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PROLOGUE

his is a story about murder, and the lengths
people will go to secure what they believe is right-
fully theirs. It’s a story about secrets, half-truths,

and the difference between what we’re told we should want,
and what we truly desire.

But it is also a story about a small New Zealand town by the
sea, with its forests, rivers, and people who love gardening,
gossiping, and good coffee.

Lastly, it’s a story about ghosts and how they are part of our
world, visible only in rare circumstances, and to unlikely
people.

Now all these elements have gathered to dance around a
central point that could be a life, or, in this case, a death.
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In which we met our unlikely heroes

ante’s watch buzzed against his wrist, notifying
him that someone had entered his front yard. He
tapped the screen and checked the hidden

camera he’d mounted in the Victorian filigree above the
porch.

Sure enough, a young man was making his way up the
garden path.

Dante glared at the image on his watch. He’d come to this
small coastal town on the assumption that everyone would
leave him the hell alone. However, he quickly found out that
this was not the case.

The villagers treated a foreigner moving into their digs like
an invitation to be friendly. He’d had neighbours coming
over with lamington cakes, people stopping him on the side-
walk to talk about the weather. One lady with a perm and
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leopard print leggings had even asked him to join her for a
coffee at one of the village’s two cafes.

He hadn’t known what to say.

And now someone was about to knock on his door.

With a growl, he started tidying away the disassembled
Glock he’d been cleaning. He wasn’t going to allow anyone
inside his house, but it paid never to leave things to
chance.

The doorbell rang. It was a real bell — its copper gone green
with age — not the electronic simulated bell most
houses had.

Dante put the last piece of his sidearm in its padded metal
box, closed it, and locked the lid.

He checked the camera again. The young man didn’t appear
to be armed, but he made sure his favourit Luger was in its
underarm holster. Because old habits died hard, and Dante
wanted to buck the statistic about people dying soon after
retirement.

He padded down the wide hallway, the golden timber floor
smooth underneath his sock-clad feet. The front door was
solid oak painted a dark green, with a wavy glass panel
showing an indistinct outline outside.

Dante unlocked the door’s original deadbolt. He then deac-
tivated the second deadbolt he’d installed with a touch of
his index finger and swung the door open.

The fresh-faced young man standing on his porch looked
surprised at the silent arrival of the house’s owner. He was
about nineteen or twenty, with curly brown hair just shy of
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being auburn. Hazel eyes with long lashes completed the
image of country wholesomeness. He even had rosy cheeks
for god’s sake.

“Er, hi.” The young man gave Dante an uncertain smile.

“What do you want?” Dante winced internally. He tried to
remember what his therapist had told him about meeting
people for the first time. Eye contact, but not too much.
Relaxed stance. Smile on the inside, that will show up in
your voice. That last one made no sense to Dante. He’d seen
plenty of people’s insides in his line of work, and not one
internal smile.

“Ah, my name’s Charlie. Charlie Wilson.”

The young man swallowed. Since Dante was six foot two
with a street fighter physique, hair cut military style,
piercing grey eyes and scarred knuckles, he was used to
people being nervous around him. Being nearly forty had
done nothing to mellow his features.

“Alright. Charlie Wilson.” Dante tried to smile on the inside.
“What do you want?”

Charlie swallowed, his Adam’s apple jumping up and down.
“Mr Reid—”

“Call me Dante.”

“Mr Dante. My name’s Charlie Wilson.”

“You said that already.”

“Um… Mr Dante, I’m here to do your garden.”

“My what?” Dante looked around the garden that had come
with the 1920’s villa he’d purchased six weeks ago, sight
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unseen. Come to think of it, there were a lot of plants in it.
Trees too. And other plants in pots. There was even a glass
greenhouse out the back — an elegant wrought iron affair
that must have been built around the same time as the
house.

Dante supposed a garden like this would need looking after.
That was what gardeners did.

“Are you a gardener?”

“Yes.” Charlie nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve been doing this
garden for the last five years. Mrs Davison - she owned the
house before you - had me come in every Thursday to do it.”

Was it Dante’s imagination, or did Charlie’s eyes flick side-
ways to the shadows under a purple flowered tree growing
by the side of the verandah? Dante was sure he had. He
scowled at the young man. He didn’t like things that made
no sense.

“You can’t come on a Thursday.” Thursday was when Dante
tuned in to his AA meeting - 5pm EST, 9am New Zealand
time. Things were discussed in these meetings that were not
for gardeners to overhear.

Charlie looked crestfallen. “But Mr Dante, it’s very impor-
tant the garden is looked after, It’s one of the finest in the
region. There’s some rare Chatham Island Lilies, and native
orchids, and an Amorphophallus Titanum.”

“I don’t know what an Amorphophallus Titanum is.”

“It’s a corpse flower.”

“Oh.” Dante wondered if burying bodies under a corpse
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flower would be too obvious. Then he remembered he was
no longer responsible for burying bodies.

“Mrs Davison never got to see the corpse flower bloom
while she was alive. They only bloom every seven to ten
years. So it’s bound to happen any time now. It’s in the
glasshouse, and the temperature needs to be kept just right
for it.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Dante stepped back, preparing to shut
the door.

Charlie shot another look at the purple flowered tree, then
stepped forward, his face flushed a cherry pink. “I’ll work
for free!”

“You will?”

Charlie managed to look both sheepish and grumpy. “Yes.
It’s a very rare plant. There’s only two in the southern hemi-
sphere. She— Mrs Davison would want to know it’s being
looked after.”

Dante studied the young man. There was definitely some-
thing odd going on here. “Is it customary around here for
the gardener to come with the house?”

“Yes?” Charlie looked hopeful.

Dante sighed. “You’re going to keep on about this dead
flower aren’t you?”

Charlie nodded. “It’s very rare. And it’d be much appreci-
ated by the Te Kohe Botanical Society—”

“Fine, fine.” Dante rubbed at his temples. “I get it.” Who
knew the local yokels would be so hardcore about garden-
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ing? “I should have bought that house by the harbour with
the fully concreted front and back yard,” he muttered. The
guy who’d owned the house had painted the concrete green.
To him that seemed like a sensible type of garden.

“You won’t regret it, Mr Dante,” bubbled Charlie. “You’ll get
to see the corpse flower bloom, and—”

“You can’t come Thursdays.”

“Friday?”

“Ok.” Dante considered. “I’ll pay you whatever Mrs Davison
paid you. Plus ten percent for inflation.”

“Thank you!” Charlie’s face shone like a lighthouse beacon.

“No problem.” Dante wondered briefly if Charlie had
hidden a body in the garden. Why else would someone be
so keen to continue digging around in a bunch of plants?
Perhaps there was something hidden under the purple flow-
ered tree? He tuned in again to hear Charlie still effusing.

“—and Mrs Davison will be so relieved, she was very
worried about who would take care of everything when she
passed. So I’ll be here every Friday, 7am sharp, is that
alright?”

“Yeah, sure.” Dante.

“And I can teach you all about gardening if you’d like. Since
this is your garden now, not Mrs Davison’s.”

The last words came out slightly more emphatically than
was necessary, almost as if said to someone listening in on
their conversation.

Dante raised an eyebrow. “Correct.”
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“Right. Er, good morning then.” Charlie raised a hand in an
awkward wave. “See you on Friday!”

Dante watched Charlie leave, then shut the door thought-
fully. Was gardening something people did once they were
retired? It seemed like he was going to find out.
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In which Dante receives an unwelcome proposal

ante Reid carefully picked up his coffee and
sipped it. Enjoy the small things in life. Take each
day as it comes. He repeated the mantra his thera-

pist had given him last month.

Across the wrought iron table, his unwanted visitor, Ted
Andrews, drummed thick fingers on the white table napkin.

They were seated on the ground floor balcony of the Pepper
Tree Hotel — a rambling three storey mansion where Dante
had planned to enjoy a leisurely morning coffee followed by
egg on toast. The small things in life.

Then Ted Andrews’ driver had parked his hummer on the
grass verge, quite spoiling Dante’s view of the sleepy village
street. And Ted Andrews himself had crabbed his way up
the stairs and onto the verandah to plonk himself down in
the chair facing Dante.
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“It’s good to finally meet you,” said Ted, baring yellow teeth
in a smile. Ted’s face was lined from years of gritty living
overlaid with luxury spa treatments. Dante didn’t think the
older man had had a genuine smile since the late 80s.

“Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want it.”

“Oh, but I think you might.” Ted’s smile spread like artificial
butter as he spooned five teaspoons of sugar into his coffee,
poured without invitation from the dainty bone china kettle
sitting in the middle of the table.

Dante caught the eye of Libby, the sole waitress on for the
early breakfast shift. “More coffee please?” The words came
out flat, and Dante felt a twinge of disappointment. He
sounded like the British Terminator, not the personable
manner he’d practised during his last therapy session.
Perhaps she’d put it down to him not having had enough
coffee?

Ted leaned back in the faded wicker chair. “You see, Mr
Reid—”

“Call me Dante.”

“Well, if we’re on a first-name basis already.” Another flash
of yellow teeth. “I make it my business to get to know people
in this town. You could say I’m a bit of a godfather figure
around here.”

Dante could imagine Ted putting severed horses’ heads in
people’s beds. He nodded thanks as Libby placed another
vintage kettle on the table, the small metal sieve inside filled
with freshly ground coffee, steaming into the morning air.

“Nobody knows much about you, Mr Dante.”
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“I’m an introvert.”

“So you say, so you say. However, I have some well
connected friends from my time in London.”

Dante said nothing, but he felt his attention sharpen to a
pinpoint focus. Within a heartbeat, he could trace every
micro-expression in the muscles around Ted’s mouth, every
tiny dilation of the man’s pupils.

Calm it, he told himself. Take each day as it comes. Enjoy the
small things. He deliberately relaxed his shoulders and
breathed out. Don’t kill anybody.

“I’m a man of the world, Dante. Like you.” Ted rested his
free hand comfortably on his generous pot belly. “It’s hard to
believe there’s anything going on in this hick town, but then
a stranger moves in. And I make some enquiries about him.”

Dante swirled his coffee cup to gather up the dregs and
tossed the last bit of coffee back. “I wouldn’t know about
that. I was an accountant in Kent.”

“Of course, of course. And I wouldn’t disturb you in the
normal course of things. Only, I fired my bodyguard last
week, you see. Turns out he had a nasal problem,” Ted
mimed snorting a line of cocaine. “Easily compromised, you
understand?”

Dante did understand. It was the kind of knowledge he’d
found useful to dig up, back when he had been gainfully
employed.

“And I find myself in need of a bit of extra protection.
Nothing much. Just a little added… security. Until I can find
a suitable replacement. A little bird told me you would be
quite the man for the job.”
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“I’m retired.” Dante directed what his therapist called a
‘warm and natural smile’ at Ted, and the older man shifted
uncomfortably in his chair.

“It’s just a small job,” Ted assured him. “Nothing to it really.
And you’ll find I’m a very generous employer.”

Dante thought about the contents of a safe in Hong Kong,
another in Switzerland, and various crypto wallets hidden
in safety deposit boxes around the globe.

“Money’s not an issue.”

“You’ve lived here for how long? A couple of months. Surely
you could do with a change of pace.”

“I’m retired.” Sometimes just repeating the same phrase
over and over again made people go away. In this case,
Dante wasn’t sure Ted would get the message.

“This is a nice town. Good people. A nice, peaceful place to
retire.”

“That was my plan.”

“It would be unfortunate for nasty rumours to spread about
you,” said Ted. “People will believe anything, these days.”

Dante considered the implied threat. A few rumours - true
or false - expertly planted by someone like Ted, could make
this town quite an unpleasant place for him to live.

He mentally added an item to his to-do list, just above
‘check weapons cache under kitchen is rat proof ’ and
‘restock protein powder.’ Find out what Ted knows about my
past. And who told him. Without killing anyone. Preferably.
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The trail leading from Dante’s former employment to this
small town was well disguised, Dante was sure of it. Both he
and his former employer had insisted on it. He couldn’t
recall who was keener - them to see him out to pasture, or
him to get away from it all. He remembered wanting to feel
like he had a beating human heart in his chest again. To feel
anything other than bleakness, punctuated by clinically
directed violence.

Dealing with Ted was going to be difficult if Dante couldn’t
employ his usual methods. It was just that killing people
solved so many problems, so easily. At least, it did if you
were a moving target, working in unstable regimes around
the globe. Not so much if you were planning to settle down
in a small town where everyone knew everyone’s business.

Dante looked up to see Ted waiting for a reply to something
he hadn’t heard. He gave a non-committal ‘hmm’ and
swirled the kettle.

“So, what do you say, Dante?”

“About what?”

“Security and surveillance. Just one evening - next Saturday.
I’m having a small, exclusive party at this hotel. With some
very exclusive, important guests. We’ll be watching the
Jubilee fireworks. And I feel in need of a little extra security.”
For an instant, a flicker in Ted’s eyes betrayed something
that interested Dante very much - fear. Genuine fear, the
kind that would keep a man up at night, counting the hours
until dawn.

“Hmm.”
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“And then I guarantee no one in this town will ever wonder
about your past.”

“I’ll think about it.” Dante slid a twenty dollar note under
his coffee cup.

“Wait—”

But Dante was already striding down the stairs from the
Pepper Tree verandah. He stepped onto the close-cut grass
verge that passed for a sidewalk at this end of town. The sun
was evaporating the morning dew. It was going to be a hot
summer’s day.

Enjoy the small things. Don’t take the easy way out. One kill
would be one too many. Dante’s gaze rested on the leather
band around his left wrist as he walked away. Eighty nine
days straight, no bodies. Don’t break the chain. He breathed in
for the count of five, out for ten, just like his therapist had
recommended.

Near the end of his career, the distance between thought
and instinct, analysis and action had narrowed to a razor
edge.

That was why he’d been given the option of early retire-
ment. It turned out too many bodies (even ones that
vanished without trace) looked bad on one’s quarterly
review.

It was why he had a weekly zoom call with his therapist, and
spent the first thirty minutes of each day doing yoga,
followed by slow breathing and a guided meditation. Zen
Buddhist talks were currently a favourite.

Would the Buddha’s inscrutable smile slip if Dante had used
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Ted’s face to smash the hotel’s Queen Anne coffee set into
tiny pieces?

On the balance of things, the Buddha would probably not
approve.

A walk along the waterfront would diffuse his tension. And
then Dante could think about what to do next. Also, there
was a cafe halfway around the harbour. If he wasn’t allowed
to kill anyone, then at least he could indulge in a second
breakfast.
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In which Dante uncovers the finer points of corpse plants

o that’s the corpse flower.” Dante stared at a clay
planter large enough to be used as a cannibal
cookpot.

“It will be,” said Charlie enthusiastically. “The flower tuber
is lying dormant right now.”

They were standing in what Dante’s estate agent had called
‘a gracious Victorian glasshouse, the focal point of the
garden and a stately remnant of a bygone era.’

Dante acknowledged it was quite…nice, really. Delicate
palms brushed the glass roof, while a banana tree spread
luminous green leaves across the slanting rays of sun.

Above him, vines with ponderous white and purple blos-
soms trailed from the wrought iron arches, and orchids
branched out from bark-wrapped perches.
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Dante recognised the flowers because of a sting he’d orches-
trated in the surprisingly cutthroat world of orchid smug-
gling. Some of Mrs Davison’s specimens looked good
enough to kill for.

“When will it do something?” The pot was an uninspiring
brown colour - the same as the dirt which filled it. There
could be anything buried there. Although probably not a
body. Not unless it had been very well packed in.

“I don’t know exactly, Mr Dante, but when it sprouts, it will
grow fifteen centimetres per day, to a height of two and a
half to three metres. It’s quite something.”

“Oh,” said Dante. He shifted his shoulders, relaxing in the
sunlight while Charlie extolled the virtues of corpse
plants.

Dante realised Charlie was waiting expectantly for a
response. He ran his mind back over what the youth had
been telling him.

“You want me to buy a new glasshouse heating unit to keep
the corpse flower alive through winter?”

“Mrs Davison wanted to get it — we did all the research and
it’s the best one out there. But she couldn’t buy it straight
away on her pension. She was saving up for it when…”
Charlie shrugged, as if to say even the best gardening plans
can be disrupted by the grim reaper.

“Fine, fine. Just send me the details and I’ll buy it,” said
Dante. Charlie had been working for him less than half an
hour, and already he was proving to be expensive. “You can
install it?”

“Yes, sir.”
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“And this corpse flower,” Dante eyed the clay pot doubtfully,
“you say it’ll reach three meters?”

“In just a couple of weeks.” Charlie’s face glowed. “The Te
Kohe Botanical Society will be so excited to see it. And the
local newspaper will want to take a picture.”

“Do they have to see it?”

“Oh yes,” Charlie nodded emphatically.

“I’d rather not have visitors.”

Charlie poked his tongue into the side of his cheek. Dante
guessed this was his thinking face.

“If you don’t invite them, they’ll be twice as curious. They’ll
probably pop by anyway, at all different times, and gossip
even more.”

Dante watched a Venus fly trap, disturbed by their presence,
close its claws around thin air. “How will they even know it's
blooming? If I don't tell them and you don’t tell them.”

“They’ll know.” Charlie’s certainty was absolute. “Never
underestimate the Te Kohe Botanical Society. They always
find out.”

Dante sighed. “Is there anyone else who’ll want to see this
dead flower?”

“The Wiri Flower Arranging Society, The Friends of the
Cemetery, The Rotary Club, The Lions Foundation…”
Charlie ticked off names on his fingers.

“That’s basically the whole town!”

Charlie looked apologetic. “Not a lot goes on around here.
People take an interest in local events.”
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Dante thought about the weapons stashes in each room of
his house, as well as the larger one in the cellar. “They’ll stay
outside, right?”

“Um. It’s usual to offer light refreshments. Tea and biscuits
should do it.”

“No way.” Dante considered setting fire to the glasshouse.

“You really like your privacy, Mr Dante.”

“I could give the corpse flower away. Would you like it?”

Charlie looked horrified. “Mrs Davison would be so upset.
Her whole legacy—”

“You know she’s dead, right? She wouldn’t even know.”

“Um…” Charlie’s eyes flicked away to a space behind Dante
and he made a quelling movement with his hand.

Dante resisted the urge to look behind him. No one had
entered the glasshouse, he would have heard them. Maybe
the boy wasn’t all there. He seemed harmless enough
though. And hopefully a good gardener. “My house is off
limits.”

Charlie’s face cleared. “I know what — I’ll ask Mrs Eleanor
Graham to organise an outdoor tea. She’ll make sure
everyone behaves themselves.”

“Who’s Eleanor Graham?”

Charlie beamed. “She’s wonderful. You’ll see. She’ll sort
everything.”

“I don’t want more people—”
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“I’ll ask her when I do her garden tomorrow,” said Charlie.
“Do you like pavlova?”

He looked so hopeful Dante couldn’t bring himself to say
no. It would be like kicking a puppy, something Dante had
never done.

“Fine. Just… don’t spring anything on me. I don’t like
surprises.”

“Yes, Mr. D.”

“Call me Dante.”

“Dante…” Charlie was giving him a thinking look again. “I
have a question for you. A non-gardening question.”

“Oh.” Dante tried not to look too relieved.

“What would you do if someone you knew had done some-
thing really wrong, something very bad, but you couldn’t
prove it?”

Visit them in the middle of the night and force a pre-
mortem confession, was what Dante didn’t say. What he did
say was: “What kind of wrong?”

“Like, very bad.” Now Charlie looked like he wished he
hadn’t said anything. “But a long time ago.”

“If it was a long time ago, that makes it harder.” Dante
watched a brilliant orange and black butterfly land on a
pitcher plant. He wondered if he should intervene to save its
life. “Was it a matter of life and death?”

“Yes.” Charlie looked sad.

“Everything’s a matter of life and death, eventually.” Dante
wondered if he should offer to kill whoever had wronged
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Charlie. It could be part of his employee benefit plan.
Perhaps he could offer it as an incentive for Charlie to keep
the Botanical Society away.

Then he remembered the band around his wrist. Ninety
days, no bodies. Don’t take the easy path. “If you want to
prove a crime, you need to get the evidence.” Or profession-
ally fabricate it, he thought.

Charlie let out a long breath. “That’s a good place to start.
Thanks Mr. D.”

“Dante.”

Charlie mimed tipping his hat with a grin. “Sweet as.”

“Sweet as what?”

Charlie stared at him, then laughed with a delight Dante
knew he would never, ever, be able to replicate, even if he
practised for a lifetime. “It’s not sweet as anything — it’s a
saying. Just ‘sweet as.’ Try it.” He smiled encouragingly.

“Sweet as.” Dante frowned. He preferred sentences that
made sense.

Charlie beamed. “Hey, if it’s alright with you, I’ll go and trim
the camelia hedge out back now.”

Dante watched the door swing shut behind Charlie,
wondering how he’d agreed to a new glasshouse heater, a
crowd of visitors, tea, biscuits, pavlova, and the mysterious
Mrs Eleanor Graham. For all his fresh-faced innocence,
Charlie would have done well as a hostage negotiator.

Dante brushed orchid pollen off his shoulder. That was the
trouble with settling down. You let one person in, and it was
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like puncturing an artery - you couldn’t stop the flow
without major surgery.

Charlie Wilson opened the shed at the back of Dante’s
garden and tried to ignore his silent audience. At this time
of morning, before the sun grew hot, there were always
spirits hanging around. Later, as the day grew hot, they
would retreat into the shadows and dark, cool places in
town. That suited Charlie just fine.

Hanging up on the wall was an array of gardening tools:
rakes, spades, shovels, pitchforks, pruning shears and
assorted trowels. He tossed the heavy canvas garden waste
bag outside and began choosing his weapons for a surgical
pruning of the Kōwhai tree. A small ladder joined the bag
outside, then pruning shears of two different sizes.

A shiver of cold crept from the back of his neck down his
spine, heralding the presence of more ghosts. It was as if
they were waiting for something.

Charlie listened, but heard nothing but the sleepy hum of
cicadas. The dead did not always speak - especially the most
recently dead. It was as if they bled into the real world from
their spirit domain silently, the sound turned down like a
TV with a broken speaker. It took an older ghost, well
settled into its realm, to talk with Charlie.

And unless the spirit was exceptionally stubborn, it faded
slowly over time. The oldest ghosts were like photographs
left too long in the sun, barely visible in daylight, only fully
present under the full moon.
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When newly arrived ghosts did manage to communicate
with Charlie, the message wasn’t always that exciting. For
instance, one deceased lady wanted to pass on a long
forgotten sponge cake recipe. Another spirit clung to this
world with the stubborn insistence that his family continue
the feud over a contested cattle watering hole. They were
not messages that Charlie was enthused to pass on.
However, the cake recipe had been delicious.

Charlie felt a susurrus in the air. He wondered what the
collective noun for a group of ghosts was. A haunting? A
whispering? There was probably a book somewhere that
would answer his question.

One thing Charlie did know - a gathering of spirits like this
usually heralded some kind of change. Perhaps ghosts were
gifted with some special knowledge of the future, or maybe
they felt the ripples created by distant events as they made
their way to the little town of Te Kohe.

Whatever the reason, Charlie had never known them to be
wrong.
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In which Dante encounters an interloper

ante awakened from an unpleasant dream, where
invisible hands pulled him under a black river.

It was morning, and the sun already streamed
through a small crack in the curtains. He took a moment to
orientate himself. He was in the master bedroom of the
house he’d bought, in the village of Te Kohe, on the West
Coast of New Zealand.

That was correct. He wasn’t in Los Cabos, Minsk, or any of
the other places he used to work. Places where information
was gathered from dangerous people, and you were forever
checking that no one had followed you back to your anony-
mous rented room in a soulless hotel.

The sun streamed into Dante's room through a tall, elegant
window, painted a restful cream colour, and framed by an
ornate kauri architrave. He had been sleeping in this room
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for several weeks now, but he always awoke the same way -
disorientated and on edge.

In one swift movement, Dante rose out of bed. His clothes
from the night before were neatly folded on the chair. He
donned them, checking the secret pockets for his utility
knife and flashlight out of habit.

The corridor outside his room was hushed, the deep quiet
of an old house with only one silent occupant.

Feet bare, Dante paced towards the kitchen. Most of the
people he knew craved morning coffee, but Dante had never
needed an extra catalyst to come awake. The most he would
concede to the change from sleep to waking was to take
some tea with a few drops of lemon in it.

Times past, the lemon would have come out of a bottle. In
some countries, the bottle would have contained no actual
lemon juice in it.

But here, with Mrs Davison’s well tended garden extending
all around his house, Dante had begun to go au natural with
his tea seasoning.

He opened the pantry to find the fruit bowl empty of
lemons. No matter. The lemon tree was in the back garden,
a gnarled specimen that could easily have been planted
when the house was first built, making it a centanarium that
had lived through two world wars and one moon landing.

It was the fashion these days to keep old villas traditional at
the front, and create an open plan living and kitchen area at
the back, with large ranch sliders giving it that ‘indoor-
outdoor flow’ so popular with glossy magazines.
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Mrs Davison had not embraced this trend. The kitchen led
into the laundry, and from there a single solid wooden door
opened to the back yard.

Dante swung the door open and something small and black
flashed inside. He dropped into a combat crouch, every
sense on high alert.

The thing had brushed past him, lithe and light, its paws
soundless on the wooden floor. It had moved so fast he
wasn’t even sure what it was.

He’d been warned against opossums, a beloved Australian
marsupial that had become a destructive pest in New
Zealand.

He was fairly sure this was not an opossum. They were
meant to be wild, after all, and their chief threat was in
eating your fruit trees.

Dante carefully shut the door and retreated to the kitchen. It
was unoccupied.

As stealthy as a fox, he stole into the corridor. Still nothing.

The front sitting room was bathed in morning sun, and the
door was cracked open a foot. Dante pushed it wide and
looked inside.

A luxurious cream rug covered the centre of the room, with
couches arranged around it. A small coffee table was placed
on the carpet, with an empty wooden bowl positioned
precisely in the centre of it.

These were all things Dante felt it was his duty to provide. It
was like bringing an umbrella - if the sitting room was set up
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to receive guests, then hopefully none would never come to
visit.

But now, on the side of the rug where the sun streamed in,
a black cat with three white paws and one black one
lounged, fixing its green eyes on him as if he was the
intruder.

Its gaze seemed to say to him ‘what are you looking at?’ And
perhaps ‘now you’re here, you may as well bring my
breakfast.’

Dante paused.

He’d never spent much time with animals. There was that
one time in the Siberian tundra, but the cat in question had
been so many times larger than this one, he felt it hardly
counted.

Then there was the elderly neighbour when Dante was a
kid. She’d lived next door to Dante and his mother in the
crime ridden council estate they’d called home.

The old lady had fed all the neighbourhood strays. When
she’d died, and the ambulance team had come to take her
body away, the cats had all sat in silent witness, perched on
concrete walls and balustrades. Dante approved of that. It
seemed appropriate cat behaviour.

This cat, however, seemed to think it had a right to be here.

Dante frowned. The estate agent had never mentioned a cat.

“Shoo,” he said experimentally.

The cat blinked at him. He felt its scorn from six feet away. It
had a point, reflected Dante. ‘Shoo’ was hardly a warcry to
rally behind.
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“Go on,” he said, “get out of here.”

Dante advanced into the sitting room and opened the main
sash window, and then the three windows that made up the
bay window, as if the cat was a bird that would fly in panic
towards the nearest light source.

The cat did not move. It did not look like it had any inten-
tion of ever moving.

There was always the option of physical removal. Dante
took two steps towards the cat and looked down at it
doubtfully.

In the secret cupboard he’d installed on moving in, he had
kevlar body armour and combat gloves. Removing the cat
could result in some scratches, but he felt like full body
armour might be overkill. The cat might laugh at him.
Silently.

“It’s time for you to go. I mean it,” he said, advancing closer,
and winced.

He had never, ever, said ‘I mean it’ to anyone he’d been in a
confrontation with, whether they held the gun or he did. It
was an automatic tell that the person doubted their author-
ity. In conflict situations, he took threats as an invitation to
attack.

The cat took his words as an invitation to roll on its back,
stretching full length on the fluffy wool rug. It showed a
white belly, the hair longer and finer than its back.

Dante knew this for a fact because, to his great surprise, he
found himself crouched over the cat, cautiously running
callused fingers over its fluffy belly fur. A rumble started up,
like a small contented lawnmower.
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The cat was purring.

Dante wasn’t sure how long he spent stroking the cat. At
some point, he must have sat down cross legged on the
carpet, because that’s where he was now, with the cat curled
comfortably in his lap.

Sun warmed his shoulders, and the purring soothed his
morning restlessness. There was a word for this, he thought.
Contentment. Dante was pretty sure that was the right word.

Eventually, the pool of sunlight shifted away, leaving Dante
in the shade. The cat yawned and stretched again, revealing
needle white teeth. It sank its claws into Dante’s jeans just
enough for him to feel their points.

With a lithe movement, the cat was out of his lap and
padding for the door.

“Hey, wait,” said Dante, suddenly aware that he’d lost all
control of the situation.

But the cat was already through into the corridor, tail curled
in a question Dante didn’t know how to answer.

Dante followed the cat into the kitchen just in time to see it
disappear into the pantry. Inside it twined in and out of the
boxes on the floor. These boxes were full of plates, pots,
cups, cutlery - all the things which Dante knew belonged in
a kitchen.

He just hadn’t yet gotten around to unpacking and
arranging them in their proper places. It was a task he
supposed some people would find gratifying.

With three quick strides, Dante crossed to the laundry and
opened the door to the backyard again.
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“Look, enough’s enough,” he said. “There’s the outdoors.
Your home. Off you go.”

The cat poked a curious head out from the pantry. It saw
Dante and the open door. It said ‘mrrr?’ and with a sinuous
motion was up on one of the high stools by the kitchen bar
leaner.

Dante crossed his arms over his chest and glared. It irked
him to be in a stand off with a four legged creature one
tenth his size.

Somehow, though, he felt that if he simply picked the cat up
and dropped it out in the yard, he would lose the moral high
ground. Possibly he’d also lose the element of surprise in
what he suspected might turn into a turf war.

“Go on.” Dante reentered the kitchen and waved his hands
at the cat. “Off you go.”

The cat responded by jumping down from the stool and
winding around his legs.

Dante leaned down to stroke its back. It promptly arched
its back, its purr starting up like an internal two stroke
motor.

“I don’t have to let you stay,” he informed the cat. “If I do, it’s
one hundred percent my decision. And you’re only here on a
provisional basis. If you bring in fleas, or have other cats
around to visit, you’re out.”

The cat blinked its vivid green eyes up at him. Then it sat,
tail waving nonchalantly in the air.

“Right,” said Dante. “My decision. Which I’ve just decided to
make.”
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And then, because Dante always followed through on his
decisions, he went down to the dairy to get milk.

Back in the kitchen, he poured milk into a bowl newly extri-
cated from the boxes at the bottom of the pantry.

He set it down in one corner of the kitchen. The cat began to
lick delicately at the milk, then got down to business. Some-
how, it managed to both drink and purr like a miniature
Royal Enfield.

Dante watched, feeling a certain pride in his handiwork,
balanced by a faint sense of embarrassment. Was he a cat
person now? What did that even mean?

If it all got too much, he could always put tranquilisers in
the cat’s milk and take it to the next town. But that was a
dilemma he could deal with another day.

He sorted the small stack of mail he’d collected from the
post box. Mail — another novelty. People were sending
things to his house.

It was puzzling, and not altogether welcome. There were
some bills, an invitation to join the community choir and
another to join the folk dance society. And on at the bottom
of the pile was a plain white envelope with ‘Dante Reid’
handwritten on the front of it.

Dante slipped a surgically sharp knife from his wrist sheath
and opened the envelope, slicing cleanly along one edge. He
peered inside, alert to the dangers of poison powders, acid,
micro-explosives, and cheery gift card tunes.

The envelope appeared to contain none of these threats, so
he slid the letter out onto the table with the knife point. It
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was a simple white card, folded in two. Inside was typed this
message:

As I said before, I would consider it a personal favour for you to
accompany me to the Jubilee night celebrations. In return, I can
ensure your stay in Te Kohe is free from malicious rumours and
nosy neighbours.

Ted

The threat was clear — refuse, and Ted would prime the
town gossips with dark speculations about Dante and his
past.

Dante sheathed his knife. On the one hand, he didn’t like to
give in to anyone. On the other hand, the one thing harder
to fight than a remote activated incendiary device, was a
rumour. It looked like he was going to the Te Kohe Jubilee.
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In which many things are set in motion

ed slid out of his stretched Hummer and strutted
up the path to the Pepper Tree Hotel, a glam-
ourous hired model on each arm. Behind him,

Dante glided like a dangerous shadow.

It was twilight, and the building glowed, decked out like an
aged dowager in hundreds of fairy lights. It was the night of
the 120th Te Kohe Jubilee, and the entire town had turned
out for the celebration.

Ted cast a proprietary eye over the main street of Te Kohe
before he mounted the stairs. It was his town, really. For
now, anyway.

He waved at the maitre d’ and smirked at the models as
they peeled off to flank the entrance and greet the other
guests as they arrived. A few years ago, he would have let
the hands cupping the models’ waists drift lower, but
times had changed. He wasn’t about to risk an ‘indecent
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conduct’ lawsuit. Not when he had so many irons in the
fire.

“A drink, sir?” A waiter offered him a flute of champagne.

Ted emptied the glass, the sparkling wine heading down his
throat with a pleasant fizz. For Ted Andrews, everything was
going according to plan.

This summer was going to be the big one. The one he’d
been working towards for years. This Jubilee, he’d managed
to pull in some big investors from Auckland and further
afield. If they took the bait, Te Kohe would stop being a
sleepy village, home to generations of local families and
their ageing villas. Mansions with helicopter pads and gated
communities would spring up, and hopefully some high-
density housing just off main street, after the century old
villas had been bulldozed.

Of course, by the time the developers had finished with Te
Kohe, they would have ruined what attracted them in the
first place. But by then, Ted would have taken his fat stack of
cash and left for greener pastures. Sydney, maybe. Or
Dubai. Somewhere where the drugs and hookers were plen-
tiful, and the casinos never closed.

“Almost all the guests have arrived, sir,” said the head waiter,
greeting him at the entry to the dining room. “Dinner will
be served at 8pm sharp.”

“That’s just swell, Jackson,” said Ted, pleased he’d probably
gotten the man’s name right. He grinned, scoping out the
dining hall.

It was a glamorous scene. Whoever said money didn’t buy
happiness clearly didn’t have as much money as Ted. Sixty
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guests at four large tables. Silver cutlery glinting in the light
from the crystal chandeliers. Everyone in evening wear, with
serving staff flitting around discreetly filling glasses and
plying the assembled throng with fresh plates of hors
d’oeuvres.

His special investor guests were placed at the main table
where Ted would also be seated. They looked relaxed and
happy, already well into their twelve hundred dollar bottles
of pinot noir.

“Not bad for a kid from the wrong side of the tracks,” he
murmured as he crossed to stand at the head of the main
table.

Dante sat on the chair next to Ted’s, silent and watchful. Ted
stifled a frisson of unease. He’d known Dante would agree
to guard him this evening. Part of him felt proud to have
found the lever that could move a man like Dante. But Ted’s
hindbrain wasn’t happy. It sensed danger and wasn’t going
to be soothed by Ted’s cleverness.

The other occupants of the main table were mostly known
to Ted — investors and their plus ones, as well as a few
people seated here for political reasons.

The head waiter started to tap on a wine glass, and Ted plas-
tered on a broad smile as the sound cut through the conver-
sation, quieting the room.

“Ahem,” said Ted.

Everyone was turning to face him - local business owners,
district council members, his own special guests, and the
various hangers-on an event like this always attracted.
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The locals, he knew, were here to drink as much of his wine
and eat as much of his food as they could, hoping it would
help them stomach the high rent he charged them. His
smile widened. He didn’t think it would.

The investors, well. They were all seasoned professionals,
and wouldn’t make any decisions without consulting their
team of lawyers, accountants, quantity surveyors and sooth-
sayers. But tonight would be a good start in the wooing
game.

It was time for his speech.

“Greetings, all. It’s just wonderful to see you all again. You’re
all looking so fine, it’s like you haven’t aged a day.” Polite
laughter sprinkled around the tables. Ted smirked. “Every
year, I ask myself, is it really worth footing the bill for all
this? Just so as you can all drink my best wine and stuff your
faces with the finest cuisine this side of the Bombays?”

An uneasy silence fell. “And then there’s the fireworks.
Eighty thousand dollars, going up in smoke. What’s it all
for?” The silence was, if anything, heavier.

Ted spread his arms and gave them what he liked to think of
as his ‘roguish’ smile. “But then I say to myself, Ted, you
only live once! And what’s a bit of dosh between friends? For
you lot, I’d do it every year until I die. Eat, drink, and be
merry, for tomorrow the tax man cometh.” The laughter
that greeted this was louder than necessary, uncomfortable
laughter that sought to smooth over the social tension.

Ted raised his glass. “Here’s to us: may our misdeeds never
catch up with us, and may we always give the devil his due.”
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“To us!” Drunken laughter and the clinking of glasses filled
the hall as Ted sat down, beaming.

“That was quite a speech,” said Janice, a sharp-featured lady
sitting across from Ted.

“Which bit did you like best?” Ted speared a piece of
venison steak from the perfectly arranged confection in the
centre of his large white plate.

“The bit where you said it’s all worth it for us. Why even
pretend you actually give a damn?”

Ted bared his teeth in a smile. “Janice. Might I say, you’re
looking fine. All those,” he gestured at her neckline, “glittery
things. And is that a Versace dress? Who died and left you
all their worldly goods?”

“Oh, this old thing?” Janice gave a tinkly laugh. “You know
what they say, save a penny here and there, and pretty soon
you’ll have pounds a plenty.”

Noah, a wealthy investor from Wellington, had been
watching their exchange with interest, like someone at a
tennis match. Now he chimed in. “Janice, I’m Noah. Tell me,
how do you know our charming host?”

Janice simpered. Noah was expensively good-looking with
dark Mediterranean features.

“Ted and I go back a long way. I’m assistant to our town
lawyer, and we always handle his local affairs.”

She managed to pack a tonne of innuendo into the last two
words, and Ted shuddered internally. Janice was so far from
his type, she might as well be on another planet. “Janice and
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her boss have helped with a few legal matters over the years.
Small fry deals.”

“And yet you’re here at the main table,” said Noah, his smile
gleaming white. “And your boss is?”

“Over there at table three,” said Janice, looking smug. “Ted
owes me—”

“Noah,” said Ted. “See anything you liked on the town tour
today?”

“I’ll let you know if I want to invest,” said Noah. “I like what
you’ve done with the place, though.”

Janice snorted not so quietly into her wineglass. “Ted
doesn’t actually own this town.”

“Just the bits that are worth anything,” said Ted.

“Amazing how most of Te Kohe seems to be in your pocket,”
said Noah. “How did that happen?”

“Leverage,” said Ted, his smile sphinxlike. He raised his
glass.

“What would you say?” said Noah, turning to the lady on his
left. “Is or is not leverage the eighth wonder of the world? ”

Ted followed his gaze to Noah’s companion. She was around
sixty, an elegant lady with an understated style. A true clas-
sic. He knew he’d seen her before, but was having difficulty
placing her.

“I would go with plausible deniability as the eighth
wonder.” She spoke with a pleasantly mellow American
accent. New York, perhaps. But upper crust. “Hello, Ted, I’m
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Eleanor. Eleanor Graham. We met at last year’s Jubilee. By
the flower arranging area.”

“Ah. Yes.” Ted remembered. Every year, the local yokels put
together a display of flower arranging, baking, and other
homegrown crafts in a large marquee on the waterfront. He
usually never saw it, but last year he’d been avoiding Teresa,
his soon-to-be ex-wife. He’d ended up lost in the rows of
flower bouquets looking for his latest mistress. Who, it
turned out when he found her, had just thrown up over
some irate lady’s magnolias. Eleanor had arrived in time to
diffuse the situation before the two ladies came to blows.
Ted had been quite disappointed.

“I rather liked your toast,” Eleanor said. She had a
bewitching smile. It was almost enough to make Ted recon-
sider his policy of only dating women thirty years younger
than him. Almost. “When was the last time you gave the
devil his due?”

“Last Thursday,” said Ted.

“Intriguing,” said Noah. “Care to elaborate?”

“No,” said Ted.

Eleanor’s gaze flicked between Janice and Ted. “I prefer to
be on good terms with the devil myself. And I am looking
forward to your fireworks display. Anything special planned,
Ted?”

“Oh, it’ll be special,” said Ted. “Like I said, eighty thousand
dollars buys you quite the show.”

“Ted likes to splash his money around,” said Janice. Her
smile was all teeth. “Keeps the local population in check.”
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“Bread and circuses, m’dear,” said Ted. God, he wished
Janice would choke on the scallop ceviche and expire on the
dining room floor. Preferably quietly, under the table.

“How do the locals feel about Te Kohe being developed?”
said Noah.

“The council’s with me,” said Ted. “And the local businesses.
Full community support.”

“So much support you felt the need for your own security
detail tonight?” said Eleanor. Her gaze shifted to Dante,
seated silently next to Ted.

“Allow me to introduce Dante Reid,” said Ted. ”Recently
moved here from abroad. And no one’s unhappy with my
investment plans. It’s just that there’s been someone
hanging around my estate and leaving threatening notes on
my car. I don’t think it’s anything serious. Just being a bit
cautious, that’s all.”

“Someone with a grudge?” Noah swirled a mouthful of
pinot gris in his mouth before swallowing. “That’s hard to
believe for you, Ted.”

Eleanor raised one elegant eyebrow. “Pleased to meet you,
Dante.”

“Hello,” said Dante.

There was an awkward silence that Ted felt no need to
break.

“I think your mystery enemy is trying to stop the develop-
ment,” said Janice. “By any means possible.” She smiled
demurely and sampled her filet mignon.
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Noah’s eyes twinkled. “If you had to kill Ted, how would you
go about it?”

Ted mentally crossed Noah off the list of ‘first bite at the pie’
investors.

“Easy,” said Janice. “Poison his coffee. They’d never know.”

“An autopsy will pick up 97% of poisons,” said Dante.
“Motive and opportunity can be worked out from there.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Janice. She looked disappointed.

“You could sabotage the brakes of his hummer,” said Noah.
“The drive up to his manor is steep enough, surely.”

“Airbags and roll bars make the chances of a fatality only
74%,” said Dante.

Noah snapped his fingers. “Knife in the dark. And then you
could set it up to look like a bungled burglary.”

“It’s hard to get a knife between the ribs without practice,”
said Dante. “The likelihood of success for an amateur is
only 54%.”

An uneasy silence followed this pronouncement. Then
Noah said: “How would you do it, then?”

Dante fixed Noah with a flat look. “I just learned that plau-
sible deniability is the eighth wonder of the world.”

There was a moment of silence, then Eleanor favoured
Dante with a radiant smile. “I look forward to getting to
know you better, Dante. Welcome to Te Kohe.”
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The dinner progressed towards dessert and Dante watched
the diners become mellow with alcohol and full bellies. He
checked his watch. Just an hour to go, and he could be done
with Ted, his cronies, and people in general. Enjoy the small
things. Don’t kill—

“Seriously, Ted,” said Noah, pushing back in his chair, “a few
years ago in the last building crash, we thought you were a
goner, Ted. Washed out to sea like Henderson and De Voors.
How did you stage your comeback?”

“That’s for me to know,” said Ted, baring his teeth.

“And us to find out?” finished Noah.

“I don’t think so.” Ted was still in his dinner jacket, a fine
beading of sweat on his forehead. “I’ll tell you what, though,
if you prove you’re worthy, I’ll tell you.”

“Oh yeah?” said Noah, leaning forward. “And how’s that
work?”

“A wager.” Ted’s eyes gleamed. “Your fancy watch if you
lose.”

“And if I win?” Noah’s slouched back, expensively disin-
terested.

Ted shrugged. “Whatever you like.”

“You’re confident of victory,” observed Noah. “That’s suspi-
cious in itself.”

“Oh, just do your party trick,” broke in Janice. Her colour
was high, her voice a little too loud.

Ted and Noah’s gazes were locked on each other. Neither
had looked away at Janice’s comment.
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Noah flicked his fingers. “Anything?”

“You heard me,” said Ted.

“But this is a Patek Philippe Nautilus,” said Noah. “And I
don’t think the gold goes with your eyes.”

“You could ask for my estate,” said Ted.

“Perhaps I could suggest a lesser wager,” said Eleanor,
smiling.

“You wash the dishes down in the hotel kitchen tonight,”
said Noah, not smiling. “But I don’t think you’d bet on
anything if you thought you’d lose.”

“Just admit you’re scared to lose,” said Ted. “No hard
feelings.”

“Oh, come on,” said Janice. She flicked her hair back,
showing off her pearl necklace. “I’ll wager these gorgeous
pearls that whatever Ted’s going to do, it won’t be worth a
genuine Patek Phillippe.”

“That’s a sure bet,” said Noah, flashing her a sardonic smile.

Dante wondered if Noah and Janice were in on a scam
together. Or Janice and Ted. Their mutual loathing seemed
too real to be an act though.

“The lady’s pearls are acceptable wager loot,” said Ted. He
beckoned a waiter over. “Three espresso cups please. And
something small and round - like a marble.”

Dante saw Eleanor relax back in her seat slightly. She knew
what Ted was about to do. He wondered how a respectable
looking lady in her sixties had come by this knowledge.
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“It’s called the Shell Game,” said Ted, as a black clad waiter
handed him the three cups and a marble. “It was played in
ancient Egypt and Rome. It’s still played, anywhere tourists
want to earn a bit of extra spending money.”

“I’m sure they think that,” drawled Noah.

There was a pause in the conversations around the table as
the other diners stopped to watch the show.

“The rules are simple,” said Ted, tipping the cups up so that
Noah, Janice and Eleanor could see they were empty. He
placed them open side down on the table cloth, covering the
round marble with the middle cup. “All you have to do is
guess where the marble is, and you win, my friend. Follow
the cup, follow the ball, round and round, she goes.” As he
spoke, the cups circled and spun on the table cloth, a
complicated dance to confuse anyone trying to follow the
cup with the marble in it.

Dante recognised the patter of an experienced hustler, and
wondered where and when Ted had acquired such skills.
Eleanor’s face had a small appreciative smile as she watched
Ted shuffle the cups.

“How’s your luck, holding?” said Ted. “You guess right, I’ll
wash dishes tonight.” He grinned. “Guess wrong, and
Janice’s pearls are mine for a song.”

Noah didn’t answer. His attention was fixed on following the
ball with the marble under it through many changes in
direction, circles, and crossovers Ted was doing.

“You ready?” said Ted.

Noah pointed at one of the cups, and Ted’s face fell.
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“You have a good eye,” he said, and lifted the cup. The
small blue marble winked up at them. A low murmur of
amusement arose around the table. Everyone liked to see
Ted lose.

“Not so bad, eh,” said Noah.

“I was going slow on purpose,” said Ted gruffly. “That was
just a practice.”

“Whatever, old man,” said Noah.

“First to win three games,” said Ted. “And I’ll wash dishes
for a week.”

“You’re on,” said Noah, the gleam of conquest in his
eyes. “Go.”

This time Ted moved the cups faster, the white porcelain
flashing under the chandelier’s light as he spun and swirled
the cups over the tablecloth. Eyes narrowed, Noah followed
the cup with marble in it.

“That one,” he said, pointing at the middle one. And there
was the marble.

“Three’s the charm,” said Ted, eyes gleaming.

“You’re washing dishes tonight,” said Noah, a Hollywood
grin spreading across his face.

“Surely you’re not going to let Janice risk her pearls over
this?” said Ted. “Go on, you’re two up already. Be a man and
bet your own gear.”

“You’re still coveting this?” Noah’s watch flashed gold as he
twisted it on his wrist. He hesitated, then smirked. “Fine.
The watch if I lose.”



Sample: The Retired Assassin’s Guide to Country Garde… 47

Ted’s smile was that of a crocodile spotting a young faun on
its way to the watering hole. “Game on, old sport.”

Dante had seen the Shell Game played many times, in many
forms, on streets in many crowded tourist traps. The most
memorable had ended in a knife fight, and he’d melted back
into the crowd to avoid the inevitable arrival of the police.

The point of the game was that Noah didn’t stand a chance,
and he never had. Anyone who knew how the game was
played knew that the dealer won whenever he wanted to.

Which was proved as Noah guessed incorrectly for the next
two games.

Now they were tied, two games each. Whoever won the next
game would triumph. Noah leaned forward as Ted shuffled
the cups. His eyes followed the cup on its route, pushed here
and there by Ted’s surprisingly nimble hands.

“Follow the ball, follow the cup, follow it fast, follow it slow,
if luck is with you, win you will,” said Ted. He was watching
Noah now, smile gloating.

The cups stopped.

“Make your guess,” said Ted.

Noah’s eyes were fixed on the cup in the centre - the cup
where the ball had originally been placed. He moved to
point to it, then hesitated.

Dante knew Noah had guessed correctly the last two times.
But the marble hadn’t been there.

Noah bit his lip, then pointed at the cup to the left.

With a smirk, Ted flipped it up. Empty.
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“Show me the other cups,” growled Noah. “I want to see.”

“Sure, no problem.” Ted flipped the one on the right. Empty.
Then, with a showman’s pass, he slipped the central cup
back, and Dante saw the marble flick under it from its
resting place in Ted’s palm, where it had been since the start
of the game.

Ted lifted the cup, and there was the marble.

“Dammit! I knew that’s where it was!” said Noah. He glared
at Ted.

“Fair’s fair,” said Ted. “You played, you won, and then…” he
leered, “you lost.”

“This watch was a gift from my father,” said Noah. “It has
sentimental value.”

“I assure you,” said Ted, “I’ll value it highly.”

“My father left it to me in his will.”

“Then you shouldn’t have wagered it,” said Ted. His eyes
were cold, and Dante tensed, on alert for the possibility of
violence.

There was a taut silence, then with a glower, Noah flicked
open the watch strap and tossed it onto the table cloth. Like
a greedy five year old, Ted snatched it up, gloating.

Noah sat back, arms crossed. “You really are a piece of work,
Ted Andrews.”

Ted grinned, sliding the watch into his coat pocket. “I’m
going to make your millions. Surely you don’t begrudge me
this small win?”
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“Some more pinot noir please,” said Noah, turning to
Eleanor.

She obliged, pouring with an easy grace.

A waiter glided up to Ted and whispered in his ear.

“Alright!” Ted bounced to his feet, knife ringing on his wine
glass. “Ladies and gentleman, it’s time for the fireworks. Our
lovely maitre ‘d will lead the way.”

Guests began standing up, gathering their possessions and
getting ready to follow the maitre ‘d up the staircase to the
balcony.

Dante scanned the crowd. The crowd wore light summer
garments, not ideal for the task of concealing an underarm
or side holster. At this stage, he hadn’t decided if he was
pleased that no attempt had been made on Ted’s life.

One thing he was certain of: the evening had been more
interesting than expected.
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In which the plot thickens

leanor checked the card with her assigned seat
number. Around her, the other guests, pleasantly
full of food and alcohol, spilled out onto the

balcony of the Pepper Tree Hotel to watch the fireworks
display.

The balcony was at the back of the building, facing the
harbour. It was flanked by two wings that reached out
towards the sea, creating the courtyard where a hundred
year old pepper tree raised gnarled branches to the sky.

Ted’s staff had set up two rows of tiered seating on the
balcony. Eleanor glanced sideways at the other guests. Her
seat was in the front row and Ted was stationed a few seats
down from her next to Noah.

Dante stood by the door, a solid shadow silhouetted against
the interior lights, until Ted beckoned him over. A brief



Sample: The Retired Assassin’s Guide to Country Garden… 51

exchange, and Dante disappeared back into the hotel on
some errand.

Eleanor sank gracefully into her seat. The wine she’d drunk
gave a pleasant glow to the surroundings, and she smiled in
anticipation.

Seated at the end of the row top, Janice looked pleased. Her
fingers wrapped her pearl necklace, and Eleanor wondered
how an attorney’s assistant could afford such finery. A recent
inheritance, perhaps? The relationship between Janice and
Ted intrigued her. They clearly loathed each other. Why
had Ted invited her at all, let alone seated her at the table
with the best wine?

One hundred metres offshore a barge floated, packed to the
gunnels with high-grade explosives ready to shoot fiery
colours across the sky in a display of wondrous wealth and
waste.

Eleanor leaned back in her seat and smiled. She had loved
fireworks ever since her first Fourth of July celebration. Now,
sixty-two years later, she was still enamoured with them. To
her mind, they perfectly embodied the ephemeral nature of
life.

We’re all here and then gone in a flash, she thought, leaving
little to no trace of our existence, fireflies vanishing with the
dawn.

A waiter with a silver tray came around for one last drinks
refill, and then the porch lights switched off.

Eleanor felt the stir of excitement. The show was about to
begin.
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The first rocket burst into the sky with an explosion of gold
and crimson, spreading out into the sky like a phoenix
flower. A cheer came up from the locals crowded down on
the waterfront walkway.

Ted had been right - eighty thousand dollars did buy quite
the show.

Great blossoms of fire spread across the sky, accompanied
by oohs and ahs from the crowd. Except for those jaded
souls who were not to be impressed by such childish
delights.

Eleanor sipped her martini, then nearly spilled it as
someone jostled past behind her, heading for the exit. It was
Ted, holding an empty glass. It seemed he couldn’t even go
ten minutes without some liquid entertainment, she
thought, then forgot about him as a shower of violet
sparkles crackled across the blackness above.

The fireworks built to a crescendo, filling the sky with fiery
fountains blooming in the darkness, bursting into fractals
across the night sky.

Finally, with a triumphant thunderclap, the last rocket
soared across the heavens and silence fell.

The audience stirred, making sure it was over before they
began a round of applause.

Then came a ‘bang’ loud enough to make Eleanor jump,
and someone behind her yelled in pain.

“Arghh! Shit!” It was Ted’s voice. “I’ve been shot!”

The guests reacted like a flock of startled pigeons. Half of
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them rushed towards Ted, while the other half crowded the
door back into the hotel, frantic to get off the balcony.

Eleanor set her drink down and took stock. Ted was ducked
down in his chair, his hand clapped to his upper arm. A
woman was screaming, and two others were fighting to get
past her and back into the hotel.

Jackson, the owner of the local pistol club, was pointing
towards the other wing of the hotel where you could just
see, in the uplighting from the garden, that a window was
broken. Was that the shooter’s position?

Dante appeared on the balcony, moving fast. He lifted Ted
out of his seat as if he weighed nothing, then vanished with
him into the hotel.

In the mad scramble, Eleanor saw one thing out of place. A
lady sat, head bowed, unmoving as the guests jostled past her.

Eleanor felt a rush of cold sweep through her, banishing the
glow of the martini. She slipped between the seats and
made her way along to where the lady sat.

It was Janice.

There was a small dark hole in the side of her head, in the
smooth soft circle of her temple. Eleanor put two fingers to
Janice’s neck to feel for a pulse, but she already knew what
she would find.

Janice was dead.

Nothing more to be done, then.

Eleanor looked back towards the dark wing of the hotel
where the shooter might still be, then ducked into the
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stream of people hustling through the door into the relative
safety of the hotel. Where she had least expected it, amidst
the beauty of the fiery display, a public murder had taken
place.



I
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In which Eleanor assists the police with their enquiries

nside the hotel, people were shouting, half in shock,
half in excitement.

It seemed no one else had noticed that Janice had
been murdered.

Eleanor went in search of Ted. Dante would be with him,
and he would have some ideas about finding the shooter.

Who had been the target: Ted, Janice, or someone else
entirely?

How unusual, she thought distantly, for something like this
to happen in Te Kohe. It was much more the kind of thing to
occur in her old world of high art, New York billionaires,
and highly flexible morals.

Down in the kitchen, a shaky Ted was being examined by
Dr. Galway, a small man with a grey goatee and round
glasses.
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Ted was looking pale and suddenly sober. His jacket and
shirt was off, and blood leaked from a wound on his
upper arm.

“Steady on there, Ted,” said Dr Galway. “It’s not that deep,
just a graze really. I don’t think it’ll even need stitches, just a
good dressing. You’re a lucky guy.”

“Yeah.” Ted clasped his hands together to stop them shak-
ing, and Eleanor felt a momentary stab of sympathy.

“Where’s Dante?” she asked Charlie, who was standing with
a crowd of kitchen staff in their uniform whites.

“He went after the shooter,” said Charlie. He looked pale as
well.

“Has someone called the police?” said Eleanor.

“I did,” said a tall Polynesian man wearing a chef ’s hat.
“Rosie is on her way.”

“Just Rosie?” said Eleanor.

“Yar. Hemi’s off chasing those guys who prank the police
station every Jubilee. This year they’re planning to steal all
the lightbulbs,” the man said with a grin.

“So Hemi is chasing Zak and his mates?” asked Charlie.

“Oh yeah,” said Sione.

Charlie looked at Eleanor. “They’ll have gone bush. Hemi
won’t be back for a while.”

“Well, someone will have to find him fast, because there’s a
dead woman on the balcony,” said Eleanor. Gasps of shock
echoed around the crowd of staff. Eleanor scanned the
throng, searching for reactions that looked unnatural -
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either overstated or understated. Unfortunately, they all
looked genuine.

Ted’s face went white. “That could have been me. It was
probably meant to be me.”

“Dante is looking for the perpetrator,” said Eleanor crisply.
“I suggest you stay here until he is back.” She turned to walk
out of the kitchen.

“Now hang on,” said Ted. “Where are you going?”

“It’ll take more than one junior policewoman to secure the
crime scene,” said Eleanor. “There’s a lot of people in the
hotel.”

“That’s none of your business.” Ted’s face rapidly lost its
pale hue and turned slightly red.

“There has been a murder,” said Eleanor. “And Rosie will
need help until Hemi gets here. Why are you so concerned?”

“I’ve just been shot,” Ted appealed to the doctor, “and this
woman is butting where she doesn’t belong.”

“I need to make sure the crime scene is properly secured
and the witnesses catalogued,” said Eleanor.

“You shouldn’t meddle in this business.” For just a moment,
Ted’s eyes hooded, and Eleanor caught a look of utter
malevolence. It was so out of place in this context that she
felt a chill, thrown off balance by this unexpected enmity.

Eleanor smiled sweetly. “I’ll tell Rosie you’re making a
speedy recovery,” she said, and left the room.

In the corridor outside the kitchen Eleanor stood for a
moment, turning the memory over in her mind. It would be
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easy to discount what she’d seen in Ted’s eyes. It would be
easy to dismiss it as an imagined insight. But Eleanor had
survived some interesting situations by reading people accu-
rately and trusting her intuition.

“When someone tells you who they are, believe them the
first time," Maya Angelou had said. Ted’s eyes had told
Eleanor, clear as a sign above his head, that here was a man
who could do great harm to others.

Eleanor hummed softly to herself as she walked back
towards the dining room. Upstairs was a dead woman,
downstairs a wounded man, and somewhere in the town of
Te Kohe, a murderer.

Up in the dining hall, confusion reigned.

Constable Rosemary Kimble was in the middle of the room,
unconvincing in her severe black police uniform, like a
fresh-faced university student going to a fancy dress party. It
was her freckles, Eleanor supposed. They lent her an air of
youthful innocence that made it impossible to see her as an
authority figure. Somehow, Constable Kimble always trans-
formed into Rosie.

The young policewoman was currently attempting to get the
guests to gather and give their details to her. Unfortunately,
the guests, in a state of high excitement, were much more
interested in discussing the dramatic events of the evening.

Eleanor sighed. It was time someone took charge.

She climbed on a chair and gave a piercing whistle.
Everyone turned to stare.

“Your attention, please.” Eleanor smiled down at the
throng. “I am assisting Constable Kimble in her duties this
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evening until Sergeant Hemi arrives. You will all please
line up along the far wall, and Rosie will take down your
names and contact details. You will then proceed to the
foyer, where refreshments will be passed around, and
further questions may be asked of you. Everyone who was
on the balcony please go to the front of the line. Thank
you.”

She watched in satisfaction as the guests lined up and Rosie
gave her a relieved smile.

That was one thing sorted. Next would be arranging the
refreshments so the guests stayed in the foyer. But first, she
wanted to take another look around the balcony. It was
possible there was some vital evidence still there.

Eleanor met Dante on the stairs leading up to the balcony.

“Dante,” said Eleanor. “What have you been up to?”

“I was looking for the shooter,” said Dante.

“And?”

“There’s a small pantry with a window that looks towards
the balcony,” said Dante. “The window was broken. What-
ever broke it blew the shards of glass outwards.”

“A bullet?”

Dante shrugged. “Could be.”

They stepped onto the balcony, now lit up in a blaze of
outdoor lights. Janice was still slumped in place. The two of
them navigated the tiered seating to stand over to the body.
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Eleanor took several photos of the scene on her phone.
Dante sighted fromJanice’s head to the broken pantry
window in the wing of the hotel.

“Could a bullet aimed at Janice have grazed Ted?” asked
Eleanor.

“Perhaps,” said Dante. “Although you’d want forensics to
check what angle the bullet entered the victim’s head.”

“It could have been a bullet aimed at Ted that missed and
killed Janice,” Eleanor mused. She stepped back and
photographed Janice.

As she put her phone away, the full force of what had
happened struck her. In an instant, this woman had gone
from a lively, if not particularly likeable human being, to an
empty shell.

Eleanor had to admit that Janice’s murder intrigued her.
Who in Te Kohe would commit a murder? And in such a
very public manner?

“Could the bullet have been fired from somewhere else?”
she asked Dante.

He stepped back and surveyed the scene. They both
appeared to remember exactly where Ted had been seated.

“It would have to be close by,” said Dante. “For it to have
grazed Ted’s arm and hit Janice.”

They both looked towards the hotel facade.

“The other windows are fixed pane,” said Dante. “I don’t
think a shooter would have used one of those.”
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“What did Ted tell you at the start of the fireworks show?”
asked Eleanor.

“He wanted me to go check on his car,” said Dante. “He said
someone had been hanging around the garage, and he was
worried they’d pick this moment to vandalise the car.”

“Did you go check on the car?”

“Yes. There was no one there.”

Eleanor pictured the garage - one of just a few private car
parks supplied to senior hotel staff. It was roofed over and
trellised all around, and located in an unlit part of the back
of the hotel.

She sighed. Someone going to check on Ted’s gaudy
stretched Hummer would probably not be noticed by
anyone in the busy crowds of the Jubilee.

“Did anyone see you in the garage?” she said.

“No,” said Dante.

“Did you shoot at Janice? Or Ted?”

“No.”

It was said simply, with utter conviction. Eleanor found
herself, if not convinced, then satisfied for now.

“This might put you in a difficult position.”

Dante was silent. Eleanor had no idea what was going
through his mind.

“I would like to remain here in Te Kohe,” he said at last.
“Charlie Wilson has been teaching me how to garden.”

“Gardening can be therapeutic,” said Eleanor.
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“I would rather not be involved,” said Dante. “This is a small
town, full of people who have known each other for years.
Rumours can be damaging.”

“It is entirely that kind of place,” said Eleanor. “However, it’s
best not to borrow trouble from tomorrow.”

Dante looked at her in puzzlement.

“I mean take each day as it comes.”

“I always do that,” he said.

They both stood for a moment in silent contemplation.

“I didn’t know Janice well,” said Eleanor. “She struck me as a
mean-spirited and unhappy person, who preferred displays
of wealth to real relationships. She was married to her
husband Derek for twenty five years. I imagine he will miss
her profoundly.”

Dante nodded slowly. “We can all learn from each other. I
hope she has found peace now. And is in a better place.”

He said the sentences carefully, as if reading from an inner
handbook labelled ‘demonstrating empathy and showing
respect for the dead.’

Eleanor felt the last glow of wine and adrenaline drain away.
Hopefully, someone would locate Hemi in the thickly
forested hills behind Te Kohe where cellphone signals were
nonexistant. Until then, she could help Rosie bring order to
the chaos.

“I’ll go locate a staff member to lock the doors to the
balcony.” Eleanor took one last look at Janice’s body, and
turned away to reenter the hotel. The night was far from
over.


