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Sometimes these acknowledgements come easily and at other times, they can hold up publication. 

I owe so many of you my thanks for your support, your input and your guidance, and it can be difficult to single out anyone in particular. 

This book was produced during the dark days of lockdown and Covid 19, and it was born into a different world from the one in which I began writing it.

I wrote of Phoenix’s experiences in the bush when I couldn’t venture more than a kilometre from home.

And her conversation with her father at the end of the novel is poignant, because I still can’t visit mine in the UK. 

Nobody will come out of this experience unscathed.

We’re not the same people who retreated to our homes and cut ourselves off from the rest of the world. 

We won’t be unchanged, but perhaps we’ll be more appreciative.

So, this novel is for you, wherever you are and however you’re getting through.

Kia kaha. 

Be strong.
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“You are my hiding place and my shield; I hope in Your word.”
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I’m a believer in ‘try before you buy.’

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

I don’t want stinky reviews. 

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

Three of the novels below are free series starters but Pirongia’s Secret is free only to subscribers.

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

You can unsubscribe at any time. 

I promise not to send Rohan Andreyev after you...maybe.

[image: A close up of a sign

Description automatically generated]

Intrigued? 

JOIN me on my writing journey and meet a scary Russian, a breath taking Māori and two young leaders with the world at their feet.

I assure you they’re all up to no good.

Yes please, I’d love my free starter library
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SUMMER BLUES

“Please, can I speak to Wiri?” Phoenix held her breath and waited for the reply. She disguised her voice, so the hotel receptionist didn’t recognise her. She didn’t want her father to hear she’d called and wonder why.

“He isn’t here right now. Please, can I take a message?” The woman’s clipped voice cut across the kilometres.

Phoenix’s heart clenched tight in her chest. “No, it’s fine thank you. I’ll ring back later.” The fake Scots accent borrowed from her maternal grandfather wilted. It had proved difficult enough to access the telephone in the first place without having to go back for a second attempt. Phoenix hung up the receiver and glanced around the sparse office. She stifled a sob.

She’d spent the entire year canvassing her parents for permission to attend the holiday camp. Asking them to come and fetch her after one night seemed like the worst failure imaginable. Her mother hadn’t enjoyed towing the horse trailer along the narrow lanes which cut through the dense bush. Phoenix had wanted to play a grown up role with temporary freedom from her eighteen-year-old cousin’s overbearing influence. Then at the first sign of trouble, she sought Wiremu’s help as a reflex. Her shoulders slumped. Perhaps she couldn’t manage without him. She wished she hadn’t tried. The urge to grab her rucksack and escape on her horse, played around the edges of her consciousness. She needed to speak to Wiri first, regretting how they’d left things and certain he’d offer his customary reassurance.

Phoenix crept to the window and peered through the smudged glass. The campers sat in a huddle around the campfire with the leaders dotted among them. Their faces flickered, reflecting the flames which united youth and age beneath an orange hue. The girls from her cabin sat together, testing the newness of their relationship and trying to bond. Mosquitos and night flies hummed in the glow, taking the opportunity to dive bomb anyone not wearing insect repellent. Phoenix turned the door handle with care to avoid the irritating squeak. Dusk covered her movements as she crept from the office and slipped out onto the deck. The steady rumble of conversation returned to her in snatches of words and half-finished sentences. Laughter sounded as someone’s marshmallow caught fire and a flurry of movement found the stick owner losing their trophy beneath a stamping boot. 

“Don’t do it again, Sharon,” one of the camp leaders complained. “You’re doing it on purpose now.”

Phoenix slid sideways, her palms pressed against the weather board wall. She reached the end of the building and skipped down the stairs. Executing the turn she’d planned at the bottom step, she prepared to re-join the campfire huddle with the excuse of having visited the bathroom.

“Hey.” The whispering male voice took her by surprise and Phoenix jumped and squeaked at the same time. She missed her footing on the bottom step and tumbled to her knees. Grit and small stones grazed the skin. Pressing her palm over her mouth muted the hiss of pain. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” His tone sounded apologetic. Slipping from the shadows, he offered Phoenix his hand. She gripped the bony fingers and tried to salvage some of her dignity once on her feet. “What were you doing in the office?” he demanded. Keeping his adolescent voice low caused the baritone pitch to waver. “I heard you using the phone. You know we’re not allowed any technology, so what’s important enough to break the rules?”

Phoenix swallowed. It seemed an impossible task to stop the words from tumbling free. She shook her head, not trusting herself. “Nothing,” she lied. The dual actions of rule breaking and lying made her feel dirty, so she opted for misdirection to appease her horrified conscience. “Nothing important.” 

The unexpected misery consuming her since her arrival burned the space between her eyes with the effort of holding it in. Used to venting to a mother who listened, Phoenix  sensed the dam cracking from twenty-four hours without empathy.

The teenager frowned. “It looked like more than nothing to me,” he said. “I figure if the good girl among us is rule breaking, it must be serious.” His brown eyes held the promise of understanding and Phoenix wavered. Her lips parted in a dismissal, but her problems had other plans.

“I wanted to speak to my cousin,” she admitted. “It’s complicated.” She swallowed and gnawed on her lower lip. “It’s not important.” A sense of extreme relief accompanied the realisation she’d stopped herself blurting everything to a stranger.

He nodded, giving Phoenix time to sort her thoughts back into their relevant boxes. Tall for his age, he wore his hair hanging over his face like curtains as though he spent his life hiding. “You’re Phoenix,” he said and took a step forward. “I’m Kirwan.”

“I know.” Phoenix frowned. “You got told off on the first night for smoking.”

“Yup.” Kirwan pulled a lighted cigarette from behind his back. His easy smirk spread into a grin. Not much wider than a cocktail stick, he’d rolled it with expertise to conserve tobacco. “Busted. I’m glad they didn’t find my whole stash, or I wouldn’t last until the end of the week.”

Phoenix wrinkled her nose. “But it stinks,” she said. “How can you stand to put that muck into your body?”

Kirwan frowned and deep furrows appeared in his forehead. “It’s the only thing I have,” he admitted. He nipped the end of the cigarette between finger and thumb, blowing on the stub to cool it. Then he pushed it into the front pocket of his jeans. “Waste not, want not,” he said. “Are you gonna tell?”

“No!” Phoenix took a step back. Logan Du Rose’s daughter knew better than to squeal to the authorities about anything. She shook her black curls with more emphasis than she intended.

“You didn’t answer my question about who you were phoning.” Kirwan patted his pocket as though afraid the cigarette stub might already have disappeared.

Phoenix sighed. “My cousin,” she admitted. “I want to go home.”

“After one night and a day?” Kirwan’s head jerked back on his neck. “Aren’t you enjoying it here?”

Phoenix shook her head. “It’s not what I thought it would be like.” Her voice lowered to a whisper and disappeared in a sigh.

Kirwan shrugged. “So, you’re phoning the cousin you wanted to get away from? Must be bad.”

Phoenix turned her head towards the sounds coming from the campfire. The sudden urge for confession had abandoned her. “We should get back,” she said. Her fingers writhed in front of her tee shirt.

“What, to roasting gluten free marshmallows over the fire?” Kirwan scoffed. “And not being allowed to swear for an entire week?”

Phoenix smiled and the action felt genuine. Kirwan’s colourful dialogue had got him more fines in the single game of Capture the Flag than he would ever finish paying. If the game had involved real money, he’d be bankrupt before the age of sixteen. “I should have come with a friend,” she admitted. “I thought it sounded great. But he got called away at the last moment and couldn’t come.”

“Boyfriend?” Kirwan raised a dark eyebrow and Phoenix’s cheeks turned pink. Her fingers writhed and she shoved them behind her back to hide their betrayal of her discomfort.

“No, he’s my pastor,” she said. Her tone became defensive. Burning pink cheeks disclosed the monster crush she’d had on Sam since junior school. It had survived his marriage to a local woman and the birth of his own child. But his veneer of the perfect man had lost some of its shine when he informed her she’d be attending the camp alone. Empty words and a pat on the head told her she’d be fine.

Phoenix squared her shoulders to make the thread of disappointment lose its grasp. “Do you like it here?” she asked, only half interested.

“Hell no!” he replied. “I’m only here so my foster family can go on holiday without me.” His fingers fluttered over the comforting outline of the cigarette in his pocket. “I’d rather stay here than spend a week listening to them complain about how much extra it cost them to take me with them. They only foster me for the money.”

Phoenix gaped and her eyes widened. “That’s horrible!” she whispered.

Kirwan gave her a rueful smile. “Welcome to my world,” he said. His nose wrinkled. “I lived with a nice family for a while, but I messed it up, as usual. The mum caught me wagging school and I got mad and put my fist through the bedroom door. The social worker wouldn’t let me stay there after that.”

“There you are.” A woman rounded the corner and raised a blonde eyebrow overlaid with thick brown pencil. It gave her a look of perpetual surprise. Kirwan’s lips curled into a sneer at the sight of the girls’ leader. A blush crept up Phoenix’s olive neck, prickling the soft skin as it flooded into her cheeks.

“I fell, Tina,” she gushed, pointing to the scuff marks in the dirt. “Kirwan helped me.”

“Oh.” Tina’s head jerked back on her neck and her sharp features softened. “Are you okay?”

Phoenix nodded and bent to brush the dirt from her knees where they’d struck the baked earth. Lines of blood streaked her palm in the half light from a dirty overhead bulb. “It’s nothing,” she said, adding as much dismissal into her voice as she dared. “I didn’t look where I was going and tripped.”

“I bet she’s had worse injuries falling off horses.” Kirwan smirked and Phoenix couldn’t tell if he meant to help or hinder her.

“Come to the office and I’ll get the first aid box.” Tina wagged her fingers and turned her body towards the stairs. She halted and frowned. “Where were you going?”

“I went to the bathroom,” Phoenix said. The crafted lie seemed to stick in the back of her throat. Her lifetime goal of impressing Sam with a persona of kindness and honesty drifted further out of reach. She sighed and stared at a tuft of sun scorched grass between her ankle boots.

“Did you go to the bathroom too?” Tina’s blue eyes narrowed and she regarded Kirwan with a look hard enough to convey her thinly veiled disdain. Phoenix held her breath. Tina’s inference hung over them, the unasked question forming a guillotine above their heads.

Kirwan snorted. “No, Tina. We didn’t go to the bathroom together. Just say what you mean.” He jerked his head towards the dense tree covering beyond the cabins. “I went for a smoke.”

Phoenix swallowed as Tina’s jaw flexed and then set into a firm line. “You can’t smoke here.” Disgust entered her tone and Phoenix pursed her lips. Standing with Kirwan gave her an alternate view. No one had spoken to her with as much dislike as Tina conveyed in a single sentence to Kirwan. Phoenix was Sam’s prodigy, arriving at the camp with a reference and a verbal pedigree. Kirwan came on sufferance; to suffer and be suffered.

Kirwan jerked his chin up, perhaps in acknowledgement but more likely intending to disarm Tina. “I’m an addict,” he said. “Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry, but his words had their desired effect. Tina nodded and her expression softened.

“Grant brought nicotine patches if you’re interested in quitting,” she said. “I know he already caught you once. But you can’t keep smoking in the bush. It’s a fire hazard.”

Phoenix resisted the urge to dart a sideways glance at the raging campfire floating sparks and flakes of lighted marshmallow into the tinder dry bush. She tamped down the debate rising in her chest and clamped her tongue between her teeth to keep her objections inside. Growing up on her father’s mountain, she knew the risks of fire in the vegetation. One spark took on a life of its own. It would blacken a whole section of bush within minutes, chewing through it like a child eating popcorn at the movies. Her paternal grandparents had both died in a house fire the night before she was born.

The sense of injustice rose and refused to remain contained behind her gritted teeth. The words popped out before she could stop them. “What about the campfire?” she demanded. “My father won’t allow any fires on our property.”

Kirwan’s gaze tracked towards her. Behind the veil of scorn, Phoenix detected a flicker of appreciation. Tina huffed. She jabbed an index finger at a hose pipe running from the boys’ bathroom shed and disappearing under the office. It reappeared on the other side and snaked around the edge of the fire pit. “Grant set the hosepipe up, so they’re ready if it gets out of hand,” she bit. “We know what we’re doing.”

Phoenix opened her mouth with an instant objection. The pipe wouldn’t work without the tap turned on at the source and she saw from the handle it wasn’t. Someone would have to remember to run across and turn it on in an emergency. The slight shake of Kirwan’s head halted her and she licked her lips in confusion. She felt like a marionette controlled by his force of will. A heady sensation of fear sent off cloudbursts in her brain.

“I’ll get you some antiseptic for that cut,” Tina said. She jogged up the steps to the office without looking back and the door handle creaked beneath her fingers. 

Hearing a low snicker, Phoenix glanced up at Kirwan and caught the smile spreading across his lips. His dark eyelashes lowered in mischief, giving him an attractive, cheeky appearance. “Nice distraction technique, Phoenix Du Rose. She forgot to punish me now.” His grin grew wider and he cocked his head. “Maybe we can help each other?”

Despite herself, Phoenix smiled before following Tina up the steps.
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JUDGE NOT

“You need to watch that boy.” Tina opened a rusty first aid tin and leafed through a collection of sticking plasters and bandages. She pulled one out and measured it for size against the oozing cuts on Phoenix’s knees.

“Watch him do what?” Misery lowered Phoenix’s voice and made her deliberately obtuse. She sat on the desk and swung her legs, trying not to stare at the telephone in the corner. A tattered ordinance survey map covered a cork noticeboard above the desk. Someone had taped the two halves together long enough ago for the glue to leach through and turn it yellow. Phoenix studied the map, tracing the sweep of the coastline and yearning to follow the wavy contours home.

Tina raised a blonde eyebrow, perhaps doubting the girl could be quite so naive. “He’s nice enough,” she conceded. “But he’s trouble. Mind you don’t get pulled into something you can’t escape.”

“Like what?” Phoenix persisted. She pursed her lips, knowing her mother would have rebuked her about then. Her father would have given her ‘the look’ and it would have proved more than enough to silence her. “How can he be trouble and nice at the same time?”

Tina frowned. She ignored the grimace of pain on Phoenix’s face as she exercised her revenge, spreading iodine over the tiny cuts with cotton wool. “I can’t give you specifics. Let’s just say he’s had a rough start in life. Time will tell if he’s able to carve something better for himself or end up disappointing us all.”

Phoenix hissed as Tina dabbed at her knee with a fresh piece of dry gauze. She spoke through gritted teeth, writhing beneath the pressure of the sticking plaster Tina slapped over the joint. “How can he carve something better for himself? He needs help to change his circumstances. Isn’t that why he’s here?”

Tina blinked and her cheeks flushed enough to reveal her discomfort. Built from solid stock, her skin appeared pink and downy like a peach. She cleared her throat. “Yes. We’ll pray for him. Gus is great at steering people in the right direction.” Her eyelashes fluttered as she said the camp leader’s name with a hushed reverence.

“But what about practical help?” Phoenix slid from the desk and straightened her shorts. Escaping iodine left a brown rivulet along her shin and stained the top of her sock. “My mama calls it a leg up. She helps lots of people get back onto their feet.” Names and faces drifted across her inner vision. So many people owed their change in circumstances to Hana Du Rose’s generosity and Logan Du Rose’s tolerance. She thought of her father’s dead pan expression and missed him. Her gaze strayed to the telephone again. “I want to call home,” she blurted. “My parents will help Kirwan.”

“It doesn’t work.” Tina didn’t look up from her task. She sorted the various plasters into size order within the tin.

Phoenix held her breath. She’d used the phone less than ten minutes earlier. “Can I try?” she whispered. “My Poppa is sick. I’d feel better if I could speak to my mama.”

Tina shrugged and Phoenix stole across the creaky floorboards. She grasped the receiver in sweating fingers and lifted it to her ear. Her fingers poised over the buttons, the numbers obscured in the semi darkness. Nothing. Swallowing, she depressed the large button occupying the space where the receiver usually sat. Her ear filled with the sound of dead air. “I don’t understand,” she hissed. “Why isn’t it working?”

“It’s intermittent.” Tina bent and jiggled the connection where the wire met the socket. “Our cook phoned her husband yesterday, but I tried to call home earlier and it wouldn’t work.”

Phoenix replaced the receiver and picked it up again. She lifted it to her ear and willed it to recreate the dial tone. Still nothing. Exasperation made her clumsy as she dumped it in the cradle. An uncharacteristic flare of temper made her want to slam it over and over again. “Don’t the leaders have mobile phones?” she snapped. “How can you call for help in an emergency?”

Tina shook her head. “Technology is banned from this camp. We’ve never had an emergency, but Grant has a contingency just in case.”

“What contingency?” Phoenix’s voice rose. She ached to go home, back to the mountain and her family. And Wiri. She needed to speak to Wiri. Things had gone wrong between them and she wanted to put it right.

“It doesn’t matter what contingency,” Tina said with a chuckle. She snapped the lid on the first aid tin and settled it back inside the desk drawer. “He’s the head leader and he’s got one. That’s all you need to worry about young lady.” She jerked her head towards the door, telling Phoenix without words she needed to leave. She complied, dragging her feet with her shoulders locked in a slouch. Tina patted her arm with a meaty hand. “Cheer up,” she joked. “It might never happen.”

Phoenix sat on the fringes of the group gathered around the campfire. Misery dimmed the sounds of laughter and the flickering firelight, leaving her mulling over her fight with Wiri and subsequent exit. Her head gave an involuntary shake at the weight of her thoughts and she covered her eyes with her hands. She’d made an idiot of herself with him.

“Phoe is crying!” The shrill voice split the airwaves and the laughter ceased. A small hand landed on Phoenix’s sore knee and another patted the small of her back.

“No, just smoke in my eyes.” Phoenix released the lie and another section of her conscience withered. She’d never lied so much in her life as she had in the previous half an hour. She dropped her hands and blinked at the boisterous flames licking the stones surrounding the fire pit. A sparking campfire in the bush during the heat of summer; she imagined Logan’s frown at the idea. “I’m fine.” She bestowed a generous smile at the tiny girl to her right and forced herself to wrap her arm around the slender body. Kylie beamed up at her, desperate for acceptance and blossoming beneath its attainment. Phoenix frowned as another child edged nearer on her left. The palm’s owner continued to pat her back. “Thank you.” Phoenix’s smile looked more genuine as she wrapped her other arm around the girl to her left. Carrie cuddled closer as though wanting to disappear into Phoenix’s armpit.

Phoenix nodded to Grant across the dancing flames and he smiled at her. This was why she’d gained entry to the camp, as a leader and mentor for the younger girls. Sam had sung her praises from the depths of his parish in the Waikato, pulling strings and making coherent arguments for why a fifteen-year-old could attend as a junior leader. Then he’d pulled out at less than a day’s notice and left her rudderless and alone, fending for herself among strangers.

Someone produced a guitar and the singing began. They belted out the usual favourites until a string snapped. A series of groans followed. The singing had given Phoenix a lightness of spirit and reminded her of home and her father’s skill with the guitar and local waiata. “Let’s sing ‘Tūtira mai ngā iwi,’ Phoenix suggested. Shyness gripped her as all eyes turned to stare at her.

“I don’t know it,” the guitar player confessed. The young man’s eyes crinkled at the edges. “I should though. Can you teach us? I’ll mend the string for tomorrow night.”

Phoenix swallowed and nerves stole her voice. Kylie reached forward and gripped her hand. Blonde curls drifted across her eyes as she sheltered behind her fringe, staring up at Phoenix with adoration. “I know it,” she whispered.

So, they sang. The first verse wavered on the breeze until others picked up the tune. Many realised they did know parts of the familiar waiata and joined in the chorus. ‘Tūtira mai ngā iwi, Tātou tātou e.’

“What does it mean?” Suspicion back lit Tina’s eyes, propaganda making her believe Māori worshipped other gods. She didn’t want Phoenix hailing damnation on the nice Christian camp without permission. Phoenix channelled her father’s cultural confidence into her answer. “It means, ‘Line up together, people, All of us, all of us. Stand in rows, people, All of us, all of us. Seek after knowledge and love of others - everybody. Be virtuous. Stay united. All of us, all of us.’ That’s what it means.”

“Oh.” Tina’s head jerked back in surprise. “So, like a Christian song, then?” She nodded with approval, her bleached hair bouncing as she spoke. “I didn’t realise.” Phoenix saw the non-verbal communication she sent to Grant and the confirmation from his raised eyebrow.

“Yes, I guess.” Phoenix ground her teeth against exasperation and clutched the girls closer to her body. Kylie squirmed and she realised she’d gripped them too hard. “My father says the prejudice is unfounded. The missionaries and government representatives told lies about us to the English queen. We’ve never worshipped other gods, just Atua, the creator. We revere our ancestors, but they were real people.” The facts rolled off her tongue from within easy reach at the forefront of her mind. She’d heard it often enough from Logan Du Rose. Her father possessed mana, the inexplicable sense of power and authority afforded to a few worthy individuals. In that moment of challenge, she felt his strength and wondered if she might possess it too.

Tina snorted and Phoenix’s bubble of righteousness burst in her chest. “That’s not true,” the older woman sneered. “They definitely worshipped heathen gods.” She rose and removed Phoenix’s right of reply and in that moment, she hated her with the passion of Logan Du Rose.
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THROUGH THE BARRICADES

Phoenix awoke to the sound of scratching outside her cabin. She lay awake for a while, thinking about the effort involved with climbing from her bunk to locate the culprit. At least it stayed outside on the deck, not interested in coming inside the bunk room. She sighed, imagining the mayhem a furry intruder might induce. Getting up would involve finding her boots and an inevitable trip to the bathroom, but the sound of a twig breaking alerted her to the presence of something larger than a mouse. Her mind switched to concern for her horse and she forced herself to a sitting position. The notion of worrying about Mikaere seemed ridiculous even in her head. The black and white gelding bred from her father’s favourite mare showed no fear of anything. Logan had helped her train Mikaere herself, teaching her tricks she didn’t know existed. The result was that only he or Phoenix could catch or ride her horse. The other stable hands avoided him for what manifested as an unpredictable nature. Or demon possession.

Phoenix stretched her arms above her head and touched the low ceiling above her bunk. She knew she wouldn’t go back to sleep. Mikaere didn’t need her to check on him, but the thought of his company caused a yearning in her soul. She decided the walk to the paddock and back might help her get to sleep. Hanging from the top bunk to avoid the creaky ladder, she dropped to the ground with a dull thud. Unable to locate her ankle boots in the dark, her bare feet padded across the cabin. Carrie’s discarded hair clip made a painful pin cushion as Phoenix passed her sleeping form. She hissed in pain and resisted the urge to strangle her while she slept.

The handle squeaked as Phoenix pressed down on it and despite her best efforts; the door groaned inward. She held her breath and paused for a moment. Kylie turned over with a sleepy snort and settled onto her other side to face the wall. No one else moved. Phoenix continued to pull the door wider and slipped through the gap. Closing it behind her proved even more difficult and the volume of the creak seemed louder, reverberating off the trees surrounding the clearing. She released the handle with a sense of relief when no one challenged her.

“I’m just going to the bathroom,” she whispered to herself, practising her excuse if she should run across a leader on night duty. The thought got into her head and she realised she needed the bathroom for real. A mouse skittered from beneath a silver fern as Phoenix walked across the campground. She clutched her chest in fright and her other hand muffled her squeak of fear at the sudden movement. She paused to catch her breath and released a sigh of relief as the tiny body scampered in the other direction. Changing her trajectory from the track leading to the horses, Phoenix walked to the bathroom.

A dim night light burned in the hut, still enough to attract hundreds of flying bugs which circled the dirty bulb in a maniacal dance. Phoenix used her forearms to shield her head from the bigger moths as she ducked into a stall. The flushing of the toilet disturbed two cockroaches and a lost toad from the cubicle next to hers. Born and raised in the bush of north Waikato, Phoenix grew up with the night creatures. But she shared her English mother’s appreciation for a clean bathroom and a comfortable, bug free bed. If her father felt disappointed that the baby birthed at the top of a lonely mountain should show such distaste for its multi legged inhabitants, he never said.

Phoenix washed her hands, wrinkling her nose at the light brown tinge in the water. Exiting the bathroom, she paused on the threshold. A possum scratched around the campfire looking for scraps of marshmallow amid the remnants. It sat on its haunches in the moonlight and closed its eyes to savour a pink sugary treat.

Phoenix froze as she heard it again. The sound of twigs breaking. The noise echoed, the sharp sound alien amid the muffled blanket of the bush canopy. She worried at her thumbnail and contemplated looking for the leader on night duty. She wished she’d paid more attention earlier when Grant announced where to find them in case of an emergency.

“I could scream,” she whispered to herself. Her reason batted away the ridiculous thought as soon as it rose to the fore. She imagined the chaos she’d cause, only to identify another possum feasting on food waste. “I came here to find my independence,” she hissed. “It’s time to put my money where my mouth is.”

Phoenix pointed her reluctant feet towards the track leading to the paddock where the horses grazed when not working. The moonlight picked up sticks and sharp stones which threatened her bare soles. She’d grown up barefoot and trod the tracks as though wearing shoes, the skin hardly registering the obstacles. Halfway along the track she noticed a cigarette butt and her shoulders slumped. Readying herself for an argument rather than a battle, Phoenix picked up the butt and held it between finger and thumb. “Bloody Kirwan!” she complained. She imagined her father’s disgust at the easy desecration of his beloved whenua, Phoenix padded further along the track in search of the perpetrator. The moon slipped behind a low cloud and left her relying on instinct to find her way. The occasional snap of a twig made her turn as an eerie sensation crawled up the back of her neck.

Air left her lungs in a whoosh as a hand snaked around her mouth. Her body shifted backwards at speed. She landed on her backside amid a clump of low growing ferns and the hand released her mouth. A foot dug into her thigh and a heavy leg kept her pinned to the dusty earth.

Kirwan’s eyes stared into hers, his pupils wide. He extracted himself and scrabbled around to face her. As Phoenix’s lips parted to protest, he slipped his palm back over her mouth. His other hand gripped her wrists together in her lap. “Shush!” he hissed. “Don’t let them hear you.”

Phoenix gasped and the inhale took with it the scent of nicotine. Freeing one of her hands, she pulled his fingers away from her mouth. “Who is it?” she demanded. “Are they after the horses?”
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Chapter Four
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CAPTURE THE FLAG

Phoenix sat on the beach and hugged her shins. Her heels dug into the iron rich sand. “We should do something,” she hissed.

“No!” Kirwan flopped down next to her, smelling of cigarettes and cheap deodorant. “It’s not our business.”

“But those people must be suffering!” Phoenix exclaimed. She turned to him, her grey eyes wide and filled with storm clouds as she searched his face for some shred of humanity. “Why did you tell me if you mean to just ignore them?”

Kirwan shrugged, “I wish I’d kept it to myself.” He spun in the sand to face her. “I wanted to stop you blundering into a situation that could get you killed.” He pulled his knees into his chest and mirrored Phoenix’s stance. The tide licked at the shore with growing tendrils of white surf. “They’re refugees,” he said. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he took a deep swallow. “I saw them arrive. A fishing boat anchored in the bay on our first night here. Two men brought the people ashore in a dinghy.” His dark hair flopped into his flecked hazel eyes as he tilted his head to face her in the silvery light. “They had a dog with them, but they tied it up on the beach. The refugees were too afraid to walk past it.”

Phoenix shook her head. “At least they’re all grown-ups,” she said with a sigh. “Children would make more noise and complain about being hungry and bored.” She glanced down at her watch. The hands shaped the imprint of four o’clock in the morning and she stifled a yawn.

Kirwan released a tired laugh. It held no mirth. “There are two children,” he stated. His shoulders bowed as though the world rested its head on his delicate teenage bones. “A baby and a little girl.” He paused as though considering his next words. “We can’t do anything. It’s not our business. These people paid money to come here. If we call the authorities, they’ll send them home. These aren’t people who just fancied a trip to New Zealand. They’re hiding in a barn in the middle of nowhere. They’re running away from a war.”

“But it’s wrong!” Phoenix released her legs and dug her toes into the black sand. Despite the late hour, it still contained the day’s warmth. Flying bugs nipped at her arms and the cool air created prickles which ran up and down Phoenix’s bare limbs. “It’s not okay to smuggle people into New Zealand. We can’t just ignore it.” Her honesty metre hiked towards critical as conflict budded in her chest. She pressed a hand over her lips as though willing herself to keep the refugees’ secret despite herself. Phoenix held her breath. Fear slipped a hand around her neck in an unwanted caress. “We can tell an adult,” she pressed. She sounded earnest. “Let’s tell Pastor Grant. He’ll tell us what to do.”

Kirwan shook his head and his eye roll expressed his dismissal. “You’ve no idea how the world works,” he said. “You’ve grown up on your lonely mountain, surrounded by family and privilege. I bet your stomach never burned with hunger. Has Child Services ever dumped you in a family that doesn’t want you there? You know nothing, Phoenix Du Rose. And if you tell anyone about this, I’ll make you sorry.” Kirwan stood and sand kicked up in his wake. His footsteps sounded heavy as he walked away, leaving Phoenix alone on the beach.

She watched his lanky frame disappear beneath the bush canopy. The click of a lighter created an orange bloom in the darkness, followed by the red glow of a cigarette. Phoenix pulled the slender cigarette butt from her pocket and sighed. “Thanks for nothing, Pastor Sam,” she hissed under her breath. “If you were here, you’d tell me what to do.” He’d given a weak reason for pulling out of the camp and abandoning her, citing a bogus sounding excuse. He seemed so keen when he presented the junior church leaders with the pamphlet for a summer horse camp. Four had signed up straight away, dropping out one by one until only she and Sam remained. Phoenix remembered the frisson of delight which had heralded the realisation. She’d relished the opportunity to be alone with Sam. Then he’d pulled out without enough notice for her to do likewise.

Phoenix squeezed her eyes closed at the memory of her altercation with Wiri. He’d found her crying in the feed barn and sat down next to her on the hay bales. Older than her by three years and two months, he’d wrapped his muscular arm around her shoulders and tugged her into his side. He’d listened to the reason for her distress and frowned, a familiar dimple etching itself into his cheek. “I think it’s for the best,” he’d said, his voice just a whisper. “It seemed cute how you adored him as a kid, but you’re not a child anymore and he’s a married man. I’m glad he isn’t going.”

Phoenix inhaled and pulled away from him, his voicing of her thoughts casting a filthy pall over her reverence for Sam. “That’s disgusting!” she breathed. “I’d do nothing to hurt his marriage!”

Wiremu Du Rose’s handsome face creased into a series of sad lines. They pulled his grey eyes into narrow slits. Lifting a hand, he brushed his thumb across her lips and sighed. “Stop running from me, Phoe,” he whispered. “Sam’s a smokescreen. We both know that.”

Phoenix had squeezed her eyes shut. They’d trodden a tightrope for far too long and she sensed Wiri’s urgency increasing with every touch, every surreptitious caress. They’d ignored their mutual attraction forever, skirting it like a spectre within their familial relationship.

“You and I need to acknowledge what’s between us and face the music.” Wiri had turned with classic Du Rose stealth and brushed his lips across hers. His fingers pressed against the back of her head and she’d tasted spearmint and tangy aftershave. A fire lit within her belly, leaving her shaking and confused as she parted her lips and allowed him to deepen the kiss. It felt right and yet so wrong. Wiri pulled away and dropped his arm, standing up and facing her. He looked rattled as he stuffed his hands into his pockets and the action hunched his broad shoulders. “We’re inevitable, you and me,” he’d said with more confidence. “I’ll speak to Uncle Logan.”

“Don’t!” Phoenix’s teeth ground in her jaw. “Don’t you dare!”

Wiri’s frown pulled his eyebrows into a line. He’d turned and strode from the barn without another word, leaving her crying on the hay bale. He didn’t help her load Mikaere into the trailer the next morning like he usually did and he didn’t say goodbye. 

Pain squeezed Phoenix’s heart at the thought of his suffering. She squeezed Kirwan’s cigarette between her fingers and flakes of tobacco scattered over her legs. The urge to speak to Wiri surfaced again and she got to her feet in the sand. Daylight streaked the sky with yellow highlights as she faced the narrow track back to the camp. The disintegrated cigarette remains fell to the ground, buried beneath the sand as Phoenix turned. She’d apologise to Wiri and promise they’d talk when she got home. Then she’d tell him about the refugees. He’d know what to do. But first she needed to communicate with the outside world.
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Chapter Five
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SCAVENGER HUNT

“Tell me about your family,” Phoenix said. She flicked a blade of grass from her leg. The teenagers watched a group of the younger children having a riding lesson. Rough post and rail fencing separated the arena from the grazing paddock. The riders had already worn away the scrubby grass burned by the summer sun and dust puffed around the horses’ hooves as they dragged their feet. Phoenix tensed as the mare Kylie rode shied at a fluttering leaf. “Heels down, tighten the reins and stop flapping your legs!” Phoenix called. The leader taking the lesson glanced across at Kylie and her eyes widened in alarm.

“I don’t have a family,” Kirwan growled. “There’s nothing to tell.”

Phoenix gave an encouraging smile to Kylie as the child struggled to gather her reins and regain her precarious seat. “Sit your bum heavier in the saddle,” she shouted. Kylie’s attempt at shifting her weight into her backside seemed imperceptible but made enough of a difference for the horse to slip back under her control. “Good girl!” Phoenix called and Kylie’s lips parted in a grin.

“You’re good at that,” Kirwan commented.

Phoenix shrugged, pushing away his compliment with an ease of practice. “I wanted to be helpful,” she admitted. “It feels like they don’t really need me.”

Kirwan snorted, snatching Phoenix’s attention from the riders. “Welcome to my club. I’m not sure anyone ever needed me.” Phoenix listened for any trace of self-pity in his tone. She heard none. He seemed resolved to his lack of importance, content in the belief he was neither wanted nor needed in any sphere of his life. She resisted the urge to cover his truth with empty platitudes. Kirwan gave a tired smile. “What about yours? Tell me about your family.”

Phoenix sifted through potential sentences in her head, each falling short of the mark. Kirwan’s question made her suspicious. He’d already commented on the integrity of her family. She wondered if he asked through a genuine spirit of camaraderie or because he sought information to confirm an already formed opinion. “What do you want to know?” she replied, couching her answer with another question.
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