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      Kia ora from Taupō!

      

      This cozy mystery is set in Northland, New Zealand; my childhood playground. The Winterless North. I might have moved south, but my heart will always belong to Northland. And I couldn’t think of a better setting for this book.

      Summer is a Doubtless Bay Daughter, born and bred. And like any decent Doubtless Bay (or kiwi) kid, she uses a few Māori words in her vocabulary.

      Nothing to get worried about; you won’t need to rush out and purchase a Māori/English dictionary anytime soon. And they appear sparingly in the narrative, so please don’t panic. But in case you get stumped, or just have to know what that strange word in the middle of a perfectly good sentence means, here’s a rundown on Summer’s (and my) Te Reo usage.

      

      
        	Kia ora - hi; good health

        	Te Reo - the Māori language

        	Kia kaha - bye; be strong

        	Kaumatua - Māori elder

        	Mokopuna - grandchild

        	Tangata whenua - the people of the land

        	Whanau - extended family

        	Moko - traditional facial tattoo

      

      

      There, see? Not too many to worry about, and the first three only appear on this page in the book. But they are common words and used commonly by all New Zealanders. And I thought you might just like to know a bit about them.

      Māori is an official language of New Zealand, and we’re all taught it to some degree in school. It seems so natural to incorporate it into my daily conversations, and likewise into a story about a Doubtless Bay Daughter living in Northland, New Zealand.

      I hope you enjoy Summer’s adventures and fall a little in love with my homeland and its unique culture. And if you ever find yourself over this way, and get greeted by a local in Mangonui, you now know what to say.

      

      Kia kaha,

      Nicola
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      When Big Wig moves to the beach, Big Trouble comes with him.

      

      Doubtless Bay’s resident private investigator has a dilemma on her hands. With the arrival of a new detective in her small, beachside town, Summer O’Dare has a decision to make: Let him think she’s merely a little kooky or open up the doors to her skeleton-harbouring closet and invite him in.

      

      Trust, though, has to be earned. And Detective Douche is walking on the wrong side of that equation. Three days in and he’s already dating the realtor next door; Summer’s high school nemesis.

      

      Add in a missing biker, a murdered man, stolen intellectual property, and the surfer staying in her spare bedroom, and Summer’s summer looks like it might heat up to scorching.

      

      Just as well she’s got a few tricks up her sleeve. And a penchant for donuts. But will the detective welcome them? The tricks, not the donuts. Or will he think Summer strange like everyone else does?

      

      A fast-paced cozy mystery set in Northland, New Zealand from Amazon Bestselling Author Nicola Claire.
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        My mother.

        Whose roots are firmly planted in Northland, New Zealand,

        And who likes a little less dirty and a lot more clean

        in her romance stories.

        (Hard to believe she’s my mother, really.)

        Love you, Mummy.
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      It was the duck that stole the Lawrence’s Christmas wreath. Everyone thought it had to have been one of the kids staying at the holiday park in Hihi. But when I felt tiny feathers tickle the back of my neck that first night, I knew the culprit was more likely avian than Homo sapien in species.

      It took me a whole week longer to prove that.

      We occasionally got ducks at Coopers Beach. Not as many as seagulls, but despite salt water being more prevalent than fresh around these parts, ducks did swing by on occasion. Mrs Sargasso had a pond up the back of her ten-acre farmlet. The ducks liked to while away the hours up there. But every now and then, one would wander down the hill and scare the kindergarteners at Mamaru Road Preschool.

      I had to stake the place out to spot it. But at O’Dare & Sons Investigations, we take stolen Christmas wreaths seriously. Especially when they’re family heirlooms.

      I parked my crappy ten-year-old Nissan Micra outside the Lawrence’s and stared at the foul looking wreath. I managed a wrinkled nose and a snort-come-snicker at the same time. Sometimes my skills astounded me.

      Picking up the precious decoration between my thumb and forefinger, I climbed out of my car and strode up the path to the Lawrence’s front door. The smell of duck faeces accompanied me.

      Eau de avian. Wasn’t there a perfume called that? No, I was thinking of bottled water.

      I lifted a hand to bang the knocker, where the wreath was meant to be, but the door swung open before I managed to connect. I righted myself, before I became a clumsy crime fighting cliché, and smiled at Tom Lawrence.

      I’d had a crush on Tom in high school. It turned out, he’d had a crush on Suzy Kidd. His poor taste in women aside - she wasn’t called Floozy Suzy for nothing - he was still kinda hot. Just woken sexy, smouldering eyes, ruffled to perfection bed messy, dark hair, and lips that knew how to kiss a woman.

      Those lips had been all over Suzy once upon a time.

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “Well, if it isn’t Summer O’Dare,” he said. “Hello, Summer.” The last was said in a deep and husky voice, and with not just a little nostalgia.

      Everyone called me Hello Summer at school. And often with a bedroom voice like Tom just did.

      “Hey, Tom,” I said, deciding I could be the better person on this one and only occasion. “Is your mum in?”

      He lifted his way-too-chiselled-to-be-ignored arms above his head and hung off the door jam.

      “What if I said it’s just me at home, would you still come inside and arrest me?”

      He lowered his arms and held them out to me, wrists crossed over each other expectantly.

      “Did you hire the duck?” I asked.

      “What duck?”

      “The prime suspect.”

      “What are you talking about?” He scowled at me. “You’re strange.”

      Story of my life.

      “Your mum?” I reminded him.

      “In the kitchen,” he offered, pushing past me to walk down the path. 

      So much for the flirting. I shrugged and stepped into the house, ignoring the strange looks Tom was giving my car. As much as I loved Mini Coopers and would one day own one or so help me, when you stake out a duck pond, someone’s gonna notice the pinstripes and Union Jack wing mirrors. My Nissan might be ugly, but ugly is good in the private investigation business.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Mrs Lawrence?”

      “In here,” came a muffled reply.

      I followed the humming and banging and, alarmingly, salsa music, and found Mrs Lawrence in the butler’s pantry. With a rolling pin.

      “Mrs Peacock in the kitchen with the rolling pin!” I shouted.

      Mrs Lawrence screamed. I winced. Who knew it echoed in here?

      “Sorry,” I said. “You got me all excited for murder night at the vicarage.”

      “You’re going?” she asked. She cocked her blonde bobbed head of hair to the side and studied me. “It’s just that it didn’t go too well for you last time.”

      I decided a change of topic was in order. No one needed to be reminded of last Christmas’ murder mystery night at St Andrew’s.

      “I have found your wreath,” I announced, and placed the duck poop covered festive decoration down on the bench beside Mrs Lawrence.

      Perhaps I should have predicted the next scream. I had just placed bird doo-doos right on top of tonight’s dinner.

      “Nice quiche,” I said, nodding towards the pastry.

      “Get that thing out of here!” Mrs Lawrence shouted. “What have you done to it? Is that...is that bird poop? On my grandmother’s Christmas wreath? Summer Lacey O’Dare! What have you done now?”

      Along with Hello Summer, that last refrain was often thrown my way as a child too. Entirely unjustified, of course. But strange things did tend to happen wherever I happened to be. But duck poop? Really?

      “The duck did it,” I told her. “Tricky little blighter. It took three donuts and a bottle of Coke to catch him. And I refuse to talk about the bushes.” No one, and I mean no one, should have to relieve themselves in Mrs Sargasso’s pond bushes. Reeds poke in the most undignified of places. “That’ll be one hundred and eighty dollars,” I added, handing her my bill.

      She didn’t take it; just stared at me as if I were mad. Or strange.

      “You signed a contract, Mrs Lawrence,” I reminded her. 

      “Bird poop,” she said.

      “Just be thankful cows don’t nest.”

      She studied the wreath, then slowly reached forward and pushed her quiche across the bench, well out of the danger zone. But I was sure glad I wasn’t staying for dinner.

      “I’ll write you a cheque,” she said waspishly.

      “Great!” I offered my patented Summer O’Dare smile.  She glared at me.

      Five minutes later, cheque in hand, I decided a celebratory stop at the Coffee Cube was in order. I was conveniently forgetting the three stakeout donuts. Stakeout donuts never counted.

      It took me four minutes and fourteen seconds to reach my favourite hangout. And that was with holiday traffic.

      World, I give you Doubtless Bay. Population diddly-squat. Off season. But it was Christmas now, and I had summer traffic to contend with. Despite the snarl on State Highway 10, I made good time though, parking the Micra between an oversized SUV - which I’d bet my one hundred and eighty dollar paycheque was from Remuera in Auckland - and a sports car.

      The Mighty Micra fitted right in. Not.

      I slammed my door and strolled across the grass to the best little donut hut in the country. I could practically taste the glazed chocolate from here.

      “We’re out,” Tia Maria told me. That wasn’t her real name. I just called her that. Suzy was the Floozy, and Tia was the, well, Tia Maria. I gave all the best nicknames to my besties.

      “Surely you jest!” I exclaimed, hand on heart, scowl in place.

      She winked at me and pulled a Tupperware container out from under the bench. “Saved you one.”

      She handed the precious jewel over to me as a chorus of angels sang Hallelujah!

      “You shouldn’t have,” I told her.

      “Had to hide that from Derwit,” she said.

      Derwit, aka Darren Rika, was Tia’s oldest brother. He wore leather jackets and dirty denim and was covered in tattoos that said words like “brotherhood” and “blood”. He was one of nine or ten brothers that Tia had. I’d lost count of them; there were just so many. I sometimes wondered if bunny ran through their whanau’s veins.

      Badass bunny.

      “The stupid pothead came in here complaining of hunger pangs,” she said, wiping down the counter of the Cube. “Right when the cops were stopping by for their donuts.”

      Cops and donuts. Even in Doubtless Bay.

      “Did they arrest him again?” I asked, mouth full of chocolatey goodness.

      “No. They pretty much hightailed it out of here as soon as they saw him.”

      “It’s hard to get good help nowadays.”

      “Talking of good help. Seen the new detective?”

      “Nope.” I swallowed the last of my donut and dusted my hands off on my jeans. “Been avoiding the slammer for obvious reasons.”

      “Obvious reasons?”

      “It’s right next to the realtor’s.”

      “Suzy,” Tia spat.

      “The one and only Floozy,” I offered and accepted the can of Coke Tia gave me.

      “Speaking of the Floozy,” she said, leaning down to rest her elbows on the countertop, displaying a petite and in proportion cleavage. I shifted my gaze to my own and mentally berated it. It could have been the donuts, but I refused to blame them for my Double Ds.

      “What’s she done now?” I asked, giving up on the impossible. I would die before I sacrificed any donuts to the fashion police.

      “Started dating the new detective, that’s what.”

      “And you’re surprised by this?” It’s a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a dick must be in want of Suzy.

      Or so she would have us all believe.

      “He arrived three days ago,” Tia said.

      “Good grief, the man does move fast.”

      “He didn’t stand a chance, really.”

      “Right next door to the realtor’s,” I agreed.

      “It was destined from the moment he drove into Mangonui.”

      “We should pray for his soul.”

      “Send some flowers.”

      “Donuts!” we both said at the same time, grinning.

      “Not if you keep running out, wench,” I said and squashed my empty can, then lofted it into the air toward the rubbish bin.

      Nothing but net.

      “Nice one,” Tia offered.

      I checked my watch. Kiwibank would close in half an hour. I still had time.

      “Gotta dash,” I said.

      “Catch ya on the flip side,” Tia offered, turning to a new customer.

      I crossed the grass, dodging a toddler with sticky fingers, and slipped into my car. With a brush of my hand over the cheque in my pocket, I headed toward the bank. One hundred and eighty dollars might not seem much for a week’s worth of work, but this was Northland, New Zealand. I had to take what I could get.

      I’d been burned a time or two in the past by the locals. Being a Doubtless Bay Daughter, they often thought a bag of apples constituted fair payment. Sometimes it was avocados. But when I inherited my grandmother’s house two years ago and tallied up the amount of work it needed to bring it up to scratch, I decided I’d get real and make clients sign a contract.

      Between what I can earn being the only private investigator in the area and what I made in the peak summer months by renting out my spare bedroom, I managed to get by. Every now and then, I got a boost from the cops. We might seem like a sleepy hollow most of the year, but come summer, we get not only a heat wave but a crime wave, and the boys in blue sometimes get stumped.

      I wasn’t sure how things would go now that Detective Pieters had retired. Who knew what bone the new guy would throw my way. I needed to bank the cheque and start YouTubing “How To Reroof Your Own House” pronto. Or suffer the consequences.

      I parked right in front of the bank. Of course, I did. This is Doubtless Bay. And slipped into the rear of the line. It forked into two at the counter. One side went to the Post Shop, the other to Kiwibank. Gotta love the ingenuity of kiwis. I started humming along to Lorde on the radio.

      With seconds to spare, I was officially one hundred and eighty dollars richer. When the cheque cleared in seven days, of course.

      Deciding I’d eaten enough carbs for the day, I picked up a can of vegetable soup from the Four Square Supermarket and headed home, surreptitiously sniffing my shirt for any hint of what I’d been up to. I had a surfer bedding down in the spare room; I didn’t want to scare him completely. The fact that the closest decent surf beach was a good twenty minutes away at Tokerau, and there were a lot closer places to that surf beach in which he could have been staying, any hint of duck doo-doos could spell a disaster.

      Thankfully, I wasn’t too rank.

      I parked the Micra in the detached garage and sent up a little prayer that tonight was not the night the ceiling fell down on it, and then crossed the front yard and unlocked the door. Heat washed out and greeted me. Most of the year, I left the windows open. Come summer, when it was hot and sticky, and all you wanted to do was laze around on the sand and dip a toe in the water, I closed the place up like Fort  Knox.

      Summer meet Crime Rate. Crime Rate meet Summer.

      I stashed my soup du jour on the kitchen bench and then spent a good five minutes opening up every single window, ranch slider, and doorway. Sheer curtains began to sway in the gentle breeze that came up off the ocean. I could have sworn I felt the soft touch of my grandmother’s fingers on the back of my neck in greeting.

      “Hey, Gran,” I said, helping myself to a beer from the fridge. “Got paid today. I might be able to afford new plumbing by winter.”

      The fingers stroked across my sweat-dampened skin and then faded.

      I stepped out onto the back porch and took in the view for a moment.

      Coastal property in Coopers Beach was sought after. Even my rundown little dump would fetch a fine penny. I should know, the land rates were killing me. But I’d never sell. I couldn’t leave. This was my home. The only home I’d known for the past two decades.

      I sat down on the swing seat and watched the sun as it lowered over the Pacific Ocean. Flashy golds and fiery oranges and deep purples. I took a swig of my beer and wondered when the hottie surfer would drag himself in.

      My cell phone ringing broke the fantasy my mind had started to create, and I pulled it from my pocket and stared at the screen.

      Unidentified number.

      Shrugging, I swiped at it with my free hand, and then took a swig of beer from the bottle in my other. Smacking my lips noisily, I said into the phone, “O’Dare & Sons Investigations.”

      “Is Mr O’Dare there?” a male voice said.

      Now, this is where it got complicated. There were no “sons.” Only me. Summer O’Dare; licensed to carry. But tell that to the well-to-do who own holiday houses in Doubtless Bay.

      “This is Summer O’Dare,” I said and added nothing. Silence is my weapon. Hear me roar. Or not.

      “Ms O’Dare,” the male voice said. “This is Detective Danvers, Mangonui Police.” Well, hello there, Detective Douche. That’s what you get for bagging Suzy the Floozy as soon as you hit the beach, I mentally told him. “I’ve been given your card for use in extenuating circumstances. It says, right here, ‘O’Dare & Sons.’” He left the rest of his politically incorrect thoughts hanging.

      I was more of the call-it-like-I-see-it kind of girl.

      “Would you be after the man of the house, by chance?” I asked sweetly, taking another sip of my beer and then holding the neck of the bottle to the microphone.

      Sizzle-pop-fizz that, Douche Boy.

      “Your firm’s services came highly recommended by Detective Pieters.”

      Was that censure I heard in his cool voice?

      “I’m the only private investigator here, Detective,” I said, attempting to salvage the conversation. “Do you have a job for me?”

      He was silent. I waited. Then, “Are you in your office?”

      If my office is the back porch of my house overlooking Coopers Beach.

      “I can be,” I said.

      “I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes.”

      “Five,” I said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re at the station. I can hear Maisey Young tapping out a refrain on her keyboard in the background. She times each keystroke to whatever’s playing on the radio and it sounds suspiciously like Robinson’s Nothing To Regret. From Mangonui Police Station to my home address in Kotare Drive, where my office is located, it’ll take you no more than five minutes. Unless you stop for a donut at the Coffee Cube, but I should warn you; they’re all out. Your fellow constables saw to that. I do like Turkish Delights from the Four Square though, so you could bring one of those instead. I won’t hold it against you.”

      Silence again and then, “You’re very strange, you know that?”

      I smiled and took a swig of my beer.

      “Clock’s ticking, Detective.”

      “Fine. Five minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”

      I looked out at the vista before me; the sun was about to kiss the water in the distance, its golden globe shimmering, casting this little part of the world in rays of heavenly heat.

      “Nowhere I’d rather be,” I said into my phone, then swiped the screen.
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      The universe must have hated me because Detective Douche was a babe. He climbed out of his police-issue four-wheel drive SUV in jeans, a long-sleeved tee and scuffed up boots. He wore dark shades, so I couldn’t immediately see the colour of his eyes, but I was betting on chocolate to go with all that honey-coloured hair and sun-kissed skin and lean six-foot-plus body. He was clean shaven but I pictured a five o’clock shadow there comfortably. His jaw was firm, about as firm as his butt cheeks at a guess.

      The guy could have modelled for Calvin Klein.

      He glanced around the front yard of my property as if he expected to spot something illegal jump out from behind the flame tree. I noticed his gaze skimmed the roofline, either looking for a sniper or picking up on the rust in the guttering.

      I took a sip of my beer and leaned nonchalantly against the front porch railing.

      He stopped at the bottom-most step and reached up to remove his sunglasses.

      Blue. His eyes were blue, and they ruined everything.

      “Ms O’Dare?” he asked in the same deep voice I’d heard over the phone.

      “Detective Danvers,” I offered in reply.

      He tapped a manila folder against his thigh.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me so late in the day,” he said, confirming my suspicions that he was too nice a guy.

      Suzy would eat him for breakfast, lunch and dinner. The guy would end up a shrivelled husk by the end of summer. If he were lucky, Suzy’s attention might wander before then and save him a long rehabilitation period.

      I almost felt sorry for him.

      “It’s hot,” I said. “Come around back onto the deck.”

      I didn’t wait for a reply, just led the way around the outside of the house, using the wraparound veranda. It was one of the things that set the place apart from its neighbours.

      That and about a hundred thousand in architectural fees. Gran’s place had been here long before the city slickers discovered Doubtless Bay as a suitable playground.

      Danvers’ boots clomped loudly behind me, but I didn’t hold it against the guy. The veranda was a natural burglar alarm. The hollow area beneath the kauri decking made for a fantastic acoustic amplifier.

      The sound of waves crashing against the sand greeted us, as did the last of the sun’s golden rays. I sat down in one of the deck chairs and propped my feet up on the railing. Sipping my beer, I peered up at the new cop.

      He hadn’t taken a seat. He stood staring out at the sea; transfixed by the scenery.

      I decided he was wasted on Suzy, but then Suzy was considered quite a piece of scenery herself by some people.

      A soft touch slid over the back of my neck. I was familiar with many different types of touches and immediately recognised this one.

      Cold. Creepy. Calculated.

      I called it the Three Cees. And it never led to anything good.

      My feet hit the deck. My eyes all for the folder the detective held. The sound of my chair creaking drew his attention, and he spun around.

      “What is it?” he said. As if he knew I’d been spooked or he could feel the Three Cees as well as I could.

      “You have a job for me?” I pressed.

      He moved to take the spare deck chair, placing the folder on the table between us. When I reached for it, he pulled it back; two of his long fingers firmly pressing the folder into the table, well out of snatching distance.

      Clearly, he didn’t understand the nature of a determined woman. I eyed the folder as if it were a triple glazed donut.

      “Detective Pieters swears by your abilities,” he said. “Abilities he was unable to quantify.”

      I glanced up at him. Startlingly bright blue eyes held my gaze expectantly.

      “Do you want a beer?” I asked.

      He blinked at me.

      “I’ve got Export Gold or Export Gold,” I told him. “Personally, I’d go for Gold if I were you. It matches the sunsets.”

      “Huh,” he said and then scrubbed a hand over his face as if to wake himself up. “I’m still on duty.”

      He seemed perplexed. Whether that was due to the fact he considered himself still on the clock or simply due to the fact he’d offered a suitably cognisant reply, I didn’t know.

      I shrugged and took a gulp of my beer. Leaning back in my chair, I purposely didn’t eye the folder as if it were nectar from the gods. Or the answer to my latest electricity bill.

      “Ms O’Dare,” the detective started again.

      “Summer,” I told him.

      “Yes, it is,” he said and smiled.

      I arched a brow at him. As if I hadn’t heard that one before. He cleared his throat.

      “Your qualifications,” he said. “You’re licensed, Grade A. Where did you train?”

      “Where did you train?” I shot back.

      “Porirua.” Where every NZ cop trained.

      “Is that where you climbed the ranks?” I asked him.

      “No,” he said then shook his head. “I’ll ask the questions if you don’t mind.”

      “And if I do?”

      He stared at me.

      “It’s easier just to go with it,” I told him. “Roll with the punches. That sort of thing. If you fight it, you’ll only end up with a headache. Or a gut ache. It depends on your constitution.” I eyed him, making a show of cocking my head and narrowing my eyes thoughtfully. “Head,” I declared. “You’re not the tummy ache sort of guy.”

      He opened his mouth, and then sort of just sat there. After a long drawn out moment, he snapped his teeth together.

      I smiled at him over the rim of my bottle of beer.

      He let out a huff of breath and then slowly, purposefully pushed the folder across the table towards me.

      I tried my best not to snaffle the thing up as if it were full sugar to a carb deprived swimsuit model, flicking it open with a single fingernail.

      Nothing. Not a thing. No touches to speak of. I scowled at the folder, shutting it again and then making a flourish of opening it like a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat.

      Ta-da!

      Zip. Nadda. Not a thing.

      The Three Cees were toying with me.

      “Are you all right?” Detective Douche asked.

      “There was a spider,” I said.

      “Big?”

      “Enormous.”

      “All legs?”

      “Too many.”

      “I understand,” he offered, watching me.

      Was that laughter I caught in his eyes?

      I pushed the unwanted yet not entirely unfamiliar sensation of embarrassment aside; sooner or later he’d hear about me from someone like Suzy. In fact, the woman may have already warned him off me. I cringed internally and then brushed the negative thoughts from my mind.

      I needed this commission. Pulling the folder closer, I began to actually read the files inside.

      There were three case sheets for three separate jobs, all within a one week period in February last summer. Summer being the height of our crime wave didn’t surprise me. But the fact the cases were close to a year old did. Detective Pieters never wasted government funds on cold cases.

      I sat back and stared at the new cop sitting opposite me.

      “Before we go any further,” I said. “Are you hiring me?”

      He stared at me out of those too-blue-to-be-believed eyes and said nothing. I arched a brow at him.

      “As much as I’d like to give you a display of my skills pro bono, Detective, I’m a businesswoman, and the NZP doesn’t normally spend money on outside assistance unless the cost is warranted.”

      “You don’t believe the cost warranted?” he asked. “Do those people not deserve justice?”

      “Don’t test my moral compass, Danvers; it’s pointing due north. What’s the budget on this?”

      “That’s classified information.”

      I snorted. Maisey would tell me if I asked.

      “Read the files, Ms O’Dare.”

      He might have looked pretty, but Detective Douche had a rock-solid spine on him. Maybe Suzy wouldn’t chew him up and spit him out completely.

      I huffed and flicked my hair over my shoulder, making a movie worthy Miss Piggy moment of my disgruntlement. Out of the corner of my eyes, I caught the man smirk. Pulling the folder back towards me, I skim read the first case file.

      Stock standard burglary. Other than the fact that close to ten thousand dollars of electronic surveillance equipment had been ripped off. The case was cold and still open.

      The second file reported vandalism at a holiday home in Cable Bay. Someone had squatted and not been particular about leaving evidence of their trespass behind. Again the case was cold and still open.

      The final file was the linchpin and had the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. I didn’t get any touches, but I didn’t need them to know that something bigger than a simple theft and destruction of property was involved. Corporate espionage.

      I stared at the wording, trying in vain to align Doubtless Bay with anything corporate, let alone of the espionage variety. You just didn’t get Big Business and 007 in the same sentence as Northland, New Zealand.

      I reached forward and ran my finger over the typewritten words. The Three Cees made an appearance, and my whole body shivered at the chill that invaded my bones. I forced an unconcerned look on my face and leaned back in my chair.

      “Someone’s got a lot of money to throw around, and that’s why you’re here,” I announced.

      “Correct.”

      “Why a whole year?”

      He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a stock standard police notebook. Flipping to the relevant page, he placed it on the table and spun it so I could read what had been recorded.

      He had elegant penmanship and a tendency to loop the top of his Ts and the bottom of his Ls. I wondered what that said about the man.

      The handwriting aside, the notebook revealed a lot more. Someone had reported another theft of corporate information this morning from within the holiday home of a businessman staying at the Shimmering Sands Luxury Apartments.

      “What was stolen?” I asked.

      “You can’t tell?”

      “I’m not a psychic, Detective.”

      “And yet you find things experienced police officers fail to find.”

      “Not my fault they’re blind.”

      “We’re not blind, Ms O’Dare, just constrained by the law and normal societal parameters.”

      “I think you mean mundane parameters.”

      “If you say so.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. I wasn’t lying; I wasn’t a psychic. My touches or feelings often led me to answers quicker than the average cop, but that didn’t mean I was a freak of nature. I just had an uncanny ability to cut to the heart of a case and find the key that unlocked its mysteries.

      I bet my next Coffee Cube donut that the same corporate company was involved, as well as the same surveillance equipment, but not necessarily the same borrowed base of operations. Doubtless Bay had a plethora of holiday homes, some of which sat there vacant, waiting on their owners to leave the rat race for a weekend and make them feel lived in again. Some houses sat dormant year on year.

      Finding a bolt hole was not a hard task. Getting into the holiday apartments to spy on the visiting corporate bigwig would be a little trickier.  It could involve simple subterfuge, a little B & E. Or it could involve a holiday job at the Shimmering Sands in some capacity.

      The soft touch of material whispered across the back of my neck. What was that? A t-shirt? No. A towel. A fluffy white one at a guess.

      I looked up at the detective, who hadn’t shifted an inch in the past five minutes; his eyes glued to me and slightly narrowed. If it were Detective Pieters, I could have just blurted what I knew - or deduced - out. But I didn’t know this man and I didn’t think he’d be as accepting as old man Pieters eventually came to be where I was concerned.

      I stood up and walked into the house without a word. I’d give the new cop credit; he didn’t follow me. He sat patiently on the deck; his attention returned to the scenery. The sun had set. A warm glow from inside the house provided the only illumination he needed. The crash of waves the backdrop to our picture perfect haven.

      When I returned with a revised contract and pen and sat down, he slowly turned his gaze from the view to me as if reluctant to give up a moment of his worshipping. I smiled to myself and pushed the piece of paper across the table towards him. I held it down with two fingers and offered a challenge with my gaze.

      He didn’t reach for the pen I held in my free hand; instead, he pulled one from his pocket and skim-read the contract then signed on the bottom line.

      Even Detective Pieters had tried to negotiate my hourly rate every single time.

      I blinked at Danvers, who stood up and pocketed his pen and notebook.

      “I take it you’ll start tomorrow,” he said.

      “I started the moment you exited your vehicle on my property, Detective,” I told him.

      “I hadn’t signed the contract then.”

      I smiled at him and proceeded to fold the piece of paper in question up, ready for filing inside my safe. This little beauty wouldn’t see the light of day until these cases were solved and I was about to be paid.

      “I knew you’d sign,” I told him. “It’s well past business hours. You came here straight from a frustrating day in the office. Your ear is red from having your phone to it most of the afternoon, no doubt listening to Big Wig complain about whatever has been stolen and your lack of progress in the hours since he reported it. You’ve checked your watch twice. You’re late for something, but whatever it is isn’t as important as this.” I shrugged. “A date maybe. You seem like the kind of guy who puts the needs of the public before his own needs and that of his girlfriend. Not the best way to keep her happy, by the way. But you’ll figure that out. You don’t trust me or trust in what you’ve been told I can do, but still, you’re here. You like results, and if I get the results you need, you’ll put up with a little kookery.  Just this one time. You also wouldn’t have come at all if you had no intention of giving this avenue a go. Again, just this one time. And anyone who stays at the Shimmering Sands Luxury Apartments in Cable Bay has a lot of cash to throw around, so it’s justified. You’re justified. I think you like to be justified, Detective. Am I correct?”

      He stared at me and then muttered, “You’re very strange.”

      “Didn’t Detective Pieters warn you?”

      “He didn’t, no.”

      But someone else did.

      Suzy the Floozy strikes again.

      “Just as well you’re desperate then, isn’t it,” I told him with a fake grin.

      “If moving to Northland wasn’t a desperate move, lady, I don’t know what is.”

      I wondered what his story was. And then I wondered if it mattered.

      He wouldn’t last. Either Suzy would do him in or Doubtless Bay would.

      “Welcome to the Far North, Detective,” I said and escorted him from my property.
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      My surfer dude came home at eleven; smelling of rum and covered in sand, trekking the golden granules throughout my house. He was still sleeping off the surf, sun and spirits when I left. I made a quick job of sweeping the floorboards, leaving a few windows open because I couldn’t risk boiling him alive even if it was crime season, and then headed out to my car.

      The garage roof still stood, the Mighty Micra no worse for wear. I checked my rearview mirror and then hightailed it out of there. I had a crime to solve, cold cases to close, and a dog to uplift from my aunt’s.

      Doug loved spending time with Aunt Sadie, but he loved accompanying me on cases even more. But ducks and dogs are a bad combination, and so yesterday he’d been let loose in Lady Sadie’s small backyard.

      By now, both of them should have been ready to pitch a fit.

      I rolled into Mangonui five minutes later, passing the Police Station and noting the presence of a certain police issue SUV, and sneering at the realtors next door. It was too early for Suzy, thankfully. I pulled an illegal u-turn outside the liquor store and then parked out the front of my aunt’s house. Right across the road from the boardwalk.

      Sadie sat out on the deck in her rocking chair husking corn. I rolled my eyes as I climbed the steps to reach her, then picked up a corn cob and started adding my haphazard efforts to her hillbilly theatre performance.

      “What, no straw to chew on?” I asked her.

      “I’m wearing my denim overalls,” she countered, moving her corn to the side to show me her latest outfit. The denim overalls were cutoffs. With frayed edges and artfully placed holes by her wizened old hip bones. She wore a bright yellow singlet underneath it all and possibly no underwear. I wasn’t sure, and I wasn’t checking.

      “Anybody taken a photo yet?” I enquired.

      “Several. One even asked for an autograph.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “That it’d cost them fifty bucks.”

      “I would have settled for a tenner.”

      “Yeah, but you’re cheap. I’m not.”

      Said the lady in worn denim cutoffs.

      She patted my knee and offered a welcoming smile. “Doug missed you.”

      “Mrs Sargasso’s ducks thank you for dog sitting. As do I.”

      “Any time, poppet.”

      The dog in question poked his spotted nose out of the door and then barked. With more enthusiasm than a nine-year-old Dalmatian should have, he bounded out of the house and danced around our feet, upsetting bowls of husked corn and sending their outer layers flying.

      “Doug!” I cried. He barked back something that could have been “Where have you been?” But was more likely “Feed me. Walk me. Love me.”  Or some combination thereof. I opened my arms and let him slobber all over me.

      Once that was out of the way, I turned to Aunt Sadie and said, “I’ve got a new job.”

      “Do you need to leave Doug with me?”

      That’s what I loved about Aunt Sadie. She never failed to offer support. Never questioned my choice of career. And could husk a corn cob in ten seconds flat.

      She was a keeper, that’s for sure.

      “Not yet, but I may have to call on your dog sitting talents in the future,” I told her.

      “Any time, pumpkin,” she said and started on her next cob of corn.

      “Who are you feeding?” I asked. “The NZ Army?”

      “Close enough. The RSA is playing at the bowling club.”

      “Out of towners?”

      “The best kind.”

      “They don’t stay too long,” I finished the local quip automatically.

      “They’re retired, ambulatory, and on vacation,” she clarified. “I’m sure one or two of them wouldn’t mind a walk on the wild side of Doubtless Bay life.”

      I groaned and scratched a now much more subdued Doug behind the ears.

      “That’s our cue to cut and run,” I told him. His tail thumped on the deck excitedly.

      “You think I can’t hook one?” Aunt Sadie asked.

      “They’re not fish.”

      “But I am a shark.”

      “Stop it. Please.”

      She cackled like the ninety-year-old fiend that she was.

      “Go have fun,” she told me and possibly Doug. My gran’s last surviving sister was an equal species opportunity kind of gal. “And find yourself your own honey-bunny to snuggle.”

      “I’m not in the market for a honey-bunny,” I told her primly. “I have criminals to catch.”

      “Seen the new cop?”

      “Seen him. Met him. Got hired by him.”

      “You go, girl. Next, you’ll be swapping saliva with him.”

      I choked on a laugh. “Not my type.”

      “He’s male, isn’t he?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “What more do you need?”

      “Someone single?” I suggested.

      “Single is a relative term.”

      “Someone who fancies me, then.”

      “Wear some lipstick. That always works.”

      Not the type of in-your-face-cherry-red my aunt does, though, I thought.

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      She studied me over the top of her corn. “You’re a beautiful young woman, Summer,” she told me. “Any man would be lucky to have you on his arm.”

      I smiled at her.

      “Or on his lap,” she added. “Stuck to his face. Wiggling those hips.”

      “Please stop.”

      “Shaking those maracas.”

      “Sadie.”

      “Displaying those pins in all their naked glory.”

      “Just as long as nothing else is naked in this fantasy of yours,” I muttered.

      “I heard you can get push-up bras now.”

      “Does it look like I need to draw more attention to my boobs?” I asked.

      “Men can’t resist well-supported breasts. Buy some bras. Red ones to match the lipstick you’re gonna wear.”

      “Heaven help me,” I muttered, grabbing Doug’s leash and attaching it to his collar. “Save me, Doug,” I whispered in his ear.

      He licked me.

      But he wasn’t wearing his superhero cape, so I was out of luck on the saving front.

      “So long, Lady Sadie,” I said and started down the front path.

      “Boob tube!” she shouted after me.

      I closed my eyes and pretended I didn’t know her.

      “One of those ones with a sewn-in bra cup for extra support!”

      Not my great aunt.

      “In red!”

      I waved and got Doug inside the car as quickly as physically possible. The Micra might have squealed as I shot out of Mangonui; placing much-needed space between my crazy relative and my flushed cheeks. About the only place I would ever consider wearing red at all and not by choice.

      I wound down the windows, turned up the stereo, and let Doug hang his head and tongue out as I made my way to Cable Bay, two suburbs over. The file Detective Danvers had left with me last night sat on the front passenger seat. The address of the holiday home vandalised last year on the top. I’d work my way back from last year’s crimes, trying to fill in the blanks Detective Douche was determined to leave for me, until I had an idea of what was what.

      A little groundwork to rack up the billable hours was always a good way to start. Plus, I couldn’t help feeling the new detective would be keeping an eye on me in some capacity. I couldn’t spot a cop car on my tail, but that didn’t mean much. I got the impression, Danvers didn’t leave much to chance. If I could convince him I came by my clues the old fashioned and mundane way, he might give me a longer leash in which to operate with, in the future.

      I glanced back at Doug, who slobbered delightfully over the front passenger seat as he stuffed his head out the only open window he could reach comfortably. A long string of drool hung out behind him, occasionally splashing against the rear window of the car.

      I ignored the mess and concentrated on the traffic. All three cars. In less than five minutes, I was parked outside the address in the topmost file. The weatherboard house was a block back from the beach at Cable Bay, halfway up the hillside. Curtains were pulled over the windows, either the inhabitants were still asleep, or the house was once again vacant for the summer. It never failed to astound me the money people had spare to waste on empty houses.

      Not taking anything for granted, I checked my wallet for my private investigator’s license, checked my concealed weapon was in fact concealed, and then let Doug out. He started sniffing around a toitoi bush and then cocked his leg to mark his territory. Something rustled in the bushes making him bark.

      “Doug!” I snapped. He heeled immediately. “Time to work.”

      I walked up the front path to the paint-peeled blue door, Doug at my heels. If someone were asleep inside, he would have indicated. I was pretty sure the place was vacant. But to cover my butt, and because of those pesky laws Danvers referred to last night, I announced my presence with a couple of loud bangs on the door.

      Nothing stirred. Not even a mouse. Well, maybe a mouse did, I wasn’t sure. Doug was a well-trained assistance dog and knew better than to get distracted by rodents. He sat his spotted haunches down on the front stoop and cocked a single ear.

      I tried the door handle. It was locked. There was a crack between the door jamb and the curtain on the window beside it, but it was too dim inside to see if the place was trashed.

      “Check around the back, boy,” I commanded.

      Doug took off as I slowly followed.

      The place was reasonably well maintained, so the owners must have hired someone to mow the lawns for them. At this time of year though, they’d only need to visit once a month. Leaving a good deal of the time available for trespassers.

      But having been used once for nefarious deeds, the house was clearly inappropriate now. And empty. I came out onto the back deck and watched as Doug sniffed his way around the garden, leaving a reminder of his presence here and there for future dog visitors.

      I tried the door handle on the back ranch slider. Then a couple of windows. But the place was well and truly locked up. And now sported a fancy alarm box and stickers on the rear of the building.

      I hadn’t expected to find any clues here almost a year after the crime had been committed. But I had hoped to get a touch of something from the location. My neck was blessedly free of sensations though, and the property was blessedly free of anything helpful.

      The bigwig was staying in Cable Bay, but that didn’t mean the perpetrators were. Or that they still were. Danvers had indicated something had been stolen already. Why would the thieves stick around if they’d got what they came for?

      But last time they’d stayed close. Big Wig had been burgled at his previous Cable Bay holiday home. The guy was a creature of habit. Cable Bay was nice, no two ways about it. But to holiday here twice and after he’d been robbed once here already? Something didn’t add up.

      “Nothing here,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      Doug bounded first around the house, tail wagging. His bark of greeting let me know we were no longer alone.

      I came out from behind the house and spotted a private security company vehicle. Not exactly the cops, but close enough if you were up to no good. Thankfully, I wasn’t. And I knew the guy. Ten minutes after leaving here, the entire resident population of Doubtless Bay would know I was working a case for the cops.

      “Hey, Stu,” I said, thrusting my hands in my short pockets.

      “Summer! Thought that was your little rust bucket.”

      I eyed the Micra but couldn’t spot any rust on it.

      “Did I set off an alarm?” I asked him.

      “Nah, but a neighbour saw you drive up. Neighbourhood Watch is strong in these parts.”

      He said it like a Jedi would about the Force.

      I pulled my PI license. Not that I needed to. But it paid to remind the locals I was actually qualified to snoop on their properties. “I’m on a job,” I said.

      “Thought as much. Who you chasing?”

      “No one you’d know,” I offered.

      “I could help. We cover seventy-three percent of the holiday homes monitored in the region. We have eyes everywhere now.”

      It sounded creepier than you’d have thought.

      “Great,” I told him. “If you see something suspicious let the cops know.”

      “A cop job,” he said, rubbing his hands together gleefully. Gossip was legitimate currency in Doubtless Bay. “Met the new detective, then?”

      I grimaced. “Yeah. You?”

      “Nah, it’s only been three days. There’s still time.”

      Time for what, I didn’t know. I opened the door for Doug to get in the car and then saluted Stalker Stu.

      “See ya around,” I told him.

      “Not if I see you first,” he said and cackled.

      Yeah, I didn’t need the Three Cees to feel creeped out. Stu could do that all on his own without even lifting a finger.

      I slid into the Micra and turned up the air conditioning. It wasn’t as good as a hot shower, but I figured nothing could survive subarctic temperatures.

      Doug let out a little whine and stuck his nose out the window, tasting the salty air and dreaming of warmer climes. I’d make it up to him once I was sure I was free of Stu germs.

      A shiver danced down my spine.
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      The place where the electronic equipment had been stolen from last year was also now monitored by Stu’s security firm, so I decided a drive-by was the extent of any investigation I’d do for now. I popped my head out of the Micra’s open window and sniffed the air rather like Doug was doing out the other side. Nothing stuck out to me, nor did my neck offer any insight.

      The crime was too long in the past or the location not relevant to what I needed to solve the current mystery. My intuition was pretty particular like that. I pulled my head back in the car and picked up speed. Next stop Mangonui.

      As I drove past the Shimmering Sands Luxury Apartments, a tendril of something coarse ran across the back of my neck. My entire body went on alert, my heart beating out of my chest. It hadn’t been a fluffy white towel this time. Nothing soft and warm about it. This had been rough and hard, yet flexible. And had smelled decidedly like wet fish. Doug whimpered and licked the side of my neck. Not exactly where the sensation had left goosebumps, but close enough to make me shudder.

      I wasn’t ready to face the Shimmering Sands Luxury Apartments yet. I still needed a better understanding of what I was dealing with. And if the fluffy towel from earlier was anything to go by, whoever had managed to infiltrate Mr Big Wig’s holiday rental had done so through the laundry service. Doubtless Bay had one laundry service available to the more expensive accommodation options.

      I’d track down Danvers’ suspect there and worry about the coarse brush across my neck afterwards. Or not at all. I liked that idea best.

      I pulled the Micra into the carpark out the front of the laundromat. There was one of those obnoxious graffiti covered rental camper vans parked in the front and about three cars and a delivery truck out the back. It was the back half of the operation I wanted to visit, but approaching through the front portion would allow my nerves to settle some.

      I couldn’t take Doug inside, so I left him tied to a post out front, pouring half a bottle of water into a travel bowl I kept in the car. He started lapping away merrily as I stepped into the laundromat.

      A tourist was pulling towels out of one of the driers. I didn’t get a nefarious feeling off her, so I smiled when she smiled and stepped through the door to the back. The scent of detergent and a waft of steam came toward me. The sound of heavy duty washing machines churned away in the background. I glanced around the space, trying to spot an unfamiliar face, but the chances of the perpetrator still working here were pretty slim.

      They’d got what they wanted; I doubted they’d still be hanging around Doubtless Bay for the stunning scenery.

      Mr Huang shuffled out of the back office, yelling something in Mandarin to his wife or sons, it was hard to tell which. Several sweat bedraggled women stood off to the side emptying wash basins or folding linen. The old man caught sight of me and offered a toothless grin.

      “Summer, Summer, Summer,” he said shuffling closer. “You bring me laundry?”

      “Not today, Mr Huang,” I said.

      “Then you in market for new sheets,” he said, nodding his head to himself. He turned mid-stride and went to a stack of well-worn sheets, reaching into the back for the best ones. Mr Huang always placed his best used sheets at the back. He thought no one knew he did this. “I have white and green,” he told me. “You like green.”

      Clearly, the white weren’t up to snuff.

      I resigned myself to a purchase of used sheets. If I got a GST receipt, I could write them off as a work expense. And use them on Doug’s bed and not mine or my guests’.

      “You feel,” he said, running arthritic old hands across the surface of the uppermost sheet. “Soft. Fluffy.”

      I touched the sheet and felt my neck prickle. Not towels. Sheets. The perp had handled bed linen.

      “These are nice,” I said. “Where are they from?”

      “That place in Cable Bay. What’s it called? Something Sands.”

      “Shimmering Sands,” I said, feeling cautiously optimistic for a clue in the Huang’s establishment.

      “Yes. Yes. That’s the one. Changed from green to white last summer.”

      My perp hadn't touched these sheets, then, but that didn’t make me feel any less hopeful.

      “You do them, too, now,” I said. “You’re getting big.”

      “Big, bigger, best,” he offered, grinning. A child could get lost in those gaps.

      “How many people have you got working for you now?” I asked, still stroking the sheets and feeling like a linen pervert for it.

      “I take on more for summer, Summer.” He cackled. “Want a job?”

      I smiled at him and picked up the sheets. “Not this year, Mr Huang.” He asked me the same thing every year. He told me he thought I had good hands for laundry.

      I thought perhaps he wanted to see me in a wet t-shirt.

      “Who did you take on last?” I asked him. “Surely you’re covered.”

      “You’d think so, eh? Unemployment high in Northland. But oh no! Too good for laundry.”

      “Who’s too good for laundry?”

      “That boy. You know the one. He one of many. Too many to count.”

      My stomach flopped over unattractively. I knew of one family of boys in the area with too many sons to count who could act as though they were too good for anything and still have to steal for their supper.

      “Which one, Mr Huang?” I said.

      “Dan. Sam. No. What he called?” He rattled off a series of words in Mandarin to his wife. I couldn’t see Mrs Huang. You usually didn’t. She hid herself away out the back filing. Or so she said. She could have been doing anything out in the back office. The detergent they used in here hid a multitude of sins. Or scents.

      No wonder a Rika brother had worked here.

      “Mikey,” Mrs Huang shouted.

      Yeah, Dan, Sam; I could see where Mr Huang got confused on that one.

      “Mikey,” he translated for me with a big toothless smile.

      Ah, crud. Tia’s favourite. The youngest Rika brother.

      I stared down at the stooped form of Mr Huang and said. “I guess it’s hard to get good help.”

      He snorted. “I no hire local again.”

      I wasn’t sure that was a reliable business plan. Tourists tended to holiday here, not swing by for a job in the local laundromat.

      “And Mikey was your only recent hire?” I checked.

      “Trial,” he said. “Not doing that again. My girls work extra hard now to cover.”

      While his sons played dou dizhu out back.

      “Good to know,” I told the old man and handed over a tenner for the sheets.

      “You want receipt?” he asked. I could have kissed him. Even without all those teeth.

      Two minutes later I was one set of used commercial grade green sheets heavier, ten bucks lighter, and a whole lot knotted up in the stomach. The Rikas were branching out, but what could a bigwig have that the local pot cultivators could want?

      I needed to know who Big Wig was fast and I needed to find out without tipping Detective Douche off to Tia’s brothers. I wasn’t above dobbing a Rika in if they truly needed it. But I also didn’t want to create friction for myself with Tia’s family. Or with Tia herself.

      Best bud or not, I wasn’t sure our friendship would survive a false accusation. I needed proof. I needed info. I needed a donut.

      But first, I needed to visit a man about a dog. No, that wasn’t right. I needed to visit Stan the Man about absolutely nothing to do with a dog and everything to do with video surveillance equipment.

      It wasn’t cowardice; I told  myself as I dealt with the slobber left in Doug’s bowl. Avoiding Tia wasn’t a lack of bravery on my part but self-preservation instead. Those Rikas possessed mean right hooks and an inclination to punch first; ask questions later.

      Doug safely ensconced in the Micra, the water bowl cleaned with enough verbal accompaniment to put a sailor to shame, and the graffiti-covered camper van sneered at as I walked past, I was on my way to the only tech geek within a three-hundred kilometre radius.

      Doubtless Bay was no Silicon Valley, but Stan Watanabe was definitely the gold wiring in a motherboard full of tin. And thankfully he’d never had a crush on Suzy in high school.

      I rolled to a stop outside of a shack. There was no other word for the paint-peeled, rust-covered tin-roofed building at the back of his parents’ property. Mrs Watanabe had tried to hide the monstrosity with a row of bird of paradise plants. I applauded her choice of camouflage but acknowledged its futility. Not even the striking orange and blue of the flowers could take the eye away from the all that lopsided, weather-worn, turn of the twentieth-century homage to garden sheds.

      Doug bounded out of the back of the car and tore off across the lawn. I let him have his wayward way with the abundant bushes and strode up to Stan’s door. A sign hung to one side with a skull and crossbones on it, warning all and sundry that poison was stored within the confines of the shack.

      There was nothing of the sort stored inside Stan’s hideaway, but he made a point of downplaying his electronics prowess. The door opened before I reached his stoop and a shock of black hair sticking up in all directions appeared first around the doorjamb, followed by a frantic wave of a hand to indicate I was welcome into Stan’s inner sanctum.

      The door slammed shut behind me, and Stan let out a slow breath of air as if he’d been holding it the entire time he’d held the door open for me.

      “That was close,” he said and returned to his command chair.

      “What was?” I asked, eyeing the multitude of LCD screens across one whole wall.

      The room was clearly divided. One half housed Stan’s bed, wardrobe, camping fridge, hotplate and kettle. The other was nirvana to a Microsoft salesman. I couldn’t even name most of the gear Stan had in here.

      “I’m being watched,” he told me, spinning his seat around and flicking through different screen views before him. Some were of his parents’ backyard. Some were of the inside of their house. But some were clearly not of the Watanabe’s property at all.

      “Who’s watching you?” I demanded.

      “The Man,” he said in all seriousness.

      I studied the back of Stan’s head.

      “You know what to do then,” I offered.

      “Yeah. On it.” He flicked a switch, and a scene appeared on his main monitor screen.

      I blinked at the police issued SUV parked across the street from Stan’s.

      “That’s troubling,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Stan agreed. “They’re on to me.”

      “Have they reason to be on to you?”

      “Of course. I see things. Things The Man would rather I didn’t.”

      “Like what?” How many donuts they bought at the Coffee Cube?

      “If I tell you, they’ll be after you too.”

      Stan had a vivid imagination.

      “Play it cool, man,” I told him.

      “Will do,” he replied with grim determination.

      I threw myself down on the only other available seat in Stan’s lair.

      “We need a codename,” I said.

      “I thought The Man was a codename.”

      “Nah,” I said. “Too obvious. How about…Douche Patrol.”

      He flicked dark eyes across the space to me.

      “Douche Dude,” he offered.

      “Douche Disease,” I countered.

      “Douche Dog.”

      “That would be rude to dogs everywhere.”

      “I think I’ll stick with The Man.”

      “OK,” I said. “You do what you gotta do.”

      He smiled. Not much made Stan smile. Video games. Grilled cheese sandwiches. And being allowed to be who he needed to be without judgement.

      “What brings you here, Summer?“ he asked, following Detective Douche’s progress up the Watanabe’s garden path.

      “No doubt the same thing that brings The Man to your front door,” I told him.

      He scowled at me as if I’d drawn a map for Danvers to Stan’s shack on purpose, betraying my friend and in the process making him have to face The Man.

      There was no other reason for Detective Danvers to be at Stan’s home other than the case, though. Detective Pieters had been well aware of Stan’s abilities and would have left a note about it in some police file hidden somewhere. I was sure Pieters had been frustrated that Stan didn’t jump at the chance to help the boys in blue out when they asked. Danvers was following a lead even though he’d have known being here was not going to help things.

      Stan had a healthy - or unhealthy; it depended on how you looked at it - distrust of government employees. If they wore a uniform, then watch out. Thankfully, for Detective Douche’s sake, he was a plain-clothed cop. Not that I was worried about his wellbeing or anything.

      “What did you do, Summer?” Stan demanded.

      “Nothing!” I automatically replied. “But someone nicked some surveillance gear last summer and used it to rip-off a holiday guest at the Shimmering Sands, and my guess is Detective Danvers wants to know how far away that person would need to be to get what they took.”

      “What did they take?”

      “I don’t know. Corporate stuff.”

      He stared at me, perplexed.

      “What type of corporate stuff? Data files? Code? Video? Was it intellectual property or sabotage? Did they drop a virus or malware? Or was it simply a snatch and grab? Both?”

      “No idea.”

      He huffed, clearly unamused at my lack of knowledge. We both watched the Detective talk to Mrs Watanabe on her front porch.

      “How close would they need to be in order to snoop on someone staying at the Shimmering Sands?” I asked.

      “Depends on what gear they used. I can snoop on the Shimmering Sands from here, and I’m over five kilometres away.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” I said, nodding toward the screen where Danvers was being escorted around the main house into the backyard and toward Stan’s shed. Doug bounded out to great him and proceeded to slobber all over the detective’s boots.

      I sniggered. Detective Douche made a fuss of my dog and won him over in five seconds flat. Traitor. My smirk turned into a scowl instead.

      “My guess,” I said, watching the Detective’s progress with narrowed eyes, “was they used normal home security equipment. You know, outdoor/indoor wireless cameras, image sensors, motion sensors. That sort of thing.”

      “In that case, they’d need to be within a five-hundred metre radius otherwise a wifi booster would be required.”

      “They might have had that,” I conceded. “But I doubt it. They used what was locally available.”

      “Of course,” Stan said as Mrs Watanabe, Danvers and Doug approached the row of birds of paradise plants, “the gear would need to be that close, but they could be further away using a remote access app.”

      I grimaced. I could just imagine Mikey down at the pub checking his cell phone for the right time to perform some B & E.

      “But they’d have to be close to download anything?” I checked.

      “Yeah, five-hundred metres or depending on the firewalls set up, right on top of the mainframe computer.”

      Big Wig was a bigwig if Danvers’ red ear last night was anything to go by. And for Danvers to be spending part of the New Zealand Police’s budget on outside assistance to solve the crime, then something important was stolen. My guess: Big Wig’s firewalls were the best money could buy. The perp would have had to break into the property and directly download the data or files. The surveillance equipment was merely to watch for when Big Wig vacated the holiday home, and the laundry worker could add a side trip to his delivery service and slip into the apartment.

      A lot of effort for corporate info.

      A knock sounded out on Stan’s door.

      “What do you want me to do, Summer?” he asked. Stan would lie for me. I knew that. If I asked him to keep Danvers in the dark, he would.

      But just because Detective Douche might have been withholding case information from me didn’t mean I should from him.

      I spun my chair around and faced the door.

      “Invite the good detective in, Stan,” I said and grinned like a lunatic.
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      Detective Danvers stared at the row of LCD screens, each one showing different things. The centre and largest one had a video game playing. Spyro was doing something to the Tasmanian Devil I thought should be illegal in several countries. Others showed gaming websites, gamer videos, and game cheat sheets.

      The screens had changed with the punch of a button right before Stan opened the door to a straight-faced Danvers.

      That straight face had shown a hint of surprise at seeing me sitting in Stan’s shack, but the emotion was quickly hidden behind an inscrutable mask. Now the detective’s attention was all for the computer screens and from the glint in Detective Douche’s eye, he was searching for the tell that would reveal the ruse he was seeing.

      Stan made Spyro jump through a few acrobatic manoeuvres I’d seen a circus performer do once when the Cirque Du Soleil was performing in Auckland City. I thought Spyro lacked a little of the circus performer’s flare, but I wasn’t a gaming geek like Stan.

      Detective Danvers’ eyes came to rest on me.

      “Aren’t you playing?” he asked.

      “This is a single-player game,” I said.

      He blinked at me. Danvers was clearly not a gaming geek either.

      He turned to Stan. “Mr Watanabe,” he started.

      “Hold on,” Stan replied and deftly killed off a dragon, collected five thousand gems, and then muted the volume for the cut-scene. He spun his chair around and stared up at Danvers through a thick fringe of black hair. “Yeah?” he said.

      Danvers pulled out a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and handed it to Stan. I eyed the back of the detective’s jeans when his jacket shifted as he leaned forward to hand over the paper. Stan flicked his eyes down whatever was printed on the sheet and then stared up at the detective again without any emotion whatsoever.

      Despite Danvers being in plain clothes - and not half bad ones at that; his butt looked mighty fine in worn jeans - Stan didn’t want a bar of him.

      “Can you tell me what sort of range this equipment would have?” the detective asked, unperturbed by the icy reception he was receiving.

      “Depends,” Stan said with a shrug and handed the paper to me.

      Danvers’ lips thinned, and I could have sworn he wanted to snatch the paper up before I got my greedy little hands on it, but the detective had some diplomacy skills and stilled all movement forward. I swept a look down the list of surveillance equipment, unable to identify if the items listed were standard home security gear or not. I looked back at Stan. He nodded at me.

      Standard equipment, then.

      I looked up at the detective who was watching me.

      I handed the piece of paper back to him.

      “Depends on what?” Danvers said, his eyes still locked on my face and not Stan’s.

      “Depends on whether they had a wifi booster,” I offered, as clearly Stan was at his limit with the police.

      “I see,” Danvers muttered. He looked toward Stan again, who was fondling his game controller as if its curves were sensually enticing and the fantasies touching them provided were his ticket out of this nightmare. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

      Stan shook his head, not making eye contact.

      That’s enough of that, I thought and stood up. Danvers stepped back, making space as there really wasn’t much in here for all three of us. I slapped Stan on the back; the movement quick and non-threatening.

      “Catch ya on the flip side, Stan the Man,” I said.

      “Hip, hip hooray for a hot summer day,” Stan said in a monotone.

      My eyes caught Danvers’, and I nodded my head to the door. He flicked a look at Stan who had gone back to Spyro and then stared at me, jaw tight. Then, mercifully, he stepped out of the shack and sucked in a breath of air. I closed the door behind me softly and whistled to Doug. He came running, bounding up to us and jumping around like a puppy who expected a treat, or a ball thrown, or a belly rub. Or all of the above.

      Danvers looked at Doug and then looked at me and then looked back at Doug.

      “Of course, he’s your dog,” he said.

      I arched my brow at him.

      “Irrepressible,” he muttered. “What are you doing here, Ms O’Dare?”

      “Visiting a friend.”

      Danvers studied the outside of Stan’s shed; noting the peeling paint, the poison warning sign, the rusted metal roof. He looked across the backyard to the Watanabe’s house in all its pristine, perfect glory.

      He didn’t comment on Stan’s behaviour, and for that, the man rose a notch in my opinion of him.

      “I doubt they had a wifi booster,” he said.

      “Yeah, I thought as much as well.”

      “What else do you think?” he asked solicitously.

      I stared at him, arms crossed over my chest. He won more points for not sneaking a peek at my bountiful breasts.

      “I need coffee,” I announced. “And a donut. You’re buying.”

      “That’s not how this works, Ms O’Dare.”

      “Summer.”

      “It is.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, and he smirked.

      “Tell me what you have so far,” he demanded if demands could be delivered in a silky voice without a hint of demand in them.

      “I’m not that kind of girl, Detective,” I told him. “Coffee. Donut. Then we’ll talk.”

      He sighed and stared at Doug as he chased butterflies.

      “I suppose you want me to buy a treat for your dog as well.”

      “Now, that’s how you get to a girl’s heart, Danvers,” I said, slapping him on the back much harder than I had Stan. “Come on. Race you to the Coffee Cube.”

      “I am an agent of the law, Ms O’Dare,” he pointed out.

      “Summer!” I shouted to him over my shoulder. “And I bet you five bucks; I beat you there.”

      “I don’t place those kinds of bets.”

      “What kind do you place, then?” I asked, walking backwards and meeting his sharp-eyed gaze.

      “That would be telling,” he murmured, but I heard him.

      I opened the door to my car and Doug jumped in, and then I slid into the driver’s seat. Danvers was watching me, or watching the Mighty Micra, or watching who knows what. Then he shook his head and walked toward the front of the property where he had parked.

      From the rear of the Watanabe’s land, it was a straight shot through to the Coffee Cube. I beat him by well over two minutes, but that could have been because he drove like a granny.

      “Warning!” I announced as I approached the counter. “The PoPo at twelve o’clock.”

      Tia looked up and smiled at me and then narrowed her eyes at the cop car as it pulled into a carpark. A hint of appreciation glinted in her dark gaze briefly and then she started making me my regular coffee.

      “On a date, chickie?” she asked.

      “If he can wine and dine Suzy the Floozy,” I said in a low voice that wouldn’t carry, “then he can buy me a fluffy coffee.”

      “I’ll make it a double then,” she said and grinned.

      Danvers approached the Cube, eyes darting all over the converted shipping container, the patrons, the Four Square parking lot to the side and finally Tia Maria.

      “You’ve started without me,” he said.

      Not much got past the detective.

      “Yep. What are you having?”

      His eyes met Tia’s, and he said, “Long black, please.”

      “Man after my own heart,” she offered and started his coffee beside my one on her massive, cost-me-an-arm-and-a-leg-and-my-firstborn-child espresso machine. “Chocolate or sugar-coated?” she asked.

      “Excuse me?” Danvers enquired politely.

      “Donut,” I said. “You can’t buy a coffee at the Coffee Cube without purchasing a donut,” I explained. “It’s the law.”

      “Not any law I know of,” he argued.

      “Doubtless Bay Law,” I said.

      “Coffee Cube Law,” Tia added.

      “You break it; she’ll spit in your coffee cup.”

      “Charming,” Tia told me.

      I grinned unrepentantly.

      “Chocolate,” Danvers said. I flicked a glance at him and felt my own heart skip a beat.

      He could have his long black, but chocolate covered donuts? That was definitely the way to my heart. Tia presented our coffees and donuts and then took Danvers’ cash. I noted he was a cash man, not a card man. His wallet was full of notes and held only his police ID, driver’s license and one credit card.

      He looked at me watching him and frowned.

      Yeah, not much got past Detective Douche. I was going to have be careful how I acted.

      I took my goddess-given offerings and made my way to one of the tables dotted about the small grass verge where the Coffee Cube was. There were no Remuera Tractors - oversized SUVs - today to block the view of the carpark.

      Sitting down, I proceeded to pour three sugars into my fluffy coffee all the while Danvers watched me with horror in his eyes. He sipped his au naturel.

      He had balls; I’d give him that.

      “OK,” he said after we’d managed half our coffees and all of our donuts. I was impressed. The detective could swallow a donut in two mouthfuls. Somehow that made me feel all tingly inside. “I’ve paid your price, now dish.”

      I snorted at him. He hid a grin behind his coffee.

      Good grief, the man was wasted on Suzy. Such a shame.

      “No wifi booster means they would have had to be within five-hundred metres of the property,” I told him. “Although, they could use a remote access app to see what the equipment was receiving.”

      “Base of operations within five-hundred metres,” he clarified. I nodded. “That helps. We’ll do a sweep of residences that fall within that perimeter.”

      I was surprised he was sharing that much with me.

      “You might want to try Siren Security,” I said. “They monitor seventy-three percent of the local home security in the area.”

      “Will do. Anything else?”

      I watched Tia as she chatted away to a tourist. She laughed at something the guy said and flicked her hair out of her eyes. Tia could flirt with a cardboard box. The guy was lapping it up. I realised too late that Danvers’ had followed my gaze and was watching what I was watching. The pause in answering him had been too great.

      But I needed to be sure of Mikey’s involvement before I gave his details to the police. The Rikas might be potheads, but they were my potheads. Doubtless Bay loyalty had to count for something.

      “Nothing yet,” I said, finishing my coffee. “But I’m working on it.”

      “With your dog sidekick in tow,” he offered, smiling. But the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      He was on to me.

      Or so he thought.

      “The Shimmering Sands Apartments,” I said, offering him a bone. “In order to gain access to the holiday homes, you’d need to have a reason to be on the property. The place is fully fenced with only one way in and out, which is clearly visible from the reception area.”

      Danvers looked at me as if I’d done something clever. Like a monkey who had performed an impressive trick. I almost wanted to scratch under my arm, make “oo-oo” noises, and offer an ear pulling, toothy grin.

      Instead, I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Inside job,” I said.

      “Could be,” he agreed.

      “If they haven’t hired someone recently, I’d check out contractors.”

      “Such as?”

      “Laundry service,” I said, shrugging.

      He studied me for a while longer and then stood up from his seat.

      “I already have, Ms O’Dare,” he told me, and picked up his rubbish, throwing it into the bin from at least a car length away.

      “Nothing but net!” Tia shouted, fist pumped into the air in celebration of the detective’s athletic ability.

      Not to be outdone, I balled up my takeaway cup and donut bag and chucked them at the same rubbish bin.

      The pig-headed things bounced off the rim and tumbled into the grass. Doug rushed in and rescued the wad from its ignoble landing, worrying it back and forth with a determined shake of his head.

      Danvers looked back at me and said, “Stick to what you do best, Ms O’Dare.”

      “Which is?” I growled at him.

      His eyes trailed over my face, taking in my ginger hair, the freckles that dotted my nose, my strawberry lipglossed lips - hopefully minus any hint of chocolate donut - and not once dipping beneath my chin to my breasts.

      What was it with this man? Was Suzy that good a snuggle bunny that he didn’t need to look elsewhere for a pick-me-up?

      I felt strangely inadequate and conversely impressed. Detective Douche was apparently as far from an actual douche as you could get.

      “Finding things the police can’t,” he finally offered.

      He saluted me and walked back to his SUV. I stared after him with squinting eyes.

      It was only after he’d driven away that I thought of a comeback. I muttered to myself all the way to Doug. Then proceeded to have to fight him for the coffee cup and paper bag, all the while his tail wagged, and he let out happy little snuffles.

      Finally divested of the slobbery evidence of my lack of athletic talent, I walked up to Tia at the Cube. She smirked at me as she wiped down the counter.

      “He likes you,” she said.

      “Stuff off,” I muttered.

      She laughed.

      I sighed.

      “Tia,” I said, dreading what was about to come next. “Where would I find Mikey?”
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      “Well, that went better than expected,” I told Doug as I checked the rearview mirror. “Tia not only thinks Danvers has the hots for me, but now she believes I’ve still got a crush on Mikey.”

      Doug sympathised with a slobbery lick to my ear. I tried to block out his enthusiastic attention, but I was equally as pathetic at that as I was at forgetting my once-upon-a-time, wide-eyed, hero worship of Michael Rika.

      I’d thought I’d lived that episode of embarrassing adolescence down a long time ago, but the Mikey Mess, as I came to call it, had come back to haunt me.

      “Better than the alternative,” I muttered. Doug barked in enthusiastic agreement.

      Doug did everything enthusiastically.

      “This requires reinforcements,” I announced. “Someone laidback enough to handle the Taipa Tavern on a Friday night and not sufficiently cowed by the Rikas to quake at the idea of approaching Mikey in the dark recesses of a small town pub.”

      Tia had looked at me askance when I’d asked her where to find Mikey, but my BFF had offered up the goods eventually. Mikey, like most of the Rika boys, would be celebrating his weekly pursuits at the local drinking hole in Taipa. There were only a couple of places to pick from in Doubtless Bay to while away the evening hours at the close of a working week. The Mangonui Hotel was a favourite of mine, what with its quaint charm and picturesque setting right across the street from the harbour.

      The Taipa Tavern was not.

      I chewed on my bottom lip and considered the ramifications of entering the TT. And what I could possibly wear to blend in with the locals. I did have some ripped jeans somewhere in my wardrobe and an old skimpy singlet with pasted on sequins shaped in a skull and crossbones that emphasised a certain part of my anatomy.

      If I couldn’t wow them with body art, I might as well wow them with my boobs instead.

      I cringed at the image that thought evoked and turned into my driveway.

      A flashy red Mazda MX-5 convertible sat blocking the way to my garage. Parked in my visitor parking space was an ancient pea-green Holden station wagon.

      I ignored the surf mobile and glared at the Mazda. Doug started a low growl in the back of his throat.

      “Easy, boy,” I murmured. “One day I’ll let you have her.” But today was not that day.

      Not with my surfer dude home early and the only steady income I currently had ensconced in my house with a viper.

      I sighed and reversed the Micra back out of the drive to park on the road; where Suzy the Floozy should have parked her miserable well-toned butt and ridiculous sports car. How did a real estate agent get her clients to her listings in a two-seater anyway?

      All show and no substance, that was our Suzy.

      Stomping was beneath me, but I did manage to bang the door as I walked into the house. Voices drifted out from the lounge as I surveyed the empty beer bottles scattered across the central island in the kitchen. The fridge door was hanging slightly ajar, and it took more effort than I cared to acknowledge to shut the door softly and not slam it closed, rattling all the glass jars and bottles within it.

      I pulled out a beer bottle before I did the deed and unscrewed the lid, then tipped it to my lips and downed half the contents before facing my nemesis.

      Suzy hadn’t always been an enemy in school. But as soon as I hit puberty and my body started to round out in proportions fit for teenage boy fantasies, she took to calling me names and not returning my phone calls. I went from one of the in-crowd to one of the kids that hung out behind the bike shed with lost souls like the Rikas.

      I could play a mean game of strip poker and drink any guy under the table. Mikey had seen to that.

      His sister had taught me when to fold, but Tia’s idea of folding usually involved stripping her opponent of all their worldly goods while they celebrated their win with copious amounts of alcohol. The fact Tia had never been caught pickpocketing her marks astounded me.

      Courtesy of the Rikas, I had skills they didn’t teach in PI school.

      I rounded the edge of the kitchen and took in the scene.

      Suzy was sitting on the arm of the sofa, laughing at something Charlie was saying, a glass of beer in one hand, the red painted fingernails of her other dancing across my guest’s shoulders; her prey caught beneath her touch and hungry gaze. She didn’t glance up when I appeared, although I was pretty sure she knew I was there; I hadn’t exactly been quiet when entering. Charlie glanced up, though, and gave me a look that spoke volumes. A look I hadn’t expected to see on him.

      Suzy was dressed to impress. Blonde hair teased up and out, red lipstick precisely applied and glossy - Aunt Sadie would have approved - tight-fitting, short-short skirt riding up suntanned, toned thighs.

      And Gnarly Charlie looked like he needed a lifeline. His big brown eyes pleaded with me for rescue. His white-knuckled hold on his beer bottle complemented the tight lines about his whiskered mouth. Sweat had started to trickle down his temples. I stood stock still for a second wondering if I’d entered the Twilight Zone.

      And then it hit me. Charlie had to be gay. There was no question about it.

      Doug waltzed in and flopped down on the floor before them, belly up, begging for a scratch. Suzy couldn’t ignore my presence when so eloquently announced by my canine sidekick.

      “Oh, you’re home,” she said, sitting up straighter on her perch and then thinking better of it and pressing her side against poor, sweet, playing-for-the-other-team Charlie.

      I threw myself into an available armchair and took a drink.

      “Surprise,” I said dryly.

      “You’re late,” she told me while Charlie took a large swallow of his warm-looking beer.

      “Missed me?” I asked her.

      “Yes,” said Charlie as Suzy offered a huff and shake of her teased-up head of hair.

      “I’ve been waiting for ages,” the she-devil said. “If it wasn’t for darling Charles here,” - She ran a hand down his arm, either ignoring his stiff posture or not registering that anyone, especially anyone male, could want to place distance between themselves and her - “I would have gone out of my head with boredom.”

      “Lucky Charlie,” I said, and he grimaced.

      “Lucky me,” Suzy corrected in a purr.

      “I thought you had a boyfriend,” I pointed out.

      She blinked at me and then smiled. “Oh, yes. That.” Then nothing.

      I shook my head. Enough of this, I had my own version of slutty to put on and teasing my hair took a whole lot of effort. Mainly because I hated the look on me.

      Who didn’t?

      “Why are you here, Suzy?” I asked.

      “I have the most wonderful news,” she announced, and for a second, I thought she was going to say she was getting married. That Detective Douche, three days into his new life in Northland, had proposed, sweeping her off her stiletto-clad feet and declaring his undying love for her.

      I was getting quite carried away with the mental imagery, placing nasty little graffitied moustaches on both of their faces in my head and evil looking cupids firing fire-tipped arrows at their bodies.

      Sometimes my imagination got the better of me.

      “I have an offer on your house,” Suzy said making the thought-bubbles I’d just painstakingly placed above their teased-up heads of hair in my mind burst.

      “You what?” I said.

      Her lips pursed into a judgemental duck’s bum of distaste and she repeated, slowly, as if I were mentally retarded, “I…have…an offer…on...your house.”

      “My house is not for sale.”

      “Nonsense. Everything is for sale if you have the right currency.”

      “Donuts?” I asked, eagerly.

      “You don’t need any more donuts, Summer. Surely you can see that.”

      And the she-devil strikes again.

      “I could go a donut,” Charlie announced, earning brownie points. Or should that be donut points?

      I smiled at him. He grinned back at me.

      Gay or not, the dude was a dude.

      I basked in his attention for all of a few seconds, before Suzy placed her curvaceous and not an ounce overweight butt in-between us.

      “You can’t refuse,” she said.

      I blinked up at her and then took a sip of my beer. I needed something stronger, but I wasn’t sure I’d reach the drinks cabinet before the devil pounced. I liked my soul exactly where it was, thank you very much.

      “Not interested,” I told her.

      “But you haven’t even looked at the offer.”

      “My house is not for sale.”

      She almost stomped her foot in despair.

      “You’ll never get a better offer, Summer,” she told me. “And you can’t expect to keep this roof over your head for much longer. The place is going to fall down while you’re asleep in your bed and then where will you be?”

      “Dead?” Charlie offered, looking slightly askance at the ceiling.

      I narrowed my eyes at the she-demon and said, “There is nothing wrong with my house.”

      It was one thing to come after me in front of my only paying guest. It was quite another to come after my Gran’s house.

      A soft touch against the back of my neck let me know that Gran was watching.

      She didn’t hold me back, so I stood up from the armchair and pointed the beer bottle at Suzy.

      “You can take your offer and shove it…”

      The course sensation of rope sliding across my neck saved Suzy, and then the damn thing wrapped around my throat; tightening.

      I let out a little sound of distress and then turned on my heel and escaped before I made a spectacle of myself. By the time I made it to my bedroom, I could barely breathe, and my fingernails had left gouges in my neck where I’d tried to remove the phantom sensation of being asphyxiated.

      The rope disappeared, and I sucked in breath after breath, sweat trickling down my face, plastering my hair to my neck. I sank onto my bed, my legs giving out from beneath me, and shook with absolute shock and terror. I’d never felt anything like that before. I reached up gingerly and pressed my cool palm to my hot neck. The skin stung where my nails had broken it. I could have sworn I could feel the indentation of the rope.

      I scrambled across the room and looked in the mirror, but the only marks were the ones I’d made. Four precise scratches down both sides of my throat and neck.

      I wasn’t sure what it meant. But it meant something. It always meant something. A feather. A kiss. A wash of water. The soft touch of the wind. It didn’t matter what I felt across the back of my neck; it meant something.

      I staggered back to my bed and collapsed on it, staring at the wooden floor unseeing for long seconds.

      The rope was the same sensation, but much more pronounced, as the one I’d had as I’d passed the Shimmering Sands Apartments earlier. First bedsheets and then rope. I sniffed the air. The scent of fish and salty sea greeted me. The salt could have been from the ocean somewhere outside my bedroom window. But the fish was definitely not something I’d associate with my home beside the beach.

      I let out a sigh which hurt my throat as if I had been strangled recently.

      A knock sounded out on my door and Charlie said through it, voice slightly muffled, “She’s gone.”

      I stood up and opened the door and stared into wide eyes and dishevelled hair and a beard that was three weeks past needing a trim.

      “Sorry about that,” I offered, hoping he wouldn’t notice the scratch marks on my neck in the dim hallway lighting. “Suzy brings out the worst in me.”

      “She’s quite a number,” he offered, staring up at me.

      Despite his vertically challenged appearance, he had a kind face and calm demeanour. His presence alone helped to soothe me.

      I stepped out and shut my bedroom door. I didn’t let anyone in there; it was my sanctuary.

      “You’re home early,” I said to him, leading the way back into the lounge.

      “Sea’s calm. No waves,” he offered, throwing himself back on the sofa.

      I stared at him as I picked up the empties and righted the cushions on the armchair.

      Nothing much fazed Charlie. He’d blended into Doubtless Bay with as much aplomb as a regular. He never complained, loved my old and slightly rundown house, and even enjoyed the same beer as me. Self-righteous she-devils on the prowl for more than a commission on the sale of my property didn’t upset him for long. He’d started humming and flicking through a magazine.

      I chucked the bottles in the recycling bin and stared at the offer Suzy had left behind on the kitchen bench. The third offer in as many weeks. Picking the folder up, I threw it in the rubbish unread and then turned to face Charlie and Doug.

      “Wanna go out?” I asked.

      Doug sat up and wagged his tail. Charlie lowered his surfing mag and stared at me.

      “Where to?” he asked, incredulously. This was Doubtless Bay after all.

      “The pub,” I said, trying not to wince at the type of establishment I would be escorting my guest into.

      He smiled slowly and then rolled off the couch.

      “You buying?” he asked.

      I couldn’t quite suppress the grimace on that one.

      So much for getting the house re-plumbed after he left. But at least I wouldn’t be facing the Taipa Tavern - and Mikey Rika - without a sidekick.
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      There were several Harley Davidson motorbikes, a black panel-van, three mud splattered utes, and bizarrely a camper van in the carpark of the Taipa Tavern. The Holden fit right in. I was glad I’d insisted on Charlie driving; my Micra would have been eaten for dinner by some of this lot.

      The gravel crunched under the station wagon’s wheels as Charlie negotiated a parking space out of nothing. I had visions of the bikes toppling over, one after the other, when I opened my door and accidentally knocked into the closest one.

      Sucking in my stomach, I worked my way out of the car and gingerly passed the obstacle course, only breathing again when all six bikes remained standing.

      “Could you have parked any closer?” I asked.

      Charlie blinked at me and then said, “It was either here or next to the camper, and I don’t trust tourists.”

      “You’re a tourist,” I pointed out to him.

      “Only when I leave,” he replied and headed for the front door to the tavern.

      Music wafted out on the warm air; the windows opened to allow a breeze through. Being two streets back from the ocean, there wasn’t much to speak of. The occasional flurry as it made its way up the estuary, but sea breezes this far back were few and far between. You were more likely to get a gust of dust-filled air from an eighteen-wheeler as it trundled over the one-lane bridge nearby.

      My stomach flipped and flopped unattractively as we approached the worn wooden door that marked the no going back point. My neck remained blessedly free of sensation, but that wasn’t saying much. It wasn’t an exact science. My premonitions - for want of a better word - weren’t always present when danger was; they hadn’t warned me about Suzy when we were kids, after all.

      I wasn’t sure how it worked, but only that I tended to get “feelings” when I needed them most. Absence of a feeling now only made me think the challenges we’d face inside the bar were more of the mundane variety.

      As in six biker dudes taking up the front half of the tavern; their leather jackets hanging over the back of their chairs; their black ink on display under tight fitting vests; biker boots crusted in road dust propped out in front of them and taking up most of the passageway between the chairs.

      A waitress spun past, carrying a tray of empties. Her shorts looked painted on, but at least she wore a flouncy blouse. The fact the blouse was see-through was irrelevant. It was the thought that counted.

      A couple of forestry workers were shooting pool off to the side. Someone was singing a bad rendition of OMC’s How Bizarre up on the karaoke stand. Lights flashed, glasses chinked, the scent of tobacco and sneaky marijuana wafted in from the courtyard out back. I could smell hot chips and salsa, beer and sweat.

      Charlie slapped his hands together and deftly manoeuvred through the throng toward the bar.

      I managed two steps before I tripped over a biker’s boot as he shifted it to get more comfortable. A hand wrapped around my elbow and steadied me before I face-planted in the lap of the biker dude’s friend.

      “Easy, honey,” a gruff voice said.

      His hands were calloused and about the size of dinner plates. He had Māori tribal art decorating his beefy arms and words dripping inked blood wrapping around his neck. I couldn’t decipher them in the dim light of the tavern, but considering the patch he was wearing on his leather vest, I expected them to be gang-related.

      I smiled brightly and patted myself down. I was wearing the ripped jeans, the tight-fitting singlet and little else. My PI license was in my back pocket. My gun was in the car. Carrying a firearm into a bar like the Taipa Tavern was a big no-no. And considering who was staring up at me right now, a disaster waiting to happen.

      Not that Darren Rika needed a carry permit to obtain a gun.

      My eyes skipped over his bearded face and landed on the words inked into his neck.

      Brotherhood. Blood. Aotearoa. Power.

      I didn’t need bright lights to tell me what they said. I knew exactly what Tia’s eldest brother wore tattooed on his skin. Inked into his heart.

      “Darren,” I said, checking out his companions. Mikey wasn’t one of them.

      “Little Summer O’Dare,” he murmured, not letting my arm and elbow go. “What brings you to the TT?”

      I nodded toward the bar where Charlie was yelling out an order for the barkeep.

      “My boarder wanted to get a drink.”

      Darren leaned to the side slightly to stare past me; his eyes narrowed as he assessed Charlie. Thankfully, Charlie had slipped on some boots and jeans; got rid of his jandals and board shorts. But his t-shirt was still a little too beachy for the TT.

      Not that my sequinned skull top was much better.

      Darren looked back up at me from where he was still sprawled in a seat, his eyes running over my face, my hair, my boobs and singlet.

      “Like what you’ve done to yourself, Summer,” he said, and the men sitting around the table with him chuckled.

      “Is that a new tat?” I asked, nodding to a swirling design on the inside of his arm.

      He turned his arm over, tensed his muscles, making them bulge, and said, “Wanna touch it?”

      I loved Tia. I really did. She was a laugh a minute; no holds barred, kick-arse chickie from the North. She could hold her liquor, bodyboard like no one’s business, and make a mean espresso coffee. Don’t even get me started on her donuts.

      But how my Tia Maria survived an upbringing with the Rika boys, I’d never know. I’d seen Tia in little more than a bikini. She wasn’t covered in tats. She wore her moko on the inside. Not like her brothers. Not like Darren Rika.

      “Er,” I squeaked, and the table full of bearded bikers fell into raucous laughter.

      Darren swatted me on the rump and said, “Go get me a beer, Summer.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I managed and scurried away to where Charlie was chatting up the barman.

      I slipped onto the stool beside him and picked up his beer, downing the glass in several well deserved gulps. Charlie stopped mid-sentence and watched me as the barman shook his head and poured another glass. Foam ran down the chilled sides of it, and by the time it reached the paper coaster the guy had placed it on, I had finished Charlie’s drink and was reaching for the new one.

      “Something wrong, Summer?” Charlie asked carefully.

      “Just need some Dutch courage,” I said and held up a finger to the barman to indicate I’d need another.

      “You gotta twenty?” Charlie asked, nodding at the barman and his empty beer glass. I scowled but pulled out my wallet.

      Slamming down the note, I picked up the two new glasses of beer and turned to Charlie.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” I said.

      “And where are you going?” he demanded.

      “To see a man about a dog,” I muttered and pushed off back toward Darren Rika.

      Tia’s brother wouldn’t have expected me to bring him a beer. Not really. He’d been teasing me; if a gruff, biker pothead could tease a buxom, ginger woman in a place like the Taipa Tavern. But he’d offered me an in, and I was not above taking it.

      Spending too much time with a Rika boy was not my idea of fun. At least it hadn’t been since high school and Mikey. Mikey wasn’t quite as rough around the edges as his big bro Darren, but what he lacked in beard and tats, he made up for in cunning. From what I’d been able to ascertain in the past, Darren Rika was the brains of the organisation, the various other Rika brothers were the muscle, and Mikey was the dogsbody.

      He kept himself out of trouble with a survival instinct rivalled by none. He was a slippery sucker, though. He watched and waited, and when you thought he was nothing more than the runt of the litter, he slipped out from under it all and came up smelling of roses.

      Mikey was the only Rika brother not to have been arrested. Exactly the way Darren liked it.

      I slammed down his glass of beer and pulled a seat over, throwing myself into it as the table of bikers went uniformly silent. They’d had their heads together, no doubt discussing their next pot harvest and how much cash it would bring them. Or what tattoo would complement blood and mix well with brotherhood.

      I took a large swallow of my beer, purposely letting the foam coat my upper lip and then smiled winningly at the eldest Rika brother. He stared at me for a long moment and then reached out and picked up the beer I’d placed before him. His eyes never left mine as he took an equally large swallow.

      I matched him. Swallow for swallow. The gulps got bigger, the gaps between them smaller, until we both slammed down our glasses in tandem and he shouted out for another.

      The barman brought over two more glasses and a crowd of people. Charlie watched with wide eyes and a paling tan, but thankfully he knew better than to step into the mess I was creating.

      “Summer, Summer, Summer,” Darren said, his voice booming. “You’re playing a dangerous game, honey.”

      “I like living life on the edge,” I told him.

      He shook his head.

      “I’m three times the size of you, Summer. There’s no way you can drink me under the table like you do Mikey.”

      I smiled, feeling the foam on my upper lip begin to slip. I reached up and wiped the back of my hand over my mouth, and snatched up the new glass of beer.

      “Wanna bet on that?” I asked him.

      He tapped his finger against the side of his new beer glass and studied me.

      “Your funeral,” he said and started drinking.

      About halfway through the second glass, I knew I’d bitten off more than I could chew. Beer was filling; no joke. And even though I had curves for Africa, - I snorted at that. What, did Europe have no curves? - I wasn’t exactly the size of a mountain like Mount Rika sitting before me.

      He beat me by a fraction of a second and I raised my hand and called for another.

      “I’m just getting started,” I said, and then burped. “There,” I announced. “More space.”

      Darren stared at me blankly for a moment and then let out a boom of laughter.

      “I knew there was a reason why Mikey likes you,” he said.

      I flicked hair over my shoulder and announced in my best Miss Piggy voice, “‘Moi has always possessed a charm that is lethal to men.’”

      A biker dude snorted his beer out of his nose, causing the others to roll around laughing.

      Who knew biker gangs had such a Muppet sense of humour?

      Two new glasses of beer were placed between us. Dollar bills were being exchanged in the background. I noticed Charlie was placing a bet. I narrowed my eyes at him when it became obvious he was betting against me.

      “You sure you want to do this, little girl?” Darren checked.

      “You sure you can drink as much as Mikey?” I shot back.

      He leaned forward and said, voice low, “I taught the kid everything he knows.” Then started on his beer.

      I tipped my head back and downed the glass, barely swallowing. My stomach felt about the size of a basketball. My head spun. But the glass hit the table before Darren’s did.

      The tavern took on a strange type of silence. There was still noise there. Heavy breaths. Surprised gasps. The clink of a nervous glass. The scrape of a boot on wood. But all eyes were looking at Darren who was staring at me.

      “Mikey taught you that?” he asked.

      I nodded. The room spun. Darren had started to look appealing. The guy did have a healthy amount of beard growth.

      “You are one strange chick, Summer O’Dare,” he said.

      “I got something she could swallow,” one of his biker mates said.

      Darren reached out and hauled him across the table, fist to leather vest.

      “Shut up,” he said.

      “Just a joke, man,” the guy grumbled.

      “This is Mikey’s girl,” Darren announced.

      “I ain’t arguing the fact,” the guy said, hands up in surrender.

      “Where is Mikey?” I asked, slurring my words and swaying slightly. I gave up the fight and leaned my head against Darren’s shoulder.

      It was big and muscly, and so I reached up and punched it as if trying to make my pillow softer.

      Darren snorted and sat back, bringing me with him. I lay across his chest like a well-fed, sleepy cat.

      “Can’t hold her liquor,” someone said. Dollars changed hands; people started making conversation, someone started the karaoke machine back up.

      “Mikey know she got the hots for you?” a voice said from across the table.

      “Summer’s off limits,” Darren told him.

      Bodies shifted; I could see through the slits of my eyelids, the guy across the table hold up his hands again.

      “Should have met the boat by now,” another of Darren’s men said.

      “He’ll phone when he makes the exchange.”

      “I don’t know, Darren,” one said. “Word is they beat us to it.”

      Darren chuckled, making his chest rumble and my cheek vibrate where it pressed against his leather vest.

      “They don’t know we took it,” he said gruffly. “What they don’t know won’t hurt ‘em. Mikey will make the exchange, the deal will be set, and it won’t matter then what they come up with.”

      “If you say so.”

      A brush of something across my neck made me startle. Darren cut the next biker dude’s words off with a growl.

      “Summer, honey,” he said. “You should go home.”

      I pushed up and blinked in the low lights of the room.

      “Did I win?” I asked, yawning.

      “Honey, you won the jackpot at birth.” He reached up and ran his fingers through my ginger hair. But his eyes weren’t on my luscious locks; they were decidedly south of there.

      I snorted.

      “Puberty, Derwit,” I said. “I think you mean puberty.”

      He let one of those massive booms of laughter out as I climbed to my feet, waved lazily at Charlie, and then allowed my boarder to lead my wobbly butt out of the tavern to hoots and whistles and lewd comments aplenty.
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      Cool air met my flushed cheeks. Charlie was grumbling about puking in the backseat of his surf mobile. But he had the decency to wrap an arm about me to prevent any nasty tumbles involving grazed knees and more rips in my jeans.

      I sucked in a deep breath of fresh air, felt coarse rope slide across the back of my neck, and let the scent of sea and salt and the fishery wash over me.

      Mikey was meeting a boat, and I had an idea of where. And considering what Darren and his goons had been discussing, I was pretty darn sure Mikey was meeting that boat this evening.

      I let out a groan at my bloated belly and then stalked to the nearest bushes. A brief, embarrassing moment later, I was feeling much more like myself. And not so much like a beached whale who’d guzzled several glasses of beer over the course of an evening.

      I accepted the bottle of water Charlie handed me from the boot of his car and rinsed out my mouth.

      “You’re not as stoned as you looked, are you?” he asked.

      I shook my head. There was some residual dizziness, but my skull hadn’t started pounding, and my vision was clear.

      “I don’t recommend that style of investigating,” I told him.

      “Are we on a case?”

      I blinked at him.

      “Of course, we’re on a case. How much did you have to drink anyway?”

      “Two glasses.” He frowned at me. “And I’m a dude; I can handle it.”

      I scoffed. “My boobs alone can handle two glasses of beer in an evening.”

      He blinked at me and did not glance at my boobs once.

      I shook my head and opened the passenger door of his car.

      “Come on, Gnarly Charlie,” I told him. “I’ll swap cars at home, and you can get your beauty sleep.”

      “You’re going out again? Wait a minute. You’re driving?”

      “I’m perfectly sober.”

      “Summer! You downed four glasses of beer in less time than it takes most people to brush their teeth.”

      “What a strange analogy,” I said.

      “You know what I mean.” He sighed and got into the driver’s seat. “I’ll drive you wherever you need to go.”

      I stared across the car at him.

      “That goes above and beyond the boarder/landlady agreement.”

      He huffed out a breath and turned the car over. Black smoke billowed out of the tailpipe.

      “I was getting bored hanging around home anyway,” he said. “And who knows what kind of trouble you’ll get up to.”

      “I am licensed for trouble,” I agreed.

      “You think I didn’t figure that out when you challenged a gang member to a drinking match?”

      “He’s an old friend.”

      “He copped a feel, stared down your top, and sported a woody when you draped all over his lap acting drunk and disorderly.”

      “Ew!” I shouted, covering my ears. “I’m not listening to this.”

      “For a good-looking girl, you are really thick.”

      “Because I’m a girl?”

      “Because you’re…” he waved at my chest. “Surely this isn’t the first time someone’s horned on you because of them.”

      “You mean my boobs.” He winced. “Say it. Boob. Go on; I dare you. Boob. Boob. Boob.”

      “Summer.” He sounded in pain.

      I laughed quietly to myself.

      “Did it not occur to you that they’re a tool,” I murmured, staring out at the night as it whizzed by.

      I could tell he was sneaking glances at me. At my face, and not my boobs.

      “I learned early on that guys wouldn’t hide their interest in them,” I said quietly. “And that girls wouldn’t hide their distaste. Rather than try to ignore their existence, which I’m telling you now is quite an impossibility, I decided I’d use them for something.”

      “That’s why you became a PI?”

      I turned and looked at him.

      “I became a PI because of my boobs? Really?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I wasn’t sure I did, but I let it go.

      “Can’t live with them,” I muttered.

      “Can’t live without them,” Charlie finished for me.

      I smiled. “They serve a very valuable purpose. A trick up my sleeve.”

      “Or on your chest.”

      I laughed, which, I was thinking, was exactly what Charlie had been aiming for.

      “So, where are we going, oh Chesty One?” he asked.

      “You’re getting rather lippy,” I told him. “I like it.”

      He grinned but kept his eyes on the road in front of him.

      “Mangonui,” I said a moment later. “You know the wharf?”

      “Yeah, right next to the fish and chip shop.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “What’s there?”

      I looked back out at the sea as we drove through Cable Bay. The rope was back, but at least it wasn’t strangling me. The Shimmering Sands Apartments were up on the left, overlooking the ocean. Was Big Wig still there? What had been stolen? What did it have to do with Mikey?

      It was time Detective Douche coughed up some info, I thought. Once I talked to Mikey and checked out what the ever loving heck he’d been up to, I’d confront Danvers and demand to know what I was actually dealing with here.

      Corporate espionage. The Rikas. Rope. None of it made any sense.

      “Summer?” Charlie pressed.

      I realised I hadn’t answered his last question.

      “What’s at the wharf?” he asked again.

      “Seagulls,” I told him. And Mikey Rika exchanging something with someone on a fishing vessel.

      I shook my head as the rope pressed in firmer to the back of my neck. Rubbing a hand across the skin there didn’t do anything for the phantom sensations, but it helped to stop me from fidgeting. I’d started to feel like we weren’t driving quickly enough. Like a clock was ticking and we were racing it.

      I shifted in my seat and forcefully lowered my hand.

      The rope scraped across the skin of my nape menacingly.

      Charlie took Mill Bay Road at a sedate pace that had me grinding my teeth. The Holden rumbled down the twisting road, the brakes squealing when he liberally applied them. I thought perhaps Mikey could have met someone at the boat ramp in Mill Bay itself, but the rope eased off my neck as soon as the thought materialised.

      Mangonui Wharf, I purposely thought instead.

      The rope returned with a vengeance.

      It was late; the moon was high. I rolled down the window of the car, making the glass squeak as I rotated the handle. Even the Mighty Micra had electric windows. The scent of the sea washed in, but it didn’t make me feel calm like it usually did. My pulse rate increased.

      Swinging on to Beach Road, I almost told Mikey to stop when the Police Station and the realtor’s came into view. Danvers’ SUV was parked in front of the cottage to the side of the station. The lights were out. The curtains drawn. If Suzy was visiting, they’d retired to bed.

      I said nothing and the Holden rolled past.

      The fish and chip shop appeared. It was after hours now, but I could still smell the fat used to cook them. A car was parked out front. I recognised it as Heather Malcolm’s. She ran the Mangonui Fish Shop and would be writing up her sales or checking stock or whatever it was she needed to do in the middle of the night at a takeaway shop.

      The wharf came next, and Charlie slowed the car down. I couldn’t see any boats tied up to the side of it, but the fishery shed did block some of the view from the waterfront. There were no fishery trucks. No cars of any description. If Mikey were still here, he’d either taken his bike with him onto the wharf or parked it some distance away to avoid suspicion.

      The wharf was open to anyone who wanted to walk on it or use it to fish from. Just because the fishery worked from there didn’t make it private property. But a Harley rumbling in so late at night, the rider dressed in black and sporting gang patches, would have caught the eye of someone out for an evening stroll along the boardwalk.

      The engine ticked quietly as the waves outside the open window lapped up on the shore. The clink of rigging could be heard from a boat moored out in the harbour. The sound of someone’s stereo or TV wove seamlessly through the air. The Mangonui Hotel let out a burst of laughter.

      “What now?” Charlie whispered from beside me.

      I jerked in my seat. Then got my mojo on, reaching into the bag I’d left in the wheel well earlier and pulling my firearm free.

      “Holy shit,” Mikey whispered.

      I checked the gun, then replaced it in the handbag, swinging the strap over my shoulder, so it crossed between my breasts. I didn’t like wearing a handbag like this. My boobs were freaks of nature as they were. Subjecting them to a strap dividing the masses just made things messy. But I’d left my shoulder holster at home. It was summer. And even if I was wearing a skimpy singlet, I was definitely not going to subject myself to a jacket.

      “Stay here,” I said and slipped out of the vehicle.

      Charlie climbed out the other side.

      “What did I just say?” I demanded.

      “I’m not missing any of this,” he told me.

      “Are you mad?”

      “I like to think of it as inquisitive,” he said, smiling. “I’m curious by nature.”

      “You know what they said about curiosity and the cat,” I growled, keeping my voice low.

      “That I’m not a cat and this is Northland, New Zealand. And really, Summer, you watch too many movies.”

      “What part of the Taipa Tavern did you miss?” I snapped at him as he rounded the bonnet of the car and stood beside me. “The bikers? Or the gang patches? Or maybe you couldn’t smell the unprocessed weed?”

      He blinked at me and then looked at the fishery shed.

      “It’ll be easier if you just go with it,” he said. “Roll with the punches. That sort of thing.”

      No-one likes having their words flung back at them. And he hadn’t even been there when I’d said the exact same thing to Danvers.

      “You’re strange,” I told my boarder. He grinned at me.

      I would be lying if I said I didn’t appreciate his presence behind me as I stepped out onto the wharf. Fishing boats tugged on their moorings. Rigging rattled. Rope swept across the back of my neck, making me shudder. I strained to hear anything out of the ordinary. But it seemed like an ordinary night in Mangonui.

      I flicked a glance along the main road toward where Aunt Sadie lived. Her house was lit up like Christmas. In fact, I could see the flashing lights of her Christmas tree. Red. Blue. Green. Back to red again. She was probably throwing a swingers party.

      I shuddered again, and it had nothing to do with the persistent presence of rope scraping along the back of my neck.

      It was highly probable that I’d missed Mikey altogether. And that I’d have to make a visit to the Rika homestead tomorrow and confront him on his home territory. But if Darren Rika and his pothead brothers scared me, their kaumatua grandmother sure as heck did.

      I had to hope that I caught Mikey in the act, whatever the act was, and then was able to talk some sense into him. Failing that, I’d find out once and for all whether he was involved in the intellectual property theft from the Shimmering Sands Apartments and help him mitigate the fallout afterwards.

      The fallout being Detective Alex Danvers.

      Corporate espionage. The Rikas. Rope.

      My boots made barely a sound on the concrete wharf, and I was surprised to hear how silent Charlie was behind me. Maybe catching waves and balancing on surfboards all day long gave one a light step when back on terra firma.

      I slowed as I approached the corner of the fishery shed. The scent of fish guts and bird poop was strong here. I heard Yoda repeat that in his Yoda voice inside my head. I sucked in a silent breath of air and held it, listening.

      No conversation. No boat sounds other than those out on the moorings in the harbour. I checked over my shoulder; Charlie was still there. His eyes met mine, and he nodded eagerly. As if we were playing hide and seek and this was all some sort of exciting adventure. I swallowed down my discomfort and let the breath I’d been holding out, pulling my weapon out of my handbag in one smooth motion.

      I held it up, double-handed, and peeked around the corner of the shed.

      There was no boat moored to the side of the wharf. No Harley Davidson. No shake of hands or exchange of money and drugs.

      But there was a person, lying out cold on a coil of thick rope.

      The clouds above shifted, hiding the moon. The shape I’d made out on top of the fishing ropes became dark shadows and indistinct edges. I crept forward, checking my periphery, straining to hear a sound that would indicate an ambush.

      The person came into clearer focus. It became a body and then a man; dressed in dark clothes. Chocolate coloured skin and brown hair made deciphering details in the low light harder. But he was large and wore leather. Big biker boots encased each foot.

      For a horrifying moment, I thought it was Mikey.

      And then the clouds shifted, and the moon shone down from above, illuminating everything.

      The rope sensation slithered off my neck and disappeared.

      The body. The man was dead. And he had a coil of thick rope wrapped around his neck.
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      I didn’t know him. I didn’t recognise him. And a guilty part of me was relieved about that. And then the private investigator in me woke up.

      I checked his pulse. None. I checked the immediate area. Nothing out of the ordinary on a dirty fishing wharf. I checked his hands and fingers. He’d scratched his neck, trying to get the rope to loosen. Blood had trickled down his throat. He had four distinct lines where his nails had gouged into flesh on either side of his neck.

      Just like mine. But mine weren’t as desperate looking as his.

      “Holy shit,” Charlie muttered from beside me.

      I’d forgotten he was even there.

      “Call the cops,” I said, standing up and rechecking the area.

      The rope was the same sort of rope you expected to see on a wharf. Or on a fishing boat. It smelled of fish guts and salt. It was crusted in it. Some of the salt and fish scales had transferred to the victim’s neck. I could pick out a few sparkling bits on his chest.

      He wasn’t gang patched. But he was definitely dressed like he should have been. His beard was thicker than Darren’s.

      I pulled my phone out and shined the light over his body. No tats that I could see on his face or neck, but he did have words written across his knuckles. Born Wild. I took a photo. Then snapped a few more of the body and the wharf just to be sure.

      I could hear Charlie talking to the emergency dispatcher on his cell phone. I wondered idly what he was saying about being on the wharf with me at this time of night. I pushed his surprisingly level voice out of my mind and concentrated on the scene before me.

      Darren hadn’t mentioned Mangonui Wharf. It could be that this was all coincidental. That wherever Mikey was carrying out his deal was miles away from here. But the rope had warned me, and my neck never lied. Sometimes it was difficult to interpret what it was telling me, but when Darren had mentioned Mikey and that deal in the Taipa Tavern, my neck had reminded me about the rope.

      And here was a rope used to murder somebody.

      It wasn’t just that either. The scent of fish and sea air had led me to the fishery. And none of that would have happened if Darren hadn’t been talking about Mikey and his exchange on a boat. I turned the cell phone torch off and blinked into the darkness. There were several boats out on the water, any one of them could have been the boat in question. Was Mikey on one even now; watching me? Was the person who had strangled this guy with a rope out there somewhere?

      Or had they all fled as soon as the exchange had been completed?

      I needed to find Mikey.

      I looked down at the body on the ropes and shook my head. Mikey was a lot of things, not least of which was a Rika. But murderer?

      Red and blue lights cast an eery alternating glow across the water. Danvers was on the move from the police station. I glanced around, but couldn’t see anything else of interest. Grabbing Charlie’s arm, I hauled him away from the scene and along the wharf.

      By the time the police issued SUV rocked up, we were leaning against a signpost, talking softly. Well away from the murder scene.

      The headlights of the police car shone directly into our eyes and Danvers did not switch them off immediately. He sat in his car radioing in a report or writing up a note or just plain old watching us. It was a little creepy.

      And then the lights flicked off plunging us into darkness and all I could see was spots before my eyes.

      Then a car door opened and slammed shut, and steady footfalls sounded out on the concrete. I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose, blinking the spots away and wishing I hadn’t had all those beers earlier in the evening.

      “Ms O’Dare,” Detective Douche said. “I hadn’t realised you were here as well.”

      I glanced at Charlie, but he was looking at the detective.

      “Male. Thirties,” I said, pushing off from the signpost. “Looks like strangulation by rope.”

      Danvers stared at me and then looked down the wharf.

      “You were both together when you found him?”

      “Yes,” I said. Charlie said nothing; maybe he thought this was my show now and he’d done his dash.

      “Midnight stroll along the wharf?” the detective asked.

      “Something like that.”

      “With all the fish guts and discarded burley.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.”

      He studied me and then pulled a torch from his belt and shone it over the wharf, from where we were standing all the way to the end of it. He couldn’t see behind the shed; he’d have to walk on the wharf to actually get there. But for now he just looked at what he could see, and then he abruptly turned the glare of the torch on both of us.

      The light blinded me, and then I realised he was playing it over my neck.

      I turned away and started walking toward the body.

      “Stay here, Mr Roberts,” I heard Danvers tell Charlie.

      The detective’s long legs caught up with me easily. Thankfully he didn’t shine the torch on my neck again but kept it on the wharf in front of him instead.

      “Was this a romantic interlude?” he suddenly asked.

      “Interlude?” I repeated.

      “Evening. Walk.”

      I chose my words carefully, but in the end, there was nothing for it but to be honest with him. If he were anywhere near as decent a cop as I thought he might be, he’d trace my movements this evening and discover some of my secrets anyway. Hiding them now would only look suspicious, and I had the feeling that Detective Danvers was a suspicious kind of man.

      “I was following a lead.”

      He looked at me sharply, but just then we’d rounded the corner of the shed, and the body came into view. Danvers played his torchlight over the dead man, the ropes, and then the surrounding area.

      “Damn,” he muttered.

      “You know him?” I asked, surprised.

      “No. But I had hoped the caller had got it wrong.”

      He’d hoped the man wasn’t dead.

      “Sorry,” I murmured.

      He looked at me for a moment and then returned his attention to the murder scene.

      “That wouldn’t have been easy,” he said, crouching down and nodding toward the rope as it wrapped around the deceased’s neck.

      It was thick, heavy-duty rope. The sort of rope used on pulleys and hauling in commercial fishing nets. It was coarse and stiff and would have required a fair amount of strength to wrap around the man’s neck. I could picture it being possible though, if the killer crossed the ends over, and was made of muscle. Or maybe if two people did it, pulling the ends in opposite directions; the strangled man suspended between them.

      I pushed that decidedly morbid imagery away.

      “What lead?” Danvers asked, checking much the same things I’d done upon arrival.

      “Pardon?” My mind was wandering. Or trying to wander from the gruesome sight of a dead man.

      “The lead that you were following to here.”

      “Oh,” I said and chewed on my lip. Danvers stopped what he was doing and stared up at me.

      “Everything all right, Ms O’Dare?”

      “Yes,” I said, nodding a little too vigorously. My head spun. My vision wavered. I reached out a hand, and Danvers caught it.

      He sniffed. His face too close to mine. “Have you been drinking?” he demanded.

      “All part of the cover, Detective.”

      He said nothing for a long drawn out moment, and then he let me go and pulled out his cell phone. I took the chance to suck in lungfuls of air without him watching me too closely and moved away from the body.

      I’d seen dead bodies before, of course. Some of them were important to me. Some of them were strangers. I’d trained in Auckland, so I’d seen a fair few gruesome things. Blood didn’t alarm me, but there was no blood here, and I didn’t know the man who’d been killed, so I shouldn’t have felt so off-kilter.

      It could have been the beers, I told myself. But it was more likely the fact that I wasn’t sure if Mikey wasn’t somehow involved in this. I couldn’t even think the words; that he had done this. Murdered someone. But they were there.

      As was Tia’s face and Darren’s swat of his palm on my rear and the Coffee Cube and the Rika homestead and the scent of marijuana and sea salt on the air.

      Danvers appeared in front of me, crouched down so he could look me in the eye.

      “Did you know him?”

      “No.”

      “Have you seen a dead body before?”

      I nodded.

      “It can be quite a shock.”

      Phantom ropey fingers circled my throat, but it was only a memory; not a sensation or a premonition. There’d likely be no more rope around my neck unless the murderer chose that method of killing again. The message had been received, and my psychic ability never bothered to repeat itself if it wasn’t necessary.

      An event always triggered it, but once the event and consequences had played out, the sensations ceased.

      The touch of oily liquid and the scent of brake fluid led to my parents’ car crash when I was eight. Once the crash had happened, I never felt that sensation again.

      The case file Danvers had presented me led to the linen sheets from the laundromat. Once I’d connected Mikey to the case, the linen had stopped touching me. The rope and scent of fish guts led me to the wharf and the body. I knew now what it meant. There’d be no more phantom strangulation for me.

      Or so I hoped.

      I’d long ago stopped trying to work out why this happened to me. I found things others couldn’t. I solved puzzles the police had failed to complete. I knew things when I shouldn’t. Detective Pieters had come to accept my bizarre announcements; not as gospel as such, but as a clue that was treated roughly the same as any other piece of evidence he gathered.

      He’d check it, prove it, then use it. It didn’t matter how I came by the information or lead; he’d go through the same motions every time I helped him solve a case.

      But crouched here on the Mangonui Wharf with the new detective in town and a dead body, I wasn’t sure I had the energy to go through training him the way I’d trained Pieters.

      Danvers watched me now as if he could pluck the answers to his many questions out of my head by simply staring at me. I knew I must have seemed strange to him. This young woman who people spoke of as being kooky and yet the police kept my name on file as the go-to girl for unsolved mysteries.

      I wanted to tell him. To get it all off my chest.

      I knew if I did, I’d never get another case file from the police.

      “Remember the laundromat,” I said, feeling sick to my stomach.

      He nodded his head and said nothing.

      “Mr Huang let someone go who had worked up at the Shimmering Sands Apartments.”

      Still nothing, but then he’d figured this much out, hadn’t he?

      Mikey’s name would not be unknown to the detective, but somehow me voicing it felt like a betrayal. I felt guilty.

      “I know the Rikas,” I whispered as if saying it quietly wasn’t as bad as saying it at all.

      “Michael Rika,” Danvers said.

      “Mikey,” I corrected, he arched a brow but said nothing. “They usually have a drink at the Taipa Tavern on a Friday,” I said.

      “The beer.”

      “Yes.”

      “And the wharf, Ms O’Dare?”

      “Summer.”

      He didn’t repeat it. His lips pressed into a thin line as if he was making sure he didn’t repeat my name back to me.

      Whatever Mikey Rika had got himself involved in, I couldn’t help him by remaining silent. And if he was involved in this, then what did that say about me? About my license to investigate? I might have had a few tricks up my sleeve for solving a crime, but I was still subject to the law.

      And the Mangonui Police had hired me.

      I was bound. I was trapped. I could protect the Rikas only so long as no one got hurt and no laws had been broken.

      I’d hoped to find Mikey first. To beat it out of him. To string him up by his short and curlies, and make him spill the beans. Mikey would have caved. He always caved to me. But Mikey wasn’t here, and a dead body was, and I knew - I knew - that this was where the exchange was supposed to have happened.

      That this was where Mikey had last been.

      I stared at the detective. He stared stoically back at me.

      He had his secrets too, I thought. Were they his to keep? Or were they the Mangonui Police’s?

      “What was stolen?” I asked.

      “What led you to the wharf?”

      “You know,” I said, pushing up to my feet and making the detective stumble backwards, “sooner or later, you’re going to have to come clean with me.”

      He reached out and grasped my arm before I could walk away from him. From this.

      “And sooner or later, Ms O’Dare, you’re going to have to be honest with me.”

      The way he said it, the way he looked at me, made me think he was asking for more than just the secrets I’d accumulated during the course of the evening. It made me think he was asking for more than I could give him.

      It made me think he wanted every last secret about me.

      I shook myself free and met his narrow-eyed gaze. I felt like a deer caught in the sights of a hunter. No escape.

      I scoffed mentally. Smiled brightly. And said, “Check for drug residue on his hands, Detective. This was a drug deal gone bad.”

      Then I walked back down the wharf and as far away as I could get from Detective Danvers.

      Constables had arrived and were cordoning off the area. Charlie was lying on top of the Holden’s hood, asleep. We’d both have to make statements, but this was Doubtless Bay; they could wait until the morning.

      “Hey, Gnarly Charlie,” I said, shaking him by the shoulder. “Take me home or lose me forever.”

      He blinked open big brown eyes and stared at me, goofily.

      “Isn’t that meant to be, ‘Take me to bed or lose me forever?’”

      I choked on a surprised breath of air. He rolled off the hood and winked at me.

      It was only when I turned to get in the front passenger seat that I saw Danvers had followed me.

      I felt his eyes on the back of my neck all the way along Waterfront Drive, and I wasn’t entirely sure if it was real or part of what made me kooky.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          

        

    

    







            Murder Was Another Kettle Of Fish

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Morning came complete with too-bright sunshine peeking through a gap in my curtains and stabbing me in the eyes like a drill, seagulls making a racket next door as Mrs Bread and Butter Sutter fed her leftovers to the birds, and the loud banging of someone determined to break my door down or collapse the roof on top of my head. It was debatable which would win; both the door and roof needed replacing.

      I rolled out of bed muttering expletives to myself and wondering where I’d put the aspirin, and then shuffled to the kitchen door in my jammies. I’d even managed to get my fluffy pink slippers on with my eyes closed, which was quite a feat and something I was extremely proud of.

      Of course, opening up the door to a disgruntled looking Detective Douche in nothing more than a t-shirt that said Let’s Get Weird emblazoned across it and boy-short undies was not the best impression to make. Add in the picture of Gonzo doing the cha-cha over my boobs, and it wasn’t pretty.

      “Oops,” I said. “Forgot the dressing gown.”

      I’ll give him some credit. He tried his best not to let his eyes travel south, but either Gonzo, the challenging words, or my boobs finally did him in. And then his eyes snagged on my legs, and he paused.

      Leg man, not boob man. Good to know.

      “Coffee?” I asked, turning and leaving the door open for him to enter.

      “Yes.”

      “Excellent,” I said pointing blindly in the direction of the kitchen bench where I kept a Nespresso machine and milk frother. “Three full-strength pods and three heaped teaspoons of sugar, please,” I told him.

      I didn’t look back, but by the time I made it to my bedroom, I could hear the detective opening cupboards and clinking coffee cups together. I managed a quick brush of my teeth, a quick brush of my hair, and a quick grumbling brush of my clothes - Doug had slept on them - and made it back in time to accept a steaming hot cup of Ristretto as it was offered to me by an outstretched hand.

      I’d traded the boy-shorts for cut-offs and Gonzo for Animal. I could have chosen better, the words Party Animal spread across my chest reminded me of all the beers I’d consumed last night.

      I sank onto a stool at the kitchen bench and sipped the coffee while I watched Danvers make his own one. Black, no sugar. I shook my head and instantly regretted it.

      The detective turned around and leaned back against the bench, watching me.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      “Is it?”

      “Not really.” No, I didn’t think it was. He looked exhausted. No wonder he hadn’t baulked at helping himself to a coffee. I didn’t think Danvers was the kind to chat over tea.

      “Have you ID’d him?” I asked.

      “John Joseph Logan out of Kaitaia.”

      The name meant nothing to me. I nodded - carefully - and drank more coffee.

      “Where is your boarder?” he asked, sipping his own nectar from Eden.

      “If he has any sense, he’ll still be asleep,” I told him.

      “Would you mind checking?”

      I arched my brow at him, but slid off the stool and made my way to what I generously called the guest wing. When I received the house as part of Gran’s estate, I spent what little money I’d saved while working down in the Big Smoke on redecorating. The most expensive addition to the place was an ensuite bathroom attached to the bedroom that used to be Gran’s. I’d decided to stay in my smaller room that ran along the front of the house where the driveway and garage were, and which was right next to a tiny spare room that I made over into an office, complete with gun safe.

      Gran’s bedroom had the pressed tin ceiling tiles and decorative mitred crown mouldings. It also had the best view of the sea and double doors that opened up onto the balcony. With the addition of a bathroom, it became practically self-contained. A coat of paint, new putty on the windows and French doors, upgraded furniture with a leaning toward a coastal theme, and the room became a viable money earner.

      It was neither girly nor masculine, but it was well away from my side of the house and had the best views in Northland. Or that’s what my page on Airbnb claimed it had.

      I knocked on the door and heard a groan from the other side.

      “Do you want a coffee?” I called out to Charlie.

      “Nah,” he said, voice muffled through the wood and sheets, and I didn’t want to picture what else he had going on in there. “Sleep. Then surf.”

      “OK,” I said and returned to the detective. “He’s in bed, then hitting the beach.”

      “I’ll need to get a statement from him before I leave.”

      I nodded and crossed to the Nespresso machine, priming it for my second cup.

      “I guess you want mine,” I said, adding milk to the frother.

      “It would help. Start at the beginning, please.”

      This required aspirin, so I took a detour to the medicine cabinet, downed four tablets, and then chased them with coffee and leftover donuts from the Coffee Cube. I slid the container across the bench to Danvers - rather hospitable of me, I thought - but he declined the chocolatey offering. I shrugged and hauled it back on my side of the bench; all the more for Animal.

      It was at this point that things got tricky.

      Medicated, caffeinated, and chocolate-ated, I stared across the lounge and out to sea. Corporate espionage. The Rikas. Rope. Which was more than just rope now and firmly in the murdering category.

      My eyes met Danvers’ across the bench.

      I wasn’t sure what would come out of my mouth or if, in fact, anything would. I was caught between a rock and a hard place, and the hard place had blue eyes and blond hair and wore a detective’s badge.

      The rock was a Rika.

      “I spent the morning checking the addresses you gave me,” I started. “The squatters’ place on Stratford Drive. The theft of electronic equipment from Sunrise Place. And a drive-by of Shimmering Sands. You saw me at the Watanabe’s.” I gave him a glare for keeping the list of stolen electronic equipment from me. “And I’m pretty sure you know I went to the laundromat.” He said nothing. “That left Mikey.”

      I finished my coffee and contemplated making another. At least the headache was subsiding.

      “The Taipa Tavern,” Danvers said, startling me. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been staring down the coffee machine.

      “What about it?”

      “I was told they had a drinking match last night.”

      He’d been following up on me.

      “Darren Rika and a redhead who drank a couple of beers and passed out.”

      I winced.

      He leaned forward. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?”

      “I can handle four beers, Detective.”

      “I’m not talking about the beers. Darren Rika is a known gang member. And the Taipa Tavern is a good twenty minutes away from the police station. If you’d required backup, I wouldn’t have been able to get there in time.”

      I blinked at him. Was that concern I heard in the low, gravelly growl of his voice?

      I shook my head. It was more likely professional courtesy. I was on a case he’d given me; he’d feel responsible if something happened to me.

      “First off,” I said. “I’m a local. I know my way around the TT. Second, Darren Rika is the brother of my best friend. I practically grew up with his baby sister and am considered one of the family.”

      Danvers narrowed his eyes at me. Perhaps aligning myself with a known gang member’s family wasn’t the brightest idea.

      I soldiered on.

      “Thirdly, from the police station to Taipa it would have taken you less than ten minutes. Unless of course you were tied up and couldn’t extricate yourself quickly.” I paused. He said nothing. It’s hard to catch a fly who’s fussy about what he eats. But that just made Suzy impossible to picture in this analogy. “At that time of night,” I went on, “without traffic on the road and your beacons flashing, you could probably have made it in about five minutes flat. I think I could have handled myself for all of five minutes, Detective. Besides, I had backup. I had Charlie with me.”

      “The surfer.”

      “Nothing wrong with hanging ten,” I muttered.

      Danvers remained silent; just stared at me.

      “Darren didn’t suspect a thing,” I finally offered.

      The detective let out a slow burst of air as if he was physically letting the issue go along with the last of his breath. I usually felt a measure of amusement at making people frustrated with me. I wasn’t sure what I was feeling right now.

      “Tell me what you found out,” he said quietly.

      It all boiled down to this: Tell Danvers about Mikey’s exchange on the wharf where a body was found and thereby drop a possible innocent in it. Or cover for the Rikas.

      I felt like I might be about to make the biggest mistake of my life. I felt like I was definitely about to test my friendship with Tia. I felt like this was the moment I’d later be able to trace everything back to that would go wrong in my life.

      Danvers waited silently. I could hear Charlie showering, the pipes rattling in the walls as the water flowed from the old part of the house to the new ensuite bathroom. Waves crashed up onto the beach. A bird called out. Doug scratched at something. A bee buzzed as it lazily flew past the kitchen window.

      Corporate espionage. A drug deal. And murder by rope.

      I couldn’t protect Mikey if he’d done this. I didn’t want to protect Darren if he’d ordered the hit on the stiff.

      And I really didn’t want to lose Tia’s friendship. But the scales had tipped; my livelihood versus my best friend’s brothers. In all good conscience, I couldn’t lie to the detective. A man had died. Stolen trade secrets were one thing. Murder was another kettle of fish.

      “They were waiting on Mikey,” I said, and watched Danvers’ nostrils flare as he inhaled sharply. “He was making an exchange with someone on a boat. But a couple of Darren’s guys were worried that someone else had beaten them to it.”

      “To what? The exchange?”

      I shrugged. “Not sure. But Darren did say that whoever had beaten them to it didn’t know what they’d taken.” What they don’t know won’t hurt ‘em, that’s what he’d said.

      Silence met my words and then Detective Danvers slowly leaned back against the bench, arms crossed over his chest, eyes distant.

      I’d well and truly put Darren Rika in it. Of course, Danvers would think that whatever the Rikas had taken was likely to be the stolen corporate info from Big Wig. What that had to do with a drug exchange, I didn’t know. But maybe he did.

      For now, I was done with this mess. My friendship with Tia aside, I had to keep living in Doubtless Bay. Most of what I did helped the locals. Finding a lost heirloom. Tracking a cheating husband. Following up on an insurance claim. It was low key stuff. And where I could, I made sure that what I did didn’t ruin families.

      Well, unless they were stepping out on their other half.

      But this…this was different. This was murder and drugs and the Rikas. This was gang related, and even in Doubtless Bay, we had problems with gangs. Kaitaia was only half an hour away. And Kaitaia was Gang Central.

      I scrubbed a hand over the back of my neck wondering why my nape wasn’t prickling. Even Gran was absent.

      I’d just plucked up the courage to tell Danvers he was on his own when he started talking.

      And not just talking, but opening up. I’d wanted to know what he knew. I’d questioned why he’d kept me in the dark. I’d surmised that he wanted me to prove myself, but I thought this was less to do with results and more to do with honesty.

      I’d told him about the Rikas. He told me about Big Wig.

      “Rupert Carmichael runs an engineering company,” he said. “They manufacture various machines used in at least a dozen different fields. He’s provided us with a list of those machines and the names of the companies he contracts to. But he’s unable to tell us what has been stolen and whose business it affects.”

      “Is that normal?” I asked.

      “It’s highly sensitive information, apparently, and what he has provided is enough to prove that something was taken and that it could cost his business millions of dollars.”

      So, Danvers was in the dark, too.

      “That makes finding it tricky,” I said.

      Danvers snorted softly. “What we do know is he’s worth a pretty penny. And he has friends in high places. Like the Police Commissioner and the Minister of Police.”

      “They’re breathing down your neck,” I concluded.

      He offered me a small smile. It didn’t reach his eyes, but it did smooth out some of the frown lines that had taken up residence there since I’d last seen him.

      “They can’t breathe down your neck,” he said quietly.

      I stared at him. He held my gaze steadily.

      He wanted me to do what he couldn’t. To go places and ask questions he was unable to go and ask. He wanted me to keep working for him, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a part of this.

      I shook my head and pushed up from the bench, taking the empty coffee cups to the sink.

      “Corporate espionage,” I said aloud. “A drug deal. And murder by rope.”

      I turned to face him.

      “What’s the commonality?”

      He shrugged. “What does your…gut say?”

      There was something about this man that made me think he could see right through me. It was a ridiculous thought, but Alex Danvers was not the sort of man, I believed, to take chances. Yet something about this case was making him want to take a chance on me.

      I wrapped a hand around the back of my neck.

      “Nothing,” I said, staring out to sea. “I’ve got nothing.”

      Except a strong feeling that this was going to rock the community and break up a perfectly good friendship.

      Where on God’s green earth was I going to get donuts like Tia’s if the Coffee Cube became enemy territory?
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      The coffee was making me jittery, but it was the slightly crossed eyes of the property manager for the Shimmering Sands Apartments that really made my hair stand on end. He was whip-thin and taller than me, with hollow cheeks and dark brows. I wasn’t sure which eye I was meant to look at, so I concentrated on the bump in his nose instead.

      “You’re booked out to when?” I asked.

      The bump shifted alarmingly as his nostrils flared.

      “We are a five-star resort, Miss. We’re booked out months in advance.”

      “My aunt only requires a small room for the weekend,” I told him.

      “We have nothing.”

      I glanced around the reception area. A plush leather sofa sat next to a fern. Paintings of Northland beaches adorned the beige walls, the frames almost bigger than the artist’s work. I wasn’t sure which was more important to the owners of the Shimmering Sands; the images, the artists, or the framework.

      “You guys are popular, huh?” I said, wandering across the small space and staring out the window into the well-manicured gardens.

      “We have a solid five-star rating on Trip Advisor.”

      “How many apartments do you have?”

      “Six. We’re exclusive.”

      I’d been to the Shimmering Sands before, of course. The previous owners had been friends of my grandmother’s. But the new owners lived out of town, down in Auckland or Wellington, I wasn’t sure which. The property manager wasn’t a local either, which decided it for me. Flashing my license and demanding to see the security surveillance wouldn’t work. Nor would my winning smile or Double Ds.

      I turned back toward him.

      “So, nothing for months?”

      “No.” He screwed up his lips a little and then offered a rather halfhearted, “Sorry.”

      “There’s only a couple of cars in the carpark,” I told him. “Are you sure you’re booked out?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me and then started shifting bits and pieces - a stapler, a pen, a notebook - around on his desk, naively believing he could intimidate me into leaving.

      Or ignore me.

      “The resort is booked out completely,” he said.

      Resort. I almost snorted. A resort was Carrington Estate on the KariKari Peninsula. Complete with tennis courts and swimming pools and an eighteen-hole golf course. What the Shimmering Sands was was not a resort.

      Sure, the decor was luxurious. The apartments well appointed. There was a pool. But six apartments overlooking Cable Bay beach was not an eighteen-hole golf course.

      Which begged the question, why was Big Wig still staying here?

      According to Danvers, who had opened up like a morning glory bloom right at dawn, Big Wig was still in town. Ostensibly to reclaim what had been stolen. I’d bet Doug’s favourite chew toy that Danvers didn’t believe that.

      And neither did I. So, here I was at the Shimmering Sands Apartments, pretending Aunt Sadie required a weekend of luxury overlooking the pristine shores of Cable Bay.

      Aunt Sadie required a lot of things but luxurious weekends a few kilometres away wasn’t one of them.

      “So, nothing you can do for me?” I asked the beanpole with ocular issues.

      “Like I said, we’re a very exclusive destination.”

      His eyes trailed over my jean-shorts and Animal t-shirt and landed on my well-worn Nikes.

      I smiled. It could have cut glass.

      “Thank you for your help,” I murmured, and walked out of the reception area.

      The cars in the carpark were Range Rovers. A matching pair. The apartment keys on the back wall of the reception area had all been present bar two; neighbouring apartments if the numbers meant anything. The manager’s diary had been open on his desk, beside the stapler and pen and notebook. Dark lines had marked out four apartments for the next six weeks. The two apartments belonging to the Range Rovers had not been similarly marked.

      Big Wig had booked the entire Shimmering Sands for himself and one other.

      And he was still here.

      I paused on the front path and crouched down to tie my shoelace. With sleight of hand, I photographed the license plates of the two Range Rovers. Tucking my cell phone into the back of my pocket, I stepped off the front path onto lush green lawn and started whistling.

      I found the gardener pruning some roses.

      Tufts of white hair sprang out from behind liver-spotted ears the size of Dumbo’s. A streak of zinc ran down his nose. Sun-kissed wrinkles spread out in a fan from each eye. Dark skin stretched taut over muscular arms. He must have been about ninety.

      Or he’d spent too long in the oven and was a burnt roast away for catching fire.

      “Those are icebergs, aren’t they?” I said.

      He unfurled like a long-necked turtle. Wrinkled face and snowy-tipped head stretched up to greet me. A smile spread across his withered cheeks.

      “Summer O’Dare, as I live and breathe.”

      “Hey, Mr Henare. How’s it hanging?”

      “Oh, you know…just another day at the plant.”

      “Life’s a garden, eh?” I offered. “Dig it!”

      He cackled delightedly.

      Then cast a nervous look toward the reception area.

      “I didn’t know you were still working here,” I said, drawing his attention back to me.

      “Grandfathered,” he said, dusting his hands off on his jeans. “When the Jacobsons sold the place, they sold me with it.” He reached out and touched one of the roses. I could smell its sweet scent as if it was a physical thing. “I made this garden. I planted every single flower or bush or tree. It’s a full-time job, but what else am I going to do?”

      I smiled sadly. Mrs Henare had died ten years ago. I’d always got the impression that Mr Henare was waiting for his invitation to the party. Mrs Henare had been a laugh a minute. If there was a heaven, she would be up there banging on bongo drums and dancing the Macarena.

      I looked around the Shimmering Sands garden at the riot of colour; a party all of its own making. “It’s beautiful,” I said. What else was there to say?

      The old man shook himself and looked up at me. “What brings you to the Shimmering Sands, Summer? Not like you need a holiday by the beach.”

      “Nah, just curious. You know there’s a police investigation going on?”

      He nodded; eyes darting over to the Range Rovers. “Heard something like that,” he murmured.

      “Yeah, just the other day. Don’t suppose you saw anything out of the ordinary?”

      He started to shake his head and then stopped.

      “There was one thing, now that you mention it. The night before the cops came. I make sure the sprinklers come on after sundown in summer. You know how it is; if you water plants in the heat of the sun, they can burn. It’s always best to do it at the end of the day.”

      “You don’t have a timer?”

      “Don’t believe in that sort of thing.” I thought, perhaps, that it was more to do with automation replacing him. Idle hands and all that. Mr Henare kept himself busy because the alternative was too painful a place to be.

      I wondered if I’d ever love someone the way Mr Henare loved his dear departed Molly. I wondered if someone would ever love me like that.

      “What did you see, Mr Henare?” I asked.

      “A van,” he said. “Skulking around by the back fence.”

      “Not on the property or by the gate?”

      “Nah. Just parked there. Lights out, engine running.”

      “Is that why it stood out?”

      He shook his head.

      “Not at the time. Just thought it was one of those freedom campers.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Footprints in amongst the dahlias.”

      “How dare they!”

      “I know, right?” I laughed. Mr Henare may not have actually been ninety, but he was well past the age of teenager-talk.

      “Word,” I said, offering my fist up for him to bump.

      He grinned up at me.

      “So, this van,” I said. “Get a colour or make?”

      “It was white; I know that much. One of those big ones.”

      “Big ones? Volkswagen Transporter?”

      He looked confused.

      “Hyundai iLoad?”

      “What’s that then?”

      “LDV V80?”

      “You’re talking but I ain’t hearing ya.”

      I shook my head and smiled at the old coot. “Ford Transit,” I said.

      “Bingo! That’s the one.”

      Only the most popular van in New Zealand.

      “Windows? Signwriting?” I pressed “License plate?”

      “I told you, Summer. I didn’t think much of it until I noticed the footprints in the garden bed the next day. If I’d thought it was up to no good, I would have paid more attention.”

      “That’s OK, Mr Henare. A white Ford Transit van is at least a place to start.” A very teeny, tiny place.

      “Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

      “You’ve been brilliant,” I told him, giving his gnarled old hand a squeeze.

      A door slammed over by the reception area, and we both looked up to see the beanpole watching us. No one had appeared from the two occupied apartments. The Range Rovers were still exactly where they had been. But the “resort” manager was definitely on the prowl for something.

      “Better leave you to it, then,” I said, wondering where I’d go from here.

      “Nice seeing you again, Summer. Say hello to Sadie for me.”

      “Will do, Mr Henare. Don’t work too hard.”

      I waved at the gardener and then waved at the property manager just to be ornery. I received only one wave in return.

      “Oh, hey, Summer?” Mr Henare called when I was a few paces away. I turned and shielded my eyes from the sun to look at him. “There was something written on the side. In orange and red.”

      “A company name?”

      He shrugged. “Just remember thinking it matched the dahlias.”

      Orange and red. Orange and red. I couldn’t think of a company logo that matched orange and red. I thanked the gardener and turned to leave when a lick of heat washed over my neck. The fine hairs on my arms rose with the sensation, and then a shiver ran through me. My steps faltered, but I forced myself onward. The burning sensation got hotter and hotter; it felt like the skin on my nape might blister from it.

      And then the smell of petrol reached me.

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Not that I thought the Shimmering Sands Apartments might blow up, but because fire and gasoline were not a good combination at a holiday spot.

      Nor were they welcomed at a petrol station.

      I slumped into the Mighty Micra and closed my eyes, then rolled down all the windows. Even with the sea breeze wafting in through the openings, I couldn’t dislodge the scent of petrol. I shifted my head on my neck and then started the car.

      Danvers hadn’t mentioned a white Ford Transit van, so he’d not bumped into Mr Henare. Or he’d simply not asked the right questions. People could be cagey like that, especially the locals. If they didn’t know you, they’d not relax. And one thing I’d discovered since becoming a private investigator, people talked to people they trusted.

      It wasn’t Detective Douche’s fault; he was new to town, that’s all.

      But I wasn’t. I knew who to ask and what questions to ask. And I also knew which petrol station was likely to be the one the van driver used to fill up at. Mangonui was more well known than Taipa. Taipa was a blip on the map. Mangonui was a historic settlement. People came from all over to see the old buildings and fish and chip shop. But to get to Mangonui, you had to take a side trip from State Highway 10. And the one road along the waterfront was it. There was nowhere to hide and nowhere to blend in. The harbour on one side. The historic buildings and Aunt Sadie on the other.

      So, the little gas station on Waterfront Drive was out. But the big Z petrol station on SH10 was definitely in. I drove there.

      The Micra wasn’t a gas guzzler by any stretch of the imagination, so the fifteen dollars and thirty cent top up I did wasn’t going to win me any favours.

      The fact that Greg Childs was behind the counter, however, did.

      “Well, hello, Summer,” he said as I handed over my credit card. “Long time no see.”

      His gaze tagged my boobs. Or Animal. But I was betting it was the boobs.

      “Hey, Greg. I heard you were back for the holidays.”

      “Auckland’s got nothing on the North.”

      “I hear ya,” I said, leaning down on the counter and emphasising my cleavage. Animal was reluctant to give up the goods, but I persevered.

      Besides, a girl’s gotta use her talents to get ahead in life. And Greg was nothing if not a connoisseur of girls’ talents.

      “Maybe we could hook up while I’m home this summer,” he suggested, without any preamble, I might add. “A little taste of Summer over the summer months.” He laughed at himself.

      I tried but, good grief, it was hard going.

      “Depends,” I said, flicking my hair over my shoulder. “Who else are you hooking up with?”

      Greedy Greg, as I’d called him in high school, was never satisfied with one girlfriend. He’d had a plethora of the darn things. I didn’t doubt for a second that he had a plethora of girls back in the city.

      Is it a plethora of girlfriends or a gaggle, like geese?

      I smiled, thankfully Greg thought I was coming on to him. It didn’t take much for him to think that, unfortunately. You had to be careful what you did around Greg, lest he think you were offering up your girl bits for his summer studies.

      “Oh, don’t be like that, Summer,” he drawled. “You’re more than enough of a handful to keep a guy busy.”

      Shoot me, now. Please.

      “Tell you what,” I said, running my finger across the countertop. “Show me your office, and I’ll think about it.”

      “My office, eh? You naughty, naughty girl.”

      There were customers in the petrol station, and it looked like Greg was the only one on the counter, but that didn’t stop him. A man on a mission, that was Gregory. He opened up the door to the back office and followed me in, turning to shut the door behind him. If he trapped me in here, I’d probably not see the light of day until winter.

      Greg might like to share it around, but he was thorough about it. Or so Tia told me. I wondered if Tia knew he was back. And then I wondered if Tia would gossip about Greg with me once she heard what I was working on for the cops.

      I shook my head, spun around, and pressed a hand into Greg’s chest, halting his forward momentum.

      “You’ve got customers,” I told him.

      “Stuff them, Summer. I can do quick.”

      “Just what a girl likes to hear, Greg,” I muttered.

      “Come on, babe. A quickie just to get us started, and I promise I’ll take care of you later.”

      I shook my head incredulously. “Word of your prowess has been greatly exaggerated,” I told him.

      “Let me show just how much prowess I’ve got.”

      The bell at the counter dinged.

      “Customers,” I repeated. “You deal with them; I’ll wait patiently.”

      He studied me for a moment and then nodded his head. Leaning toward me, he kissed the side of my neck and then whispered in my ear, “Don’t start without me, baby.” He pulled back and added, “Or if you do, make sure you take a picture.”

      I snorted. Then pulled my cell phone out and wiggled it at him.

      “Sure thing, stud,” I said.

      “Thatta girl, Summer. Knew you weren’t as stuck up as everyone said.”

      With that lovely compliment hanging on the air between us, he pushed through the door to the front of shop and then closed it behind him. Perhaps he didn’t want anyone to see me getting started without him. And then I spotted the camera hanging on the wall in the corner of the office; red light blinking.

      “You naughty, naughty boy, Gregory,” I murmured, and sat down at the desk.

      Finding the video surveillance for the date in question wasn’t hard, fast forwarding through hours of footage in ten minutes flat just about did me in. But by the time Greg came back for his little bit of Summer nookie, I was out the back window, license plate number in hand.

      My finger wave to the camera might have been a bit on the nose, but I thought I deserved it.

      Orange and red. I knew what the colours stood for now. And Detective Douche was gonna love me.
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      I didn’t get to Detective Danvers’ house until after sundown. Doug choked on a chicken bone, and I had to rush him to the vets. Two hundred and sixty-five dollars later, a drugged up dog overnighting at the animal hospital in Kaitaia and a tearful great aunt husking way too much corn on her front porch, I found myself on the detective’s doorstep. He opened the door to my tired knocking in running shorts, a sweat-soaked t-shirt and a sign that read Lick Here across his forehead.

      No, on second thought, the sign was all in my head.

      But at least I wasn’t tired anymore.

      “You look like you’ve had a hard day,” he said.

      You look good enough to eat, I thought.

      He grinned at me.

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “Come in,” he offered. “There’s beer in the fridge.”

      “Are you drinking?” I asked, as I stepped past him and tried not to inhale too deeply.

      “I’m on call.”

      “Then I’ll pass.”

      “Don’t hold back now, Ms O’Dare,” Danvers said. “Besides, I need a shower. And I’d rather you sat back and drank a beer than snoop around my house while I’m occupied.”

      I snorted and went in search of the fridge. As if a beer would stop me snooping.

      The man didn’t know me at all.

      I was flicking through his unopened mail on the hall stand when he came out of the bedroom; hair still wet, shirt pressed, jeans and bare feet completing the image nicely. The clean, masculine scent of soap wafted out to greet me.

      “You haven’t changed your address yet,” I remarked, noting the forwarding address used on the envelopes. He’d been a Wellington cop from the looks of it. The capital to Northland in one easy step.

      “It’s been less than a week,” he told me.

      “And yet you would have known about this transfer for quite some time, Detective. Why the hesitation?”

      “Why are you here?” He did that. Answered a question with a question to deflect.

      I let him have this one. The answer was obvious. He wasn’t committed to the position in Mangonui yet. If he had been, he would have changed his address.

      An out of towner for a local cop was one thing. An out of towner who still dreamed of being out of town was another. Northland needed commitment. I bizarrely hoped Suzy would stick with this one instead of her usual kiss and run technique. If she stuck to Detective Douche, maybe he’d stick to us.

      It was something.

      I took a swig of my beer and watched as the detective crossed the open plan living area and took a seat in an armchair. None of the furniture was his; he would have been given this home to live in fully furnished by the police. Part of his employment package, no doubt. But somehow he made the decor his.

      A rock climbing magazine lay open on the coffee table next to a murder mystery. In the corner sat a surfboard, it had to be his as Detective Pieters, the former inhabitant of the house, had been closing in on sixty and suffered from arthritis in his hips. A small reference library had been started on a bookshelf across one wall. The Sanctity of a Crime Scene was one of the books. French Cuisine was another. A bottle of scotch and a crystal decanter stood on the sideboard. The scotch was full, the decanter empty. I bet my next donut fix that it would remain that way for the duration of his stay in Northland.

      There was little other clutter, but I did notice a brass figurine hidden amongst the reference books. The three wise monkeys. See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. It about summed the detective up, I thought.

      I took a seat opposite him, and for a while, we just stared at each other. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking; he kept his features schooled. I smiled. He didn’t.

      I wasn’t sure Detective Douche smiled much at all.

      I suddenly wanted him to.

      “Knock-knock,” I said.

      He blinked at me.

      “This is where you say, ‘Who’s there?’”

      He said nothing.

      “OK, I’ll do it. But you should know, I failed drama in high school.” I cleared my throat. “Knock-knock,” I repeated in my normal voice. “Who’s there?” I said in a mock imitation of his deep timbre. “It’s the police.” Danvers pinched the bridge of his nose. “What do you want?” He closed his eyes. “We just want to talk,” I said. “How many of there are you?” He let out a little sigh. “Two.” I tried not to smile. “Then talk to each other,” I finished in a now raspy voice.

      I let a little cough out with a giggle and took a swig of my beer.

      “I’ve got more,” I told him.

      “Please don’t.”

      “You need to laugh a little.”

      “That wasn’t funny.”

      “Like I said, I’ve got more.”

      “Why are you here, Ms O’Dare?”

      “Do you think you’ll ever call me Summer?”

      “If you promise not to tell me any more cop jokes.”

      “But knock-knock ones are OK?”

      He looked at me.

      “I know a knock-knock joke about donuts.”

      “Of course, you do.”

      “It might make you smile.”

      “Finding the murderer and solving this case would make me smile.”

      “I get it. Business only. I found out how they got close enough to steal Big Wig’s corporate secrets.”

      His head shot up, and he speared me with an intense look.

      “What do you know?” Not, how do you know? We were making progress.

      I pulled my cell phone out and scrolled through my pictures, then presented him with one of the security footage on the computer screen at the petrol station. I wasn’t stupid enough to have taken the video itself, but the image was clear and the license plate was identifiable.

      So was the courier company logo.

      “What’s this?” he said, reaching out and taking the cell phone from me. He stared at the picture and then swiped to the next. Then he proceeded to swipe through my entire cell phone’s photo album.

      “Ever heard of privacy?” I demanded.

      He smiled. And all it took was a picture of me wiping out on Charlie’s surfboard.

      He turned the cell phone around and presented me with the picture of the Range Rover license plates.

      “You went to the Shimmering Sands,” he said.

      “I did.”

      “And confronted Mr Carmichael?”

      I shook my head. “Mr Henare,” I told him. “The gardener.”

      “The gardener,” he repeated and then, “Huh.”

      “That van was spotted parked outside the back fence of the Shimmering Sands Apartments the night before Carmichael reported his intellectual property stolen. The thief used the van to access Big Wig’s laptop via wifi. That driver is your man.”

      He stared at the photo for a long time.

      “This is an Auckland courier company,” he finally announced.

      I shrugged. “Big Wig is an Auckland based corporate douchebag.”

      He looked up at me. “This is good.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll look into it.”

      “Thought you might.”

      He stared at me, the cell phone forgotten in his hand. I met his gaze, but it was getting harder. I saw the doubt there. I saw the questions. I saw the moment he decided not to ask them, and the moment he chose to use my intelligence to catch a murderer.

      Even good guy cops could turn a blind eye when it suited them.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” I said, standing. I walked the empty beer bottle into the kitchen. Danvers followed.

      When I turned around, he was holding out my cell phone.

      “Good work, Ms O’Dare,” he said.

      I sighed but accepted the cell phone without a rebuke. If he couldn’t call me Summer, then he would forever be called Detective Douche.

      “Catch ya on the flip side,” I said.

      He snorted softly and showed me to the door.

      It was only after I reversed out of the parking spot in front of the police station that I wondered where Suzy was. The convertible MX-5 was conspicuous in its absence.

      And it left me feeling all kinds of bubbly inside.

      Stupid sexy cop.

      I considered visiting Aunt Sadie and checking that she was all right. She’d been cut up about Doug. But it was after ten, and even if she’d stopped husking the corn, it was a little late for a visit. I thought about phoning Tia; she’d still be up. But I couldn’t face my BFF and the lies I’d have to offer.

      So, I drove home and walked down to the beach. There were a few late night beachcombers, but not many. The moon glinted off the water, reflected like a swollen marshmallow in the sky. I stripped off my t-shirt and shorts and then walked into the water in my boy-short undies and bra. From a distance, it’d look like I was wearing a bikini.

      The water was warm, salt licked my skin, and with one deep breath of air sucked in, I dived under.

      If only it were that easy to wash away the guilt.

      I slept fitfully and woke with a headache. And I couldn’t even blame the single bottle of beer I’d had at Danvers’ last night. Aspirin, coffee and the last Coffee Cube donut did the trick, but the two messages from Tia on my cell phone left me feeling sick inside.

      I ignored them, grabbed my handbag, complete with gun and the case file, from inside the safe in my office, and headed for the kitchen counter. Charlie was MIA, as was the Holden and his surfboards. The dude was getting a heck of a lot of surf time in. I could hardly blame him; surf was up at Tokerau. Or so his note said.

      I was just flicking through the file Danvers had given me one last time when someone banged out an urgent refrain on my front door. It didn’t sound friendly. I placed the file back down on the counter, swung my bag across my chest, released the clasp to ensure I’d have easy access to the gun inside, and crossed to the front door.

      Peering through the peephole, I spotted a teased up head of blonde hair.

      “Great,” I muttered, sealing up my handbag again. Keeping temptation so readily accessible was not a wise idea with Suzy in attendance.

      I opened the door and gave her my best why-are-you-bothering-me stare.

      “Summer,” she said, pushing past me and storming inside.

      “I’m not buying whatever it is you’re selling,” I told her.

      She came to rest beside the kitchen counter and turned around to glare at me. Arms crossed over skimpily clad chest, she scowled.

      “I’m not here to sell you a damn thing,” she snapped.

      “Well,” I drawled, leaning against the door frame; the open door at my back an invitation for her to skedaddle. “I’m not selling anything to you either.”

      She huffed out a breath of air and then looked around. Her nose wrinkled at the dip in the ceiling where the ceiling tiles had swollen a few months back. I’d fixed the leak in the roof, but I hadn’t been able to afford replacing the tiles. She sneered at me and then her eyes snagged on the open file.

      “Is that why you were at his house last night?” she demanded, nodding at the folder.

      I crossed the kitchen and slammed the thing shut. A note was stuck to the front; my latest list of means, motive, opportunity ideas, along with pertinent players I’d uncovered.

      I turned it over so she couldn’t read it, but even though Suzy was the greatest Floozy that ever lived, she was fast and cunning and lethal like a spider. A sneaky, suspicious, skimpily-clad spider.

      “What do you want, Suzy?” I asked her.

      “I want you to stop whatever it is you’re doing with Alex.”

      Alex, as in Detective Danvers. Aka Detective Douche.

      “I’m working a case.” I could hardly deny it now; she’d seen the evidence.

      “Is that all you’re working on, Summer?” Her eyes trailed over the denim skirt I was wearing and the cute little cropped tassel-edged t-shirt I’d donned covered in miniature Miss Piggies.

      You can never have too many Miss Piggies in my humble opinion.

      “Even for you, this is dressed up,” she said snidely.

      I sighed. “I’m working a case, Suzy. Not that it’s any of your business. But my only interest in Detective Danvers is professional in nature.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. “You have nothing to worry about,” I muttered.

      “I don’t care what you think you’re doing, Summer. Stay away from him!”

      “Or what?” I snapped. I was sick of this. If Detective Douche fancied her so much, he could have her. I wanted nothing to do with him.

      “Or,” Suzy said, drawing the word out. Her eyes flicked to the upside down manila folder. “Or I’ll tell Tia that you suspect her brother of something and he’s at the top of the list you’ve given the police.”

      I blinked at her. “You wouldn’t.” It was the wrong thing to say.

      She pulled her cell phone out and took a picture of me, with the file in the foreground, and then started tapping away on her screen.

      “Suzy,” I said, stepping forward. “This is an open investigation. If you let something like that out, it could compromise things.”

      “You should have thought of that before you left sensitive information lying around for anyone to see, Summer.”

      “Suzy,” I said, more urgently. “Do you want to screw this up for Danvers?”

      “Wouldn’t be him I’m screwing it up for, now would it?”

      “Wanna bet?” I reached for her phone. She danced out of reach.

      “What’s it gonna be, Summer?” she taunted, rounding the kitchen island and placing herself closer to the open door. “Make a fool of yourself with Alex? Or make a fool of yourself with Tia’s family?”

      I shook my head at her.

      “You’re making a mistake,” I whispered.

      “No, Summer! The only mistake made here is you thinking you have anything a man like Alex would want. You’ve got ginger hair, for crying out loud! What man would want that?”

      I loved the way she purposely avoided looking at my breasts when she said that. But then, Danvers was a leg man; hence my short denim skirt. Clearly, Suzy hadn’t cottoned onto that yet.

      I glanced down at her pencil-thin skirt. It stopped below her knees. But with the stiletto heels she was wearing, her legs did look lovely. Maybe she was onto Danvers, then.

      “I’m not interested in him, Suzy,” I tried.

      “Liar,” she spat and kept on tapping away on her screen.

      I took a step toward her. She took one back, crossing the threshold of the house, and coming to rest on the front porch.

      “I can’t wait for Tia to come after you,” she snarled. “Her kind know how to fight. By the time she’s through with you, you won’t have any ginger hair left on your stupid bobblehead.”

      “Her kind?” I asked, my voice eerily quiet. I didn’t care what she said about me. But about my friend? About lovely Tia Maria?

      “You know what I mean,” she snapped. “Dark-skinned, darker souled. The little black-hearted slut…”

      I reached out and gripped the softball bat I kept behind the door and lifted it.

      Suzy stopped mid-sentence. Her eyes widened, and her body froze.

      I took a solitary step forward, brandishing the bat as though I was winding up to hit the home run of the century.

      “Get off my property,” I growled.

      “You…you…” She turned and ran, almost losing her footing in those ridiculously high heels of hers. She stopped at her red monstrosity of a car and glared at me. “You are in so much trouble,” she said, snapping a picture of me storming down the front path, the devil in my eyes and the baseball bat swinging.

      She squeaked, fumbled with the door of her car, and then threw herself into the front seat.

      With more poise than I thought her capable of, she kept her eyes on me and slowly clicked the doors locked.

      I nodded my head, pointed the bat at her, and turned back toward the house.

      The cops came ten minutes later.

      Of course, they did.
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      Suzy had blocked access to my garage, so I hadn’t been able to flee. The woman had a nasty streak to her, but then, I was the one who had threatened bodily harm with a baseball bat, so there was that.

      Still, she sat perched on the hood of her Mazda watching the cops drill me, a small smile playing across red-painted lips. The devil’s lips. The devil didn’t wear Prada; she wore Shiseido Rouge Rouge.

      I tapped my strappy sandalled-covered foot on the bottom step of the porch and looked up innocently at the constable before me.

      “Ms O’Dare,” he said. “She’s got a photo of you swinging the bat.”

      “Could be photoshopped,” I told him.

      “It’s time-stamped. Ten minutes ago.”

      “Maybe she’s very clever with photo editing apps.”

      “I think you might be giving her too much credit.”

      I blinked at the man, who looked like he was trying not to grimace at his borderline offensive statement.

      His partner stepped forward.

      “You can’t threaten people with baseball bats, Ms O’Dare.”

      “She shouldn’t have been trespassing.”

      “Do you have a trespass notice out against Ms Kidd?”

      I shook my head.

      “Then venturing onto your property to offer you a sales contract for your house is not trespassing.”

      The she-devil had produced one such sale agreement as soon as the boys in blue had turned up.

      “The house isn’t for sale,” I muttered.

      They both looked at the slightly leaning cosy cottage and didn’t disagree.

      “Did Ms Kidd pose a physical threat of some sort?” Cop One asked. I was calling him Constable Candy because his cheeks were pink, his eyes were green, and his hair was white. Well, blonde. But he looked like a candy cane.

      And it was Christmas.

      “Suzy is a threat to all womanhood,” I told him.

      “A physical threat,” he repeated.

      I shook my head.

      “Did she threaten you verbally?” he tried.

      “Well,” I said, “about that. Ever heard a seagull caw? It kinda threatens your eardrums if you’re standing too close to it. Right? Am I right? You know I’m right.”

      I looked from one to the other. Both cops blinked and then turned and shared a look that spoke volumes.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. This was not going well at all.

      I glanced from beneath my fringe at Suzy who smirked at me and offered a little finger wave in return.

      My eyes reluctantly returned to the coppers.

      Constable Candy and Constable…

      I didn’t get to finish my thought. A certain police-issued SUV drove down the street toward my house, and the cops straightened.

      “Do you think he’s coming here?” I asked. “Or is it just a coincidence?”

      “Not a coincidence,” Cop One said.

      “You tattled on me!” I accused.

      “He’s our superior officer.”

      And he was dating Suzy.

      “No Christmas cards for you, Constable Candy,” I told him.

      He stared at me. “Constable McQueen,” he said. “Andy,” he offered.

      “Summer,” I told him.

      “I know.”

      “Sir,” Cop Two said as Detective Douche slid out of the driver’s side of his car and started towards us. Part way there he paused, looking toward Suzy’s Mazda. As if he hadn’t noticed it already. I narrowed my eyes at him. Douche.

      “I’m innocent!” I said, throwing my hands up in a don-t’shoot-me stance. “I’m being framed!”

      Danvers held up his palm for us to wait and walked across the drive to Suzy.

      She slid off the hood and presented her good side; the side that didn’t show off her horns and forked-tongue. With one hand pressed to his upper arm as if in need of support, she rushed into a retelling of events complete with tears and shudders.

      “The girl is wasted in Northland,” I commented.

      Both cops looked back at me.

      “You haven’t noticed a decided lack of Hollywood talent spotters here?” I asked.

      Candy snorted; Cop Two just looked stunned.

      Constable Confounded. No, that wouldn’t do. This needed dedicated thought.

      Danvers extricated himself from Suzy’s clutches and strode across the front of the property towards me.

      “Can I request asylum?” I whispered.

      “What?” Cop Two asked.

      “Diplomatic immunity?” I offered.

      “Ms O’Dare,” Candy admonished.

      “The monkey made me do it!” I blurted as Danvers came to a stop before me.

      “The monkey?” he asked.

      “It’s damn near impossible to get that monkey off my back,” I said seriously.

      Danvers looked back toward Suzy, who offered up a wave of her hand and then dabbed her eyes with a tissue.

      I snorted.

      Danvers turned back and looked down at me sitting on the porch step, hands on his hips, scowl on his face.

      “A baseball bat,” he said.

      “Be thankful it wasn’t a frying pan. That was in equally easy reach.”

      “A bat,” he repeated.

      “You seem to be fixated on this point of fact.”

      Danvers sighed. Then he looked at Constable Candy. “Have you taken Ms Kidd’s statement?” he asked.

      “Not yet, sir,” Candy said.

      “Might be a good time to do that,” Danvers suggested.

      “I thought you’d want to, sir.”

      “Not a good idea.” Especially if he was porking her.

      I snorted, then quickly lowered my eyes to my chest, where several Miss Piggies stared back at me and wiggled their piggy hips.

      “How apropos,” I muttered.

      A few more words were shared between the officers and then it was just Danvers and me staring at each other.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” he asked.

      “She saw the case file,” I told him. “She threatened to release information to a concerned party. I did what I had to do.”

      Danvers pulled himself back as if he was having trouble parsing all of that.

      “What case file?”

      “You know what cases file, Detective; don’t be coy.”

      “You left it lying around?”

      “I was reading it when she stormed into my house - without invitation, I might add - and proceeded to tell me…”

      “Tell you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “I heard you; I just wasn’t sure if what I heard was correct.”

      “I’m not that hard to read,” I told him.

      “No, Ms O’Dare, you are, in fact, a mystery.”

      I waved his statement away.

      “Suffice it to say,” I said, “Suzy is the devil in disguise and if you’re not careful, she’ll consume your soul in trade for sexual favours. Don’t trade sexual favours, Detective. Just don’t.”

      “Something my mother drilled into me when I was a young man,” he said.

      “I like your mother.”

      “So do I.”

      “Good, sensible woman, I’ve no doubt.”

      “She’s a cop. We’re all sensible.”

      “I’m not sure Constable Candy is sensible.”

      “Candy?” He shook his head. “Summer.” He said my name. I perked up. “You can’t go around threatening people with baseball bats.”

      “I’m having a déjà vu moment, all over again.”

      “Are you even listening?”

      “I heard you. No bats.”

      He studied me for a moment, then said, “What did she do?”

      I blinked up at him. Maybe he wasn’t completely under the devil’s spell yet. There was hope for the man.

      “What she always does,” I told him. “Pushed the right buttons.”

      His whole demeanour changed as if the little insight into me he’d just received made him happy. I wasn’t sure what he thought was so humorous about me revealing my weaknesses for all to see. But something made his features soften.

      “Well,” he said. “You only threatened her with the bat. You didn’t actually use it on her or her property. I think I can get her to drop the charges.”

      I said nothing. I thought silence here was the better option.

      He looked across the lawn to Suzy and then turned back to me.

      “We’ve identified the courier driver,” he announced, stunning me. Abrupt Subject Changes R Us. I might have to start calling him Mr Whiplash if ever I got tired of Detective Douche. Not likely. “He didn’t show up for work yesterday,” he added. “No sign of him at his address. He’s in the wind.”

      “Or simply missing.”

      “There is that,” he agreed, amenably. “But he packed a bag. Clothes and toiletries are missing,” he explained. “And he withdrew all of his savings from the bank.”

      “On the run.”

      “On the run,” he agreed.

      We both stared across the front lawn to Suzy. Not that the subject brought her to mind, but there wasn’t much else to look at other than the devil and Danvers’ cops. Other than each other, of course.

      “There’s more,” he said, still watching the sideshow underway over by the Mazda. “The courier company has a standing contract to deliver medical supplies to the rural doctors throughout Northland.” My neck started to prickle. “He had a reason to be up here. The local GP confirmed as much.”

      The prickle became a sharp prick; I could almost feel the blood trickle out of a minuscule puncture hole. The type of teeny, tiny hole made by a hypodermic needle. I rubbed my hand over the nape of my neck and sucked in a breath of air to steady myself.

      The scent of marijuana reached my nose.

      My stomach plummeted to the soles of my prettily toenail-painted feet. Pot was not injected. But other recreational drugs were. Did this mean the Rikas were branching out? How did this fit in with the courier driver and the stealing of Big Wig’s secrets?

      I was about to dismiss the sensation and the questions it raised for later consideration when a familiar feeling replaced all others across the back of my neck.

      Coarse rope. There and gone again.

      It wasn’t often I received the same impression again once I’d discovered what needed to be discovered regarding it. The murder victim on the Mangonui Wharf had been found. Where Mikey was meant to be. Mikey, who was a Rika and part of the only marijuana distribution ring in Doubtless Bay.

      That could have been the connection.

      Or it might have meant something else entirely.

      I screwed up my nose and only then noticed that Danvers was studying me.

      “Have you got something to add?” he asked.

      He knew about the Rikas. He knew who they were and what they did. And he also knew I’d been following a lead at the Taipa Tavern which led me to them. I hadn’t put into words any connections I may have made yet. But Danvers wasn’t stupid; he could see where the breadcrumbs were going.

      The Rikas and a drug deal on a boat. The murdered man found on the fishing wharf. Me hired by the cops to find out who had stolen corporate information from a man staying at the Shimmering Sands.

      Were they all connected? Or were we looking at several crimes all transpiring in the same location?

      I didn’t know, and that’s what held my tongue. I’d like to think it was loyalty to Tia; to our friendship. But it might have just been the fact that I wasn’t sure what I was dealing with yet.

      Jumping to conclusions wasn’t the sign of a good investigator. I wanted to be hired by the police again, so I needed to not stuff this up with Danvers.

      “Nothing to add, Detective,” I said.

      His relaxed demeanour changed back to the guarded one he’d been wearing when he first arrived on my property. I missed it already, but I was also glad it left him silent. If he’d asked me the right question, I might have caved.

      Something told me that Detective Danvers was more than capable of asking the right question.

      And I was more than capable of answering the man.

      Of course, the right question should ideally contain the words “donut” and “I’m buying” in it, but that was probably just my stomach talking.

      “OK, Ms O’Dare,” the detective said. A purposeful use of my surname? “I’ll deal with Ms Kidd. You keep all baseball bats under wraps. And we’ll see where that gets us.”

      “Playing a round of handball by the sounds of it,” I offered.

      “Just as long as you don’t throw a ball at your next visitor, I’ll be satisfied.”

      I wasn’t sure if much satisfied the detective.

      “Oh, and by the way,” he added. “Carmichael’s throwing a Christmas party this evening at the Shimmering Sands for his employees. The catering company is looking for extra help.” He handed me the name and contact details for the caterers. “How good are you at holding a cocktail tray above your head?”

      “I’m better at drinking them,” I admitted.

      “Why does that not surprise me?” he muttered.

      “I told you, I’m an open book.”

      He snorted. “Something along the lines of an Agatha Christie?”

      “More like a Janet Evanovich.”

      “Who?”

      I waved him away with a shake of my head. “You wouldn’t like it,” I said.

      “You know,” he murmured so only I could hear him, “there’s a lot you don’t know about me yet.”

      It was the ‘yet’ that piqued my interest. But it was his saunter across the lawn to Suzy that had me hightailing it back inside my house and closing the door. I wished Doug was there to comfort me. Heck, I would have settled for sand strewn all over my floorboards and Charlie playing his guitar on the couch. As it was, all I had was the contact details to a catering company and the onset of a headache.

      I rubbed my forehead and crossed to the kitchen counter. The manila folder was still sitting there. I snatched it up and deposited it in my safe; spinning the combination lock harder than I needed to. By the time I made it out to the front of the house again, the cops were gone, Suzy along with them, and Tia stood on my front porch.

      This was starting to look like a very bad day.

      Something told me, it could only get worse.
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      “Where have you been?” Tia demanded in a high pitched voice. “Why haven’t you returned any of my calls?”

      I felt my cheeks pink. Pink cheeks and ginger hair was not a pretty picture.

      “Er, busy,” I managed.

      “Oh, Summer!” she cried and then promptly threw herself into my arms like a damsel in distress. Not my Tia Maria. “I’m so worried!” she said.

      I patted her back awkwardly and then got ahold of myself and wrapped my BFF up in my arms.

      “Come on, chickie,” I murmured, “Time to talk.”

      I took her out onto the back porch, overlooking Coopers Beach. Coopers Beach always made me feel good. No matter what. I was hoping some of that would rub off on Tia. She didn’t look like she was feeling good at all right then.

      As it was still early in the day and my fridge was empty of beers, I made us some coffees. Coffees minus donuts just seemed wrong, but I was more worried about the absence of beers in my fridge. Did I have amnesia from drinking too much? Or was Charlie pilfering from me?

      Both options were not well received, but Tia’s pale face and hunched frame made all other mysteries vanish. Something had clearly happened.

      “Is it your grandmother?” I asked. The Rika family kaumatua was ancient. She still ruled with an iron fist; all deferred to Nana Rika. But she was more wrinkled than a tie-dyed t-shirt.

      Tia shook her head and sniffed into her cappuccino. “It’s Mikey,” she said and hiccupped. “He’s missing.”

      A horrible feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. Aside from Mikey being the most likeable of Tia’s brothers, and the youngest, he was also tied up in the homicide on Mangonui’s wharf. My adolescent hero worshipping aside, Mikey was a linchpin in this case, and I’d hoped I’d still be able to find him somehow and get the answers I needed.

      And now he was gone.

      “Are you sure?” I asked because questioning your distraught BFF when she was clearly beside herself with worry was the right thing to do. Not.

      “Of course, I’m sure,” she snapped. “He hasn’t been home for two days.”

      I rubbed her shoulder and carefully enquired, “What does Darren say?”

      She looked up at me, tears pooling in her eyes. Sucking in a steadying breath, she whispered, “He’s worried.”

      So, Derwit hadn’t sent Mikey away to keep him out of the police’s sight.

      I sat back and chewed on my bottom lip.

      “Two days,” I murmured. Two days would place his disappearance around the time the drug deal was meant to be happening in Mangonui. The drug deal that I suspected had ended in John Joseph Logan’s death.

      Did this mean Mikey was guilty?

      I waited for my neck to make a comment. It remained silent and free of sensations.

      That didn’t necessarily mean that the answer was no. That Mikey wasn’t guilty. It just meant my…ability had nothing to offer.

      “What are we going to do, Summer?” Tia asked.

      She hadn’t touched her coffee, other than to warm her numb hands on the mug. She stared at me over the top of said cup as if I had an answer to her brother’s disappearance. I had some answers. But not the ones she’d want to hear.

      I wondered if Darren knew more than I did. More than Tia did, at any rate.

      But I wasn’t stupid enough to confront him.

      “Have you told the police?” I said, dreading her reaction.

      For all of Tia’s efforts to toe the correct and law-abiding line, she was still a Rika. And Rikas looked out for their own. She’d risen above most of the family’s stigma by starting her own business and making it profitable. The Coffee Cube was popular and successful. I didn’t ask where she got the collateral for the loan. And Tia never offered that kind of information.

      Sometimes it was better not to test the boundaries of a relationship. And we all needed secrets to hold.

      Tia hung her head and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Not yet,” she whispered.

      That instruction would either have come down from Nana or Darren. I couldn’t even guess which one would have said to “keep it in-house,” but the choice to do so let me know that they suspected Mikey’s disappearance to be tied up in something illegal.

      Tia knew it. I knew it. And the police would know it immediately if they went to them.

      “This isn’t good, Tia,” I said, pushing up from my seat and starting to pace the crooked, wooden boards. “Do you know where he was last?”

      “No,” she murmured.

      “Does Darren?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Can you ask him?”

      “Why?”

      I turned to face her. “Because I can’t help you if I don’t know where to start.”

      I thought I might already know where to start, but I wanted to confirm I was right. Mikey was meant to have been on that wharf. Darren and his goons hadn’t said as much, but my neck had led me there, and I trusted it. Either Mikey made it to the meeting, or he didn’t. And if he did, did he vanish from there or from somewhere else afterwards?

      A starting point was essential. I needed to be sure.

      Tia stared up at me, all semblance of angst-ridden sister gone. A Rika watched me from behind hooded pools of brown.

      “What can you do, Summer?” she asked.

      Tia had come to me. Not just because we’re friends. But because, deep down inside, she knew I could do something.

      “What I always do, Tia,” I said.

      She didn’t know about my neck. No one alive did. Not even Sadie. Gran had known. Living with her had meant it was impossible to hide the more violent sensations. But with everyone else, I’d somehow managed to convince them I was just kooky. Slightly strange. A little different. Good at finding things no one else could.

      Tia had often asked me how I did it. Even though she was my best friend, I’d always hedged.

      Best friend or not, she was related to Darren Rika. And if Derwit knew what I could do, he’d want to use me in some capacity. Darren was a user. Tia was a giver.

      How they came from the same family was beyond me. But I wouldn’t tar Tia with the same brush. I worked on keeping our friendship, but it cost me. I couldn’t confide in her. I had no one left to confide in with Gran gone. Sadie wouldn’t tell a soul. Not intentionally. But it was the unintentional where Sadie was concerned that held my tongue.

      I was on my own.

      “OK,” Tia finally said, nodding her head. She pulled her cell phone out and started tapping away on the screen. Obviously texting Darren was preferable to phoning him.

      The text sent, she sat back in her seat and stared out over the water toward the horizon, saying nothing. The sun was high in the sky; the surf rolled in on gentle waves. I narrowed my eyes at it. Charlie’s note had said surf was up at Tokerau. As Tokerau was part of Doubtless Bay itself, I found it hard to believe surf would be up there and not here as well.

      Tia’s cell phone ringing broke my train of thought.

      She stared at the screen and sighed and then put the device to her ear.

      “Darren,” she said quietly. Then for a long period of time, she said nothing.

      Finally, she lowered the phone and swallowed.

      “He said I wasn’t to text about it. He said only phone calls. He was angry.”

      This was definitely drug related. Darren was covering his arse.

      “Did he at least say where Mikey was last seen?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Friday night. Before they left for the pub. I thought Mikey went with them, but he obviously didn’t.”

      But did he make it to the wharf and the drug meet?

      “OK,” I said. “This is what you’re going to do.” I sat down and gripped both her hands in mine. The coffee cup sat untouched on the side table. I couldn’t blame Tia for not being able to eat or drink. But wasted coffee always made me shudder. “You’re going to go to work and open up the Cube.”

      “I can’t…”

      “Tia,” I said sharply. “If this is tied up in Darren’s business, then you need to act normally.”

      Tears threatened to spill down her cheeks. She nodded jerkily.

      “I’m going to trace Mikey’s footsteps, see if I find anything.”

      “You don’t know where he went,” she argued. “He wasn’t at the TT; Darren would have said that was where he saw him last.”

      I stared at her. My heart rate escalated. I wanted to put her mind at ease, but protecting myself had become second nature.

      “Do you trust me, Tia?” I said.

      “Yes.” No hesitation at all.

      “Trust me, then, to find Mikey. You know I can.”

      She wanted to argue. I could see it. She wanted to press for details. This was her brother. Her closest sibling. She wanted to, but Tia and I had established a no-questions-asked relationship. I didn’t ask questions about how she funded her start-up. She didn’t ask questions about how I did my thing.

      “OK,” she said shakily.

      “Can you get yourself to the Cube?”

      “Yep.”

      I reached forward and gave her a hug. She clung to me and whispered in my ear, “Please find him, Summer. Please find Mikey.”

      And then she was up and gone, afraid, I thought, of lingering and asking questions she knew I wouldn’t answer. Questions that would change everything between us.

      I let out a long breath of air.

      I had an idea of where to start, but nothing concrete. Plus a catering company to wrangle a temp job out of and a dog to pick up in Kaitaia; more than an hour’s round trip away from Doubtless Bay. I could see the day getting away on me.

      And then there was Mikey. Where was he? Was he still alive? Or was he lying somewhere, a rope around his neck, waiting for his body to be found?

      I let out a sound of distress and then straightened my spine.

      I could do this. I could find him. I just needed a touch.

      Grabbing up my handbag and gun, I left the house and crossed to the garage.

      He hadn’t made it to the Taipa Tavern, but Darren and his sidekicks had expected him to complete an exchange and get in touch. He clearly hadn’t, and my neck had led me to the fishing wharf in Mangonui. It tied together. It had to.

      Which meant so did the dead body.

      That thought didn’t make me feel hopeful for Mikey. One dead body could easily become two. They’d killed once; they could easily do it again.

      I still hadn’t worked out why John Joseph Logan had been murdered. It had to do with drugs. With Mikey’s exchange. But what had gone wrong? I needed to know, because whatever had gone wrong there would undoubtedly lead to Mikey.

      So, towards Mangonui I drove.

      The Mazda MX-5 in rouge rouge stood out against the realtor’s colours as I drove past. Suzy hadn’t even bothered to match her vehicle of choice in with her workplace’s colours. Danvers’ SUV was parked at the police station next door, as was one of the uniformed cop cars. Could have been Candy’s. Might have been No-Name’s. It didn’t matter.

      Because I was sure, I was being followed.

      There’s not much traffic on the road in Northland. But there’s enough. Especially in the holiday season and with Christmas a mere few weeks away, there were enough tourists on the roads to just make picking up my tail difficult.

      But my neck hinted at creepy stalker-like behaviour and my skin prickled when I looked into the rearview mirror to see if I could catch a suspicious car following me.

      I couldn’t. But that didn’t mean I didn’t know it was there.

      It could have been Detective Douche. Abandoning his SUV, which was now well known to me, and using something else. But I couldn’t see the detective wasting his precious time on such a menial thing. He’d outsource it. Which meant it could be practically anyone.

      I didn’t bother to shake them. Shaking a tail on State Highway 10 or the half-dozen off-shoots that led down into Mangonui was asking way too much. So, I kept on driving, winding my way down onto the waterfront, and parked by the boardwalk, opposite the Mangonui Hotel.

      People were drinking their coffees at the Café Kitchen Café, celebrating the festive season with a midday glass of wine in the pub, buying snacks and sodas at the Four Square. Cameras were out. Selfies were being taken. A dog barked excitedly at a seagull. It all seemed so normal, so nice. And yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched.

      And that the watcher was not nice.

      Not Danvers then. But someone else. Someone with a darker purpose.

      I shuddered as if that someone walked over my grave. I’m not psychic. I might get premonitions, but I’m not some freak of nature. I liken the sensations I receive to that of a feeling straight from my gut. Gut or neck, it didn’t matter. I was just more in tune with those feelings than most.

      And my gut/neck was telling me that the person who watched me now meant me harm.

      I considered forgoing my walk along the wharf. But Mikey had been missing for two days now, and if he was still alive, then I had to find him. The cops wouldn’t. They couldn’t. Darren or Nana Rika refused to involve the police. And despite the Rikas pull in criminal circles up here in the North, they didn’t have a hope of finding him either.

      Unless the people who were behind this wanted them to.

      Which begged the question, had they wanted the body on the wharf to be found? Or had I interrupted them? How close had Charlie and I come to the murderer? The sensations I’d received that night had been intense. Frantic even. As if a clock was running down, timer set to disappear at zero.

      We’d interrupted them. But we hadn’t been fast enough for Mikey.

      But had they just taken Mikey or had they disposed of his body?

      I strode along the boardwalk, smiling at tourists and locals alike, feeling my stomach twist and turn on itself inside, making my heart rate skyrocket. My gun felt like a heavy and welcome presence at my side, my handbag gently banged against my thighs. My sandals slap-slap-slapped on the boardwalk’s planks.

      I could smell coffee and sea salt, French fries and battered fish. The wind picked up and brushed tendrils of my hair off my face. I turned onto the wharf.

      The clatter of fish bins and the sound of running water met my ears. A fishery deliveryman was hosing out the back of his refrigerated truck. A kid shouted out in excitement as the line he was holding over the side of the wharf pulled tight. His dad patted him on the shoulder and issued instructions. I walked to the end of the wharf and stared out at the moored vessels in the harbour.

      To the left was where the body had been found. Behind the fishery shed, which was now open. People came and went, buying fish, haggling over prices. Someone else caught a minnow off the wharf’s side.

      Nothing tugged at me. Nothing leapt out and made me gasp in surprise.

      I turned away from the tranquil scene before me and walked toward where Charlie and I had found the body.

      There was no evidence a murder had transpired. No yellow tape like in the TV shows. No crime scene dust. Danvers had cleared the scene, and life had returned to normal.

      I crouched down beside the spot. The rope was gone. Bagged for evidence. There had been no blood that night and so no stains here that would indicate anything. Just the scents of the sea and a fishery, and the nearby fish and chip shop.

      “Come on,” I muttered. “Give me something to go on.”

      For a moment, I thought there was nothing there. That I was on my own on this one. Desperation had me coming out in prickles of sweat.

      And then the sudden shock and freezing sensation of an ice cube sliding down the back of my neck.

      I was up and reaching back to make sure someone wasn’t playing a joke on me in the next heartbeat. My neck was dry. My clothes weren’t wet. I let out a shuddering breath.

      Allowing my heartbeat to settle some, I offered up a grim smile.

      All roads seemed to lead to Big Wig. And tonight’s cocktail party.

      But what would following this lead mean for me?

      Ice cubes aside, I still felt like I was being watched. And that definitely wasn’t grin-worthy.
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      Tammy Matthews ran the Tammy’s Tasty Treats Catering Company which didn’t scream Big Wig or corporate event but was all Northland. And you took what you could get up here.

      She had a soft, sweet voice and a giggle that made you cringe, and when she answered the telephone, she sounded a little like Marilyn Monroe singing Happy Birthday, Mr President. Tammy had been a couple of years ahead of me in high school, and although I’d known her in passing - we Doubtless Bay Daughters had to stick together - she wasn’t what I would call a good friend.

      Tammy, however, thought everyone a friend.

      “Summer! What a wonderful surprise!” She also tended to use exclamation points with the frequency of a flickering lightbulb. Coupled with her soft, sweet voice, she could have been mistaken for a wind-up mouse.

      “Hey, Tammy,” I said into my cell phone. “How are you?”

      “Busy! Oh my gosh, Summer! I’m so busy!”

      “That’s great!” Now I was using them. “I won’t keep you long.”

      “Don’t be silly! I’ve got time for an old friend,” she told me. “What have you been up to?”

      “I’ve got a new boarder,” I said, not daring to mention my current employment status with the police force. Tammy was a gossiper. Like half of Doubtless Bay. “And I fixed the roof on Gran’s house last month.”

      “That beautiful old place! Oh my gosh, that must cost a packet to renovate!”

      I wasn’t sure I was renovating so much as chasing my tail trying to stop the place from falling down around my ears. But I didn’t correct her.

      “It does, which is why I’m calling,” I said.

      “Oh, what can I do for you, Summer? I’d gladly help. Mabel was really good to my mum back when…well, you know.”

      Tammy’s dad had done a runner when we were in our teens. Gran had spent a lot of time ‘round at Tammy’s mother’s place helping her get back on her feet. I wasn’t the only one who missed Mabel O’Dare.

      “Yeah,” I said, because talking about that was about as welcome as a burst pipe in my walls right then. “So, I was wondering, have you got anything temporary available right now?”

      I knew she did, of course, but like with most people, subtlety worked best. Tammy might be a bubble-a-minute kinda gal, but you still needed to finesse things like this.

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” she told me. “This couldn’t be better! Did you…you know…know something?”

      I scowled at the dashboard of my car. Outside Mangonui was going about its tranquil business; the seagulls swooping, the water lapping, the boats bobbing. There was a log over the far side of the harbour which had stuck on something, and part of it was poking up out of the water. It sort of looked like Nessie the Loch Ness Monster.

      My eyes flicked to it now and narrowed. Was it watching me?

      “Um, no,” I said, belatedly. “Nothing like that. I just hoped you’d have something.”

      “Can you work tonight?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Brilliant! Be at the Shimmering Sands Apartments in Cable Bay at six. Wear a black skirt and white blouse and comfortable shoes. I’ll provide the rest.”

      “The rest?”

      “It’s a Christmas party. We’re going to be the elves!”

      Oh, good gravy. This was going to be bad.

      “In a black skirt and white blouse?” I checked.

      “Don’t worry about a thing, Summer!” Tammy told me. “This will be a blast!”

      And preferably not the blast from a gun type of blast.

      I reached up and rubbed my neck, but it told me nothing.

      “OK,” I said into the cell phone. “Elf it is.”

      “Wonderful! See you at six!”

      The cell phone went dead, and I stared at Nessie.

      “Elf,” I muttered. What next? At least dressed as an elf, handing out cocktails, would provide a cover to some degree. It all depended on how elaborate Tammy got with our accessories. I grimaced and started the car.

      I had just enough time to get to Kaitaia, pick up Doug at the vet's, and return to Mangonui and drop him off with Sadie. I felt bad about that. Sadie was still suffering from a guilty conscience. I’d told her time and again not to give him chicken bones. But Sadie had a tendency to forget little things.

      I couldn’t blame her. She was getting on in years. But I hadn’t been able to get in touch with Charlie, who was still out surfing on Tokerau’s non-existent waves. If he were staying in tonight, I could have left Doug at home. But so close to a vet visit, I wanted my doggy dude to have company.

      So, Sadie, it was.

      I made good time to Kaitaia, and as I parked the car outside the vets, I was actually humming to myself. Doug was a box of jumping beans and made a good showing of licking the skin off my cheeks. I hugged him close for a few minutes, forked over what was left in my bank account, and sent a little thank you up to the gods of finances for the extra income I’d earn tonight.

      “I might even be able to buy you a treat,” I told Doug once we were in the Mighty Micra.

      He cocked his head and gave me his best I’m-so-cute-I-deserve-a-treat-right-this-minute look. He had many looks. This one was his favourite. I reached into the glove compartment and found a rawhide bone.

      “Don’t eat it all at once,” I told him, chucking it on the back seat.

      He got down to doggie business, and I started the car. Checking my rearview mirror, I noticed a leather-clad guy on a motorbike across the street. He wore one of those matt-black, German World War II helmets with a spike on top, a black scarf around his neck which covered most of his lower face, and black sunglasses. The rest of him was a symphony of black leather.

      My neck prickled with awareness and I waited with bated breath for it to give me a hint of what I was dealing with here. Because it was crystal clear to me that the brute of a biker dude was watching me. My neck said nothing, but the prickling sensation of being watched didn’t abate.

      “I could have figured that out for myself,” I muttered.

      Doug looked up at me while gnawing away on his bone. Nothing got between Doug and his bone. He was a bone hoarder. A bone connoisseur. A bone collector.

      This was getting creepy.

      “Right,” I announced. “Time to get going.”

      The biker brute would either follow me or not. But sitting here watching him watching me was enough to make me shudder.

      I pulled out of the carpark, and Biker Brute followed.

      He didn’t even try to hide his interest in me. I kept to the speed limit, neither too fast nor too slow. I watched him and the road before me, almost giving myself whiplash with the speed in which I switched from one to the other. The road wasn’t overly busy heading back to Doubtless Bay, he could have passed me at any stage, but it wasn’t until we were almost there that the biker chose to make a move.

      His bike roared as he accelerated and then he came abreast of the Micra and stared in the driver’s window at me.

      I couldn’t see his face. I couldn’t make out much more than that he liked black. But he stared, his bike sitting in the opposing lane, for long seconds and then throttled up and shot forward. The bike swung into my lane and swerved from side to side, slowing down; as if he was pissed at me for slowing him down and he wanted some payback.

      In the next stuttered heartbeat, he was gone. Roaring ahead like a rocket.

      My hands gripped the steering wheel too tightly; my knuckles turning white. And my breaths were coming in short, sharp pants; sweat beading across my brow. It wasn’t often that I felt threatened in Northland. There were gangs. There was the occasional unrest or confrontation. There were bikers who liked to rule the road. There were drug deals going on. But I carried a gun. And I had a dog. Even if my Micra couldn’t outrun them, I had options.

      But as I pulled the car over to the side of the road and wound down the window to gulp in fresh breaths of air, I realised I was shaken. The biker had done nothing, really. But the threat had been there.

      He hadn’t been patched. I thought perhaps that was purposeful. Had Darren sent him? I scrubbed my face. Doug whined softly. We sat there, contemplating life and death for several long moments.

      And then I started the car again and drove to Mangonui.

      Sadie was cooking corn fritters, the smell of them frying met my nose before I’d even got out of the car. My stomach rumbled. But that could have been leftover unease at the black-clad biker. Doug bounded up the stairs, shot through the front door with a hello bark, and I followed him into the house in a much more sedate manner.

      There was a tower of corn fritters sitting on the kitchen table. A tower of corn fritters sitting on the kitchen bench. And a tower of corn fritters sitting by Doug’s water bowl.

      “You can’t give him all of that!” I exclaimed.

      “It’s a welcome home gift,” she told me, flipping yet more fritters in her frying pan.

      “He doesn’t need a welcome home gift.”

      “Of course, he does. Everyone needs a welcome home gift. Have you ever thought of giving one to your guests?”

      “They’re not coming home. They’re on holiday. The very antithesis of coming home. Therefore no welcome home gift is required.”

      “I beg to differ. Home is where your hat is. Your house guests have laid their hats in your house. Welcome them home.”

      I shook my head, divested Doug of most of his tower of terror, otherwise known as Sadie’s corn fritters, and placed the plate on the kitchen table. Turning back to my aunt, I opened my mouth to berate her some more, and she shoved a piece of corn fritter in it.

      “Umf,” I said around my mouthful.

      “They’re good, aren’t they?” she said, smirking.

      They were. Everything Sadie cooked was good.

      “There’s sweet chilli sauce on the bench. Dunk a bit in,” she instructed.

      I reluctantly gave in to my stomach’s demands and picked up the rest of the fritter Sadie had attacked me with. Never thought I’d hear myself say that. I chewed, closing my eyes, and letting my tastebuds dance the tango on my tongue.

      “You should give some to the new detective,” Sadie said, ruining my tangoing tastebud moment.

      “Why?” I asked, stuffing more in my mouth to stop me from saying something that would encourage her. Sadie didn’t require much encouragement when it came to setting me up.

      “He needs a welcome home gift.”

      I snorted.

      “And the way to a man’s heart is through…”

      “His stomach?” I guessed.

      “I was going to say bed, but if you want to go the food route, you might have a chance.”

      “Sadie,” I admonished.

      “Summer,” she said back in the same tone of voice. “He’s the one.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since he arrived in town sporting a beard and testosterone. I’m not picky. You shouldn’t be either.”

      “He hasn’t got a beard.”

      “Scruff. It’s enough.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a beard, though.”

      “Like I said, scruff. A good bit of scruff can make things exciting.”

      “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “If he’s talking while he’s doing, then he needs to shut up.”

      “Stop.”

      “A man likes to be bossed around in bed.”

      “No, he doesn’t.”

      “Of course, he does. Every man wants a lady out of bed and a dominatrix in it.”

      “Shoot me now,” I muttered.

      “Take him a welcome home gift. Or better yet, a welcome to my bed gift.”

      “And you think corn fritters sets the right tone?”

      “You’re right. Take the sweet chilli sauce with you. There’s a heck of a lot can be accomplished with sweet chilli sauce.”

      “You’re mad,” I told her. “Senile.”

      “Experienced.”

      “Not listening!” I said, covering my ears, placing a kiss on the top of Doug’s head and then one on Sadie’s withered cheek, and walking backwards out of the house singing “La-la-la” loudly.

      She pointed her spatula at me. “Mark my words, Summer O’Dare!” she shouted. Half of Mangonui would be able to hear her. “The detective’s a keeper! Keep him well fed.”

      I cringed as several people walking past on the footpath looked up at me and smirked.

      Sadie was still shouting suggestions through the kitchen window as I threw myself into the front of the car. Even winding the window up and starting the Micra’s engine didn’t drown out her suggestion that I entice the detective with corn muffins. Although she didn’t call them muffins, she abbreviated.

      Muttering expletives and chewing frantically on mints to wash the taste of embarrassment out of my mouth, I avoided the route out of Mangonui via the police station and took a circuitous path to my house.

      It was just after five. Charlie wasn’t in yet. The house was roasting, and within seconds of entering it, I was a wet, limp, frizzy mess. A shower, quick change of clothes into a black knee length skirt I kept for appointments with the bank manager and a simple white fitted shirt left over from my high school days playing in the brass band - I had a thing for trombones for a while there - I was refreshed, redressed, and ready to face the music.

      Snorting to myself I went into the kitchen and opened the fridge in search of a bottle of water.

      The fridge was full of beers again which meant Charlie had been home at some stage and restocked my stash. As far as boarders went, he was one of my better ones. Out most of the day, shared the cost of my drinking habit and slept like the dead when I made unfortunate noises with the house’s plumbing. Aside from the occasional trail of sand through the house, he wasn’t half bad.

      I glanced down at the floorboards now, but they were free of sand. Shrugging, I grabbed a beer, took a swig, and let out a sigh as I made my way to the back porch. Coopers Beach was glowing in the late afternoon light. The sun was dipping. The water was lapping. Dogs were barking and catching balls as their owners walked the length of the beach before dinner.

      This was always my favourite time out on the deck. Watching the world slow down as night fell. Life could be so hectic; it was nice to be reminded that occasionally people knew how to unwind. At least they did up here.

      I finished the beer. Recycled the bottle. Charlie still hadn’t come in.

      At five forty-five in the evening, I slipped into the Micra and headed to Big Wig’s.

      My neck said nothing. No one followed me. But I couldn’t help feeling that the absence of a warning was a warning by itself.
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      A drunk executive pinched my butt and tweaked my elf ears. How he managed to do that and hold onto to his Jingle Jangle Juice Holiday Punch was beyond me.

      “Give us a kiss, love?” he said, puckering up.

      “More Jingle in your Jangle Juice?” I asked, offering the pitcher up.

      “I’ll show you how I jingle my jangle if you give me a kiss,” he slurred and cupped his crotch.

      He was definitely the most inebriated of those in attendance tonight. But the rest weren’t faring much better. Big Wig had yet to make an appearance, and the plebs had decided that meant they could spend up large with his bucks. The open bar helped, of course. So, while I’d been here two hours already, I had nothing but a bruised rear end, blisters on my toes where drunken louts had stood on them, and crooked elf ears to show for my efforts.

      I thanked all that is good and Christmassy in the world that I hadn’t laddered my red and white striped stockings. Tammy had insisted we wear them, along with the ears, a pompom-topped elf hat, and a Kiss Me Quick button. It flashed Kiss Me Quick and then changed to I’m On The Naughty List.

      Tammy had clearly misjudged our clientele tonight.

      I swept past Mr Grabby Hands and topped up another exec’s punch. This one ignored me, which was better for my bruised butt, but he also stopped talking to his companion while I refilled their drinks. I heard him start up again when I was far enough away not to make out his words.

      The conference room at the Shimmering Sands was open to the warm summer night air. Half the partygoers were inside near Tammy’s Tasty Treats, and the other half were out under the stars. Although, the stars hadn’t quite made their appearance. The sky was streaked red and orange, and the golden sand of Cable Bay shone like precious metal. The sea salt air mixed with the scent of iceberg roses.

      I was on pitcher duty, which meant I got to circulate. In and out of the conference room, and then back to the kitchen to refill with punch. The property manager was nowhere to be seen, as was the guest of honour.

      Initially, it had taken some time to figure out the structure of Big Wig’s firm. Not all those present were executives. Danvers had said he owned an engineering company. But although they manufactured things, those present weren’t the factory workers. There were salespeople and customer service people and managers of all descriptions. Not that they wore labels as such. They just carried themselves like upper-middle management types, whereas the sales reps and customer services team all got hopelessly sloshed.

      I took a breather behind a pot plant and watched the ones inside the conference room. Some of the sales staff had congregated around the chocolate fountain centrepiece on Tammy’s treat table. They laughed and joked and drank their punch in alarmingly quick fashion. I could barely keep up with demand.

      They wore the right clothes. They acted the way I expected sales reps to act. They said the right things; budgets and targets and quotas. But something was off.

      I turned my attention to the courtyard overlooking Cable Bay. Here, the big boys sat and smoked cigars. They talked about holiday homes and Jaguar cars and what they got their wife and kids for Christmas. They wore designer shirts and thousand-dollar shoes and Gucci sunglasses.

      They looked the part. They said the right things. But something was off.

      I couldn’t put my finger on it, and my neck was remaining quiet. It frustrated me. I returned to the kitchen and refilled my jug and then headed out onto the battlefield once again.

      Tammy swept past me and then stopped.

      “Summer! Smile! It’s a party!” And then she was gone again.

      I sighed, pasted on a smile, and started forward again.

      And ran straight into the boss.

      Rupert Carmichael was tall and lean and had a small smattering of silver in his dark hair. Like a fox. It made him look distinguished. He was also in his forties; a young-looking forties. He was hot. A hot fox. Steel-blue eyes caressed my skin as he took in my elf ears, my elf hat, and then my bountiful bosom.

      He disguised the perusal of my cleavage as interest in my flashing button, but I thought perhaps he wished I was flashing something other than a badge that said I’d been naughty.

      Or perhaps not.

      “Hello,” he said. “What are you offering?”

      It wasn’t exactly suggestive, but somehow he made it sound that way.

      I held the pitcher up and said, “Care for a Jingle Jangle Juice Holiday Punch?”

      “I would love one,” he drawled. “But I don’t have a glass.”

      I stepped to the side, where a wait stand was situated, and uplifted a tumbler; scooping up ice out of a bucket, I began to pour.

      He stepped closer.

      “Have you been doing this sort of thing for long?” he asked.

      “On and off,” I said, smiling.

      I didn’t want to smile. I wanted to run. My neck felt cold and prickly. My stomach was doing somersaults.

      Mikey, I reminded myself. I needed to find Mikey, and this man might know something.

      He accepted the drink and then nodded to the rest of the waiting glasses.

      “Pour yourself one,” he instructed.

      “I’m working,” I told him.

      “I insist. My party. My rules.” He smiled at me, all charm and expensive cologne. He was cleanly shaven. Aunt Sadie would have objected.

      I reached out and grabbed a glass, scooping up ice and pouring a drink. Everyone knew the customer was always right, and Tammy had warned us that we had to please Carmichael. This job could very well make it for Tammy’s Tasty Treats Catering Company.

      I doubted it, but I took a decent swallow and offered an arched brow and small smile to Big Wig.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, not drinking his own punch.

      I wondered if he was one of those types; the type who pushes excess on others but abstains from it himself. I wondered if he liked to watch people make a fool of themselves; the behaviour of his staff would indicate as much. I wondered if he was a sociopath.

      “Summer,” I said.

      “That would be why you’re so hot.”

      I let a little breath of air out, trying, and no doubt failing, to not roll my eyes too much. He laughed and stepped closer. As if my dismissal of his flirting was a direct challenge to advance.

      “Where have you been hiding, Summer?” he asked.

      “I’m a local,” I said. “I live here.”

      “Ever thought of trying your luck in the Big Smoke?”

      I shook my head. “I like it right where I am, thank you.”

      “Have another drink,” he said. “Loosen up.”

      “I’m working.”

      “I think you work too hard, Summer. Life’s a party, and you’re invited.”

      I had to give him credit. He had the lines down pat. I smirked and took another mouthful of my drink.

      “Much better,” Carmichael said. “Now, tell me. How have my staff been behaving?”

      “Perfectly,” I offered.

      He chuckled. Despite the situation, it was attractive. But I was sure he knew that. “I’m disappointed,” he said. “I thought we were being honest with each other. I’ll tell you my secrets if you tell me yours.”

      He looked at me intently as if his words meant more than they should. I felt unease wash through me. I felt trapped, pinned by his gaze, his touch.

      His touch?

      I noticed he was running a finger over my ear. My elf ear, but still. He smiled at me and said, “Drink up, Summer. I want you to have a good time.”

      I took an unsteady gulp of my fruit punch and felt the world waver.

      “See?” he said, his words sounding distant. “Everything’s going to be fun.”

      Alarm bells rang in my head. My neck was sending me signals like a signalman trying to win the semaphore event at the Olympics. Everything flickered and then dimmed. And then flickered brighter again.

      Son of a two-bit magician! He’d slipped something in the glass, maybe before I’d even picked it up. Before I’d even got here, that’s why he wasn’t drinking his own punch. He was roofie-ing me. I reached out and pressed my hand into the wall, trying to steady myself.

      “What’s wrong, Summer? Do you need some fresh air?”

      I shook my head, the glass slipping from my grip. He caught it. His free hand wrapped around my upper arm and he turned me away from the party. Of all the times for the kitchen passage to be deserted. But then, maybe he’d orchestrated it. He’d orchestrated everything else.

      “Wh..what are you doing?” I asked, my voice alarmingly shaky.

      “Getting you some fresh air,” he told me as if it were a perfectly reasonable answer.

      I couldn’t think straight. I couldn’t decide if this was it and Big Wig was the murderer and why hadn’t Danvers bugged me so he could rush in and throw chilli sauce at this creeper.

      And then we were outside in a private courtyard, and Big Wig set me down in a recliner chair. I stared up at the sky. There’re the stars, I thought. And a rug was thrown over my body.

      “Sleep it off, sweetheart,” Big Wig said, and then he was gone.

      I blinked. The stars twirled and danced. The sea salt air washed over my flushed cheeks, and then I was falling down, down, down.

      I woke up to a seagull drilling into my head. The sun was just rising, making the waters of Cable Bay sparkle like a jewel-encrusted blanket. My hands fluttered over the blanket covering me. A fine layer of dew was on it. I turned my head; my breath sucked in on the spike of pain that stabbed me through the back of my neck. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath and then tried to focus on my surroundings.

      I was still at the Shimmering Sands. On the balcony of one of the vacant apartments. It didn’t make sense. For a second I couldn’t remember how I got here. Why I was at the Shimmering Sands at all. If it hadn’t have been for my neck sending me a series of sensations, I thought perhaps I wouldn’t have been able to piece it together.

      The soft brush of sheets. The coarse rub of fishing rope. The chill of ice down my neck.

      I closed my eyes and lay back on the recliner.

      Big Wig knew I was working for the cops and he got me out of the party so I couldn’t spy on them. Not that any of his staff had given away any of his secrets. I rubbed a hand over my face. I realised there were tears on my cheeks. Was I crying?

      I made a grunting sound and brushed the tears away. OK, so I’d stuffed up. Big Wig was onto me. But he’d drugged me, and I was sure that was illegal somewhere, and Danvers would use it to arrest the corporate creeper.

      I rolled off the recliner, and the world spun.

      Reaching into my skirt pocket, I withdrew my cell phone. It was all I had on me, and I was mildly surprised that it was still there. But everything wasn’t making a lick of sense. Adding to the turmoil of emotions inside me was the fact that I was completely unarmed. The cell phone didn’t count. There’d been nowhere to secretly stash a gun last night. I’d felt naked without it. I’d felt vulnerable when Big Wig had cornered me. I felt panicked about it now.

      My hands shook as I dialled the police station, my legs went numb and forced me to crash back down on the recliner, landing in an undignified and crooked slump.

      Crazy Maisey answered. Her too-bright voice and the clack of her fingernails on the keyboard to Loyal by Dave Dobbyn just about did me in.

      “Maise,” I said; my voice came out in a whisper-croak. I tried to clear it, but my throat hurt. I started crying again.

      I fisted my hands and blinked my eyes. The world swam, but I eventually stopped the waterworks.

      “Hang in there, sweetie,” I heard Maisey saying. “We’re tracing your cell now.”

      I’d missed something. Maybe a lot of somethings. I felt small and naked, and so I curled up in a little ball under the blanket, pulling it up over my head to hide the sunlight.

      My neck didn’t like that. I felt like I was suffocating. The rope came back, wrapping around my throat. I gasped for breath, threw the blanket off and shuddered like a packet of Shake n’ Bake in Lady Sadie’s wobbly hands.

      Shake and bake, I thought bizarrely. Wasn’t that what they called a type of meth? One-pot meth. Pot but not like the pot the Rikas cultivated.

      My neck went silent as if in approval.

      My body stopped shaking.

      Maisey was still talking.

      I heard the police car sirens as they approached.

      This was all connected. Big Wig and the Rikas and the drug deal gone wrong that led to murder. This was all tied up together like on-the-go meth.

      “Meth,” I said as car doors slammed and voices shouted out.

      “Summer!” I heard Danvers calling.

      “Ms O’Dare!” I heard Candy shout.

      I tried to answer, but my mouth felt like cotton wool had mated with a Brillo pad, and my mind was racing.

      Mikey and murder. Mikey and meth.

      The Rikas and Big Wig. The stolen corporate intelligence.

      Was it a meth recipe that was stolen? Was Big Wig a drug dealer? Was Darren branching out and got his brother murdered?

      I shook my head. The world was slowly righting itself, but I still saw two Alex Danvers as he careened through the ranch slider and out onto the deck.

      “Summer,” he said sounding almost desperate. He crouched down in front of me, hands on my knees, squeezing gently.

      “Detective Douche,” I whispered back.

      He scowled at me. And then his eyes danced all over my face and head.

      “What are you wearing?” he asked.

      I reached up and touched the elf ears. The hat had fallen off. The button still flashed, albeit weakly. Danvers stared at the words as they flashed to Naughty. He shook his head.

      “Are you all right?” he finally said.

      I wasn’t. Not by a long shot. I’d been roofied. But thankfully not taken advantage of. Big Wig had just wanted me out of the way last night. Or he had been sending me a message.

      I opened my mouth, and no words came out.

      “Hey,” Danvers said. “It’s OK. Everything’s going to be OK now.”

      I shook my head. Mikey was in trouble or might be dead. The corporate info stolen from Big Wig could have possible drug-related consequences. And Carmichael hadn’t been subtle in the slightest.

      Which meant, whatever he’d roofied me with was likely untraceable. It would be my word against his.

      “Last night,” I started.

      “You had us worried,” Danvers cut in. “When the owner of the catering company said you’d run off without saying a word, we all thought the worst.”

      The worst had almost happened.

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “I didn’t run off,” I said.

      “People saw you having an argument with one of the dickheads at the party. Saw him pinch your arse more than once and then try to get a kiss. Carmichael fired him. Everyone saw it. And then you took off, and when they couldn’t find you, they called us in.”

      I stared at him, horrified that Big Wig had gone to such lengths.

      Stunned that Danvers believed him.

      But then, why wouldn’t he? Big Wig was the victim here. He’d had info stolen. He’d hung around when he could have fled. Why would anyone think him the bad guy?

      I looked at Danvers. Constable Candy hovered nearby. No-Name was in the background along with the cross-eyed property manager. I felt sick.

      Danvers held my wild-eyed gaze steadily and then cocked his head.

      “Unless,” he whispered so only I could hear, “you know something I don’t.”

      He’d emphasised the “know”. Not mockingly. Not judgementally. Just…knowingly.

      “Talk to me, Summer.”

      “Donut,” I said.
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      I ate my donut and slurped my coffee as I watched Danvers pace. The paramedic had left, having taken a sample of my blood for the path lab in Kaitaia to analyse. Constable Candy and his sidekick were tracking down the punch bowl and glasses from last night, but I knew that they wouldn’t succeed. If Big Wig himself hadn’t removed the evidence, he would have had someone else do it. Or Tammy had cleaned up after the catering gig had finished and the corporate creeper hadn’t even had to lift a finger.

      He’d been one step ahead of us all the way. Acting the innocent victim, staying in Cable Bay as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Which begged the question, Why was he staying? What was in it for him to stick around?

      It couldn’t just be a cover, an act to confuse the cops. It didn’t make sense.

      “What I don’t understand,” Danvers said as he continued to pace across his office floor. We were at the police station. In Detective Pieter’s old office which was now Detective Douche’s domain. “Why tell us that something was stolen at all? Why draw our attention to him in the first place?”

      I studied the certificates that Danvers had framed on his wall. A couple of newspaper clippings showed him accepting awards. There was a photo of him with the last prime minister. He hadn’t been in uniform. He’d been in a suit with a tie and a very discrete earpiece in his ear. If you didn’t look for it, you wouldn’t see it. But I looked for everything.

      Alex Danvers had been part of the Diplomatic Protection Service. Quite a gig. And one I wouldn’t have thought he’d leave willingly. According to his certificates, he’d been a cop before he’d been a member of the DPS; which was fairly standard procedure. What wasn’t standard, was returning to the police force.

      “Summer?” Danvers said, calling my attention to him. “Are you all right?”

      “Still a bit foggy,” I admitted.

      “Understandable.” He stopped his pacing and stared at me with a look I didn’t much like. A sympathetic look, but one laced with an awkward kind of regret.

      He wanted to ask me something he didn’t think I’d like.

      “Say it,” I said.

      He sighed. “Have you told me everything?”

      I nodded. I had. I’d even told him the connections I’d surmised - although I’d used the word “uncovered” - regarding the Rikas. And that Mikey was missing. Tia was going to kill me. Darren would probably do worse. And I didn’t even want to think what Nana Rika would do to me.

      I shuddered.

      “Are you cold?” Danvers asked. “Can I get you another blanket?”

      He’d been fussing. Doing his best to dispel the douchetag I’d landed him with. I could almost believe he really did care. My eyes flicked back to the certificates and awards and photos on his wall. Alex Danvers was a man who cared very much about many things, I thought.

      “Why is he still here?” I asked.

      Danvers accepted my conversation segue and moved on from the blanket. He might care, but he was also all about the case.

      “It’s like you said,” he murmured, “there’ll be no trace of a drug in your system. Or if there is, it’ll be one that is easily explained. Perhaps even justified by evidence left somewhere indicating you did this to yourself.”

      I felt sick. The donut I’d just eaten was surfing a gnarly wave inside my stomach. Doing 360s in rad barrels and shredding the breaks.

      I was spending way too much time with Charlie.

      “His staff are in on this,” Danvers went on. “They all made similar statements to the fact you argued with Timothy Nichols, the exec who pushed for a kiss, and then left the party without telling anyone. Even the catering company couldn’t account for your whereabouts or what you say transpired. He’s…”

      “You do believe me, don’t you?” I said, picking up on his carefully chosen words. He was speaking like a cop or a lawyer. I half expected to hear an “alleged”.

      He stared at me. For a moment, I thought he was going to shoot me down. Like so many had before him. But he let out a measured breath of air and said, “I do.”

      I hadn’t realised how much his belief would mean to me. I felt a weight lift off my shoulders and to cover the relief that coursed through me and had to be showing on my face, I took a hurried gulp of my coffee, burning my tongue. I screwed up my nose and stuck the offending organ out; panting like a dog.

      Danvers studied me.

      “You are perhaps,” he said slowly, “the strangest woman I have ever met. But I do believe you, Summer.”

      I met his blue-eyed gaze. He held mine steadily.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You don’t want me to believe you?” he questioned.

      I shook my head. “No, that’s not it. It’s just; most people don’t. Or if they do, they think bad things about me. About how I figure things out.”

      “Do you figure them out?”

      “If you mean, do I look for clues and evidence and piece them together to find answers, then yes.”

      “And where do you find your clues?”

      “I’m a private investigator,” I told him. “I investigate. Privately. Or not so privately. It depends on the situation.”

      He studied me for a long moment and then said, “The Rikas stole something.” And we were back to abrupt subject changes again. “You overheard that in the Taipa Tavern. What did you say Darren Rika said?”

      “‘They don’t know we took it,’” I quoted. “But I can’t confirm that what they took is the same thing as what was stolen from Carmichael.”

      “No. I agree. But this was said in conjunction with whatever Mikey Rika was exchanging at the Mangonui Wharf.”

      I didn’t correct him. I might have spilt the beans, but the beans had been cleaned and prepped for a meal only I had the recipe to. It was one thing to tell Danvers everything about the case. It was another to tell him how I came by certain parts of it. Like the wharf and my neck leading me there when thinking of Mikey making his exchange. One of Darren’s goons had mentioned a boat, but that was hardly enough to link Mikey and the Mangonui Wharf together. Doubtless Bay had hundreds of different locations where an exchange on a boat could have gone down.

      But if I tried to link every clue I came by to an actual piece of evidence for the police, we’d never solve any crimes.

      “It still doesn’t link directly to Carmichael,” I admitted.

      “But Carmichael’s behaviour is now in question.” It was, but only because Danvers believed me. If he were any other cop, the lack of evidence and the witness statements would have protected Big Wig. I even think Detective Pieter’s would have taken longer to accept my version of events. He would have come around eventually. But not as quickly as Alex did.

      Why? Why was Alex so sure he could trust me? Because he knew something about what I did? I wasn’t sure, and right now, I couldn’t work it out. I was just thankful that Danvers was on my team.

      “We need Carmichael to think we believe his version of events,” Danvers announced.

      Which meant I was likely to be the talk of town gossip within the hour. Getting high at a corporate event I was working at and running out on Tammy Matthews and her catering company would make for interesting fodder.

      “Great,” I muttered.

      “It’s the only way,” Danvers pressed. I believed him. I just didn’t like it. “If he thinks he’s still in control of the situation, then he’ll be free to make a mistake.”

      “I’m not sure he’s the mistake making type.”

      “Oh, he is,” Danvers said viciously. “He made the mistake of thinking we’re hick cops with little experience and even fewer skills. He didn’t count on me, and he didn’t count on you.” I was gathering Constable Candy and No-Name were not yet counted in the same category as us. I also thought that perhaps Detective Pieters was being lumped in with the constables, too.

      “I’m relieved you see my worth, Detective,” I said. “But if I’m to be discredited, how am I to help you?”

      And how were we going to find Mikey?

      I was beginning to lose faith that he was still alive. It had been three days now. Three days was a long time to keep someone hostage and alive. If the Rikas didn’t know where their youngest son was, then he wasn’t in hiding. Mikey was not the sort of guy to go it alone. He needed his family. And more importantly, he needed their money.

      Mikey Rika had expensive tastes.

      “For now, the best thing you can do is go home and act the invalid,” Danvers said. “Play the part Carmichael has written for you. He’ll expect to see you tucking tail and hiding. Do it. Meanwhile, I’ll be out in the open expressing my appreciation of his quick actions in firing the idiot who tried to kiss you.”

      I scowled at him and narrowed my eyes.

      “I don’t like this plan,” I said.

      “Do you think I do? I want nothing more than to lay into the man, but if we’re to convince him he’s home free, then we have to play our parts.”

      I sighed. “OK, but for how long? I’m not sure I can sulk at home forever.”

      “Not forever. Just until this afternoon. Until I’ve had time to prove my…inadequacies to him. Then you can make a trip to your favourite café for some comfort food.”

      “The Coffee Cube,” I said, getting an inkling of where he was going with this.

      “If I approach the Rikas, this will break wide open. But you can. Find out if anything has changed. They trust you.”

      “Not all of them,” I muttered.

      “Tia does.”

      Yeah. But for how long? I hadn’t found Mikey. I had no clue where to look. But checking up on Tia made sense, and if we were lucky, I’d get a touch. I’d get something that would point us in the right direction.

      I didn’t usually let my ability lead me around by a leash. I liked to ferret clues out the old-fashioned way. Most of what I did was straight from Investigating For Beginners 101. It just always came with a side order of neck. Flying blind, however, was not my forte.

      Still, it was a plan. And it was more than I had anyway.

      “OK,” I said, not sounding happy about it.

      “Summer,” Danvers said carefully. “If a missing person isn’t found within the first twenty-four to forty-eight hours, the chances of finding them alive diminishes significantly. We’re heading into the seventy-two-hour mark.”

      “I know.” I felt sick again.

      “It doesn’t mean we won’t find him. It just means it might be time to pray for a bit of luck.”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll have Constable McQueen drive you home. He’s just pulled up out front.”

      “My car’s still at the Shimmering Sands,” I said.

      “No, I had it searched and towed back to your house.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. But I had gone missing.

      Still..

      “That was a bit premature, wasn’t it?” I said. It’s not like I’d been gone long when he would have done it.

      He smirked. “Suspicious circumstances.”

      “Sure.”

      “And I was curious.”

      “Yeah, that’d do it.”

      “You are a strange woman.”

      “And that makes you curious?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Figures.

      I pushed up from the chair I’d commandeered and saluted.

      “Catch ya on the flip side, Detective Douche.”

      He grunted but didn’t reply.

      I found Candy in the front of the police station, chatting up Maisey Young. Maisey had been a year behind me in high school. She was mousey but cute. The librarian look worked for her nicely. Wire-rimmed glasses, shoulder-length, nondescript brown hair, and freckles dotting English rose skin. She was a dichotomy of beauty. Suzy would have said she was bland. I thought Maisey was a stunner.

      “Summer!” she said, rushing around the front desk, ignoring whatever Candy had been saying and wrapping me up in her arms. She just about squeezed the air right out of me. “I was so worried about you! I said to Detective Danvers, if there’s one thing I know about Summer O’Dare, she doesn’t run from anyone. You were always larger than Larry.”

      “You mean, ‘larger than life,’” I told her.

      “That too.” She cocked her head and pushed her glasses up her nose. “How are you? Did you get in trouble with the new detective?”

      I opened my mouth to tell her, “Of course not.” But thankfully snapped my teeth together before I could let the incredulous sounding words fly free.

      We were playing a part, Danvers and I. I didn’t like it, but it had to be done.

      “Kinda,” I mumbled. “Not really,” I added. “I want to go home.” I looked at Candy.

      “Come on, Ms O’Dare,” he said. “I’ll drive you.”

      “Oh,” Maisey said, tucking her hair behind her ears nervously. “I was so sure you wouldn’t have run.”

      I stopped at the front door of the police station and looked back at the little librarian.

      “Hey, Maisey,” I said. She looked up at me. “How many cops does it take to change a lightbulb?”

      She blinked at me.

      “None. They just arrest the bulb for being broke,” I said.

      Slowly, she smiled at me.

      “I heard that, Ms O’Dare!” Danvers shouted from out the back.

      “I’m not the lightbulb,” I whispered, but Maisey heard me. “Even if I look like one.”

      Her smile brightened. “Gotcha,” she said.

      Danvers had deserved that. I might play the role he’d asked me to, but not to my friends. At least, not to those who needed it. And Maisey, crazy as that gal could get, needed to know I hadn’t run.

      Being the nerdy little librarian in school had been hard for Maise. Being the receptionist at the police station when she graduated had helped. It gave her street cred. But Maise was always scared she’d lose her job. Budgets at a small town police station were tight. And when I was hired, they got even tighter. And not once, not ever, had Maisey treated me anything less than nice. Even when my presence meant her position was in jeopardy.

      I liked Maisey Young.

      Candy held the front door of the police car open for me. I thanked him. I was just happy not to be shoved in the rear where it automatically locked. He slid into the driver’s side and started it up.

      “Find anything at the Shimmering Sands?” I asked him.

      He flicked a glance at me; doubt and indecision flashing in his eyes. Candy didn’t believe me, then. And Danvers hadn’t told him that he did. I tried not to sigh.

      “Nothing, Ms O’Dare,” the constable said and started to drive.
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      I wanted Doug. But I’d not thought to ask Constable Candy if he’d swing by my great aunt’s house before we’d left Mangonui. And I wasn’t sure he would have let me put my dog in his back seat, anyway. So, I trudged into my quiet little house with my tail between my legs, feeling lonely.

      At least my performance would have been convincing.

      But because of the act I was playing, I also couldn’t get into my car and speed back to Mangonui and pick up Doug myself. I settled for a telephone conversation with Sadie, getting her to put the handset to Doug’s ear. He barked and then snuffled the microphone, and then I was pretty sure he tried to eat it. I had to listen to Aunt Sadie scold him for five minutes straight before she realised I was still on the line.

      In the end, I just missed my dog more.

      Perhaps, Danvers had had another reason for insisting I spend the morning at home. I certainly wasn’t feeling myself.

      I took a shower and dressed in my most comfortable cut-offs and an oversized t-shirt. This one had a picture of Oscar the Grouch on it saying I Didn’t Choose The Street Life; The Street Life Chose Me. I snatched up a bottle of beer from the fridge and headed out onto the back deck. Coopers Beach greeted me.

      Curling up on the swing seat, I set it swaying, and took a sip of my drink. I could hear kids laughing. Dogs barking. Seagulls cruised through the air like curb crawlers looking for some happy. The sun warmed my cheeks.

      Mikey was still missing.

      I wanted to be doing something. I wanted to be out there, trying to get a hit. Anything. But Big Wig needed to think I’d been cowed by Detective Douche and Danvers needed to do his thing. I wondered how that was going. The detective had looked ferocious when he’d said he wanted to lay into Carmichael for abusing me.

      I felt warm inside that he wanted to defend my honour like that.

      Or it could have been the beer talking.

      And then I thought of Suzy.

      What was someone like Danvers doing with someone like Suzy? She was a demoness. A soul-sucking succubus; although I had it on good authority that Suzy was more than happy to suck other things behind the school bike shed. And Danvers didn’t seem like the kind of guy to get lured behind the bike shed.

      Maybe I’d misjudged him. That was after thinking I’d misjudged him in the beginning. So that would mean my initial judgement still stood. He was a douche.

      I snorted and took a swig of my drink.

      The beer was calming me, and Coopers Beach was steadying me. By the time midday came around, I’d be ready for the Coffee Cube and facing Tia Maria. I just needed another beer first.

      I got up and went into the house, making my way to the kitchen. I hadn’t opened the windows up; I’d welcomed the warmth when I’d first come home. I hadn’t felt warm since I’d woken up this morning at the Shimmering Sands Apartments.

      It was only as I walked past the kitchen window overlooking the front of the house that I realised Charlie was back. His Holden sat in my visitor’s carpark, but he was nowhere to be seen. I opened the window, but I couldn’t hear any sign of him. If he’d come in, he may not have known I was home. I’d been out on the deck; my car was hidden in the garage; as it wasn’t locked, Danvers must have had the towie push it inside. I was surprised - and glad - he hadn’t hit the side of the building and made the thing fall down on top of it. A soft breeze could almost do it.

      But there was a chance Charlie didn’t know I was home.

      I changed direction from the fridge and its offerings to Charlie’s wing of the house and some potential company. I really wasn’t myself right now. Stepping into the hallway that led to his room, I heard him talking. For a second, I thought he’d brought some company home. Who would Charlie get busy with? Had he met someone at Tokerau Beach?

      I was meticulously drawing the tableau in my mind even as I kept creeping toward Charlie’s room for a sneaky peek. The guy would be muscular and bronzed, all hard-earned at the beach, surfing waves and sunbathing. I was hoping for a blond, because blonds have more fun, apparently. But I’d settle for anything as long as he didn’t cut his hair too short. Surfers were meant to have shaggy hair; Charlie did.

      But when I came abreast of his open door, I realised he was on the phone; he didn’t have any company. Curses, foiled again!

      “Something’s definitely happened,” I heard him say. “Mangonui’s in play. Kaitaia is on the move. If this ends up where I think it’ll end up, there’ll be fireworks.”

      I crept closer, and a board beneath my feet creaked.

      Charlie swung around and stared at me.

      I smiled and waved, feeling like the most inept private investigator there had ever been. Even my house was out to embarrass me.

      “I’ll update you later,” Charlie said and disconnected his call.

      “Sorry,” I said, grimacing. “I thought you knew I was home. Actually,” I amended. “I thought you were entertaining and I wanted to act like a creeper.” He blinked at me. “I’d really like to know what sort of bed buddy you go for.”

      He let out a huff of breath.

      “Duuuude,” he said. “Really?”

      For the first time since he’d arrived here, I felt like his surfer persona was an act.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I pegged you as gay. Am I right?”

      “You don’t hold back, do you, Summer?”

      That wasn’t an answer. “Curiosity killed the cat, but who cares about that?” Dogs rule. Cats drool.

      “You are a strange woman,” he said.

      “Not the first time I’ve heard that today.”

      He cocked his head. “What are you doing home in the middle of the day?”

      “House arrest,” I told him. Something made me keep my secrets. It wasn’t my neck; it was all in my head. Charlie wasn’t who he said he was. Which begged the question, Who was he? “I got into a bit of trouble last night.”

      “Are you all right?” His concern seemed genuine. I ignored it.

      “Shaken. Embarrassed. But not stirred.”

      He shook his head. “I came home to grab a bite to eat, and then I’m hitting the beach,” he told me.

      “Surf’s up?”

      He opened his mouth and then slowly shut it, his big brown eyes surveying me. “Not as much as I’d like,” he finally admitted.

      He was onto me. I suddenly wanted to get out of my house.

      “Well, have fun,” I said. “I’m hankering for a donut.”

      “Nothing new there, then,” he said, smiling.

      Was that smile a lie? It damn near broke my heart. I’d liked Charlie. He’d been a good house guest. But if he wasn’t who he said he was, then he was definitely getting an eviction notice. As soon as I Googled the legalities of that.

      “OK, then,” I said. “Have fun.” I was repeating myself.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Charlie asked.

      “Fine.”

      “You can talk to me, Summer,” he urged.

      I think not, Dr Evil, I said in my head.

      Aloud, I offered, “Just a bad night, that’s all. Nothing a donut and coffee won’t fix.”

      “I restocked the fridge,” he rushed to say.

      “I noticed.”

      “I also drank all of your beers. Did you notice that?” I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but I thought, perhaps, he wanted to make me feel comfortable with teasing banter.

      I did not feel comfortable right then.

      “I don’t mind,” I told him and waved as I turned away.

      “It was your beer,” I heard him mutter. Was I supposed to show more outrage at him helping himself to my beer?

      I was playing too many different parts in this play. I wasn’t even sure if Charlie’s subterfuge was tied up in the murder case and Mikey’s absence and Big Wig’s stolen intellectual property. Was he just hiding out here for some totally unconnected reason? Or was he part of this mess?

      I wanted to scream; I was so frustrated. And my neck remained silent.

      Stupid neck.

      I swung by my office and opened my safe, all the while I kept looking over my shoulder as if Charlie was about to storm into the room and whack me over the head with his surfboard. A surfboard that probably saw no gnarly waves. Gnarly Charlie indeed. I huffed. Grabbing my handbag, I checked my gun. And then I hightailed it out of my own house, not so much with my tail between my legs, but definitely with my ears pinned back.

      I could not get out of there quick enough.

      Thank the donut gods that it was finally past midday and I didn’t have to stuff up Danvers’ plan by escaping my house sooner than expected. I might have hated the plan, but it was the only plan we had.

      It took less than two minutes to make it to the Coffee Cube. Not nearly enough time to come to terms with this change of events. Even the holiday traffic was against me. Where were all those obnoxious camper vans? I parked right outside - of course, I did - and just sat there, thinking. Breathing. Praying for answers.

      It didn’t work.

      Tia spotted me and stormed out of the Cube, fire in her eyes, a scowl on her face, and her fingers tipped in lethally sharp claws.

      I might have imagined that last bit, but she did look frightening.

      I wound down my window and met her dark gaze.

      “Are you all right?” she said.

      Not the words I’d expected.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Maisey told Mrs Lawrence who told Mr Huang who told Mrs Sargasso who told Suzy the Floozy who told me,” she paused for breath and to make a low growling sound, “that you got smashed at a corporate event last night and nearly cost Tammy Matthews the whole gig.”

      I stared at her, open-mouthed.

      “Get out of the car,” she snapped.

      “Are you mad at me?” I said, climbing out of the Micra.

      “I am so mad right now, but not at you. What was Maisey thinking?”

      I thought perhaps that Maisey was following her new boss’s request. Nothing beats gossip coming from the mousey little receptionist at the police station. Who would question that?

      “Don’t be too hard on Maisey,” I said.

      “You’re defending her?”

      “I was thinking of including her in Saturday Night Sangrias. We should really start that up again.”

      “Summer!” Tia snapped. “Suzy is having a field day with this.”

      Of course, she was.

      “It’s no big deal,” I told my BFF.

      “Suzy,” she spat.

      “Is a floozy and we all know it.”

      Tia studied me for a moment and then said, “Do you know what she’s calling you now?”

      Oh, here we go, I thought.

      I gave Tia a “tell me” signal with my hand.

      “Ginger Snap.”

      I started to laugh. It was an oldie, but a goodie.

      “You laugh!” Tia said in mock outrage. She’d started to smile too.

      “It fits,” I told her through snorts of air. Then I snapped my fingers in her face. “That’s what you get for pinching a ginger’s butt while she’s pouring a drink for you.”

      “Never underestimate a waitress’s ability to do two things at once,” Tia said.

      “Pour drinks,” I offered.

      “And pour them over your head,” Tia finished for me.

      We burst out laughing.

      “Donut?” she finally suggested.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      “Didn’t know I had to.”

      “There is that.”

      I followed her across the grass to the Cube and waited for her to enter and approach the counter. She was still smiling, and I was sad that I had to ruin that. For a moment, I’d taken her mind off her worries. But those worries were real, and we needed to deal with it.

      “Have you heard from Mikey?” I asked once she’d handed over a chocolate glazed donut. I had my priorities in order: Donut first and then wreck my best friend’s day.

      She sucked in a breath of air and then picked up a cloth and started wiping the bench. Vigorously.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” I said softly.

      “I was hoping you’d have something to tell me,” she murmured.

      “Does the name Rupert Carmichael ring a bell?” I asked her.

      She narrowed her eyes and cocked her head, but in the end, she said, “No. Never heard of him.”

      I ate my donut and contemplated the reason why Tia hadn’t asked who Carmichael was. Wouldn’t that have been the logical thing to do? You’re asked about someone, someone who may have connections to your missing brother, and you don’t know him; but wouldn’t you like to know who he is and how he is connected to said missing brother?

      “Tia,” I said, once the donut was finished and there was no chance of her snatching it back. “What’s going on?”

      She lifted her head and stared out over the top of mine to the carpark. There was nothing to see but the Mighty Micra, a rusted-out Honda Civic, and a couple of European sedans which screamed too-much-money.

      “I’ll tell you what I think,” I said, leaning closer and keeping my voice down. “I think Mikey was on a job for Darren. I think that job went south and Mikey hasn’t been seen nor heard from since. I think things are afoot in Northland. Specifically, in Doubtless Bay and it’s affecting Rika business. I think Mikey’s disappearance has got to do with that.” I took a breath and delivered the final blow. “And I think you know who Rupert Carmichael is.”

      She looked down at me then. I saw my friend, but I also saw a Rika daughter. A Doubtless Bay Daughter. Strength and dignity and bravery and passion.

      “Tia,” I said, half in apology, half a beg.

      “There’s competition,” she whispered. “Someone’s been encroaching on our turf.”

      Our turf. Not Darren’s.

      Crud.

      “Carmichael?”

      She shook her head. I shook mine in confusion. If it wasn’t Carmichael, then what on earth was he doing mixed up in all of this? And how did she know who Carmichael was, then?

      “You’ve got to understand, Summer,” Tia said low and urgent. “It’s a matter of pride. If we let them in, then no one will trust us.”

      Trust was a tricky thing. I knew all about it. And I also knew the type of trust Tia was talking about was the kind found at the end of a bong or a joint of weed.

      “I don’t get it,” I said, holding up a hand to stall her indignant reply. “What’s Carmichael got to do with any of this?”

      “Carmichael? He’s no one you need to worry about.”

      “Has he got Mikey?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

      “Then he’s definitely someone to worry about, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Summer. It’s not Auckland that’s a problem. It’s Kaitaia.”

      Kaitaia? Heat flushed my neck, swiftly followed by the chill of ice. Not ice as in a cube used to make drinks clink. But the kind of icy chill that feels like you’re being watched. For a second I couldn’t decipher what my body was trying to tell me, and then I smelled the petrol. If my abilities came with sound, I would have heard the roar of a motorbike engine. Instead, I just got a repeat performance of all the emotions I’d felt when Biker Brute had followed me, and then intimidated me, on the road back from the vets.

      “It’s another gang,” I said.

      “Yeah. They usually keep to the Far North and leave Doubtless Bay to us.”

      “But not anymore.”

      She shook her head.

      It wasn’t all of it. I could tell. Carmichael was linked. But Danvers had ID’d the murder victim on the wharf as someone out of Kaitaia. Which meant, Mikey had walked into a trap. Had he killed his opposition and then gone into hiding?

      Or had this rival gang taken him to threaten Darren?

      My neck buzzed. I let out a startled squeak. It felt like I was getting a close shave from Mr Parata at the Mangonui Barber Shop. He had a penchant for overusing his clippers; I never let him near my head if I could help it. I rubbed my nape. My hand felt wet. Not wet, I thought as I stared at it. It was perfectly dry, but still, I rubbed my fingers together. They felt oily, although you couldn’t see it. You could never see what I felt. Even I couldn’t. I sniffed my fingertips. What was that? I couldn’t quite place it. And then the buzz on my neck was replaced by something soft.

      Not linen. Not sheets. Or towels. But something fluffy.

      “Lanolin,” I said.

      “What?” Tia asked me.

      I looked up at her and blinked. Lanolin for sheep’s wool. The clippers for a shearing shed.

      I knew where I’d find Mikey. But shearing sheds were a dime a dozen in Northland. I needed more.

      “Tia,” I said, leaning forward and gripping her arm, “does the other gang own a farm?”

      “What?” she said again.

      “A farm. Sheep.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Then give me a name.”

      She started shaking her head and pulled her arm back. Cradling it against her chest as if I’d burned her, she said, “No, Summer. You’ve done enough.”

      I hadn’t done anything. But Tia started putting lids on containers and switching things off, and before I could say triple-glazed-chocolate-donut-with-extra-chocolate-sprinkles-on-top, she’d closed up the Coffee Cube Shop.
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      My first instinct was to run to Danvers and tell him everything. But I’d never been the type of girl to rush into things. Danvers was dealing with Big Wig. Who was definitely still tied up in all of this somehow. But, as yet, I didn’t know how. So, the detective finding that out was essential. Also, what I had planned was not something I wanted Danvers to see.

      Part of me thought he knew more about what I could do than I’d like to admit. But the stubborn, secretive, live-to-see-another-day part of me wanted to make sure he didn’t get a front row seat. Anyway, how could he know what I did? My entire life, I’d never met another person like me. But then, even if I had, would they have let me see what they could do?

      I certainly tried my best to hide what I did.

      Being the Doubtless Bay Daughter with kooky characteristics was better than being the Doubtless Bay Daughter who could feel things.

      I knew how those sorts of horror stories ended, and they usually involved a noose around someone’s neck or a burning pyre beneath their feet.

      Not my idea of a fun time.

      So, no. I didn’t rush to Danvers. But I did leave a rather cryptic cell phone message. I’m not an idiot. By the time I found this farm, I would need backup. I just planned on finding the farm first and then calling in the cavalry.

      I rubbed the back of my neck, but other than a vague sense of oiliness still present there, it didn’t tell me anything new. I felt a little desperate at that. That invisible clock I’d sensed when I’d first gone looking for Mikey felt like it had sped up and now the seconds were micro-seconds, and the timer was counting down in double speed.

      I reversed out of the Coffee Cube carpark, giving the shipping container that was the Cube one final regretful look. Tia had shut up shop all right, but she hadn’t emerged from the container yet. There were no windows for her to see outside of the thing when its sides were down like this, so I could only assume she was counting to a thousand or something, hoping I’d lose patience.

      It wasn’t patience I had lost. It was time. Mikey was in trouble, and I needed to find him. The cops wouldn’t be able to help. Even if Danvers could tell me the names of the members of the Kaitaia gang - which was doubtful - it would take too long to go through their property deeds the official way in order to find a needle in a haystack.

      Or a shearing shed in a country of seventy million sheep.

      But I had other avenues to explore before I tore off to Kaitaia with my nose hanging out of the Micra’s window hoping to get a hit off something.

      I took the first road into Stan’s subdivision feeling all kinds of hounded. Which was ironic as my own hound wasn’t with me. But I could have sworn I was still being followed. That icy feeling down the back of my neck hadn’t gone away, and it still wasn’t connected to a cocktail. I checked my rearview mirror, but no one was behind me, and the more I worked my way into the Watanabe’s subdivision, the harder it was for a tail to keep up with me.

      Of course, they might have just known where I was going and taken an alternate route.

      I climbed out of the Micra at the rear of Stan’s place and glanced in the bushes and rhododendrons. Nothing jumped out to get me. If you didn’t count the spiders. And I never counted the spiders. I straightened my spine and shook off the shudder-inducing feelings, then made my way to Stan’s shack.

      He peered out of the doorway, which was only partially open, and blinked owlishly at me through his inch-thick glasses.

      “Did you lose them?” he asked.

      Talk about shudder-inducing feelings. I stared at Stan and said, “Who?”

      “The Man. He’s still watching.”

      “Me or you?”

      He looked me up and down, but it wasn’t a leer or even a show of appreciation. Miss Piggy could have been doing a striptease with Kermit the Frog on my t-shirt, and he still wouldn’t have found my breasts interesting. Stan wasn’t like that.

      “Both of us now,” he told me.

      He opened the door and let me in and then shut it behind me. I heard the bolts sliding home, the locks engaging, and then the beep of a perimeter alarm. The LCD screens flickered in the otherwise dim light of the shed. Stan’s bed was in disarray, and his small utility bench was piled high with empty chip packets and soda cans. It looked like he hadn’t cleaned up in days.

      Perhaps, three going on four days?

      “Stan,” I said, turning to face him. He was standing in the corner of the room, fingers twisting together, eyes darting about the place. I shook my head softly. “Has your mum been in here lately?”

      “Won’t get her involved in this,” he said.

      “In what?” I asked gently.

      “The Man. The Man. The Man.”

      “You’re safe here; you know that, right?”

      He blinked at me. “Hello, Summer,” he finally said.

      “Hello, Stan,” I replied.

      “What brings you here?”

      “I need your help finding something.” If there were any way to keep Stan out of this, I would. But the Far North was pretty big and sheep pretty plentiful, and I needed a place to start. So, I was starting with Stan

      “I can do that,” he said and turned to his main computer screen. “Search parameters?”

      “Sheep farms in and around Kaitaia, possibly owned by gang members or associates of gang members.”

      “You’d be wanting the backcountry then.”

      “If you say so.”

      His fingers tapped away on the keyboard in lightning quick fashion.

      “There are 30 dedicated sheep farms in the Far North,” he announced a few minutes later. “And one-hundred-and-five sheep-beef farms. I’m eliminating those outside of a hundred kilometre radius of Kaitaia itself and running it through the police database for known criminal connections.”

      “You can do that?”

      “I can do anything.” I could practically see his superhero cape. I was pretty sure he actually had one, but Stan focused on the task at hand, becoming more centred and cognisant the longer the search went on.

      “I’m looking for a shearing shed that’s hidden enough that local police won’t see any activity going on,” I told him.

      “Shearing season is over,” he said.

      “Yeah, I don’t think they’re shearing sheep this time.”

      “You shouldn’t abuse your shearing clippers.”

      “I don’t think these guys care about that.”

      “Personal grooming is important.” I was fairly certain that was something Stan’s mother had repeatedly told him and repeatedly failed at teaching her son.

      My eyes darted to the empty food packets on his bench.

      The screen in front of Stan changed to display a satellite image of Kaitaia and the surrounding districts. Twenty-three possible locations had been circled with numbers beside them.

      “What are the numbers for?” I asked as he printed the image for me.

      “Start at number one and continue through two to twenty-three,” he said, turning around and handing me the sheet of paper. “I used a variety of algorithms to refine the search parameters you gave me to narrow the field down and categorise the relevancy. I think you’ll find your shearing shed between one and eight, but I’m being thorough.” He pushed his glasses up his nose and glared at me. “I am a very thorough being.”

      “Stan, you’re brilliant,” I told him.

      “I am that, too.”

      I gripped the paper and turned to the door, then paused.

      “You’ll lock this after I’m gone, won’t you?” I asked.

      “The Man won’t get me,” he declared solemnly.

      “Good,” I said, nodding my head and reaching for the locks.

      “But you, on the other hand…”

      He left that hanging.

      I let out a snort and said, “Catch ya on the flip side, Stan the Man.”

      “Hip, hip hooray for a hot summer day.” At least it wasn’t in a monotone this time.

      I exited the shack and waited to hear Stan lock the door again behind me. The locks engaged and I felt a little better. Not a heck of a lot, but enough to make it to my car before I felt that chill invade again. I twisted around and studied the road I was parked on. Nothing jumped out of the shadows, but that didn’t mean something - or someone - wasn’t still there.

      Stan was safe, I told myself. Then repeated it. It didn’t matter how many times I said it inside my head; I still felt like I’d led trouble to my friend’s door. I picked my cell phone up and dialled Mrs Watanabe. She answered on the first ring.

      “Hello, Summer dear,” she said.

      “Hey, Mrs Watanabe,” I greeted. “I’ve just visited Stan. I think it might be a good idea to get together tonight,” I said.

      “Oh, you think so?” She sounded sad and resigned in equal measure.

      “Yeah,” I said, sounding just as sad.

      “I’ll tell his father and sister, then.” Stan’s sister was married to a bruiser of a man. Kyle was as wide as he was tall and his fists were the size of dinner plates. If anyone could protect the Watanabes, it was him.

      “I think that’s a splendid idea,” I told Stan’s mum.

      She rang off to go gather the family together for what she thought was an intervention. Stan didn’t need an intervention - not this time - but he did need people around him. The more, the merrier.

      If I had my way, Stan would never need an intervention again. He was who he was, and I loved him. Mrs Watanabe tried her best to let him have his space, but occasionally the conspiracy theories got too much, and the matriarch sat Stan down for some good old-fashioned family therapy.

      Stan would suffer, just a little. But he’d hopefully be safe while she did it. Mrs Watanabe would be keeping a very close eye on her son for the next few days.

      It was the best I could manage.

      I pulled away from the curb and caught a glint of sunlight off metal in my rear vision. I glanced up at the mirror, but whatever it was had retreated out of sight. Part of me wanted them to follow me and leave Stan alone. Part of me wanted to lose them. But I slowed down, allowing my tail to catch up and trying my best not to feel like a hunted animal.

      Turning right at the end of their street, I hit State Highway 10. The satellite image of the Far North and the potential shearing shed locations sat face up on the passenger seat beside me. My stomach twisted when I glanced at it. One of those locations could be hiding Mikey. I wasn’t sure what would greet me when I found him. But I was determined to find him one way or the other.

      Tia needed to know. Heck, Darren and Nana Rika needed to know.

      I needed to know.

      My hand reached out and checked the bulge in my handbag, making sure my gun was still in there. There was no reason for it not to be; I hadn’t let the bag out of my sight since taking it out of my safe earlier. But nerves made me jittery, and my neck made me breathe a little too quickly. A tap-tap-tapping had started at the base of my skull. Either a headache forming or the quickened pace of the second hand on that stupid mental clock.

      I knew in my gut that I had to find Mikey today. If I didn’t, it would be too late. Too late meant a lot of things, but in this case, considering the players I’d uncovered, it would undoubtedly mean Mikey’s death.

      I couldn’t do that to Tia. Whether she was as much a part of the Rika marijuana machine as her brothers or not, Tia Maria was my friend.

      The first location was closer to Doubtless Bay than Kaitaia which was helpful. My neck offered no help as I circumnavigated the shearing shed in the Micra. It was open to the elements, the odd hay bale here and there. A half-full wool bale propped against the north facing wall. I contemplated getting out of the car and checking inside, but that tapping picked up speed, and the lanolin had disappeared entirely.

      I took that to mean that this one was a bust and drove on.

      The next location was north of Kaitaia, which meant I would be doing a heck of a lot of backtracking if I followed Stan’s numbers to the letter. I decided I’d take the first eight and check them in the order of closest to farthest from me. That meant I checked location four, then two, then six before I made it to location three.

      Location three was a hit. So much so, that for a moment I had to gather myself, steel my stomach contents, and breathe through my mouth. My skin felt clammy. My head felt light. When I looked in the mirror, my face was pale and dark shadows appeared beneath my eyes.

      I’d never been so affected by my feelings before, but the sense of urgency tied up with the sense of danger the situation brought had me feeling all kinds of freaked out.

      I turned the motor off, slipped Stan’s map into a pocket, and slid the gun out of my handbag. I didn’t want the thing banging around my hip and side and distracting me. I checked the chamber and then the safety. Then grabbed my PI license and cell phone and slid them into my shorts’ pocket.

      With the gun in hand, my heart in my throat, and sweat under my arms and down my back, I slid out of the car on shaking legs.

      I could have phoned Danvers, but despite being absolutely sure that Mikey was here, I felt an overriding urge to check first. To be sure. Danvers would come if I called; I knew that. But what if I was wrong? What would he think then?

      My gut/neck told me I was right and Mikey was here. My skull and that incessant tapping told me to hurry, and I didn’t have time to text Detective Douche.

      I crouched low and surveyed the field that surrounded the shearing shed. It was hidden from the main road, and I’d only got close enough because I’d taken a private track that had seen recent traffic on it. The police would not have entered the property without reason, and I was thinking the owner would have made sure they didn’t have reason to do that.

      I operated within the parameters of the law but also outside of the police’s restrictions. I could investigate an open case as long as I announced my presence and reason for being there.

      “Private investigator,” I whispered, too quiet for even a field mouse to hear. “Open case,” I added for good measure. “Need to be here.”

      That done, I crept forward. There was no cover between the trees that lined the dirt track I’d parked on and the shed, so I ran full tilt towards the side of the building, my breaths coming in frantic pants as my heart tried to beat out of my chest. I pressed my back against the shearing shed and only felt marginally better for the shade and shadow the walls provided.

      Making my way carefully around to the back of the shed, and therefore the least likely to be observed by anyone I thought, I kept my head cocked and tried to determine if there was movement inside. All I could hear was the drone of a plane in the distance as it sprayed a field, the buzz of a lazy bee as it circled a thicket of gorse, and the wind as it whistled through the holes in the eaves of the building beside me.

      It was eerie, and I thanked every deity I could think of that it wasn’t the middle of the night.

      Of course, being late afternoon, I was limned in light when I ducked in the small doorway and took shelter in one of the sheep pens. The scent of sheep droppings and lanolin assaulted me. The wood was worn smooth and coated in oil, making it darker than it should have been. The creak of one of the clipper arms sent shivers down my spine as it gently swayed above me in what should have been a non-existent breeze inside the barn. There was no clipper attached to it, but that didn’t mean it didn’t look threatening.

      I crept forward, checking the sheep pens I could see and as much of the more open space I could manage where they sorted the wool and sheared the sheep. By the time I reached the front of the pen I was in, I was fairly certain all that was in the open part was discarded wool, a couple of brooms, and possibly an abundance of mice.

      But no Mikey.

      I was inside a pen which had a spring-loaded door. I couldn’t climb over it; there wasn’t space. And I sure as heck couldn’t climb under it; it was there to keep the sheep contained. Which meant opening it. I held my breath, straining to hear any sounds, and then grimaced as I pushed the door open. It creaked.

      Of course, it did.

      But then so did most of the things in the shearing shed even when nothing was pushing against them.

      I bit my lip and slipped out, letting the door shut as quietly as I could manage. My eyes darted from shadowed alcove to shadowed alcove and then up into the rafters. There was nowhere above for Mikey to be. I wasn’t sure if there were pens beneath the building; I had climbed a ramp to get in through the sheep door. But my gut seemed to think that wasn’t likely. Or that was my sense of spatial awareness. It was hard to tell when I was panicking.

      Was Mikey here? Wasn’t he?

      I couldn’t hear anyone and no one was visible in what I could see of the building, so I stood up and started checking the pens.

      I found him in the last one.

      Tied up. Beaten to a pulp. But breathing.
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      “Summer,” he said when he cracked open swollen eyelids. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Neither should you,” I said, crouching by his side.

      The ropes were stiff and smelled of fish. I was betting the dillholes who’d done this had taken them from the wharf. Which linked them to the scene of the murder.

      And also linked Mikey to it, too.

      I slipped my gun into the back of my shorts, trying not to listen to my firearms instructor berate me inside my head. Then I got to work on Mikey’s restraints.

      He groaned, his head lolling, and for a second, I thought he’d passed out again.

      He looked dehydrated. His lips were cracked and covered in dried blood. His cheek was swollen, and I was pretty sure his nose was broken. The skin around his wrists was raw. The little finger on his right hand was sitting at an odd angle. When I brushed against his side and chest, trying to reach a particularly difficult knot, he flinched, swore, and then passed out completely.

      I gently lifted his dirty singlet and eyed the bruises to his ribs. Was that a boot print? I shook my head and got back to work.

      By the time I’d freed his arms and had moved onto his feet, which were devoid of boots but luckily still covered in stinky socks, he was awake again.

      “Summer,” he said, voice dry and sandpapery. “They’ll be back. The sun is low.”

      I glanced at the shadow on the wall and noted he was a right. The sun had gone down some since I’d found him. I wasn’t sure how many minutes had passed, but my neck was itching, and my head was thumping, and the shadows were getting longer and darker.

      “About when do they come?” I asked.

      “When the shadow hits the top of the wool bale.”

      I checked how far the shadow had to go and felt my stomach drop. My heart rate picked up conversely, and I wiped at the sweat on my forehead. I was not leaving him. I was not. Even if I left and went out to call Danvers for reinforcements, where would I wait? I was pretty sure I had parked in the gang’s parking spot.

      My forethought astounded me.

      “Why did they keep you?“ I asked. I needed something to take my mind off the impending clusterstorm I’d created.

      “Summer,” Mikey said, reaching up and touching my hair. His hand shook, but it didn’t stop him from running his fingers through the ginger strands. “You shouldn’t be here.” He sounded sad as if he thought I was trapped now as much as he was.

      I refused to believe that and doubled my efforts on the stubborn knot between his feet.

      He was still in his leather pants, but they’d removed his leather jacket. I could see his tats standing out in stark relief against pale skin. Mikey was Māori; his skin was brown, not white. But, criminy, he looked pale right then.

      I thought he’d lost weight too, which meant the dillholes weren’t feeding him. His cheeks looked hollow beneath his scruffy beard, and his stomach dipped, showing the top of his hip bones. It was summer, so he wouldn’t have frozen to death. But he would have been cold at night and hungry. And in pain. And alone.

      What did they threaten him with? Slow death? A rescue that wouldn’t come? These guys certainly thought they were untouchable.

      It had been my experience that gangs were like that. Especially the types of gangs that operated around here. The Rika boys were top of the food chain in Doubtless Bay. They knew it. Everyone knew it. And most stayed out of their way. In Kaitaia, I couldn’t imagine it being any better.

      I took the time to pull my cell phone out and handed it to Mikey.

      “Call Darren,” I said.

      I could have said call the cops. But Mikey would have baulked at that, and my hands were full; there was no way he could undo the binds that held his feet together; it was up to me to do it. As it was, it took him three goes to enter Darren’s number into my phone. He held it to his ear and closed his eyes.

      I shook him when I thought he’d drifted off.

      “Daz,” he said, his voice cracking. “Summer found me. We’re in trouble.”

      Hearing it said aloud made every hair on my body stand on end.

      And then I heard something else.

      The slamming of a car door.

      “Shit,” Mikey said.

      I rattled off the location’s GPS coordinates from Stan’s satellite map loud enough for Darren to hear. Then I finished with the freakishly tenacious rope’s knot between Mikey’s legs and started to help him to his feet.

      “Won’t make it,” he said.

      “Yes, you will,” I growled.

      “Summer.” He cupped my head. “Run.” He kissed my temple and then pushed me away, sinking down to the floorboards again.

      “Damn it, Mikey Rika,” I snapped. “Move your lazy butt, or I’ll shove my foot right up it.”

      The door to the front of the shearing shed creaked open.

      I froze like a meerkat. Like every other prey animal who knows a top predator has caught them. My chest hurt, my heart was beating so hard. A ringing had started up in my ears. I looked at Mikey. He looked angry I was still standing there.

      And then I spotted the sheep door at the rear of the pen. It had been covered by a thin bit of plywood, but not nailed in place. I scampered across the pen and hauled it out of the way, not bothering to be silent about it. Boots thudded across the open space of the barn. I reached for Mikey, who was right behind me, swaying, deathly pale, but still there. He shoved me between the shoulder blades, making me lurch forward and through the hole, banging my shoulder in the process. I stifled a cry and rolled down the ramp, ending up face-planting in a pile of mud. Or sheep droppings. Or both. I didn’t care. I was on my feet, reaching for my gun in the next heartbeat.

      Mikey slid down the ramp on his arse.

      With what had to be the last of his energy and willpower, he staggered to his feet, gripped my hand, and we started to run.

      The first bullet thudded into the ground to my right. The second hit the post as we clambered over the wire fence. The third hit Mikey.

      He let out a grunt, stumbled slightly, and then kept ploughing forward. I could see the trees and bushes in the distance that promised shelter. That promised a place to hide. I could almost count the number of footsteps required to reach it.

      The fourth bullet spun Mikey around and sent him to the grass.

      We were close. So close. But Mikey was done.

      I spun, landed on one knee, gun up, sighting down the barrel. “Private investigator!” I shouted. Then I fired once. Twice. Close enough to send a message. Far enough away to let them know I was playing nice.

      Two men ducked and then threw themselves behind small lumps in the field between us. It was barely enough to hide them, but it was better than what we had going on.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the trees; still too far away to reach while dragging an unconscious Mikey. I glanced at Mikey. He was breathing, but his breaths were stuttered. He made a sound, half groan, half death rattle.

      It was then that I knew I’d stuffed up.

      Darren was still half an hour away. Danvers could have been here with me if I’d only swallowed my pride.

      I’d stuffed up and not only got Mikey killed, but myself as well.

      I checked my gun. I made myself as small as I possibly could. And then I settled my stance and accepted that this would be where I made my final stand.

      I had eight bullets left in the gun and two dillholes to hit with them. I could do it.

      And then someone fired, and blood misted the air; a puff of it spraying out like a halo around the head.

      I gasped. Dillhole One collapsed face first into the dirt.

      Dillhole Two turned his gun on whoever was firing from behind the shearing shed.

      “Mikey,” I said, gun still raised, my eyes darting all over the chaotic scene before me. “Can you move?”

      He groaned, but no words of encouragement were forthcoming. I flicked the safety on the gun, slid it into the back of my cut-offs again, and then gripped Mikey beneath the armpits and started dragging him to the shelter behind us.

      It took so much longer than I would have liked, but the shooter, or shooters, kept Dillhole Two busy, and we made it before the guns went silent.

      I collapsed against the trunk of a pine tree, sucking in lungfuls of air, shaking and sweating and out of my mind with anxiety. Mikey groaned and flicked open his eyes as far as the swelling would let him.

      “Summer,” he whispered.

      I shook my head and held up a hand for him to remain quiet, and then peered cautiously around the side of the tree, narrowing my eyes.

      Both dillholes were down. By the look of the blood all over their bodies, they were dead.

      No one had announced themselves. Not police or private investigator or milkman. Whoever had fired and killed the gang members had not been doing it in an official capacity.

      I almost stepped out from behind the cover of the tree and called out Darren’s name. But there were more players in this scenario than the two drug gangs. Could the shooter have been Big Wig or his men? My unknown stalker friend?

      I couldn’t see who had fired. No one was stepping forward, perhaps aware we were still here and I had a gun.

      And then I thought, maybe they’re circling around behind us. Keeping our focus on the shed and the dead, and sneaking up from behind to silence us.

      “Mikey,” I whispered, still keeping an eye out for movement. “Give me the cell phone.”

      I’d call in Danvers. He’d bring in the Eagle Police helicopter. We could have cops swarming this property in ten minutes flat. I just needed to keep my wits about me and ration my ammunition.

      I held my hand out for the cell phone and Mikey slipped his larger hand into it.

      “I lost it in the shed,” he said, squeezing lightly.

      I could have kicked him in the butt.

      “You did what?” I growled.

      “Sorry, Summer. I dropped it when I fell down the ramp.”

      It was either in the mud and sheep droppings or on the floorboards of the shearing shed. Either way, we were screwed.

      “OK,” I said because he looked really cut up about it. Or just in an enormous amount of pain. “We just need to get ourselves out of here.”

      “Dazza will come.”

      “Darren is still half an hour away in Doubtless Bay,” I told him. “We can’t count on your brother; someone is already out there.”

      “Who?”

      “You tell me, wise guy. What the heck is going on?”

      He blinked at me, his head swaying slightly from side to side as if he was a sapling in a breeze. I thought he’d keel over at any moment and then I realised, I hadn’t checked his wounds. I had a first aid kit in the Micra. But the Mighty Micra was in enemy territory, surrounded by tanks. I wasn’t going to rescue it, let alone rescue ourselves any time soon.

      I knelt down, keeping the shearing shed in my periphery. Then I ran my free hand over Mikey’s body; there was no way I was relinquishing my gun to the man, he’d probably drop it in a cow pat or something.

      He winced, sucked in breaths of air, and my hand came away bloody. But the wounds when I inspected them were better than I’d feared. A graze on his calf. And a through and through to his right shoulder. I ripped off two strips from the bottom of his singlet, and wadded them both up, placing them over the wound on his shoulder; front and back. Then I wrapped his belt around it all and cinched it tight. The calf would have to manage on its own for a while. The bleeding had slowed, and Mikey pressed his other leg to the wound to help it along some.

      Turning my full attention back on the shearing shed and the lack of movement, I said, “Well?”

      “You think now’s the time to get into it?”

      “What happened on the wharf?”

      “You know about that?”

      “I know you were there, doing an exchange of some sort, and that a man was found dead not long after.”

      “I never made it to the exchange,” he said.

      I looked at him them. Just briefly. Just enough to see if I could detect a lie. Mikey wasn’t above lying to me if it protected the Rikas and himself. But I was pretty damn sure he looked surprised.

      “You didn’t know about the dead guy?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head and then wincing.

      “John Joseph Logan,” I supplied.

      “I know him,” he muttered. “Know of him.”

      “Knew,” I corrected. “He’s dead. Strangulation by fishing rope.”

      I looked at him again.

      “I didn’t do it,” he quickly said, but I wasn’t sure. My neck was prickling, but it hadn’t stopped since I got here. At least the tapping at the base of my skull had quit it.

      I let out a slow breath of air.

      “Why didn’t you make it to the wharf?” I asked.

      “Jonesy’s men got me before I even made it to Mangonui.”

      “Jonesy?”

      “Kaitaia,” he said. I thought Jonesy must have been the head dillhole of the gang out of Kaitaia. I didn’t know any Jonesy, and I didn’t need to know right now.

      What I needed was a way out of this.

      But that desperate thought didn’t stop me from asking, “Why did they take you, Mikey?”

      “Can’t tell you that, Summer,” he replied.

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Both.”

      “I rescued your butt,” I told him.

      “You moved it from one shit situation to another and got it shot at.”

      “You wanna be tied up again?” I threatened.

      “You’ve got no rope.”

      “I’ve got a gun,” I muttered.

      “Always so feisty, Summer.” He reached up to touch my hair again, but I shifted and placed space between us.

      “Listen, bud,” I said, “I’ve had a bad couple of days, so if you don’t mind…”

      I stopped when Mikey held up his hand. Straining, I thought I heard what had caught his attention.

      The low, throaty purr of more than one Harley Davidson.

      “Jonesy’s?” I asked, dread pooling in the pit of my stomach.

      “Nah,” Mikey replied with a stupid grin on his hairy mug. “I’d know the sound of our bikes anywhere.”

      Yay, the cavalry had arrived. Rescued by Rikas.

      I wasn’t sure if that was a better situation to be in or not.
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      A dozen leather-clad, armed and dangerous, Harley Davidson riding Rika gang members rolled up to the shearing shed; across the pasture and through the sheep droppings as if they didn’t have a care in the world. I could pick Darren Rika out of the lineup easily; he had the loudest and meanest looking bike.

      They spotted the downed Kaitaia gang members and split up; a simple hand signal from Darren was all it took for the bikers to disappear into the surrounding cover. Darren didn’t. He climbed off his bike, slowly removed his helmet, and scowled at the shearing shed, the farmland, and everything else.

      I watched it all, unwilling to emerge from the safety of the pine grove until I was sure whoever had shot at the Kaitaia gang members had disappeared. Mikey wasn’t saying a thing either, so perhaps he agreed with me.

      No one fired on Darren. His cocky belief that he wouldn’t get a bullet between the eyes almost made me pull my gun and sight down the barrel just to prove him wrong about his immortality. But with careful consideration, I decided that wasn’t a wise idea. The temptation would be too much.

      Several of Darren’s men appeared on the edge of open farmland and shook their heads at him. Then the sound of footsteps through the pine needles caught my ears. I spun, gun up and finger resting beside the trigger, and met the barrel of a Rika gun.

      “Easy, tiger,” Colin Rika said.

      Colin was slap bang in the middle somewhere on the Rika totem pole. I often got him mixed up with his twin, Jordie. It helped that Colin had a bung eye and Jordie had a moko on his face.

      “Colin,” I said, lowering my gun.

      His eyes flicked to his younger brother.

      “You in a heap of trouble, runt,” he said.

      Mikey told his brother to go do something anatomically impossible to himself. Colin simply whacked him over the back of his head.

      “He’s been shot,” I said.

      “Only thing saving him from a beating,” Colin told me. “Get up,” he ordered his brother.

      Mikey struggled to his feet, and Colin relented, reaching out and steadying him. Wrapping an arm about his brother’s shoulders, Mikey limped out of the cover of the trees; leaving me with little option but to follow.

      I checked my gun, made sure the safety was off, and then slipped it into the back of my shorts, pulling my t-shirt out over the top to hide it. I knew most of those, if not all of those, present were armed. But it was always best to seem unthreatening to a Rika brother.

      Darren stood in front of the sheep pens with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. His men were fanned out around him, keeping an eye on the pastures and tree-line which could have still hidden the shooter. I had no idea who’d shot the Kaitaia men, but I was betting it wasn’t a Rika.

      Colin almost dragged Mikey across the pasture to the oldest Rika brother. I sauntered along behind, wondering if I could make a sneaky exit. Finally, we made Darren’s side.

      “You hit?” Darren asked.

      “Through and through,” Mikey replied.

      “Summer take them out?” Darren nodded at the two dead Kaitaia men but kept his eyes on his brother.

      “Nah. Someone else,” Mikey told him.

      Darren let out a huff of breath and then finally looked me in the eye. He winced slightly.

      “You look like shit,” he said.

      I reached up and wiped a hand over my face and then looked at my palm.

      “More like covered in it,” I muttered, and offered Mikey a glare.

      “You hurt?” Darren asked, surprising me.

      I shook my head.

      He grunted.

      “Back to base, then,” he said, turning away and walking toward his bike.

      “What about them?” I said, pointing at the dead bodies.

      “Kaitaia will clean it up.”

      “The cops…” I started.

      “If you call the cops, Summer O’Dare, I’ll tan your arse myself.”

      I huffed out a breath and crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m a private investigator,” I growled.

      “Summer,” Mikey said in a pleading tone of voice. “Drop it.”

      I glared at him and glared at the back of Darren’s head and then glared at each and every Rika standing around the paddock.

      “Follow us, sweet cheeks,” Darren called out. “Nana wants to make sure you’re all right.”

      Summoned by the Rika kaumatua. Great.

      “OK,” I said. “I just need to find my cell phone. I am not leaving that here for Kaitaia to pick up.”

      “Already got it,” Darren said, picking up his helmet and preparing to put it on.

      I perked up, walking toward him with my hand held out and my fingers curled in a “give me” motion.

      “Nah-uh, honey,” he said. “You can have your phone once you get to the homestead.”

      “Are you confiscating my cell phone, Darren Rika?” I demanded. A few snickers could be heard from some of the guys.

      “I don’t trust you to call your boyfriend.”

      “Don’t trust me?” I demanded as Mikey said, “Boyfriend?”

      “He’s left six messages and sent four texts,” Darren supplied. Danvers had been busy. And then I remembered the cryptic message I’d left on his cell phone.

      I grimaced. Darren laughed.

      “Follow us,” he repeated. Conversation over.

      I stomped to the Micra, muttering swearwords I was too much a lady to use out loud. Then I brushed myself down as much as I could and slid into the driver’s seat. I expected Mikey to join me, he didn’t have a bike and he was injured. But one of the lesser plebs did. A non-Rika brother. He’d clearly been instructed to give up his ride for Mikey. No Rika would be seen dead in the Mighty Micra.

      I snorted, started the engine, glared at my sidekick who was way too big for my pipsqueak of a car and performed an exemplary three point turn. Then I shot out of there as if my tail were on fire. The guy next to me hung on for dear life.

      It didn’t take long for me to be surrounded by Harley Davidsons, and then as if escorting the president, they guided me back to Doubtless Bay and the Rika homestead.

      I knew the cops had to be involved. I knew I needed to let Danvers know what had happened. But there was nothing I could do, so I settled in for the long haul and just prayed this all sorted itself out in the end.

      Mikey was alive, that’s all that mattered for now. Maybe, if I asked nicely, I’d get some answers.

      Mikey hadn’t made his meeting on the wharf and said he hadn’t killed the Kaitaia gang member. But the rope used to tie him up in the shearing shed was the same kind of rope used to strangle John Joseph Logan in Mangonui. The Kaitaia guys had been on the wharf, then. They’d taken the rope and then stopped Mikey from making the exchange. Had they made the exchange instead? But whoever the exchange was with had killed the messenger? Was Mikey meant to have been killed that night and not the Kaitaia gang member?

      If so, who had the exchange been with?

      Or was this coincidental? Was there a third party involved? Like Big Wig?

      And what about the meth? My neck had told me that meth was wrapped up in this somehow. The Rikas? Kaitaia? Or Big Wig?

      And then there was my stalker and the courier driver who’d stolen Big Wig’s intellectual property.

      I checked my rearview mirror now, but I was surrounded by Rikas. If I were being followed at all, it would be at a distance, and I couldn’t see them through the forest of leather.

      I bit my lip, rubbed a hand over my neck, and followed Darren and the others onto Rika property.

      The bikes rolled up to the front of the old house that was the central meeting place for the Rikas. Smaller cabins and lean-tos dotted the area, as well as an old converted bus, a couple of caravans, and a four-car garage that was not a garage and probably where they packaged their pot for distribution.

      Their land was inland from Taipa at a place called Peria. Still very much part of Doubtless Bay, but covered in scrub and what Stan would call backcountry. The Eagle helicopter would have trouble picking the weed out amongst all that natural coverage. And cops needed a damn good reason to be up in these hills or else.

      My silent, white-knuckled passenger was out of the Micra’s door before I’d even switched the engine off. I chuckled to myself and then took a peek at my appearance in the mirror. I looked like I’d crawled through sheep pens and been in a gunfight in the middle of a muddy paddock.

      About right, then.

      I locked my gun away in the glove compartment and then slipped out of the car, looking around. Some of the bikers had headed farther back onto Rika land to do whatever it was they had been doing before the rescue callout, no doubt. Darren was talking to Colin and Mikey; Jordie, the other twin, had also appeared out of nowhere and a few other Rika boys were dotted about.

      I couldn’t smell any pot, which was unexpected. But I could smell apple pie.

      Nana had been baking. My stomach rumbled.

      “Get that girl inside before she keels over,” came a harpy’s cry from inside the old house.

      “Summer!” Darren barked. “Go see Nana.”

      If it hadn’t have been for the pie, I might not have made it up the steps. Nana Rika always scared the bejeebers out of me.

      The table was set for five. If you counted Nana and me, that left three brothers. And then Tia walked out of a room at the back of the house. With a squeal, she rushed over to me and wrapped me up in her arms.

      “You found him,” she whispered. “You found Mikey.”

      “Let the girl get cleaned up, Tia,” Nana chastised. “I’ll not have mud and sheep shit dragged through my house.”

      “Come on,” Tia said, beaming at me. “You can use my room. I’m sure I’ve got something that’ll fit you.”

      I looked down at my boobs and shook my head. Before this day was out, I was going to be the laugh of the party. And not in a good way.

      I took a quick shower, Tia letting me out of her clutches for that long at least, and then donned my own underwear again because let’s be realistic, I couldn’t let my Double Ds out and Tia’s unmentionables wouldn’t fit me. Thankfully, the sheep droppings and mud had stuck to my outerwear, and any skin left uncovered.

      My shoes were toast, but Tia loaned me some jandals. The jandals had yellow pineapples on the top. They matched the yellow t-shirt she loaned me which looked suspiciously like something one of her brothers would wear. I tied the extra long material in a knot under my breasts and slipped on the denim skirt Tia had managed to find.

      In the end, I didn’t embarrass myself.

      Mikey and Darren were sitting at the table with Nana when we emerged from Tia’s bedroom. Darren didn’t even look at me, too busy eating a chicken leg, but Mikey smiled when he saw the t-shirt I was wearing. I gave Tia a glare. She smirked.

      I sat down gingerly in the chair to Nana’s right, while Tia threw herself into the one on her grandmother’s left-hand side. I wasn’t too sore; the hot shower had done wonders for the ache in my shoulder from hitting the side of the shed. But being here at all, when I knew Danvers needed an update, and the Kaitaia gang would be covering up the mess on that farm, wiping any chance of gathering evidence, made me feel all kinds of wrong inside.

      The longer I delayed getting the cops involved, the worse it would be for everyone.

      Nana slapped Darren’s hand holding the half decimated chook leg and bowed her head. Everyone else did as well, as the kaumatua thanked God for supper and for returning her youngest mokopuna to them. She looked across the table at Mikey afterwards, her features softening slightly. And then the old hag turned to me.

      “Summer,” she said. “You did good, child.”

      “Thank you, Nana,” I offered.

      “You’ll stay here the night.”

      “Um,” I said, aware everyone was watching me intently. “I need to check on Sadie and pick up Doug.”

      “I’ll have Colin drive in and make sure they’re all right,” Nana said. “But the whanau needs to thank you tonight.”

      I opened my mouth, and the dragon glared at me. My teeth clacked together when my lips formed a thin line.

      “That’s settled, then,” Nana said.

      “You can sleep with me,” Tia told me.

      I sure as heck wasn’t sleeping with anyone else. I nodded.

      “Mikey needs some stitches,” Darren said, reaching for his chicken leg again and picking up where he’d left off. “I’ll get Stu to see to him.”

      “And Kaitaia?” Nana asked.

      “I’m sending a message,” Darren told her in between mouthfuls.

      “Not good enough,” Nana snapped.

      “I’m handling it,” Darren growled.

      “Son,” Nana said in her harpy voice, “you didn’t handle Mangonui to my liking, and I doubt you’ll handle Kaitaia any better.”

      “Then what do you suggest, Nan?” Darren growled.

      “End this.” She stared the eldest Rika boy down. “End this now.”

      Darren threw down his half-eaten chicken leg and swore bloody murder.

      “Is that a yes?” the kaumatua asked.

      He huffed and puffed, but in the end, he nodded his head.

      “Good,” the matriarch said and started offering out apple pie.

      I took a plate, despite the tension in the air. I mean, it wasn’t a donut. But it was dessert.

      Nothing more was said about Mikey’s abduction. Or the exchange on Mangonui Wharf that didn’t transpire. And absolutely nothing was said about dead bodies or methamphetamine or pot.

      I tried drilling Tia when it was just her and me in her bedroom. But she kept mum, while the Rika brothers made noise well into the night. Not kick it up, throw a party, share a keg of beer type of noise. But the type of noise that I thought was made when a gang prepared to go to war.

      Tia never left my side.

      No one gave me my cell phone back.

      And all the while, Nana hummed to herself in the kitchen as she baked more apple pies.
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      Monday morning dawned with blue skies, bright sunshine, gnarly waves, and seventeen missed calls and twelve unanswered texts.

      I stared at my cell phone as it went through the process of logging back onto the network. Darren or some other Rika dipshit had powered it off last night. No doubt to fool Danvers. Part of me was relieved about that. What would he have thought if he’d traced the cell’s GPS to Peria?

      I wondered if he would have come in lights and sirens blazing and rescued me from the Rikas.

      I lowered the phone and stared at the try-hard surfers at Taipa. Charlie wasn’t one of them.

      I’d made it back onto State Highway 10 by eight o’clock this morning. And then I’d simply taken the nearest side road to the beach at Taipa. I was shaken. Exhausted. And, if I were honest with myself, disappointed in Tia Maria.

      She’d laughed and joked with me last night; made us popcorn and snuck in Nana’s treats so we could watch a chick flick on her TV in her bedroom. Pyjama party, she’d said. And yet, I’d been a prisoner on Rika land, and she hadn’t helped me.

      I wasn’t sure what to do about that.

      I looked back down at the cell phone and sighed.

      And then I put my big girl undies on and drove to the Mangonui Police Station.

      I was still wearing Tia’s denim skirt, which thankfully fitted well enough to cover my butt. I lamented the t-shirt; it was no Miss Piggy. But the flip-flops felt all right. Checking that my gun was still in the glove compartment, I pulled out some sunglasses I kept in there and donned them. Then I lowered the windows and turned up the radio and tried to block out my turbulent thoughts.

      Suzy was at the realtor's. Usually, I’d avoid her like the plague, but I was itching for a fight, so I parked right next to her Mazda.

      The MX-5 was sparkling clean, and the Mighty Micra was covered in dirt. I slammed my door and hoped some of the sheep shit would fall off and find its way across the space to the convertible. I didn’t see Suzy glaring at me from the window of the realtors, but Detective Douche was from the front door of the police station.

      He let his gaze trail over the t-shirt that swamped me, the denim skirt that was a fraction too short, and the jandals that displayed chipped toenail polish. He finally looked me in the eyes.

      “You’re alive,” he said.

      I rubbed my forehead, sucked in a deep breath, and then pushed past him.

      “Summer?” he queried, following me inside. “What’s going on?”

      I needed a donut. But there was no way I was following Tia this morning to the Coffee Cube. I settled for coffee, helping myself to the carafe on the bench in the small kitchen behind the reception desk. Maisey blinked at me from her perch on her chair in front of her computer. Constable Candy and No-Name were thankfully out.

      I added sugar and milk, then stirred it all up, thinking the coffee was spinning as much as my head was. I took a deep drink and then another. And when I felt the caffeine finally kick in, I turned to face Danvers.

      His arms were crossed over his chest; his feet were set wide apart; his eyes were narrowed suspiciously. He looked like he was facing down a crime boss.

      “Where’s Big Wig?” I asked.

      “Is this how you want to play it?” he replied.

      “I’m building up to it,” I told him, taking another fortifying sip of my coffee.

      “Is it that bad, you have to hide behind your coffee?”

      “A donut would be better,” I said, but my voice lacked any of its usual mocking quality.

      “You’re worrying me,” he murmured.

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. Then I stared at it, wondering whether the mud and sheep droppings were still under my fingernails.

      They weren’t. But I felt dirty.

      “OK,” I said. “Let’s talk.” I headed into Danvers’ office.

      He shut the door behind us and leaned against his desk.

      “Start at the beginning,” he said. “Right after you left here yesterday.”

      I told him everything. Well, almost everything. I told him about Charlie not being a surfer and not who I thought he was. I told him about confronting Tia at the Coffee Cube and my belief that she knew who Big Wig was. I told him about being followed and narrowing down potential places for Mikey to be hiding, although I didn’t admit to using Stan to search by satellite.

      And then I told him about the shearing shed and finding Mikey. About losing my cell phone and then getting shot at. About someone firing at the Kaitaia gang members who’d been firing at us. About the Rika bikers rescuing us.

      I did not tell him about my neck or my feelings or how I came by some of this.

      But I did tell him I was at the Rikas last night.

      “And they don’t have a phone?” he said.

      “That’s what you take from all of this?” I demanded.

      “I’m processing. The phone? Do they have one?”

      I nodded my head.

      We stared at each other, time stretched, and then he shook himself awake and reached for his desk phone, breaking eye contact.

      “This is Detective Danvers, Mangonui Police,” he said when someone answered. “Put me through to the supervising officer, please.”

      He turned back around and looked at me, handset to his ear.

      “Roger. Alex,” he said in the next heartbeat. “Have you got a couple of dead bodies at a shearing shed up there?” I twiddled my thumbs while this Roger checked up on things.

      “OK. Sounds about right,” Danvers said. “Something’s brewing. I’ll work at it from this end, you do the same from yours, and we’ll meet somewhere in the middle.”

      He rang off and returned the handset to its cradle.

      “There were gunshots heard late yesterday afternoon,” he said. “But by the time the police managed to get around to investigating, all they could find was a shearing shed with a bit of fishing rope left abandoned in it.”

      I took another sip of my lukewarm coffee.

      “Were you checking my story or checking for the dead men?” I asked.

      He said nothing for a moment and then let out a long breath of air.

      “You’re strange, Summer. You do things I’m quite certain an average private eye wouldn’t or couldn’t do. Most of it, I can put down to superlative investigative skills. Some of it is downright kooky. Detective Pieters trusted your judgement. Both Constables McQueen and Ihaia don’t know what to make of you but have followed leads you’ve given the Mangonui Police in the past, and they’ve worked. Maisey likes you, and I’ve come to believe that Maisey Young is a very observant girl.”

      Huh. Of course, No-Name had a name; I’d known it all along, but now I’d feel obliged to use it. And Crazy Maisey was kicking butt in her job. Good for her.

      I smiled.

      Danvers ran a hand through his hair.

      “I feel like there’s more to you than meets the eye, Summer O’Dare,” he said quietly. “But I can’t help but also feel that you bring a certain amount of danger to my life. Whether that’s a good thing or not, we’ll see. But,” he paused, no doubt for effect, “I do believe what you tell me. I might not like it, but I believe it. I don’t think you’d lie.”

      I stared at him, unsure what to make of his speech. He trusted me to tell him the truth, and yet I’d been hiding what I could do since the beginning.

      Not to mention my loyalty to Tia and by connection the Rikas.

      But Tia and the Rikas had let me down. And they were quite possibly going to war. In Northland. On my home turf.

      I screwed up my nose and then said, “Here’s the thing, Detective Douche.” He huffed but said nothing. “I think a drug war is happening and it’s been happening for a while. Rival gangs fighting over their turf. Kaitaia versus Doubtless Bay.”

      “Darren Rika versus Henry Jones,” he said, proving just how much the detective had uncovered without me.

      I nodded.

      “I don’t know who killed John Joseph Logan,” I said, “but he is part of Jonesy’s gang. Mikey Rika didn’t make it to the drug exchange on the Mangonui Wharf; Jonesy took him before he even got there. I think Kaitaia took Mikey’s place, hoping to steal some of Doubtless Bay’s business. We know the Rikas stole something out from under them; possibly Big Wig’s secrets. They took Mikey in retaliation. And then someone shot their men; a third player. What it boils down to, Detective is we’ve got a war on our hands, and it involves Jonsey’s men in Kaitaia, the Rikas in Doubtless Bay, Big Wig, and a third player.”

      “A third player?”

      “Someone shot Jonesy’s men at the shearing shed, and it wasn’t a Rika.”

      “Big Wig?” He shook his head. “I mean Carmichael?”

      “Possibly. There’s also the stalker.”

      “That could be the Rikas or Carmichael.”

      “But not Henry Jones?”

      “I don’t think so. Why would they need to? Did they even know you were involved? Tia Rika did. She asked you to find Mikey. And we can assume Carmichael has known you’ve been working for me for some time. Why else drug you at his party? He wanted you out of the way so whatever the party was hiding could transpire without any eavesdropping.”

      “What was it hiding?”

      Danvers shook head but started to pace.

      “Something was stolen from Carmichael,” he said, “that he wanted back, or he wanted to know who had stolen it so he could get back at them. That’s why he involved the police. But whatever was stolen, he couldn’t divulge to the police. His story about it being sensitive information proprietary to his business is lawyer speak. Whatever was stolen is likely illegal. It has to be. So, what could have been stolen that ties into two rival gangs one-upping each other in Northland?”

      “A meth recipe.”

      “What?”

      It made sense. The needles in my neck. The pot that wasn’t pot. Big Wig.

      I couldn’t tell Danvers how I knew, but I could tell him that I knew it was tied up in meth. And just hope his trust in me was enough to get us across the finish line in the end.

      “Let’s assume the Rikas stole a meth recipe,” I said. “Kaitaia might want their sticky mitts on that.”

      “Are the Rikas manufacturing meth, Summer?”

      I shook my head and then hesitated. I hadn’t smelled pot at the Rikas. But that didn’t mean anything. I rubbed my forehead. My automatic response to leap to their defence was wearing thin on me.

      I met Danvers' eyes and said, “I don’t know. They could be.”

      He held my gaze with an understanding one of his own. Good grief, the man could see right through me.

      “OK,” he said. “The Rikas stole from Carmichael, who’s in Northland to see whether he can get a foothold here.” He swore softly. “That makes Rupert Carmichael a meth dealer.”

      “Yep.”

      “You’ve knocked over a hornets’ nest, Summer.”

      “I don’t pick ‘em, I just find ‘em.”

      Danvers offered up a brief smile and rounded his desk. He started tapping away on his keyboard.

      “Rupert Carmichael has no prior arrests,” he said.

      “You didn’t look into that sooner?”

      “He was the victim.”

      “He was never a victim to me.”

      Danvers scowled but said nothing.

      “Hang on a minute,” he muttered and then tapped a few more keys. “Auckland CIB has a tag on him.”

      “Tag?”

      “They’ve investigated him for something and then wiped his slate clean.”

      “He was innocent?”

      “Not necessarily. This is strange.”

      “Stranger than me?”

      “Nothing’s as strange as you, Summer.” He didn’t even look at me when he said that, just kept tapping away on his keys. “No. There’s nothing there, but there should be.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, rounding his desk and looking over his shoulder at last. He let me.

      Pointing to a blank entry on the computer screen, he said, “If CIB investigates someone, then they have an automatic profile done on them which should appear here.”

      “It’s missing.”

      “It’s missing,” he agreed.

      “Which means?”

      Danvers leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Rupert Carmichael is either a very influential man or a very bad one.”

      “Could be either,” I offered. He certainly acted the part of both.

      “Yeah,” Danvers said quietly. “I was pushed to solve his case from the top.”

      “That’d be influential.”

      “And yet…”

      “And yet…?”

      “It didn’t feel oily.”

      I arched my brow at him. “Oily? Like lanolin?”

      He blinked at me. “What the devil have sheep got to do with it?”

      “You’re the one telling the story.”

      “Oil slick,” he said. “Dirty.”

      “Oh.”

      “You’re strange.”

      “Story of my life,” I muttered.

      “Anyway,” he said, drawing out the word. “Bottom line is, I don’t think it’s influence. I think he’s under a current investigation.”

      “But nothing’s there,” I said, pointing at the blank space on the screen.

      “Exactly. The prescence of nothing, in this particular situation, means that there is definitely something there.”

      “And you think I’m strange.”

      He smiled at me.

      Damn him for smiling. Fiend.

      “So, where does that leave us?” I said, with what had to be Herculean heroism. My girlie bits did not thank me.

      “With a bucket of trouble,” he murmured.

      And then his desk phone rang.

      He reached forward and picked up the handset, saying, “Danvers” into it.

      Nothing and then, “We’ll be right there.”

      He hung up and stood from his chair and then looked at me.

      “That war,” he said. “It’s happening. The Rikas just rode into Kaitaia. En masse.”

      End this, Nana Rika had said. End this now.

      This was happening, all right. War had reached our little slice of heaven. Brought here by the Rikas.

      By my friends.
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      “I’m coming with you,” I said.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I’ll follow behind, then.”

      “Do you want to get arrested?”

      “Danvers!”

      “I thought I was Detective Douche.”

      I glared at him.

      “You can’t have it both ways, Summer. Either I’m Detective Douche. Or I’m the supervising officer at Mangonui Police.”

      “Will the supervising officer let me tag along?” I asked sweetly.

      “Not on your life.”

      “Then you’re a douche.”

      “Glad we sorted that out. Andy!” he shouted into the room at large. “Lock Ms O’Dare in a cell for a while.”

      “Sir?” Constable Candy asked.

      “She’s a danger to herself and society.”

      “Really, sir?”

      “Quit it,” I said with a hiss.

      Danvers turned towards me. “Summer,” he said. “Give me one good reason why I should allow you to enter a dangerous situation such as this?”

      “This is my case,” I said. “I have a contract with Mangonui Police. I’ve provided you with information that may lead to arrests. I may be aware of things you aren’t, and they could make the difference between life and death.”

      “Are you? Aware of things I’m not?”

      “Maybe.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not saying.”

      “Then you’re staying in Mangonui.”

      I stared at him. He waited patiently. Candy and Ihaia were storming around, putting on stab vests, grabbing helmets and assault rifles. The full nine yards. Maisey was sitting behind her desk with eyes like an owl’s. I was fairly certain she’d offered up the odd startled hoot as well.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and scowled at the detective. His face was impassive until his eyes flicked down. And then I saw it. A hint of desire.

      The man wasn’t just a leg man, he was a breast man too, but he’d tried his best to hide it.

      I plumped my boobs up a little and cocked a hip and gave him a come-and-get-it smile.

      “Summer,” he said, closing his eyes. “Stop it.”

      “You stop it,” I said.

      He made a growling sound.

      “I need to be there,” I said, my voice level, devoid of any humour. Or flirtation. “I need to be there, Danvers.”

      “Why?” he asked just as levelly.

      My neck hadn’t stopped sending me signals. My skull was thumping to a beat only it could hear but one I thought might just match a supersonic time machine rocketing into danger. I sucked in a breath of air and leaned into the detective.

      “Let’s just say I’m feeling kooky.”

      He studied me for a long time; time which I didn’t think we had. And then he gave me one short, sharp nod of his head.

      “In my car and at my side, at all times.”

      “Got it,” I said, sealing my lips before I said anything else.

      He stared at me a for a little while longer.

      And then I was sucked up into the maelstrom of the Mangonui Police’s war efforts.

      Candy handed me a vest. Ihaia shoved a helmet into my hands. Tactical plans were discussed, fallback positions identified, contact with Kaitaia Police was made. And then I had just enough time to grab my gun, check it over, reload it, and shove it in a vest pocket before we were hurtling toward Kaitaia, lights and sirens blazing.

      I sat beside a very tense and alert Detective Danvers who looked nothing like a Detective Douche at that moment and very much like a man on a mission who knew how catastrophically bad things could go. I knew I was placing him under undue stress by tagging along, but this was the Rikas, Tia’s family, and having just found Mikey and saved his tattooed butt, I didn’t fancy the idea of him being mowed down by a drug thug hellbent on seeking dominion over Northland.

      I rubbed at my neck and tried to ignore the sensation of blood trickling down my spine when Danvers said, “You do that a lot.”

      “What?” I said, distracted by the sensation of heat burning a path across my neck. Like the heat of a bullet as it passed through flesh.

      “Rub your neck. Do you have an old injury there?”

      I let out a sigh. “No,” I said.

      “Stress-induced muscular cramps?”

      “Something like that,” I muttered.

      He said nothing for a while and then, “I had a sister.” Had. Not have. “She used to rub her neck like that, too. Often.”

      And then the Kaitaia Police station appeared and Danvers was pulling in next to the incident van, and people were everywhere, and I didn’t have time to question him further. Not that I was sure of what I’d say or if I dared to ask it. But I watched the detective with new eyes, even as the sensations across my neck multiplied and the burn heated up until it threatened to make me burst into tears.

      I turned away from the anxiety-filled excitement outside the police station and leaned against the hood of Danvers’ ute. My eyes scanned the street. There were cabbage trees and acacias in the garden. Beat up Fords and Toyotas parked along the road. Someone had graffitied the side of the police station, and it had been painted over in white. The rest of the building was painted pink. A ponga fence marked the edge of the station’s property. Strangely enough, it was in pristine order. Cops spilt out of marked and unmarked police cars; the residents in the street watching warily through their windows.

      My neck abruptly stopped burning, and ice ran down my spine.

      I stood up and turned in a slow circle. Two hundred metres down the road sat two identical Range Rovers. I stared at Big Wig’s cars and watched as they pulled out of their carpark and slowly drove past the police station without a care in the world. The windows were tinted to such a degree that I couldn’t see inside, but I would have bet Tia’s entire stock of donuts that Big Wig had decided to watch the fireworks, as Northland exploded, from the front seat.

      The Range Rovers kept driving, heading off down the road that led out to Ahipara. And I suddenly knew where Henry Jones and his boys must live.

      I scanned the parking lot for Danvers, but couldn’t see him. The supervising officers must have gone inside to fine-tune their approach to the scene. I couldn’t spot Constable Candy or Ihaia, either. And none of the local boys in blue was known to me.

      I pulled my cell phone out. My skull started thumping. The burn was back across my neck along with a hint of weed.

      My heart stuttered. My hands shook. I looked frantically around for someone to grab, but suddenly the carpark was empty. Danvers had left me by his ute and told me to stay put until they were ready. I thought perhaps the head cop in Kaitaia would have baulked at me being here and Danvers was trying to avoid that. That made storming the police station a bit awkward. For Danvers and me.

      I looked into the front of Danvers’ car and spotted his car keys still in the ignition.

      Either fate was lending a hand, or Detective Douche was entirely too trusting.

      I slipped into the driver’s side and hit the start button. The ute fired up, and I was reversing out of the carpark before I’d thought better of it. I put my cell phone on speaker and dialled Stan.

      “Hip, hip hooray,” he said in greeting, sounding alive and whole and not exactly happy, but not a monotone either. Relief that he’d survived his family’s intervention, and my part in it, stole through me. But I didn’t have time to bask in the feelings.

      “Henry Jones,” I said. “Was he on that list of criminals linked to farms?” I asked.

      “Let me check.” I could hear Stan tapping away in the background and then, “Yep. Out by Ninety Mile Beach.”

      “Let me guess: Ahipara?”

      “The one and the same.”

      “Send me the address, Stan?”

      “Sure thing.”

      I hesitated. It wasn’t always the best for Stan to ask about certain things. But I couldn’t help it; I needed to know he was OK. “How’s it going?”

      “Kylee’s here.” Kylee was Stan’s sister. Kylee and Kyle; I still got a kick out of that. “We’re playing Spyro. I’m beating her.”

      “Of course, you are,” I said, smiling.

      “She should be at work,” he told me.

      “Sometimes people get time off, Stan.”

      “Not Kylee.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “Gotta go,” he said, saving me from confessing my part in all of this. “Kylee’s made toasties.”

      “Cheese?”

      “Yep.”

      “Catch ya on the flip side, Stan,” I said softly. “And thanks.”

      “Hip, hip hooray for a hot summer day.”

      The line went dead.

      Stan was OK. Kylee was with him. And then in a blinding moment of clarity, I realised that the stalker was Big Wig. At Stan’s, I’d felt that chill of ice down my neck. And again here, at the Kaitaia Police Station, I’d felt the same thing, then spotted the Range Rovers.

      Big Wig, or at least one of his men, was the stalker.

      Danvers had been right. Big Wig had somehow known that I was contracted to the Mangonui Police and so had me followed. To see what I uncovered? To make sure I didn’t get in the way?

      If he followed me to the Mangonui Police Station this morning, then he saw us head out in riot gear. And he would have seen what was happening at Kaitaia Police Station, too. Finding out where we were about to go wouldn’t have been an issue for a man who had found out I was contracted to the Mangonui Police.

      He had Jonesy’s address and was heading there to meddle in things.

      But why? Because the Rikas were? The Rikas had stolen his meth recipe, I was sure. Jonesy hadn’t. But then, Jonesy’s men had been on the wharf. Intercepting Mikey, taking his place in the exchange. Getting murdered.

      Had the exchange been with Big Wig? Mikey with the stolen recipe in hand confronting the new drug lord and blackmailing him?

      To what end?

      I didn’t know, but right then the address for Henry Jones’ farm came through and I pulled over long enough to put it into my GPS.

      A faintly English accented woman’s voice sounded out over the device’s speakers and told me I still had several kilometres to go ’til my destination. I pressed my foot harder on the gas pedal and dialled Danvers.

      “Where are you and what have you done to my car?” he demanded as soon as the call connected.

      “While you lot fluffed your feathers and went over your plan for the hundredth time,” I said as calmly as my pulse would let me, “Big Wig drove past the police station and is now heading towards Ahipara. I’m following.”

      “Why are you following?” He sounded upset.

      “Because I’m a private investigator and you hired me to investigate.”

      “God damn it, Summer! You haven’t got any backup.”

      “Then shift your butt, Detective. Find a car and come get me.”

      I hung up before he could retaliate.

      The cell phone rang in ten seconds flat.

      “I’m driving, and you’re distracting me,” I said.

      “I’m in a car, and we’re on our way,” Danvers said. “Do not. I repeat, do not enter the property until we get there. Understand?”

      “I’m not foolhardy, Detective. I’ll keep an eye on things for you and let you know the lay of the land.”

      “Don’t get out of the ute.”

      “Now you’re just being silly.”

      “Wait at the end of the road until we get there.”

      “Got it.”

      “OK,” he said, not sounding in the slightest OK about anything.

      “Relax, Danvers,” I said. “You’re five minutes behind me. What could possibly go wrong in five minutes?”

      “With you, O’Dare, I dread to think.”

      The line disconnected and Ahipara came into sight. My lovely English lady directed me to take the left-hand road in a fork by the dairy, and soon I was passing by beachside houses with the roar of the west coast slamming in through my partially opened window. It occurred to me then, that Jonesy wasn’t on a farm, but at the beach.

      If the address Stan had given me was wrong, then Detective Danvers didn’t have to worry about a thing.

      And then I spotted the Harley Davidsons; in a line across the road, all facing toward something. Hands were on hips; guns rested within easy grasp. Darren Rika was standing out in front, shouting something. The Tasman Sea pounded against the dark sand drowning out all of his words.

      I parked the ute and got out, straining to hear what Darren was saying. While I approached, I scanned for Big Wig. A glint of sunshine reflected off something shiny up past the Harley Davidsons, but there were too many bodies and bikes between me and it to make out any details.

      “You’ve gone too far,” Darren was shouting.

      “You took something that was ours,” a gruff voice said in reply.

      “It was never yours,” Darren growled. “And it should never have been in Northland to start with.”

      “You think you can stop this, Rika? You think your kaumatua can stop progress?”

      “Leave Nana out of this!”

      “But she’s the one pulling Rika strings, isn’t she? You’re here because she told you to be here. You got no balls, Rika. Your old nana has more balls than you do.”

      Darren took a step forward, his hands clenched at his sides. Several of his men pulled weapons. Several of the men on the other side did the same. They aimed at each other, like some Wild West standoff. A seagull laughed at the absurdity. My neck spasmed and then was coated in hot, thick blood.

      The burning didn’t even register as ice filled my veins.

      I was running before I thought better of it. Darren glanced to the side in time to see me leap. And then we were rolling across the asphalt, and a gun went off, the sound of the bullet passing too close for my liking. Darren let out a grunt as we hit the curb. His men scattered. Bullets were flying, and police sirens were screeching, and then I saw Big Wig.

      He stepped out of one of the Range Rovers farther up the road, lifted a hand and sighted down the barrel. For a second, I thought he was aiming at me. Then I thought it was Darren, who had his arms around my waist and was breathing too heavily.

      But then a man who had to be Henry Jones stood up with a baseball bat in one hand and sawn-off shotgun in the other. He screamed something; spittle flying everywhere. One of his men screamed something at him in return; adding to the spittle flying through the air. I was thinking the second scream was a warning. But Big Wig fired before Jonesy caught on.

      The Kaitaia crime boss went down like a thousand-year-old kauri tree. And then the police were there, and bikers were running, and Darren swore softly, as Danvers stood over our prone bodies.

      In the distance, I saw Big Wig casually slip his gun back in his suit pocket, and then slide into the rear of one of the Range Rovers.

      I rolled out of Darren’s grasp. Ignored Danvers’ angry words. And took aim.

      It was a long shot. And I wasn’t the best marksman out there. But my neck prickled on one side, urging me to change my aim slightly.

      The first bullet took out the front tyre. The second one hit the gas tank.
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      Despite what TV shows would have you believe, petrol tanks don’t always blow up when punctured.

      But they sure as heck make the occupants of the vehicle throw themselves out of harm’s way. Directly into the hands of the police.

      The quiet Ahipara street was not so quiet anymore. Police swarmed over the scene; bikers sat forlornly on the asphalt, constables standing guard over them, as the fire service secured the Range Rover and ensured it wouldn’t go boom and take us all out with it.

      I sat on the curb beside Danvers’ car, the threat of handcuffs to make me stay put a real thing.

      I’d avoided the cuffs. But I hadn’t avoided Danvers’ wrath.

      A few feet away, Rupert Carmichael was insisting on a lawyer, but his insistence didn’t stop him from spilling the beans.

      Arrogance had a way of making people believe they were untouchable.

      “This is an outrage,” he shouted.

      “You shot a man,” Danvers said quietly.

      “I prevented a war.”

      “And why was that, Mr Carmichael?”

      Big Wig shut up.

      “He didn’t know who stole his meth recipe,” I said from my perch on the ground.

      Both men looked toward me.

      “Am I right?” I asked.

      Big Wig scowled but said nothing.

      “The Rikas stole it,” I said. “I’m not sure yet how they’re connected to the courier driver - it could be as simple as he distributed their pot for them when delivering GPs’ meds to out of the way towns - but they used him, as well as Mikey on the spot, to get the recipe and then they arranged to meet with you on the Mangonui Wharf.”

      “You’re insane,” Big Wig said. Danvers just watched me.

      “They didn’t want meth in Northland,” I said. “In her own way, Nana Rika has a line she won’t cross, and that line is hard drugs like methamphetamine. They wanted to get you out of Northland, but they didn’t count on Henry Jones.”

      I looked across the road to where the dead Kaitaia drug boss lay covered in a white sheet.

      “Jonesy caught wind of the meth recipe,” I said. “He wanted in on that because pot wasn’t enough. Not when the Rikas had a firm hold on the Doubtless Bay region which was putting a severe kink in his expansion plans. So, he had his men intercept Mikey in Mangonui, then take his place at the wharf. They thought Mikey had the recipe on him, but Nana would never let the youngest Rika have that. So, Jonesy’s representative threatened your man on the wharf. Who took matters into his own hands and killed him.”

      “I don’t know where you get your information from, young lady, but you’re wrong,” Big Wig said.

      “Am I?” I asked. “You’ve been following me. Hoping I would lead you to whoever had stolen the recipe. You weren’t sure; otherwise, you wouldn’t have stayed around in Northland. You’re the type of man who needs to be in control and leaving your lackeys to deal with this mess was too great a risk. Besides, as soon as you knew there was a second gang involved, you couldn’t help yourself. Breaking into Northland suddenly became a bit of a challenge.”

      “I want a lawyer,” Big Wig said.

      “I’m not stopping you,” I replied calmly. “And then there’s the shearing shed,” I said. “I knew I was being followed then, too. But you didn’t show your hand until you’d figured some of it out. Mikey was being held by Jonesy, for blackmail purposes. Jonesy wanted that recipe, but Nana was stalling. You realised that Kaitaia didn’t have what you wanted but, that with the correct amount of pressure, you could lure out those who did. You shot and killed the two Kaitaia gang members and then skedaddled when an entire legion of Rikas turned up armed and dangerous.

      “You followed us back to Taipa, but when we took the turnoff to Peria, you realised you needed a better idea of what you faced. Or maybe a better location to play your final hand.”

      I waved at the scene around us. The Kaitaia cops were processing the bikers; both Kaitaia’s and Doubtless Bay’s. Big Wig’s men had been placed in custody, and the Range Rovers taped off. It looked like mayhem, but it was an organised type of chaos. It had always thrilled me to see the police in action like this.

      But I just felt exhausted today. I wasn’t sure how this was going to go for the Rikas, and I had no idea how it was going to go for Tia and me. My neck offered no answers, and my heart felt heavy.

      “What I don’t understand,” I said, “is why an engineering mogul who manufactures medical equipment ended up manufacturing meth as well.”

      “I can help with that,” a voice I recognised said, stepping out from behind the police vans and incidents trucks and paddy wagons.

      “Charlie,” I said, standing up.

      “What are you doing here?” Danvers demanded, one hand still holding onto Big Wig, the other resting above his firearm.

      “You’re not a surfer, are you?” I asked.

      “I surf, Summer. You saw me catch waves.”

      “But that’s not all you are,” I accused.

      He smiled at me and flicked his too-long fringe of shaggy, blond hair off his face.

      “I always knew you’d be the hardest to fool, O’Dare.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the duplicitous dude.

      “Who are you?” Danvers demanded.

      “Detective Charlie Roberts, Auckland CIB, Narcotics.” He let Danvers read his ID and badge, and then nodded towards Big Wig. “And I’m sorry, Detective Danvers, but I’ll be taking Carmichael from here.”

      “Like hell, you will,” Danvers retorted.

      “We’ve been working this case for a year, Danvers,” Charlie told him. “We’ve linked his engineering company to a pharmaceutical company, which found itself in a bit of a legal mess. Carmichael took advantage of their situation, used their chemists to write a recipe unlike any we’ve seen, and started cooking meth.”

      “A year?” I said. “About the same time Big Wig got the police involved in a suspected intellectual property theft up here?” The first round of cases had been bugging me. But now it all started to make sense.

      Charlie offered me a salute.

      “You got it, O’Dare. That investigation was tagged in CIB and led us to a few interesting discoveries about Rupert Carmichael. We started digging deeper, then.”

      “But what was taken a year ago?” Danvers asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, feeling the absence of any sensations on my neck as a solid weight on my mind. “Nana Rika somehow uncovered what Carmichael had planned, and tried to steal the recipe then.” I turned and looked at Darren, who was cuffed and leaning against a cop car well out of earshot. He watched the still chaotic scene with apparent disinterest, but his eyes darted everywhere. “She didn’t succeed,” I said. “Maybe the house in Stratford Drive was too far away. Maybe her boys didn’t have a wifi booster. So, this time, she had them try a different approach with the courier driver, right outside Big Wig’s door, and Mikey right on top of it.”

      “If ever you want to come and play with the big boys, Summer,” Charlie said, “there’ll be a job for you at Central.”

      “And give up the beach?”

      “Auckland’s got beaches.”

      “Not like ours it hasn’t.”

      Charlie chuckled and then directed a hard look at Carmichael. I’d never seen that look on my boarder before. This was the Charlie Roberts he’d hidden.

      “The definition of an idiot is someone who makes the same mistake twice and expects a different outcome,” he said. “You thought you could take on Northland, Carmichael. Twice, no less. But you didn’t count on locals like Summer O’Dare.”

      And the Rikas, I thought.

      Big Wig said something decidedly nasty back to Charlie and then spat in his face.

      “Nice,” Danvers muttered.

      Charlie just pulled a hankie from his pocket and wiped his cheek, as if he got spat at every day and it was nothing. He flicked a crooked grin at Danvers.

      “Don’t feel too bad, Detective,” he said. “I’m leaving you the rest of this mess to clean up.” He indicated the bikers, which included Darren Rika.

      I shook my head.

      “I’ve got no say in this, have I?” Danvers asked Charlie.

      “None whatsoever.”

      Danvers muttered something under his breath and then pushed Carmichael towards Charlie.

      Charlie thanked him and started walking away, dragging Carmichael with him.

      “That’s it?” I called after him. “No goodbye or anything?”

      “Oh,” Charlie said. “I restocked your fridge. Again. And I left you the surfboard.” He gave me his crooked grin this time. “You were right.”

      “About what?” I demanded.

      “I’ll let you figure that out; you’re the private detective.”

      And then Charlie Roberts walked out of my life without a backwards glance.

      “Crud,” I said. “Who’s going to pay for my donut fetish now?”

      Danvers snorted and then ran a hand through his hair. He looked out over the scene, his shoulders rigid.

      I took in the Ahipara street. The Harley Davidsons and the Triumphs belonging to Jonesy’s men. The police were now swarming Jonesy’s beach house. No doubt they’d find a wealth of treasures there. I was more concerned about matters closer to my heart, and they didn’t include my next donut fix.

      “They were trying to keep Northland clean,” I said.

      Danvers didn’t look at me. But he knew who I was talking about.

      He said, “They manufacture and distribute pot.”

      “Did they kill the guy on the wharf?”

      He said nothing; he knew the Rikas didn’t.

      “Did they kill the guys at the shearing shed?”

      Still nothing, but he knew the answer to that, too.

      “Did they kill Jonesy?”

      He let out a burst of air.

      “Nana Rika might be a bit of a harpy,” I told him, “but Northland means the world to her. Her boys, this land. It’s in their blood, Detective. They are tangata whenua. This is their land. She protects it the only way she knows how. From outside influences. From drugs like meth. From men like Big Wig and Jonesy. In her own way, she was protecting all of us.”

      He turned to look at me. “They aren’t knights in shining armour, Summer. They’re criminals. A biker gang cultivating marijuana and making a profit off people’s addictions to it.”

      I shrugged. He either understood what I was trying to say or he didn’t. I’d done my best.

      “Take the ute,” he said. “I’ll hitch a ride with McQueen.”

      “I can wait for you,” I offered.

      “Go home, Summer,” he said.

      I knew a dismissal when I heard it, so I tucked tail and left.

      I parked the ute at the police station, left the keys with Maisey, told her to be at my place Saturday night for Sangrias, and then drove the Mighty Micra the few hundred feet down Waterfront Drive to Aunt Sadie’s. Doug had a spaz, and Aunt Sadie fed me corn chowder with freshly baked cornbread, talking a mile a minute, so I didn’t have to say anything. I think she knew I needed the sound of her voice and my family around me.

      At six that night, I drove home and walked into a furnace. Charlie’s room was bare, save for the surfboard. The fridge was packed to the brim with beer. So were the cupboards. The house creaked and groaned, and Doug whined when I just stood there; staring at the Export Gold bottles stacked in neat rows and feeling like I might burst into tears.

      I opened the windows; fed Doug some treats and let him lick me from chin to forehead. Then I grabbed a beer from the fridge and went and sat on the back deck, overlooking the surf. Seagulls swooped and dogs barked. People walked hand in hand along the edge of the water. Loving. Laughing. Living. This was my kind of summer.

      I’d survive this. I’d survived a lot of things.

      And it was summer.

      I didn’t hear from Danvers, although a cheque was deposited into my account which would cover the loss of income due to Charlie’s absence. And the Coffee Cube was closed every time I went to check on Tia.

      Three weeks later, on a Thursday afternoon, I received a knock on my front door, which had Doug dancing around like a lunatic, telling one and all that receiving guests was his “favourite thing in the whole wide world!” I’d been sunbathing on the back lawn. Lying on a towel with a big floppy hat covering my face and head. And in a bikini barely containing my Double Ds.

      I grabbed up a sarong and wrapped it around me and then made my way to the kitchen.

      Darren and Mikey Rika stood on the front porch. Darren looked liked he’d prefer to be anywhere else. Mikey looked liked he’d died and gone to heaven. Both were hale and hearty. And not in the slammer.

      “Did you break out?” I asked.

      “Break out of where?” Darren demanded.

      “Prison.”

      “What prison?”

      “The prison Danvers threw you into.”

      Darren shook his head at me as Mikey pulled out a large cardboard box from behind his back.

      “This is for you,” he said.

      I recognised the box. It was one of the twelve-piece boxes Tia used at the Coffee Cube for takeaway donuts. The type of box a business might use if they were throwing an afternoon tea for their receptionist’s birthday.

      “It’s not my birthday,” I said. “And I’m not a receptionist.”

      “What?” Darren mumbled.

      “It’s from Nana,” Mikey said. “To say, thank you.”

      “Why?” I asked suspiciously and then sniffed the box. I couldn’t smell any weed, so they hadn’t baked me brownies.

      “You did good, kid,” Darren said.

      “He didn’t arrest you,” I guessed.

      “Got off with community service,” Darren supplied.

      I smiled. Detective Douche had listened to what I’d said.

      “Thank Nana for me,” I told them, holding up the box.

      “Come ‘round for dinner sometime, Summer,” Mikey said, as they both started to walk away. “And wear that.” He nodded at my sarong and bikini.

      Darren whacked him over the back of his head.

      I watched them climb onto their bikes and then cringed as they started them up. Neighbours’ dogs started barking at the racket. Doug decided that it meant he had to outdo them.

      “Cut that out,” I told him and shut the front door.

      I placed the box on the kitchen bench and just stared at it. Doug finally had enough of watching me and trotted out onto the back porch, thumping down on his blanket.

      I lifted the lid and stared at a dozen perfect chocolate glazed donuts with extra chocolate sprinkles on top.

      There was a note in Tia’s handwriting inside.

      Saturday Night Sangrias? it read.

      I smiled. And then I grabbed the box, a fresh cup of coffee, and headed out onto the balcony.

      I was halfway through a sugar coma when Danvers stepped up onto my back deck.

      The detective hadn’t bothered with the front door. He’d simply walked around the house and walked back into my life again. Doug was ecstatic. I wasn’t sure what I was yet.

      “May I join you?” he said.

      “Sure,” I offered. “Donut?” I pushed what was left inside the box toward him.

      “I brought beers,” he announced and placed a six-pack of Export Gold on the table between us.

      “I like beer,” I said, helping myself to one.

      “I like donuts,” he offered and took a big bite out of the one nearest to him.

      We sat in companionable silence for a while. The sun got low in the sky, so low it almost kissed the water. Gold and red and a deep purple shot across the horizon. It was heaven. Doubtless Bay was heaven.

      And for a little while longer, we’d keep it that way. Because the Rikas had standards, as twisted and legally challenged as they may be. And best friends remained best friends despite road bumps along the way. And a new detective had come to town who was trying his best to fit in and understand the local way.

      This might work, I thought.

      And then Danvers said, “Have dinner with me?”

      I blinked at him.

      “We’re sharing beer and donuts, what more could you want?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Summer. How about a restaurant and candlelight and a shared bowl of something wicked?”

      “Chocolate?” Chocolate was wicked.

      “Of course.”

      I studied him. He watched me back with infuriating calm.

      We’ll see about that.

      “What about Suzy?”

      He scowled. “What about Suzy?”

      “You’re dating her,” I snapped.

      He blinked and then smiled.

      “No, I’m not,” he said.

      “Did you dump her?” Please tell me you dumped her floozy butt.

      “I had one dinner date with her, the day after I arrived in Mangonui. It didn’t work. I let her down gently.”

      Of course, he did. Because Detective Douche was as far from a douche as you could get.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said, turning back to the ocean and the sunset. I sipped my beer and picked up another donut. Danvers stared out at the vista and smiled.

      I thought that was that, but several minutes later he surprised me.

      “If I have to chase you all summer, Summer O’Dare; I will,” he announced.

      Well, I thought, as I stuffed the last of the donut into my mouth, maybe Detective Douche as my stalker wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

      The silky, slinky touch of something alluring rubbed over my neck.

      I shivered.

      He laughed.

      Scowling, I reached for another donut.

      “OK,” I said. “You’re on.”

      Detective Danvers let out a breath of air, sat back in his chair, placed his hands behind his head, stretched out his legs, making himself mighty comfortable, and smiled as together we watched the sun set.
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        “The best vampire book I’ve read in a long time!” ★★★★★

      

      In a world where vampires, shapeshifters, ghouls and magic users co-exist in relative harmony, one young woman finds herself the centre of all supernatural desires. Born to hunt them and destined to love them, Lucinda Monk must find the strength required to save them and hold them all dear. But can she trust any of them? And is she more than she appears?

      
        
        Kindred is an Adult Urban Fantasy/Paranormal Romance Series set in modern-day Auckland, New Zealand.

        At its heart, Kindred is a romance story, that just happens to feature sexy vampires, vampire hunters, and a kindred connection between the two never before seen.

         Kindred - A sacred match, a suitable partner for a joining. To be a kindred there must exist a connection between the Nosferatu and their chosen; only those suitably compatible will be kindred to the other.
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        “ELITE.WAS.AWESOME! No joke, this book was freaking amazing.” ★★★★★

      

      Selena Carstairs has been raised an Elite. She lives the life of privileged luxury, never wanting for anything. But her world is not what it seems... The island of Wánměi has a strict set of rules. Be a model Citizen and all will be rewarded. Disobey the law and the consequences are dire. For Selena, the urge to defy is in her blood. Out of boredom? Or something else?

      
        
        The Citizen Saga is a Totalitarian Dystopia set in a mildly futuristic world, with hints of Cyberpunk, Romantic Suspense and heart palpitating adventure.

        

        In a world where rules define model behaviour, and stepping outside the parameters set has drastic consequences, one woman inadvertently starts a war.

        

        Have you been a model Citizen today? Citizen versus Elite. The battle has begun.

        

      

      
        
        This series is complete and includes the following titles:

        Elite

        Cardinal

        Citizen

        Masked

        Wiped
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        “I abso-freaking-lutely LOVED it!” ★★★★★

      

      Genevieve Cain has just one dream in her life and she intends to do anything necessary to keep it. Sweet Seduction is her passion, her business and the most popular café/chocolatier/music store in town. But when her ex-boyfriend threatens her dream, she's forced to seek legal counsel. And the moment lawyer Dominic Anscombe walks into her life, things get complicated and very delicious indeed.

      
        
        Sweet Seduction is an Adult Contemporary Romance/ Romantic Suspense Series set in modern-day Auckland, New Zealand.

        The premise behind this series is foremost love at first sight. It does exist, I'm living proof of that. Mix in alpha males who know what they want and when they see it, set out to take it, claim it and possess it - completely - then add in danger, excitement and a dash of intrigue and you've got an adventurous, romantic, knock-your-socks off story.

        Love at first sight has never been so dangerous and so very delicious at the same time.
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        Sweet Seduction Sacrifice
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        Sweet Seduction Shadow

        Sweet Seduction Surrender

        Sweet Seduction Shield
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        Sweet Seduction Stripped

        Sweet Seduction Secrets
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