station so she could give a witness statement in comfort, if she was ready. She’d agreed to meet him after she collected her friend who owned the truck because her friend would be worried. Massive understatement. Ra would be more than worried – she’d be beside herself with curiosity.

And she had been – but that had to wait. Right now Ra was outside the station, preferring her truck to police hospitality.

Constable Gillingham had been usurped by a more senior officer, Detective Henare. The three of them were sitting in an interview room in the Kerikeri police station – opened up on the weekend especially for the incident. Nobody had mentioned the word murder, but why else would they have called a detective in if they weren’t suspicious about Roberts’ death?

A single window framed a view of the driveway, cross-lit by fading daylight and security lamps. The view wasn’t much prettier than the box in which they were sitting, but it was less alarming than the two officers opposite her. Gillingham’s pen was poised over his pad.

Henare made a pyramid of his hands on the table between them. ‘Could you tell us about the events leading up to the death of Mr. Roberts, please?’

How far back should she go? All the way back to Adelaide where Roberts was helping the ADF investigate the leak of the code? If they did any kind of check on her, they’d find out about that investigation and her links to SNKR. Better to be honest – it wouldn’t look good if that all came out later. But if they weren’t that curious they might just let her go after this interview. Would the forensic pathologist work out what had killed Roberts?

‘Dr. McKenzie?’

Mishra straightened up in her chair. ‘I’m sightseeing. Here on sabbatical from Adelaide. I borrowed that old tank – the truck – from my friend to have a look around.’

‘And your friend’s name?’

How would Ra feel about being nobbled? She couldn’t explain the truck in any other way.

‘Rawinia Te Whatu.’

A smile flickered around Detective Henare’s mouth, then died.

Was he the member of Ra’s family who was in the police? Then he’d know about the search for Philip.

She scrambled inside her head, trying to grasp the possible implications of that scenario, and failed. Too strung out and tired, she opted for the easy option. ‘You know the Te Whatus?’

‘Plenty of them around here. We ran a check on your truck. It’s registered to a Mr George Te Whatu.’

‘Ra’s uncle.’ Maybe Detective Henare wasn’t part of Ra’s whānau.

‘Sightseeing?’ the detective prompted.

Mishra nodded. ‘I was headed for the Stone Store. But the truck was playing up – it’s a pig to drive – and then I saw those crimson vines in the shelterbelt. They were so pretty I pulled over to have a look and take a rest from wrestling with the truck.’

Henare and Gillingham exchanged glances. ‘Up the driveway and right into the orchard?’ Henare asked.

She nodded. ‘When I pulled into the driveway that silver Merc was still behind me, slowing down.’

‘Still?’ Henare asked.

When she’d followed Gillingham back into town she’d seen the car pulled onto the grass verge outside the orchard. It must have been Roberts’ car. How else would he have got there? It was a small detail, but one that could deflect their attention away from her and away from Philip. Somebody had sent that warning letter and dropped into her fireside chat.

She told Henare, ‘I thought he’d been following me.’

‘Following you?’

‘Along State Highway Ten, yes. I panicked and ran into the orchard. I thought I could hide; maybe find someone to help.’

Detective Henare gazed at her and let the silence draw out.

It was unnerving. But she knew it for the tactical ploy it was. This was one situation where specialising in discourse analysis was helpful.

‘And did you?’

‘Did I what?’

‘Find someone to help you?’

Was he suggesting that she’d lured Roberts into the orchard so he could be attacked? Get a grip.

‘No. But he called out to me.’

‘He called you?’

‘I told him I didn’t want to talk him – that I was meeting a friend – and I walked away. Then there was a buzzing sound and I freaked out, ran straight down the nearest row. I was swarmed by insects just over a week ago. Stung too.’

She rubbed her neck. The bumps left by the stings had subsided. ‘He was following me up the row, running and yelling. I don’t know what he was saying. Maybe he was trying to get away from the insects. The yelling stopped. When I turned to see what had happened, he’d fallen.’

Mishra paused and shuddered. ‘He didn’t move. I waited until the insects – bees, whatever they were – flew away and then I went back to him. There were one or two crawling over his face, and his neck was swollen when I reached him, but I think he was still breathing. I ran back to the truck for my phone and called the emergency services, and checked in the back for a first aid kit.’

Poor Philip. What must he be thinking?

‘It felt like such a long wait. There was nothing I could do.’ Mishra blinked back tears.

‘You knew him.’ It wasn’t a question.

Mishra looked at Henare. Was she actually going to do this? They’d find out who Roberts was anyway when they tried to locate his next of kin, and they would probably work out the connection to her with a bit more digging. ‘I’d met him in Adelaide. I think he worked for the ADF.’

‘Australian Defence Force?’

Mishra nodded.

‘Go on.’

‘There was a team of them investigating the leak of some code from a military project. They thought my boyfriend was involved.’

‘And?’

‘He’s dead.’

Gillingham stopped writing and raised both eyebrows in surprise.

‘Your boyfriend?’ Henare asked.

Mishra nodded and dropped her gaze to her hands, tightly clasped in her lap. She’d make a better show of grieving if she hadn’t just seen solid proof that Philip was alive. At least he was when he tore after the bees.

Oh God. Tears escaped: frustration at being thwarted again, fear for Philip, and fear for herself. She didn’t want to do this anymore. ‘I don’t know what’s going on, why Roberts is – was still hounding me. Maybe you can find out.’

‘These insects –’

Mishra sniffed, interrupting Henare’s question. He wasn’t going to stop.

Gillingham produced a packet of tissues from his pocket and she took her time extracting a tissue and blowing her nose while she tried to gather her thoughts. What should she say? Lie and pretend they were ordinary bees? If they were the robotic bees from Philip’s project this was her chance to have another authority shut them down. But what if someone had seen Philip? If they started looking too closely into his identity documents –

‘I’m sorry, Dr. McKenzie. Just a couple more questions. We’ve asked for toxicology reports, but that could take months. It looks like an anaphylactic response to being stung. If we could narrow the field … Could you describe the insects?’

‘A bee, or a wasp, maybe. They looked odd to me – but I’m not a local.’

‘Odd how?’

Mishra frowned. ‘Quite shiny. Squarish.’

‘Squarish?’

She held up her hand. ‘Like the tip of my finger but skinnier.’

‘Colour?’

‘Black and yellow.’

‘How many?’

Mishra shrugged. ‘Maybe ten or so?’

‘Not quite a swarm then.’

Henare was planning to stab her to death with a thousand needle questions. ‘I wasn’t counting! I wouldn’t have gone back at all if he hadn’t fallen.’

‘And they flew away? What direction?’

She rubbed her hands over her eyes. ‘Away from the driveway. What direction is that? North? West? I don’t know.’

‘Sir?’ Gillingham interrupted.

‘Yes?’

‘The leaked code. I read about it. The ADF were adamant that the project wasn’t being developed for military applications. Some commentators thought otherwise. It caused quite a stir.’

‘Your point, Constable?’

‘Bees, Detective. The project was creating robotic bees.’

* * *

After the visit to the police station, Ra drove them both down to the Kerikeri basin to debrief and eat fish and chips, though Mishra wasn’t hungry. The day was fading by then. The water beneath the pier reflected the security lights from the Stone Store behind them and the fairy lights from the restaurant up the grassy slope to their right. The restaurant looked quiet; only a few vehicles were parked beneath the historic pear tree that gave the restaurant its name.

Occasionally a car full of teenagers, hooting and giggling, ripe with booze and youth, pulled in alongside them, but soon screeched away again, bored with the stillness of the basin, or perhaps wary of Ra’s watchful gaze. Mishra wished she was that carefree again.

‘Did he say where he was staying?’ Ra asked, scooping up the last of the tomato sauce with a chip.

Mishra shook her head. ‘We didn’t have time to talk properly.’

Ra licked her fingers, then said, ‘Philip doesn’t make it easy, does he?’

Mishra was too tired to argue. They’d initiated this whole disaster themselves, trying to raise awareness about killer robots, but it wouldn’t help to remind Ra of that small detail now.

‘I might know where he is,’ Ra said.

‘What?’ How could she possibly know?

‘Rex figured it out.’

Mishra’s mouth opened and shut. Rex, the man who had hurt Ra, who had sent her fleeing across the Tasman?

‘Saw him at the health center. He was helping Philip.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me, Ra?’

‘You were all set, Mish. I didn’t want to drag my shit into this.’

‘Your shit?’ Ra must have listened to Rex, despite the hurt he’d caused her. And Rex had helped Philip? ‘Are you okay?’

Ra sighed as she gazed out the windscreen. ‘Yep. I’ll never trust him, but I can see he’s not the same arsehole he was when we were kids. In the end he told me about Philip – Damon – even though Philip asked him to keep his mouth shut. He chose whānau.’

‘But –’

Ra held up her hand. ‘Just let me get this out. Rex found him in the sea, half dead. Took him to an island in the bay – he’s a trapper amongst other things – and looked after him. Says Damon was confused and scared.’

Mishra swallowed. Rex’s story matched Philip’s account. What little she’d heard of it.

‘I would have told you. Just didn’t seem relevant till now. Fuck, if I’d known it would all lead to this ... Poor bloody Roberts.’

Mishra caught Ra’s hand and squeezed it. ‘The constable had heard about the project in Adelaide. They know about my links to it and to Philip and Roberts.’

‘But they think Philip is dead?’

Mishra nodded. ‘I don’t understand. Why kill Roberts? We were there, both of us, right there. And all those warnings to stop looking … ’

‘New technology, Mish. Something went wrong.’

An image of Roberts’ swollen neck, his chin flecked with spit, battered Mishra’s mind and her hand reached absently for the pendant beneath her tunic. ‘He warned me about Hebden back in Adelaide. Maybe Roberts sent the “stop looking” messages?’

Ra fidgeted in her seat, her hands folded over the steering wheel. ‘Why not come straight out with it? He was Philip’s father, for Chrissake.’

‘They never got along.’

Ra puffed out a disbelieving breath. ‘Families, eh?’

‘He’s got no family now. His father is dead and he can’t contact his mother for fear of being discovered.’ Mishra unzipped her shoulder bag and riffled through it, searching for her second phone.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m going to email him.’

Ra laid a warning hand on her arm. ‘Somebody released those bees, Mish and we don’t know who. What if it was a stuff-up and they’re still after Philip? How did they know where to find you?’

Irritation stole her breath – she didn’t have any answers. But she didn’t care anymore. ‘Just stop!’

‘Mish –’

She slammed the phone back into her bag and barged open the door. At the end of the pier she sat down; her legs swinging above the moonlight wobbling in the water while her hands gripped the wooden edge. The raspy thickness against her palms was the only thing arresting the giddy sensation that she was flying apart.

After a long while her breathing calmed. It didn’t matter now about the bees. The police investigation into Roberts’ death would expose them for what they were; or if the ADF became involved, maybe they’d hush them up again. Someone had died. Someone else had died, she corrected herself. Last time it had been a programmer on an inoffensive pollination project. This time it wouldn’t be so easy to paper over the cracks. They were in New Zealand; a new authority was involved, a foreigner had perished, and the bees were already in the picture.

Philip Templeton was dead. But Damon Hunter was very much alive. Please God. And she wasn’t going to let him go through this hell alone.

When she walked back up the pier Ra was leaning on the bonnet of the truck, arms folded, waiting for her.

‘I’m going to contact him.’

Ra nodded and passed her a phone. ‘Raffe’s spare.’

Acknowledging the support with a smile, Mishra accepted the phone and walked around to the passenger door.
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‘Sir?’ The police officer was polite, perched on a chair in the courtyard next to the pond at Wil and Afra’s, a cup of coffee suspended between the table and his mouth. It was late Sunday morning, the day after his father had died.

It hadn’t taken them long to link the orchard back to Wil.

‘I’ve worked here nearly two weeks,’ Philip told the officer. If he hadn’t decided to join Afra and Wil for morning coffee, he might have escaped the officer’s notice altogether. He’d woken early, working on a story to convince Wil and Afra that he needed to leave – one that wouldn’t raise their suspicions or worry them too much. Coffee was a chance to say goodbye.

But as it was he’d spent the last twenty minutes clenching and unclenching his toes in his sneakers and repeating the details of his new identity in his head, preparing for the officer’s questions. Damon Hunter, Damon Hunter. The password Mishra had mentioned in the orchard had worked. The USB had divulged the personal history of Damon Hunter, his CV and references. All fake.

‘And the block in question?’ The officer had picked up his notebook again.

Philip blinked. The policeman was still looking at him. ‘Like Wil said, we were pruning there for three days last week. Finished Thursday.’

‘And since then?

‘Been here, working on the orchard.’

‘And yesterday afternoon?’

Philip snatched a glance at Wil and Afra. ‘I went for a walk. Actually, I was meeting someone, but she was a no-show.’

Afra hummed a sympathetic noise.

‘Where?’ the officer asked.

‘Just down by the waterfall.’

‘You can follow the river along behind those trees,’ Wil pointed to the bush beyond the pond. ‘It’s quite spectacular.’

‘And your … what was it? A date? Didn’t show up.’

Philip sighed and shook his head. Appearing disheartened was no effort at all. His life was screwed.

‘Anyone see you down there?’

‘Is this really necessary, Officer?’ Afra’s voice was calm, but her forehead was furrowed. ‘We haven’t been to that block since Thursday.’

Philip sent her a grateful look, then dropped his gaze back into his coffee cup.

‘Just covering our bases,’ said the constable.

‘One of the neighbours saw me,’ Philip said. ‘Chatty, small, mad hair.’

‘Her name?’

Philip shrugged. She’d scared the wits out of him, the noise of the waterfall having obscured her approach from behind him. But he’d quickly established she was an unlikely assassin. ‘We didn’t exchange names. She knew Wil and Afra and seemed to know I was working for them.’

‘Mary,’ Afra said. ‘English?’

Philip nodded.

‘They’re the next block over,’ Wil said. ‘Our properties share the river boundary. Technically the waterfall is on their side.’

‘I see. I’ll call on them later.’

‘They’ll be at church today,’ Afra said.

The officer sipped his coffee then set his mug on the table. ‘Thank you for the information and the coffee.’

‘Do you know who it was?’ Philip blurted.

‘The deceased? Yes. We are trying to contact the next of kin and won’t be releasing any details until then.’

Afra’s hand strayed to her chest. ‘How awful.’

‘Who found him?’ asked Wil.

The constable turned a surprised glance on Wil.

‘Sorry to pry but I’m supposed to be looking after that orchard. Those people were trespassing.’

‘We have a woman helping us with our enquiries. She seems to be the only witness.’

They were talking to Mishra. All that effort to protect her, and now this.

The police officer stood, obviously unwilling to offer more information. ‘Mr. and Mrs. Kruijer, Damon.’ He tipped his hat and walked around the side of the house.

‘Well, well,’ said Wil when they were alone. ‘Death on the orchard, how mysterious.’

Philip frowned. Wil seemed to find the whole thing amusing.

Who would his father have named as next of kin? His mother? They’d divorced so long ago. He dimly remembered a visit to an uncle in Scotland one drizzly, cold summer, but his father hadn’t been close to his family. He hadn’t seemed close to anyone. On that count, Philip was following in his father’s footsteps.

And now his father was dead. How much had Mishra told the police about him? She’d said his father had been helping the ADF with their investigations. Who was the man behind the shelterbelt?

So many questions.

Mishra’s message said she didn’t care who was looking for them – they should be together.

Come away, Philip. 

He should feel sad. That’s what any decent person would do when they’d just lost their father. But he felt nothing: he wasn’t decent.

Other people had been a mystery to him his whole life and now it seemed he’d broken his own emotional compass.

‘Are you all right, Damon?’ Afra passed him the plate of biscuits.

Damon. 

A wave of anger swept through him. Philip, he wanted to yell. My name is Philip!

Instead he said, ‘I need to borrow your car.’

* * *

Philip tried to ignore the sea lapping high up on the beach as he drove along the slim stretch of road edged by beach houses on his way to Mishra’s hideout. His anger had fled, replaced by a queasy roll of anticipation that wasn’t helped by the gentle sprawl of waves teasing the high-tide line.

If only he hadn’t lost his memory, and if only his father hadn’t died – then this hook up with Mishra would be so much simpler. Leaking the code would always be hanging over him. And now the bees had turned up in New Zealand. It might only be a matter of time before someone dobbed him in – whoever that someone was who released the bees in the orchard and killed his father. He had nothing to offer Mishra except more complication. Always he’d be hiding. And her life was in Adelaide.

The road ended at a turning bay in front of a stand of bush. When he stepped out of the car, the unmistakable whiff of seaweed and dead creatures hit his nose. Philip was tempted to retreat and run away again. It would be less torturous.

‘Philip?’ Mishra appeared on the sandy path between the trees and his heart stopped.

After a moment he remembered to breathe. His breath rushed out in one choking sob.

Mishra was crying too as she ran the couple of steps toward him and wrapped her arms around him. ‘I’m so sorry about your dad.’

Philip nodded into her hair, comforted by her fragrance and her warmth. He didn’t know what to feel about his dad, but this was real. The confusion of feelings resolved into ferocious desire as he held her.

Mishra pulled away. ‘Come on, Ra’s gone to see her aunt.’

He clutched her to him, unwilling to be separated even for an instant, as they walked down the short path through the trees to the cottage. The door was open. On the veranda he scooped Mishra up and stepped over the threshold.

‘Philip.’ She was laughing now. ‘You don’t know where you’re going.’

‘Show me,’ he panted between kisses.

She pointed to the door at the end of the hallway and he barged through it, stopping briefly to assess where to put her. A single bed beneath a sash window. Too many clothes, too many things between them. Still on his feet, he tugged his T-shirt over his head then pulled her back up to sitting so he could remove her dress. Philip groaned. She was naked beneath it, and God, she was beautiful. Her hands reached into his hair, her mouth greedy for his and then she was wrenching off his jeans, pulling him down to her, arching to meet him.

Hot. Wet. Within moments he was struggling to contain himself. ‘Mishra.’

Her answering moan against his mouth spiraled him up, up and out. And she flew with him.

Afterward, as she lay cradled against him, he drowsily relived their lovemaking in his head. ‘You weren’t wearing any underwear,’ he murmured.

Mishra laughed. ‘Disappointed?’

Philip smiled. ‘Surprised.’

On the wall opposite the bed, people stared down at them out of photos. He frowned and had a sudden urge to flip them all over. One, he noticed, already had been. It disrupted the pattern. He couldn’t decide which was more annoying: the stares or the ruined pattern.

‘Ra’s relatives. This house belongs to her uncle,’ Mishra said.

‘Why is that one turned over?’

Mishra propped herself up on her elbow, her head cradled in her hand. ‘It’s someone Ra doesn’t like, someone who hurt her when she was young.’

Philip stood and reached over toward the photo.

‘Philip!’

He flipped it over and looked at the faces peering back at him. There was something about the one crouched at the front, one hand resting on the head of dog, a cigarette hanging from his bottom lip, a blade with a skull tattooed onto his forearm.

‘What?’

Philip shrugged. ‘The one at the bottom. Reminds me of someone. But you know me and faces.’

Mishra joined him to look at the photo and sighed. ‘That’s Rex.’ She turned the photo back over.

Cigarette-Man? Rex, who had pulled him from the waves and kept his secret? ‘The man who saved me from drowning and got me back to the mainland was Rex.’

Mishra sank to the edge of the bed. ‘I know.’

He sat beside her. Was she angry with him? ‘I didn’t know who I was, Mishra. He kept calling me Damon.’ Slinging an arm across her shoulders, he squeezed her to him. ‘And I couldn’t figure out if you wanted to help me or …’ He sighed. His explanation was ruining everything.

Her lips turned up into a quick smile and relief stole over him. ‘But now you know - I was trying to help you. I’ll always try to help you.’ She shivered.

‘Are you cold?’ Drawing her down beside him, he flicked bedcovers over them both.

They lay quietly, Philip trying to work out what to say next. Every topic he could think of – the bees, what would happen to them, his father – seemed too hard.

‘I had to go to the police station,’ Mishra said into the silence.

Philip’s toes clenched as his mind brought back his father, dying, begging him to run. ‘The police came to the orchard this morning.’

Mishra wriggled until she sat up. ‘You talked to the police?’

He sat up too. Was she annoyed or alarmed? ‘My employer is looking after the block where … where it happened. They had to tell him.’

‘But –’

‘I’m Damon Hunter now, Mishra.’

‘But when they’re looking into your father’s death they’ll come across you. They already know about our relationship in Adelaide and that your dad was involved in the investigation of the leaks.’

‘The police think I’m Damon Hunter.’ Would they recognise him from photos? He looked different now with his long hair and beard. ‘And anyway, why would I kill my own father?’

Mishra flopped back onto the pillow. ‘It looks like he died because he was allergic to bees. Maybe they won’t take it any further.’

Irritation propelled him to his feet. He’d never been close to his father – maybe because they were both on the spectrum. That didn’t make any of this right. Hebden had sent someone to kill his father, or him – and he was going to get away with it.

Mishra tugged the covers over her shoulders. ‘What is it?’

‘I heard someone else in the orchard – after I ran.’

‘Did they see you?’

Philip shook his head. ‘I doubt it. They were the other side of a shelterbelt.’

Mishra released a pent-up breath. ‘What happened?’

‘A man said, “It’s done,” and then he talked about someone else being good at his job and how nobody would be hearing from them anymore. He must have been talking about Dad.’

‘It’s done?’

Philip nodded.

‘But that means –’ She held out her hand to him and he dropped onto the bed beside her. ‘Philip that means they weren’t after you; they were after your father.’

‘With my bees?’

‘Your father warned me in Adelaide. He didn’t trust Hebden – I think they’d been friends once, but that friendship had turned sour. Maybe …’ She frowned. ‘Maybe it was revenge?’

‘For what?’

She squeezed his hand and leaned against his shoulder. ‘Does it matter? It means you’re safe.’

He looked down at her. A small smile lit her mouth, but her eyes still looked sad. People were so confusing.

‘Did he say anything else?’ she asked.

Philip cast his mind back: the grass irritating his arms, the backpack a cold lump against his sweaty back. ‘Not anything I understood. He had an accent: said Spasi- something? And he talked about going south to meet the General.’

The pressure on his shoulder disappeared. ‘What kind of accent?’

He shrugged. ‘Eastern European? Russian?’

Mishra pushed off the covers and clambered around him. ‘We need to tell Charlie.’

‘What?’ Why was she getting up?

‘Charlie Breen – the journalist who helped us expose the project?’ She pulled her dress over her head. ‘She’s been helping some refugees, testifying against a criminal. I’m sure she called him the general. Someone’s been following her too. We need to warn her.’

Philip slunk further into the bed and pulled the covers over his face. Too much. He didn’t want to know. He just wanted to find somewhere safe and disappear with Mishra.

‘Philip?’ She tugged at the covers but he held on. ‘Philip, I need to go up to the road to text Charlie. I’ll be back soon.’

The front door slammed, then opened again a moment later. ‘I’m sorry, I need to borrow your car. Ra’s got the truck,’ Mishra called.

‘Take it,’ Philip said from beneath the blankets. Charlie had helped him; he should return the favor, and if it was the same guy working for Hebden – he blew out a breath – nowhere was safe. He pulled back the covers and riffled through his clothes until he found the keys. ‘Here.’

‘I’m sorry, Philip. It’s all so awful.’ She kissed his cheek and fled.

His whole life had been awful since he leaked the code. Tess was dead. His father was dead. He couldn’t contact his mother without jeopardising his security. Didn’t even have a real name. And they’d gone ahead and developed the bees anyway. But the bees hadn’t worked. What if Mishra was right, and he wasn’t the intended target? Maybe the police would catch the man he’d overheard in the orchard and make him pay for killing his father. Hebden, his father had said. Had that man been working for Hebden?

Philip shivered and lay back on the bed, pulling the covers over him. How had he managed to screw up his life so completely? He closed his eyes; he was so damn tired.

Moments later, or so it seemed to him, the edge of the bed dipped and a hand rested on his shoulder. ‘Philip?’

He didn’t want to wake up yet, but he snaked an arm from beneath the blankets and wrapped it around Mishra’s waist.

She curled in next to him and they lay that way for a long while.

‘I might be staying in Wellington next year,’ Mishra said into the silence.

Confusion tied Philip’s tongue. That wasn’t the plan.

‘Astrid, my colleague down there, wants to do a life-swap – her post for mine, my house for hers.’

‘You’d be in New Zealand?’

‘I’d be in New Zealand.’

Hope gnawed the edges of his sleepy, dark thoughts; but he needed to be sure. ‘Is that what you want?’

Mishra rolled on top of him, sending all his arguments away.

‘I want us to end well,’ she said.
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It was the Saturday before Christmas. Mishra skipped down the stairs in the Tuscan-style villa and found Philip seated at the dining table, studying his iPad, ignoring the tempting aroma spiraling from his coffee cup and fresh pastries laid out before him.

She snatched a pain au chocolat and dropped into the chair beside him. ‘They won’t be running job adverts this close to Christmas. Astrid says everything shuts down.’ A few weeks picking oranges on the orchard had convinced Philip that horticulture was not his calling.

‘They’ve taken him into custody.’

Mishra lowered her pastry onto a plate and stared at Philip. Weeks of careful questioning by the police about Roberts, interspersed with departmental meetings, had left her exhausted. And she’d hadn’t been able see Philip while all that was going on. Now it was Christmas. They were finally together and she didn’t want to talk about the events of the year anymore.

‘They’re saying he was responsible for human rights atrocities going back decades. He had help from people in high places – a global network.’

Who was he talking about? Mishra pulled the iPad toward her to scan the article for herself. Charlie had won: the General was going down. A smile spread across her face. Thank goodness. Her gaze snagged on another headline: ‘Senior Officer in the Royal Australian Airforce Under Investigation.’

‘Philip! Did you see this?’ She pushed the iPad between them, then devoured the article – a whistleblower had exposed an illegal covert operation in New Zealand. She watched Philip’s face as he finished reading, excitement raising goosebumps over her bare arms and legs.

‘They don’t give names,’ he said.

‘It’s Hebden. Who else could it be?’ She couldn’t stop grinning. ‘Philip, you know what this means?’

He glanced at her briefly, then dropped his gaze onto the plate of pastries. She squeezed onto his lap and wrapped her arms around him.

‘We’re safe?’ he muttered into her hair.

‘Yes, my darling, we’re safe.’
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