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"Make the glider hold steady!" called Callum, who was trying to keep the camera inside the glider trained on a boat and trailer being backed into the surf at Shipwreck Bay. He could make the moveable lens rotate in any direction, but the glider was too unstable as a filming platform at the moment.

"There's a side wind!" replied Izzie, and muttered something under her breath, the same as Callum often did. It made Penny smile. Callum's granddaughter was slowly turning into a small, female replica of him.

"So what do we do about it?" said Callum.

"Turn into the wind and adjust for yaw and roll," said Izzie, and Penny was impressed. She was completely lost already.

"That's better," said Callum, as the boat steadied in the middle of the laptop image. Then it grew larger until it filled the whole frame, before retreating back to a wide screen view.

"Zoom function, tick," he said, and moved on to the next function on the list sitting beside the laptop.

"This is so exciting!" said Pam, who had insisted on joining Penny during her latest visit to the last gum diggers' shack. 

“The things they can do with technology these days!” she added enthusiastically, and Penny had to stop herself from laughing. She wasn't sure if she had done the right thing by passing on Callum's comments from a week ago.

Once the Brayden Hayrigg case had been closed, and Brayden’s wife Alice had been freed of all involvement in his death, Penny had invited everyone she knew to a gathering at the house she shared with Ellie. It wasn't a celebration – the deaths of Brayden and Paula made it more of a wake – but it had reintroduced Alice to the community as a now widowed woman, and it was a way of keeping the social wheels turning in the community.

Callum had been so impressed with Pam's baking that he had said a woman who could cook like that was worth marrying, and Penny had laughed. She had passed the compliment on to Pam, and she had turned up with the most interesting cake Penny had ever seen for the visit to the gum fields. She had described it as an almond and feijoa flan on a pastry base. 

You never knew about matters of the heart with Pam. Maybe she did think Callum would be a good catch, despite the almost ten-year difference between them. Unfortunately, Pam didn't know that Callum was a member of the Lightning Forward Operating Base response team, and that would be would be a lot more than she had bargained for. 

It also meant that Callum’s act of putting a camera inside a glider was being passed off as a techno trick to keep Izzie amused for a while. In actual fact the glider would be used to scout topdressing strips and see if they could take a twin-engined jet that the Lightning base suspected of ferrying crystal methamphetamine, or ‘ice’, in from New Caledonia.

"Bring her back," said Callum, and Izzie adjusted the controls. The tiny dot in the distance curved in the sky and began its way back towards its handler.

"Are you ready?" said Callum, and Penny nodded. Between them they unfurled a two metre wide strip of light netting that was about five metres long, attached to two aluminium poles, and took an end each.

"Downwind leg," said Izzie, as the glider soared past high above them, and Penny was struck once again by the new paint job that Callum had done on it. From below it looked like sky and a hint of clouds, which should make it invisible from the ground at any height. Then the glider did a graceful turn and headed back towards them, flying into the wind this time.

“Final approach,” said Izzie, concentrating fiercely.

"Lose as much speed as you can," said Callum, and Penny saw the tail drop as Izzie put the glider into a semi-stalled position.

"Aim a little lower," said Callum, and Izzie increased the angle of the glide path. When it finally hit the net the glider was almost dead centre, and the elastic weave brought it to a gentle stop before it flopped onto the sand.

"You're getting good," said Callum, walking over to put an arm around Izzie's shoulders for a gentle squeeze, before she surrendered the radio controls to him. She nodded gravely, as if that was what she had always expected, and Penny was disappointed to see how she was growing up. Even a few weeks ago she would have been beaming with delight.

Once they were all back inside Penny's car – with Callum holding the glider out the window because it was too big to fit inside – they made the bumpy ride across the gum fields to the last gum diggers' shack. The wind had been from the west today, and they had launched the glider from the edge of the plateau above Shipwreck Bay. It was a popular spot for hang-glider pilots since the wind blew in from the sea without any turbulence, but they hadn’t seen any.

"You help Auntie Pam make the tea, and show her where everything is for that magnificent cake of hers, okay?" said Callum, once they had reached the shack, and Izzie nodded importantly.

There was a strong Maori influence in Ahipara, and along Ninety Mile Beach, and any older woman was an ‘auntie’. It also gave Penny and Callum a chance to talk in the potting shed against the back of the house without Pam overhearing. The potting shed had been converted to an aviation workshop when Izzie had wanted to build a glider.

Penny was getting better at keeping her work with the investigative team and her work as part of the Lightning Defence Force separate, but sometimes, like now with Pam only part of the investigative team, she had to be careful.

“I’ll fit the engine behind the tail in the next few days, so it pushes the glider along,” said Callum, as he hung the elegant craft from the roof in its normal position, and Penny nodded. He had already explained that with the addition of a fuel tank in the fuselage and the right propeller for the engine, the glider would be almost silent, and it would have almost an hour’s running time. Best of all it would send back high resolution images of whatever was below it.

They couldn’t count on a flat area to land it once they were out scouting, so Callum had developed the net approach. It meant the Lightning team would be able to bring the glider home almost anywhere on a back country farm. It would also be the first time Penny was expected to tag along as an observer, and write a report later for Major General Wilkins.

Ellie had already identified a topdressing strip with land at the end of it that could be converted into a long enough runway for a jet to land, and there had been increasing chatter about a drug shipment coming out of Noumea lately. Penny had finally accepted Maric’s offer to join the Lightning team for some of their training sessions as well. She had thought she was fit a few weeks after resuming her jogging routine, but she had soon learned that it was nowhere near enough.

“How’s the target shooting going?” said Callum, as if he was reading her thoughts. Maric had booked the Oranga Gun Club range on the other side of Kaitaia on several occasions now, and Penny had to admit she was improving with the Glock 17 he preferred for her. She had been surprised to learn that sidearms were outlawed in New Zealand, and only the police and army trained with them.

“I can actually hit the side of a barn now!” she said, and Callum laughed. 

“I’m sure you can do a lot more than that,” he said, and Penny grudgingly agreed that she probably could. She had nothing to compare herself with, so she wouldn’t know. Except Maric of course, who seemed to hit the centre of each target every time, producing one giant hole, and it was probably not a good idea to compare herself to him.

The other weapons contained blanks that they trained with in a special mock-up area inside the Lightning base. She could now make a grenade live, count out the seconds, and throw it in the general direction of ‘over there’. Her throwing arm was abysmal – compared to the professionals at least – but there was little chance of her killing herself, or one of her teammates.

Penny had been through several crises of conscience during the training, but kept reminding herself that she was only joining the team as an observer. That meant she would only have to use weapons like these in an emergency, when it would save lives. As Callum had said, he trained hard so he wouldn’t let the side down if they suddenly needed him. She was still thinking about her training when there was a knock on the potting shed door.

“There won’t be any cake left if you guys don’t hurry up!” said Izzie, in a voice that said she was really looking forward to an almond and feijoa flan, and the two of them were holding up the promise her mouth had made to her stomach.

“Right behind you,” said Callum, and by the time he opened the door Izzie was halfway around the shack and heading for the kitchen.

“I still can’t get used to feijoas,” said Penny, and Callum chuckled. “What tropical fruit in its right mind is ripe when it’s still green?” she continued.

She had thought the strange, tangy fruit was peculiar to New Zealand, but the first trees had come from the highlands of Ecuador a long time ago, which had a climate similar to the North Island of New Zealand. Now she was rather coming to like the fruit. 

By the time they got to the kitchen, the flan had been cut into slices, and they each had a rather generous-sized portion sitting on whatever Pam had used as a plate. The tops of several plastic containers had been pressed into service, as had a small breadboard, and the top of an egg container that had been cut away from the rest.

“You really need some more crockery in here, Callum,” said Pam, frustrated that she couldn’t show off her baking at its best.

“We like to keep things simple,” said Callum gently, and Izzie nodded.

“Anything more than the bare minimum is a waste,” she said, probably reciting something that Callum had said. “It’s also inefficient, and, and, a burden on the planet!” she ended triumphantly.

“Well, you can’t argue with that,” said Penny, fighting to keep a smile from showing on her face. Then she took one of the plastic lids with its topping of flan. 

They were sitting in the corner of the shack opposite the kitchen, with her and Pam on the built-in sofa with a foam rubber squab under them. Callum and Izzie had taken the two chairs opposite, and the morning tea things were set up on the low coffee table between them.

“Can we go looking for kauri gum later?” said Izzie, as she poured the tea, and Penny remembered the excitement of working over an area of sandy ground with the gum spear that Callum had given her. She had found a piece as big as her hand that he had polished, which now took pride of place in her room. Along with another that had been ‘adzed’, that he had kindly given her as well.

“I don’t think Auntie Pam would be able to walk that far,” said Penny, remembering that she and Callum and Izzie had walked to a favourite spot of Callum’s on the far side of the gum fields, but Pam bristled.

“I’m in very good shape for a woman of my age,” she said sharply, and Penny knew then that the comment was for Callum’s benefit.

“Not, of course, that I am a woman of my age,” she continued, doing dreadful things to the English language. “I’m quite a few years younger than that,” and then she had the good sense to clam up.

“I don’t think we have enough time today,” said Penny diplomatically, “but I would love to go hunting for kauri gum again sometime, Izzie,” which got her a pleased little smile.

“What I have to do after lunch,” said Penny, “is mow the lawns at my place, or my sister Ellie will get really grumpy!”

“I know!” said Izzie, her eyes growing round. “Do you think all older sisters are like that?” and she must have been thinking of the fact she was the youngest of five in a very busy household. It was no surprise that she loved coming to see her grandfather so much.

“I think they must be,” said Penny in a whisper, and the others chuckled.

“I’m sure Maric will let you know how the glider is going,” said Callum, as they got ready to leave, and Penny knew it was a coded message that Maric would keep her up to date on the New Caledonian drug cartel. 

Now that she and Maric were officially ‘going out together’, a lot of people seem to think they could tell one of them some bit of information and the other would automatically know. She hadn’t yet decided if she was annoyed by this or not.

“What a nice man!” said Pam, as Penny’s car took the gravel road down the zig-zag off the plateau.

“I think you fancy him,” said Penny with a smile, and Pam set up straighter in her seat.

“I was just being neighbourly!” she said, and Penny had to admit that Pam had been a good neighbour to her since her arrival in New Zealand. She decided it was a good opportunity to tell Pam how much she had helped out.
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Penny's work on the New Caledonia drug cartel dropped off when the Five Eyes network failed to get much new information about the next shipment to New Zealand. There was no point in setting up an observation post at the topdressing strip that Ellie's map analysis had pinpointed as the landing place, either. Monitoring the comms networks in Noumea was turning up an increasing amount of chatter about a drugs shipment to somewhere, but none of it was specific enough to act on. 

Penny’s latest article in the Whangarei Chronicle about the Brayden Hayrigg case had touched a lot of hearts, but she was up to date with the correspondence from that. To be honest she had found herself with little to do for the last few days. Visiting Callum and Izzie in the morning had been a delightful reprieve, but now she was back in a kind of limbo state.

"Are you still bored?" said Ellie, as she came out of the workroom to find Penny reading a book at the kitchen table. "It's only mid-afternoon, and here you are with nothing to do.”

"I’ve finished the lawns," said Penny helpfully. "So I decided that was enough to earn me a cup of tea and a sit down,” and Ellie nodded.

“Is the tea still hot?” she asked, and Penny said she’d been about to call Ellie for a break but it wasn’t three o’clock yet.

“We could dig up some more pipis later,” suggested Ellie, knowing they both liked doing that, but Penny shook her head.

“I’ve already checked the tides,” she said. “We’ve missed the morning low tide, and it’s going to be too dark for the evening one, and the tides aren’t that low at the moment either.

“Besides, we have two bags of pipi meat in the freezer,” she finished, and Ellie nodded.

"Oh! Before I forget," said Ellie, "Annabelle rang for you this morning while you were up on the gum fields. She didn't say what it was, but I said I would get you to ring her back," and Penny thanked her sister for taking the message.

Annabelle had been someone that Ellie knew, and when Penny needed a car and Annabelle was selling one, Ellie had brought them together. The little town car had been perfect for what Penny needed, and she had been intrigued by the fit woman in her sixties who ran a small mixed orchard with the help of a part-time worker. Annabelle had encouraged her to visit, and she’d been back to the orchard several times.

Once afternoon tea was over, and Penny had brought Ellie up to date on the glider flights with the new camera, she decided it was time to call Annabelle. Once Ellie was back in the workroom, she settled at the kitchen table with the cord from the landline on the bench stretched across to her ear.

"Annabelle, it's me," she said, once the call had gone through, and she got a warm response from the other end.

"Could you come out and see me after five?" said Annabelle, and that told Penny that Annabelle was in the middle of a busy day packing out fruit.

"I'd be glad to," she said, and then Annabelle invited her for dinner as well, which suited Penny just fine.

“The unstoppable Jimmy!” she said, encountering him in the orchard packing shed, and had to stop herself from reaching over and squeezing his big arm muscles as she had seen Annabelle do at the house sometimes.

"The problem-solving Penny!" said Jimmy, which she thought was quite a snappy comeback, and wondered if she had fallen for the old stereotype: big muscles, no brains. It was a fall from grace that earned her a severe telling off from her inner critic.

"Where's Annabelle?" she asked, over the rumble of a home-made machine that appeared to be washing and waxing lemons, and Jimmy pointed her across the shed. Then Penny hesitated.

"I thought you two would be finished for the day," she said, and he shrugged. In the orchard business you worked until the work was done. Sometimes you finished early, and sometimes, like today, you finished late. Penny nodded, and headed in the direction he had indicated.

"Is there anything I can do to help?" she said, when she found Annabelle loading cartons with avocados and printing out labels to stick on them, but Annabelle shook her head.

"We'll be finished in five minutes," she said, and then relented, pointing Penny towards a stack of cardboard that needed to be folded into avocado cartons. They worked companionably for more like ten minutes, and then the last avocado rolled off the sorting line.

“Busy day?” said Penny, and Annabelle grimaced.

“Autumn is always a busy time for us,” she said. “All the kiwifruit and tamarillos need to come off the trees, the avocado season is at its height, and the lemons go all year round. Then we have to get certain types of fertilisers on the ground while we cope with a fresh crop of weeds after the autumn rains.”

“Wow!” said Penny. “I hope there’s a quieter time to go with all that,” and Annabelle laughed.

“There is,” she said. “In fact winter and summer are usually short days for us, or we might drop back to just four days a week.

“I’m so lucky to have Jimmy,” she continued. “He likes the balance we have between full-on some months and time off at others. Actually, I’ve invited him to dinner as well, since he’s involved in this thing I want to talk to you about.” Penny looked at her friend expectantly, but Annabelle had nothing more to say at this point.

“You could help me with the kiwifruit,” said Annabelle as they came to the back door of her house, and Penny could hear the washing and waxing machine shutting down in the other part of the packing shed. It seemed that Jimmy would be along soon too.

“We get all the kiwifruit off the vines in one day,” continued Annabelle, “but we need a few people to help who are reasonably fit. Its overhead work, so I look for strong shoulders like yours!” and she laughed.

“You’ll get paid, of course,” she continued, “but it’s a big social occasion as well, and it’s just for the one day. Think about it,” and she led the way inside.

After Jimmy had washed up at the back door and come inside, Annabelle sent them through to the lounge while she checked a few things in the kitchen. Then she came through to join her guests. She must have prepared the meal that morning, or at lunchtime, and it seemed to be happily cooking itself now.

"Nothing fancy," she said, "just good, nourishing, country food."

"The sort of stuff that made me what I am today," said Jimmy, flexing arm muscles that would make anyone proud, and Penny laughed.

"It was the chainsaw work really," he said in a whisper to her, "when I was logging, but I like to give Annabelle's food the credit!" and she liked his attitude.

"Penny might be helping us with the kiwifruit," said Annabelle brightly, and Jimmy beamed.

"You've got the right build for it," he said, miming reaching up and pulling something down, as if he was standing under a very tall cow and taking a milk shower. 

Penny had no idea what the actions meant, but she would find out if she turned up on kiwifruit day. She wondered if her friend Sue would like a day's work, although her hairdressing salon was getting busier all the time. It would be great for the two of them to chat about absolutely everything as they worked away, and Penny thought she might mention Sue to Annabelle later.

"I live in a few rooms that I built at the back of the packing shed," said Jimmy, when Penny asked him what his story was, and it turned out that somewhere to live was part of the deal he had struck with Annabelle. Penny wasn't surprised when it turned out that Jimmy knew Maric. Two men happy with their own company, and about the same age, must have come across each other at some stage.

"I helped him stop three young layabouts who were trying to hold up a corner store," said Jimmy, "though he didn't really need my help. Man that guy can move! 

"Anyway, he told me not to tell anyone about the incident, but since you seem to know him, I guess it's okay," he added, before turning to Annabelle.

"You didn't hear anything," he said, zipping his lips, and she smiled.

"I'm not surprised," she said. "The people at Ahipara wouldn't be calling Maric the night watchman for nothing, but your secret's safe with me."

"I think our dinner might be ready," she sad next, "if you would like to take a place at the table in the dining room." 

When Annabelle turned up at the table with plates of food, it was mashed potatoes and stew, and it tasted wonderful. Penny put her enthusiasm down to a good appetite after mowing the lawns, but then, you couldn't beat fresh country food that had been well-prepared.

"Couldn't have asked for better!" said Jimmy, as he finally put his knife and fork down on an empty plate, and Penny said she felt the same way. Annabelle smiled at the praise and cleared the dishes away.

"Back to the lounge," she said, "while I tidy up here, and make yourselves comfortable."

She came through to join them ten minutes later, and took the comfortable armchair under the one lamp in the room, next to a small table with a book and reading glasses on it. Jimmy must have known it was Annabelle's chair, and Penny had figured it out for herself. Jimmy had taken the sofa, and Penny a less sumptuous armchair in the corner.

"Now, what's this all about?" she said. Her curiosity had been building from the time Annabelle first phoned her, and now she was fit to bust. There was something about not knowing that drove her to find out, and it was probably why she became a reporter.

"I'm not sure if I can ask you this," said Annabelle hesitantly, and Penny was surprised that the normally confident orchardist was so nervous. "The court has looked at all the evidence and made a decision that it warrants a trial, but something isn’t right, and I don't know if you would want to help out or not."

"How about you tell me what happened," said Penny encouragingly, "and I’ll see what I can do."

Annabelle seemed reassured by this, and took a deep breath before she carried on.

"My niece Charlotte Hemming would be a little older than you, Penny, and she’s worked for Dunbar’s Haulage in Kaitaia for more than a decade. Then they, ah, found some 'irregularities' in the books, and a lot of money had disappeared. The company never said how much, but it must be hundreds of thousands of dollars, judging by how seriously they’re taking it.”

Annabelle looked up at the ceiling, as if for guidance, before she continued.

“Then the losses were traced back to Charlotte. She denied all knowledge of the theft, but apparently the evidence points to her, and now she’s confined to her house with an ankle bracelet while she waits for her trial. The defence lawyer says she’ll probably get two to three years jail time, even though she’s a first offender and her character references are very strong.

“The law has to ‘send a message’ apparently,” Annabelle finished, and slumped down in her armchair.

"The thing is," she said, rallying, and lifting herself higher in the chair, "she said she didn't do it, and I believe her. I've known this girl all her life, and she's never been that way inclined.”

Then she hesitated. “Maybe you could take over now, Jimmy," she finished, and Jimmy cleared his throat.

"That's one of the reasons I'm here tonight," he said, and smiled. "The other one is that Annabelle believes I would live on nothing but sausages and takeaways if she didn't make me a good home-cooked meal now and then," and he looked affectionately at his boss.

"Charlotte was helping out on the orchard when I started here,” he continued, getting back to his topic, “even though she had a full-time job, and that's the sort of person she is. I'm not the best character reference – at least in the eyes of the law – but there are many others who believe Charlotte, and you would think the courts would listen to them. But apparently not," and then hesitated, as Annabelle had.

"If you can do anything, Penny," he said, "I beg you to do so. I think this is one case where the law is an ass!" and he thumped the arm of the sofa for emphasis.
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