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1
Christmas on the beach
Christmas on the beach had been a Douglas family tradition since before Matiu was born. It was the novelty of Christmas in summer that had prompted newly emigrated Colleen Douglas, her skin as white as her hair was red, to declare she wanted to greet Christmas with champagne on the beach. It was her first Christmas in New Zealand, and she and Tama Douglas, her young lawyer husband, newly returned from a working holiday in England, during which he had met and fallen in love with Colleen, had taken a picnic basket to Westshore Beach and toasted their new life together.
That was seventeen years ago. The tradition remained, but the cast of the play had changed. There were five of them this year, and Colleen Douglas was not one of them. Nevertheless, it promised to be the happiest Christmas since Tama and Colleen had separated, two years ago, though that wasn’t really saying much.
The sun was barely peeking through Mat’s curtains, when his father knocked on the door. ‘It’s time,’ Tama announced blearily, his burly frame just visible through the crack in the door. ‘You wake the others, and I’ll crank up the coffee machine.’
Mat was already awake, running his hands through the fur of Fitzy’s neck. Fitzy was a massive Labrador…today. He was also a turehu, a shape-shifting goblin, though he liked being a dog best. Lately he’d taken to using a small child’s form and wandering around the streets of Napier in Mat’s old clothes, peering at the Christmas lights.
‘Hey, Fitzy, merry Christmas,’ Mat whispered.
Fitzy licked his face, leaving wet slobber dripping down Mat’s chin.
‘Ugh!’ Mat shoved, and the turehu rolled and flopped onto the floor, protesting sleepily. ‘Now I’ll have to wash. You wake the others!’
Fitzy sniggered, just like Muttley from Wacky Races, and sauntered out of Mat’s bedroom. Mat wiped his face on his sleeve and sat up. He heard a burst of female laughter from down the hall, cutting through the walls like light through shadow. I better grab the bathroom before Kelly does, Mat decided, scurrying for the door.
He just got to the bathroom door before a garish figure in a vivid pink dressing gown with a mop of bright green hair exploded from the third bedroom, Fitzy bouncing at her feet. ‘Me! Me first!’ Kelly yelped. ‘Me first!’
‘Hi, Kel!’ he called as he slammed the door in her face. Kelly the Magic Clown was renowned for spending hours in the bathroom, so it was unwise to let her get in before you. ‘Merry Christmas!’ he added smugly as he locked the door behind him.
‘Huh! Merry Christmas my arse! Let me in!’ She pounded on the door.
‘Wait your turn,’ Mat called, turning on the shower.
‘It is my turn!’ Kelly lowered her voice to a wheedling whisper. ‘I’ll give you a present if you let me go first.’
‘You’re giving me one anyway; I’ve seen it under the tree.’
‘I’ll let you have Wiri’s present too.’
‘Then what’ll he have?’
Kelly laughed slyly. ‘Oh, he’s already had his present.’
Mat’s face burned. He got into the shower, so that he wouldn’t be able to hear her. ‘Five minutes!’ he called.
He washed briskly, humming to himself. A Christmas carol, he realised after a while, one the music teacher at Napier Boys’ High School had been getting the boys to sing at assembly before school finished. They had boomed it out at the end-of-year assembly a few weeks ago, making the school hall thrum.
Drying in front of the foggy mirror, he caught a glimpse of himself that was uncannily like an old black-and-white photo of his father, when Tama had been a teenager. The same jaw and cheekbones, the same eyebrows. The Maori mouth, full-lipped and smiling. But Tama had been very brown, and Mat had inherited lighter skin and a reddish tinge to his dark hair from his mother, as well as her green eyes. When he tilted his head just so, though, he almost was his father, just for a second. It made him feel old. He touched the koru-knot pendant he always wore at his throat and shivered; wrapping the towel about his middle, he opened the bathroom door.
‘Six minutes and forty-two seconds,’ Kelly growled, from where she was kneeling on the floor, cuddling Fitzy. She stood up and suddenly beamed. ‘Morning, Matty-Mat,’ she said, hugging him.
Mat, unused to being hugged by young women whilst wrapped only in a towel, fled.


It was three months since his life had changed for ever. Flight from Puarata, the tohunga makutu, had turned into a quest to save an immortal warrior from a life of servitude. It had ended at Cape Reinga, but in many ways that had just been a beginning. For Mat had discovered that he had abilities he never suspected, and still didn’t understand.
At the heart of that journey had been the discovery that alongside the world he knew, there was another world, made of ghosts and memories. Dead people dwelt there, amidst the creatures of myth and legend. Aotearoa, they called it. Others named it Te Ao Kihau—the Ghost World. It was still difficult to believe it was real, but Mat had been there and knew. There were pa, villages, towns and cities, all filled with solid ghosts living lives and half-lives in a place where belief was more important than logic, where superstition ruled reason. A frightening and thrilling and strangely sad place that made him tremble just to think about it.
In the three months since, normality had reasserted itself a little. He had had to go back to school, of course; NCEA Level One needed his attention. Whatever future he would have—and now that he had glimpsed Aotearoa, he was even less sure about where life would take him—he still needed some education. He’d thrown himself back into physical education too; all the very real dangers he had faced made being fit and fast seem as important as knowing how to read and write. His chest was deeper and shoulders bigger already, or so he liked to fancy when he was dressing in front of the mirror.
But this morning, he was in a hurry, flinging on clothes and racing downstairs to join the others. It was Christmas Day! The child inside him was more than a little excited, even though he was sixteen now and practically grown up.
Wiri was in the kitchen with Tama when Mat arrived downstairs. Mat saw him through the open door and paused to stare, as strangers and friends always did when they saw Wiri. He was an arresting sight—tall with lean muscular limbs, and an eye-catching face. His curly hair was trimmed, but long enough to partially cover his only blemish, an ugly scar on his left temple. He was clad in a plain grey T-shirt and trackpants, but Mat always thought of him clad in the traditional cloak and flax skirt of a Maori toa, a warrior. For that was what he was. His soul had been trapped by Puarata in the bone tiki Mat had stolen. But he was free of that now, a formerly immortal warrior learning to live in the real world.
He turned as Mat came in. ‘Kia ora, Mat,’ he smiled, extending a hand. ‘You won the bathroom race this morning, did you?’
Mat grinned. ‘Third time this week.’
‘That’s because I’m distracting her for you,’ Wiri winked.
Mat blushed again. Wiri and Kelly were in love, and making no secret about it. It had begun when they had all met, on that chase to Reinga. Last week they had announced they were going to marry. Tama Douglas had been pulling some strings to get Wiri a few modern-life essentials, like a birth certificate and a tax number, so that the ex-immortal warrior legally existed. Tama had fixed it all, producing documentation from some ‘contacts’ claiming Wiri was from a Northland family that had been out of touch with the modern world and hadn’t registered their child. The civil servants in Wellington had been condescending and sneering, but had fallen for it. Tama said it was the best fun he’d had at work for years.
Kelly’s parents couldn’t be told the truth, of course—not yet—but they had met him and been charmed. The one cloud on the horizon was that Wiri and Kelly would be moving to Wellington to live.
Tama finished steaming milk for a round of coffee; he had a new coffee machine that was his pride and joy. He and Wiri sipped the rich brew, murmuring appreciatively. It was a ritual for Tama; Mat thought of it as his dad’s version of a Japanese tea ceremony.
The three of them chatted idly, about nothing much. The Christmas tradition dictated that there would be no presents until after they got back from the beach, but they nibbled toast, and bantered good-naturedly. Fitzy arrived, and snuffled around a raw steak Tama gave him before wolfing it down. He seldom showed his true goblin form, but even so, Tama was uncomfortable around him, and quickly withdrew to dress.
Tama had still not fully accepted every thing that had befallen Mat three months ago. There was a good reason for that; initially Tama Douglas had been working for Puarata, who he believed to be a Maori of status, an elder or kaumatua, and had believed his son a thief. Only first-hand evidence of Puarata’s true nature had made him realise that his client was in fact a sinister underworld figure, and his only son was in grave danger. Deep down, Mat knew that Tama hadn’t forgiven himself, and some days, Mat hadn’t forgiven him either. Wiri told Mat to be patient, but it wasn’t easy.
It was almost an hour before Kelly emerged, her bright green hair teased into an electric shock of spikes, with a silky spotted dress wrapped about her well-rounded form. She slid into Wiri’s arms and nuzzled him. ‘Coffee,’ she moaned. ‘Must have coffee, or die.’
Wiri looked at Mat. ‘We better save her, I guess.’
‘She tried to bribe me with your present, earlier,’ Mat observed. ‘She’s untrustworthy.’
‘Mat!’ Kelly protested. ‘I might have said that, but I’d never have done it.’
‘See, untrustworthy!’ Mat raised a finger cheerily, chalking himself ‘one point’ in the air.
Kelly poked her tongue out at him, then returned to snuggling up to Wiri. ‘You’ll make me coffee, won’t you, darling? For your princess? With that big complicated machine that princesses don’t know how to use.’
Wiri kissed her forehead. ‘Of course, princess.’
Mat rolled his eyes in mock despair. ‘When I have a girlfriend, I won’t let her twist me round her finger like that,’ he declared.
Wiri raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s a lofty ambition, bro. Beyond most of us.’ He looked a trifle rueful.
‘Matty-Mat, we’ll remember that comment,’ Kelly laughed, ‘and use it against you at every opportunity.’


It was after ten by the time they hit the beach. The Hawke’s Bay skies were brilliant blue, and went on for ever, from the line of hills behind them to the oceanic horizon. Silver sunlight caught in the rippling seas and stung their eyes.
They were at their traditional spot, on the beach opposite their house on Marine Parade, just south of the Millennial Arch, a striking sculpture commemorating the new millennium. They were the only ones there, so early on Christmas Day. A kilometre inland, a church bell pealed from the Catholic church on Munro Street, the one that looked like a massive round concrete water tank. Mat had seen photos of the old one, the one like a wooden cathedral that had burned down before he was born. Tama had been christened there, but they didn’t do church these days. Some days he thought he might be missing some thing; most of his friends were taken to church every Sunday, even Riki, but Tama had been having professional run-ins with church people in his criminal lawyer role for years, and now boycotted them. It was another thing he and the sentimentally Catholic Colleen had argued about.
They were laden down with hampers and chilly bins. There were bakery-bought savouries and cakes, and plastic flutes to sip champagne from. Tama had splurged on a French champagne that he’d been itching to open for weeks now. Mat thought it was almost tasteless, but the others all sighed as if sipping nectar, so he guessed it was just him. He switched to lemonade instead. They toasted each other, and enjoyed the food, staring out across the waters.
Gulls circled above, the bolder ones swooping close, looking for leavings. Fitzy growled at them lazily. The smell of fish and seaweed wafted about them, cool and crisp despite it being summer. The waves crunched in the shingle of the beach, and hissed as they sucked at the coast. The beach here wasn’t good for swimming, with too much of a rip, but the waters were peaceful and calm today, with views north to Napier Hill, and south to Cape Kidnappers.
They enjoyed a leisurely feast, taking their time and savouring the food and wine. It was several hours before they drifted home. Mat was in no hurry. He still felt some of his younger self’s longing for gifts and presents and chocolate, but it was tempered by the growing adult within. Some of the innocence was gone, the everyday magic of Santa eclipsed by deeper magic.
He had recently heard his father tell Wiri that he no longer recognised Mat. ‘It’s like there is an adult in there, in a teenage body. I can’t get a handle on him,’ Tama Douglas had complained, unaware that Mat could overhear him. It had hurt him a little, but that was tinged with a little pride.
Mat even recognised how Tama was trying to compensate. His birthday presents from his father had been embarrassingly lavish, and when they all opened their Christmas presents on returning home, they were just as overpowering. An electronic game console and games, an iPod, a laptop, a new racing bicycle, a new surfboard, and many small things that cumulatively must have cost a fortune. It felt like he was being bribed. None of it had brought them closer together though, and he and his father still hadn’t really talked about what had happened at Reinga.
After lunch, Wiri and Kelly packed up Kelly’s Volkswagen, newly refurbished and now painted in vivid orange and pink with her ‘Kelly the Magic Clown’ logo on back and front. They were off to Wellington. They had to be there for dinner at Kelly’s parents, four hours’ drive away.
‘Take care, little brother,’ Wiri told him as they hugged goodbye. He clapped Mat on the shoulder, as if trying to jolt him into smiling. ‘Hey, I’ve got some news for you. Remember how I promised that once we were through your school year, I’d get someone to visit you, and maybe give you some training?’ He waggled his fingers. ‘You know, on your “special abilities”? Well, there’s someone coming in the New Year. A man named Jones. I’ve spoken to him on the phone. Sounds like a cranky old bugger, but I’ve heard lots of good things about him.’
‘Jones?’ Mat queried. ‘Just “Jones”?’
‘That’s all I know. He’s a Brit though, so he probably has some posh triple-barrelled name that’s too embarrassing to use. Anyway, he’s on his way.’
Mat brightened briefly at the thought, but it didn’t remove the fact that Wiri and Kelly were about to leave. An afternoon with just Dad didn’t promise much. Dad might give him presents galore, but he never actually spent time with him. Just once, he wanted his father to sit down and play a game, or toss a ball, or anything, really. Tama had promised he’d have a go at one of the new racing games on the console this afternoon, but he’d broken those sorts of promises before.
‘I wish you were coming north to Gisborne with us,’ Mat said to Wiri quietly.
Wiri shrugged. ‘Gotta do what we gotta do, mate.’ He gave a wry wink. ‘Have to get in good with the prospective in-laws, eh?’
Kelly wrapped her arms around Mat from behind, and kissed the back of his neck. ‘Hey, Matty-Mat-Mat.’
He wriggled in her grasp. ‘Jeez, don’t call me that, I’m sixteen!’
‘Really? Too old and cool to hang with clowns, are you?’
‘Nooo. But…y’know…’
Kelly laughed. ‘Yep. That’s why I do it. You have a good time up in Gizzy! Say hi to your mum from us.’
Mat and Tama were heading north the following day, to meet up with Mum. It was the first part of what Tama referred to as ‘Operation Reconciliation’. He and Colleen had holidayed in Gisborne when they were newlyweds, and he seemed to be hoping this might rekindle their old romance. Fitzy was staying behind to guard the house, though Mat suspected deeper motivations concerning some of the turehu’s nocturnal prowling.
‘Yeah, sure,’ Mat replied glumly.
Wiri leant in and spoke softly to him. ‘Take care up there, Mat. Gisborne is not a place to trifle with.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘It’s the Wild East, mate,’ he said, his face solemn. ‘Lots of old history and dangerous stories. The Maori wars had a heavy impact upon it. There were lots of deaths. Puarata’s base was in the Ureweras. You shouldn’t go into Aotearoa when you’re there. I’m serious.’
Mat nodded, bowing his head. It sounded like this holiday was going to be worse than he’d thought.
Kelly tousled his hair. ‘Hey, don’t look so glum, chum. We’ll be back soon, and we’ll all have a great time. Enjoy yourself! You’ve got friends up there, haven’t you?’
Mat brightened. ‘Yeah, Riki is going to be up there with his grandparents.’
‘There! Cool!’ Kelly patted his shoulder. ‘Have a good time, Matty!’
Tama came out to see them off, and finally the VW pulled away with much honking and waving, with Fitzy chasing it halfway done the road before coming back, panting happily.
Tama patted his shoulder. ‘Well, I suppose you better set up that game, eh?’ He didn’t sound enthusiastic. But his cellphone rang before they could even settle into the lounge. Tama took the call. ‘What? He did what?’ He strode towards his office. ‘You better give me the details.’ His voice sounded businesslike and angry. Mat felt his heart sink.


He didn’t see Dad again all afternoon, and the house seemed cold and empty with Wiri and Kelly gone. He didn’t really feel like gaming, and had packed that in hours ago. As the sun went down, he was quietly creating and dispelling a little ball of light as evening fell, staring out the window. It was some thing Pania of the Reef had shown him how to do a few weeks ago. He’d been sneaking out for magic lessons for the last two months. No one else knew, except Fitzy who was sworn—well, bribed—to secrecy.
Finally Tama called him down for dinner, and they ate in almost silence, his father preoccupied with whatever emergency had called him away. But after dinner, Tama gave him an envelope, and sat back with an expectant smile.
Mat opened it curiously. Inside was a made-up IOU card that offered him ‘Anything you want’. It had ‘within reason’ in small print in the bottom corner. He stared at it, uncertain how to react.
‘Well?’ Tama asked. ‘What would you like? Within reason,’ he added, with emphasis.
Mat looked down at his empty plate. Anything I want? You don’t know what I want, Dad, and you wouldn’t give it to me anyway. He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I mean…anything?’ he said, struggling to keep the doubt out of his voice.
Tama looked put out. ‘I mean it, anything. A car? It’s high time you had a car. You’re sixteen now, after all. I’d been thinking a Toyota—the new model looks smart. Or maybe a—’
Mat interrupted him, shaking his head. ‘I don’t know, Dad. I need to think.’ He swallowed the last of the small glass of wine he’d been allowed.
Tama stared at him, a little sullenly, and Mat realised he’d disappointed his father with his lack of enthusiasm. ‘Hey, appreciated, Dad,’ he said with a forced brightness. ‘Thanks…yeah.’
Tama nodded doubtfully. ‘Sure. Merry Christmas, matey,’ he added, but his voice was flat and his eyes were far away.



2
Lessons at midnight
Napier was glittering, the row of pines along the seafront all gaudy like so many Christmas trees, winking at the remains of the night. A waning moon hung low over the western hills, a tarnished crescent of silver that lit the silent streets faintly. The city had fallen asleep, collapsed from too much wine and good food, partied out, and dreaming fitfully of lavish gifts, family grievances and Boxing Day sales. The backstreets were empty, and the roads silent as Mat crept out the door and down the driveway, trying not to wake Dad. It was two hours until dawn, the day after Christmas.
Fitzy scampered past him, briefly tangling his legs. ‘Clumsy mutt,’ Mat muttered as he staggered.
‘Ha! Wasn’t me who had an extra glass of wine last night,’ the turehu responded sniffily.
Mat stared at his reflection in a window for a second before hurrying on. He looked like his father in the gloom: dark and grumpy. He threw a glance over his shoulder, wondering if he was being followed again. Lately a smelly black cat had been trailing him, and scratching at his window at night. There was nothing to see, but he wasn’t reassured, and hurried on.
They emerged onto Marine Parade, where a couple of boy-racer types were hurtling along in their souped-up car, blaring rap music and waving bottles out the window. Mat half-thought he recognised them—Napier was small that way. He kept well out of sight. If they were who he thought, he’d not want to bump into them here and now. They were bad enough at school.
When the road was clear, he slunk across, over the thinly grassed shingle of the beach and down to where the waves hissed and snarled. A cold salty wind met him, making him shudder involuntarily. He put a hand on the dog’s head, his eyes piercing the gloom. Away to his left was Napier Hill, just the street lights illuminating it dimly. This part of the seafront was empty, as he’d hoped.
‘Thanks, Fitzy,’ he whispered to the Labrador. ‘You can go hunting if you want. See if you can catch that stinky cat that’s been hanging round.’
The dog whuffed, and almost seemed to snicker happily, before bounding back the way they had come. Mat waved, and then sat down in the shingle to wait.


Just when he was beginning to wonder if she was coming, Mat saw her. A slender dark shape was sashaying through the waves, walking the sea’s edge. As she got closer, he could see her long black hair was plastered to her skull, and her denim jacket and jeans were soaked through, as if she had just been swimming in them. She was Maori, skinny and pretty, with a tiny moko on her chin. He caught his breath, and then half-ran to greet her. The street lights from the road behind him dimly lit her face. She smiled slyly as he came.
‘Kia ora, Matiu,’ said Pania of the Reef. ‘Happy Christian Day to you.’
‘Christmas,’ he corrected automatically. ‘And it was yesterday.’
She shrugged, then stepped in and they pressed noses in a traditional hongi. ‘How are you, my friend?’ She smelt disturbingly of the sea, her breath tangy and her skin chill.
He flushed a little. She had a lovely face and a secretive smile, and he had to remind himself that she was a creature of legend, not a regular girl at all. ‘I’m good,’ he replied, then faltered. ‘Well, mostly.’
‘Mostly?’
He glanced back over his shoulder. ‘Well…apart from Mum and Dad still being apart. And Dad…’ he trailed off. He didn’t know how to express how things were with Dad. ‘Unresolved’ was the closest word he could find. ‘And I’m still being watched.’
She frowned at that. ‘Still?’
‘There’s a black cat that tails me at night when I go out. I think it’s even been in my room. It leaves this horrible smell, like it’s been rolling in dead stuff. And someone is trying to spy on me…you know, the way Puarata used to try to, using magic. Remember, you showed me how to make it stop. I can feel them trying to see me, but they go when I wish them away.’
‘Do you know who it is?’
He shook his head. ‘No. I’ve no idea.’ He looked her in the eye. ‘Do you know who it could be?’
Pania shrugged lightly. ‘It could be anyone. Well, out of a very small pool of people. Not many people can do it.’
‘How many?’
The girl frowned. ‘I’ve been told that there are maybe fifty of you humans in this country that can do some form of useful magic. Perhaps another few hundred who have a little potential but will never amount to much. Since you and Wiri killed Puarata, there are lots of people who are curious about you. But most folk have bigger problems since that happened.’
‘But Puarata dying was good, right? It made things better?’
Pania nodded. ‘Yes, of course.’ She looked down. ‘Except that it also triggered a war.’
Mat stared. ‘Huh?’ He glanced around, looking for evidence of conflict.
‘Not here! In Aotearoa. Think about it, Mat; when someone that powerful dies unexpectedly, it creates an opportunity. All manner of folk try to step into the shoes of the fallen leader. That’s the way it has always been. Don’t they teach you history at school?’
‘Yeah, but…that’s all, um, historical, you know…’ he concluded lamely.
Pania rolled her eyes and sat down cross-legged on the shingle beach. She could have been fourteen or four hundred, her face full of secrets. Mat sat facing her. ‘They’re going to get someone to teach you, you know,’ she said. ‘Someone who can show you the things you need to know. Hakawau says that you’re probably the most gifted young tohunga ruanuku in Aotearoa. He said even he was stunned with some of the things you did, when you escaped Puarata.’
Mat blushed proudly. ‘He did?’ After the breakthroughs he had made during his flight to Cape Reinga, he’d left every thing alone for a while. But a few weeks after getting home he’d met Pania again while running on the beach one evening, and she had agreed to teach him a little—for his own good, she told him. That was two months ago, and they were making considerable progress, despite having to meet in secrecy because he’d promised Wiri he’d not touch his new powers until a tutor could be found. ‘Wiri told me about this guy, Jones, who’s coming here soon,’ he added.
Pania nodded. ‘A good man, they say. I’m glad. I do not have sufficient knowledge to take your learnings much further.’
‘But you’ve been great!’ Mat exclaimed. They had spent hours together, on frustrating little exercises that had finally begun to click in his head in the last few weeks. ‘Thanks to you, I know how to light fires, and repair seams, and lots of other stuff. You’re a great teacher.’ And I really like you, he didn’t add.
She shook her head. ‘You already know nearly as much as I do about it now,’ she said lightly. ‘You need a proper teacher, to keep you safe.’
He felt a sudden chill, and a breeze from the land carried an unpleasant carrion smell. ‘What do you mean, “to keep me safe”?’
‘To keep you safe from other “magicians” who want to make a name for themselves,’ Pania explained. ‘Most are weak but some are very strong. The strongest are like Puarata, very dangerous indeed. And most of them are filthy little sneaks,’ she added venomously.
Mat looked at her queasily. ‘Serious?’
‘Of course. Do you think people are so intrinsically virtuous that they won’t use a secret power for their own gain? They all use their powers to cheat, and then to hurt, and it taints them. It changes them. There are only a handful of ruanuku that I would trust, out of the dozens I’ve met.’
Mat felt his skin go cold. It felt like she’d just told him he had a congenital illness. ‘But I won’t be like that,’ he insisted.
‘You better not,’ she replied severely. ‘Anyway, now that Puarata is dead, all those with evil in their hearts are coming out of the shadows, trying to lay claim to his throne. People like Donna Kyle. You remember her, don’t you?’
Mat shuddered. He certainly did. ‘But she’s dead, right?’ he asked hopefully.
Pania shook her head. ‘She’s still alive, sadly. Alive and fighting to gain her master’s throne. She was his lover and his closest confidante. Many rally to her on that basis. But there are others strong enough to rival her. Kurangaituku, the Bird-Witch, is also powerful, with eyes everywhere. The American, Sebastian Venn, also; he has alliances among the colonial soldiers. But the worst is John Bryce.’
Mat frowned. ‘I think I’ve heard of him,’ he said, remembering some school lessons. ‘Wasn’t he the guy who took over that Maori village in Taranaki and enslaved everyone?’
‘You mean the attack on Parihaka,’ she replied, nodding. ‘It was during the aftermath of the Land Wars, in 1881, when John Bryce was Native Minister. He personally led the attack against a pacifist community. Women were raped, men beaten, and then taken away and made to work until they died, down in the south. Their houses were burned and all they had of value confiscated. He was the most hated Pakeha in New Zealand for a long time. When he died, that hatred gave him power in Aotearoa. He quickly became Puarata’s lieutenant, and the tohunga gave him the South Island as his own fiefdom. Now that Puarata is dead, Bryce seeks to seize all of Aotearoa. Ships have been passing in the night, up from the south, heading for the East Coast. We sea-people have seen them.’
‘The East Coast? What’s there?’
‘Puarata’s lair. Deep in the Ureweras, on the banks of Lake Waikaremoana.’
Mat thought for a minute, remembering what Wiri had said before he had said before he left. ‘We’re going up to Gisborne this morning, for a holiday.’
Pania frowned. ‘Well, don’t go into Aotearoa when you’re there,’ she warned. ‘This side is probably safe, but Aotearoa won’t be. Not safe at all.’ Then she smiled suddenly, in that quicksilver way she had, and her mood changed entirely. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a beautiful paua shell, its blue-green hues reflecting the distant street lights. ‘This is for you. A present.’
He accepted it awkwardly. ‘Th-thanks.’ He dug in his pocket. ‘I couldn’t think what to give you,’ he stammered.
She shrugged. ‘What would I do with a present anyway?’
‘Would you like to join us for breakfast in the morning?’ he asked. ‘It’s nearly dawn.’
She shook her head slowly. ‘That’s very sweet, Matiu. But you are humans. Your father would be afraid. And you have a turehu with you. His people and mine are old enemies. I would have to eat him, so best I don’t come.’ She bared her white teeth suddenly with a low titter. ‘I’m only joking,’ she said, but Mat wasn’t sure. ‘Anyway, I prefer to eat fish, freshly caught.’ Her teeth flashed again. ‘I like them raw.’ She looked dangerous for an instant, but then giggled. She leant in and kissed Mat on the cheek. ‘I have to go,’ she said. ‘My people await.’
‘Can I ask you a question?’ he asked as they stood.
She half-turned, looking at him sideways with a knowing smile. ‘Sure.’
‘Do you have a boyfriend?’ He felt himself colour as he asked. One day I’ll learn how to talk to a girl without going red.
She laughed. ‘Mat, of course. I have a husband. Remember my story?’
Mat did. Pania had been one of the sea-people, and she had fallen in love with Karitoki, a human. She had become human to live with him, leaving the sea. He had tried to prevent her returning to her people by feeding her cooked food, which binds the power of some magical things. But her jealous people had lured her back, regardless. ‘I just wondered…’ Mat said.
‘Oh, we’re still seeing each other, my man and I,’ she purred, then she laughed and reached out, stroking his cheek. ‘You are growing up, aren’t you? The little boy is becoming a man. Girls aren’t just silly giggly things any more, hmmm? Don’t worry, you’ll meet someone, in time.’
‘Yeah, but…all the girls I meet are, well, ordinary.’
‘And you’re not? Not any more, eh?’ She looked thoughtful. ‘I can see that might be a problem. I should warn you, the record isn’t very good, when love brings human and unhuman together. Like for myself.’ Pania shrugged. ‘I can’t help you, Mat. The only girls I know live at the bottom of the sea and would eat you alive…literally.’ Some thing in her throaty laugh made him shudder.
Pania just inclined her head in farewell, and turned. Heading straight towards the water, she kept walking, letting the hungry sea devour her.
Mat watched her vanish beneath the waves with a strange sense of yearning, then turned back towards the city, where Fitzy was waiting.


Mat and Fitzy were halfway across the two-lane road when they caught that unpleasant scent of decay he’d sniffed earlier. The turehu moved like lightning. His shape seemed to blur as he scrabbled up one of the tall palm trees in the centre road divider, then something yowled and squealed. Mat gasped as Fitzy seemed to plummet to earth, but the turehu twisted and landed, shaking hard at something in his jaws that hissed and snarled. He spat it to the ground at Mat’s feet.
The dark thing bunched as if to flee, and Mat, for want of a better move, slammed his foot down on it. There was a squelching crunch, and then a dreadful odour assailed his nostrils, making him almost vomit. The dark shape whined and tried to wriggle free.
Fitzy landed lightly beside him, and spat a wad of saliva. ‘Yrrk, that was disgusting!’ he growled. The turehu placed his right forepaw over the thing’s chest, pinning it down. Mat stepped away, staring down at the thing, breathing heavily. There were noises from the house opposite, but no lights came on.
‘What is it?’ Mat wondered. He raised his right hand, and with an effort of will, conjured a small white light on his fingertips, just as Pania had been teaching him. It illuminated a black cat, or rather, something that had once been a black cat. It looked like it had been three weeks dead, its hide dried out and cracked, its eye sockets horribly empty. The matted fur was patchy and one leg looked crushed, as if it had been run over.
It sniggered evilly. ‘What indeed?’ it hissed.
Mat almost leapt backwards in shock.
‘It is a tupapaku-ora,’ snarled Fitzy. ‘A living corpse. A makutu thing. We should kill it.’
The black cat turned its head towards the turehu. Bones and desiccated ligaments snapped as it moved. ‘Oh, and how would you do that, perchance?’ it sneered, leering at them both. ‘I’m already dead.’
‘It’s not really alive or dead,’ Fitzy told Mat. ‘It’s just a puppet. There’s a real person behind it, manipulating it.’
Mat looked about fearfully. ‘Where?’
‘Could be anywhere, but the sort of people who do this type of thing don’t usually have the guts to be close by. I’m guessing they’ll be somewhere far away and safe.’
‘Aren’t you well informed?’ the cat snarled. ‘Quite the expert. But there’s nothing you can do to me. Threaten me and I’ll be gone in the same instant.’
‘Why are you watching me?’ Mat demanded, suddenly angry. ‘You’ve been sneaking around me for weeks. What do you want?’
‘None of your business, stripling.’
‘Answer me!’
The cat raised its paw in a lofty fashion, and yawned, despite being crushed beneath Fitzy’s paws. ‘Or what, stripling? You wouldn’t know how to touch me, let alone harm me. You know precisely nothing.’
‘You know nothing about what I can do,’ Mat tried to bluff.
The cat laughed. ‘Of course I do. I’ve watched you, learning your petty little tricks from the water-girl. They are nothing. You know nothing of value. But you could be much more, you know. Don’t you want to be more, perchance? Much, much more?’
‘Not if it means being like you,’ Mat cried.
‘Ha! How noble. How deluded. Wake up, boy! Take a reality check! Why are no great virtuous wizards and tohunga rising to cast down the so-called “evil” ones, now that Puarata is dead, hmmm? Why? Because there is none! Virtue is weakness, boy! We all know that only the strong thrive. In magic, strength means using makutu. It’s that simple. The only true path to power and dominance is makutu. Every powerful ruanuku in this land is a tohunga makutu, boy! You have some potential, but you need to shed your petty prejudices of morality. This isn’t a fairy tale, boy. Only the strong thrive, in this world and the next.’
Mat felt his throat constrict, with anger and frustration that he couldn’t find the words to counter this vile creature. ‘Who are you?’ he choked out eventually.
The cat snickered. ‘That’s for you to find out, if you have the courage and the wit. Do you, perchance?’
‘Yeah, well try this!’ Mat snapped, and poured all the brilliance and heat he could into the light he held in his hands, and blasted it at the cat. It gave a sudden shriek, and then howled as its dead flesh ignited. It writhed as it burnt, screaming imprecations. This time lights did come on in the closest house across the road, and Mat and Fitzy ran. Mat could already see the headlines in the paper—‘Cat burnt alive on Marine Parade’. It wouldn’t pay to be caught nearby.
‘Nice work!’ Fitzy panted as they pelted across the road, heading for home. ‘Normal fire would have been too slow, but I’m thinking that would have hurt him a little before he disconnected. Did Pania teach you that?’
‘No,’ Mat gasped. ‘I made it up myself a few weeks ago.’ He was feeling suddenly giddy and drained, and slightly sick. ‘We did some chemistry this term, and created this really intense fire using lithium. I kind of measured up the effect, and duplicated it.’
‘He didn’t expect that,’ the turehu commented neutrally.
‘It was a “he” then?’ Mat asked.
‘Perhaps…or should I say “perchance”?’ Fitzy chuckled.
‘Should I tell Wiri?’ Mat wondered.
‘That depends on whether you want to tell him you’ve been taking secret magic lessons when you’d promised you’d leave all that alone until after a proper teacher showed up,’ Fitzy observed.
‘Yeah, good point.’
They slunk into the backyard, and Mat leant against the fence, panting a little still from the exertion of the magic fire. It was just before five and the eastern horizon was turning pale violet.
‘That cat-thing was disgusting,’ he told Fitzy. ‘If that’s makutu, I want none of it.’
‘Good to hear it,’ Fitzy rumbled, and semi-stood, putting his paws up on the fence and looking Mat in the eye.
‘Is he right though?’ Mat asked. ‘Is makutu the strongest magic?’ It was an ugly thought.
‘That depends, Mat. The thing is, makutu is the magic of harm. It hurts those that it is cast upon. If you want to win a fight, you need to know how to harm someone. Otherwise, all you can do is defend.’
Mat thought for a second. ‘So what I did to the dead cat creature was a kind of makutu, then?’
Fitzy looked him in the eye. ‘Yes. Yes, it was.’
Mat groaned, and buried his head.
‘So how did it feel?’ the turehu pressed.
Mat thought about the dead creature, and the sibilant taunting voice, and the words that had goaded him. And about how it felt to strike back. ‘It felt good,’ he admitted. ‘It felt really good.’
Fitzy nodded sagely. ‘That’s the problem.’



3
The storyteller
Later that day, the grass beside the Wairoa River was shrivelling in the heat. The tarseal of the road was liquefying, and the waters were like a ribbon of light. Mat stepped out of the cool fan-stroked air inside Osler’s Bakery with its ‘Best Pies in New Zealand, 2002’ certificates, and inhaled the sticky air. Inside, his father was arguing on his cellphone with the same client who had ruined Christmas Day, amidst the babble of travellers and locals. That would have been a good enough reason to leave the bakery by itself, but there was someone whispering in the air, someone calling. Calling him.
Come to the river. Hear me. Come to the river, Matiu Douglas.
He’d been hearing the whispered voice ever since he got out of the car. It made his inner ear tingle, and his skin go slick. It was an old woman’s voice, insistent yet pleading. No one else seemed to be able to hear it. Everyone else in the bakery was caught up in the excitement of the summer holidays, or, in the case of his father, trying to keep a violent criminal who had broken a non-molestation order out of detention.
Mat slipped between the parked cars and navigated around the stickiest puddles of melted tar, as the heat slapped his skin. Across the road was the verge of the river, a gentle incline to where the waters were meandering the last couple of kilometres to the sea.
He saw the caller immediately; the woman could be no other. She looked like the model for a Charles Goldie painting. Her hair was silver-white, caught untidily beneath a scarf, the loose strands glittering. She was wrapped in an old-fashioned shawl despite the midday sun. At her right ear was a pohoi, an ear ornament that seemed to have been made from a skinned bird, blacky-green with an orange wattle, with beads for eyes that looked more alive than dead. But it was her face that drew the eye. Deep green moko adorned her chin in thick whorls, but age had etched her face even deeper, carving furrows in forehead and cheeks. Her eyes gleamed with oily light beneath jutting eyebrows. She held a stern majesty, though her clothes were rough and dirty. She could have stepped out of another time. Mat was afraid that she had.
She was surrounded by a small posse of children, none older than ten. She looked up as Mat approached and patted the grass beside her in invitation. The children all turned and looked at him. They were dressed in old singlets and breeches, and seemed more than half-wild. ‘Kia ora,’ one urchin grinned, as they nudged each other and passed comments in Maori.
Mat wondered for an instant whether they spoke English at all, but then the old woman addressed him.
‘Kia ora, Matiu Douglas,’ she smiled around broken yellowed teeth. ‘Please sit, join us.’
He stared down at her, his heart pounding suddenly. He wondered whether he should walk away. Or run. Instead he found himself sitting beside her. ‘How do you know my name?’
‘By looking at you,’ she replied, patting his hand. Her fingers were cold. The children giggled and smirked. ‘You are Matiu Douglas, the Heir of Ngatoro.’
‘No, I’m not,’ Mat replied quickly. ‘Well, I’m Mat Douglas, but I’m not the other thing.’ Heir of Ngatoro? Huh?
She just smiled.
‘Tell him the story, karani-mama,’ the eldest girl urged her, her eyes on Mat. ‘Tell him…you know…’
The old woman smiled grimly. Her eyes locked on Mat, who felt his heart sink. No, he thought, I don’t want this, not right now. Not with the way things are with Mum and Dad… He didn’t know how to prevent her speaking though, and he was incapable of just walking away, so he sat and waited with trepidation for her to speak.
The old woman began her story in a melodious, well-practised cadence, as if this tale were one she had told many times.
Long, long ago, before the Pakeha came, the great lake Waikaremoana held no water, but was a valley, contained by the high slopes of jagged cliffs and hills. Mighty Panekiri Bluff looked out, not on water, but on a sea of trees that sighed in the endless winds. Tall moa and tiny kiwi stalked the damp earth beneath the leaves of kahikatea and toi, and tui sang above.
Men dwelt there too, in small numbers, a few hapu of the Tuhoe, the Children of the Mist. They were hunters, as the ground was poor, and lived a wild existence, far from the great tribes of the coastlands. But there was some unity, and their chief was Maahu. His wife was Kauariki, and they had many children, seven in all. The eldest and wildest was Haumapuhia, a girl-child whose legs were long and lithe, and her hair a tangle of midnight.
Near to the place where Maahu and his family dwelt, on the southwest side of the valley, was a stream that was sacred to the people, called the Waikotikoti. One afternoon, Maahu desired water from the stream, and called Haumapuhia to fetch water. But Hau was a contentious child and she refused to obey her father. Maahu was very angry, but with all others away, he had no recourse but to go to the stream himself, where he brooded for hours upon the disobedience of his daughter.
Finally he heard movement, another coming up the trail to the stream. Lo, it was Haumapuhia, finally deigning to obey. But Maahu was still wrathful, and vengeful too. He was a chief and never forgave a slight, even from family. So when Haumapuhia came, he sprang upon his daughter, and bore her down, holding her head under the water until his child was drowned. He swears he never meant to kill her, that he lost control. Maybe that is true. All I know is that he left her body there, lifeless in the sacred stream.
That night a transformation took place. Haumapuhia’s dead skin mottled, the lungs filled with water stirred, and the heart again began to beat. The face became scaled and the mouth full of large teeth, and the long lustrous hair a tangle of weeds. Haumapuhia became a taniwha!
About her, the children quivered excitedly, and the youngest boy went to speak, but the old woman put a fingertip to the child’s lips to silence him. Mat felt strangely cold despite the sunlight and heat. The sounds of the traffic seemed to have faded away, and he was suddenly afraid that if he took his eyes from the old storyteller, the town would have vanished behind him.
Later that night, beneath the glowing moon, Haumapuhia the taniwha rose, massive and unwieldy, and crawled down the stream into the valley, where the waters of the streams that flowed into the valley were lost in sinkholes and tiny caves. All about the taniwha were the towering trees of the valley, bounded by high hills. The taniwha shouldered aside trees as she went, for she had grown as big as a whare, and stronger than one hundred warriors.
But there was something that was stronger—the call of the sea. Through the silence of the night came a wind from the coast, bearing the pounding of waves on the shore and the lonely night-time calls of sleepless gulls to her ears. The sea calls to all taniwha, and they are never at rest unless they can swim in waters deep.
So Haumapuhia strove to find the sea, though she had never been there, and did not know the way. First the taniwha turned north, and ploughed great furrows into the Huiarau Range, but the mountains defeated even the strength of the taniwha. So the taniwha turned eastward, thrashing this way and that in growing desperation, making great gaps that later water would fill, creating the bays of the eastern lake.
Finally, Haumapuhia was tiring, but the call of the ocean drove the taniwha to one final effort. Smashing aside rocks in the cleft that lies between the Panekuri and Ngamoko Ranges, she howled in one final frantic bid to reach the sea. But the sun rose, and turned Haumapuhia to stone.
The old woman paused, her voice slightly ragged and eyes moist, as though this were something more than a story to her. Even the young children about her were intense, hanging on every word. She shook slightly, and let out a slow breath.
Gradually, the valley filled with water, and became Lake Waikaremoana, the jewel of the East Cape. But the taniwha remained trapped in stone. Maahu later repented, and carved a river all the way from the coast to where Haumapuhia lies, so that the stone taniwha could feel the water on her stony skin, and watch the fish. Some say Maahu was forgiven for this gesture. Others say that if you dip your finger in the river and taste salt, it is the tears of Haumapuhia, mourning for lost life and longing for the ocean.
One of the children dipped her skinny arm down to the river, and placed a drop of water on her tongue. ‘Oooo, I taste salt,’ she shivered, giggling nervously. So they all tried it, and squabbled loudly until the old woman hushed them.
‘Run along, children. I must speak with this young man,’ she told them, her eyes fixed upon Mat. The children groaned, then laughed, and ran along the riverbank and dived into the water. Mat watched them vanish, one by one, conscious that the sunlight was being diffused by green leaves, and that the lawn on the verge where they sat had become a tangle of wild ferns. He looked slowly around, apprehensive but not really afraid.
Wairoa, the town, was gone, and thin cabbage trees concealed much of the south side of the river, but he could make out the walled palisade of a pa a few hundred yards downstream. Across the river, which was no longer spanned by a bridge, lay dense forest. The air was rich and pungent, alive with insects and plump fantails darting after them. Even the air tasted different—cleaner, more invigorating. He took a deep breath, and cupped water from the river and drank deeply. It was crisp, lush, and it wasn’t salty.
He was in Aotearoa, the land of myth that lay alongside New Zealand. The land of wonders and shadows that had nearly stolen him only three months before.
He still woke some nights with Puarata the tohunga makutu’s deep laughter ringing in his ears, or Donna Kyle’s pale bloody face looming over him. He hadn’t been back here since that final night at Cape Reinga. He wasn’t sure why. Yes, he had exams and ordinary life to claim his time, and some days he wasn’t even sure he ever wanted to come back to this place.
Yet now he was here, it was difficult to resist the feeling that he was coming home. To where the air was pristine and the water in rivers more pure than the bottled stuff that had been filtered to death. To where legends still lived, and where he was someone, the boy who had brought down Puarata and freed Wiri, not just another Year Eleven student struggling with his NCEA Level One exams.
‘I should go back,’ he whispered huskily, not wanting to look around too much, not wanting to be seduced. ‘Dad might be wondering where I am.’
The old woman glanced to her left, where Osler’s Bakery would be, and smiled. ‘Oh, he’s still shouting down the phone while his coffee goes cold. He hasn’t even noticed you’ve gone.’ Mat glanced over his shoulder, but could see nothing. The old lady stroked the bird pohoi absently, her head cocked as if it were whispering in her ear, then looked at him with a faint smile. ‘And he is still afraid to talk to you,’ she added, almost vindictively.
Mat refused to be drawn into a discussion about his father. ‘What’s that?’ he asked timidly, pointing at the pohoi.
‘It is a huia. They are all dead now, extinct. We killed them all, we Maori and you Pakeha.’ She patted the pohoi. ‘Their plumage was valuable, you see. Feathers for chiefs and their wives—great mana. This pohoi was made by skinning the bird, with legs and wings removed, but keeping the head and beak. I was so vain when I was young, showing it off whenever I could.’ Her voice was soft and regretful. ‘I was foolish in many ways. I let my children run wild, and now look at them.’
She fell silent. Mat tentatively asked the real question. ‘Why did you call me? And why do you think I am the…whatever…heir of someone?’
‘Because you are the Heir of Ngatoro. I can see this, as plainly as I see your name written across your soul. Can you not feel his touch upon you?’
Mat shook his head. Pania had never mentioned this. Neither had Wiri. They would have if it had been true, wouldn’t they? And Ngatoro…he was the most powerful tohunga of legend. That a part-Maori boy from Napier was his heir was ridiculous.
‘You will feel his touch soon. I can almost see his hand upon you.’ The woman crinkled her eyes knowingly. ‘Regardless, the reason I called you here was to hear my tale.’
He frowned. ‘But why tell me that story? I mean, I think I’ve heard it before on a school camp. It’s not anything special…er, I mean, to me…’ he finished awkwardly, as the woman’s face clenched into a frown. ‘Sorry, I don’t mean to cause offence. Is there some thing special about it?’
The old woman leant forward. ‘It is special to me, Matiu Douglas, very special indeed. My name is Kauariki. Haumapuhia was my daughter.’
Mat’s mouth fell open.
Kauariki’s voice turned hard and bitter. ‘After he had drowned my eldest daughter, my husband, still enraged, turned my other children away, and left me to grieve alone. I see him sometimes, gouging away in the river, as if that will somehow make things right after what he did.’ She spat. ‘Men and their grand gestures. I curse him, as I cursed him all those years ago. No peace, no peace ever, whilst his daughter is locked in stone.’
All about them was silence, but for the slow murmur of the stream. Even the insects had fallen still. The children were silent, invisible, gone. The huia pohoi’s dead eyes watched him intently. He bowed his head, afraid again.
Kauariki touched his knee. ‘Listen to me, Matiu Douglas, Heir of Ngatoro. In his grief and rage, Maahu forgot his duties as father and chief, and left his people, bitter and remorseful for his deadly rage and its consequences, interested only in seeking forgiveness from his petrified daughter. It was a kind of madness that grips him still. He ceaselessly carves the river deeper, and drags her fish and clams and sea creatures. Perhaps she senses this, from within the stone. Maybe she does forgive him, but it matters little, for none can free her. But all the regret in the world cannot undo what is done. He and I have dwelt in the shadows for centuries, waiting our chance to make amends, watching over our children.
‘Eventually, Puarata the tohunga makutu came to Waikaremoana, seeking power. He befriended the warriors that fought the Pakeha settlers and aided them in battle. He took the old redoubt beneath Panekiri and made it his lair. Of course he came to hear of Haumapuhia, and sought ways to bring my daughter to life, as his slave. If he could trap and enslave a taniwha, his power would be greatly enhanced. But he could not work out how it could be done. So instead he cast enchantments about the place in Aotearoa where my daughter lies encased in stone, to prevent his enemies from gaining access.’
Kauariki grasped Mat’s chin. ‘Now though, all has changed. Puarata is gone and much that he made is crumbling. This includes the enchantments that prevent access to Haumapuhia. They are fading, and the light of the new moon will sear them away completely, on New Year’s Eve when the new moon rises. Puarata’s former lieutenants are at war with one another, picking over their old master’s treasures for weapons and secrets. If my daughter is not freed by moonrise, they will unravel how to enslave her. Only you can prevent this.’
Only me…Mat groaned. ‘But, why me? Surely there must be any number of people you could ask about this? I’m on holiday…my parents…my parents are trying to get back together again. I can’t…I can’t get involved.’ He bowed his head, feeling ashamed, and helpless.
The old woman gripped his shoulder with talon-like strength. Her voice held a twisted smile. ‘There is no one else, Matiu Douglas. The old heroes are all gone, or don’t come here. I have called and called, but none hears me. Only you. And you are the Heir of—’
‘No! No, I’m not!’ Mat cried. ‘I barely even know who Ngatoro is. Some old-time tohunga…I’ve never seen him. I don’t even know if he is still alive. I’m certainly not his heir.’
‘But you are. I can see it, as clearly as I see your face. It is woven into the light of your being. He was the greatest tohunga of all time, and his hand is upon you.’
Mat shook his head mutely.
‘Please, Matiu Douglas. For my daughter. For my family!’ Kauariki pleaded. ‘We wish to go on, to find Reinga at last. And my daughter yearns for the sea. She is owed a life.’ Her voice was thick and quavering, yet still retained that authority of the wife of a chief. A voice used to command, forced to beg. ‘Please, will you help us?’
Mat bowed his head. He had barely touched his newly found powers in three months, for fear of what they might bring upon him and his family. It had been easy, surrounded by school, with exams to do and friends to hang with. The longer he let it be, the easier it got, to put it all aside and get on with life. Now wasn’t a good time, not with his parents’ truce so fragile. Yet…
‘I don’t know how to help. I don’t know!’ He had never known how to refuse another person. Riki always told him he was soft-hearted. He found words tumbling from his mouth before his mind had formed them. ‘Okay! Okay! I’ll try,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘I’ll try.’ He gulped. ‘I promise.’
Kauariki’s face hardened. ‘I hear your vow, Matiu Douglas. The gods hear. I hold you bound.’
Mat groaned.
‘In five days, when the moon rises, the stone taniwha will be laid bare, at the mercy of Puarata’s makutu-warlocks. Help her, Matiu Douglas. She was a wilful girl, but she was innocent. Her life was torn from her twice, once as a girl and a second time as a taniwha. Save her…redeem her.’
He bowed his head, wishing he were anywhere but here. He felt Kauariki’s hand on his shoulder, and she whispered in his ear. ‘Please, we need you. You have a gift, so become a giver. If you need aid, go to Hoanga, in Old Gisborne. He cannot hear my call, and I cannot go to him, for I am bound to this place, but he will aid you. Remember the name—Hoanga. Please, we rely on you.’ She sounded as if having to beg aid was wrenching at her soul.
Abruptly she rose, and walked into the river, and kept walking as her shawl dissolved about her, until she was gone, below the surface, and he was utterly alone. He felt a creeping chill enclose him, and his thoughts clouded over. He closed his eyes and wished it all away.
‘Mat?’
Tama’s voice intruded, and he shook his head groggily. Suddenly everything was back: the traffic, the buildings, the shouting of children and parents, a blare of music from a car-speaker.
‘There you are! Why didn’t you tell me you were going to wander off?’ Tama Douglas looked grumpily at his son. His cellphone was clenched in his fist as if it was a stone he’d like to skim on the river. He held a brown bag in his other hand, which was slowly turning transparent from the hot fatty pie inside. ‘I got you some lunch.’
‘Dad, it’s thirty degrees. I don’t want a hot pie.’
Tama grunted. ‘Best pies in New Zealand,’ he noted irritably. He sighed and took some money out of his pocket. ‘Okay, I’ll have it. Go get yourself something you want, and then we’ll hit the road. I want to be in Gisborne by three.’
Mat took the money and got up. ‘How far is it to Waikaremoana from here?’ he asked.
Tama frowned. ‘About an hour. Why?’
‘Oh, nothing.’ Unless you count promising to rescue a centuries-dead taniwha from a bunch of warlocks within five days as ‘something’. He headed back to the bakery, as Tama’s cellphone began to ring again.


It was going to be the worst family holiday ever, Mat could tell. They were supposed to have left Napier at nine that morning, for the three-hour drive to Gisborne, and meet Mum for lunch. But of course, something had come up. It always did.
This time it was the non-molestation case, but the previous year it had been an escaped prisoner giving himself up to them at their house, and two years before they had an alleged rape victim crying in the lounge. It was the sort of thing that had wrecked Tama and Colleen’s marriage. Now they were running three hours late. He hoped Dad had let Mum know.
The road to Gisborne was one of the slowest in New Zealand, full of precipitous climbs and drops, but there were spots where the views of the coast were spectacular. Gisborne was the first city west of the International Date Line, which made it officially the first city to see the sun every day. When the old millennium had ended, visitors had flocked there to claim to be first to feel the rays of the new era, champagne flutes in hand and fingers crossed about the Y2K bug. It was also the place where the first Europeans—Captain James Cook’s sailors—had stepped ashore in New Zealand.
Despite himself, Mat felt a touch of excitement. Curiosity over what Aotearoa-Gisborne might be like filled his imaginings as they drove into the city, and he began to remember his first excitement on discovery of this new-old world that lay so close by. What would it feel like to meet pioneers, and maybe even Captain Cook himself? Perhaps he could take a few chances, and explore. It wasn’t that he would completely disregard Pania and Wiri’s advice to take care, but wouldn’t it be good to look around?
Tama had booked them the best suite in the most expensive hotel in Gisborne, of course, a hotel complex right on the inlet across from Cook’s Landing. He’d booked two suites in fact, as he couldn’t presume that Colleen would share rooms with him and Mat. It was going to be awkward, Mat could tell from the first strained greeting of his parents. After Reinga in September, his mother had gone back to Taupo, and he’d not visited her there since, as he had to concentrate on exams. They’d talked on the phone, but it wasn’t the same. She was worried for him, he knew that.
Naturally, Dad had forgotten to tell her he was running late. She had rung as they drove north, but they had been in deep valleys with no reception each time. She didn’t look best pleased, and was wearing that look of being torn between speaking her mind and keeping the peace. She greeted Tama with a terse ‘Hello’ and a small peck on the cheek, then enveloped Mat in a long hug.
‘Hello, my fine lad,’ she whispered in her soft Irish lilt. Her hair was fading from the vivid red that Mat had grown up with to a softer brown, shot with traces of grey. She looked tired and older than he remembered, and shorter too, but maybe that was him growing.
They spent the afternoon unpacking, exchanging presents with Colleen, and then the three of them went for a walk down to the shore and along Midway Beach, barefoot in the sand, splashing in the cold waves. Mostly it was Mum talking, asking how the NCEA exams had gone. Was Mat confident? Did he think he’d done enough? On and on it went, as though they were all scared to move on to more difficult subjects. When Tama and Colleen did converse, it was in stilted conversations about neutral things, but still oppressive enough that Mat wished he were elsewhere.
Back at the hotel, he dug out his battered old cellphone, and texted Riki: <Hey, in town. C u 2moro?>
A few seconds later Riki buzzed him back: <At dawn, by inlet, bring yr wpn>
Mat grinned. Maybe if he could spend most of his time with Riki, he wouldn’t be in the way so his parents could talk properly. ‘Is it okay if I meet up with Riki tomorrow morning?’ he asked his parents, who looked a little put out. ‘Hey,’ he put in quickly, ‘you’ll be able to spend some quality time without me underfoot. Have the hard conversations, reach new accords, put all your cards on the table, get emotional. Just like on telly, right?’ He forced a grin. ‘I’m blowed if I wanna be around for all that crap.’
They stared at him for a second, and then Colleen’s lip quivered, and she finally laughed, for the first time that day. ‘I guess that’s fine,’ she answered for them both. She put an arm around his shoulder, and led him out to the balcony. ‘Let’s have a look at the view, eh?’ As soon as they were alone, she whispered: ‘So, how are you really, Matty?’
‘Okay, I guess,’ he replied. ‘You know what it’s like. Dad’s always talking to me like we’re in court and I’m a witness. But, we don’t ever really talk about…you know.’ Mat knew it must be hard for Dad, having initially backed up Puarata’s claim to the bone tiki, and then finding he was wrong. By then he’d given Riki concussion and set Puarata’s men on Mat’s trail. When he’d finally caught up with Mat again, his own son was developing supernatural abilities and fighting for his life. ‘I guess most parents’ main fears are about drugs and booze and girlfriends, huh? Not myths and legends.’
Mum looked no happier than Dad to be thinking along these lines, he thought, watching the way her face closed up. She had perhaps the worst time of it—she’d been taken hostage by Puarata. She never spoke of that. He watched her struggle for words. Finally she patted his arm. ‘That’s all behind us now, Matty, isn’t it?’
He thought of all he’d learned from Pania, and the promise that more would be learnt when Jones came to Napier, and didn’t know what to say. ‘I dunno,’ he muttered.
Her eyes tightened at that. But what could she say? She glanced back over her shoulder at Tama, standing uncomfortably in the living room. ‘Matty, you need to make peace with your father. Have a proper chat. Otherwise, I’m wasting my time here.’
Thanks, Mum, put it all on me, why don’t you?
‘If you and he can’t sort yourselves out, then what point is there me being here?’ she added.
He sided with Puarata, Mum…
Mat swallowed a couple of times, then shut his mouth and looked away. To be fair, he helped me at the end…But it was hard to forgive. He stared out at the ocean from the balcony, and thought that his excuses sounded as much a cop-out as Dad’s.
It was going to be a long ten days.



4
Riki and the devil
Hey, bro!’ Riki stood as Mat approached, his dark face blending into the pre-dawn twilight. It was the next morning, the twenty-seventh, and Mat had risen before dawn, dressed silently and slipped out while his father’s snores rattled the door to the other bedroom.
‘Hiya.’ Mat found himself grinning like an idiot just to see Riki’s face. It had only been a couple of weeks since they’d seen each other, but they had been tense times, with his father very busy. (‘Christmas is the worst time for domestic violence, son.’) It was a relief to see a cheery face.
Riki had been waiting on a park bench beside a statue of Captain Cook, watching the sun coming up through the dawn mist. The winds had died during the night, and the sky was clear, the pre-dawn chill nipping gently at their faces. Both were in mismatched tracksuits and each held a long polished wooden club—a taiaha. Riki had been doing taiaha lessons for most of his life, and was blindingly quick, while Mat had studiously avoided anything Maori throughout his childhood.
However, the Cape Reinga adventure had given him a new desire to get in touch with what Riki called his ‘inner brown boy’. Riki had been coaching him in taiaha training before school, so that he could join a formal Maoritanga class next year without being too far behind the others. ‘You’re part-Maori, bro,’ Riki would tell him. ‘Time you got used to it.’
They exchanged a complex pattern of fist touches that Riki had taught him, which probably originated from some gangster movie, and wandered down to the shore. Poverty Bay was nearly flat, the hiss of the waves subdued as they folded apologetically onto the sands. There was no one else on the beach at all, and they went through their exercises with vigour. The moves were beginning to feel natural now, but Mat, more artist than athlete, could only marvel at the way Riki could make the taiaha whir and spin with deft control, his movements all liquid grace and power.
When they were done, they laughed for the sheer exhilaration, joshing around as they watched the sun come up. Gisborne was at the northern tip of Poverty Bay, and faced south, so it was already quite light when the sun rose over Kaiti Hill, which marked the north and western end of the bay.
‘Ain’t this the best place in the world, bro?’ Riki murmured, staring out over the water.
‘Nah, that’s Napier, man,’ Mat replied, loyal to his home. They fell silent for a while.
‘How’re you going with your folks?’ Riki asked eventually.
Mat thought before replying. ‘Okay, I guess. Dad took us to the most expensive restaurant in town last night, but that just seemed to pee Mum off. And he bought her this uber-expensive necklace for Christmas, and she was embarrassed. Then they fought about who paid for the meal. It was kinda messed up.’
‘So they didn’t “get it on”, huh?’
‘Nah.’ Mat’s mind recoiled from the thought. He grinned. ‘I don’t really want to be around for that.’
‘Yeah, nuffin’ worse than parents getting jiggy. We kids should never get exposed to that. Could, you know, traumatise us or something. Specially my folks—my P’s are so ugly, it’s amazing they had such a handsome son.’
Mat threw him a sideways look. ‘Yeah? I didn’t know you had a good-looking brother?’
Riki sniggered, then leapt to his feet. ‘That’s a mortal insult, Pakeha boy! Put up your weapon!’
They sparred for a few seconds, but inevitably Mat found himself beaten back. He gave ground, darting in and out as he went, but no matter where he attacked he was parried, and then a deft trip saw him sprawling in the surf.
‘Got ya!’ crowed Riki, swirling the taiaha triumphantly.
‘Bloody primitives,’ growled a voice behind him, and a dark shape stepped out of the shadow of a pine tree, carrying a sword that glittered red in the first light of dawn. ‘En garde, savages.’


Riki spun, and roared with laughter. ‘Hey, Stringbean! How’re you doing? About time you showed, bro!’
Mat stared as the rising sun lit the face of the newcomer. He was tall, probably over two metres, with an unruly mop of blond hair, thick sideburns, and a chin that needed shaving to remove the embarrassingly straggly curls of fluff that grew there. In his right hand was a fencing foil, and his black T-shirt bore a picture of a death-metal rune-carved skull, probably the logo of some band with long hair and longer guitar riffs.
When Riki went to greet him he neatly avoided the fist-touching ritual by sticking out his hand and bowing slightly. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance again, old chap,’ he announced with a put-on British accent. ‘I thought I saw someone morris dancing down here, but it turned out to be you and your fellow tribesman on an early morning beat-up.’
‘The pleasure’s all yours, whitey,’ grinned Riki. He turned back to Mat. ‘Mat, this is my holiday pal, Damien. He’s from some desolate hole down in Central Hawke’s Bay where they kiss their sisters and square-dance and such.’
‘He means Dannevirke,’ Damien clarified. He proffered a hand, and shook Mat’s with a twinkle in his eye. ‘I try to keep Riki out of trouble during the hols, you know. It’s like community service.’
‘Mat Douglas,’ Mat introduced himself cautiously.
Damien cocked an eyebrow. ‘Is this…?’
Riki nodded. ‘Yeah, this is the weirdo who sees dead people and such.’
Mat stared at Riki and then back at Damien, suddenly lost for words. He’d told Riki about his adventures—you had to tell someone!—but he had sworn Riki to secrecy. Riki had never even mentioned Damien before. It was weird to realise that Riki had a close friend he never even knew about. Mat felt a little upset that his secret had been spread to this stranger.
Riki clapped him on the shoulder reassuringly. ‘Hey, don’t worry, bro. I’ve known Dame for years. We see each other virtually every holidays cos our grandparents both live up this way. He’s totally okay, as far as pasty-faced whiteys go. I only told him the other day, and he’s sworn to secrecy.’
‘So were you,’ Mat muttered, but Riki just grinned semi-apologetically, and he couldn’t stay angry.
Damien frowned. ‘Don’t call me “Dame”, brown boy. My official nickname is now “Devil”.’ He glanced at Mat. ‘Like in the Omen movies—the devil-kid was called Damien.’
Riki snorted. ‘Yeah? Who calls you that? Your little sister?’
Damien blushed slightly. ‘I just think it sounds cool,’ he muttered. ‘Anyway,’ he added, flourishing his sword then kissing the hilt, ‘if you guys have done playing pickup-sticks, I’ll show you how gentlemen fight.’
‘Ha! En garde yourself, Pakeha!’ Riki flashed the taiaha about, but Damien was already stabbing away, then lunging, his foil darting in long-armed thrusts.
Mat backed away as his oldest friend and (maybe) his newest one began plying their weapons at each other in a duel that had as much to do with zany challenges and insults as it had to do with real fighting. It ended when Riki tripped Damien and swept in with reversed taiaha, pressing the sharp tongue of the club to rest on Damien’s belly, even as the tip of the foil caught him in the chest.
‘Both dead!’ shouted Mat, laughing. The two cursed each other good-naturedly, and then Riki pulled Damien to his feet, and hugged him quickly.
‘I reckon ending up on your arse means you lost,’ Riki observed, ‘regardless of anything else.’
‘It was just a trap to lure you in,’ Damien retorted. ‘No winner, no loser, so…’
‘…so Mat buys breakfast!’ Riki finished.
‘Huh?’


They drifted back through the waking town, looking for some where that opened early. The streets were wide and lined with palms, and few buildings were higher than two storeys, blocky buildings from the thirties and earlier, with awnings to shelter shoppers from the sun. The sky was clear again, and you didn’t need to be a meteorologist to know that it would be another scorching day.
Gisborne had been the site of several Maori pa, built around a natural harbour formed where three rivers, the Waimate, Taruheru and Waikanae, flowed together and into the sea, beneath Kaiti Hill. The short stretch where the Waimate and Taruheru ran together to the sea had been named the Turanganui River, one of the shortest named rivers in the world. The Turanganui gave the settlement its first name, Turanga.
It had been among the last places in New Zealand to be settled heavily by Europeans, who were even now barely in the majority. Early on, there had even been some Chinese settlers who had initially been treated as virtual slave labour, paying a poll tax just to remain in New Zealand. The region had seen some of the worst fighting and bloodiest deeds of the Land Wars, as recently as the late nineteenth century. Tribal roots were strong here, where one’s iwi and hapu counted for much. Captain Cook had named the region Poverty Bay due to the meagre provender offered by the native tribes, with whom he had fallen out, but the region had aways been prosperous.
They found a café on the main street, which was only three blocks back from the beach. It was a battered-looking place with stainless steel furniture and painted walls covered in old movie posters. They ordered bacon and eggs, and a plunger of coffee. Damien and Riki kept up a banter that had the girl serving them giggling constantly as she took the order, and they joked their way through the breakfast, catching up. Damien had arrived in town just before Christmas and had been spending every day with Riki. They were all of an age, all in the same year at school. Damien told Mat his ancestors were actually Danish. They had come to Dannevirke following the First World War to join an already thriving Danish community.
‘Dannevirke is this honky town with Viking stuff everywhere,’ snickered Riki. ‘Half the dudes there have names like Jens Jensen or Anders Andersen. It’s totally hokey.’
‘Hey, it’s not like that at all. Well…mostly not. Anyway, it’s home.’ Damien looked at Mat. ‘So, Riki tells me all this stuff about other worlds and evil witchdoctors and stuff. Was that just further signs of his lunacy?’
Mat pursed his lips. Oh well, it’s out there. He looked back at Damien. ‘It’s true.’
Damien rubbed his chin. ‘Really? No bull?’
Mat shook his head.
Damien whistled. ‘“Stranger things under heaven” and all that, huh?’
‘I guess,’ replied Mat, watching the youth carefully. ‘I can prove it,’ he added. He felt on uncertain ground. Wiri had told him that it was best to keep the existence of Aotearoa a secret, and yet he had been unable to keep himself from telling Riki—after all, Riki had been caught on the fringes of the whole thing anyway and was owed some sort of explanation. He hadn’t expected it to go further. He instinctively liked Damien though.
Damien looked intently at Mat and nodded. ‘That would be…interesting.’
Mat shifted, unsettled at the turn the conversation had taken. ‘How did you get into fencing?’ he asked Damien. ‘Your dad?’
‘Nah, the usual,’ Damien replied. ‘Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, you know. My dad thinks I’m nuts, but I kind of suck at ball sports.’
‘That’s cos he’s unco, like most Pakeha,’ Riki put in.
Damien reached across and fake-swatted Riki about the head. Then he glanced at the door and gave a low whistle. ‘Incoming babes,’ he whispered, winking at Mat.
A mismatched but eye-catching pair of teenage girls had just entered the café. The taller of the pair was blonde, with her hair tied severely in cornrows, her square face pugnacious but pretty. She was dressed in just a tank-top and tiny shorts, and her limbs were golden brown. A gold necklace with a gem-studded butterfly pendant, matched by her earrings, glittered above the swell of her chest. She moved with a purposeful gait, almost businesslike, despite her holiday attire. She took in the other customers, including the three boys, with a haughty sweep of her head, before saying some thing to her companion and sitting down, leaving the other girl to order at the counter.
The other newcomer certainly didn’t match her companion. Rake-thin with orange proto-dreadlocks, she had a horse-like face, glasses that magnified her eyes alarmingly, and her mouth glittered with braces. She too had on a tank-top, but she scarcely filled it, and her face and skin were heavily freckled. She laughed strangely as she ordered, then sat with her friend, pulled out a small laptop from her satchel, and began tapping at it feverishly while the blonde girl looked bored.
‘I bags the blonde,’ hissed Riki. ‘Extreme hot babeliciousness! The gingernut is kinda freaky-looking.’ He nudged Damien. ‘Ideal for you, I reckon.’
‘She laughs like a horse,’ Damien whispered. ‘And she looks like some kind of druggie. You’re right about the blonde one; she is really hot.’
‘She’s looking at me,’ Riki noted.
‘Nah,’ Damien retorted. ‘She’s looking at me. Let’s order some Cokes, and hang here some more.’
They both looked at Mat. Mat sighed, and shrugged. Girls were still some kind of foreign species to him, though since meeting Kelly, he’d had to admit that they weren’t as dull as he’d previously supposed, and Pania was very…married, he reminded himself. Still, it might be fun to hang around, and see what developed.
He ordered the Cokes, and they sipped them while chatting. Riki and Damien made ostentatious jokes so that the girls would notice them, but the blonde barely looked their way, and the other girl was absorbed by her laptop, cellphone and headset.
Finally the blonde got up to pay. By then Riki and Damien had lost interest and were playing a fencing game with the wooden toothpicks, but Mat found himself watching her stride to the counter. He saw her lean forward to catch the eye of the woman behind the counter, and then he felt it. The stirrings of the liquid energy that he had learnt to use himself, in that frightening chase across New Zealand and Aotearoa in September. The power that he named ‘magic’ for want of a better word.
It came from the blonde girl.
The woman at the counter swayed slightly, then blinked, opened the till and handed the girl a twenty-dollar note, closed it again, and smiled. The blonde girl smiled to herself, and then turned and strode out the door, with her skinny companion fussing behind her, trying to pack up her laptop as she scurried after her.
The air had a strange reek to it suddenly, and tasted slightly oily and unpleasant. Mat felt his mouth go dry. The girl had the same powers that he had, and she had just used them to steal.
He leapt to his feet and ran after her.



5
Lena
Hey!’ The girl turned, and Mat suddenly found himself staring into intense eyes so vividly blue, they were almost turquoise. Her nostrils flared and she glared at him, wary, as if expecting to have to fight. Her strange friend just goggled at him, trying to wrestle a laptop headset from her ears.
‘What?’ The blonde girl’s voice was clipped, defensive. Up close she looked a year or two older than him, slightly taller and intimidatingly pretty.
Mat stopped short of her. ‘I saw what you did,’ he said softly.
She blinked, and sucked in her lower lip. Her frown was part-guilty, part-curious. ‘And?’
It was his turn to blink. ‘Don’t you think it’s wrong?’
She shrugged, slightly belligerently. ‘If you’ve got it, use it.’
Her offhandedness made him angry. ‘That’s bullshit. You stole.’
The stringy girl with the laptop finally unplugged her headset. ‘What are you two saying? Couldn’t hear you,’ she laughed nervously. She peered at Mat with super-magnified eyes. ‘Do we know you?’
‘Yeah,’ said the blonde girl disdainfully. ‘Do we know you?’
Riki and Damien piled out of the café and peered at them curiously.
‘I’m Mat Douglas,’ Mat said to the bespectacled girl. ‘Your friend forgot to pay at the café.’
‘Oh! How embarrassing,’ the girl gasped. ‘I’ll do it, Lena.’ She began rummaging in her pockets.
‘Don’t worry, Cassandra, I’ll get it,’ Lena answered levelly, her eyes on Mat. She walked past him and the two other boys, back into the shop. Mat followed her. She half-turned. ‘Checking up on me, are you?’ she whispered harshly.
‘I just want to see how you do it,’ Mat replied coolly, though his heart was thumping.
Lena walked up to the counter, and when she had the owner’s attention, told her that she had mispaid, and handed back the twenty-dollar note, plus another twenty dollars. This time Mat felt the discharge of energy in a subtler, more gentle way, and there was none of the queasiness he’d sensed before. He immediately felt better.
The owner was flustered but took the money, shaking her head. Lena looked at Mat coldly as she swept down the dim passage to the exit once more. ‘Happy?’ she asked.
‘I’m happy…to meet someone…like me.’
The girl turned. She was suddenly close to him, in the shadows of the doorway to the café. She was wearing an expensive perfume, but Mat could smell fresh perspiration beneath it. The mix was heady and suddenly intoxicating. ‘Show me,’ she whispered, her face just centimetres from his.
His chest pounded as he lifted his hand, and called a tiny blossom of flame into his palm. It was harder to do under such close scrutiny, but he managed. The dark little corridor was suddenly drenched in light, making their shadows dance on the painted walls. The girl’s eyes went wide, her lips moving soundlessly. She looked from the flame to him with hungry eyes, then Mat heard other customers coming their way, and let the flame wink out.
‘Can you…could you…show me how to do that?’ she whispered when they were alone again, her earlier defensiveness gone, replaced by some thing far more welcoming.
He swallowed. ‘I don’t know…I could try.’
She startled him then by leaning forward and seizing his hand, and staring at the palm as if looking for some scar or sign of what he’d just done. Her hands were hot and damp. ‘I’m Lena, from Auckland. The geek-girl is Cassandra. She lives here. She’s not really my friend, y’know, but my father knows her parents, so I’m stuck with her. Let’s dump the lot of them and go some where. I want to see that again.’
Mat reeled slightly. He’d heard that Auckland girls moved fast. ‘Umm…’ He nodded towards the door. Lena turned and pushed it open, and they emerged blinking into the heat of the mid-morning sunshine. The street was beginning to fill with early-morning shoppers. Mat quickly made introductions. Cassandra seemed to know Riki’s extended family, but only by reputation, and the way her nose twitched suggested it wasn’t a particularly good reputation, but she didn’t say anything.
‘So, Mat, what are your plans for the day?’ Lena asked him.
Riki nudged Damien. ‘We were going to go round to Wainui Beach and do some surfing,’ Riki replied before Mat could answer. ‘I’ve got a car,’ he added.
‘Cool!’ exclaimed Cassandra. ‘I love surfing!’ The boys looked at her skinny frame doubtfully.
Lena sighed, but then smiled warmly at Mat. ‘I’d like to come and watch,’ she said, pulling on some Gucci sunglasses. She took out an expensive-looking cellphone. ‘What’s your number, Mat?’


Riki had to borrow his grandparents’ car, but as they seldom drove, this wasn’t a problem. They arranged to meet the two girls at the end of Wainui Beach, which was northwards around the coast from Kaiti Hill, facing east, about twenty minutes’ drive away. Riki drove alarmingly, paying hardly any attention to the road at all, so intent was he on speculating about Lena’s bust size. The little Datsun veered everywhere as he waved his arms about.
They had only just pulled up in the gravel car-park to the beach access walkway, set in scrub and lupin in a gap between the holiday homes, when an open-topped BMW sportscar with a board sticking out the back roared in beside them. Cassandra peered across at them from the passenger seat. ‘Ha! They beat us here!’
‘She’s yours,’ Riki muttered to Damien. ‘I’ll have the blonde, when she realises that Mat is underage.’
‘I am not underage,’ Mat retorted. ‘I turned sixteen in November.’
‘Touchy, these kids,’ Damien remarked airily. He grinned at Cassandra as they got out of their vehicles. ‘Hey, babe.’ Cassandra ignored him.
Lena pulled up her sunglasses and smiled dazzlingly at Mat. ‘Hi,’ she said brightly.
Mat felt a smile climb across his face, and his skin moisten, while his mouth went dry. Riki rolled his eyes in mock despair. ‘You gotta learn to relax around chicks, man,’ he murmured, not helping at all.
They took the surfboards from the Datsun’s little roof-rack, and headed for the beach. Lena was still clad in her tiny shorts, and the boys all had swimming trunks, but Cassandra was now wearing most of a black-and-navy wetsuit, and had her own surfboard. Her glasses were clamped on with some vivid orange sports-elastic. ‘Let’s hang ten! Ha!’
Lena rolled her eyes at Mat.


Mat wasn’t a great surfer, but he had decent balance, and his new surfboard was a good one for his ability. Riki was very good, and made sure they all knew it. Mat didn’t mind—he knew what he was good at.
Damien was…well, Damien was totally awful at surfing, as Riki noted often that afternoon, but it didn’t seem to deter him. The surprise was Cassandra, who was almost as good as Riki, darting among the waves nimbly, and surprisingly strong about the shoulders when paddling out to the waves. The whole beach knew when she had caught a wave, she hooted so loudly.
Mat finished before the others, and walked up the beach to where Lena was sitting above the wave-line, staring out across the water. He felt her eyes on his form as he walked up, and felt suddenly self-conscious. It was quite one thing to fantasise about girls when he had little chance of actually meeting one, coming from a single-sex school and stuck at home most nights with his father, but it was quite another to know how to deal with a worldly Auckland girl, especially after what he’d seen earlier.
Best to go straight to the heart of things, he supposed. ‘Are you mad at me?’ he asked as he sat beside her.
She seemed to consider the question for half a second too long. ‘No. I was just surprised. No one has even spotted it before. I don’t do it often, but I was in a funny mood.’
As an explanation for attempted theft it seemed fairly inadequate, but Mat decided to let it go. ‘When did you learn how to do it?’
She looked at him appraisingly, and spoke hesitantly, as if to a priest in a confessional. ‘It started when I was twelve. It was really odd. I noticed that I could tell the most blatant lies, convince people the sky was pink, or black was white, and they would believe me for a few seconds. At first I thought I was imagining it, and then I started to try doing it deliberately, and it worked. If I keep it close to the truth, they believe me utterly—it doesn’t even wear off now.’ She sucked on her lower lip. ‘It’s kinda scary. But I’m not a thief! You need to believe that. I was just short of a little cash, that’s all.’
Mat nodded, not really believing her, trying to decide if that mattered.
Lena went on, her voice distant. ‘I can do it to animals too, even easier than people if it’s a simple thing. Once I convinced a dog to bite someone—this guy who was following me in a park in Auckland. The dog went for this guy like a mad thing. I couldn’t call it off. The guy was a creep, but it was still freaky. He ended up in hospital, and the dog was put down.’ She shuddered slightly. ‘What about you?’
Mat considered carefully. ‘Three months ago.’
‘And you can make fire? Cool!’
‘Other stuff too.’ Mat kept his voice modest. He could tell the girl had pride, a lot of it, and he didn’t want to put on airs with her.
‘What like?’ she asked, slightly distantly.
‘Umm…it’s kinda hard to explain. Little things.’ His mind raced: over shifting between worlds, messing up Donna Kyle’s powers to free Wiri, and calling Wiri out of the tiki. How could he describe such things to anyone that wasn’t there? And he wasn’t sure how to talk about what Pania had shown him. ‘Just little things,’ he said lamely, then added: ‘I’ve never met anyone else who could do these things.’ It wasn’t quite true, but he wasn’t ready to tell her about Puarata, and Donna Kyle, and those acolytes of Puarata that had clustered beneath him at Reinga during the final confrontation. They were all dead now, except Donna, whom they’d left bleeding and unconscious in Auckland and he hoped to never meet again.
‘I’ve not met anyone like me either,’ Lena said quietly. She smiled at him. ‘We’re like a secret society. Even a coven!’ She sounded taken with the thought.
‘I suppose.’
‘I’ve been reading a lot about it: books on witchcraft and the like. I’ve got spell books and tarot cards and stuff at home. I got them at these New Age shops in Devonport. I’ve tried a lot of it out, but I’m not sure it works. But what I do does.’
Mat had a sudden vision of her dancing beneath moonlight, casting witchy spells from New Age books. She wasn’t wearing a lot in his imagination. He caught her looking at him with a playful smile, and had an uncomfortable feeling that she could sense his thoughts. ‘You don’t read minds or anything like that, do you?’ he blurted.
She laughed softly. ‘Not as such. But you’re kind of transparent.’ She smiled gently. ‘You’re very cute. Are you part-Maori?’
He was definitely blushing now. ‘Yeah, on my dad’s side.’ His voice sounded husky and nervous to his ears. ‘Mum’s Irish.’
She grinned. ‘All that wild Irish blood, maybe?’
He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Mum’s pretty, ummm…earth-bound. What about you?’
‘My father’s grandparents were Polish; I think the rest of us were Scots or some thing.’
‘Any mystics and seers in the bloodline?’
‘No! Not that I’ve heard anyway. I call it my Gift. I’m having to teach myself. But I can feel myself getting stronger.’ She looked at him. ‘I guess you’ve been doing the same?’
‘Yeah,’ Mat replied, unwilling to mention his training with Pania for fear of putting himself above her. ‘I’ve got a friend called Wiri. He says he knows people who can help. I’m expecting to hear from him sometime soon about it.’
‘Wow,’ Lena breathed. ‘Then maybe there really is a secret society of people with the Gift! How amazing! And we’ll be, like, the newest acolytes.’ She rattled off a string of movies and novels of secret magic societies with passwords and secret signs and forbidden rites. She evidently read a lot. Her passion was slightly alarming; Mat had found the whole ‘magic’ experience terrifying and it had taken him a while before he could bring himself to confront it. But Lena seemed to want to immerse herself in it, and him too. She knew nothing of Aotearoa; other worlds did not feature in her speculations at all.
Finally, Riki, Damien and Cassandra emerged from the water and joined them on the beach. Mat and Lena let their conversation lapse, but both wanted to talk more, when they could find privacy again.
‘So, you two seemed to be having a nice little chat,’ Riki observed slyly.
‘Yes,’ Lena replied, her voice tart. ‘Mat makes very pleasant conversation, as against limiting himself to making smart-arse remarks in the hope of getting cheap laughs.’
Damien mimicked getting his hand smacked. ‘Ouch, put-down!’ he grinned at Riki. ‘Hey, Cass, nice wave-riding moves.’
‘Mmm, I guess. You, like, never got to stand up, so we still can’t tell if you can surf or not,’ she replied with a sudden smile.
‘Double-ouch. Put-down City!’ Damien complained. ‘What’s this, “Pick-on-Damien Day”?’
‘Every day, bro,’ grinned Riki.
‘This beach used to be a road,’ Cassandra announced, halting the conversation. They all looked at her. ‘You see, before they cut the roads through to Gisborne, they used to have coaches come around the coastline. They’re mostly shingle and rock so they hold up well. The drivers used to say they were good roads, because they were washed twice a day.’
‘That’d be a thing to see,’ Damien remarked softly, glancing at Mat. Mat shook his head slightly.
Lena noticed the exchange and frowned slightly. ‘What are you doing tonight, Mat?’
Riki nudged Damien. ‘Yeah, what’re you doing tonight, Mat?’
Mat softly cursed his cheeks for colouring yet again. ‘My folks are taking me to some restaurant at a tavern out in the country. It’d kinda piss them off if I skipped it,’ he added apologetically.
‘Riki and I are free,’ Damien put in quickly, looking at Lena. ‘What about a movie, eh?’
Lena stared down her nose at him. ‘I’m doing my nails.’
‘And I’m doing my hair,’ put in Cassandra, whose hair looked like it hadn’t been ‘done’ in months.
Damien looked crushed.
Lena looked at Mat. ‘Tomorrow, then?’ She patted her pocket. ‘I’ve got your number.’ She and Cassandra rose, and Lena swayed back up the sand towards the car-park, with Cassandra trailing inelegantly behind her, carrying her surfboard. They watched them drive away.
Riki nudged Mat in the ribs as soon as the girls were gone. ‘Matty’s got a girlfriend,’ he snickered.
‘Cute one too,’ Damien agreed. ‘Dunno what she sees in you, but then, what do I know?’
‘Not a lot, bro. Not a lot.’ Riki looked at Mat. ‘So, what’s happening, dude?’
Mat forced himself to shrug. Yes, Matiu Douglas, what’s happening? You’ve met a girl who might be part of the magical world, who might…MIGHT…like you. But you’ve also promised to help some long-dead taniwha. How’s that going?
‘We should get back.’ And I’ve got to work out what the hell to do about Haumapuhia.
Riki grinned. ‘Hey, Mat, I was just thinking…what’s the night life like here?’
Mat stared at him suspiciously. ‘I don’t know.’
‘What say we find out?’ He winked at him heavily. ‘Just the three of us, cutting some shapes in old-time Gisborne? Come on, you know you want to.’
Damien looked at him expectantly.
Mat slowly shook his head. I’ve got to find out about the taniwha…Ten to one the answer is in Gisborne-Aotearoa…He chewed his lower lip, studying the two eager faces before him. Wiri would tell me not to be an idiot…
Finally he nodded. ‘As long as we’re back by half-seven for that dinner out, yeah? Okay. Let’s do it.’



6
Turanga: the tohunga
This is a certifiably dumb idea,’ Mat told Riki. Second thoughts were galloping through his brain.
‘Nah, it’ll be easy. Just a little trip over, and if we get into hassles, we just leave. No problem.’
Mat grimaced. ‘It won’t be that simple. It never is.’
He and Riki were huddled together in the foyer of the hotel on Customhouse Quay, trying not to look furtive as they waited for Damien. It was nearly five o’clock in the afternoon. The town was packed for the post-Christmas sales, with the queues of cars at The Warehouse extending for several blocks. Riki had returned the car, after dropping Mat at the hotel. His parents were out, according to a note his father had left, at a bar on Reads Quay for a drink and a significant-sounding ‘chat’. He had changed into jeans, a T-shirt and a hoodie, and headed downstairs, where Riki was already waiting.
‘Hey, you sure you’re okay about doing this?’ Riki asked anxiously.
‘Nope.’ Mat was completely not okay with it, for any number of reasons. Not only were they risking blundering into all of the dangers of the Ghost World, where interlopers from the real world were often unwelcome, they also risked drawing the attention of some of the more dangerous denizens of that world, not all of them human. It also seemed to Mat to be a slur on that other place, to treat it as some kind of sideshow. It lacked reverence, to go sightseeing in a land of the dead and the mythic. It felt wrong, and he didn’t like it one bit.
‘But we’re still doing it, right?’ Riki was insistent.
Mat grimaced. ‘Yeah.’
‘Cos I don’t want to look like a dork in front of Damien. Ever since I told him, he’s been curious, and I swore it was real, and well, you know…If he lived in Napier and went to Napier Boys’ High, he’d, like, be my best friend, I reckon.’
Mat looked at Riki in surprise. He could have named five or six guys that Riki hung with at Boys’ High that he assumed were closer to Riki than anyone, even himself, though they’d grown closer recently. All rugby players, all Maori, youths he thought rated highest in Riki’s affections. That Riki valued Damien’s friendship over them was slightly incomprehensible.
‘We just get on,’ Riki said. ‘He’s a good laugh.’
‘Yeah, well, he is that.’ Mat winced, then swallowed. ‘I guess if we’re going to do this, we should just get on with it.’
Damien appeared beside them. He was wearing black jeans and a hoodie, and looked as if he’d seriously considered wearing camouflage paint on his face. ‘Hey, guys,’ he said, sounding very, very nervous.
‘Hey, Devil.’ Riki and Damien touched fists. ‘You ready to go?’
‘Yeah, I think.’ He looked at Mat. ‘So, what do we do?’
Mat looked around. ‘Come with me.’ He led them towards the Turanganui River. The landing site where Cook and his men had arrived was on the north side of the main rivermouth, whilst they were on the south side. Three bridges spanned the rivers—a rail bridge closest to the sea, a road bridge just beside it, both straddling the Turanganui, and then another road bridge upstream on the Taruheru, before it met the Waimata. It was towards the rail bridge that Mat led them—it was barely used, even in daylight, and deserted at night.
There were plenty of people about—clumps of teens looking for fun, adults walking hand in hand, old couples walking dogs, and tourists everywhere. Gisborne was a provincial city, with only a handful of night spots, but it was a place with a relaxed attitude and an eye for fun. The annual Rhythm and Vines music festival, held during the three days leading up to the New Year, was the hottest ticket in New Zealand. The city was filling up in readiness.
A balmy warm evening was settling over the city, with next to no wind, and heat radiating from the roads and footpaths. There was no one else on the rail bridge as they went across, laughingly walking the rails, joking about trains coming. It was only sixty metres long and they were over inside a minute, into the marina where the well-to-do had their yachts and the fishermen their boats. Mat pointed at a monument, topped by an obelisk, which was just to the seaward side on a small grassy knoll. ‘That’s the place. Cook’s Landing.’
‘Yeah, built to commemorate the first shooting of a brown guy by a white guy in this fair land,’ Riki sniffed.
‘That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?’ Damien said.
‘Well, it’s kinda true,’ Mat put in. ‘Cook brought some of his men ashore, just over by the base of the bluff, where the beach used to be. The Maori came to meet them, and a whole bunch of warriors were suddenly swarming round them, trying to take their guns off them to look at, not knowing what they were. It got out of hand; a soldier panicked and shot one of the warriors.’
Damien pulled a face. ‘I suppose you reckon that was the soldier’s fault?’ he said to Riki with a grin.
‘Of course! He should have known he was supposed to bring a gift. A bit of koha, to sweeten the meetin’.’ Riki poked Damien in the ribs. ‘What’s ours is ours, an’ what’s yours is ours, Pakeha.’
Riki went to the monument and read the politically correct inscriptions in Maori and English aloud, but Damien just looked at Mat, shaking his head. ‘You really say you’re going to take us to another place?’
‘Yes. Do you still want to do this?’ Mat asked him.
The tall boy paused for a long time before nodding. ‘Who could say no?’ he breathed.
‘Then think about this. Where we are going, most everyone you meet is dead.’ He let the word ‘dead’ hang in the air until it had sunk in.
Damien nodded with Riki, their faces finally serious. Mat decided that was a good thing, and continued. ‘I don’t know how or why it is, but Hakawau and Wiri say that the Ghost Land remembers things—places, people, stories. It’s like parallel worlds, if you want to go all science-fiction about it. Sometimes people can pass between, in certain places, or if they have certain abilities. But that doesn’t happen a lot. Just because we’re still alive here doesn’t mean that we can’t die there. If some thing goes wrong, we may never come back. Do you still want to do this?’
The other two looked sober now, all excitement draining away, replaced by a more serious demeanour. They both nodded though, still keen.
Mat sighed, and looked around. ‘Let’s go this way.’ He led them towards the foot of Kaiti Hill, where the site of a former cottage, dating back to the first settlement of Gisborne, used to stand in the lee of the hill. They left the road and climbed a little until they stood in a shadowy glade, amidst some old pine trees. They could still see the big loading gantries of the port, where a logging ship was being laden with timber. No one seemed to be watching them.
‘Put your hands on my shoulders,’ Mat told them.
Riki gripped his shoulder, and he gripped Riki’s, and then Damien added his arm, so that they were bound together. He closed his eyes, and called to the place within himself where his power waited. Every thing faded, the sounds of the city falling to sleep, the smell of the river, the boom of the distant surf, and the sting of the wind. All was gone in the space of a few slow seconds, and replaced by the song of crickets, the sonorous boom of the ocean, and a warm gentle breeze. He slowly opened his eyes.


The gantries through the trees were gone, and so were the docks. The river no longer held a logging ship, but a low-lying, two-masted sailing vessel, which was being emptied of fish by a crew of seven. The trees were not the introduced pine of today, but weatherbeaten bushes of kowhai and pohutukawa.
The river divided itself about a massive rock. On the near side were just a few waka and a ferry pulled up against the shore of the river. The sea was much closer—evidently the modern harbour was mostly reclaimed land. On the far bank, the hotel on the inlet where Mat was staying was gone, replaced by a few wooden houses surrounded by little picket fences—the early Gisborne township. Men and woman promenaded, and went about their business. Carriages and wagons plied the streets, with the occasional vintage-model car.
Damien broke away from them, and stared about him like a blind man who had recovered his sight. ‘Omigod, omigod,’ he kept repeating. Finally he turned to Mat and said in a low voice, ‘I thought he was having me on, even up until a few seconds ago.’ He looked at Riki. ‘I’ll never call you a bullshitter again, man.’ Then he stopped and thought. ‘Well…possibly.’
‘I’m overwhelmed.’ Riki could apparently view the greatest of miracles with a certain detachment and cool, but he still looked somewhat awestruck. It was, after all, his first time in Aotearoa too. He looked at Mat. ‘Far out, bro. You da man. You are the man!’
Behind them, someone coughed. They turned, and found a cottage, which had to be the historical one mentioned in the plaque, standing solidly behind them. A young woman with a strained pale face beneath a bonnet was staring open-mouthed. She had been working a primitive-looking clothes wringer, her clothes stained with sweat. An infant squalled at her feet.
‘Gidday, babe!’ Damien offered. ‘How’s it goin’?’
She snatched up the child and backed into the house.
‘You’ve still got it, man,’ Riki drawled. ‘That ole charm works just as well here. Who’d have thought?’ He slapped Damien on the back, while the Pakeha boy looked pained.
Mat led them out of the little glade, towards the docks. The fishermen eyed them suspiciously, and one of them, a dark-skinned Maori with long curly hair, pulled out a knife. That was enough to make Mat and the others freeze and lift their hands cautiously. The weapon was handled with calm competence.
The Maori with the knife approached cautiously, a Pakeha following him, holding a cosh. Both men were wearing rough cotton and linen clothes, streaked with fish blood. Their shirts were unbuttoned, revealing tanned and lean bodies beneath. Both were barefoot, and reeked of fish.
‘What’re you gents doin’?’ the Pakeha asked in a strong English accent.
‘Erm…we’re from…uh…’ Riki started.
‘From the Other Side,’ the Pakeha finished for him, to his surprise. ‘We’d figured that. What do you want? And how did you get here; there ain’t any Holes round here.’
‘Ah, I brought us here,’ said Mat cautiously, unsure whether he should be telling the man such a thing.
The men’s eyes bulged a little. ‘Ruanuku?’ the Maori breathed. He stared at Mat. ‘Tohunga makutu?’
‘No! No! Not makutu,’ Mat replied hurriedly.
‘What’s makutu?’ Damien muttered.
‘Black magic,’ Riki replied. ‘You don’t want to confess to that around here, I guess.’
‘I’m looking for Hoanga,’ Mat said. ‘I need his help.’
The Maori and Pakeha men exchanged a look. They nodded slowly. ‘Hoanga?’ the Pakeha echoed, nodding. ‘Figures. He’s one of you.’ He lifted a hand, pointing northwest, around the inland side of the hill. ‘You need to go to Te Poho o Rawiri—that’s the meeting house at the marae around the hill. But take care. There was trouble there last night.’
Mat let out a relieved breath as both men lowered their weapons.
‘What’s your name?’ the Pakeha asked.
‘Matiu Douglas.’
They both raised their eyebrows, and looked at each other again. Neither said another word as Mat led his friends away towards the marae. They just watched them carefully, as if anxious they should leave, but frightened to push it. It didn’t make Mat feel any better, to be feared like that.
‘Jeez, Mat, what do you mean, “we are looking for someone”?’ Riki muttered. ‘I thought we were just sightseeing.’
Mat gave him what he hoped was a knowing wizardly look. ‘Just stay with me on this one, guys.’


The land north of the river was dominated by a pa, further inland, but the marae was unguarded by fortification. Mat had expected Kaiti Hill, or Titirangi as many of the locals called it, would be surmounted with fortification, but it wasn’t. There were a few houses here, and paddocks with cattle and crops. Mostly Maori faces peered at them as they walked towards what had to be the marae. A great, red-painted archway, alive with carvings, showed the way to the timber-walled building beyond. The late sun lit the open space before it.
Children and youths ran about, playing chasing games, while their parents gathered in clusters over tea from colonial-era kettles poured in fancy English crockery. They eyed the trio suspiciously as they walked to the carved gate, Mat in front and the other two trailing. Mat could have sworn the paua eyes of the carving were watching him.
After an awkward few seconds, a limber young man clad only in a flax skirt strode to meet them. ‘Kia ora, tauhou,’ he said tersely. Greetings, stranger. He ran his eyes up and down Mat’s modern clothing.
‘Uh, kia ora,’ Mat returned. ‘I’m…my name is Matiu Douglas. I need to talk to someone.’
The youth accepted the switch to English easily, but his eyes widened when Mat said his name. ‘Matiu Douglas? The one who slew Puarata?’
‘Um, sort of,’ Mat replied. ‘Wiri did it, really. I just helped. But don’t tell anyone, please. I don’t want a fuss. It’s supposed to be a secret that I’m here.’
The young warrior’s mouth contorted slightly. Then he stepped close, and pressed his nose to Mat’s in a hongi. He was maybe twenty, but looked like he’d seen a lifetime of struggle and danger. Perhaps he had. ‘Welcome to Te Poho o Rawiri, Matiu Douglas. You are our guest, and all we have is yours. Blessings upon you for what you did to bring about the demise of the tohunga makutu.’
Mat ducked his head. He hated taking credit for Wiri’s deed, but it would take too long to explain what had actually happened. ‘Uh, thanks.’
The young warrior greeted Riki and Damien, before turning back to Mat. ‘Now, if you will not let us celebrate your deed, then will you tell me how we can serve you? My name is Potou.’
‘I need to talk to someone about a legend of Waikaremoana. I was told to ask for Hoanga.’
‘Tuhoe lore? Certainly you need Hoanga.’ Potou nodded. ‘Come this way.’ He gestured around him. ‘Excuse the lack of welcome. We were attacked last night, by men of the south. They attempted a kidnapping.’ He looked grim. ‘We will feast on them tonight,’ he added, making Damien go pale.
‘John Bryce’s men?’ Mat exclaimed, then pursed his lips.
Potou threw him a sideways look, but said nothing. He led Mat and his friends away from curious eyes, behind the meeting house where only carved figures stared at their passing. ‘See how some of the carvings have a dot in the middle of the eyes, while others are blank?’ Potou remarked. Mat nodded. ‘The ones with the eye-dots are awake. You need to be careful of them. Treat them with respect.’
‘What are the carvings of?’ Mat asked.
‘Taniwha.’ Potou grinned. ‘Must’ve been a shock to a modern boy like you to find all this was real, eh?’
Mat nodded deeply. ‘You’ve got no idea.’
Potou smiled again. ‘Actually, I had a similar shock when I found out about your world.’ Mat took that in with a blink. Potou laughed. ‘I was a stillborn child. The only world I’ve lived in is this one.’
Mat swallowed in surprise, which seemed to please Potou immensely. He cheerily pointed up the slope behind the meeting house, where a church sat, a tiny wooden building set at the foot of Kaiti Hill amidst the bush. ‘I’ll take you to Hoanga, our tohunga wairua.’
Potou led Mat to the door of the church, and called out a greeting. He was answered, not from the church, but from a large mound that Mat had taken for an old rock, covered in moss and debris. It shivered suddenly, and became a cloaked man sitting cross-legged.
‘Potou, open your eyes! I am here.’
The three teens gaped.
Potou ducked his head. ‘Tipuna-tane, I bring a visitor, Matiu Douglas, he that—’
‘I know who the guests are, Potou. I am not deaf to every thing that happens here.’ The old man grinned crookedly at Mat. He had a lean tattooed face so deeply brown it was almost black. Thin grey hair and a straggling white beard framed a face well suited to smiling and sharp words. ‘Fetch me some tea, Potou. Take Riki and Damien with you. The words I speak with Matiu are not for them.’
Riki looked questioningly at Mat, who nodded. We have to trust him. Riki and Damien looked like they were remembering what Mat had told them about the perils of getting separated. They went hesitantly with Potou, who clapped them both on the shoulder in what looked to be meant as a reassuring gesture. Mat watched them go, suddenly ill at ease.
‘Last night, soldiers, men of Dunedin, tried to take me alive,’ Hoanga observed. ‘But this place is better warded than they expected.’
Mat looked at him, waiting. ‘Why did they do that, sir?’ he was forced to ask after a long pause.
‘Why indeed? We asked the ones we captured that. Eventually one spoke. He said a word I’d not heard in a long time, a word he’d overheard his master whisper.’ Hoanga leant forward. ‘The word was “Haumapuhia”.’
Mat felt a thrill of fear course down his spine. Oh crap, they are already on to it. John Bryce’s men, on the same trail as me…
Hoanga looked up at him. ‘Sit, Wiremu Matiu Douglas, sit here, where I can see you without cricking my neck.’ He patted the ground beside him. Mat sat, and Hoanga looked him up and down, then pulled out a pipe and lit it. He asked Mat who his father and mother were, and of what iwi. His nose crinkled when Mat told him he was Ngati Kahungunu.
Mat recalled that his iwi had helped the British against Te Kooti, a Maori leader, born in the Gisborne area, who was feared by Maori and Pakeha alike, so he guessed that he couldn’t expect his tribal background to make him any friends here.
But Hoanga said nothing on the subject. He glanced up at the church behind him. ‘Surprised to see an old tohunga living near a Christian church, I suppose?’
Mat looked about him. ‘I guess.’
‘The priest is a friend of mine. We discuss our beliefs until late at night, over good whisky from your time. Don’t ask me how we get it.’ Hoanga grinned, then looked thoughtful. ‘You know, neither he nor I have met our gods here, neither my Tane and the gods of my ancestors, nor he his Jesus. We dwell in an afterlife yet remain none the wiser. It is what you Pakeha call “ironic”, I suppose.’ He looked back at Mat. ‘So, how can an old, but not-wise, holy man help you?’
Mat took a deep breath. Here goes…‘What can you tell me about the taniwha Haumapuhia?’
Hoanga nodded. ‘So you want to know about her as well, do you? I thought you might. Well, you I will talk to…’ The old man took a deep breath and stared out into space. ‘She was the taniwha that carved Lake Waikaremoana, but perished at the touch of the sun. Or so the Tuhoe say, and it is their tale. We are Ngati Porou here, but I know some Tuhoe lore. You must tell me something first, though—what is this old story to you?’
Fair enough. Mat told him about his encounter with Kauariki, and his promise to help her prevent the taniwha from falling into the hands of Puarata’s warlocks. ‘Kauariki said that the spells Puarata set about the taniwha will expire when the new moon rises on New Year’s Eve. It is the twenty-seventh of December, I have only until New Year’s Eve to save the taniwha, and I have no idea how to do it.’
Hoanga frowned. ‘Then that explains last night’s attempted raid. Bryce too seeks the taniwha. A taniwha at the command of any makutu would be a great ill. I know how it could be done, too. When I was young, I fought against Puarata’s warriors in the Ureweras, and contended with his powers.’ He shuddered slightly. ‘I was overmatched, of course, but I survived. I came here for refuge, and was protected by this holy place. There is a tradition of sanctuary in churches, and a tapu on violence in a meeting house. I have been safe here, but also trapped. Puarata knew I was here and kept me penned in.’
He traced a finger in the dirt, pondering. ‘To bring life back to the stone taniwha would require an undoing of the curse. These elements would be needed: the essence of the taniwha, the water of the sacred stream where the taniwha was transformed, and a sacred token of the tohunga whose intercession turned Haumapuhia into a taniwha in the first place.’
‘Kauariki didn’t say anything about a tohunga,’ Mat observed.
‘Kauariki may not have known. But I have walked the lake about, and I know its secret lore. Maahu’s tribe had a tohunga. When Hau’s spirit cried out as she struggled beneath the waters of the sacred stream Waikotikoti, the tohunga heard, and spoke to the gods, enabling the transformation. Why he did so, I do not know. Perhaps Hau had some power herself that he wished to preserve? Maybe he sought to recreate her as a taniwha for his own purposes? Regardless, he it was that interceded between the drowned girl and the gods, and through his intercession she became a taniwha, little good though it did anyone.
‘When Maahu realised that his tohunga had played a role, he was even more wrathful. Bad enough he had drowned his child, but to have her so transformed shattered him. He was beside himself with rage and slew the tohunga. For a time, he kept the tohunga’s shrunken head as a trophy, but later he repented and laid the head to rest, in the Onepoto Caves, near to his daughter’s stone body.’
Hoanga paused as Potou brought tea. Damien and Riki were not with him, but Potou said they were talking to some of the girls, which sounded likely and didn’t comfort Mat at all.
He had to smile at the Bell Tea brand on the tea bags though. Someone liked their tea modern around here. He paused for thought as he sipped the strong sweet brew. ‘You’re saying I need the head of the tohunga to free the taniwha, and it is in caves only a few yards from the taniwha?’
Hoanga nodded. ‘But it is guarded. A tohunga’s preserved head is still powerful, even when the tohunga himself is dead. It has acquired protections for itself, or Puarata would surely have gone there himself. I believe that only one, such as you or I, a tohunga ruanuku, may succeed. The Onepoto Caves are a dreaded place in Aotearoa. One does not go lightly to those caves, Matiu. There is a deadly spirit there that destroys all who enter.’
‘I’m not a tohunga,’ Mat protested.
Hoanga just smirked wryly and inclined his head.
Mat ducked his head, then looked up at the old man. ‘If Puarata is dead now, are you free to go to Onepoto?’
Hoanga shook his head. ‘No, Matiu Douglas, I cannot. I would be of no use to you, for I have over the years bound my powers to this place, to keep it safe from Puarata and his ilk. Beyond this marae, I am nothing. I am no longer sure I can even leave this place now.’ Hoanga put a hand on his arm. ‘Do not fret, Matiu Douglas. You are the Heir of Ngatoro. You will find allies.’
Not that again…‘Why do people keep calling me that?’ Mat demanded.
‘Have you not felt it? The lost tohunga, Ngatoro-i-rangi, has laid his touch upon you. I perceive his essence, permeating and strengthening your aura. He is with you, even now.’
‘But I’ve never met him,’ Mat protested, fighting a nervous urge to look over his shoulder. ‘I don’t feel anything.’
Hoanga peered at him. ‘Can you make fire?’ he asked.
Mat frowned. ‘Yes.’ He hesitantly called a flame to his fingertip, as he had with Lena earlier.
‘How did you learn that?’ Hoanga enquired.
‘It just kind of occurred to me. In a dream,’ he confessed. ‘Then Pania showed me how to do it properly.’
Hoanga gave him a gap-toothed grin. ‘Then you have already felt Ngatoro’s touch on your mind without knowing. Calling fire is one of the first things a young ruanuku apprentice learns, but few can learn it without guidance.’
Mat remembered the dream when he had realised he knew how to do it. It wasn’t a comfortable thought, that someone was whispering ideas into his head, even if they wished him well. ‘But how can I become a tohunga? I’m not even fully Maori.’
‘The word “tohunga” just means “expert”, loosely, as well as “priest”. There are many types of tohunga,’ Hoanga explained. ‘Some are made, and some are born. Many learn carving or moko, and have no mystical powers beyond skill and learning. But a tohunga ruanuku or a tohunga wairua, a wizard or spirit-caller, is born, not made.’ He tapped Mat’s knee. ‘We are kin, in a way, you and I. We have been born to the gift. We have to learn to master it, lest it masters us.’ He chuckled. ‘Oh yes, I am still learning, Matiu Douglas, even at my age.’
Years of slow, patient mastery of arcane lore unfolded in Mat’s mind, oppressive and dull. He groaned softly before he could stifle it. He looked up anxiously, but Hoanga just snickered.
‘I know what you feel, Matiu. But there is joy in the journey, and in the destination. Do not fear it. And as for your heritage, the old bloodlines are thinning, it is true, but new strains can also be strong. It may be that your heritage of two cultures is what is important.’ He leant forward and jabbed with his pipe for emphasis. ‘You have a gift and would appear to have a powerful spirit guide,’ he told Mat. ‘Accept, don’t resist.’
It sounded uncomfortably like the advice Kauariki and everyone else seemed intent on loading on to him. Mat put it aside. ‘So John Bryce sent men to try to find out what you’ve told me?’
‘So it would seem. You must take care. And you must learn more, so that you can protect yourself.’
‘There is a man called Jones coming to teach me, next month.’
Hoanga nodded. ‘Jones, eh? The Welsh wizard. What I have heard of him is good. He will teach you the Celtic paths, and Pakeha forms of magic. You will also need a tutor in the arts of the tohunga wairua, though. I will speak to Hakawau on this.’
Mat guessed that for Hoanga, contacting Hakawau wouldn’t involve telephones or emails. The old man was unnerving, but it was also reassuring to know there was help about. At least he knew a little about how to free Haumapuhia now, and some of the dangers.
Maybe I can phone Wiri, and get him to send this Jones here to Gisborne. Mat let out a long breath. It was good to have someone older and wiser on his team. ‘Thank you, sir.’
‘Matiu Douglas,’ said Hoanga in a formal voice. ‘You are at the beginning of a journey. I have seen others take that journey. Some fall by the wayside and some become paralysed by fear. Many end up dead. Others become bent old men trapped on marae. Some choose the glamour of power, and turn to makutu. You are young, but the choices you make now will affect who you become.’ He tapped Mat’s knee with the stem of his pipe. ‘What manner of man will you choose to be?’
‘I don’t know, sir,’ Mat said, keeping his eyes downcast. He didn’t feel old enough to answer such a question. ‘Someone who does the right thing, I hope.’
It didn’t feel like a clever reply, but it seemed to satisfy the old tohunga. He nodded slowly. ‘Good and evil aren’t easy to tell apart sometimes, boy. Even my friend the priest can’t claim to understand all the nuances, and he thinks he’s an expert. I like to think on it like this: the power of the land is like a river, and it flows where it wants. Some try to tap into that flow. Others dig ditches and try to channel it their way. Some tip poison into the waters, while others drink greedily. But all of that is makutu, boy. It is all selfish. The true tohunga ruanuku learns to swim, and is happy to go where the river takes him. You follow?’
Mat shook his head.
Hoanga chuckled. ‘Neither did I at your age. It becomes clearer as you get older, boy. I’ve almost got it now,’ he finished softly. ‘You’ve got a wise head for a young man, and you’ve got Ngatoro-i-rangi looking over your shoulder, whether you see him or not. If you keep in mind that you’re here to serve others and not yourself, and that knowledge is wisdom, not power, then you’ll do okay.’ He puffed on his pipe, and fell silent, gazing out over the only view he had probably seen in all the later years of his life.
Is this what I’ll come to as well, trapped in a single place through one slip, or one powerful enemy? It was a depressing thought. ‘But how can I fight without using makutu?’ Mat asked. ‘Fitzy says all magic that causes harm is makutu, but if I’m attacked, how can I defeat an enemy without harming them?’
Hoanga half-smiled. ‘Your friend is only half-right. To wield makutu is not to become makutu, Matiu Douglas. Makutu is two things—it is the tool of wreaking harm, and the ethos that empowers it. The trick is separating the two, and wielding it, without succumbing to it.’
Mat looked at him helplessly. ‘I don’t get it.’
‘Think of a gun. It is a thing that wreaks harm. It is a form of makutu. Not magical makutu, but a scientific makutu, just as deadly. But good men wield them, and do good in using them. The problem is that we can come to enjoy our “righteous smiting” too much, poai. Then we are in peril. Some makutu is much more intensely personal than a gun. With the strongest makutu, you sense the pain you inflict as a physical sensation of pleasure, turning the act into a form of depravity.’
‘Then how can we win?’
Hoanga smiled. ‘Oh, don’t you worry about that, Matiu Douglas. Our magic still obeys certain laws, and can be thought of as speeding or slowing the work of nature, which is both destructive and constructive. We can both preserve and destroy. Think of yourself as a knight, and your spirit is your armour. The armour of the tohunga makutu is weak, as they have devoted themselves to causing harm, and their ability to resist it is poor. On the battlefield, you are the toa, armoured in light, formidable. Your foes are shadowy archers, menacing at a distance, but vulnerable. Strengthen your armour, poai, so that their arrows fail, and smite them with righteousness.’ He leant closer. ‘The warlocks like to boast that nine in ten choose their path. That is true, for it is an easy path, with swift gratifications and cheap rewards. But the truth they evade is that the true tohunga ruanuku is worth ten or twenty of them on his own.’
It was the most encouraging thing Mat had heard in months.



7
Turanga: the captain
They left the marae soon afterwards. Riki and Damien were round-eyed, staring at the ferocious-looking warriors that lounged about, and were now averting their eyes nervously from the women for fear of antagonising the men. The children had poked at them curiously though, and Riki found he could understand much of the language, despite some dialectic difficulties.
The sun was falling towards the western hills by the time they returned to the river. They regained their normal jauntiness when they saw the reassuringly familiar-looking European settlements on the far side. Riki peered about. ‘Hey, Merlin, when you led us across the river, did you know there were no bridges here to get back into town? Bloody incompetent wizard you turned out to be!’
‘I was keeping you away from the bright lights of Gisborne,’ Mat replied, peering across the river in the gathering gloom. It was hard to tell; sometimes it seemed there was only a pa, an instant later it was chock-full of houses, all low-rise white-walled timber. The city seemed to shift and melt into different eras, as if it were trying to decide what period it was that night. None of the options seemed to contain a lot of bright lights. ‘But I suppose we could have a quick look,’ he added when the others looked askance.
There were no bridges here, but there was a ferry tied to a nearby jetty, run by a Scotsman who seemed only slightly surprised to be given a five-dollar note dated 2002 to take them across. He didn’t smile much though. ‘You one of Venn’s?’ he asked Mat sullenly. ‘Or you with Kyle?’
The mention of Donna Kyle’s name set Mat’s heart pounding. He looked at the Scotsman, and then handed him a ten-dollar note instead. ‘Neither. Don’t ask any questions, and don’t tell anyone.’
The Scot half-smiled. ‘Right you are, young sir. Right you are. Welcome to Turanga.’ They looked at him blankly. ‘That’s the old-time name for Gisborne. You should be knowin’ that.’
A couple of Maori oarsmen ferried them across, eyeing them suspiciously. The Scot poked a finger at the massive rock in the middle of the river as they passed it. ‘Te-Toka-a-Taiau,’ he pronounced, his accent mangling the Maori words. ‘Old sacred rock. Your lot blasted it away when widening the harbour. Was no good came o’ that.’
Riki nodded, while the other two looked mystified. ‘They reckon taniwha guarded the river, but left when they blew up the old rock.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘Local knowledge, eh.’
The ferry set them down where Reads Quay would be in the future, near a large and flash-looking timber building, which the signage simply proclaimed as ‘The Store (Prop. Capn G.E. Read)’. There were black-garbed constabulary everywhere. The boys felt utterly conspicuous in their modern clothes, but to their surprise, though they attracted some curious stares, no one challenged them. The streets were dry dirt, pounded hard by hooves and wheels of carts and wagons, hard-packed with crushed shells and gravel. The sound of the surf followed them everywhere, as did the eyes of shifty-looking men with unshaven faces and filthy clothes. There were few Maori here in the Pakeha settlement, and of those, many were drunk, to Riki and Mat’s embarrassment.
‘My grandpa told me the Maori that left the marae were the ones that ended up drunk on the streets all the time,’ Riki muttered. He took a bottle from the limp grip of a prone derelict and sniffed, then crinkled his nose. ‘Far out, man! That’s the worst whisky I’ve ever smelt,’ he exclaimed, with the air of an expert.
‘What’s it taste like?’ asked Damien.
‘I’m brave, not stupid. You try it.’
Damien wasn’t game for that. He did point out that not all the drunks were Maori, though. There were plenty of European victims of the bottle too. The streets had a rough, almost threatening feel to them, with hardly any women in sight now it was almost sundown. This was still a frontier town it seemed—a man’s world, rough and aggressive.
Riki nudged Mat. ‘No chicks,’ he whispered in a disappointed voice.
‘They’ll mostly be home in the kitchen, I reckon, an’ probably barefoot and pregnant too,’ said Damien, looking about him with wide eyes. ‘You wouldn’t think we were the first country in the world to give women the vote, seeing this place.’
The roads were wide, and there were few vehicles on the street. Mat had been told once that in the old days, people mostly were in their own homes soon after sundown, as there was no electricity to light the streets and often curfews were enforced. Whilst there was evidently no curfew here, the town was tiny and showed every sign of falling asleep imminently.
Nevertheless, there were still sights to see. A cluster of workmen with massive draught horses were shifting a wooden house on sliding foundations—a sled house. The breath of the horses sent plumes of steam into the evening sky. When they had settled the house into place, a raucous cheer went up amidst much backslapping. Further along, a preacher laid down hellfire Bible-law from atop a beer barrel to a small group of drinkers, all male, with expressions ranging from sceptical to fervent.
The boys followed the noise of a piano and many singers to a two-storeyed building near a clocktower that looked exactly like the one in modern Gisborne. They stared up in some confusion. A stout man with thick sideburns and a seafaring style of cap stopped beside them. His legs were so short they were almost bowed, and he walked as if he were shipboard. ‘It’s a backwards echo,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘Sometimes it’s here, sometimes it’s ain’t. Can’t say I’m taken with it.’ He looked them over. ‘Are you with Kyle or Venn?’ He didn’t sound like he welcomed either. ‘Or that prick Bryce?’
‘None of them, sir,’ Mat said quietly.
The man grimaced. ‘Well, an’ I thought ye looked a bit young, but who can say, eh? They’re all recruiting, recruiting heavily. All sorts of folk are in town, mostly fightin’ men. But ye don’ look like soldiery, so I thinks, who are these lads?’
‘We’re…um…sightseeing,’ Riki put in hesitantly.
The stout man snorted. ‘Are ye just? Well, I’ll be. Just a little bunch of tourists from t’Other Side, are ye? Jus’ innocents, hmmm?’
More than we even know, I expect, Mat thought. ‘Sir, we don’t want that sort of attention,’ he said.
‘Don’t ye, lad? Well, you’ve come to the wrong feckin’ place. This is a bloody warzone.’
A carriage clattered down the wide dirt road, between the old gabled shops and tiny picket-fenced cottages. Mat felt a sudden premonition, but his limbs seemed to have turned to water. The stout man beside him didn’t hesitate, though. ‘Well, an’ speak o’ the devil. Get ye’selves inside, lads, if ye be what ye say.’ He shoved Mat towards a shop. Mat and his friends darted inside, to a tobacco store that reeked of its rich product. A young man with the sort of beard Mat had only ever seen in movies involving the Amish stared at them, but he didn’t move when Mat put a finger to his lips. The three teens peered surreptitiously through a corner of the shop window.
The carriage had stopped just a few yards away, and a woman in colonial dress, all swirling skirts and boned corset, stepped down from the door. Her eyes swept the street, finally alighting on the stout man who had spoken to the boys. Her hair was hidden beneath a bonnet, but the pale face was unmistakable. She had an unhealed welt festering across the bridge of her nose, and a small tangle of moko on her chin. The last time Mat had seen her, she was unconscious on the floor of her mansion in Auckland, but there had been no time to kill her. Though he had never killed anyone in his life, and didn’t even know whether he was capable of such an act, he bitterly regretted that this woman still lived.
‘Miss Kyle,’ the stout man said coldly. ‘What brings you to Ol’ Turanga?’
Donna Kyle stared at the man before her with disdain. ‘Captain Read,’ she drawled with loathing in her voice. ‘My business is my own, and to the best of my knowledge, the judge threw out the warrant for me, so I am free to go where I please.’ Her eyes flickered about, causing Mat to duck back out of sight.
‘That may be so, Miss Kyle, but I’ll tell ye flat, ye’re not welcome here an’ never will be.’ Read hawked and spat. ‘Ye’d be best to clear out, I’m thinkin’. Ye can’t hide behind your dead master any more.’
Mat peered out and saw Donna Kyle rear above Read like a cobra about to bite. ‘Oh, you’re brave now, aren’t you! I remember my master and I being welcomed here with the best of things, and worms like you crawling aside lest they got crushed.’ She stamped her foot. ‘Crushed underfoot.’
Read chuckled. ‘Livin’ in the past ain’t gonna dig ye out of the mire ye’re in, Kyle. I hear Seb Venn kicked yer ass up at Kaitawa. I hear ye’ve lost the Redoubt. They say Te Kooti has withdrawn his support, an’ the goblins are wavering. I’m thinkin’ that what comes around goes around, an’ ye ain’t much no more.’ Read looked about him, where armed constabulary had been quietly gathering at a distance, leaning on muskets and smoking watchfully. ‘The good folk of Turanga don’t want you or Venn here no more.’
Donna Kyle glared about her. ‘The good folk?’ She spat. ‘There are no “good folk” here, just land-stealing racist fools busy digging their own graves. I won’t forget this.’ She looked about her at the hard faces of the soldiers. ‘You hear? I won’t forget this. I will remember every face here, and I’ll know how to repay this insult. Kereopa Te Rau will know how to repay it too, just as he repaid Volkner. Remember him? Remember how he died?’ Her eyes burned about, and armed and battle-hardened though they were, none of the soldiers dared move.
Mat was sure it would come to blows, but then a soft voice spoke from within the carriage, in tones that barely reached his ears, but made him shudder all the same. ‘Peace, Donna. This is neither the time nor the place.’
It was the same voice that had spoken from the mouth of the dead cat in the alley in Napier. Mat felt his heart hammering, and tried to pierce the shadows within the carriage with his eyes.
‘I rather think we will get a fairer welcome when we return victorious, perchance,’ the sly voice slithered out of the darkness.
Donna Kyle looked torn between violence and discretion. Eventually, though, she contained herself. ‘Good night, Your Majesty,’ she sneered at Read, then disappeared back inside the carriage. The coachman whipped the horses about, and stormed back down the road out of town.


Read walked about the circle of men, shaking hands with them, praising their steadfastness and courage. Finally he sauntered into the tobacco shop. He didn’t look at the boys, but went straight to the counter. ‘I’ll have a roll of yer best, Jonas.’
‘On the house, Captain,’ said the bearded youth in an admiring voice. ‘On the house.’
‘Oh, ye don’ go givin’ away yer product, Jonas lad,’ said Read, slapping a coin onto the counter. He let the owner light his wad, then turned to the boys. Mat noticed that for all his boldness, the hand holding his cigar was shaking. ‘So, lads. What’d ye make o’ that lil’ scene?’
Riki and Damien looked at Mat uncertainly. Mat thought for a second before replying. ‘You must feel very certain, to defy her, sir.’
Read’s mouth twisted into a grimace. ‘Not so certain as all that, boy. She’s still a snake, an’ she’s got plenty o’ fangs and venom in her. But she’s bad for business—she takes without payin’ and I can’t abide that. Venn at least pays ’is round, but he buys lads up and gets ’em killed. We don’ need either of ’em here to get by. An’ iffin we can keep the lads together, we’ve got guns enough to see ’em off. Let ’em fight in the forests and hills, jus’ so long as they don’ come here again.’
Mat nodded at that. But he had a question burning on his tongue. ‘Sir, who was the man in the carriage?’
Read shrugged. ‘I couldn’t see him, lad, and the voice was unfamiliar. One of her coterie of warlocks, I don’ doubt.’ He spat on the floor and worked the spittle into the grain with his boot thoughtfully. ‘Her newest alliance—I expect we’ll find out the hard way.’
‘Sir, how come she called you “Your Majesty”?’ Riki asked.
Read grunted. ‘Jus’ a nickname. “King o’ Gisborne”, they calls me. Jus’ a nickname. We’ve all got ’em.’
‘They call me “Devil”,’ Damien volunteered.
Read looked him over. ‘Really? Can’t think why,’ he commented drily. Damien sniffed a little and bowed his head. Read looked back at Mat. ‘I suggest if ye don’ wanna stick out like sore thumbs, ye might want to get some decent local garb. Tell the proprietor I sent ye, an’ ye’ll get a fair price. But better yet…don’ come back.’ He left in a thick cloud of reeking tobacco smoke.
Mat turned to the others. ‘He’s right; we’re babes in the wood here. We should go back. And Donna Kyle is here. I need to talk to Wiri.’
Riki spread his hands. ‘Aw, come on, man. She’s gone, and the night is still young. Let’s at least buy some clothes for next time, and try the local beer.’
‘You seriously want to go into a tavern full of drunken colonials, dude? Armed drunken colonials?’
Riki pulled a face. ‘When you put it like that…and no chicks in the bars.’
‘Oh, there’ll be chicks. The sort whose affections you pay cash for!’
Riki looked like a dog had bitten him. He shook his head, grimacing.
Damien screwed up his face too. ‘That kills my enthusiasm. At least on the new-Gisborne side we can cadge something halfway palatable to drink if we play our cards right. But let’s get some clothes; I reckon that could be a laugh and we’ll probably need them.’
They found a menswear shop just about to shut for the night four doors down, and each bought some linen trousers, a white shirt and plaid waistcoat for thirty dollars each. None of them followed the complicated way the owner converted the eighteenth-century shilling-and-pence price tags to modern dollars, and were left with a profound feeling of having been conned, a feeling that wasn’t helped when the owner threw in cloth caps and canvas bags for their modern clothes, for free.
Their new colonial-era clothes fitted passably well though, and they attracted fewer curious looks as they wandered past the tavern, wistfully listening to the music, and laughing at the drunken men staggering outside to puke or pee against the fence at the back. Most were no older than them, with straggling baby-beards and unlined faces. They bought a pitcher of beer from a shifty-looking part-Maori man with moko on his face and forearms, who spoke reasonable English. ‘Got the Queen’s tongue from me father,’ he told them with a leer. ‘Can I get ye another mug? Better price than inside, ’tis, an’ assumin’ they’d even serve ye.’
The boys declined, took their half-empty mugs and drifted down towards the beach, away from the remains of activity. There was no moon, but the sky was full of stars, especially when they left behind the smell of wood-fires from the houses. There was scarcely a house between them and the beach, just a tangle of thinly spread pines threaded with paths down to the sea. A three-masted sailing ship was standing off the coast, still and motionless on the flat seas. The sea air was biting, even in midsummer, but the tang of salt and pine was cleansing after the bitter ale.
‘The nightlife ain’t up to much, I have to say,’ Damien commented eventually. ‘But that sailing ship is awesome.’
Mat remembered what Pania had said about ships out of the south, and wondered if it contained John Bryce’s men.
‘The nightlife ain’t up to much in our time either,’ Riki replied, finishing the last of his ale. He peered into the mug, and grimaced. ‘Yuck, look at all this muck at the bottom. Don’t they even filter it?’
‘Steinlager must be a way off yet, huh?’ remarked Damien wryly. He glanced at Mat. ‘So, Mat, if this is the afterlife, it ain’t exactly the heaven the priests promise, is it?’
‘I guess not. Maybe it’s just an intermediate place, before people move on. Or maybe it’s a kind of recording with a life of its own, and nothing to do with souls and heaven at all. Or maybe heaven doesn’t exist, just this place. I don’t know. No one has told me much, since I found out about it. Wiri has been with Kelly in Wellington mostly, and I’ve not seen anyone else.’ He’d asked Pania, but she seemed none the wiser. She hadn’t even thought the question interesting or relevant.
Riki scratched his nose. ‘It’s a bummer that Kyle chick is around.’ Mat had told Riki all about Donna Kyle. ‘If she comes looking for you, we’ll stick with you, you know that, yeah?’
Mat grinned tightly at Riki. The last time Riki had tried to stick by Mat, he’d nearly got his jaw broken by Tama Douglas. So it was a brave offer and he knew it was genuine. ‘Thanks, mate.’
‘That goes for me too,’ said Damien. He stuck out a hand towards Mat.
‘Thanks, Devil.’ They shook hands solemnly.
Damien grinned. ‘No, thank you! I’m in a hidden magic world, in colonial clothes, drinking two-hundred-year-old ale. This is awesome!’ He spread his arms wide to encompass all of the shore and stars and heaven and earth. ‘Thank you!’ He thoughtfully tipped out the dregs of the ale. ‘Rubbish beer, though.’
They grinned at each other, relaxing as they stared out across the water. Eventually a stiff breeze began to rise and whip about them uncomfortably, so Mat took them back to modern Gisborne, the transition smooth and simple despite his tiredness. They changed into their modern clothes in an alleyway, then made their way through the streets, the noise and foot traffic of the modern city a stark contrast to its ghost in Aotearoa.
They parted at the riverbank, and Mat went back to the hotel to find his parents. He found Tama waiting for him on the balcony, which smelt smoky. It wasn’t a good sign; Colleen hated cigarette smoke, and Tama usually tried not to smoke around her.
‘About time you got back,’ Tama commented, but didn’t ask where he had been.
‘Where’s Mum?’
‘Lying down. She’s got a headache,’ he added doubtfully. ‘She says she’ll join us if she feels better.’ His voice had a defeated tone. He looked at Mat, as if wrestling with something. Finally he looked up at Mat, his mouth seemingly bulging with words.
Here we go…Finally, the Big Talk…Mat thought. Am I ready for this?
But Tama just sighed, and seemed to lose his resolution. For someone who faced down barristers and judges and criminals for a living, he seemed to wilt visibly. ‘Come on, let’s go for dinner. I need a drink.’
Mat felt a curious mix of disappointment and relief as his father turned away.
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Sassman
The telephone was answered on the third ring, and a warm female voice said, ‘Hello?’
‘Kelly?’
‘Hey! Matty-Mat-Mat. How’re you going?’
‘I’m good. Sorry for ringing so early.’ Mat stared across the room to the closed door of his father’s bedroom. He hoped Dad was sound asleep. He’d got up early, counting on not being overheard.
‘That’s no worries. My warrior and I have been awake for hours anyway.’ Kelly giggled. ‘Wiri wakes the moment the first bird sings. I get no peace! How’s Gisborne?’
‘Fine.’
‘Only “fine”? That’s a bit dismal! Your folks getting on?’
‘I guess. They’re talking a bit, but…’
‘No action, huh? Give it time, Matty.’
‘Yeah, I guess. Hey, Kels, is Wiri around? I need to ask him some thing.’
‘Hmmm. Has something bad happened?’
‘No. Not really. I just saw something, that’s all.’
Kelly growled under her breath. Mat knew that she felt exceedingly protective towards Wiri, which was ironic as Wiri was probably one of the most fearsome fighting men of New Zealand or Aotearoa history. ‘I’ll just get him. But don’t you go dragging him into anything, Mat. He’s not immortal any more, and I’m not sure he has adapted to that fact. Not judging by his driving, anyway.’
‘I promise, Kels.’
She sighed doubtfully. ‘Sure.’ Then her voice brightened. ‘Hey, good to hear your voice. Give my love to your folks, Matty-Mat.’
‘Back at ya.’
There was a pause, and a clunk as Kelly put down the phone, and he dimly heard her calling. A few seconds later the phone was picked up again.
‘Hey, bro.’
‘Wiri.’ Mat felt a surge of relief, as if just hearing that confident composed voice could banish all doubt. ‘Hi. It’s Mat. I’m in Gisborne.’
‘Yeah, Kels told me. How’re you going? What’s the problem?’
‘There’s no problem. Well, except…Donna Kyle is here.’
He heard Wiri suck in his breath. ‘Does she know you’re there?’
‘No, I don’t think so.’ Mat took his time, ignored the fact that they’d been foolish, and told Wiri all about their trip to Turanga, and what they had seen there. ‘She was furious when she left. I thought she might try something, but the soldiers were all around. Captain Read seemed to have gathered them all to scare her away.’
Wiri was silent for a few seconds. ‘I’d heard indirectly that there was fighting going on in the Ureweras—all Puarata’s old cronies, fighting over his modern-world criminal network and Aotearoa war-camp, trying to be the one who inherits his power. They say there is a secret lair, which contains all his secrets.’
‘Captain Read said that someone called Venn was winning, but now Bryce has showed up too, so it’s all up for grabs.’
‘Sebastian Venn. I know the name but I’ve not met him—he’s comparatively new—Puarata had lost me by then. Bryce is bad news. There’ll be others sniffing about too. You shouldn’t go to Turanga again, Mat.’
Mat nodded. ‘Yeah, I guess.’
‘Lucky you bumped into old Read. He was a ship captain, not a military one, but I gather he more or less runs old Turanga. He’s got a sound head for business, not always in a good way. Ended up owning a fair amount of land around Gisborne. Good man to have on your side. He can pull some strings if you need them. Mind you, he’ll charge over the asking for it. Anyway, be careful! And keep your eyes open in this world. I’d not realised things were getting dangerous up there, otherwise I’d have suggested to your father that you holiday somewhere else. And I presume I don’t need to tell you that dragging your friends into this was worse than stupid?’
Mat hung his head. ‘Uh-huh.’
Wiri chuckled. ‘I bet you’re pulling that hurt-puppy look at the moment. Don’t worry, mate, we all do dumb stuff. Just don’t do it again, yeah?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Cool. Now, listen, I’m going to make some calls. That fellow Jones will be on the way to Napier, but I might be able to get him to go directly to Gisborne, and keep an eye on things, yeah? I’m told he’s a cranky old bugger, but he knows his stuff.’
Mat nodded, then remembered Wiri couldn’t see him. ‘Sure, that would be good.’ He took another breath. ‘There is another thing. I heard a storyteller talking about a taniwha at Lake Waikaremoana, called Haumapuhia. Do you know about it?’
Wiri paused for a long time before answering. ‘That’s a Tuhoe legend I think, about how the lake was formed. That’s about all I know about it. Puarata kept me for fighting, not storytelling. But Jones will know.’
Mat felt a twinge of disappointment. But maybe this Jones could solve the problem. ‘Thanks, Wiri.’
‘No worries, I’ll get on to it now. You keep your wits about you, mate.’
‘Sure.’
They wished each other good morning, and Mat hung up. He wondered briefly whether he should have mentioned Lena, but it didn’t seem relevant. He tried to picture this ‘Jones’, and hoped fervently that he would know how to solve the matter of the taniwha. He’d dreamt of it, last night, a monstrous bulk trapped in stone, crying and howling silently to be free, as the stars whirled pitilessly above.


Gisborne was filling up. The camping site behind Midway Beach was bulging with campervans, tents and caravans, and the main street was full of strangers. The heat was almost intolerable, far in excess of thirty degrees, humid and still. People sweltered on the sun-bright streets, seeking shade and cold drinks. Children sucked on ice-blocks and spilled ice-cream in rank puddles on the streets, while flies swarmed everywhere. Even swimming lost its appeal beneath the harsh and pitiless sun. The skin of the tourists turned pink, then scarlet. Some even fainted outside shops. The radio stations talked about heat waves and compared previous years.
Mum joined them for breakfast in the ground-floor restaurant, where Dad seemed to be forcing his good cheer, but he kept cracking legal jokes, and Mat knew Mum hated them. It felt just like when his parents split up all over again, or maybe he could see it better now. At the time, he’d been blind to what was happening. Perhaps he was wiser now. But he was glad to get away, and hunt down his friends.
Mat found Riki and Damien mid-morning and they wandered across the river to the real-world Te Poho o Rawiri marae, which sat behind low-cost houses and had tennis courts out the front. A straggle-haired passer-by walking a dog told them this was the Mongrel Mob side of town and to be careful. The dog sniffed around them while its owner told them in hushed voices about local street-gang dispositions. He called the Mob the ‘Reds’ and told them the ‘Blues’, the Black Power gang, had their patch on the other side of the river. Then he hurried away as if he were an informer who feared identification.
Gisborne Maori were sleeping late though, and there was no one at the marae. Mat toyed with jumping across again to the Turanga side, but had lost his nerve after his talk to Wiri, so instead they climbed Kaiti Hill and surveyed Poverty Bay. Away to the south, Young Nick’s Head, the cape that Cook’s men had first spotted all those years ago, shimmered in the heat haze like a rusty knife.
Eventually Lena responded to a text, having apparently slept until near midday, and they agreed to meet her and Cassandra at Midway Beach at one o’clock. They found the girls on a bench outside a dairy. Lena was hidden behind her Gucci sunnies, sucking on a Coke, while Cassandra was plugged into her laptop and wired to a headset, tapping intently.
Lena smiled softly at Mat as they approached. ‘Hi, there.’ Her voice sounded like a melody.
‘Hi. You had lunch?’
‘She hasn’t even had breakfast,’ Cassandra interrupted. ‘It’s unhealthy.’
‘What’re you doing online?’ Damien asked her.
‘Nothing you’d understand. What’re your cellphone numbers?’
‘Huh?’
‘I need your cellphone numbers,’ Cassandra said impatiently without looking up. Riki shrugged and hauled out his cellphone, reciting his number. The others followed.
Mat sat beside Lena. ‘You look good,’ he told her, thinking that might be a cool thing to say to a girl. It seemed to work on TV. In fact she looked pretty stunning, with long tanned legs, a tiny skirt (a ‘bum freezer’, he had heard his mother say of such things, in tones of disapproval), and a tight singlet top that showed off her figure to advantage.
‘Thank you,’ she replied, as if he were stating the obvious. She offered him a taste of her Coke. ‘I slept till eleven. That’s pretty normal for me on holiday. I hate having to get up early. School should be from midday till six, I reckon. I can’t wait till I can leave, but Dad says I have to do seventh form and varsity. It all seems kinda pointless when you can do the things we can do,’ she added softly.
Mat frowned a little at this, but couldn’t think what to say. The sunscreen and perfume scent of her, and the warm feel of her hip pressed to his on the bench, were too distracting.
‘We’re trying to work out how to get into Rhythm and Vines,’ Lena said. ‘Cass says the whole thing is sold out.’ Rhythm and Vines started the next day, at a vineyard in the hills inland from the city. It had initially been just a one-dayer, but more recently it had been attracting overseas headliners, and the whole event had taken off, bringing in more than twenty thousand for the New Year festivities.
‘You should have booked ages ago,’ Cassandra put in. ‘I got my ticket in July.’
‘You should have got me one; you knew I was coming,’ retorted Lena, somewhat sulkily.
‘Your dad always leaves everything to the last minute,’ Cassandra responded blithely. ‘So we didn’t know for sure you were coming till three weeks ago. Anyway, the official site says it’s all booked out, so you’re out of luck.’
‘Why did you want our cellphone numbers?’ asked Damien of Cassandra. ‘And what’s your number?’
‘I’m not giving you my number!’ snorted Cassandra. ‘I’m not that easy.’
‘But I gave you mine!’
‘More fool you. Knowledge is power.’ Cassandra looked at Lena. ‘You could see if there are any cancellations at the ticketing office.’
Lena looked at Mat. ‘Let’s do that.’ She rose to her feet. ‘Come on, Mat.’
Mat shrugged at Riki and Damien, and went after her. ‘See you guys in a bit,’ he called over his shoulder, ignoring Riki’s wink.


At some point whilst they walked the two blocks to the tourist information centre, where the concert tickets were sold, Mat found that his hand had slipped into Lena’s. It felt good there. She had a firm grip, and heads turned as she went past. He felt several centimetres taller, just to be walking beside her.
‘Oh no, we’ve not had any new cancellations,’ the harried woman behind the counter told them when they reached the head of the queue. The ticket office was crowded; in one corner, amidst the tourist brochures, a gangling black man with outrageous medallions and rasta-style dreadlocks was signing copies of CDs, and there were teens everywhere trying to get to talk to him. He had an ear-piece to his right lobe and was swaying to unheard music as he conversed with excitable boys and a gaggle of teenage girls too shy to speak to him. The posters dotted about spoke of a visit by ‘Internationally famed techno-king DJ Sassman’.
‘Surely you can let us have a special pass, just for the two of us,’ Lena told the woman at the counter, and Mat felt that queasy exertion of power again, and flinched. Half of him rebelled, but the other half made justifications and excuses. What was wrong with going to the concert? No one need miss out, the owners would make even more money, he would be with Lena, alone, at a concert, and they could dance…
The woman seemed to sway slightly, as if affected by the heat and press of people, and then her knuckles gripped the bench and she clenched herself. ‘I told you, we’re sold out,’ she said determinedly through gritted teeth.
Lena sucked her bottom lip in frustration. She looked at Mat with an angry pleading look. ‘You talk to her,’ she pouted.
‘Hey,’ drawled a voice behind them. A big dark hand fell on Mat’s shoulder. The accent was American—the celebrity, DJ Sassman. He had big yellowish eyeballs that looked Mat and Lena over curiously. His thick dreadlocks were tied back in a ponytail, and he smelt of smoke and marijuana. ‘What’s happening, people?’
‘We’re trying to get tickets to the festival,’ complained Lena. ‘But they’re sold out.’
The woman at the counter nodded emphatically. ‘Though this young lady doesn’t seem to want to take no for an answer,’ she said with an angry undertone. She clearly sensed something wrong, even if she didn’t realise what Lena had been trying to do.
‘No problem,’ the tall American replied. He pulled two stubs from his pocket. ‘Lookee here, I got some backstage passes to give away to special friends.’ He looked at Lena and grinned. ‘I think we’re gonna be “special friends”, don’ you?’
Lena smiled at the man, making Mat’s belly tighten. ‘Hell yeah,’ she purred, holding out a hand. ‘Thanks, Mister…er, DJ…?’
‘You can call me Sassman, little lady. Make sure you come along, y’hear. We’ll be there all day and every day. We got free drinks, good weed, and an all-day party.’ He looked at Mat disinterestedly, then back at Lena. ‘Always good to meet my kind of people, y’know?’ He winked heavily at her.
Mat stared at him uncertainly. ‘Um, you got two more?’ he asked hesitantly, thinking of Riki and Damien. Sassman looked at him, and then gave him two more stubs.
‘Sure, man. There you go. I’ll see y’all around town, yeah?’ The American looked over his shoulder, where a tall white man with arms more muscular than most people’s legs was glowering from the corner. A sea of faces was staring at Mat and Lena, wondering what they had done to warrant free tickets. Mat was wondering that himself. ‘Catch y’all later.’ Sassman clapped them both on the shoulder and turned back to the crowd of teens.
Lena plucked at Mat’s sleeve. ‘Come on, let’s go,’ she murmured in his ear.
They walked hand in hand back to Midway Beach, finishing off Lena’s Coke. ‘I can’t believe that!’ crowed Lena. ‘You must be good luck,’ she added with a warm smile. ‘The others are just going to die.’
He had to admit, when they caught up with Riki and Damien, that there was a certain smug pride in brandishing four backstage passes. ‘You really are da man,’ Riki told him. But he felt uneasy amidst their celebrations.


They had passed the afternoon together, just drifting about, watching the crowds and staying in the shade. Just before sunset, the three boys took turns jumping off the rail bridge into the river, a jump of around five metres that gave a satisfying splash when they hit the surface.
Lena sat with them but refused to jump. ‘When you’ve spent as much on cosmetics as I have, you’d not want them washed off in a muddy river,’ she told them crossly when Riki badgered her to jump. Cassandra was under a tree on the riverbank, typing into her laptop and talking to herself.
‘She’s weird,’ said Damien, ‘but strangely cute.’
‘If you think she’s cute, you’re as kooky as she is,’ Lena told him. ‘She drives me up the wall. Her dad does my dad’s business IT work and they knew each other at varsity or something. She’s a bore and I have to spend every summer with her. Hey, Mat, this sun’s too bright, I’m gonna burn. Let’s go sit in the shade.’
She led him away to one of the other palm trees, while the boys smirked after them, and sat him down facing her. There was no one else about, just Cassandra typing furiously beneath the next tree, gnawing her lower lip. The boys were swimming and fooling around.
‘Now, show me what you can do,’ she exhorted him.
Mat looked up into her intensely blue eyes and felt like he was on unsteady ground. If I’m too good, it might drive her away. Too weak, she won’t be interested. He quietly stilled his mind, as Pania had laboriously trained him to do, and reached within himself. He pulled a little vortex of wind into his palm and let it spin there like a mini-tornado. Lena sucked in her breath. Quickly he turned it to water, then dirt, then flame, then winked it out.
‘You’re good,’ she whispered, her voice a little awestruck, a little humble.
He ducked his head. ‘Now you.’
She looked at him helplessly. ‘I’ve never tried to do anything like that. All I can do is…Slap yourself!’
Before he could blink, his right hand flashed and smacked himself on his cheek. He yelped and clutched his hand, his cheek throbbing. His eyes watered, and he blinked at her furiously.
Her eyes were filled with an almost savage triumph, but an instant later her face was a mask of concern. She reached out and stroked his cheek. ‘Sorry, sorry…that was a dumb demonstration…Are you okay?’
‘Sure,’ he responded uncertainly. His mind replayed the instant. ‘Do it again.’
‘No, I’m not sure it works if you’re prepared, so I—Thump the ground!’
His fist was bunched and halfway towards the turf when he caught himself. Ah, so that’s how she did it…He looked up, almost preparing to do the same back when he caught the slightly disappointed look in her eyes. ‘Hey, I was ready that time,’ he told her placatingly. Okay, I won’t get caught like that again…
‘It usually still works though,’ she said flatly.
He thought he’d better change the subject. He closed his eyes, focused his mind, and reached out. Hey, can you hear me? he sent. He sensed a stunned and frightened instant, and then something like a massive fly-swat hammered his consciousness. ‘Ow!’ He swayed dizzily.
‘Omigod, was that you? Did you speak…like into my head? Omigod, you HAVE to show me that!’ Lena’s face was a picture of incredulous desire. ‘You have to!’
Mat was still dazed. ‘Yeah, not if you do that to me each time.’ Pania had said something about learning to shield himself, but they’d not got on to that yet. Learning to speak mind to mind had been hard enough, and he couldn’t sustain it for more than a few seconds.
‘How did you learn that?’ Lena demanded.
‘Um, I had help.’
‘Help? Someone taught you? But how? Who? You said—’
‘Pania showed me. Pania of the Reef. In Napier.’
Lena’s face twisted with scorn. ‘Pania? But she’s a myth. Come on, Mat, play fair. Who really taught you?’
‘Pania,’ he maintained. ‘It was—’
Her face turned angry. ‘You take me seriously, kiddo! Don’t fob me off with fairy stories.’
‘I’m not, I’m serious.’ He glanced up. Riki and Damien were walking towards them, and they had only seconds alone remaining. ‘I’m totally serious. Whatever you think is real and unreal, unthink it. Everything is possible. Everything.’
‘My God, you are serious…’ Lena looked skyward, her hands trembling slightly. Suddenly she threw her arms about him and hugged him. He could feel her heart thumping against his chest. ‘This is too much. This is amazing. I am so glad I met you.’ She pulled away slightly. ‘You and me, Mat. We’re going to do so much together.’
Riki coughed. They looked around guiltily to where Damien was whistling in mock oblivion, and Cassandra was goggling at them over the rim of her laptop.
‘Hey, bro,’ Riki said apologetically. ‘What say we go see if we can get one of the pubs to serve us?’
Mat looked at Lena, who nodded vociferously. ‘Yeah, I wanna celebrate,’ she whispered. ‘I feel like partying.’


They all separated to get changed, after setting a rendezvous in town. Mat and the boys dried off at Mat’s hotel room. His parents were out somewhere wine-tasting, according to the note they’d left. Mat put on his most mature-looking clothes: a collared shirt and some chinos.
They went to the Irish bar on Reads Quay beside the bridge, which was full of tourists seeking refuge from the blazing sun. They only had to wait a couple of minutes before the two girls appeared, Lena swaying in a summer dress, and Cassandra in jeans and a tank-top. They huddled into a corner of the bar and tried to work out how to get served, as none of them was eighteen.
‘I should order the drinks, I’m tallest,’ said Damien.
‘Yeah, but your whiskers make you look fourteen,’ Riki retorted with a grin. ‘It should be me.’
‘I’ll do it,’ Lena put in. ‘I can pass as twenty.’
Cassandra stood up. ‘Actually, I’ll do it.’ She blinked owlishly around the group. ‘What do you want?’
‘You?’ guffawed Damien.
She fixed him with a cold stare, magnified several times by her glasses. ‘Yeah, why not?’ She pulled out a small plastic card and looked at it. ‘I’m twenty-two, apparently.’ She flashed some kind of ID that looked very official. ‘Got it through this Asian website I found. Ha!’
Riki looked skeptical. ‘But you’re local, right? Won’t they know you’re younger than that?’
Cassandra shrugged. ‘Of course they know me. I go to school with half the staff here. This is Gisborne, guys. The card is just so’s they have an excuse if the cops come in.’
‘Well, instead of all that hassle, why don’ I order, then?’ said a deep drawling voice. DJ Sassman appeared behind Lena, patting her arm and grinning about him. The big bodyguard type was at his shoulder, like a movable mountain. ‘Beers all round?’
‘Sure,’ beamed Lena, while the others nodded. Mat felt that disquiet inside again, seeing the man’s hand on Lena’s shoulder.
‘This here’s Dwayne,’ Sassman indicated the big man. ‘He used to be a marine, but don’ try an’ talk to him because he don’ have much to say. Dwayne, let’s be havin’ those beers.’
Dwayne nodded slowly, his face flat and unfriendly. His buzzcut head was above every man in the bar as he shouldered his way through the crowd.
Sassman turned to them all and gave a wide smile. Introductions were made, and notes compared on the festival details. But his eyes were always on Lena, which made Mat nervous. The beers arrived, and tasted divine after the sapping heat of the day. Soon they were all laughing, and anticipating the concert. Sassman even produced another backstage pass for Cassandra when he realised she would be the only one of the group left out in the main crowd.
When the beers were finished, Sassman offered them drinks at his hotel. ‘I know y’all ain’t s’posed to be in here, y’know. So why don’ we return to the straight and narrow, and have the next round at my place?’
Lena agreed for them, and they rose as one and fought their way out. As they left, a stocky figure caught Mat’s eye and raised a tankard to him in silent salute as he brushed past. With a quiver he recognised Captain Read, dressed in modern clothing.
‘Jus’ keepin’ an eye on things on this side, lad,’ the captain murmured. ‘An’ the beer’s better. Get yer’self home now, an’ there’s no harm done.’ Then he was past and lost amidst the press of bodies about the bar.
They meandered down the river to one of the tall hotel blocks that lined the riverbanks, next door to the one where Mat and his parents were staying. Cassandra wouldn’t go up, saying—with a meaningful eye on Lena—that they were expected for dinner at home, but the blonde girl ignored her. Damien offered to walk Cassandra home, explaining he had to be home for dinner too. Cassandra agreed with visible reluctance. ‘They’ll end up in love,’ Riki sniggered to Mat as the two left.
‘It’s possible,’ Lena put in. ‘They’re both kinda odd.’
Mat found her comment vaguely condescending. ‘I think they’re both cool,’ he responded defensively. He could see Riki felt the same way. Lena just shrugged, and let Sassman guide her to the lifts. She moved like a princess, in Mat’s eyes. He felt suddenly awkward and uneducated.
Sassman took them up in a big lift to a penthouse suite overlooking the marina. Plush but elegant furnishings greeted them, and the tiny fridge was crammed with beer and mixers. They sank into the sofas, as Sassman put some music on, which sounded like it came from an ambient-techno compilation.
Mat made sure he was sitting beside Lena, but the conversation mostly went past him. Sassman asked Lena about Auckland and where she lived, and places where Mat had never been to. He didn’t like the way she simpered for the musician, but felt helpless to butt in without appearing gauche. He looked at Riki for help, but his friend was looking vague, as if he had sunstroke or something. All the while the big ex-marine, Dwayne, sat in the corner, straight-backed, watching them with narrowed eyes.
Sassman leant in and looked at Lena closely in a way that made Mat suddenly nervous. ‘I need to have a proper talk with you, little lady.’ He turned to Riki, lifted his chin, and said just one word: ‘Sleep.’
Riki’s head fell back and his beer can fell from lifeless fingers. Mat gasped and half-rose. But Sassman turned on him, and raised his hand, his fingertips pointing at Mat’s forehead. ‘And you too. Sleep.’
Sleep…the word resonated into his mind, echoing like the sound of a gong gently struck, tugging at him, pulling him down. He felt himself lurch dizzily, everything sway. Lena’s mouth opened, her face suddenly filled with consternation. Mat reached desperately inside himself, reached for his inner energies, and clung to them.
‘No,’ he gritted. ‘No.’
His head cleared suddenly. Sassman’s eyes widened. ‘Sleep!’ he commanded again, but this time Mat was ready and slapped the word aside, his left hand grabbing Lena’s arm protectively. He felt his spark, his power, flare inside him in retaliation, and he lashed out with it, like a whip. Sassman flinched, and cried out in surprise and pain, staggering backwards. The giant Dwayne leapt to his feet, his hands bunching. But Sassman straightened, reeling slightly.
‘No, Dwayne! Stop! I’m fine…’ He blinked twice, slowly. ‘I think…’ Then he looked at Mat more closely. ‘Well, well! I thought it was just the girl. But you’re one of us too!’
Lena looked at Mat with wide eyes. ‘What’s going on?’
Mat thought he understood. ‘Mister Sassman spotted you at the tourist office, when you tried to influence that ticket lady. That’s why he’s being all friendly. He’s like us too.’ Mat’s mind leapt to an uncomfortable conclusion. ‘Are you with Kyle? Or Venn?’
Sassman stiffened slightly, then laid open his hands, placatingly. ‘Neither, Mat. Neither. I won’t pretend I don’ know who you mean. I know, better than you, maybe. But I’m not with either of those makutu.’ He imbued the Maori word with considerable malice. Then his eyes narrowed again. ‘Mat…? Say, is your last name Douglas?’
Mat stared at him, trying to discern the man’s nature. But he didn’t know how to read the man at all. He nodded slowly. ‘Yeah, that’s right.’
‘The kid that brought Puarata down? Well, son of a gun! It’s a privilege to meet you, Mat Douglas. A massive privilege.’ Sassman beamed, seizing Mat’s hand in both of his and shaking it hard. ‘Not everyone with the sort of gifts that we’ve got worked for Puarata, Mat. Lots hid from him, or even worked against him. We’re all glad he’s dead.’ He looked at Dwayne, who still seemed poised for violent action. ‘Relax, man. These are good kids. They’re with us.’
‘Who is “us”?’ Mat demanded. He wanted to get Lena alone, and explain this without Sassman present.
Lena was looking from one to the other with a mystified face. ‘What’s he talking about, Mat? And what are you talking about? Who’s “Puarata”?’
‘We should go,’ Mat told her, his eyes still on Sassman. ‘We don’t know enough about him.’
Lena stamped her foot. ‘What’s going on?’
‘I can tell you,’ Sassman replied evenly. ‘Sit down, sit down. Have another drink. We’re all friends here.’
Mat’s cellphone rang. He pulled it out, cursing softly. It was his father. ‘Uh, hi, Dad.’
‘Where are you? Where’ve you been all day?’
‘Um, I’m just—’
‘Doesn’t matter. Get back here pronto, we’re going out to dinner in ten minutes.’
‘But—’
‘Ten minutes, son!’
‘Uh, okay.’ The phone went dead. Damn!
He looked at Sassman and Lena. ‘I’ve got to go.’
Sassman smiled. ‘Sure. No problem.’ He offered a hand. ‘We’re on the same side, Mat.’ Mat reluctantly took it. ‘I’m so proud to meet the slayer of Puarata. It’s a privilege, my man!’
‘It was Wiri that killed him,’ he mumbled in reply. He shook Riki awake. ‘Come on, man, we gotta go.’
Riki woke groggily, as if surfacing from far below the surface of a lake. ‘Uh, uh, what happened? Did I…? What…?’
‘You just fell asleep, man. Come on, it’s time to go.’ He looked at Lena. ‘Let’s go.’
Lena looked at him, and then back at Sassman. ‘I’m in no hurry. And I have a lot of questions.’ She looked at Sassman. ‘A whole lot of questions.’ Her eyes were painfully needy.
Mat gripped her arm. ‘We don’t know anything about him,’ he muttered in her ear. ‘You shouldn’t be alone with him.’
Lena lifted her chin haughtily. ‘I can make up my own mind about that,’ she told him, pulling herself from his grip. She walked towards the fridge, swaying her hips. ‘I need another drink.’ She turned back and waved her fingers at Mat. ‘See you at the concert tomorrow. Ciao for now.’
Sassman looked at Mat, and slowly shrugged his shoulders.


Mat’s parents had spent the day picnicking at Tolaga Bay, an hour’s drive up the coast. Mat barely listened to their descriptions. All he could think of was the way Sassman had kept touching Lena’s arm whenever he spoke to her. His mum talked about some old cemetery near the beach, and a pier that went way out into the bay, but all he could visualise was the American’s hands on Lena’s skin.
His parents were making some show of togetherness, holding hands, talking a lot, but he could tell it wasn’t going all that well. Every time Dad’s phone rang, Mum tensed up, and she threatened to throw it into the sea at one point, only half-joking.
‘I’m going to Rhythm and Vines tomorrow,’ he announced during a pause in the conversation.
Tama’s eyebrows shot up. ‘I heard it had sold out!’
‘This American guy gave us some tickets.’
‘Gave you? How much did you pay?’
‘No really, he gave us them. He’s a musician, one of the acts. I guess he took pity on us.’
‘Apparently the whole town is full of musicians,’ Tama announced, gazing about the restaurant as if expecting his eyes to alight on someone famous. ‘Not that I’d recognise any of the modern acts, I guess,’ he sighed reflectively. ‘They’re probably all at private locations.’
‘Who’s “us”, Mat?’ Colleen asked, her eyes lighting up a little.
‘Uh, Riki, and his mate, Damien…and these girls.’
Colleen smirked. ‘Girls? Really?’ She laughed in a way Mat found suddenly irritating. ‘Tell us about the girls, Matty.’
Oh, for goodness’ sake…‘Mum…’ he complained. ‘They’re just these girls we met.’ He described the girls as briefly and diffidently as he could. But he couldn’t keep the note of longing from his voice when he mentioned Lena, and before he knew it, Mum was using words like ‘girlfriend’ and ‘romance’. He’d never felt so annoyed by his parents, not even when they were breaking up.
‘For heaven’s sake,’ he snapped finally, ‘just grow up!’
He didn’t understand why his parents roared with laughter. At least they were laughing together though, even if it was at him.



9
Rhythm and Vines
The next day passed like a waking dream. It was the first day of Rhythm and Vines, and they had backstage passes. Few of the band names were familiar to Mat, who only owned a couple of CDs and barely played them, but Riki and Lena in particular were starry-eyed. They arrived, brandished their passes, and were herded into a fenced-off zone behind screens where kohl-eyed, lank-haired guitarists lounged, sipping cocktails with bronzed dream-queens. Lena kept putting her hand to her mouth and saying ‘Omigod, that’s so-and-so’, but the names meant nothing to Mat, who only had eyes for her.
The festival had begun several years ago as a semiprivate party among some university friends, which had ended up with 500 or so people bopping in a field to Kiwi band The Black Seeds, but half the crowd had jumped the fence and not paid. The three friends lost a lot of money, but having had a great time, and realising that there was money to be made if it was done properly, they persisted, and with a series of further concerts they had more than recouped their losses. The same three guys still ran it, but now they had full-time employees and brought in overseas events people. A one-night party had become a three-day festival that attracted headline acts from all over the world.
DJ Sassman hovered protectively, but Mat decided after a while that nothing had ‘happened’ between Sassman and Lena when he left last night, and was prepared to forgive him. The man-mountain Dwayne was still no more approachable, but at least he kept to himself. They were able to come and go easily among the crowds in the main area, enjoying street performers, from fire-eaters and whip-crackers to a man with a little brown monkey that juggled, and of course there was always someone on stage. Techno DJs like Sassman mixed with reggae, rock, folk and rap acts, all under a baking sun. Sprinklers bathed the crowds that swayed and bumped before the main stage. There were police present, their pale-blue shirts plastered in sweat, but the crowd was in a good mood.
The press of people around the stage was like a huge creature, Mat thought, as he tried his best to stay on his feet in the heaving, sweating crowd. Lena was pressed against him on one side and Riki on the other; they were drenched in sprinkler water and perspiration and had stupid grins plastered all over their faces. Whenever they wanted, they could slip backstage and act like stars, getting free drinks and food and marvelling at their own good fortune. At some point towards mid-afternoon they rendezvoused in the backstage area, panting like fish out of water, draining chilled water-bottles frantically.
‘Come on, let’s go check out that dance outfit from Denmark,’ Damien urged Cassandra.
The skinny girl looked Damien over, and pulled her mouth to one side. ‘Nah. Seen one techno-rave Scandinavian and you’ve seen them all.’
Damien rolled his eyes. ‘Come on! It’ll be fun. It won’t matter that you can’t dance for shit. I can’t either.’
Riki threw Mat a despairing look and buried his head in his hands.
Cassandra threw Damien a dangerous look. ‘I know you can’t dance, Dame. I’ve seen the evidence.’ She looked at him thoughtfully. ‘So, what you’re really saying is this: I’m a kook who can’t get a date, and you’re a dweeb and can’t get one either, so we should get together?’
Damien tried to work that one through. ‘Umm…yeah?’
Cassandra snorted. ‘Sorry, I have a healthy desire for lifesavers and he-men, just like “normal” girls. Go molest yourself in the toilets, geek-boy.’ She stalked away.
Damien looked after her with a puzzled expression. ‘What did I say?’
Riki looked at Mat and collapsed laughing. Eventually he picked himself up, clapped Damien on the shoulder, and lurched away. ‘You’re priceless, man.’
‘I don’t get it with girls,’ Damien complained to Mat. ‘I mean, what do they really want?’
‘Beats me,’ said Mat, and he leant in and kissed Lena, who hadn’t been following the discussion, on the cheek. She looked up at him and smiled. Damien rolled his eyes, and sloped off after Riki.


Sometime after sundown, with the big international acts ready to take to the stage, Sassman pulled Mat aside. Bigger and bigger entourages of musicians and hangers-on had been pouring into the backstage area, making louder and louder demands and complaining about everything they found. Even the starstruck teens were having their initial reactions soured by the prima donnas swanning about, looking down their noses at them.
They were all leaving to mingle with the main crowd when Sassman grabbed Mat’s shoulder. ‘Come with me, Mat. Somethin’ you need to see. You too, Lena.’ His face was uncharacteristically serious. He led them to a vantage point to the left of the main stage, and pointed out across the crowd to the far side, where a small knot of people had just entered. ‘It pays to get a look at your enemies,’ he growled softly.
Mat’s eyes narrowed at a flash of blonde hair, sixty metres across the press of bodies, and he felt his skin go moist. Donna Kyle was smoking a cigarette, using some kind of antique cigarette-holder, as if she were an old black-and-white movies starlet. She was clad in a clinging black one-piece that finished mid-thigh, and she was hung with gold bangles and chains. The wound on her face rather ruined the effect of glamour. She reminded Mat of the gangster molls in American mafia films.
The man beside her looked like a relic of the Maori wars, which he probably was. He had long black hair tied in a top-knot, a full-facial moko, and his bared arms were similarly lined with swirling patterns. He was clad in a sleeveless muscle-shirt and jeans, but there was some thing more primitive about him, that spoke of war-parties and waka and hand-to-hand combat. He wore a large cross about his neck and, almost bizarrely, a wooden pipe stuck from one corner of his mouth. His eyes were constantly moving over the crowd. There were others about them, wild-looking fighting-type men, all wearing crosses and ill-fitting modern garb, maybe a dozen in all.
‘Who are they?’ asked Lena softly, her eyes round as she stared across at them.
Sassman answered her. ‘The blonde woman is Donna Kyle, who Mat spoke of yesterday. The pipesmoker is Kereopa Te Rau. They call him “Kai Whatu”.’
‘What does that mean?’ Lena asked.
Mat ransacked his little store of Maori words. ‘Eyeball Eater,’ he translated hesitantly. He looked at Sassman, a taste of bile rising in his mouth. ‘That’s right, isn’t it? Eyeball Eater…?’
Sassman nodded grimly. ‘Sure is. Ole Eyeball Eater there killed a priest in Opotiki, name of Carl Volkner. The Maori reckoned he was passing the names of dissidents to the British. So Kereopa killed him in his church, severed his head, then gave a sermon to his followers during which he plucked out Volkner’s eyeballs and ate them to make his point.’
Lena looked sickened. ‘That’s disgusting.’
‘By today’s standards. But it was more commonplace back then, they say. Ole Eyeball Eater’s a priest and warrior of the Pai Marire—them that you folks call the “Hauhau”. It was an offshoot religion of Christianity blended with beliefs Maori had about cannibalism and warfare. Reminds me of New Orleans—all that old-time Bible and hellfire preachin’ mixed up with African voodoo. Anyway, these Pai Marire, Te Kooti led them, back in the 1860s. They raided all round the East Cape, but after they were defeated, Te Kooti and Kereopa went into hidin’ for a while. Eventually Te Kooti was pardoned, but Kereopa was handed over and hanged for the murder of Volkner.’
Lena had gone white. ‘How can he have been hanged, if he’s here?’
‘He was hanged in this world, but like I told you last night, ghosts rise in the other place, in your “Aotearoa”. His ghost joined the other dead Hauhau.’ Sassman looked at them both. ‘Now I’m jus’ an American boy and I don’ take sides. Some folk here call the Pai Marire freedom fighters and others call them terrorists and murderers. There’s a case both ways. But I’ve never held with cannibals, and eating someone’s eyeballs is crazy-insane in my book.’
Looking at the wolf-faced Kereopa, it wasn’t hard to envisage that he had slain the priest with relish. But Lena was looking at Donna. ‘Who is this Donna Kyle? Why do they let a woman lead them?’ she asked.
Sassman grunted. ‘Puarata’s girlfriend, and his apprentice. She’s probably almos’ fifty, but she don’ look it. Puarata used to rule all the big hitters in Aotearoa. So I reckon she mus’ be tradin’ on her old status, to get the Hauhau onside. Or maybe she’s got some hold over them, I dunno. I’ve heard that Te Kooti don’ like her and won’ play ball, but Eyeballs, he makes nice so his boys can raid and fight like they used to.’
‘And they accept a woman leader?’ Lena asked distantly.
Mat didn’t like the way she said it. ‘What was Te Kooti like?’ he asked, to change the subject.
Sassman shrugged. ‘Never met him. I’ve heard he’s got a way ’bout him, like Crazy Horse or Geronimo had back in the West. Smart, hard, lotsa charisma, y’know. Kinda “mad, bad, and dangerous to know”, like that Byron dude. He led the last big resistance ’gainst the colonials, an’ it got real nasty. Settlements got wiped, women and kids killed, all round these parts. Folk still remember. Some still fight it, on t’Other Side, in Aotearoa.’
‘Does America have an Aotearoa too?’ Lena asked curiously.
Sassman nodded shortly. ‘Sure does. Ev’where does. Our Ghostland’s still got slav’ry and Injun Wars and the Civil War, all goin’ down at once. And the cities . . it’s crazy, babe! Ain’t safe to be a black man there, I’m tellin’ yer. That’s mos’ly why I’m here.’ He pulled a melancholic face, then shrugged it away. Mat wondered how old he was, and when he’d come to New Zealand. ‘Anyhow, kids, let’s get outta sight o’ that lot afore they see us.’ He led them back to the backstage area. ‘Hang tight, yeah? Enjoy y’selfs, but hang here for a while. Big Dwayne’ll keep an eye on y’all.’ Sassman slouched off, unusually downbeat.
Mat had suddenly lost his appetite for the festival, but followed Lena to the fringe of the crowd, where they watched the band without really hearing them. People danced and shrieked and laughed around them, but Lena just stared across at the small knot of people clustered about Donna Kyle. The blonde girl was unconsciously chewing on a straw in the same posture as Donna smoked her cigarette.


At some time in the evening, Donna Kyle and her entourage left, but the mere thought that she had been there dampened Mat’s spirits. He found himself constantly casting anxious glances over his shoulder. It didn’t help that Lena was distracted and fidgety. She let him put an arm about her, but she paid her attention to the music and the crowd with a fixed determination, as if to avoid talking about anything else.
Riki and Damien were joshing each other non-stop and seemed in high spirits, but as the evening wore on, Mat found himself more and more tense, and drifted to the fringe of the crowd.
‘Hey, dude, what’s happening?’ Riki materialised beside him, and put an arm about his shoulder. ‘We’re missing you out there, man.’
Mat let out a slow breath and forced a smile. ‘Yeah, I dunno, just can’t get into it.’
‘What’s up? Lena? Your folks? Weird stuff?’
‘All of the above, mate. Well, not Lena, that’s all fine, I think…’
‘Never can tell with chicks, dude. Just when you think you’re cool with them, you’re usually not.’
‘Speaking from experience?’
Riki grinned ruefully. ‘You bet.’
‘How’s Damien getting on with Cassandra?’
‘He’s made the critical breakthrough of realising that every time he opens his mouth, he puts his foot in it. So he’s just admiring silently from a distance.’
‘I reckon they’d go good together.’
Riki sniggered. ‘You’re in a minority of two there. You and Dame. Anyway, it’s you she fancies.’
Mat stared at him. ‘Me? Cassandra?’ It seemed bizarre. And anyway, he was Lena’s guy. Well, sort of.
Riki shrugged. ‘No accounting for taste, eh?’ He clapped Mat on the shoulder. ‘She’s kinda cool for a geek. And she can surf. But she ain’t half the looker that Lena is. Now that’s what I call booty!’
Mat blushed. ‘She’s cool, isn’t she?’ He felt a flush of wellbeing, and his dark mood lifted. ‘We should go find them.’
Riki grinned. ‘Yeah, right on, bro. Let’s go party.’
After that, it was much better. As the headline act for the night came on, Mat found himself sipping something potent diluted with Coke, his arm around Lena’s shoulders, wishing it would never end. Fireworks exploded above, and the band struck their opening chords. Everyone was screaming and jumping, and Lena excitedly pulled him into the press. He had no idea who the band were, but they looked like they didn’t get much sun and sounded English. The lead singer was scrawny and pasty, and had a nasally whine, but he seemed to think he was exceedingly sexy, a delusion most of the crowd seemed prepared to indulge by screaming every time he postured. Mat tried hard to forget Donna Kyle’s face, and gradually, pressed against Lena while she writhed sinuously or bounced joyously, he managed to.


Much later, with the beats of a techno outfit carrying into the VIP area, Mat was sitting watching Lena dancing slowly on her own while blearily sipping a soda, when Sassman found him. The DJ had played a set before dusk, a reggae-influenced dance set that sounded like some kind of far-future island party music, but it was pretty good and had been well received by the crowd.
He was watching Lena sway, thinking how perfect she looked, and how gracefully she moved. Riki and Damien were off autograph-hunting among the white-boy bands and soul divas. Cassandra was dancing with a skeletally thin drum-and-bass DJ from Scandinavia who seemed fifty, but she looked bored. Cassandra danced as oddly as she did everything else, all off-kilter moves and strange expressions, but she was totally unselfconscious, which was quite an attractive quality, at least with aged Scandinavians, apparently.
‘Hey, Mat Douglas, how you doin’?’ Sassman sat beside him on the grass, holding a beer bottle and a thick cigarette that definitely wasn’t tobacco. ‘You want some smoke, my man?’
Mat didn’t want to try marijuana; anything that dulled his edge seemed unwise just now, quite apart from the fact that it was illegal and bad for you. He was regretting the alcohol already, and was quite ready to hit the next so-called ‘star’ that mistook him for a waiter and demanded a drink. He felt like a caged lion and more than ready to go home. ‘Nah, but thanks for the passes.’
Sassman shook his head impatiently. ‘No problems, man. Small thing, that.’ He sucked on his beer, then looked at Mat. ‘You’re sixteen, you say? Difficult age, as I recollect. How ’bout you tell me ’bout Puarata, if you wanna? Tell me how that went down.’
Mat tried to think carefully and dispassionately, but the alcohol, and the secondary smoke, and watching Lena dance…it was hard to stay focused, and remember how to be cautious. He started talking, telling Sassman about the bone tiki, and the flight from Puarata, and Wiri…after a while it all seemed to come out. At some point, Lena had come and sat beside him and he barely noticed. But it felt good to talk about it all. ‘And so this Jones is supposed to arrive any day, and help me out. But I can’t see what to do. I mean, this taniwha has been stuck in the rock for hundreds of years, for heaven’s sake!’
Huh? He shook his head, unaware of what he’d been saying for the last few minutes.
Sassman nodded to himself, staring at Mat. ‘Well, I think we can help you, my man. You see, this Jones, I know him. Good friend of mine. I’ll bring him here, so you can meet him. We can sort this thing out for you. Sure we can.’
Lena was looking at Mat with a strange expression. ‘Sassman told me about the “Other Side”, last night. Aotearoa. I never imagined it was even there.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘Isn’t this just like a dream? I feel like the princess in a fairy story.’
‘You are a princess, honey,’ Sassman drawled. He looked up at the stars. ‘Tomorrow or next day, I’ll bring Jones here, an’ we can sort all this out together.’ He nodded at Mat. ‘Don’ you worry, my man. Don’ you worry ’bout nothin’.’
Mat put his arms around Lena’s shoulders, and felt that all of his burdens had been lifted.
They found the others and worked their way closer to the stage, and as the first night ended, he found himself dancing and shouting amidst his small group, happy again. The cares and worries evaporated away; not entirely—they’d still be there tomorrow—but for now it was enough to put them aside and sing and dance.
Just as the last act signed off amidst deafening applause and began the milk-an-encore routine, he dared himself, built up his nerves, and kissed Lena on the lips. She didn’t push him away. Her arms wrapped about him, and when she kissed him back, he felt a surge of euphoria. He caught Cassandra staring at them, her glasses reflecting the sky rockets exploding above. Then the band was back on, and they were all leaping to the last encore. Fireworks and laser lights shredded the darkness, and all about them, people cheered, even as they began to disperse into the night. The young and inexperienced were barely standing, being led off by friends with more staying power, and floodlights were coming on. Faces looked surreal in the stark white light, as they wound their way towards the paddocks full of cars, and the drive home.


By the time they were back in town, it was closer to dawn than to midnight. Rain was falling at last, blowing in from the sea in sheets, and making them all shiver. Dressed only in thin T-shirts and shorts, they were soaked and shaking, their minds befuddled by tiredness, alcohol and fading adrenalin. None of them was ready to go home, but had no idea what to do or where to go.
Lena let Mat wrap his arm about her for warmth, and they huddled by the clocktower on the main street, watching the last of the revellers disband. There were policemen about, stopping people and directing them homewards. A small group of Black Power guys were bullying some tourists until a pair of officers intervened, but the joie de vivre of the night had fled. Mat’s watch read 3.14 a.m. as they saw the gang members disperse, and in a few seconds, the police were following the main body of them down Gladstone Road towards the south. Two men remained, men without gang patches on their leather jackets, who looked like bikers, huddled against a wall, trying to light a smoke in the damp wind.
‘Let’s go home,’ Mat suggested in a low voice. ‘We’ve still got two days of the show to go.’ He tried not to think that he also only had two days to work out what to do about the taniwha. Surely when Jones arrived, he would suggest something. Tomorrow, Sassman had promised him.
‘Look!’ hissed Lena, pointing. They followed her finger, to where a blonde woman was hurrying along, wrapped in a short raincoat with her legs bare beneath her short black dress. ‘It’s that woman, Donna Kyle!’
Mat felt a sudden chill. ‘We should go, before we’re seen.’
Riki gripped Mat’s arm. He pointed towards the two smokers. There was a flash of teeth as one of them sauntered out into the rain, towards the hurrying blonde woman. ‘Hey, chicky-babe,’ he called in a leering voice. ‘Got a light?’ She ignored him.
Mat pulled Lena into a shop doorway as Donna lifted her head, the others crowding in beside them. ‘Who’s she?’ Cassandra wanted to know.
‘The Wicked Witch of the West,’ Damien hissed back at her. Five sets of eyes stared as the second man followed his friend across the street to where Donna confronted his comrade.
‘Hey, bitch, I asked if you gotta light?’ the man demanded. The two men encircled the lone woman. Rain whipped down the road malevolently. A slash of light lit Donna’s face. Her eyes narrowed, and she turned and strode away from the clocktower intersection, towards the sea. The two men followed, like jackals circling wounded prey. They all vanished around the corner.
Mat let out a breath, only to suck it in again as Lena exclaimed. ‘Come on!’ and wrenched herself from his grip. ‘Let’s go!’ She darted out of the shelter of the shop door, and onto the street.
He stumbled after her. ‘No! It’s not safe!’
She threw him a scornful look. ‘Who needs “safe”? Are you coming?’
Uh oh…He scurried after her, as she ran to the corner where Donna and the two men had vanished. He sensed the others reluctantly following, cursing under their breath. ‘This is stupid,’ Cassandra said quietly. Mat agreed wholeheartedly.
He caught up to Lena as she peered around the corner of the intersection. He grabbed her shoulder, and peered past her, to the two men and Donna Kyle, only some thirty metres away, at the head of an alley beside a Mitre 10 hardware store. The voice of the man who was doing the talking carried muddily through the rain and wind.
‘Hand over your purse, you ugly hag. Or we’ll wreck your face even worse than it already is. What happened, your man smack you one?’
Donna Kyle pulled off her raincoat and let it fall. ‘This is your last warning, fool.’ Her voice sounded like a thousand snakes hissing. ‘Back off, and I’ll let you go.’
‘Ha! Get you! Who do you think you are?’ The first man stepped closer and made a grab at Donna’s hands. She stepped backwards, out of sight down the alley, and then they heard the crunch of her shoes on gravel. The two men whooped and followed.
Lena ran after them. Mat cursed and followed, the others trailing behind them.
They reached the mouth of the alley, as they heard a female cry of pain, and some thing skidding across loose metal. A male voice growled in triumph, and as their eyes adjusted they saw a big shape, holding a smaller one who was backed up against the wall. The other attacker ran to the struggling pair.
‘Grab the purse!’ the first attacker snarled to his colleague.
‘Omigod,’ Lena gasped. She looked at Mat. ‘We have to help her!’
‘You don’t understand,’ Mat replied. The violence sickened him, but…‘She’ll—’
A scream echoed down the alley.
It came from the first man. He staggered backwards, his hands going to his throat. The other man backed away, his whimpering almost childlike as Donna whirled on him. Scarlet light kindled in her eyes, as her hands reached forward, dripping with blood from where her nails had pierced the windpipe of the first attacker. Like talons they flexed, and then her hand gestured, and the second man was thrown backwards against the wall, the back of his head smacking wetly against the stonework. He slid down the wall, his frame slumping as his limbs lost their strength.
Mat pulled Lena out of sight at the head of the alley. ‘She wasn’t the one who needed help,’ he hissed. ‘Now let’s get out of here, before we get the same treatment!’
From some where a couple of blocks away, a siren shrieked. The others milled in confusion, but when Mat and Lena, hand in hand, broke into a run, they pelted after them. They ran down a service alley, behind a cluster of shops, and emerged a block away, still running. Mat tried to check behind them, but all he could hear were sirens blaring louder and louder.


They gathered in a shadowy office doorway beside the hotel. Cassandra was polishing her glasses, looking frightened but shoving Damien’s arm off when he tried to console her. Riki was peering back the way they had come, but there was no one following. The distant sirens had fallen silent, but not before one with the distinctive notes of an ambulance had come and gone.
Lena was leaning against the wall, staring at Mat. ‘They got what they deserved,’ she insisted, her voice almost triumphant. The arm beneath Mat’s hand was shaking.
Mat shook his head. ‘They might be dead.’
‘They deserve to be! You don’t understand what it’s like, to be a girl when men turn nasty!’ She burst from his grip suddenly, and stormed out into the rain. There was a big green rubbish bag propped against the wall, full of refuse from the office block. She stabbed a finger at it and jerked her arm sideways. The rubbish bag flew backwards through the air to smack against the glass doors of the building and burst apart, spewing screwed-up white paper and plastic bags over the foyer.
‘That’s how she did it!’ Lena declared fiercely. ‘That’s how she whipped them!’
The boys and Cassandra stared.



10
The church at Matawhero
The text from Sassman said: <Jones here. Can u meet at 3?>
‘Mat, could you turn your phone off while we’re eating, please?’ Colleen sounded strained and tired, the usual spark missing from her voice. But then as Mat had only woken up an hour ago, he couldn’t really say he was on top of the world, either.
‘Yeah, put the damn thing away,’ Tama growled, which Mat thought was rich, coming from him. But apparently it was vital that Tama was on call, whereas his messages were ‘trivial’.
He bit his lip, thumbed his phone to silent mode, and put it in his top pocket. He glanced at his watch: 1.22 p.m. He speared the last piece of potato on his plate, put it in his mouth, and wished this interminable meal was over. It wasn’t that it was a bad meal; in fact it was great. And the setting was lovely—the Bushmere Estate Vineyard. They were sat outdoors under the restaurant’s shade-umbrellas, bathed in sunshine, the last vestiges of the over night rain having been swept away. The menu was mouth watering, and the temperature was comfortable, the rain having lowered the searing heat that had marked the last week. It should have been perfect, except it wasn’t.
It was just that he wanted to be any where but here. He wanted to be with Lena, to reassure himself that her fit of temper last night had been out of character. He wanted to be with Riki and Damien, so that he could laugh with someone and relieve his growing sense of tension. After lunch he could join them all at the festival. He wanted to be doing things, to be active, to subdue the ache that was growing with each passing day that he did nothing positive towards freeing the taniwha. Mostly, he wanted Jones to arrive and take control of every thing.
Mum and Dad had intercepted him before he could leave that morning, and announced that he had to come to lunch with them. He could go to the concert afterwards, they told him. So here he was, trying to wish time would speed up, and wishing the jollity was less forced.
He’d really thought Mum and Dad would solve their problems, after they had been pulled back together at Reinga in September. Instead the same old issues were still there. Mum hated the criminals and suspected criminals that were Dad’s stock and trade. Dad felt he was doing right, and that what he did was too important to abandon. He still thought he could buy his way out of their problems with lavish lunches and dinners, expensive treats and gifts. It was as if they were talking to each other’s ghosts sometimes—they were still in love with the memories of each other that were no longer the people they now were. Neither seemed able to see it.
At least they weren’t dragging Mat into the discussions, and he was grateful for that. He had too much else going on in his head to cope with that as well.
His phone vibrated silently in his pocket. ‘Uh, I need to go to the toilet,’ he said immediately.
Colleen eyed him suspiciously, then shrugged, sighed and nodded in exaggerated slow motion.
He read the text in the bathroom. <Hey, can I pik u up? Got car> It was from Lena. He felt a shiver of excitement, and hurried back to the table.
‘Hey, um, can I go? A friend of mine has a car, and we can catch up later. Please?’
Tama and Colleen sighed in unison. ‘When we said we’d need time to ourselves, we didn’t mean the whole time,’ Tama grumbled reproachfully.
‘Is it this DJ person?’ Colleen asked waspishly. ‘I’m not sure I like the sound of him at all.’
‘Ah, no, it’s, er, Lena.’
Colleen’s mouth widened into a smile. ‘Oh, ’tis the girly, then. Well, that’s all right, I’m thinking.’ She poked his arm. ‘You go for it, son.’
Tama winked at him. Mat groaned and rolled his eyes, but fled before they had a chance to change their minds. He called Lena back quickly.
‘Hiya.’
‘Hi! You need rescue?’
‘Yeah. I’m at the Bushmere Estate on State Highway 2.’
‘I know it. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Meet you at the gates.’
He walked alone down the gravel drive, and leant against a power pole at the gate. They were several kilometres south of Gisborne, and a few kilometres inland. He could see Young Nick’s Head, the southern cape of Poverty Bay and the first land sighted by Cook’s crew, away to the south, its distinctive hill shape reminding Mat of a serrated bone club, browned with age. All about him were paddocks and vineyards, divided by the highway, where cars whipped past every half a minute or so. The scent of the drying grass carried to his nose, and cleared some of the fog from his head that the glass of wine he had been allowed had brought. A lonely hawk circled above, looking for field mice or road kill, and the sun fell in and out of the clouds every few minutes. It was ten minutes or so before the white pop-top BMW purred up.
He stared at Lena in shock. Her cornrows had completely gone, replaced by short, spiky, newly peroxided blonde hair. She preened. ‘You like? I did it this morning.’
It looked uncomfortably like Donna Kyle’s hair. He got in and peered, forced a grin. ‘Sure, you look great. How’d you get someone to cut it this morning?’
‘Ha! I did it myself. You have to cut cornrows out anyway, and I’d got tired of them. And I had some dye. It’s a bit messy, but it’ll do till I get back to my usual stylist in Auckland.’ She primped in the rear-view mirror, frowned a little then shrugged. ‘It’ll do for now,’ she said again, more to herself this time. ‘Sassman said I’d look more sophisticated this way.’
Mat quelled a feeling of unease. When had she and the DJ talked about that? He refused to think about it, and leaning across, he pecked her on the cheek. ‘Where shall we go?’
She shrugged as she pulled out onto the high way again. ‘Don’t care. Just wanted to get out. Dad and Cassie’s father were talking business, and she was sleeping in, so it was the ideal time to split. Let’s go…um, this way…’
She drove along the highway towards the south for a couple of minutes, and then pulled onto a side road, where they roared down empty country roads, while Mat alternately watched the view, and watched her. She was in a summer dress of pale lemon, wearing bangles and a pendant of gold. She was even wearing lipstick and make-up. She looked closer to twenty than sixteen. The car stereo played some thing beaty that sounded like one of the bands they’d heard at the festival. Suddenly she braked, and turned down a side road, where a few farm-houses were clustered amidst the paddocks and trees. A little road sign said ‘Matawhero’, stirring some thing in Mat’s memory.
They purred up to a massive stockyard, dry and empty, just a maze of wood and metal fences and gates that covered several acres back from the road. Lena stopped the car and for a few seconds the only sound was her car stereo blaring out over the fields. They were at a T-junction with a road heading towards another small group of buildings.
‘Let’s have a wander round,’ Lena said lightly. She got out, pulled the keys, and then waited for Mat with an outstretched hand. He took it and squeezed. ‘Thanks for coming.’
‘No problem,’ he replied.
She stopped and looked him in the face. She looked tired. ‘I’m sorry I got het up last night…er, this morning. I didn’t mean to wreck that rubbish bag. And we shouldn’t have chased that woman. You know more than I do about what’s going on, so I should have listened.’
He shrugged, wondering whether she was sincere. Her voice didn’t do ‘apologetic’ well. ‘No harm done. She didn’t see us, and no one got hurt.’
‘Huh, those two guys did,’ she said. ‘The radio news this morning said that two men were found in the centre city just after 3 a.m., and had been taken to hospital. It said they were in a “stable condition”, whatever that means.’ She pulled at his hand, and they wandered away from the car, towards the end of the stockyards. It felt good to be touching her, after his anxiety that morning.
‘I got a text from Sassman,’ he said. ‘Jones is in town, and they want to meet at three o’clock. That’s about an hour away and…oops! I’ve not called him back!’ He pulled out his phone, and pulled up the number, then called it.
‘Yo!’
‘Hi, this Mat Douglas.’
‘Hey, my man! You got my text, right? The boss-man is in town. Where are you, brother?’
‘At Matawhero, with Lena.’
‘Hey, you two crazy lovebirds still hangin’ out! That’s cool, man. Listen, we’re not too far from you right now, at a farm house. Matawhero was where we were going to suggest anyhow. I’ll come and find you. I’ll see you in half an hour or so, yeah? Okay, see you soon.’
Mat told Lena what Sassman had proposed. Then they walked on for a while, just looking at each other. At the end of the lane they found a little white timber church, set in a tiny garden. The stump of what once must have been a massive tree lay grey and gnarled, just inside the gate. A sign proclaimed that the church was the only building left standing in Matawhero after Te Kooti had attacked the settlement in 1868. Mat could remember some thing about it from school. They peered through the closed gate for a few minutes, then walked hand in hand back to the car.
‘I’m so glad to have met you,’ Lena said. ‘I thought I was alone in the world, and I knew so little about what I could and couldn’t do. I was beginning to feel like a freak, and I was terrified someone would lock me up. Now I know you, and Sassman, and this Jones guy will be able to give me some proper instruction into how to use my Gift. And there is a whole other world out there that I never even knew was there. It’s perfect.’
‘I’m glad too,’ replied Mat. ‘I knew I wasn’t the only one, but I didn’t know anyone my own age. And you know, it didn’t seem right to date someone who didn’t have the same gifts as me, you know? Because we wouldn’t be equals, and I’d probably have to hide things from them, and all that. But with you, I won’t have to hide anything.’
Lena squinted against the sun, staring into his eyes. ‘Don’t be too sure of that. People always hide things from others. Even people in love do that.’
‘Did you hear that on a soap opera?’ Mat teased.
‘No!’ Lena laughed reprovingly. Then she frowned. ‘But we’re not exactly equals, anyway. Sassman told me that I was a mouse, and he and you were more like cats, when it came to who was most powerful.’ Her mouth twitched angrily.
Mat felt a flicker of anger at Sassman. ‘What’d he say that for?’
Lena’s shoulders twitched. ‘To put me in my place.’ She clenched her jaw. ‘But he said there are ways to make yourself stronger. I’m going to find them out. Then we will all be equals.’
Mat felt a twinge of discomfort. ‘It’s not that important, you know. I don’t care whether I’m stronger or you are. Hoanga says that’s not even the point.’ He tried to remember what Hoanga had said, some thing about rivers and swimming, but he couldn’t get it right in his head enough to tell it properly. ‘I’m just so glad to have someone to share this with,’ he finished lamely.
Lena snorted. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you were the weak one. Sassman told me I had “flea-bite” power. The arrogant prick!’
Mat squeezed her hand. ‘I don’t know why he would say that.’ It didn’t sound like the affable American he’d met.
Lena shook her head. ‘Me neither. But he did say that sometimes there were ways to make yourself stronger, and when those opportunities come up, you have to grab them.’ She looked at Mat fiercely. ‘I’m going to seize them with both hands.’ Her vehemence was slightly unnerving. But then she laughed nervously, and was a teenage girl again.
They stared at each other, and then suddenly she pulled him into her arms and their lips met, and for a few minutes there was nothing else but her mouth, and the feel of her body against his, and a feeling that life was rushing by too fast, that if he could, he would freeze this instant for ever. A dizzying ripple of heat or electricity in the air washed through them, which for a second Mat thought was some thing to do with Lena’s kiss, but they both stumbled slightly, and blinked about them dizzily. Someone shouted in the distance, from further up the road. He was dimly aware of a strange rush of aromas and sounds, and then a child shouted and another screamed. They pulled apart, and looked about them.
There were two children, perhaps eight to ten years old, sprinting towards them down the road, clad in old settler-style clothes like Mat had bought in Turanga. But the road was changed. No longer tarseal, it was just two muddy wheel ruts and a grassy centre ridge. The stockyards were gone, and the houses were now unpainted timber, with smaller dwellings gathered about them. The children were boys, barefoot. A crowd of Maori, brandishing a mixture of traditional weapons like mere and patu and taiaha, and others with muskets, were boiling down the road after them.
Lena turned and looked behind them, and gasped. Mat followed her look. The car was gone. Then he turned again, as the first of the Maori warriors reached the hindmost child, and swung his patu at the back of his head.
‘No!’ Mat thrust out a hand and shoved, the way he had seen Donna Kyle do it the previous night, the way Lena had attacked the rubbish bag. He felt a small wave of force well from him, an invisible force that warped the air as it punched into the chest of the warrior. The warrior staggered and fell backwards onto his haunches. The others paused, and then ran harder at them, but one lifted a musket to his eye and took aim.
‘Run!’ Mat shouted at the children. ‘Run!’ Then he realised just who the musket was aligning upon, and dived sideways. The gun cracked, a curiously hollow sound, and a puff of black smoke erupted as a lead ball zinged past his ear. Lena screamed, as the first child reached them, a young boy with a snub-nose and floppy mane of brown hair who clutched Lena’s thighs, shrieking in terror. The second redoubled his pace, and threw himself at Mat. Mat grasped him, taking in the first of the warriors barely twenty yards away.
‘Lena, take my hand! I’ll take us back! Lena!’ But she was out of reach. ‘Run!’ he shouted at the two boys. ‘Run! The church!’ He jabbed a finger towards the sanctuary, which here in Aotearoa was sheltered beneath the sprawling branches of the tree beside the gate, right where the stump was in the real world.
He thrust the boy behind him, and faced the onrushing warrior. He was bare-chested, clad in breeches with bare feet. His thickly muscled torso was scarred with ridges and gouges to a frightening degree. A cross hung about his neck, and he ran with his left hand raised to heaven, and his right holding his weapon. His face was wide-eyed and filled with battle fervour. He shrieked as he leapt, bringing his stone patu down in a vicious overhead blow.
Mat shoved again with that well of energy he drew on, striking the warrior’s leg, causing him to spin sideways in the air as he came, and plough shoulder-first into the muddy track. His shoulder-blade cracked, and he bellowed in pain and fury. The other warriors paused, as Mat gained a few steps, and one cried out ‘Ruanuku!’ in a frightened voice.
A deep-throated voice shouted, ‘That’s him! Take him alive!’ Mat looked beyond the main group, and saw Kereopa Te Rau appear beside the musketeer, holding an iron-headed axe in one hand and a heavy hammer in the other, running hard. The other warriors leapt into action.
Mat turned and sprinted after Lena and the two boys. ‘Get to the church. Get to the church!’
The men behind him were too fast. He heard the footfalls slap the earth, too close, gaining all the time. More shadowy figures rose on the left-hand side of the track, out of the long grasses of the paddock. Ahead he saw Lena thrust the two boys through the wooden church gate, and then pelt onward, wrenching open the church door. Then he sensed the whistling of air, and threw himself into a roll as a mere whooshed past his head, and the warrior who wielded it leapt past him and skidded to a halt. Horses were thundering in the middle distance, and a bell was ringing in the church. Lena was at the door, screaming at him. ‘Mat! Come on!’
He leapt to his feet again, and then threw himself sideways as another blow from a taiaha flew at his head. Too slow! The wooden blade smashed into his shoulder and he cried out in pain. Another warrior joined the first two, cutting him off from the church. He gathered his fist, poured a vision of fire into it, then threw it. The warrior with the mere howled as his long hair caught fire, and staggered away. The other two hesitated. Mat feinted another burst, making both cry out and throw themselves aside, then darted between them and ran for the church gate. From the distance shots rang out and horses neighed. The ground seemed to quiver from their hooves, though he couldn’t see them.
As he ran, the foremost of the warriors that had sprung from the paddock leapt the church fence, and ran at Lena. He saw her try to thrust him back, but she barely checked him, and shrieked as he came on. She pulled the door shut an instant before he slammed into it, hammering it shut. Mat shouted at him as he went to hurdle the gate, which had fallen closed.
Even as he flew over the gate, a heavy blow slammed between his shoulders, knocking the air from him. He felt his arms fly upward as the ground rose and smote him heavily, and then he was gasping desperately for air as he rolled. A thrown hammer fell beside him—Kereopa’s hammer. Its owner kicked through the gate with his axe in hand, grinning evilly and licking his lips.
Mat forced himself to grasp the hammer, sucking in air in painful gasps as he tried to stand. Another warrior appeared at Kereopa’s shoulder, and aimed a musket at his head. He asked Kereopa some thing, but the Hauhau leader shook his head. ‘Alive,’ he said, his voice hungry. ‘Don’t move, boy.’
The musket barrel was huge, and immensely long, seeming to reach out towards him, its muzzle a dark mouth. And yet…If they have to take me alive, then he can’t use the thing…which means it isn’t a factor…
Mat shouted, and hurled the hammer at Kereopa’s head as he threw himself sideways.
The musket roared, triggered by reflex by the warrior, who immediately went pale, more afraid of disobeying Kereopa than of harming Mat. A stinging slash tore a furrow across Mat’s left shoulder as he hit the ground, and then he was up and running again. But Kereopa just laughed as his axe swatted the hammer aside, then he reversed its grip so that he could strike with the back of the axe-head, a bulbous counterweight that looked as if it could stun a horse.
The warrior swung, as Mat launched himself through a glass side-window of the church. His hands tore on the thick glass, then he fell against the broken shards at the bottom of the frame, and flipped over, landing on his back on a wooden form. All the wind was knocked from him, as he pitched sideways onto the kneeler of the form in front. He stared at the blood on his hands, felt a thick shard in his stomach, and wondered if he had killed himself with what he’d done. There was no pain, yet, but he could barely breathe and it was getting harder.
Dimly he heard Lena calling his name, and the boys shriek, and then Kereopa’s grinning face appeared at the window. ‘Nice try, boy,’ the Hauhau snarled, as he gripped the window frame, poised to climb in. Mat still couldn’t get air to his lungs, while blood pooled about that shard of glass.
Then the window reformed itself.
It was like watching a film of the window shatter, played backwards. All of the glass, including the shard in Mat’s belly, suddenly flew upward, flying together, rejoining, re-bonding with the wooden panels and in the next instant the window was whole again. Kereopa fell backwards, and then his thwarted face appeared again, dimly seen through the dirty glass, purpling and infuriated.
‘Get in there!’ he bellowed over his shoulder. ‘Bring them out!’
A dozen bodies hammered into the doors and windows of the church. Mat heard a squeak behind him from a terrified old priest kneeling before the altar, clasping a crucifix, his face streaked with tears of fear. Down by the door, Lena was hurrying towards him, her face white, while the two boys hugged each other. It was as if the sky were falling upon the tiny wooden building.
But not a single window or door gave way.
For thirty seconds, the hammering of blows upon each window was like explosions of thunder. The door buckled and straightened, as the tiny building shook. At times Mat saw the glass windows shatter as weapons broke them, then reform in the next instant.
‘Are you doing this?’ shouted Lena, rushing to his side. Then in the next breath she gasped, ‘Omigod, you’re bleeding.’
‘The church is doing it,’ Mat hissed, holding on to his stomach. His shoulder stung from the grazing musket-ball, and his hands were raw agony. It was all he could do to draw breath into his tortured chest. Lena dragged the bench he’d landed on aside and knelt beside him. With every blow against the building she flinched, but her eyes were on him.
‘It’s the only building that the Hauhau didn’t destroy during the raid. I think it must remember that, and it remembers them,’ he gritted, holding on to the words as a way to hold on to consciousness.
‘How can a building remember some thing?’ Lena muttered, staring helplessly at Mat’s stomach, where blood was oozing through his fingers. Then suddenly there were voices shouting in English outside, and a volley of muskets, and no more blows fell upon the little church.
‘The Lord Jesus be praised,’ the priest shouted. ‘We are saved, we are saved!’ He buried his head in his lap, shaking. Lena snorted at him, then looked at the two young boys, who were clinging to each other in terror.
‘Bring water!’ she shouted at them. ‘Hurry!’
Then the door of the church flew open and they all froze. The priest whimpered. Lena gripped Mat’s arm in rigid terror.
But the man who entered was not a Hauhau.
He was a small man, thin with intense eyes and a pale face framed by lank black hair and a bushy beard. He held a smoking pistol and was clad in a black, ill-fitting colonial jacket. There was a curved cavalryman’s sabre at his side. His eyes took them in instantly, and then he placed the pistol on a table, and strode towards Mat and Lena. DJ Sassman appeared at the door behind him.
‘We are in time,’ he said, with relief in his voice. ‘You are presumably Mat and Lena. I am Bryn Jones.’


Bryn Jones did some thing to Mat’s wounds that sterilised and re-knit the flesh, and took away much of the pain. Sassman took the colonial children away. The priest just stared at them all helplessly. When Mat was able to stand, clinging to Lena for support, they found a cluster of horsemen outside. They were dressed in modern-looking camouflage gear but wielded muskets and sabres. They called to each other in what sounded like southern American accents, rich musical drawls like the men in Gone with the Wind. They all peered at Lena with undisguised interest.
There were no bodies; it seemed all of Kereopa’s men had escaped, which seemed strange given the sounds of conflict they’d heard outside, but the soldiers appeared unconcerned.
Bryn Jones had a restless, burning energy about him, like a man fevered. His men obeyed him instantly and to the letter, and watched him nervously. Even Sassman seemed nervous of him. Mat remembered Wiri’s description of the man as a ‘cranky old bugger’ which kind of fit, but didn’t do the man justice. He seemed everywhere, and had a haunted, hungry quality about him, though he also exuded assurance and competence. Mat had to nerve himself to address him.
‘Mister Jones, what happened to us? We were in the normal world, and then suddenly every thing changed.’ Mat sat with his back to the outside of the church, his legs still wobbly. It already felt like the wounds had been inflicted days ago. He felt stiff and bruised, but thankfully not in much pain.
Jones nodded shortly. ‘Places with a strong history re-enact those events frequently, usually on the anniversary, but at other times also. Someone skilled in makutu could trigger such an event, and set an ambush alongside it.’ He looked at Mat. ‘Someone like Donna Kyle.’
‘She must have seen us after all,’ Mat breathed. Lena, sitting on the floor holding his hand, gave a small shiver. He squeezed back, trying to reassure her.
‘I’m told she has been seen with Kereopa Te Rau and his scum,’ Jones remarked. ‘It would seem likely she saw you and planned revenge, especially given your history.’ He stood up, and offered Mat a hand. ‘You should be able to stand, and move a little if you are careful.’ Mat took the man’s cool, bony hand and allowed himself to be drawn to his feet.
‘Thank you, sir. I’m most grateful.’
Jones’ smile was hard. ‘You were right to go to the church. You have good instincts—which is vital in the Ghost World. Had you run to any other building, you would almost certainly have perished in flames. The Hauhau burnt every other building in Matawhero in 1868, and killed more than fifty folk, including many women and children.’
‘We were lucky, sir. We’d just been reading the sign that said the building was spared, so it was the logical place to go.’ Mat thought for a moment. ‘Did God protect it, back in ’68?’
Jones grunted. ‘In a way. Remember, for all their barbarism, the Pai Marire were essentially a Christian sect, however warped. They would have viewed burning a church as wrong and, more importantly, as bad luck. It’s the more likely explanation. But who knows? They targeted men involved in purchasing native lands.’ His face seemed to be struggling to conceal a measure of contempt as he said the word ‘native’. ‘There is no record that Kereopa Te Rau was part of the original assault, but Te Kooti had several hundred men. They reckon that if he’d planned it right, he could have swept into Turanga and wiped out every white man there. But it seems he overestimated the defences, and settled for looting the farm houses for food and liquor.’
‘Was Te Kooti here today, sir?’
Jones shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. We believe he’s further north. He and Kereopa don’t get on these days—some thing to do with Te Kooti being pardoned and Kereopa being hanged.’ He grunted again, that nervous grim laugh that seemed characteristic of the man. ‘I guess that would tend to set men at odds.’ Then he turned and looked Mat in the eye. ‘The American tells me you’re under a promise to aid the taniwha at Waikaremoana?’ He motioned to a bench and they sat together, Lena a few feet away on another bench, her face still pale and scared, but listening intently.
Mat swallowed nervously. ‘Yes, sir…I have no right to ask for help, but…’
Jones frowned, then smiled awkwardly, as though it wasn’t an expression he used freely. ‘Nonsense, boy. Your problems are mine. Tell me more, and then we’ll see what we can do.’
It took some time to summarise the situation and answer all of Jones’ questions. He was particularly interested in Hoanga’s revelations about the shrunken tohunga’s head in the Onepoto Caves, and became more and more intense as he probed Mat’s recollection of the conversations with Kauariki. Finally he sat back and stared into space, concentrating on his thoughts with such fervour that one of the soldiers, bringing tea, was too afraid to approach. He was a difficult man to like, Mat decided, but he radiated authority, knowledge and capability to an intimidating degree. Mat was relieved to unburden himself and put his problems into the man’s hands.
‘Of course we will help you,’ Jones told him. ‘But I fear that you will need to be a part of this still. Hoanga hints that you are the only one that can retrieve the tohunga’s head from the Onepoto Caves. Are you able to do this? We must all do every thing we can to prevent Donna Kyle or Sebastian Venn gaining power over the taniwha.’
Fear and anticipation warred inside Mat’s heart. The excitement of the moment won. ‘Yes, sir. Of course I will help. My parents and I are here for another week. They prefer to be with each other, as long as I’m safe.’ He thought about that. ‘I guess I’ll not be all that safe, will I?’
Jones half-smiled. ‘No, you will not be totally safe. But we’ll keep you as protected as we can. There will be armed men with you, and I will be there.’ He leant forward. ‘But to avoid complications, you must keep it a secret from your family and friends. I’m uneasy about this young lady here, but as she has the same talents as you and me, then for her own protection I’d prefer to keep her with us, until the danger is passed. Perhaps I can help you both develop your talents, when the danger is over.’
Lena met Mat’s eyes, and he saw her excitement and relief. He felt a tremor of fear for her, but also relief that she would be with him. And certainly Jones wasn’t treating her powers as ‘trivial’, no matter what Sassman had told her.
‘Then this is what we will do,’ Jones continued. ‘This evening you must rest. You will just have to miss the rest of your musical festival, I’m afraid. You are still badly bruised and will be in some discomfort for the next twelve hours. I will arrange us some support in the Waikaremoana area. You must conceal our plans from your parents and friends who would only worry. Then tomorrow, on the thirty-first, we will meet at 9 a.m., travel to Wairoa and then on to Waikaremoana, a journey of not more than three hours. I expect that we will have you home by 9 p.m., but it may be later.’
Mat thought a moment, then said, ‘That’s not a problem. It’ll be New Year’s Eve; Mum and Dad won’t expect to see me until after midnight.’
‘Good. Then we will be back in time to celebrate a victory, as well as the New Year,’ said Jones with grim levity. ‘You must carry on as if you were going to Rhythm and Vines as you originally intended. Can you both do that?’
‘I’m sure I can, sir,’ Mat replied.
‘Me too,’ Lena put in.
‘Excellent.’ He shook Mat’s hand. ‘Now, Mat, I need to have a quiet word with this young lady, about, er, feminine matters concerning her powers. Will you excuse us? Do you need me to aid your return to your world?’
Mat looked at Lena and smiled reassuringly. ‘I’ll be fine, I’m sure.’
He got up and left the church, and sheltered beneath the sprawling tree beside the gate. The soldiers looked at him curiously as they groomed their horses. Sassman came over to him.
‘How come there are no dead Hauhau?’ Mat asked the American, the fact having nagged at him for some reason.
Sassman grimaced. ‘You know why they’re called “Hauhau”?’
‘Um…no, not really.’
‘Well, it’s on account of the chant they make when in battle. The Pai Marire believed that if they were strong of faith and chanted a special prayer in battle, a prayer that sounded to European ears like “Hauhau Hauhau”, hence the name, then they’d be immune to bullets.’
‘I bet that didn’t help them much,’ Mat said lightly, and then a thought struck him. ‘But here in Aotearoa…’
Sassman clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Exactly. Here, it works.’
Mat bit his lip. ‘Then how did you get rid of them?’
Sassman grinned. ‘Their prayer does not cover pain. We can hurt and disable them temporarily, and that’s usually enough to drive them off. But it ain’t much fun, I’m tellin’ yer.’ He clapped Mat on the shoulder. ‘Boss talkin’ to the girl? He say y’all would come with us to rescue the taniwha?’
Mat nodded. ‘Yeah. I wish she wasn’t coming, but I’m glad she is. Is that selfish?’
Sassman shrugged, and smiled. ‘Dunno. Too deep for me. But we’ve all got to grow up sometime.’
Mat stared out across the fields, where plumes of smoke from the raid were billowing into the clear blue sky. ‘I guess. See you tomorrow, then?’
‘Sure. Should be an experience, man. Helluva New Year!’
Mat moved to the real world with only a little discomfort, and waited beside the gate, where the stump of that same tree offered scant protection from the harsh afternoon sun. Eventually, after around twenty minutes, Jones brought Lena across, and vanished again with a brief nod. Lena looked excited and infected with the same nervous determination that Jones exuded. But she would say little about whatever it was the man had told her.


Lena dropped Mat back in town, after they had ascertained by phone that his parents had left the vineyard and gone to the beach. They parted with a kiss and a promise to see each other at 9 a.m. for the big expedition.
Mat went back to his room, and whether in reaction to the violence at Matawhero or Jones’ healing, he slept until his father knocked on his door some time after 6 p.m. He ate with his parents, but his languor wouldn’t lift, despite the food. He recalled how tired workings of magic made him feel, and guessed that Jones’ healing was drawing on his own reserves of energy. All he really wanted to do was sleep.
He’d just got back to his room, when to his surprise someone knocked on the door. His parents had gone to a bar at the marina for a glass or two of wine. He was half-undressed, just clad in boxers, with bandages about his chest and stomach.
‘Hello?’ he called, his heart pounding as his imagination supplied all manner of visitors, from Lena in a tight dress, to Donna Kyle and Kereopa Te Rau with bloodied knives.
‘Hey, bro.’
‘Riki?’ He opened the door without thinking. Riki and Damien were lounging outside his room, looking bored. ‘How come you’re not at the festival?’
‘We got bored, and never heard back from you.’ Riki glanced at Damien. ‘An’ Cass got hooked up with this French kook, so Dame’s kinda bummed out.’
‘They weren’t like kissing or anything,’ Damien observed dispiritedly.
Mat felt guilt flood through him. He should have called them. ‘Um, my phone is recharging, and I forgot to check it. I felt sick at lunch, and came back. I’ve been asleep.’
‘So,’ Riki asked, looking him up and down. ‘Uh, mate, how come you’ve got half the dressings from an A&E ward taped to your guts?’
Damn…‘Uh, you better come in.’
Mat had never been good at lying. So he ended up having to tell them every thing. It took some time before he finished. ‘And so we’re going up to Waikaremoana tomorrow. But Jones says you guys can’t come.’
Riki cocked an eyebrow at Damien. ‘Like hell we’re not, dude.’
‘Jones said with Bryce and Kyle prowling around it’ll be dangerous, and that people who don’t have powers like Lena and I would be in too much danger. I’m only going myself because only I can do one part of it, and he’s taking Lena for her protection.’ His voice sounded high-pitched and defensive to his own ears.
Riki scowled. ‘I don’t like it, man.’
Damien just shook his head. ‘It doesn’t seem right. We’re your mates, Mat. We should be coming.’
Mat stared at the wall. ‘Guys, this isn’t a game of rugby or some thing. If we do it right, we’ll maybe get in and out without danger, but if it goes wrong, we’ll be on the run from Donna Kyle and a whole bunch of Hauhau and who knows what else. Jones can’t be responsible to your parents for that. I don’t really want to go myself, but I have to.’
As he said it, he realised it was half-true. His mouth felt dry, and his hands were shaking a little—nervousness at what could go wrong, but mostly having to tell his friends they were excluded from this part of his life. He felt slightly sick. In the end he just stood up. ‘Guys, please. This is hard enough without having a fight about it. We’ll talk on the first, yeah? The day after tomorrow, okay? Might even see you at the festival for midnight.’
Riki and Damien just stared at him sullenly. He could have refused to speak, but he didn’t want to leave things like that. It could be the last time I see them…No, don’t think like that! He offered Riki a hand. ‘I’m sorry. But they won’t let you come. And I agree with that.’
Riki grimaced, and then slowly took his hand and squeezed it. ‘Sure, matey. You take care, yeah?’
‘I promise,’ he told him solemnly.
Damien shook his hand too without meeting his eyes. He could almost feel them concocting plans to follow him or some thing similarly idiotic, but what could they do?
I’ll be back tomorrow night, and every thing will be all right.
It will be, I know it will…



11
Morere Springs
Slipping away had been easy. Mat had taken very little, just his taiaha, because you never knew if you might need one in Aotearoa, and a tracksuit to throw on if it got cold. He met Lena beside the old clocktower, her eyes gleaming in the morning sun. Her newly short hair looked like it had been trimmed and tidied by a professional, and he made some admiring noises. It occurred to him that perhaps this was what their lives would be like in the future: the thrill of mysterious errands in the arcane world, he and she together, righting wrongs and helping others, like some kind of superhero couple.
It was a pretty fantasy, and her lips were moist on his. She stroked his cheek. ‘Isn’t this marvellous?’ she breathed. Her eyes were flickering hungrily about, and her whole body was quivering with suppressed tension. Mat felt weightless in her presence.
I wonder if I’m falling in love?
A car tooted, and he saw Sassman wave from the passenger seat. It was a big black Mercedes saloon, sleek and menacing-looking, with Dwayne driving. They hurried over, and leapt into the backseat. ‘Hey, the crazy lovebirds!’ Sassman greeted them, reaching back and gripping both of their hands briefly. ‘Ready for action?’
‘Sure!’ Mat responded, the spirit of adventure inside him. Lena looked like she wanted to dance, bouncing about on the seat.
‘Jones is down in Wairoa, organising the troops,’ Sassman told them. ‘We’ll meet them in Morere, and rendezvous with a local trader for old-time weaponry and gear, before we push on to the lake. So settle back, relax an’ your favourite DJ will supply the tunes.’ He fed one of his own CDs into the stereo system, as Dwayne accelerated the vehicle out of the main shopping area, purring down Gladstone Road towards the south.
Mat gripped Lena’s hand as the engine surged and picked up momentum. It was 9.07 a.m. The quest to free the taniwha had begun.


The trip was easy, though the roads were busy with holiday traffic. Sassman had packed cans of soft drink and chocolate bars, and the car was the epitome of comfort. Mat recalled September, fleeing Napier in Kelly’s Volkswagen, and relished the improvement. He wondered what Wiri and Kelly were up to, and decided he should check in with them. He pulled out his cellphone.
‘Hey, no calls!’ Sassman told him, looking back with a serious face. ‘We’re on radio silence, brother. In fact, best you turn off your phones, an’ I’ll look after them. Kyle could have ways of trackin’.’ He held out his hand. ‘I’ll take care of them.’
Mat looked at Lena, slightly put out, but she acquiesced without hesitation, so he did too. Sassman nodded thanks, and thumbed them off then pocketed them. Mat felt Dwayne’s hard eyes on him through the rear-vision mirror, and felt a tiny twinge of unease. But then Lena stroked his arm, and at her touch, all else was forgotten.
‘Will it always be like this?’ she whispered, mirroring his earlier thoughts. Her naturally forceful face looked softer somehow, warmer.
Maybe this is love…
‘Always,’ he replied, feeling a swelling of sweet clinging emotions inside him. ‘Every time.’


They arrived at Morere Springs at 10.30 a.m., where another Mercedes, silver-grey, awaited them under the trees outside the car-park to the heated pools. There were thermal springs at Morere that had been in commercial use since 1892. Recently it had been upgraded into a modern facility with beautifully tiled stonework and luxury pools. There were tourist buses outside and a whole world of languages flying about from foreign and local faces. Sassman led them to the silver Mercedes, as Bryn Jones emerged from it, looking grim and strained. His black hair gleamed with some kind of oil or cream, but his curly beard was a little unruly, as if he’d been combing it with his fingers in agitation.
He thrust an abrupt hand at Mat. ‘Welcome, welcome.’ He turned to Sassman, and growled. ‘Burns is late. See to it.’
Sassman bobbed his head, looking annoyed at being addressed so peremptorily, and backed away. ‘Yeah, sure, boss.’
Jones seemed to remember himself then, turning back and forcing a smile at the teens. ‘Apologies, it has been a stressful night and morning pulling this operation together. I have resources in the region, of course, but getting access to ammunition that will function in Aotearoa is difficult, and our contact is late.’ He put a hand on Mat’s arm. ‘But there is no need to concern yourselves. Come, and I will make you known to my men.’
Jones reached out a hand and took Lena’s forearm in a firm grip, maintaining his hold on Mat’s arm. He glanced about to ensure they were not being closely observed, and then shut his eyes and muttered some thing under his breath. Mat felt a touch of energy, similar to that which he had often tapped into, and recognised it as a power the same as or similar to his own. It was an uncomfortable feeling, like being brushed by an oily bubble of air that belled and then burst about them. Lena gasped, and seized Mat’s other hand.
The car-park was gone, and so too the buses and cars, and in fact the whole road, which was now a thin muddy track winding through the dark and dank trees, coated in mosses and lichen, that gathered thickly about them. The light was halved, filtered by the leaves of the trees, and the thicker heavier clouds. The scents of the forest floor filled their nostrils, and insects hummed. A small group of men were waiting, incongruous in their modern combat fatigues. They saluted Jones from where they crouched or reclined, cleaning weapons and smoking. Lena stared at them. They stared back.
‘Sir!’ the nearest man said, his voice clearly American, with a stately drawl that Mat guessed as Southern. He looked to be about forty, with receding pale brown hair beneath his grey cap and a honed face. ‘No sign of the trader, sir. But we’re being watched by…what do you call ’em? Tipua? That how you say it? Tee-poo-wah? Sounds Injun t’me. Anyways, at this stage we’ve not endeavoured to engage.’
‘Shoulda jus’ let us plug da varmint, Cap’n,’ one of the soldiers guffawed. The laugh never reached his cold dead eyes.
Bryn Jones frowned, then sighed. ‘They could be Kyle’s goblins or unaligned; this is goblin territory. Best not to engage, Captain Taylor. Carry on. Oh, and these are the two young people I told you of. Mat and Lena. Keeping them safe is a high priority.’
Captain Taylor saluted again. The other men were mostly eyeing up Lena in her tight jeans and T-shirt, nudging each other. Mat made sure to keep a grip on her hand.
Jones turned to them both, and thrust some coins into Mat’s hand, shillings and pence from the 1800s. ‘It looks like we will be here for a while. Why don’t you two go and book a swim each. I’m afraid it’s segregated,’ he added with a wry smile. ‘And don’t duck your head underwater; yes, you can catch meningitis here just as easily as in your world. I have things to attend to.’ He abruptly walked away, ordering Taylor to follow.
Mat looked at Lena. He felt awkward, under the scrutiny of the dozen soldiers watching them, these mercenaries from another time and place. It would be good to get out from under their eyes, and a swim did sound pleasant.
In Aotearoa, the Morere Springs bath-house was far less impressive—a timber building, damp and musty, with more moss than paint on the timbers, stood where the modern complex would be in the future. They climbed to a low veranda and entered a small ill-fitting door, where a leering man called Tozer with a grizzled beard and thinning hair stared openly at Lena’s chest as he took their money. He handed her a bathing costume that looked like it would cover more skin than her current attire, and she accepted it with a derisive laugh.
‘Wimmin to the left, gents to the right,’ the man rasped. ‘No more’n half an hour, and keep your heads above the surface, on accoun’ of that menin…mean-thing.’ He winked at Mat. ‘An’ no funny stuff with the girl, y’hear? This is a respectful establement.’
The changing rooms were dark and poky, and some of the biggest cockroaches Mat had ever seen scrambled about the corners and walls. Outside, the pool was just a natural open pool amidst the trees, set about with rocks and ferns bejewelled with droplets of condensation. Steam rose from the surface of the water, and it stung his cold skin as he walked slowly into the pool.
From the other side of a small rocky ridge dividing the pools, he heard a squeal, and called out anxiously. ‘Lena?’
‘The cockroaches here are disgusting!’ she called.
‘East Coast cockies,’ Mat chuckled. ‘Check your clothes when you get out!’
‘Yuck! Ow! This is hot!’
Mat slowly sank into the stinging heat of the thermal pool. The North Island of New Zealand, especially the Central Plateau and East Coast, was on a major fault line, and dotted with geothermal activity, especially around Taupo and Rotorua. Earthquakes were frequent, and there were tiny hot springs here and there, little havens of heat in the damp and cold bushlands.
Lena called in an anxious voice: ‘Mat, is this really the other world that Sassman and you talk about? It’s amazing, like being on a movie set. And the air is so clean, and everything smells so pure. It’s beautiful.’
Mat smiled. ‘It is, isn’t it? It’s like Mother Nature stored the best of everything, here.’
Lena fell silent, but he could hear her splashing about on the far side of the mound of earth. Eventually she called out again. ‘I bet that proprietor is spying on me, the pervy git.’
‘Oh no, surely not,’ Mat called. ‘This is a “respectful establement”.’
Lena giggled. ‘This old bathing costume is a relic. I feel like a grandmother.’ She put an alluring tone into her voice. ‘Why don’t you slip on over and join me?’
Mat looked about him. The back of the bath-house building opened above, and he caught a flicker of movement at the half-closed window of the office. ‘We’re being watched,’ he called back in a low voice. ‘Well, I am, anyway.’ He sighed, longing to be able to press himself against her. ‘Maybe we can come here on the way back and hire a private pool in the modern pools?’
‘Now that’s a nice thought,’ Lena called back in a purring, sensuous voice that made his body tremble.
Mat closed his eyes, and tried to think of something other than her. ‘I wonder why they wanted our cellphones?’ he called softly. He felt he was missing something. But the hot water and Lena’s voice made it hard to think.
‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ Lena called back.
‘But Sassman’s phone isn’t off. If ours are traceable, why isn’t his?’ Mat felt his face frown. ‘And Jones isn’t what I expected.’
He heard Lena sigh. ‘Shhh. Someone may be listening. One of those soldiers.’
‘Why are they Americans? What are they doing here? And where did they get their guns? Those must be army stuff. Are they mercenaries?’
‘Who cares? They’re on our side,’ Lena called back, her voice touched with exasperation. ‘Let me just enjoy this water.’
Mat sighed and tried to clear away his worries, but the more he tried, the more additional concerns surfaced. What were they heading into? Where was Donna Kyle?
Was John Bryce some where near? Why couldn’t he talk to Wiri? He tried to let the hot water soak his worries away, but in the end he got up, and trudged back to the changing rooms, where a thin cold shower rinsed the mineral waters off his skin, then he dressed and left the dank little room behind gratefully.
The office door was half-open, and Mat glimpsed the proprietor, his eye against the far wall, where the women changed. ‘Hey, you!’
The man turned and grinned at him. ‘Nice little girly you got there,’ he snickered.
Mat strode to the door, his temper flaring. The man backed away from the wall, where a small notch had been carved from a knot in the wood. Mat put a hand to the door frame, and let his anger surge through the walls. Several cockroaches on the walls fell to the floor and scuttled away as a surge of energy crackled along the timbers, and sealed the hole. ‘Keep your filthy eyes on your job,’ he snarled at the man.
The proprietor cringed. ‘Sorry, I meant nothing by it. I had no idea you were…an adept…’ He bowed his head, a pleading expression crawling over his cunning face. He grabbed a pile of coins and thrust it at Mat. ‘A refund…please.’
Mat slammed the door in his face and stalked away.


Outside, a wagon had pulled up, driven by a hunched man in a battered black top hat. Greasy curls ran down his shoulders, shot with grey. Though a white man, his face and exposed forearms were fully tattooed. His clothing was stained and his eyes furtive, taking in every thing. His wagon was drawn by two horses that sweated and steamed in the cool humid air.
‘Are you Barnet Burns, the trader?’ Captain Taylor was calling, brandishing a modern combat rifle.
The trader eyed the gun with amusement. ‘Ye got the right powder for that flash toy, Captain, or ye jus’ like waving it round cos it makes ye feel manly?’ He spat on the ground. ‘Where’s the boss man?’ His eyes flicked to Mat. ‘An’ who’s the boy?’
‘He’s with us,’ Taylor replied, lowering his gun. He regarded the trader with unfriendly eyes. ‘You got the goods?’
Burns smiled broadly. ‘O’course I got the goods. Who you think yer dealin’ with?’ His accent was coarse English, antiquated and mockingly obsequious. He glanced past Mat, where Bryn Jones emerged from the trees. ‘Ah, here’s t’ big man now. Good day t’ ye, sir!’
Jones marched past Mat, and reached up and took the trader’s hand. ‘That’s Mister Jones to you, Barnet Burns. Did you get it all?’
‘Sure I did, Mister, er, Jones. Sure I did. An’ have ye got the gold?’ He grinned around yellowed teeth. He had a shifty manner Mat instinctively disliked, a feeling that increased when Burns glanced up at the bath-house, where Lena was coming down the stairs, and whistled appreciatively. ‘Coo-ee, guv’nor, that’s a nice bit of—’
‘The girl is under my protection, Mister Burns,’ snapped Jones. He turned to Taylor. ‘Unload the wagon, Captain. Mister Burns, here’s your money, and a little extra for your silence.’
The trader’s eyes lit up greedily as he accepted a leather money pouch, weighing it in his hand appreciatively. He reached back, and pulled at the awning. ‘Here, wife, count this out, afore the captain unloads.’
A slender brown arm reached out and took the pouch. Lena joined Mat, her eyes round and curious. ‘What’s happening?’
Jones answered her question. ‘This is Mister Burns, a trader in these parts. There are problems in transmuting ammunition from one world to the next, as Master Mat may well know. Powder can become unstable, as can any other flammables. So here, we have to trade for it.’
‘Who do you trade with?’
‘Well, the British, mostly,’ Jones answered. ‘There are well-stocked garrisons here and abouts. Mister Burns has the contacts locally to keep men that need such items supplied.’ He lowered his tone, and muttered, ‘like Te Kooti and half the rebel tribes,’ in a dark voice. ‘He makes his money on both sides of his bread does our Mister Burns. A tricky fellow.’
Mat stared at the man. He seemed vaguely familiar. ‘Does he have a brother?’
‘No, but he has a son that trades in Turanga. If you’ve been over there, you might have seen him. Hori White, they call him.’ Jones’ voice was slightly scornful.
Mat remembered the beer-seller, and nodded slowly. He watched as the back flaps of the canvas cover on the wagon were opened, and a long box lifted to the ground, followed by several small barrels. A soldier opened the long box with a crowbar, and began tossing muskets to his gathering comrades. They looked sniffily at the old weapons, but handled them expertly as they tried the lock and triggers under Burns’ watchful gaze.
Jones went back up to the trader, and said something quietly. The trader looked as if he’d just been reminded of something, and produced a small flask which he handed to Jones with a wink of the eye. More money changed hands. Then the trader shook hands once more with Jones. ‘Well then, me an’ my missus’ll be havin’ a wee sample of the local waters, afore we ’ead back, I’m thinkin’,’ the trader said. He reached into the wagon again, and helped down an imperious-looking Maori woman in a thick birdfeather cloak. She looked about her like a duchess, then stared at Lena with cold eyes. She said something in Maori, too low to catch, in Burns’ ear. Burns nodded and laughed. Mat felt Lena colour.
‘What did she say?’ she whispered to Mat, but he had no idea.
In a few minutes Taylor’s men had fully equipped and distributed powder from the barrels into flasks. They looked incongruous, these men in modern gear with antique-looking rifles. A couple were fitting electronic sights to the barrels. He watched Jones shift the pile of abandoned modern weapons back to the real world with a gesture. Then several more of the soldiers appeared with strings of horses and the soldiers mounted. Jones went to Taylor.
‘You’ve a hard ride ahead of you, Captain. I expect you at Tuai in four hours. Are you up to it?’
‘We’ve a native guide, sir, and we have spare mounts. It’s a more direct route than yours we’ll be taking. An’ my boys rode with Jeb Stuart, sir. Best cav’ry in the whole goddamn Civil War. We’ll be there.’ He glanced at Burns, who was leading his Maori wife up the stairs. ‘I don’t trust the trader, sir. He’ll sell news of us to all comers quick as light.’
Jones glanced over his shoulder. ‘It’s of no moment. It’ll be all over today. He knows when to be silent, does Barnet Burns. Now go! And be there at three!’
‘Sir!’ The captain saluted, and then in a rumble of hooves, the men galloped away, towards the west as if in a race. The earth shook as they were swallowed up by the trees.
Jones looked back at Mat. ‘They will meet us at Tuai. Unfortunately, this was the closest Burns would come to our destination, and all was at short notice. Come, let us return to your world, and our vehicles.’
Within a few minutes, they were back under sunny skies, and after loading the pile of modern weaponry into the boot of the cars, Dwayne and the other driver had them speeding in convoy towards Wairoa.
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Left behind
Riki and Damien lounged in Riki’s grandfather’s porch, pretending they cared about the one-day cricket game that was playing on the small TV. Every so often his grandfather grimaced then chuckled as the Kiwi batsmen played and missed, which was happening a lot. It was still only a few overs in after a late start through rain, but already it didn’t look good. Maybe it would rain and save the team. For some reason, the only city in New Zealand where it rained in summer was always the one hosting a cricket match, in this case Auckland.
Their minds were far away though. It was the morning of the thirty-first, and Mat and Lena were…well, they could be anywhere.
‘We could have told Mat’s folks, and got him grounded,’ Damien commented morosely in a low voice so Riki’s grandfather wouldn’t hear.
Riki shook his head. ‘Mat promised that old lady he’d help her daughter. That’s a solemn thing, I reckon, especially in that world. Not doing it would be like breaking tapu. I wouldn’t do it. So I’m not sure he has much choice.’
‘I still don’t like it, man. He’s going to need help, if it’s dangerous, and we don’t know anything about this Jones character.’
‘He said Wiri recommends the guy, and Hoanga too. And he said they’ll have trained soldiers with guns and stuff, man. What’re you and I going to do but get in the way?’ Riki clenched his jaw. ‘He’s right. We’d just be a liability. We’d just be in the bloody way.’
Damien slowly crushed his empty Coke can, his face a study in emptiness. In Auckland at the cricket, it started to rain again.
‘Heh, heh, more rain,’ cackled Riki’s grandfather, getting up. ‘Like a rain dance, that cricket, eh? They should play it here, where we need a few drops.’ He chuckled as he headed for the kitchen.
Damien looked at Riki. ‘It’s eleven o’clock. They’re long gone. So what are we going to do?’
Riki shrugged, and tried not to think about where Mat might be. The clock seemed to be frozen on the wall, and outside the sun was weirdly bright and cheery as if nothing was wrong. Finally he sat up, looked at Damien and shook his head. ‘Nothing. There’s nothing we can do.’
Riki wasn’t used to thinking too hard about anything. Life was too easy to get hung up over much. He knew kids at school that stressed over exams or girls or sport or family, but he didn’t need any of that. ‘Life provides,’ his mum always said. His family was huge and they didn’t have a lot, but they got by. Life was full of small pleasures, if you knew where to find them—his dad’s liquor stash; a night at a mate’s place; someone with a PlayStation and cool games; girls that preferred laughs to looks; and more lately, the satisfaction of a well-done taiaha routine, or the adrenalin of a good run along the beach before school.
The latter had come from making friends with Mat and Damien. Both looked after themselves, and it was kind of infectious. Most of Riki’s mates at school were on the wild side, and so was he sometimes. They were a good laugh and didn’t get too out of hand. But he knew some were going to end up going the gang way, the prison and hoodlum way. He wanted to do better than that. It wasn’t his parents’ admonishments or the priests telling him to do right, it just made more sense to go straight. He wasn’t dumb; he could make the straight path work for him and make it pay. He had a grudging respect for Tama Douglas, a Maori who had standing in the world, even though Tama had punched him once. That was bygones. Grudges were a waste of time.
He knew that letting Mat go with Jones was the right thing, even if it felt wrong. It just didn’t make it easy. In the real world, you could let policemen and army men do the dangerous stuff, and know they were trained for it and got paid for it. Letting his schoolmate go off alone tasted bad in his mouth. But what was to be done?
Being friends with Mat and the passing proximity to the weirdness in Mat’s life was a source of vicarious fun. It was like being friends with a CIA agent—you couldn’t tell anyone, but it gave you a secret thrill. He liked Mat’s seriousness, and the way he looked to Riki for guidance. He was like a little brother, even though they were the same age. Mat was an only child, sheltered and naive, while Riki had grown up fast, in his sprawling family with all the comings and goings that brought. So he was much more street-smart than a sheltered kid like Mat. But in Mat’s new world of tohunga and taniwha, it was Riki who was the newbie.
With Damien, it was a more equal friendship, and always had been. He didn’t really have many Pakeha friends in Napier, where peer pressure and prejudice worked on both sides. Up here in Gisborne on holiday, it was great to hang with someone who was completely unlike himself, and yet they always got on well. Sure, Dame could be a nerd at times, and he had no idea how to chat up a girl, but he was also pretty smart and without a trace of malice towards anyone. That made him Riki’s sort of friend.
‘What’s on at the movies, man?’ he finally drawled, as they watched the covers come on at the cricket. If they could just lock into a good Hollywood flick, maybe time would pass without them noticing, and then Mat would be back and there’d be nothing to worry about.
‘Sod all, just dumbass Hollywood blockbusters.’
‘I like dumbass blockbusters! What’s on?’
‘I dunno, but let me guess…a Terminator sequel, a Transformers sequel, a Batman sequel, a Sequel sequel, and the sequel to every other movie that came out and turned a profit. And probably a chick flick, of course.’
‘When did you become an art snob, bro?’
Damien snorted, then sagged listlessly again. ‘Maybe we should just head for the concert again?’
Riki nodded. ‘Yeah, let’s do that. They can text us when they’re back, an’ we can meet up an’ party in the New Year at the show.’
As they rose, there was a sudden bustle inside the house, and they heard Grandad guiding someone to the back porch. They stared as Cassandra poked her head out the screen door. ‘Uh, hi, guys. Is Lena here?’
Riki looked at Damien. Uh-oh. ‘Ah, no, she’s off with Mat,’ he said. Cassandra coloured a little, the way she always did when someone said Mat’s name. Damien never noticed it, but Riki was good at reading people. ‘Didn’t Lena tell ya?’ he asked.
Cassandra flopped into Grandad’s wicker chair and peered at them. She was wearing her usual mishmash of bright colours, with wires for this or that gadget festooned about her, and a small headset in one ear. She had a mini-laptop tucked under her arm, and almost unconsciously opened it and typed as she looked at them both. ‘Lena told her dad she was going to be at my place, but she told me she was going to be with her dad. I just had to cover for her when her dad phoned about something. Her mobile is off.’ Her hand suddenly flew to her mouth. ‘Are she and Mat…you know…?’
Damien blushed the same colour as Cassandra, a deep scarlet. ‘No, they’re…’ He clammed up.
Cassandra didn’t miss his abrupt silence. ‘No, they’re…what?’ she asked sharply, while her hands blurred on the keyboard. ‘Is this something to do with that Kyle woman we saw attack those guys?’
Riki made up his mind quickly. I kinda like her. And she deserves to know, but where do you start? ‘No. Nothing like that. They’ve had to go off with this Jones guy, the guy that’s going to tutor Mat and Lena. They’ll be back this evening.’ He looked at Damien for back-up.
‘Yeah,’ Damien nodded. ‘Some thing like that.’
‘Tutor them in what?’ the girl probed.
Riki looked at Damien. If Lena’s not said anything to her…‘Dunno.’
Cassandra hugged a knee. Her eyes behind the glasses were closed for a few seconds, and then she opened them again. ‘Come on, guys, what’s really going on? Whatever that Kyle woman did to those guys that night can’t be natural, right, unless she’s a martial arts expert or something, and then Lena blew all that rubbish around. How did she do that? I’ve heard her go on about how special she is and can make people do whatever she wants, and ever since she met Mat she’s been raving about it all. She can’t help herself. She’s been going on about “magic” and the “Ghost Worlds”. I mean, she’s a pathological liar, but this is extreme, even for her.’
Riki looked up. ‘What do you mean, “she’s a pathological liar”?’
‘Just that. She makes out like she’s special and happy and the centre of the world. You’d think she was the world’s most popular girl. But I’ve hung with her in Auckland while our parents did business, and I tell you, she’s got no friends—in fact, everyone treats her like she’s poison. I’ve seen girls and guys cross streets to avoid her, and she knows she’s being blanked. I reckon she’s made lots of enemies, for a teenager. I reckon she’s freaked people without even knowing she’s doing it, and now people avoid her like the plague. I’ve seen her pages on Facebook and MySpace, and she’s got less friends than I have.’
Riki looked at Damien, puzzled. The Lena they knew seemed like a guy magnet.
Cassandra looked at them both. ‘Okay, you don’t want to tell me something. Thanks, guys!’ she said sarcastically, far from happy. ‘So, whatcha doing?’
‘Movie, maybe?’ Ricki suggested. But he wasn’t really enthused. He just wanted the day to vanish, and to know Mat and Lena were back, safe. ‘Or back to the concert?’
‘Dull,’ Cassandra stated. ‘I’m kinda over that concert. I prefer sci-fi conventions and tech-expos.’
‘Really,’ Damien remarked. ‘I’m shocked.’
She poked her tongue at him. ‘I reckon we should—’
The porch door opened, and a stranger stepped through. They all stared, as the newcomer thanked Grandad and then turned and looked them up and down. He looked like he was fifty, with lank silver-grey hair, and a long, deeply tanned face, clean-shaven but not recently. He was clad in a brown leather jacket that reached to his knee-length boots, and he smelt of horses. There was a sheepdog at his feet, just like the ‘Footrot Flats’ dog, that stared up at the three teens as intently as the man did.
The man cleared his throat with a rasping cough, and looked at Riki expectantly. ‘I’m looking for Matiu Douglas.’ His voice held a burr to it, an accent from the rural parts of the British Isles, perhaps.
Riki eyed the bulge beneath the man’s jacket, just where a gun might be holstered, and wondered which world this man was from. ‘There’s no Matiu Douglas here,’ he answered for all of them.
The man rolled his eyes and cursed under his breath. ‘Damn. He’s out, his folks are out and his phone is dead. But Wiri gave me your address to try.’ He scratched his head, and looked thoughtfully at the dog. ‘It’s the twenty-first century. I thought communication was instant here,’ he grumbled.
‘You know Wiri?’ Riki asked.
The man looked at him thoughtfully. ‘Aye, that I do. Him that’s engaged to that Kelly. Never met him, but we’ve spoken on the telephone a few times of late.’
‘Mat’s gone off with his girlfriend, and this guy called Jones. I’ve not met him myself, but Wiri told Mat he’s a cranky old bastard.’
The man grimaced slightly. ‘Did he just?’ Then he scowled. ‘Did you say he is with Jones now?’
Riki nodded, looking at Damien blankly.
‘Who are you?’ interrupted Cassandra bluntly.
The man looked at her and smiled wryly. ‘Well, ma’am, seeing as you ask, I am Jones.’
Riki opened his mouth and said the first thing that came out. ‘No, you’re not.’
The man smiled, slightly patronisingly. ‘I’d like to think I’d know a small detail like my own name. Aethlyn Jones, once of Wales, at your service.’ He bowed mockingly. He indicated the dog. ‘This is Godfrey, but he prefers to be called “God”. He’s modest like that.’
‘But you can’t be Jones,’ Riki said uneasily.
The Welshman bit his lip, then crouched and ruffled the dog’s neck, staring at the ground. The dog stared at Riki in the same way Wiri’s dog, Fitzy, sometimes did…and Mat had once told Riki about what Fitzy really was…‘Can’t I just?’ the man murmured. The dog seemed to snigger.
But Riki felt no amusement at all, just a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. ‘Mat is with Jones now. And so is Lena.’ They better be…


To get some privacy, they all walked five minutes down to Anzac Park, a small grassy dell amidst old oaks and willows on the banks of the Waimate River, where families were playing on the children’s equipment. They went to the other side of the park where there was no one else, and sat on the grass and talked. The river burbled a few yards away, and rowing crews practised, rhythmically plying the waters. The dog crouched at Aethlyn Jones’ feet, peering at them in a way that made Riki nervous.
‘So none of you has met this supposed other “Jones”?’ Aethlyn Jones asked again.
They all shook their heads. ‘It was DJ Sassman that introduced them,’ Riki remembered. ‘Sassman is like, one of you…what do you call yourselves anyway? Wizards? Sorcerers?’
Cassandra turned to Riki as if he’d gone mad. ‘What are you talking about?’ she asked, but they all ignored her.
‘Any word will do. I prefer “adept”,’ Jones replied. ‘Who is DJ Sassman?’
‘A techno DJ at Rhythm and Vines,’ Cassandra replied distantly. She frowned as if a thought had just occurred to her, then returned to typing on her laptop, as she had been doing throughout the conversation, to Aethlyn Jones’ barely suppressed annoyance.
‘A what-what at what-and-what?’ Jones asked with a measure of exasperation.
‘He’s a musician, and he’s performing at a local festival here. And he’s what you call an adept,’ Damien responded, flexing his right hand. ‘But how do we know you’re Jones?’
‘Easy,’ put in Cassandra. ‘Wiri knows your voice, right?’ she said to Jones, who nodded. ‘Well then…’ She typed something into the laptop and suddenly a phoneline was ringing from her laptop. It was answered a few seconds later by a male voice.
‘Hello?’ Riki recognised Wiri’s voice.
‘Is that Mister Wiri?’ Cassandra said in a put-on adult voice.
Wiri’s voice was guarded. ‘Who’s asking?’
‘Oh. Er, I’m a friend of Mat Douglas. May I call you Wiri?’
‘Yes,’ Wiri answered guardedly. ‘Who is this?’ he asked again.
‘A friend of Mat Douglas,’ Cassandra repeated. ‘Could you identify this voice, please?’ She handed a tiny microphone attached to her laptop to the Welshman. ‘Say hello, but not your name,’ she invited, her voice uncharacteristically firm.
The Welshman grinned. ‘Aye, for sure. Hello, Wiremu, this is…well, a friend.’
‘Aethlyn? Aethlyn Jones?’ Wiri’s voice was suddenly anxious. ‘What’s going on? Who is that woman?’
Cassandra snatched the microphone back. ‘Thank you. Wiri, could you please verify that the person who just spoke to is Aethlyn Jones?’
‘Yes, it is. Who are you? What’s going on?’
Cassandra passed the microphone back to Aethlyn Jones, who gave her an appraising nod as he accepted it. ‘It’s okay, Wiri. Just some friends of Mat’s trying to clear up my identity. It’s not like I have a valid passport or driver’s licence, is it?’ He chuckled wryly. ‘Don’t worry, all’s well. My regards to your good lady.’
Wiri’s voice sounded puzzled. ‘Yeah, sure, mate…’ Riki could almost see him frowning.
‘Goodbye then, boyo,’ Jones finished, and passed the microphone back to Cassandra as the girl stabbed a key and cut the connection. He looked around the three teens. ‘Well then, does that suffice?’ They all nodded. ‘Right, who the hell is this “DJ Sassman”?’
‘Well, he’s a black American with dreadlocks and—’ Riki began.
‘A black American?’
‘Yeah, I just said, and—’
‘With dreadlocks?’
‘Yeah, I just said. You know what they are? They might be a little “this century” for you, maybe?’ Riki drawled, slightly irritated at the man’s interruptions.
‘Boy, I’ve seen slave ships in Plymouth and cottonfields in Virginia.’ The Welshman was clenching and unclenching his right fist in the same way that Damien did when he was angry or worried. ‘Did he give any other name?’
‘No, but he had this muscle-bound guy with him called Dwayne, who barely spoke three words and was like a four-metre-tall primate.’
Jones cursed silently under his breath. ‘I’ve been out of touch too long,’ he muttered.
Eyeing up the man’s colonial-era clothing, Riki could only agree. ‘About two hundred years, I’m thinking,’ he quipped before he could stop himself. ‘Er, no offence meant. Sir.’
‘None taken,’ replied Jones in a tone that suggested that plenty of offence had been taken, and banked with interest for good measure. ‘I think I know who this “Sassman” is…’ He shook his head, cursing. Then he stood up. ‘Well then, I’ll look into it. Don’t worry, I’ll deal with it.’ He half-turned away.
‘How?’ Damien asked mildly, also standing. Riki felt compelled to follow.
The tall adept looked them up and down, the mood suddenly confrontational. ‘I have my methods, boyo. The world your friend is embroiled in isn’t for the likes of you. It’s for your own good.’
‘Yeah?’ Riki felt a surge of surprising anger. ‘That’s just what the other “Jones” said. But if you’re Jones and he ain’t, then he’s lied to Mat, and he and Lena are in danger.’
‘That may be so, and if it is, all the more reason for you not to get involved.’
‘You have no idea where to look for him,’ Damien accused the Welshman. ‘You’ve got no idea where he went.’
Jones visibly quelled his temper, his voice softening. ‘Listen, all of you. I have ways and means of finding your friends, and I can do them best without having to watch out for a bunch of kids with no skills and no knowledge of what they’re getting into.’ He put his hands on his hips, and the smooth walnut butt of a pistol poked from beneath his heavy coat. ‘Go home, and don’t worry. I’ll have news in a few days.’
‘A few days!’ Damien flared. ‘A few days?’
‘If it takes that. Things don’t happen instantly, boy.’ He gave a low whistle. Somehow the air rippled, and a huge chestnut stallion trotted out of the shadows of the trees. It was blanketed and saddled, and festooned with canvas packs and leather saddlebags. A musket was sheathed against the right side of the saddle, and a belt bearing a long curved sabre sheath was hooked over the saddle-horn. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ He reached out to seize the reins and swing into the saddle.
Riki and Damien stared gobsmacked at the horse, their minds going numb. They looked at each other in frustration, but could think of nothing that would compel the man to listen to them.
Cassandra was still sitting on the ground, her glasses and silver braces glinting from the light of the laptop screen. Either horses appeared from nowhere all the time in her universe, or she had completely failed to notice it. ‘So if I could tell you their exact location, right now, you’d not be interested?’ she asked diffidently. Then she looked up and saw the horse. ‘Oh, my!’ she breathed. ‘How cute!’


The three males crouched down behind Cassandra as her fingers flew over the keyboard. In the middle of the screen, a pop-up window containing a map and some stylised beacons was laid out. In the middle of the map was a small red flashing dot that transfixed them. ‘There,’ she said. ‘They’re nearly at Morere.’
‘You’re the queen bee, Cassie,’ Riki breathed.
‘How exactly are you doing this?’ Jones demanded. His lined face was intense and almost offended. The dog hunched behind him wuffed softly and then licked Cassandra’s face.
‘Yuck!’ the girl complained, wiping the slobber off her face with the back of her hand. ‘Keep that mutt away from my laptop. He’s dribbling enough to fritz the whole thing.’ She grinned about her. ‘Mat and Lena’s cellphones are off, but what most people don’t know is that even while off they keep polling the network. You can pinpoint people’s location using triangulation from the transmitters that register them. Usually it only works when they use their number, but I’ve got some software that can “ping” a person’s number without them knowing. As long as they don’t actually remove the batteries, we’ve got their location sussed no matter where they go.’ She paused. ‘Well, in this world,’ she added with a worried frown.
‘Is that legal?’ Damien asked.
She ducked her head. ‘Um…’
‘And how’d you get access to the satellite network anyway?’
‘Erm…’ She shrugged helplessly. ‘They need to work on their firewalls.’
Riki grinned. ‘Hey, she got us the result. Who cares?’
Cassandra grinned up at him, transforming her long angular features appealingly. ‘Right on!’ She looked at Damien. ‘Dad’s got all sorts of good gear. I just play around a little. I don’t think I break, um, many laws.’
Jones sucked in a big mouthful of air, and stood up slowly. ‘They’re at Morere, you’re saying? That’s near Wairoa. What would they be doing there, I wonder?’ He ran fingers through his matted hair. ‘I don’t like this. This tastes of warlocks and makutu. I must go!’
Riki stood, and looked at the horse. ‘I dunno. It’s a fair way to go on a horse, whereas I, for example, have a car.’
‘And I’m the only one who can track them if they move,’ Cassandra put in.
‘I’m a fencing champion,’ Damien fibbed. ‘And I have many other vital skills. Vital! You’re not bloody leaving me behind!’
‘If you use my car, he comes too,’ Riki added, staring at the Welshman.
‘I could rent a car,’ Jones replied.
Cassandra’s hands flew over the keyboard, and then she smirked. ‘Actually you can’t. According to this, you don’t have a driver’s licence,’ she told Jones. ‘What is it you’re “adept” at, anyway?’ She blinked at his horse. ‘And where did that come from?’
Aethlyn Jones’ face tightened in annoyance. ‘All right, dammit. You can come for part of the way. But don’t think this is a victory. You’ll do exactly as I say. You’ll look after yourselves, and you’ll stay out of danger. I’ll not have your deaths on my conscience.’
Damien whooped and high-fived Riki, while Cassandra hugged her knees and looked up at them with a satisfied smirk.
Riki went with Jones to secure the car. The Welshman took the horse with him, but somehow it was gone as they passed beneath the trees that rimmed the park. Damien went to follow, until Cassandra grabbed his leg. ‘Sit back down, Lanky. I want to know what the hell is going on! What’s an adept? Who have Mat and Lena gone off with? And why do you all seem to believe in magic?’
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Ambush
The Mercedes wound steadily into the hills, following a river most of the way. They were travelling through hill-country farms dotted with distant sheep, well-groomed fields, brownish from the depredations of summer, but the lands were becoming wilder as they travelled. Escarpments rose rough and craggy. Sassman tapped his fingers impatiently to the beat of his own music, while Lena and Mat had run out of things to talk about, tension burying all small talk.
Finally Mat leant forward and touched Sassman’s arm. ‘What’s the plan?’
‘That’s for Jones to relate,’ the American snapped, a little bitterly. ‘He don’ tell niggers like me.’ Then he seemed to remember himself. ‘Nah, I’m only jokin’, brother. But he ain’t confided all the details to me.’
Mat leant back, and wondered which of Sassman’s words to believe—the angry ones, or the apology? He had been feeling a growing sense of unease ever since Morere. There was no specific thing, just the demeanour of the soldiers, and of Jones himself. Nothing he could put his finger on. When he had journeyed with Wiri, they had at times been in the hands of strangers—like Hakawau and Manu from Maungatautari, and the constabulary captain, Tim Spriggs. They had been open, friendly men who treated others as equals, nothing like these surly, bad-tempered men. Jones just didn’t seem like someone that Wiri would like, and it was bothering him. Even Sassman was different here. At Rhythm and Vines he’d been relaxed and generous, and yet, now when he thought back, it seemed he’d always had an edgy morality that prickled at Mat’s conscience.
Please let me be doing the right thing…
He looked at Lena, and wished he could talk to her. But with Sassman right there, it didn’t seem possible to have the sort of conversation he wanted to have now. She seemed excited still, in fact more so, whereas to Mat, the burden felt twice as heavy.
Kauariki told me that when the moon rose on the thirty-first, the taniwha would be in peril. And yet, here we are, on the thirty-first, still short of our destination. Does Donna Kyle know what we are doing? Or any of the other warlocks? I wish Wiri were here…I wish I could talk to him. He thought about demanding his phone back, but he was nervous about pushing the issue with this new, moody Sassman.


They came to a fork in the road, with a signpost for the settlement of Tuai to the right, while the main road continued to wind and climb towards Waikaremoana. A man on a horse in combat fatigues was beside the road, and as they drove up, he raised an arm and pointed away to the right. Dwayne grunted and guided the Mercedes across a small bridge, and they wound through small narrow roads lined by about a dozen wooden houses that looked at least fifty years old, and parked beside a tiny, beautiful lake.
An old stone power station building sat at the west end, with the name Tuai and the date 1929 concreted into the grey stone. A flock of black swans paddled the dark-green waters. The silver Mercedes behind them pulled up a few seconds later. Sassman turned and looked at them. ‘This is Lake Tuai and the end of the road. We walk from here.’
‘Why? Why don’t we drive all the way?’ Lena asked.
Sassman’s face darkened at her question. ‘Ask the boss, girl,’ he snapped, then raised an apologetic hand. ‘Sorry. Must be getting tense. There are enemies here. Puarata’s lair is only a couple of miles away, and there are enemy soldiers nearby, in both worlds. We daren’t come closer openly.’
Lena looked at Mat and swallowed. Mat tried a smile. ‘Let’s go see Jones. He’ll know what to do.’
‘That’s right,’ Sassman beamed, looking more like his usual self. ‘Talk to Jones, he’ll sort you out.’
They got out of the car, and while Dwayne went to talk to the other driver beside the lake, Mat fished out his taiaha from the floor, and walked with Sassman and Lena to the other car. Bryn Jones was on the cellphone as he stepped from the silver Mercedes. They couldn’t catch his words, and he finished and hung up before they reached him. He nodded grimly at Mat and Lena.
‘Here’s the situation. We’re below the lip of the eastern end of Lake Waikaremoana, which is about a kilometre or two that way, and a good deal higher.’ He pointed past the power station to the line of hills that filled the western sky. ‘The moon rises around 5 p.m. We have less than two hours to accomplish this task. According to your man Hoanga, you need water from the sacred stream.’ He pulled a flask from his pocket. ‘I have this flask from Burns; if it isn’t genuine I’ll gut him! You also need the shrunken head from the caves. I gather that is some thing you must do yourself, Mat, if you are still willing. Sassman and Dwayne will go with you, to guide and protect you.’
‘I will too,’ said Lena quickly, clutching Mat’s hand.
Bryn Jones nodded shortly. ‘Very well.’ He looked about him. ‘Sebastian Venn holds Puarata’s lair—it is a fortress built in Aotearoa on the site of an old redoubt constructed during the war with Te Kooti. Venn has got cannon up there, and maybe some guns and troopers closer as well. So we need to get in and get out without him knowing. We’ve arranged a diversion on his south flank to take his attention if needed. Harassment of his defences has already begun. Taylor’s riders are due here in a few minutes. So we must go into Aotearoa, and get you to the caves.’ He fixed his eyes on Mat’s taiaha. ‘You won’t need that stick, boy. If someone gets so close that you have to fight, then we’ve probably already lost.’
Mat gripped his taiaha closer. ‘I’ll still take it, sir.’ I might not be allowed my cellphone, but I refuse to be unarmed.
‘No heroics, Mat,’ Jones warned. He turned to speak to Sassman, when his attention jerked to the south-western hills and the redoubt. A low rumble carried on the breeze.
‘Down!’ Jones yelled suddenly, yanking Mat off his feet. Mat tumbled, still clinging to Lena. Then a concussion tore her from his grasp and sent her flying through the air, into the lake. The black Mercedes exploded in a brilliant blast of flame, metal components shearing through the air about them in a deadly curtain. His hearing vanished, replaced by an echoing silence. He was flat in the gravel, his hands scraped and burning.
Then Bryn Jones, his forehead streaming blood, yanked him to his feet, and they pelted into the water. He caught a glimpse of a bloody mess that was Jones’ driver. Dwayne was stumbling erect, his back riddled with cuts. Sassman was sprinting towards them, bent over double, shouting some thing inaudible above the ringing silence in Mat’s ears.
‘Lena!’ Mat knew he was screaming her name, but couldn’t even hear that. Am I deaf? Are my eardrums burst? But then sound returned, as another explosion burst harmlessly into the foreshore fifty metres away. He dived forward, into the shin-deep water of the lake. He stumbled to his feet, and splashed through the churned mud, stumbling and flailing, until Lena was in his arms, clutching him, shaking uncontrollably. ‘Are you okay? Are you okay? Lena!?’
Then hands gripped him, and pushed him under.
He thrashed in panic, and then suddenly a bubble of power enfolded them, and they burst to the surface with the shell-ravaged car-park gone, and the lake tranquil. He spluttered and coughed in Bryn Jones’ grip. Lena was in his arms, and Sassman and Dwayne were holding desperately to Jones’ sleeves.
‘Bring the girl ashore,’ Jones shouted at him. ‘Venn may have men here too. Run!’
Sassman and Mat pulled Lena between them. She was soaked through, her clothes clinging to her, stained a dirty green by the algae-filled water of the small lake. She seemed stunned, her expression unfocused and vague. On the shore was a cluster of horsemen, led by Captain Taylor, shouting and firing their weapons at unseen targets in the bush.
Musket balls whipped past them, splashing into the lake waters. One seared Dwayne’s shoulder. Jones made some gesture, and the next volley fell about them harmlessly, the balls caught motionless in some unseen net, and then dropping with a plop beneath the waters, all momentum of the shot lost. Onshore though, two horsemen and one of the horses went down. The agonised squeal of the horse was horrible to hear.
Sassman pulled Mat and Lena away to the right, where the power station would have been, if it were duplicated here in Aotearoa. ‘This way,’ he shouted. ‘Let the fighting men fight. We’ve got a job to do.’
‘How will we get home?’ Mat panted as they ran. ‘The cars…’
‘We got other cars, boy. Don’ worry, we’ll see you home.’
They splashed ashore, leaving Bryn Jones behind as he angled towards Taylor’s men, who had dismounted and were plunging into the bush, seeking cover, or enemies. Taylor had a bayonet fixed to his musket. Sassman pointed to a large rock at the western end of Lake Tuai. ‘Make for the rock! The path lies behind it, according to the maps.’
Dwayne snatched Lena into his huge arms, and sprinted onward with her. Mat strove to catch up. He’d lost his taiaha in the blast of the artillery. So much for being a mighty warrior…Lena seemed okay, despite being thrown by the blast. She kept clutching one ear, her left, which was disgorging a trickle of blood. His stomach twisted in fear for her. He redoubled his speed.
They reached the rock together, and Dwayne put Lena back on her feet. Mat looked at the man, and nodded thanks, but the ex-marine didn’t acknowledge the gesture. I’m nothing to him, Mat realised. Nothing at all. Just an inconvenient part of a mission. It wasn’t a nice thought. He ached for Wiri or Manu or Spriggs to be here, but it seemed such a childish wish…You’ve got to do this yourself, he thought angrily. You’re not a baby.
Sassman pointed to a dark gap in the thick tree-line. Impenetrable scrub and deep clusters of ferns beneath ponga trees and taller matai and white pines blocked out all vision within a few yards, but a barely discernible trail wound up the slope. The sounds of shooting came from the left, where Taylor’s men had gone in. Either there was no enemy ahead, or they were biding their time. Mat felt a lump of fear in his gut, and he licked his suddenly dry lips.
Bryn Jones hurried across the glade. ‘We were going to separate here anyway,’ he told Mat without preamble. He frowned as he saw the blood on Lena’s ear, and bent over, placing his hand adjacent to the ear. He didn’t stop talking though. ‘I must drive any scouts from the woods and secure the site of the taniwha rock. Sassman and Dwayne will take you both to the caves, and we will rendezvous afterwards. Now go!’
He was gone before the questions Mat had could be asked, sprinting back the way he had come, following the sound of the guns. Lena raised a hand to her ear, a look of wonder on her face. ‘I think he’s fixed it,’ she whispered. ‘But it’s ringing like crazy.’
Dwayne pulled a huge knife from a sheath beneath his shirt, and looked at Sassman grimly. ‘I’ll go first. You bring them,’ he nodded at the teens. He spat and turned away. Sassman scowled at him, but the big man was already surging up the trail, almost soundless despite his size and the closeness of the under growth. For the first time Mat put together little clues in the posture and gesture and words of the two men…they loathed each other. How did I miss that before? Mat gripped Lena’s hand, and they hurried after Dwayne, with Sassman behind them, a vengeful look upon his face.
Mat had never thought of bush as claustrophobic before, but climbing this slope, with only a few feet of visibility and the possibility of enemy fire at any second, was nerve-racking. Every needless sound could betray them, every movement might draw the eye, until he wished he could just roll into a ball and not move at all. The only fighting he had been involved in before had been at close quarters, hand-to-hand against the puny kehua goblins Puarata had mustered at Reinga, allies of last resort for the tohunga makutu, who had no more fearsome warriors to hand. This was different. Death could come upon him, unseen and lethal, at any second. How had Bryn Jones stopped the musket balls back at the lake? He couldn’t see how he had done it.
Behind him, Lena was sucking in air, half-sobbing in fright. This surely wasn’t what she had envisaged. That was the way of ‘adventure’, Mat decided. What seemed glamorous and exciting in imagination was often grim and brutal in reality. But her chin was fixed and her eyes determined. There was some thing in the way she held her head that suggested that she would not be cowed. Neither will I, he thought, taking courage from her fortitude.
After ten minutes of strained, tense climbing through the oppressive under growth, the shouting and the shooting faded behind them, and became more sporadic. They ascended steadily towards a ridge. Looking back as they reached a small clearing, Mat could no longer see Lake Tuai behind him, lost in the folds of the land. This was the edge of the Ureweras, land where Te Kooti and the Hauhau had resisted the colonial troopers for years, trackless hills where men could hide for months. It was easy to see how, and this was just the edges.
Lena paused beside him, panting for breath. Her eyes glittered with tears but her jaw was tight and furious. ‘I’m going to get the bastards shooting that cannon.’
‘Keep your head down for now,’ Mat advised, surprised and worried at her belligerence.
But Lena showed no sign of caution. ‘When I gain my full powers, I’m going to smash them all,’ she vowed, glaring into Mat’s eyes. She stormed after Dwayne.
Full powers?
He hurried after her, more confused and anxious than ever.


Dwayne was waiting just beneath the top of the ridge, and he pulled them down beneath the skyline. ‘Don’t make a silhouette,’ he snapped at them. ‘The ridgeline is bare, and Venn might have scouts up here.’ He made them crawl forward, until they reached the top, and gazed out at the burnished silver and emerald of the lake.
Whether Waikaremoana had been made by the thrashings of a taniwha or the movement of tectonic plates, it was still a breathtakingly beautiful place. The lengthening shadows on the slopes streaked the sheer wooded slopes of the surrounding hills in every shade of green and gold. The westering sun was reflected copper and silver in the shifting waters of the lake, rippling gently in the winds that tossed the trees and made them sigh.
To the north, their right, the woods were featureless, the ranges that had prevented Haumapuhia’s flight northward. The shape of the bays was lost in the distance. A path lay at their feet, running along the ridgeline. Some distance below them to their left was Lake Kaitawa, barely a pond among the trees, looking like a dark gem, merging into the lengthening shadows. However, it was above and beyond towards the south that their eyes were drawn.
The highest peak lay to their left, the mighty Panekuri Bluff. Mat stared at it, the bald peak where Wiri had first met Fitzy. His eyes were then drawn to the slopes below, where acres of forest had been cleared. He had seen wooden palisades before, Maori pa built into hilltops in concentric circles, but this was some thing different again. At its heart was a sprawling modern lodge, a luxury hideaway with fountains and gardens. About it were low stone walls and pillboxes for mounting guns. There were even big artillery pieces guarding the approaches, and as they watched, one spoke, smoke pluming from its barrel and a rumble rolling over the slopes. An explosion rent the bushlands further down the slope. Mat remembered what Jones had said about a diversion—harassment of the fortress to cover their true purpose. He wondered who was doing the harassing, and whether lives were being lost.
Are people dying for Haumapuhia? For us? Is it worth it?
Sassman gripped his shoulder and pointed away to the right. ‘We’ve got to take the old trail, brother. The descent below is impassable. But if we loop round, we’ll hit the lake at Rosie Bay, an’ find the trail to the caves. It’s only half an hour at mos’ if we run.’
Mat looked at Lena, who was still panting. ‘You okay?’ he asked her.
She tilted her head so that she could catch his words through her unharmed right ear, then nodded, too breathless to speak.
‘Then let’s go,’ Sassman told them.



14
Ponaturi
It was almost midday before Riki was able to get the car, his grandfather’s battered little Cortina, and then they had to load a bunch of gear, mostly that of Aethlyn Jones, into the boot. There was a musket and powder, his sword, a backpack, and a walking staff shod with iron. Riki checked it for arcane symbols, but found none. Cassandra had brought a large pack with her and was disbelieving that the boys had brought nothing but what they wore.
The Welshman clambered into the passenger seat impatiently, while Cassandra coiled up like a cat on the back seat cradling her laptop. Damien sat beside her trying to peer over her shoulder, until the dog Godfrey wriggled between them, peering at the screen almost as avidly as Cassandra.
‘They’re moving,’ she told them as they pulled away. ‘They’re leaving Morere.’
‘That puts them about ninety minutes ahead of us,’ Riki calculated aloud. ‘Let’s boot it.’ He planted the accelerator and the little car lurched down the street.
‘I bet they’re driving some thing with more get-go than this old thing,’ muttered Damien.
‘It’s a shame we can’t use that little sporty number of Lena’s,’ Riki agreed. ‘But this is what we’ve got.’
It took what felt like an age to clear Gisborne, and the road, windy and steep at the best of times, was filling with holiday traffic. There were several speed traps. The minutes seemed to crawl. Periodically Cassandra announced the progress of their quarry. ‘They’ve stopped in Wairoa; let’s hope they have a long lunch.’ But the red dot was soon moving again. ‘Look, they’ve taken the road inland, towards Waikaremoana. And Mat and Lena’s cellphones are still shut off. But I guess they must be after that taniwha Damien told me about.’
Jones jerked in his seat and flung a look back at her. ‘What? What did you say?’
Riki flushed. ‘Uh, didn’t we mention that? Mat’s supposed to be rescuing some taniwha. He said he met this old woman in Wairoa, and she made him promise some thing about a taniwha.’
‘Rescue a taniwha?’ Jones pursed his lips, his face a study in puzzlement. ‘You’re sure of this? But…’ He looked at Riki, his face baffled. ‘I don’t know a lot of the mythology of this region—I’ve spent my time in Aotearoa out westwards, around Taupo, and up north. What taniwha, anyway?’
Cassandra tsked. ‘Gee, you’re lucky you know us,’ she said brightly, opening a new window on her screen, and within a minute she was reeling off the tale of Haumapuhia as contained on one of the websites she found. ‘Father drowns girl, girl turns into taniwha, girl gets turned to stone,’ she summarised at the end.
‘Ah, a timeless tale of courtship and romance in the olden days,’ mock-sighed Damien.
Jones suppressed a laugh, his face creasing into the first smile they’d seen on his craggy features. For a second he looked like a favourite uncle, as he scratched at his stubbled chin. ‘This is a fresh mystery. Why should this woman ask help of Mat, an untrained boy…?’
‘I guess no one else was around,’ Riki responded. ‘That’s how Mat told it to me. And he said she told him something about an “Heir of Ngatoro”. Mat didn’t know what that meant either.’
‘According to Google—’ Cassandra began, her fingers whirring.
‘I know who Ngatoro-i-rangi is,’ Jones interrupted. ‘Heir of Ngatoro?’ He looked perplexed. ‘But Ngatoro hasn’t been heard of for more than two centuries.’
‘Who was this Ngatoro anyway?’ Damien asked.
‘Ngatoro-i-rangi was the greatest tohunga among the early Maori,’ Jones responded. ‘He made the volcanoes of the Central Plateau, and could summon storms to destroy enemies. In Aotearoa he was the force that kept Puarata in check, but then he vanished, and Puarata came to dominate Aotearoa so much that even the great heroes were forced to hide from him.’
‘You think Puarata offed him?’ Damien put in.
Jones bit his lip, the lines on his brow furrowing deeper. ‘It’s the logical presumption. But what connection could there be between Mat and Ngatoro?’
‘Maybe they’re distantly related or some thing?’ Riki offered, his eyes on the road.
Jones shook his head. ‘From what Wiri said, Mat is Hawke’s Bay Maori—Ngati Kahungunu. Ngatoro was associated with Tainui and Te Arawa, and was only ever active in the central and northern areas of the North Island. It’s not impossible, but it’s unlikely in the extreme I’d have thought.’ He scratched his nose. ‘There must be some thing else…’
They lapsed again into silence, until Cassandra calmly announced that she had run searches on the Office of Births, Deaths and Marriages on Mat’s family tree, but could see no link to the Te Arawa people. Riki flicked a glance at Damien, who was gazing worshipfully at the girl, and chuckled. ‘Hey, first thing I’m going to do when I get home is get a new cellphone number, so Spy-Girl here can’t track my every move.’
‘Good idea,’ Damien agreed with a smile.
‘I’m not the slightest bit interested in any moves either of you might want to make,’ Cassandra told them in a lofty voice. She patted the dog Godfrey absently. ‘This is my new boyfriend, aren’t you, fellah?’ The dog seemed to smirk at Damien.


By the time they reached Wairoa it was after 1 p.m., and the sky was darkening a little, as a bank of cloud from the south enfolded half the sky. The sun still baked the town, but it was fast being swallowed up. Instead of taking the road to Waikaremoana, however, Jones took them via a stop at Osler’s Bakery for takeaways for lunch, to the south side, where the river emptied into the sea.
‘But they went the other way, Merlin,’ Riki muttered, anxious at any delay. ‘They left the town on the northwest road, and this just takes us to the sea.’
Jones looked at him calmly. ‘I’m well aware of that. Now, just pull over here, and let’s stretch our legs.’
Riki sighed doubtfully and parked the car on a grassy verge beside the river, which was effectively an estuary this close to the sea. The sparkling water lay behind a row of willows whose tendrils fed from the river, and they could see and hear the sea beyond the spit of land on the far bank. Perhaps on a clear day they could have even spied Napier Hill far to the south across the glittering waters of Hawke Bay, but the cloud from the south had swallowed the view. They clambered out, stretching cramped limbs. Godfrey sniffed suspiciously among the trees. Jones set the boys to emptying the car boot of his gear, then eyed up Cassandra.
‘We know where they’re going now. Well done, young lady, but this is where I must leave you all. I needed your help to locate them, I admit that, and I thank you for getting me this far. But from here on, you must leave the matter in my hands.’
Riki felt a knot twist in his stomach, as they chorused their disapproval. ‘No! You can’t!’
‘They may shift, or change heading,’ Cassandra argued. ‘You need up-to-the-minute information.’ She stabbed her finger angrily at him, her right hand tapping at her keyboard on the boot of the car.
‘We’re Mat’s friends, and Lena’s too. You need us!’ Damien argued. ‘You can’t do this!’
Jones shook his head firmly. ‘They are going to Waikaremoana, and to the head of the stream at Onepoto. That’s obvious. There will be danger, and I will not risk the lives of innocents. I admire your loyalty and bravery, but I won’t have you on my conscience. That’s an end to it!’ He folded his arms across his chest in a gesture of finality.
Riki looked helplessly at Damien. ‘Shall I hit him?’ Damien muttered in his ear.
Riki considered that, then shook his head. He felt like hitting someone himself, but…no. He hung his head. Cassandra was pummelling her keyboard frantically, her horsey face clenched in an almost trancelike state, her eyes huge behind her thick lenses. Her lips were moving soundlessly.
‘Go home,’ Jones told them. ‘I’ll handle it from here.’
‘Then I suppose the cellphone and text traffic of DJ Sassman with…oh, let’s see…one “John Bryce” and “Franklin Taylor” are of no relevance to you?’ Cassandra enquired fiercely, looking up from her laptop, licking spittle from her lips.
Jones went white. Even Godfrey looked up and whined miserably.
‘So, I guess we’re coming, then?’ Riki smirked. He looked around. ‘Are we here for some reason, or shall we jus’ get back in the car and get driving?’
Jones rubbed his face tiredly. ‘Bryce…Bryce…damn. Damn, damn, damn!’ He strode to the riverbank, then flung an angry glance back over his shoulder. ‘Bring every thing. And turn that machine off for the transfer, girl, otherwise it’ll fry when I take us to Aotearoa.’
‘But, but…there’ll be no Internet over there,’ Cassandra protested, suddenly nervous, one hand on her laptop and the other going to her belly as if gripping an unseen umbilical cord. ‘Couldn’t we just drive?’
‘No. I have another route in mind, and another mode of transportation,’ replied Jones.
‘Then what are we doing here?’ Riki wanted to know, peering about the empty riverbank.
Jones looked at him intently, and then gave that wry smile he seemed to ration out carefully. ‘Hitching a ride.’


Cassandra pulled her large pack onto her back, while the boys emptied the car of all of the gear. Damien eyed Jones’ sword enviously.
‘We can leave the car here safely,’ the Welshman declared.
‘But this is Wairoa, man. If we leave the car alone for a second, the tyres will get ripped and the stereo taken!’ Riki cried.
‘That’s a little harsh,’ Jones remarked. ‘My horse and gear were perfectly safe on the way north. Anyway, let me take care of that.’ He waved his hands over the car, and a shimmering light seemed to gather that made the vehicle hard to see unless they looked hard. Then he gathered them all about him, and in a dizzying transition, moved them across to Aotearoa. The teens gaped about them, as the houses of the town were replaced by dunes and bush, and distantly the walls of a pa. Riki and Damien played it cool, as if this were an everyday thing, but Cassandra clung to Damien’s arm unconsciously, her eyes like saucers. She cradled her laptop like a newborn child, her hands trembling.
‘I wasn’t sure whether to believe or not,’ she whispered tremulously. ‘It just didn’t make sense. I mean, there’s no logic…’
‘Hey, don’t worry, babe, you’re with us,’ Damien drawled, tightening his arm around her shoulder.
‘Sod off, Long-Legs,’ she murmured, pushing him away and gaping about her. Then she looked down anxiously, flipped open her laptop and hit the ‘On’ button. She heaved a sigh of relief. ‘It still works, it’s come across intact,’ she announced as if that were the most important thing. ‘No Internet signal, though. But I suppose that would be too much to ask for.’
‘Yeah, you’ll have to wait till the Net is a myth, I guess,’ Riki drawled.
Cassandra gave a small shudder at the thought, and returned her attention to the world around her. There was little to be seen. A thick mist hung about the river, and a low wind moaned through the willows. The surf rumbled. Gulls called, unseen in the airs above, and a constant splashing sounded rhythmically from some where in the mists. It came closer with each splash, and became a waka, a dark silhouette that seemed to slide out of the mists.
The canoe itself seemed alive, the paua discs of the eyes watchful, seeming to move. The coiled serpentine carving seemed to pulse and breathe. Aboard were twelve men, with pallid skin shot with an almost bluish tinge, unhealthy, as if they were recently drowned, yet somehow still animate. Their eyes were disturbing, the same paua shades as the carved figurehead, and the iris filled the socket, like cat’s eyes. Black hair hung lank down their backs, and they moved with an eerie muscular grace. Each bare torso was as lithe and lean as an Olympic swimmer’s, heavily inscribed with moko patterns that were alien to Riki’s eyes, containing motifs more akin to the Pacific Islands than to Maori culture.
‘Who are these…people?’ he breathed.
‘They’re Ponaturi,’ Jones answered. ‘The sea-fairies.’
Damien laughed nervously. Jones shot him a warning glance. Another canoe slid out of the mist, this one with fewer crew. The tallest of the Ponaturi stepped from the lead craft, and looked expectantly at Jones. He said something in a language Riki had never heard before.
Jones answered, and then stepped forward and touched noses with the Ponaturi leader. Godfrey barked, but not in a frightened or threatening way. It’s like he’s greeting old friends, Riki thought.
Jones turned back to the teens. ‘Their leader you may address as Piriniha. It means “Prince”. I called to him, as we approached the town. He heard and answered. I have aided his people before, in the Bay of Plenty. From that I gained the right to request their aid. They will bear us upriver to Waikaremoana.’
Damien frowned. ‘Um, without wanting to sound ungrateful, wouldn’t driving there have been faster?’
Jones half-smiled. ‘For the first thing, only slightly; they can propel us nigh as quickly. No one handles watercraft like the Ponaturi. And secondly, we will need allies when we arrive, and there are none to be had up at the lake.’
Damien looked slightly ill. ‘Um, but…“fairies”…?’
‘Do not let the innocuous paucity of our language fool you,’ Jones told him. ‘They have as little to do with “fairies” at the bottom of Victorian English gardens as can be conceived. The Ponaturi are a feared race, reputedly sprung from the ghosts of the drowned. If you thought of them as undead sea-elves, you would be nearer the mark.’
Piriniha of the Ponaturi eyed up Damien with thinly parted lips over small pointed teeth, as if appraising what he would taste like. Damien gulped. ‘But they’re on our side, right?’
Jones raised an eyebrow. ‘They’re on my side. For now.’ He turned to the others. ‘Well then, are you coming or not?’


They clambered onto the second waka, and then both canoes turned, and the Ponaturi paddled upstream. Faster and faster they churned the water, so that a wake began to form. Their bodies clenched and rippled powerfully with each stroke, yet they seemed to expend no effort. Cassandra nudged Damien, and pointed out the bulging musculature of the Ponaturi in front of her. ‘When your body is ripped like that, then you can call me.’
Damien rolled his eyes. ‘I’m going off you anyway,’ he told her with a half-grin. ‘Our horoscopes are incompatible.’
‘What a shame.’
‘Really?’
‘No.’ Cassandra smirked merrily at him.
Riki held the vibrating hull with both hands, awed by the speed and power of the Ponaturi. So fast were they going that they were creating their own wind, which snatched at the words he shouted to Jones in front of them.
‘Hey, Merlin, what was that name Cassandra said? Bryce?’
Jones looked back at him. ‘John Bryce. He’s a warlock.’
Riki felt a sudden chill. ‘But why would Mat and Lena be with him?’
‘I have no idea.’ Jones’ voice was grim. ‘John Bryce is called “Murderer Bryce” by the Maori—“Bryce Kohuru”. It was at his instigation, and under his personal supervision, that the peaceful protest settlement at Parihaka was stormed in 1882. His men raped the young women, and beat the men then imprisoned them. They even sold a few off to some of the South Island municipalities as virtual slave labour. Bryce was a Minister of the Crown at the time. After his death, he reappeared in Aotearoa, as ghosts do. Because of his Maori-hating reputation, he had powers attributed to him, and he built on those, away in the South Island, where Puarata’s influence was thin. He has built a powerbase in Aotearoa-Dunedin. The death of Puarata must have brought him north, hoping to steal what he can, and influence the outcome of the struggle amongst Puarata’s former lieutenants.’
‘And what about that Taylor dude, and Sassman?’
‘Sassman’s name is new to me, but I had heard that a black man was working for Bryce in the south, as a recruiter. I didn’t initially make the connection as he has never been known to leave the South Island. But it seems he has duped Mat and Lena into trusting him.’ He cursed softly under his breath. ‘As for Taylor, he’s a former officer of the Army of Virginia. Robert E. Lee’s army.’
‘But wasn’t that more than a hundred years ago…? Oh, yeah…Ghostland! Duh!’ Riki felt his mind reeling. ‘What’s he doing here?’
‘Bryce hired him and his squad to fight Sebastian Venn’s men.’
‘Why would the ghosts of Confederate soldiers come here?’
‘Because Venn has bought up most of the local mercenaries that’re willing to fight for a warlock.’ Jones chuckled humourlessly. ‘And Bryce likes his men to…how should I put it…disdain a brown skin. The technology levels are about right, so they don’t need so much retraining, and the equipment holds up to transfer better.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘Many former soldiers become mercenaries in the Ghostlands. It’s all they know how to do, most of them. A whole new world, a whole new life, and most people just repeat themselves. We never really learn.’ He shrugged. ‘Human nature, I suppose. For what reason they are going to Waikaremoana I don’t know, but I do know this. A taniwha can be a thing of great power, and a warlock that controlled one would be able to turn the tide of battle in their favour. I fear that Mat and Lena are in great danger.’
The Welshman turned forward again, his head on his knees. Riki turned back to try and talk to Damien, but there was a Ponaturi between them, paddling mechanically. He tried to smile at the creature, but it merely blinked at him, its alien eyes flashing. He swallowed, and turned forward again, lost in worry.


It was an hour later that they paused mid-stream, at a call from the front waka. They must have passed Wairoa township in the mists, and as they flowed upstream, the river seemed to be narrowing, but was surely still far deeper and wider than on the real-world side. The dog Godfrey had swum off into the mists, and they had not seen it again, but a gull kept landing near Jones and chirruping at him. Riki drew his own conclusions on that. As it flapped away again, he looked up from his gloomy reverie, and wondered what time it was. Then he blinked, as a strange sight loomed out of the mist.
They were overtaking a giant figure, trudging upstream, waist deep in the river, dragging a net of fish, still thrashing in the bounds of the ropes. The man had to be three times the height of a normal man, with the breadth to match. He was dark-skinned, almost to the point of black, with deeply etched green tattoos on every inch of his skin. When he turned his face to them, it was filled with melancholy. Piriniha, the leader of the Ponaturi, called out to the giant, who responded in a desultory tone, and then he bent his head, and struggled onward.
‘What is that?’ Riki asked Jones.
‘Better to ask who,’ Jones replied. ‘Piriniha says that he is Maahu. He was the father of Haumapuhia, the taniwha. Remember what Cassandra read to us earlier? After he drowned his daughter and she was condemned to eternal imprisonment in stone, he went to the sea, and carved a river to her feet, which he filled with fish. Piriniha says his people see him at times, still carving the river, and bringing Haumapuhia his tribute, in remorse and misery for his sin.’
Riki stared back at the giant. ‘How long ago?’
‘Oh, it’s hard to say. Probably around six hundred years ago, judging by what I know of history since then.’
Riki let out his breath slowly. ‘Poor guy,’ he sighed.
Damien suddenly jerked some thing out of the bag of provisions they had bought in Wairoa, and stood up. ‘Hey, old man…here!’ He hurled a 1.25-litre drink bottle at the huge figure, who caught it easily in his massive hand. ‘For you. Drink it!’
The giant looked at the bottle curiously, then bit the top off and drained it. Slowly he bared yellow teeth, and bowed his head in thanks, before his expression returned to melancholy. Damien sat down, looking pleased with himself.
‘That was my Pepsi,’ Cassandra complained.
Damien shrugged. ‘Yeah, well, I prefer Coke.’
‘It wasn’t for you.’
Damien spread his hands. ‘The guy looked like he needed perking up. It was my good deed for the day.’ He turned and waved back at Maahu, already disappearing behind a riverbend as the waka ploughed effortlessly upstream. The giant raised a big hand in response, just before he fell from sight.
‘Positive karma,’ Riki commented, with a grin.
‘I don’t believe in karma,’ Damien responded. ‘Only cynicism.’ He raised his voice, leaning forward. ‘Mister Jones, can I ask you some thing? Let’s take a modern-day explanation for this Haumapuhia legend; basically it’s a story that explains a geographic feature in mythic terms, right? The lake’s a funny shape, so a taniwha must have done it. Right?’
Jones half-nodded. ‘Maybe. It’s not usually that simple. But go on.’
‘So,’ continued Damien, ‘if Aotearoa is built on memories and beliefs, which come first over here? The geographical feature, or the people in the story that explain the geographical feature?’
Jones chuckled. ‘I have no idea. I wasn’t around at the time. But you’re not the first to ask such a question. My belief, and it is only a belief, is that people create the story, which then creates the “beings” of the story, who then populate the land, and enact the story. So let’s say the story began in, say, 1400 AD in our world. At that point, Aotearoa itself would create the characters, and they would live their lives in accordance with the story. Once they had fulfilled it, they would then be freed to continue living, and further events could then happen to them. But that is just my opinion, you understand? Cause and effect don’t work so well over here, laddie. But the suffering of Maahu is none the less for that,’ he added seriously.
They lapsed into silence again, as the river narrowed further, and hills enclosed them. The mists fell away, revealing a wooded, stark landscape, with sheer cliffs and broken hills enclosing and circling them closer. The current was swifter here, and even the Ponaturi were beginning to strain against it. High above, a ghostly sun hovered behind thickening clouds. Riki estimated it was 3 p.m. Godfrey reappeared, climbing out of the water and shaking himself dry over everyone, though the Ponaturi didn’t seem to mind, snickering among themselves. The dog leapt onto Riki’s lap, as if to cheer him up. He patted the dog, and wondered where they were. Glancing back he saw Damien, flexing his right hand impatiently, and Cassandra, cradling her laptop against her stomach, her eyes far away. But his mind was on the others.
Where are you, Mat? Where are you, Lena?
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Tapu
They pounded along the paths, Dwayne leading, looping northeast, then descending to the left sharply and heading west. The trail dipped towards the lake in steep drops. In some places they had to slide on their backsides over rough earth and slippery grass. They were all dirty and their skin was slick when suddenly Dwayne shouted a warning.
‘Watch it! It drops away here!’
Mat came up on the big man, who was peering down through the under growth to where water glistened, about sixty yards below. Thirty seconds later, Lena and Sassman arrived, the girl clinging to Sassman’s arm. Mat felt a twinge of guilt that he hadn’t realised she was so physically distressed, resenting the American’s hands on her. She pugnaciously pulled away from the DJ’s hands as they came to a halt, and sucked in huge mouthfuls of air. ‘I shouldn’t have wagged phys-ed so much,’ she gasped.
‘Where are we?’ Sassman demanded of Dwayne.
The giant ex-marine cocked an eye at his companion. ‘Right where we’re supposed to be, of course, nigger.’
‘You shouldn’t call him that,’ Mat snapped without thinking.
Dwayne half-turned to Mat and smirked derisively. ‘I’ll call him what I want,’ he drawled. ‘He’s just a delicate lil’ artiste, can’ hurt no one, no how.’ He jabbed a finger down the slope to their left. ‘We go that way.’ He stalked away, contemptuously turning his back on them.
Mat looked at Sassman. ‘What’s up with him?’
Sassman glared after him. ‘Jus’ the usual. He’s from Alabama, an’ they don’ like blacks there.’
‘You shouldn’t have to put up with that,’ Mat said angrily.
Sassman nodded, gazing at the broad back of the giant. ‘Ain’t fixin’ to,’ he whispered softly. ‘Ain’t fixin’ to.’


They had not gone far along the trail when Mat saw subtle signs, and he called ahead to Dwayne. ‘Stop.’
The big man half-turned. ‘Yeah?’
‘This is sacred ground. It’s tapu.’ Mat pointed at a rock, which had a small serpentine shape carved into it. ‘This is a sacred place. We have to get permission to enter it.’
The American scoffed. ‘I don’t do “permission”, boy. Specially not from natives.’
‘Then you should,’ said Sassman, coming up behind Mat with Lena. They were on a more defined trail now, one that wound the cliffs overlooking the lake. The views were magical, but none of them were looking, intent on the path ahead, still keenly aware that this area may be patrolled. ‘This is a Ghostland. If you break a tapu, you take on the curse laid down. Curses come true here.’
Mat nodded emphatically. ‘Hakawau told me that. We have to make an offering, or we could break the tapu. That would be bad.’
Dwayne spat, then shrugged. ‘It’s your show. What have we gotta do?’ He looked at Lena. ‘Sacrifice a virgin, maybe?’ He sniggered. ‘Or maybe just her virginity?’
Lena stared back with fury in her eyes. Mat put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Just a short prayer, and a small offering,’ he replied, before angry words could be exchanged.
‘When we’re done with this, he’d better watch his back,’ Lena muttered darkly.
Mat cast about himself, but all he could think of was to pull out a few dollar coins from his wallet. He knelt, and buried them in the turf beneath the carving. He noted the eye-spot in the carving, and reckoned it awake, and aware. He whispered to it. ‘Kia ora, Guardian Spirit. We give this offering, in due respect. We will not violate the sanctity of this place. Please permit us to enter.’
If there was supposed to be some sort of sign that the offering was accepted, he didn’t sense it.
‘Done, boy?’ Dwayne sneered. ‘Then let’s shift our arses.’
Mat clenched his fists as he straightened, and hoped that if the spirits that guarded this place were offended, their wrath would fall upon the ex-marine. Preferably soon.
But nothing happened, as he stood and watched that immense back. Wind whipped the trees, and sunlight glinted on wavelets. Distantly, a cannon fired and musketry rattled. Faraway shouts carried on the wind. Sassman plucked at Mat’s sleeve. ‘C’mon, brother. Can’t stay here all day.’


Mat had no idea what the Onepoto Caves were like in the real world, but he seemed to recall that they were small, shallow holes more like the burrows of giant rabbits than, well, the Mines of Moria. But here in Aotearoa the first cave mouth yawned gapingly, and the shadows swallowed the daylight and spat it out. Someone had hewn a gateway into the stone, goblin shapes that were wet and glistening, like the skin of reptiles. A huge tuatara, fully six feet from maw to back legs, and twice as long if you counted the tail, sat above the apex, basking in the late afternoon sun—a vestige of the dinosaur era, regarding them with unblinking eyes.
Dwayne looked at the beast and waved his knife threateningly, but it merely blinked at him, and cocked its head, keeping them all in view. Lena sucked in her breath when she saw it, and gripped Mat’s hand. But Mat was consoled by its presence, seeing some thing of the guardian spirit carving in the lizard’s shape. ‘We come in peace, kingi,’ he told it softly.
Dwayne looked at the cave mouth. ‘This the place?’
‘Yeah, it sure is,’ said Sassman, stalking up beside him.
‘So what, we wait here an’ these two go in?’
Sassman cocked his head, looking away into the cave, not meeting his eyes. ‘No, we all go in.’ He smiled slowly, and extended an inviting arm. ‘Why don’ you go first, big man?’ He reached into his pocket and handed Dwayne a torch.
Dwayne grunted and looked at him suspiciously, as he turned towards the cave. He stepped between the carved stone pillars, thumbing the flashlight on. Mat and Lena followed him in, hand in hand. The walls of the cave were wet, and Lena gave a small squeak when something moved on the wall, a giant cave weta fully as long as her hand. The insect scuttled into a crack as Dwayne’s light swept over it. The air was cool, and smelt loamy but fresh. The wind sighed around the mouth of the cave mournfully.
Dwayne pointed the beam at a low black opening at the back of the chamber, which narrowed like the inside of a man’s throat. ‘This the way? When do we stop and let this pair go on?’
‘Next chamber,’ Sassman breathed. ‘You ain’ afraid o’ no “tapu”, are you, big man?’
Dwayne spat. ‘No, I ain’t afraid of no damn tar-poo!’ He trod to the back of the cave, and hunched as he clambered into a smaller opening that descended into the earth. Sassman motioned for Mat and Lena to follow him. The sound of the wind outside was like a man drawing breath after a long pause—maybe years.
They ducked and clambered after Dwayne.


These were no hewn caves, but natural holes, unformed and untouched by men. Millennia ago, a massive chunk of the Ngamoko Range had slipped and broken into fragments the size of buildings. The caves were the holes formed as the block fragmented. They were awkward to traverse, with little or no flat areas.
The group had to scrabble on their haunches, perpetually grazing their heads against ceiling rocks and stalactites if they weren’t wary. Dwayne was selfish with his torch, scarcely aiding Mat and Lena and Sassman behind him, unless reminded.
All the while as they descended into the earth, Mat felt creeping movements about them, as though they were being stalked. The taste and the stench of fear slowly grew. He knew Sassman felt it, and Lena seemed almost petrified. He wondered what drove her on, and an ugly thought occurred. What has she been promised?
He put the thought aside angrily. She is here for me. No one has promised her anything…
Finally they stumbled into a chamber where the touch of man was evident. The space was perhaps fifty feet in length, and thirty feet wide. Someone had hewn the walls into the shapes of rough pillars, like the inside of a meeting house. The floor had been flattened and filled in with packed earth, at least along the middle, though there were holes on the sides, pits two or three feet wide that stank of decay. At the far end, two torches were lit on either side of a round carved boulder that was flat on top. Atop that boulder was a small dark round shape.
Who could have lit the torches? Who maintains them? Mat felt the weight of unanswered questions beginning to bury him.
‘Ha! Easy!’ Dwayne snorted, already halfway to the boulder.
‘Wait!’ Mat called. ‘The tapu!’
Dwayne turned back towards him. ‘Boy, I don’t give a damn about your nigger “curse”. This ain’t no Egyptian pyramid. So what if some bad thing is gonna happen in ten or twenty years’ time? What’s it gonna be, premature balding? Bad luck at the roulette wheel in Vegas? It ain’t scarin’ me, boy. I don’ believe in any o’ that crap.’ He turned back towards the shape perched on the boulder. ‘But being the one that gives the boss his prize, now that’s real, and tangible, and immediate. Everything your lil’ tar-poo ain’t.’
He reached out to pick up the shape on top of the boulder.
The shadows blurred, and something smashed into the back of his skull with a sickening moist thud. The torch fell to the stone floor, though it didn’t go out. His knife hit the dirt a second later, and then his whole body pitched forward heavily. Something blurred into the shadows behind a pillar. Lena screamed, making the chamber throb.
It was Sassman that moved first, pulling a modern handgun, and backing out fast, his face wide with fright. Mat and Lena turned slowly, their minds numb. The DJ spun and scrambled away, leaving them alone with the fallen marine.
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Fog on the lake
The Ponaturi left the river some time after three o’clock, when the waters became narrow and shallow. Piriniha pointed out some clam shells fossilised in the rocks, and fish trapped in pools, left there by Maahu for his stone daughter, the Ponaturi leader told Aethlyn Jones, who relayed it to the teens. The Ponaturi did not abandon their waka, instead bearing them upon their shoulders, their muscles bulging.
Piriniha led them on paths that soon left the river in the middle distance, traversing dense bush slowly and cautiously. Godfrey trotted beside Jones, wagging his tail happily. The wind carried the sound of gunfire from the hills ahead of them. They couldn’t see what was going on; the fighting was perhaps a mile away, hidden by folds in the land. The rumble of cannon and the rattle of musketry seemed to go on and on, from the direction they needed to go.
Suddenly the Ponaturi pushed them to the earth, hissing and raising fingers to their mouths in a universal gesture, commanding silence. Those carrying the waka lowered them silently to the ground. Riki stared blindly through the bush, momentarily confused. The sound reached him a second later, a faint yammering. He squinted, and finally saw them: a line of pale-skinned creatures skulking along a trail on the far side of the river, thin hairless beings with bulging bellies and long skulls, that reminded Riki as much of the creatures in the Alien movies as they did of Maori carvings.
‘Tipua!’ hissed the Ponaturi holding him down. Riki could feel the sea-fairies longing to attack in the quiver of their hands, and their bared teeth.
‘Let them pass,’ Jones whispered urgently. ‘We must remain secret!’
The Ponaturi obeyed with trembling reluctance, even Piriniha flexing his hands with pent-up bloodlust. But their discipline held, and the tipua war-party passed with no idea how close they had come to swift violence. The teens stared apprehensively after the creatures.
‘What now?’ Damien demanded, when they could speak again.
Jones met his eye. ‘This is what you all wanted, isn’t it? We can’t leave you behind.’
‘I don’t want to be left behind. Just give me a sword or a gun.’ Damien flexed his hand as if it were itching.
Jones looked at him, and then snorted. ‘I don’t think so, lad. There’s only one sword here, and I’m keeping it. Weapons will just encourage you to get into trouble.’ He looked at the others. ‘If we’re attacked, let the Ponaturi do the fighting. They’re a whole lot better at it than you could ever be.’
Damien looked surly at that. Cassandra just looked frightened. Riki was glad he couldn’t see his own face, but he bet it was pretty bloodless. He felt a new admiration for Wiri, and Mat, who had fought for real. It was more than he felt capable of, just now.
Jones exchanged words with Piriniha, then turned back to the teens. ‘We go on, but we’re going to angle north, away from the fighting. We’ll hit the lake somewhere south of Aniwaniwa, paddle in and join the fray from the rear.’
Riki looked at Cassandra, who was looking lost and vulnerable, hugging her laptop to her chest. Her huge backpack strained at her shoulders. Godfrey rubbed against her leg, offering comfort.
‘Who’s fighting who, anyway?’ Damien demanded.
Jones clenched his jaw. ‘Venn holds the redoubt, that’s a certainty. But Bryce doesn’t use goblins, or Maori—they don’t serve racists. His men are all rebels from the American Wars, apart from Sassman. I don’t understand his association with Sassman, but it is probably just convenience. Bryce despises coloured skins. Those tipua wouldn’t be his. Perhaps they are Donna Kyle’s.’
‘Donna Kyle,’ breathed Riki. ‘Mat talked about her a lot, and we saw her in Gisborne, and in Turanga too.’
‘Did you? That’s a few times too often, I’m sure.’ Jones raised a hand. ‘Onward! We must reach the lake within the hour!’
From then on, they ran. The Ponaturi seemed tireless, even those warriors bearing the two waka, and Riki, Damien and Cassandra struggled to keep up. The two boys took turns helping Cassandra. Though the girl was fitter than they had thought, the pack was exhausting her and she was no marathon runner. Neither were the boys, in truth. Jones stopped the Ponaturi periodically, to let them rest, but it seemed they had no sooner caught their breath than they had to go on.


The first inkling that they were in danger came when something shrieked in an alien-sounding tongue, and the birds fell silent. In an instant the Ponaturi had lowered the waka, and sharp-edged patu were pulled from their belts. Their pale skin glistened with perspiration, a small concession to mortality. Then the bush exploded with howling tipua goblins.
They were simply not there one instant, then leaping through the air in the next. There was no warning, no time to react. Bone patu whirled in the goblins’ bony hands. But the Ponaturi were faster. Their weapons blurred, meeting their enemies’ blows or dodging them, and counterblows snaked out. The sea-fairies gyrated like dancers, flinging would-be attackers aside and leaping upon them before they could rise. Black blood spattered as goblin skulls shattered. The sea-fairies were blindingly quick, and merciless.
The humans with them were not so swift to react. Riki saw Damien dive aside as a goblin leapt at him, and Jones turning as if in slow motion, his mouth opening. Cassandra screamed as something fell onto her back, but he had problems of his own. He felt more than saw the tipua that sprang at him, no bigger than four foot tall, with a carved bone-edged club that slashed at the side of his head. He swayed away by pure reflex, and grappled the arm. The skin of the creature was slimy and cold, and difficult to grip. The tipua shrieked, and its other hand, taloned and filthy, gripped his throat. It climbed him as a monkey climbs, ripping at his skin and flesh with its hind legs.
He heard himself cry out like a child and his legs gave way, sending himself and his attacker toppling into the bush and down the slope. They spun head over heels, through bush and over a sudden drop, before slamming into a small bank. Miraculously, Riki was above the wriggling tearing thing, as the impact slammed the breath from their lungs. He grasped at its weapon hand desperately before it could strike again, but its clawed feet raked his chest. He was momentarily numbed by the pain, and it tore free, howling in triumph. For a second, time was frozen, and if one’s life truly did flash before one’s eyes, it would have done so then for Riki.
A swinging blade took the goblin’s head off.
The tipua crumpled as blood fountained, and then it rolled in two pieces away down the slope. Damien stood over him, clutching Jones’ sword, gasping like a beached fish, but nothing came out. Then he fell to his knees and vomited. Riki crawled to his knees and put an arm around his friend. ‘Bro? Bro? You okay?’
Damien panted, and then broke into a thin laugh. ‘Nah. Yeah. Dunno. What about you?’
Riki prodded his chest, where his T-shirt had been shredded. It stung, but nothing felt too deep. ‘Just a bunch of scratches, I think. What’s going on? How’s Cass?’
‘Jones plugged the one on her back. Riskiest shot I ever saw.’
‘She okay?’
‘I think she’s in shock. She wasn’t really doing anything, just staring off…we should get back.’
Riki stared about them. The bush was menacingly silent about them. ‘Let’s go, man.’
‘Sure, too much of a good time to miss, huh? Remind me that this fighting lark is overrated.’
They struggled back up the slope, on limbs that seemed to have turned to water. The Ponaturi were butchering the fallen tipua, with blazing eyes and much licking of lips. Jones was hugging Cassandra, but she looked up when Riki and Damien appeared, smiling bravely. ‘Hey, guys.’ There were bloody scratches on her arms. Jones patted her gently, and walked over to Riki.
‘Are you boys okay?’
‘Sure,’ Riki struggled to keep his voice level. ‘But could I have a weapon, please?’


The Ponaturi found Riki a taiaha which had been stowed inside one of the waka. It was heavier than he was used to, but that felt good. It would do some damage if he got a clean blow away, and that seemed like a good thing. ‘How’d you get Jones’ sword?’ he muttered to Damien.
‘I grabbed it while he was shooting off his pistol. I got one that was going at his back. That one I got off you was my second one.’ The tall Dannevirke boy spat and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. ‘At least this sword kinda kills clean. A patu or a taiaha just batters someone until their brains come out. You’re welcome to it, man.’
‘I’d give anything for a gun,’ Riki agreed. He forced a grin. ‘Hey, do we have to have some kind of Gimli-Legolas goblin-killing competition running now? Cos I’m happy to concede straight off.’
Damien looked ill at the thought. ‘If we don’t have to look at another goblin from closer than a mile, I’ll be happy.’
Piriniha and Jones exchanged a series of terse remarks, and then they were off again, with Jones hovering over the pallid Cassandra protectively. Piriniha threw her heavy backpack into the nearest waka, and she looked at the sea-fairy gratefully, causing him to half-bow before turning away.
Riki had no idea which way was which, but they seemed to be skirting the sounds of fighting, and steadily climbing in a counterclockwise loop. A gap in the trees enabled him to look to the left and see that they were above a small lake. The earth on the far side was lightly churned, and there were four or five dead horses and men lying amidst the craters. He wondered who they were, and prayed under his breath that Mat was not among those bodies. But then he saw Godfrey slinking through them, examining each body. Soon afterwards Jones was walking back to meet them, Godfrey alongside, assuring them that Mat and Lena weren’t among the dead. ‘This is Lake Tuai,’ he told them. ‘Those were some of Bryce’s men, I’m sure of that. They were in modern fatigues, but armed with muskets. Godfrey looked into the real world, and saw two destroyed vehicles there—they dare to fight openly in the real world! There is much at stake here today. We must hurry.’
They climbed again, but then the scouts reported activity ahead, and they were forced to skirt north, to their right below the ridgeline of the Ngamoko Range. They paused beneath a massive kauri, and Cassandra immediately went to the waka and retrieved her pack. In seconds she had opened her laptop, panting heavily as her hands flew over the keys, then cursing. ‘There must be a way,’ she muttered. ‘I feel blind.’
‘It’s a different world, girl,’ Jones told her. ‘Pack it away. We’ve got weapons and wits, and they will have to do for us.’
Damien lifted her pack experimentally and winced. ‘Jeez, what have you got in there?’
‘Just a few odds and ends,’ she replied defensively, packing away the laptop with reluctance.
‘It’s bloody heavy. If you really need it, I’ll carry it for you,’ Damien said. ‘Better we’ve got it close than having to try and retrieve it, yeah?’
Riki smiled at this display of gallantry, but Cassandra just shrugged and nodded thanks. Damien shouldered it, and began adjusting the straps. Then a murmur among the Ponaturi told them their break was over, and they were moving again.


They struck the ridgeline and paused as the Ponaturi scouted ahead. They returned in minutes, and Jones gathered the teens. ‘They’ve found recent footprints on a trail below, that could be two adults and two young adults.’
‘Bryce, Sassman, Mat and Lena?’ Riki guessed.
‘Maybe, but maybe not,’ Jones replied. ‘The trail loops around to Rosie Bay and the Onepoto Caves. Godfrey has flown ahead and can’t find them. The Ponaturi want to get to the lake; they don’t like it on land. So we’re going to take this trail, and we’ll watch for signs.’
They wound their way down a steep twisting path, clambering awkwardly, but at least they had their hands free. The Ponaturi carrying the waka performed miracles of strength and balance, hefting the heavy craft down steep slopes on their shoulders. They could just about make out the lake through the undergrowth, when the trail struck a cliff, along which a north–south path ran, a thin trampled ribbon of earth disappearing left and right. They peered thoughtfully to their left, where they could still hear the distant sound of gunfire. The ramparts of Puarata’s lair could be seen almost due south of where they stood, wreathed in the smoke from the artillery barrage it seemed to be maintaining on unseen opponents.
‘You just know Mat’s gonna be in the middle of all that, eh?’ Riki commented to Damien.
‘And he seemed such a sensible lad,’ Damien replied glumly. ‘Hey, Merlin, which way?’
The Welsh adept was staring at the lair, his eyes crinkled. Cassandra tapped him on the shoulder, and handed him binoculars she’d fished from her backpack. Jones stared at her in surprise, then muttered ‘Good girl, good girl,’ in a slightly surprised voice, and put them to his eyes.
Cassandra pulled out a large bar of chocolate, and offered a row to the boys. The nearest Ponaturi whirled, sniffing, and looked at the chocolate bar with hungry eyes, almost mewling. Cassandra snatched it back as it lifted its hand, and then thoughtfully handed a piece to the pallid warrior. He took it almost reverently, and then thrust it in his mouth, looking guiltily around in case any of his fellows were watching. Then he bent, and kissed Cassandra’s knee, making her giggle uncomfortably.
‘She gathers new devotees wherever she goes,’ Damien remarked. He pointed at Godfrey, panting about her now, his tail wagging as she fed him a few pieces of the chocolate. ‘See, even “God” worships her!’
Jones turned back to them, when they heard a shout from above and behind. They all turned as one, looking up at the ridgeline they had recently left. Part way down the slope, dotted in among the trees, men in combat fatigues were filing down, led by a tall soldier in a grey cap.
‘Get down!’ Jones barked. As one, the Ponaturi scattered, diving behind the waka or solitary rocks, the teens following as a sudden fusillade of musket balls scoured the knoll where they had stood. Balls ricocheted among the rocks, whining like mosquitoes, and black powder billowed through the bush.
‘Reload, reload!’ they heard someone shout above them. ‘Fan out, and pin them!’
Riki starred at a chip in the rock beside his hand, where a musket ball had ricocheted away. He looked for the others, saw Cassandra behind a stout log, unzipping a pouch on her pack, with Damien behind her, panting, his face white, flexing his right hand and gripping Jones’ sword. The Ponaturi he could see were unharmed, and itching to fight, but even he could see they were in a bad position. The soldiers were above them, and had them pinned down, with a large drop to the surface of the lake behind them. They had good cover for now, but within five minutes, they could be overlooked from dozens of positions left and right, and they had only one gun between them.
Jones was silently gesturing to Piriniha, who suddenly grinned and nodded. Riki looked across at them, and the Welshman held up a hand with five fingers raised, then looked away. Riki had no idea what he meant.
Then Jones called to him. ‘On three, sprint to the nearest waka, and keep low.’ His voice almost seemed to whisper in his ear. He gathered his courage, as movement came from above, men moving closer. They’re too close, they can hardly miss…
‘One.’
Riki gathered himself into a crouch, ready to move.
‘Locate targets!’ the voice of the officer carried from above.
‘Two,’ came Jones’ voice. ‘You can do it, lad,’ he added softly, gently.
The moment I move I’m dead…
Jones’ voice whispered in his ear. ‘Not dead, boy. You’ll be fine. Just shoot forward, then go back. Tease their fire from them.’
Tease their fire…! Holy hell…Who does he think I am?
‘Three!’
Riki darted out, balked, and threw himself backwards, as someone screamed an order from above, and suddenly the air all about him was shrieking with lead balls that pinged off rocks and ploughed through turf, whipping the leaves like hail. A fresh cloud of smoke rolled down the slopes above.
‘Now go!’ hollered Jones, and he rose from his hiding place, and fired his pistol up the slope. Someone bellowed in pain, and a body crashed down the slope. Riki froze for an instant, petrified, then booted feet smacked against rock close above him, and he shot forward like a rabbit fleeing for its burrow. Ahead of him he saw Damien grab Cassandra’s pack in one hand, the sword in the other, and run hunched for the nearest waka, which the Ponaturi were turning so that it faced down the slope. But Cassandra hadn’t moved. Instead she rose into a kneeling position, something in her hands.
Someone shouted and landed heavily behind him. He rolled sideways on instinct, as the bayonet of a still-smoking musket flashed past and buried in the dirt. A burly soldier snarled at him, then something seemed to slap the man’s throat. He convulsed, and fell choking. Still holding his taiaha but with no time to swing it, Riki got to his feet and ran again. Cassandra rose also, a heavy metal slingshot in her left hand.
‘You’re my queen,’ Riki gasped fervently as he reached her. ‘Now run!’
She backed away, fishing for another sling-stone in her pocket, as another soldier leapt to the ground a few yards away. Riki turned and brought his taiaha to a guard posture instinctively, months of training making the movements automatic as he stepped between the man and the girl.
The soldier lunged in a textbook skewering jab at his chest, the blade set to split his heart.
Crack! A cross-blow to deflect the bayonet down, leap and raise to high guard, sweep at the hands…Crunch! Fingers broke, mashed between taiaha blade and gunstock. ‘Aaaieee!’ An overhead blow to the top of the skull…Smack! The taiaha almost vibrated from his grasp at the impact as the man went down, pole-axed, a wet splattering of blood and hair flying, as Riki flowed into the next move, rising and aligning the sharp tongue of the taiaha hilt to ram it at the guts of the man to disembowel…
…he pulled out of the killing blow just as the tongue touched the fallen man’s belly, and stared, fighting the urge to complete the blow.
A deep savage need to strike warred with something less primitive for control of his soul…
…and lost. He relaxed, and stepped away, panting, as he met the eyes of the stunned soldier. Then the man’s eyes rolled backwards and his head fell to one side.
Mercy…Sweet mercy…
‘Riki! Run you idiot!’ Damien screamed at him.
He blinked and looked up the slope. Two more men were coming at him, one with bayonet raised, the other pausing, pouring powder into the muzzle of his musket. More movement caught his peripheral vision. The slope was boiling with enemy. He looked back to where the waka were poised, facing down-slope. Jones was pulling Cassandra in, while the Ponaturi stood outside the canoes, holding them in place.
‘Run!’
Damien’s shout jolted him into action. He pelted through the thin undergrowth and leapt into the nearest canoe, barking his shins on the timber struts. A gun cracked, but the shot went wild as a large dog—Godfrey—smashed into the shooter’s back and bore him to the ground, then leapt into the undergrowth. Another shot cracked from an unseen man, and the nearest Ponaturi spun and fell from sight. The sea-fairy’s comrades snarled, but Piriniha gave a command, and suddenly they were all sweeping down the slope, sledding through the undergrowth, the waka tilting crazily as the Ponaturi running alongside leapt in.
Riki heard someone yelling, realised it was him. Cassandra’s hands gripped him from behind and held him desperately. Everything shook and vibrated as they picked up speed, as the last of the Ponaturi leapt onboard. They swept past a towering tree, so close they brushed its trunk. More musket balls struck the hull, burying themselves in the wood or deflecting harmlessly, then suddenly they were soaring over the cliff, and falling, dipping at the nose as they dropped like falling trees.
Cassandra screamed as much in excitement as fear, her forearms almost throttling him. Riki shouted too, as they hit the water, a second behind the lead waka. The shock knocked the breath from him, and he felt Cassandra’s face mash into the back of his neck. She gasped in pain. The nose of the waka buried itself, and then righted, a wash of icy water surging the length of the canoe, soaking him to the thighs. His neck muscles cracked with whiplash, and his elbow gashed against the hull, then for a second everything tilted. He blinked dazedly. Before him, a Ponaturi looked about, grinning fiercely as he snatched a paddle from the water at his feet. Riki looked back, to where Cassandra was cradling her face. One of her lenses was cracked. She pulled a bloody hand from her face dazedly.
‘Cass?’
She looked down, and lifted her laptop up. ‘Ish okay…ish dry!’ she gasped in a nasal whimper. She suddenly jerked her head about in alarm until she found her pack, wet but not immersed. ‘S’okay doo,’ she hissed.
That girl has a prioritising issue. ‘Your face?’ he asked anxiously.
‘Broken nosh, I fink.’ She touched her nose gingerly, which was bleeding from both nostrils. It certainly looked crooked. Then she spat, and reached into her mouth, and pulled out her braces. ‘Aw shish, bracesh mashed.’ She groaned, then stroked the laptop. ‘But thish okay,’ she added more brightly.
Riki rolled his eyes, and looked beyond her, where Damien was shaking his head as if to clear his vision. Then he looked across at the other waka. Jones was there, seemingly whole. He shouted something to the Ponaturi, and suddenly paddles were recovered from beneath the water within, and extended on both sides like legs of a giant insect. The sea-fairy in front of him thrust a stack of tightly woven baskets into his hands, made a quick scooping motion, and then set to paddling.
Riki understood immediately, taking one basket and passing the rest on. He began bailing. A gull landed on the carving in the bow, and somehow, Riki knew it was Godfrey. Something in the eyes…It was eerie, but it was comforting also.
The men on the slopes were now a good hundred yards distant, beyond effective musket range, but they would reach the cliff-top overlooking them in minutes. They would be sitting ducks, out on the water with nowhere to hide. Piriniha and Jones gestured frantically, and their warriors responded, sending them ploughing through the water, angling southwest, towards the redoubt, and deeper water.
‘We’re rowing towards the artillery,’ Damien groaned. ‘And there’s no way we can get out of range of those troopers before they reach the cliff-top, and then…’ he trailed off, and then ducked his head and begun bailing with silent desperation.
Godfrey took to the air, and flew south. The teens followed him with their eyes, wishing fervently that they too had wings.
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Guardian of the caves
Sassman?’ Lena’s voice quivered in the darkness. ‘Sassman!’ They could hear the American’s scrabbling hands and feet as he fled up towards the cave mouth. But he made no reply.
Mat stepped in front of her, trying to pierce the flickering shadows with his eyes. He crouched and picked up Dwayne’s knife and torch, trying not to blink. As he rose, his eyes aligned with a foot-wide hole where the carved walls met the jagged rock of the ceiling. An insectoid carapace gleamed. It moved slightly, its eyes seeming to follow him.
‘Mat?’ Lena sounded terrified, but he could hear the aggression in her voice that always bubbled under the surface now.
He gripped the torch in his left hand, and the knife in his right. His senses probed the wall between worlds. He quickly realised that in the real world this place did not exist; it was just solid rock. They could not escape that way if needed. They were trapped here. There was movement in the holes around the edges of the chamber, a scrabbling, skittering noise of climbing. But it was not they that had struck down Dwayne. Whatever that was, was already here.
Mat glanced at the carved boulder, only ten yards away. Lit by the torches, the shrunken head could be seen clearly, with its dried hair and the etched moko on the blackened skin. The teeth were yellowed and menacing. It was a supremely ugly thing: a mokomokai, a trophy of war from a more savage time. When the Europeans came they used to purchase them, reviving the practice just when it was dying out. But this one was something more…it was the head of the unknown tohunga that Maahu had slain in vengeance for the transformation of his daughter, and the key to saving that daughter.
Could he reach it before the shadows struck him down?
He looked back at Lena, who was half bent over, hugging her own belly, her eyes upon the fallen ex-marine. She was visibly shaking, but she wouldn’t look away.
‘Don’t look at him,’ he told her in a low hiss.
‘I have to,’ she whispered back. ‘I have to get used to it, if I’m to be somebody in this world.’ Horror fought with greed on her face. A rising dread for her swept over him. He wanted to seize her, and hold her, and somehow break through to her, before this yearning for power permeated her soul. Lena, please don’t do anything foolish. ‘Watch the shadows,’ he told her. ‘We have to get that head, and get out.’
He tried to look in every direction at once, crabbing towards the shrunken head. The shadows flickered, and claws and legs scrabbled in the holes all about him. The tension was almost unbearable. His legs trembled and all he wanted to do was run screaming from the chamber, but he made himself sidle forward, until he was standing over the boulder.
He threw a last look at Lena. She was licking her lips, staring at him fervently, then he looked down at that hideous trophy. He pushed the knife into his belt, then slowly and reverently picked it up, cupping it in his right hand. Lena sucked in her breath and gasped. The whole chamber seemed to exhale. Nothing moved. He let out his breath, lifted the head, and turned.
He went rigid.
A towering figure stood behind Lena, his hand gripping her throat, as she sunk to her knees at his feet. Her breath came in sucking, heaving gulps. The man was naked but for a short flaxen skirt, and an immense patu was gripped in his right hand. His skin was ridged with warrior tattoos that glistened wetly in the firelight, as if they were newly etched. He was corded with muscle in a way that reminded Mat of the hulking Tupu, Puarata’s slave warrior. But this man’s eyes held more intelligence than Tupu had had, and that made him immensely more dangerous.
‘Poai,’ the huge shape chuckled. Boy.
‘Let…let her go!’
‘You have brought me a woman,’ the warrior said in archaic English. ‘I have not had a woman for a long time.’ His huge hand stroked Lena’s bruised throat, and he growled. Her eyes widened in dread. She looked pleadingly at Mat. The warrior gestured with his patu. ‘Replace the mokomokai, poai.’
‘Please, let her go, and we will leave.’
The warrior chuckled darkly. ‘Poai, you are already dead.’ He clicked his tongue, and suddenly a dozen giant cave wetas, each four to six feet long, scuttled out, and crawled onto Dwayne’s body, where they commenced dragging it to one of the larger holes, leaving a trail of wetness behind. One turned and looked at Mat, and he could swear that whatever it did with its mandibles was the equivalent of smacking its lips. He found himself backed against the far wall, beneath the two crackling torches.
‘Please, we’ve come to free the taniwha,’ Mat pleaded.
The big warrior snorted. ‘You’ve come to steal the mokomokai, and so enslave the taniwha, like many before. So you must die.’ He looked down at Lena. ‘But I’ll keep this one alive, until I tire of her.’
Tears began to run down Lena’s cheeks. Mat shook helplessly. Something shifted in the darkness above—scuttling noises from the holes in the ceiling. A massive tuatara head poked out, its left eye fixed upon him, blinking slowly. He looked at the warrior desperately.
‘Please! We come to free the taniwha, I swear it! Kauariki sent us!’
The warrior’s eyes narrowed. ‘Kauariki? Who are you to evoke her name?’
‘She came to me, in Wairoa,’ Mat answered quickly, his words tumbling from his mouth almost hysterically. ‘Please, she begged me to come here, and to free the taniwha Haumapuhia, before Puarata’s warlocks gain control of her.’
The warrior looked at him appraisingly. ‘Puarata!’ He spat on the floor, and his hands gripped Lena’s throat tighter. ‘Do not mention that name. It is he that has been trying all these many years to gain that trophy in your hands.’ He sniffed. ‘Your aura stinks of him, Pakeha poai.’
Does it? ‘That may be because he pursued me, toa. But Puarata is dead now.’
The warrior’s eyebrow lifted and he sucked in a sudden breath. ‘Puarata is dead?’
‘Yes!’ Mat replied. ‘His former slave Wiremu killed him, at Reinga. He is gone. Gone for ever!’
The warrior let go of Lena all of a sudden, and she fell at his feet, and began to crawl towards Mat. One of the huge wetas moved towards her, and she stopped, and crawled back to the feet of the warrior, her mouth moving in a soundless cry. Then a groan came from Dwayne, and Mat and Lena’s eyes swivelled towards the fallen soldier. He was still alive.
A huge weta pulled, and with a hollow cry, Dwayne’s body tipped and fell down one of the holes. The other wetas scuttled down after him. Lena cried softly, her eyes on that hole. Mat tore his gaze from it, looked at the warrior, desperately seeking a way to convince him.
The warrior sighed. ‘Wiremu slew him…I remember Wiremu. The tohunga makutu sent him against me, and Tupu too. I fought both, and was not overcome, though both escaped me.’
He defeated Wiri and Tupu together?! Mat’s mind reeled.
‘Who…who are you?’ Mat asked, eyeing the tuatara poised above him.
The warrior drew himself up taller. ‘I am Tuwai, of the Ngati Ruapani. I defended these lands long ago, and fought in these caves, slaying five warriors when trapped alone. When I died, my spirit came to this place, drawn back here by my memories of that day. Or maybe the mokomokai brought me. Regardless, here I remain, bound here by makutu to protect the mokomokai from Puarata. Which I thought would mean for ever.’ He hung his head, and his heavy breathing filled the chamber. ‘And now you tell me that Puarata is gone?’
‘Gone, sir. And tonight when the moon rises, Puarata’s protections will be gone from the place where the taniwha lies. She will be vulnerable to all.’
‘Not while I guard the mokomokai,’ Tuwai growled. ‘Let them come, they will all perish, as all have before.’ He waved his patu angrily. ‘Let them come!’
Mat searched his intuitions, and something clicked inside his mind. ‘But warrior, don’t you see? If you were set here to guard against Puarata, then you too will soon be gone, just like the enchantments that are protecting Haumapuhia. All enchantments linked to Puarata are fading. So you must help us! If you don’t, the next person to come here will not need to get past you at all to gain the mokomokai.’
Tuwai stared at him, and passed a hand over his face, his brow furrowed. ‘It is true—these past months I have been feeling weaker, and weaker. With each passing day…’ He shuddered. ‘To die…to finally die…’ Then he shook himself. ‘But I am still bound to my oath! Only one sworn to free the taniwha may take the head!’
‘I am so sworn!’ Mat declared. ‘You must let me have it.’
Tuwai glared at him, and then slowly lowered his weapon arm to his side. ‘Then you must swear an oath to me, or bear the tapu of this place upon your shoulders. You must swear that the taniwha will go free, or you die, and your woman will be mine, for however long I live.’ He seized Lena’s head in his huge hand, and held her at his knees. ‘Swear, or die now!’
Mat stared at Lena, and then nodded slowly. ‘I swear. I take the tapu upon myself.’ His voice echoed oddly as he spoke those words. As if something was listening, and taking note.
Tuwai slowly nodded. ‘Then go, and know that I will be there, at your shoulder, and should you fail, then your life, and that of the girl, shall be mine.’
Mat bowed his head. ‘I won’t fail,’ he promised. But the warrior was gone.


Mat ran to Lena, fell to his knees and hugged her. She clung to him as if drowning, her breath coming in great sobs, her tears soaking his shoulder. Abruptly she stopped, and she reached down and touched the shrunken head, then shuddered. Her eyes met his. ‘Mat, we have to go. The moon will be rising soon.’
He shook his head. ‘No, we can’t go. Not until we have talked properly about this.’
Lena’s face twisted miserably. ‘Mat, we can’t. We have the head, now we have to go!’ She was sweating and panting. ‘Those creatures could be back anytime. That warrior could change his mind and come back. We have to go!’ She looked back up the tunnel. ‘Sassman is waiting.’
Mat knelt in front of her, cradling the mokomokai. ‘Lena, something is going on. I don’t think we’re being told everything. There is something else happening.’
Her eyes narrowed, as she squinted at him. ‘What?’ Her tones were impatient and dismissive, as if she didn’t want to hear whatever he had to say.
How can I break through to her…?
‘Why are all of Jones’ men such creeps? Why didn’t Jones come with us here? Why did it have to be me? And why do you—’
‘Me? What about me?’ Lena snapped.
‘You talk like you’re going to gain something from this,’ he said in anguish. ‘You keep saying things—’
‘Well I’m not!’ she snapped, pulling away from him. ‘I’m not! And even if I was, what of it? Don’t you want me to get stronger? Are you afraid of me being stronger than you? Is that it?’ Her voice rose almost to a shout with each accusation.
‘No,’ he groaned. ‘No, it’s not like that…It’s just a feeling…’
‘A feeling?’ she sneered. ‘Since when have little boys had “feelings”?’ She jabbed a finger at him. ‘You’re quite happy to be the strong one, and get all this praise and “Heir of Ngatoro” rubbish, but as soon as you think I’m going to become better than you, you’re whining like a baby about it!’
‘I am not! I just don’t believe we’re being told everything!’
‘I will not let you ruin this for me!’
‘Ruin what? Then there is something in this for you? What is it?’ he demanded.
They glared at each other, panting furiously.
‘Hey?’ Sassman’s voice floated down from above. ‘You kids all right?’
‘Yeah,’ Lena shouted back harshly. ‘We’re fine! We’re just coming up.’ She looked back at Mat. Suddenly her voice softened. ‘Sassman tested my abilities that night he told me about Aotearoa, after you had left. He tested me, and found that I was what he called a “fifth-rate talent”. Fifth-rate! He said, “All your puny talent is good for is petty theft and lying.” He laughed at me. But then he said there were ways of becoming stronger, and that he could help.’ She jabbed a finger at Mat. ‘I mean to take my chances. I don’t want to be “fifth-rate”, barely better than ordinary people. I want to be one of the lucky ones, who rule this world. Why shouldn’t I be? I want to be a player, not a pawn!’
‘But it’s not like that,’ Mat implored. ‘Hoanga told me. Power is a river, and the strongest adepts are those that swim it, not those that try to manipulate it. He said that trying to gain power is wrong, you’ve got to—’
‘Pah! Sassman told me about your Hoanga. A weakling hiding behind magic walls, in fear for his life. A pathetic coward! Well, you can go hide with him if you want, but I’m going to be more than that!’
She spun and scrabbled away, lighting her way with a feeble flame in the palm of her hands.


Sassman was waiting for them outside the cave, his head bowed and eyes seeming to gleam with some dark emotion. He would not meet their gaze. Lena was standing over him as Mat emerged. ‘Where next?’ she asked. ‘Where’s the taniwha?’
The American swallowed, all self-assurance gone, for now. He pointed gingerly away to the south. ‘To the gorge, at the head of the stream, is where the taniwha lies,’ he whispered huskily.
Lena turned on her heel, and strode away. Mat stared down at the American as he got slowly to his feet. Sassman looked up finally. ‘I’m a musician, man. I’m no fighter.’
‘None of us are, you…’ Mat bit off the word ‘coward’ before he spoke it. ‘You knew what would happen to Dwayne. You as good as killed him.’
‘He had it comin’,’ Sassman muttered.
‘What have you promised Lena?’ Mat demanded in a low voice. ‘What is really going on?’
Sassman stared down at the shrunken head in Mat’s grasp and gave a small shudder. ‘Nothin’s goin’ down that you don’ know about, Mat,’ he replied. ‘We jus’ doin’ what we said, an’ freein’ the taniwha for you. Jus’ like Mister Jones said.’
You’re lying. I know you are…
Suddenly a volley of shots echoed from a few hundred yards to the north. He saw small billows of gunsmoke wafting down the slope, near the trail they had taken to descend from the ridge. He turned to the south and broke into a run. ‘Lena!’
He caught her in half a minute, and they ran on, careless of whether Sassman followed. The path twisted and turned, passing long steep drops to the water. They went past the mouths of other, smaller caves, in which dark shapes scuttled. There was a roaring sound, back where the gunfight was taking place behind them, followed by shouting, and then two massive splashes. Mat tried to see, but the terrain blocked his view.
Further out on the surface, it seemed a huge bank of fog was forming, growing like a living thing. Something about it filled him with urgency. A dry voice seemed to be whispering into his mind, and it was all he could do to blank it out. All the while, they felt a dark shadow following, the presence of Tuwai, and Mat could feel the weight of the tapu like a cancer coiled about his heart.
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Bribery and corruption
The waka seemed to leap through the water, the Ponaturi paddling with measured fury. The teens bailed frantically, grunting with fatigue. Only Aethlyn Jones spoke, standing erect in the other waka with his arms raised, facing towards the middle of the lake, chanting in what sounded like Gaelic. Riki threw a look over his shoulder, and sucked in his breath.
A fog seemed to be boiling out of the very waters of the lake, rising like dry ice at a rock concert. It was thick and constantly moving, tumbling over itself as it spread on the waters. Already the far shore was hidden from sight, and the view south towards Panekiri Bluff was blurring by the second. The birds on the lake surface rose and flapped away. Above them the sky was darkening, as the sun dipped into cloud above the western horizon. He wondered where and when the moon would rise.
They glided into the first tendrils of the fog, and visibility dropped to just a few feet in front of them. He looked back, where the cliff was a looming presence, but indistinct now. Maybe they can’t see us…
He opened his mouth, looking back at Cassandra, when a rattle of gunfire came from the cliff-top high above, more than a hundred yards distant. All around them came the now familiar whining sound, and then a series of splashes as the balls struck the water…most of them. One of the Ponaturi at the rear flung up his arms, and slumped sideways. Another couple of balls struck the waka, chipping splinters from the hull. Then the mist closed about them utterly, and they were lost in a whiteness as impenetrable as darkness.
Riki sagged, breathless, praying they were invisible to the men on the shoreline. Cassandra’s nose was swollen and crooked, blood smeared over her chin, her eyes already blackening. Beyond her, Damien went to cast a final bucket of water over the side, when a Ponaturi clutched his shoulder and put a warning finger to his lips. The one who had been struck moaned, groping at his shoulder, then grimaced as he reached in with gore-covered fingers and plucked something small and metallic from the wound. He grinned like a fiend.
Riki looked at him, aghast. Jeez, I’m glad they’re on our side today…
They floated onward, sailing on momentum alone.
The muskets suddenly opened fire again, the flare of the muzzles faintly visible through the mist as a red flash, but this time no balls came near. Voices carried across the water, and a dark shape glided alongside—the other waka. Riki saw Jones gesticulating to Piriniha, then slowly they slid about, and the paddles dipped silently into the water again.
He let out a slow breath. ‘You okay?’ he whispered in Cassandra’s ear. It sounded inane, but she seemed to appreciate the question.
‘Uh-huh, schure,’ she slurred.
‘I’ve never been so scared,’ he told her, not sure if the admission would encourage her, but he felt compelled to confess it anyway.
‘Me neither,’ chipped in Damien in a low hiss.
Cassandra blew a bloody bubble from her nose, and her voice cleared. ‘You guys should get out more. I was more scared on my first sky-dive.’ She fished into her pack, and came out with a first-aid kit. ‘And face-down abseiling is awful. Ha!’ Her laugh sounded shrill and ragged.
‘You’re “Miss Prepared”, aren’t you?’ Damien breathed, eyeing the first-aid pack dubiously.
‘Only a boy would go on a quest without gear,’ the girl sniffed.
‘How come you can do…anything?’ Damien asked her, almost reverently.
‘Oh, Dad always said to try anything once. So I do.’ She looked at the blond boy thoughtfully and added, ‘Except drugs and dweebs. I have my standards.’
Riki snorted softly to himself.
Wings flapped heavily, and then Godfrey dived past them, and glided towards shore, in gull form.
‘Have any of you seen him change shape?’ Damien whispered.
‘No, and I don’t want to, either,’ Riki replied. Icky special effects in B-grade horror movies had never been his thing.
They drifted with the thickest of the mist, no one speaking above a whisper, the only noise the lap of the water, and Jones’ low chanting. It seemed to take hours, but was probably only ten to fifteen minutes. The wind had gone, and most of the firing had stopped onshore, apart from the occasional rumble of Sebastian Venn’s big guns up on the redoubt hill, and they were evidently firing at something to the south. Occasional gulls called overheard, as if using sonar to pierce the fog. It was difficult to gauge direction, even with the shouting of their pursuers onshore, which was at times far away, and at other times shockingly close.
Jones gestured, and the second waka drifted into contact with the teens’ one, the sides grinding softly together. Jones spoke to Piriniha, then stepped quietly out into thigh-deep water. He made his way to the teens and leant over so that his head was close to theirs.
‘We’re only a few yards from shore,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m taking most of the warriors and going ashore. We have to find Mat and Lena, and I’m guessing they will be near where the petrified taniwha is said to be, here on the Aotearoa side.’
‘We’re coming too,’ Damien said instantly.
Jones shook his head tiredly. ‘No. For the last time, please, no. This is where push becomes shove. Men will die. They are tried warriors, both the men on their side, and the Ponaturi. You are not. You’ve shown great courage, and when we recover your friends, you will be of great comfort to them. But let the warriors do their work unhindered now, please.’
‘But—’
Jones shook his head. ‘No. You know I’m right. You’ve seen action now, so you know why I’m doing this. It’s not glamorous, it’s butchery. Let the professionals do it.’
‘We’re not afraid,’ Riki blurted, though inside all he mostly felt was relief.
Jones ignored his words. ‘Now, the hunted become the hunters,’ he said tersely, wading ashore with his musket held high until he was lost in the swirling fog. Just before he vanished, Godfrey landed on his raised gun, and cawed urgently. Within seconds the teens were alone, but for two Ponaturi in each waka, who reverse-paddled the big unwieldy craft back into the fog.


They huddled together, shivering. Damien still had Jones’ sword, and Riki his taiaha, but they seemed useless now. Cassandra was typing furiously into her laptop, beneath a blanket produced from her pack, so that the glow from the screen did not reveal their position. She was plugging in little pieces of hardware, muttering to herself. Riki was beyond trying to work out what she was doing.
He leant forward and whispered into Damien’s ear. ‘When it comes down to it, Jones doesn’t know Mat. Or Lena. He doesn’t value them. If it gets hard, he’ll break off.’
Damien chewed his lower lip. ‘That’s just what I’m thinking.’ He softly pounded the hull with his fist. ‘To him, it’s about thwarting Bryce and Kyle, I reckon.’
‘Yeah. So we’ve got to get there. We’ll be the only ones that really care what happens to Mat and Lena.’ Riki clenched his taiaha, and wondered what he could do to make the four remaining Ponaturi turn around. Or let them go.
Cassandra shut her laptop, and the glow died. Then she reached into her side-pocket, took a nibble of chocolate, and offered some to Riki.
He stared at it, and then took the entire bar.
‘Hey!’ Cassandra gasped, but Riki put a finger to his lips and winked at her. He turned to the nearest Ponaturi, dangling the chocolate bar as if it were a carrot on a stick.
The first Ponaturi stared at the chocolate as if it were a piece of the true cross, or made of gold or something. Then the second one sniffed it, and practically slithered over. Their paua-coloured eyes were fixed upon the chocolate bar. Riki put up a finger, and stabbed it at the shore. The Ponaturi shook their heads. The first one gestured towards the other waka, half seen in the mist but paddling closer. He held up four fingers.
You boys drive a hard bargain…
He broke off a row, split it in quarters, and showed it to them. They licked their lips. He pointed towards the shore.
They slowly, reluctantly, shook their heads.
He added another row.
The first one began sweating.
He added a third row.
They looked at each other and nodded. Two hands shot out. The two sea-fairies in the other waka silently slipped alongside to ensure they got their share.
He closed his fist. ‘Shore first,’ he said.
Riki wasn’t sure they understood his words, but they seemed to grasp his meaning. Scowling, they picked up their paddles.


As they glided towards the darkness of the shore, a sudden cry of pain, a death cry, echoed from above. The two Ponaturi grinned. Shots rang out, and then fell silent. Frightened calls echoed in the mist, American-accented men searched with their voices for friends in the gloom and mazy under growth. And marked themselves out as targets in doing so. Riki could picture the Ponaturi slipping invisibly through the trees, isolating the lone soldiers, stalking them like predators picking out the weak and vulnerable from the herd. The image made him shudder.
The sun slipped beneath the cloudbank to the west, and the eastern lake grew darker still. Then the hull of their waka crunched softly ashore. Visibility was no more than ten yards in any direction. The foliage seemed already suffused in night. They stepped over the side, into thigh-deep water, and stumbled ashore as quietly as they could, Damien grunting with the weight of Cassandra’s pack. The girl’s broken spectacles made her eyes seem even more strange, bulging and fractured, slightly mad. Right now though, Riki would have stopped a bullet for her.
One of the Ponaturi touched his shoulder, and smiling brilliantly, held out a hand. Riki dropped three rows of chocolate into the long thin hand. The sea-fairy smirked, and gobbled half, then gave the rest to his comrades. Then they plucked at the teens’ sleeves, and motioned up the slope. Their pale frames seemed to dissolve into the mist. The teens looked at each other, then hurried after them.
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The stone taniwha
From what Mat could remember of maps and conversations, in the real world the southeast tip of Lake Waikaremoana, at the low point where the Ngamoko and Panekiri Ranges came together, there had been an ancient rockfall that had blocked whatever outflow there might once have been. But through underwater streams, water still flowed out of the lake, and of course the government had made races to feed the hydro-electricity dams below at Tuai and Kaitawa. A tiny group of houses on the southern slopes formed the settlement of Onepoto, and there was a road egress right to the lake shore, and a boat ramp.
A further landslip, which fell during the 1940s when the hydro-dams were under construction, had buried the rock about which the legend of Haumapuhia the taniwha had grown. No one in the human world could reach the stone taniwha any more.
But that was another world entirely.


One of Bryn Jones’ soldiers stepped from behind a rock above the path, and silently motioned Mat and Lena to halt. He leapt down, and another followed. Captain Taylor appeared from upslope, looking worried. He looked Mat and Lena up and down, and looked back the way they had come.
‘Where’s Dwayne? Where’s the musician?’ His voice was clipped and harsh. Coldly professional.
Mat matched his tones. ‘Dwayne’s dead. Sassman is following.’
Taylor looked at him dispassionately. ‘Was your mission successful?’
Mat held up the shrunken head. The horrid little thing seemed almost to leer at the captain.
Taylor gave a small shudder, and spat on the ground, then nodded. ‘What got Dwayne?’
‘Ask Sassman.’ Mat walked on.
Taylor grabbed his shoulder, his eyes narrowing. ‘Don’t lip me, boy!’ He jerked his finger at one of the soldiers. ‘Find the DJ.’ He looked at Mat and Lena. ‘You children follow me.’
Mat simmered, but Lena hurried after the captain. Mat didn’t think he should let her out of his sight now. The buzzing noise in his ears was getting worse, and he angrily willed it to stop, which quietened it a little.
They followed Captain Taylor down the path, winding down towards the lake’s shore. To their right, a thick bank of fog was covering the lake surface, and beginning to roll over the shore, so that the way ahead was becoming dim. Lena kept shaking her head, as if trying to clear her hearing.
Sassman caught them up as they reached the shore, just a ragged silhouette flanked by the two soldiers. Taylor spat again, and then jerked a thumb inland, where steps led downward, hewn out of rock. The thick forest reached out with crooked hands, brushing at them as they descended, but there were men ahead on the stairs, holding flaming torches that glowed in the gathering dusk. It was still some way till sunset, only 4.54 p.m. according to Mat’s watch, but the sun was lost in cloud near the western ranges, and the light was fading fast.
‘What time is moonrise?’ he whispered to Lena.
She shook her head. ‘Some time after five, I think,’ she responded, stepping away from him.
Mat cursed. Were they too late? ‘We’ve got to hurry,’ he murmured.
She threw him a strange look—one that made his fears rise—as if she was steeling herself. Before he could speak again, she strode away, keeping pace with the captain. He had to trot to keep up, cradling the mokomokai in his grasp. It felt queasily alive. He threw a glance back over his shoulder, and found Sassman watching him. Every direction seemed blocked, his choices narrowing with every step, the whole world conspiring to hurry him headlong into something he could not control.
Some hero I am! Some ‘Heir of Ngatoro’! What would the
legendary tohunga think if he could see me now?
‘If you’d just open your mind and listen, I’ll tell you,’ a dry voice rasped in his head.


Bryn Jones was waiting with two dozen soldiers on a platform overlooking a huge, stone hollow at the foot of a flight of stairs carved into the north face. The bottom of the hollow was well below the level of the lake. Fiery torches guttered and smoked about the edges of the bowl, which was closed in on three sides. Only the eastern end was unenclosed, facing out down the valley towards Tuai, the hills, and ultimately Wairoa and the sea. The north and south walls were rough-hewn, free of vegetation but unadorned. But it was the western wall that drew the eye.
The first thing Mat was conscious of was that the western wall was all that held in the waters of the lake. It was well over a hundred feet high, smoothed by some caring hand which had sanded it flat, and etched carvings into it. But there were thin cracks too, through which oozed water, that trickled down the wall in green algae-lined veins into the basin below. A pool had formed there, clear and pure, and he could see tiny fish and, strangely, clamshells.
‘Maahu made this place, for his daughter,’ Bryn Jones told them. Lena, on the far side of Jones, nodded, staring down into the hollow with eager eyes.
Mat barely heard, between trying to hear the words of Ngatoro in his head. His attention was caught by the black rock in the midst of the pool. At first glance it appeared shapeless, like a grotesque statue. But then Mat looked closer, and used his imagination.
It was like the top of the head of a massive tuatara, or a crocodile’s head, peering above the surface of the earth. Yes, there were the nostrils, and there the bridge of the snout, and the lips and teeth on the side. He computed the size of what might lie below the surface of the earth, and shivered. The whole beast could be the size of a jumbo jet.
‘The taniwha,’ breathed that dry voice in his head. The voice of Ngatoro-i-rangi.
It wasn’t like a conversation. Mat had to concentrate very hard, and the words came slowly, as much visual as aural. Some things couldn’t be communicated; complexities and nuances. It hurt too; he had a migraine forming, like boulders about to crush his skull. Nevertheless, he was talking to the long-lost tohunga, Ngatoro-i-rangi. It was alarming and frightening.
They had been fumbling with communication for the last few minutes, sending little in the way of clear words. Simple words and concepts seemed to work best. He wasn’t sure what the tohunga might have heard or understood. It was like trying to hear a radio signal in a static-storm.
‘What is going on? Who can I trust?’
The voice replied: ‘I don’t know, poai. I’m not there.’
Mat had a sudden uncomfortable feeling, like someone manhandling his memories. Images and remembrances seemed to spool behind his eyes as he walked. Faces and names, events and stories. Kauariki’s story, Hoanga, and the attack at Matawhero. Bryn Jones. Sassman. Kissing Lena. His pledge to Tuwai. He felt the presence in his mind thinking fast.
Bryn Jones pointed out across the hollow. ‘A natural amphitheatre,’ he said. ‘Carved by the taniwha’s father, in her honour. See the pool, the beginnings of the river he brought her, hoping to assuage his guilt with gifts from the sea. But she does not forgive, of course. She is a monster, made of fury and hunger.’
‘She must be freed,’ Mat replied. ‘She’s not a monster, she’s just a girl.’ He held up the head of the tohunga. ‘I have the mokomokai. What do we do next?’ It was so hard to talk, while Ngatoro was inside his head.
‘Ah, well done, my young friend, well done,’ said Jones. He seized Mat’s shoulder and gripped it. His eyes were burning with some repressed emotion. ‘Soon, we will free the taniwha.’
Mat felt a deepening uneasiness. What would this entail? Why did every contact with Jones and his men make him more and more afraid?
‘Who is this “Jones”?’ Ngatoro asked in his head. Mat tried to reply, thinking back words, and sensing somehow that Ngatoro had heard.
Jones stared out across the bowl. ‘The head must burn, freeing the spirit, and he that would free the spirit of the taniwha must inhale that smoke, to lend power to their words. Then the sacred water of Waikotikoti Stream must be applied to the eye of the stone taniwha, and the smoke exhaled upon it. Thus will the sacred elements of fire, water, earth and air be brought together, to free the spirit of the creature.’ He looked over Mat’s shoulder at Lena. ‘This will cause a green droplet to be expelled. When this reaches the water of the stream, the taniwha will begin to form.’
Mat nodded, and let out a long sigh of relief. It is that simple, after all…‘I’ll do it, sir. Kauariki charged the task to me.’ He took a step, but Jones had not let go of his shoulder.
‘Wait, Mat. We cannot enter the hollow yet. It is warded with curses laid by Puarata to destroy any that try to usurp this prize that even he could not attain.’ Jones looked at Mat. ‘Do you know why he could not gain it?’
Mat thought, staring into those glittering eyes. ‘By the time he knew of the legend, Tuwai’s ghost was there, guarding the caves and therefore the mokomokai. And because the way to get past Tuwai wasn’t by fighting, but by a bargain.’
‘Very good,’ nodded Jones. ‘The guardian would see into the heart of anyone that came to his caves. Only you came with both the power and willingness to meet Tuwai’s price. Only you.’
Mat looked down at his feet, his mind trying to bury a sudden frightening thought…Why didn’t you do it, then, Mister Jones? Were you not willing to meet the price…
No, surely not…
‘Yes, yes…’ he heard Ngatoro-i-rangi murmur. ‘Open your eyes, boy. All is not as it seems.’
He refused to think it through. ‘Aren’t we supposed to free the taniwha before the moon rises?’ he asked Jones. ‘Kauariki said we had to do it before the moon rose.’
‘Don’t worry, Mat,’ Jones replied in soothing tones. ‘Kauariki thought that there would be enemies poised, so that the moment the enchantments of Puarata failed and the taniwha was exposed, there would be danger. But we have been successful. Venn is penned inside the keep, oblivious to our presence. There is only us here. All is well.’
Mat felt far from reassured. Inside his head he could feel Ngatoro urgently sifting through his thoughts, and drawing conclusions. All about him were armed men, and Lena seemed unreachable. Sporadic shouting and occasional shots rang out in the woods, but the guns of the redoubt had fallen silent.
He looked about, at the men on the top of the western wall of the hollow, and scattered on the northern side. There were none to the east, where the hollow fell away into the sea of trees, nor the south. As Jones had said, they were alone.
‘Do you know the tale of pounamu, of greenstone, Mat?’ Jones asked. ‘There was a race, long ago, who fell into war. The mightiest were victorious, and pursued their enemies, who fled to the furthest ends of the earth—to the South Island of Aotearoa. But their enemy still found them, and so they perished. Their tears were tears of liquid jade, that filled the rivers of the South Island, so that it was later named “Te Wai Pounamu”—the Greenstone Waters.’ He smiled. ‘That race were taniwha, at the dawn of Aotearoa. It is among the earliest and most powerful myths of this land.’
The edge of the mists rolled to within a few feet of the top of the western wall of the bowl. The soldiers eyed it uneasily, brandishing guns anxiously with bayonets fixed.
Mat could feel Ngatoro’s eyes behind his own, watching, calculating.
‘Were you with me, in September, against Puarata?’ Mat asked Ngatoro.
‘Yes and no,’ the voice replied. ‘I couldn’t speak to you then. I fed you energy, at times. Our link will strengthen with time. Now be still!’
A sliver of light caught Mat’s eye, lifting above the eastern hills, pale pinky blue. The new moon, risen at last.
Lena caught her breath, and pointed down into the bowl. He followed her gaze, holding his breath. A tracery of light appeared, a spider’s web the same pinky-blue as the rising moon. It grew brighter as the moon rose, a beautiful, chilling thing. Mat could almost picture Puarata down there, standing upon the head of the taniwha, singing this lovely deadly thing into being in his resonant voice.
‘What does it do?’ he breathed.
Jones smiled dourly. ‘You do not want to know.’ He pointed to the edges of the coruscating light, where Mat could make out some kind of border, lumpy and white and irregular, like a line of driftwood tossed up by waves on a beach. Then he realised that all of the white sticks, bleached by the sun, were bones.
He swallowed. ‘You’re right, I don’t.’ He looked around for a friendly face, but Lena was staring into the bowl avidly. Jones seemed carved from stone, a small smile on his lips. The soldiers were grim and skittish.
Lena saw the change first. As the thin crescent of the new moon cleared the hills and turned silvery-white, a kind of smoke seemed to suddenly rise from the lines of force below. Slowly at first, but then with greater speed, the lines began to fray, as if they were watching a spider-web burn in slow motion. The soldiers murmured uneasily, looking at Bryn Jones for reassurance. He never moved, though his gaze burned with intensity and satisfaction.
With a sudden flare, the lines parted, and were gone, leaving the hollow silent and smelling of some strange aroma, metallic, or acidic, that was unpleasant to inhale. Jones made a gesture, and a wind rose, blowing the last of the smoke down the valley. He put one hand on Lena’s shoulder and the other on Mat’s. ‘Let us begin,’ he said.


They trooped down the stairs, one after another, and entered the hollow. Mat walked to the edge of the pool, where dozens of silver fish darted about. The presence of Ngatoro within him felt weak here, tenuous and fragile. A small stream trickled out and down the cleft, to join with the Waikaretaheke Stream, and eventually the Wairoa River, where he had met Kauariki. He wondered if somehow she was watching. And Maahu too.
One presence he could feel. Like a deeper part of his shadow, he could feel the presence of Tuwai, the guardian, deeply woven into the darkness, poised to see whether he would fulfil his vow. Ngatoro and Tuwai were speaking—he could almost hear them.
Bryn Jones laid a hand on his shoulder, and held out his other hand for the shrunken head. Mat felt a tremor inside as he handed it over. The wizard walked to where one of the soldiers had dumped a pile of dried bones. A movement caught his eye, and he glanced up, to where a line of silhouetted figures, their features indiscernible against the light of the sky beyond, had appeared on the southern rim of the bowl. Jones made a slight gesture to them. They were cloaked like Maori, the first that Mat had seen working for Jones. He wondered who they were.
Jones lifted a hand, and gestured, and flames leapt up among the pile of bones. The soldier leapt away, nervously crossing himself. Captain Taylor strode up, ordering the man away, adding more bones. He looked expectant, and impatient.
Lena splashed into the waters, making the fish dart away, and reached out to the stone taniwha, stroking it about the nostrils. She was shaking visibly, but her eyes were filled with eagerness. Mat felt his stomach clench. She seemed like a stranger. It was as if everyone knew something he didn’t. In his ear, Ngatoro murmured wordlessly.
Jones beckoned to Lena, and she walked back through the water to his side. Mat hurried up. ‘I’m ready, sir,’ he offered again.
But Jones shook his head. ‘It must be Lena. The taniwha was a female, so must her deliverer be.’
‘But…Kauariki…I’m sure it must be me…’ Mat stared helplessly at Jones, while Tuwai’s unseen fingers stroked his windpipe. He turned to Lena. ‘It should be me…’
Lena smiled thirstily. ‘No, it’s going to be me…’ She licked her lips. ‘I told you I would become someone.’
He floundered, his brain refusing to comprehend. ‘But how…you can’t.’ He felt Ngatoro gasp inside his skull, and his own dread and confusion threatened to drown him.
Jones dropped the head into the heart of the fire, and looked at Lena. ‘Do you understand what you’ve got to do, Lena?’
She looked sideways at Mat, then nodded.
‘Then proceed, my girl, and we will end this war, perchance.’
Mat felt the walls of the world tumble about him. ‘Ahhh,’ Ngatoro murmured. An image rose in Mat’s mind, of Lena…changing into the taniwha. A massive beast…on a leash, held by Bryn Jones…if that was really his name.
‘No!’ Mat lunged forward, towards the fire. Something hammered into the back of his head, and he fell dazed onto the flat stone. A booted foot smashed into his ribs, something inside cracked, and he gasped in agony.
Captain Taylor put his boot into the middle of his chest and pinned him flat. He levelled a gun at his face. ‘Lie still or I’ll blow your whiny little head off, boy.’
Unseen, but horribly close, Tuwai snarled softly in his ear. ‘You’re failing me, poai.’ He could feel the guardian’s baffled fury. The only one he had power over here now was Mat, because of the tapu. The only person he could harm was the one person he couldn’t afford to if his whole purpose was not to be rendered as nought.
Mat fought for air, pinned immobile and in agony. Beside him, the mokomokai crackled as the flames caught it. He swivelled his head, and saw Lena kneeling beside the fire, with a wetted blanket about her head. He tried desperately to think…but he knew so little of what was really going on…
‘Who are you?’ he whispered desperately to Jones. Playing for time, scared to really know.
The man turned, as if he’d been waiting for the question. ‘My name is John Bryce. I was Native Minister from 1881 to 1884. It was my job to undo the harm the liberals and weaklings had done, and put the savages in their place. I did that, oh yes, though the weak-kneed fools in Parliament tried to tie my hands. They remember me, yes they do, especially in Parihaka.’ His voice dripped with bitterness. ‘When I was reborn in Aotearoa, I found that all the hatred of the natives towards me gave me power over them. They feared me, for they knew I could and would kill them all if I was permitted. Belief is reality here, boy. Over here, I can kill a Maori man with a single word, you know that? All because they called me Bryce Kohuru, “Bryce the Murderer”.’ He chuckled. ‘It’s one of the great pleasures, to kill with a word.’ He looked thoughtfully at the smouldering skull. ‘Soon, girl,’ he told Lena.
He turned back to Mat. ‘You know, when I lived, I never really hated you natives. Despised, yes, for you are inferior beings. But not hated…you are not worthy. A thing has to be fully human to earn true hatred. But here in Aotearoa, what Maori believed about me changed my nature. When I was alive, it was just a task that I had to do. Politics, nothing more. Here, where I am a ghost, it is a labour of love.’
Mat stared at him with growing disbelief. ‘You’re insane.’
Bryce smiled gently. ‘Maybe,’ he admitted. ‘The mad ghost of a sane man. It hardly matters. I am what I am, here in this place. I made my deals with Puarata, and he ceded me the South Island. Rich pickings, and not too many natives.’ He nudged Lena. ‘Now, girl. Breathe in deeply, as if inhaling a cigar.’
‘Lena!’ Mat called to her, his voice echoing about the dell. ‘Lena, this will destroy you! And Tuwai will kill me!’
She looked down at him. ‘No, it won’t,’ she replied. ‘It will make me great. Don’t worry, I won’t let them hurt you, Mat. Mister Bryce will keep you safe from Tuwai. He promised. But I can’t let you get in my way.’
‘Shall I shut him up?’ Taylor asked Bryce dispassionately. ‘We don’t need him no more. Why don’t I just—’
‘No!’ Lena said hastily, looking at Bryce. ‘You promised.’
Bryce shrugged, and looked at Taylor. ‘There is no need. He has been a cipher all along. Just a way to bring a number of unique elements together. But don’t let him speak again. Keep him quiet.’ He turned away, as if Mat had ceased to exist.
Taylor knelt beside him. ‘You hear that, boy?’ the American asked. ‘You speak, and I’m gonna hurt you bad. So keep your mouth shut.’
Mat went still, hope draining away. The moment she breaks the bargain I made with Tuwai, the guardian is going to kill me, right before he fades away. Has she forgotten that? Doesn’t she understand? He looked about helplessly. Sassman was hovering near the edge of the hollow, haunting it like a spectre. The other soldiers were staring at the girl, with expressions ranging from distaste to fear. He looked up at Taylor, trying to measure whether he had any leeway to speak.
Lena coughed, and when her head emerged from the blanket, her eyes were red and streaming. Mat stared at her, willing her to stop. Bryce saw the look, as he helped her up, and guided her towards the pool. ‘Ah, betrayed love,’ he mock-sighed. ‘But she deserves her chance at true power, you know. And only a woman can do this part.’
Mat watched as Lena stumbled through the water, and then breathed the smoke of the burning skull across the eye of the taniwha. Bryce took the flask he had obtained from the trader and doused the eye.
It blinked, with a sound like a windshield cracking. Lena gaped at the amber-slitted orb that gazed balefully at her. She fell to her knees in wonder as green fluid filled the bottom of the eye, and gathered into a single tear, the size of a child’s fist.


‘Take it, and drink, Lena,’ Bryce told her. ‘Don’t let it touch the water! Drink it, make your wish. You must wish to become Haumapuhia the taniwha, so that all her wonderful strength and power will be yours, just as I said it would.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled something out, a bundle of something that glinted in the torchlight, as the sun fell in scarlet in the west. It was a plaited lock of blonde hair. He held it behind himself, out of Lena’s sight.
Full realisation struck Mat like a blow.
He had confessed his promise to Sassman, and Sassman had told Bryce, his master. Finally, they had realised, here was the key that would unlock the power of the taniwha. But only if they played Mat for a fool. So they had led him with feigned friendship, and he had dutifully fed them the remainder of the puzzle—Kauariki’s tale, Hoanga’s words—he had given them all the missing pieces.
But they wanted more than the freeing of the taniwha…
They wanted to control it…
And to control it, it needed to be contained in a vessel…
A female vessel, with some power of its own to channel it…a gifted female like Lena…
Then they had to be able to control the vessel…and would, with a braid of Lena’s hair!
They must have gone to Lena, probably as recently as yesterday, and told her that they could make her powerful, make her into a ‘player’. She had accepted. No wonder she had become so full of vengefulness against perceived and real slights, when she felt that soon she would have the ability to redress them. No wonder she had become so bristling with ambition and purpose, and so distant, for she must have known that Mat would never agree to any of this. She wanted too much and knew too little. Because of that, he would die, when Tuwai punished his failure to free the taniwha. As a taniwha, she would be beyond Tuwai’s retribution. The taniwha, freed by Lena and controlled by Bryce, would be turned into a killing machine. Everything that was Lena would be erased, and Bryce would destroy his rivals and rule Aotearoa.
Mat met her eyes, as she cupped the tear, and let it flow into her hands, where it caught the firelight and reflected it about the bowl, a watery green and golden glow. It seemed to take that light and magnify it, so that it became the illumination that lit the whole bowl.
She wanted power…but did she also want to be controlled? And what would be left of her soul when Haumapuhia flowed into it, with her centuries of pent-up rage?
‘Ngatoro?’ he called silently. No one answered.
Lena raised her hands to her mouth, the green liquid of the tear poised against her lips. Suddenly she started and her eyes went wide. Mat heard a voice inside his head as if from a massive distance…the voice of Ngatoro-i-rangi…‘Girl, they are betraying you, even as they betrayed Matiu.’ Ngatoro’s voice, speaking to Lena. Her eyes flitted about the hollow, filled with confusion and fear. ‘But even now you have choices, though each has a price…’
Mat lost the connection. He looked up at Taylor, and saw Tuwai, superimposed over the captain’s features, staring down at him. Mat didn’t have to feign terror. They both looked back at Lena.
With a small flourish and lifting of her head, Lena drank the green liquid, her eyes impossible to read.


Mat panted, clinging to his consciousness by a thread, the pain throbbing through him. He looked up desperately, scanned the rim of the bowl, hopeless, helpless. A new figure had joined the Maori on the south side of the bowl. Donna Kyle, clad in a feather cloak, her face glowing in the light. Some thing gleamed in her grasp.
It was another braid of Lena’s hair…
Of course! Bryce didn’t have the resources to keep Venn penned in his redoubt. And Donna didn’t have control of Mat and Lena. From the moment Mat gave Bryce the pieces of the puzzle, Bryce must have realised he had to make a deal. To destroy Venn, and divide Aotearoa with Donna Kyle, North Island and South Island. With equal command of the taniwha. Which meant the attack on him and Lena at Matawhero had been staged…
I’m such a fool! Everyone in Turanga had asked them: ‘Are you with Kyle or Venn?’ It was always going to be one of them, standing behind everything…
‘Make the wish, girl,’ Bryce commanded, his voice ringing out across the bowl, echoing on the walls. The braid of hair twitched in his hand.
Mat stared into Lena’s eyes, and she stared back. He read it all. She understood too, finally, that she was as trapped as Mat. She had been there, in the chamber when he bargained his soul with Tuwai. She knew that her next words could kill him. She knew she was dealing with treacherous men. The very fact that they had come to her with their secret deals revealed their true nature. That they would deal behind Mat’s back, and seek to offer her the taniwha’s powers instead of letting it go free showed what type of men they were. That meant she must expect treachery…to offer her power with no strings attached would go against their nature. She was much worldlier than Mat. She would have guessed. But she had said nothing to Mat about it, and she wanted so very badly to be among the mighty…
He stared at her, searching her face, her eyes, her soul. But she was unreadable. I have no idea what you are going to do. He took a breath, and tried not to call it his last. He could practically feel Tuwai’s breath in his face, could feel the blow poised above him like Damocles’ sword.
Lena opened her mouth to speak, and everyone present held their breath.
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Lena’s wish
Riki followed the Ponaturi out of the water and into the fog, trying not lose his balance, or make a splash, whilst going fast enough to keep the shadowy sea-fairies in sight in the gathering gloom. That the sun was still up he could only guess from the glow about the fogbank, but as he stepped ashore, he stepped out of the mist. He suddenly felt like a target. Scenes from D-Day movies filled his head, of carnage as men stepping ashore were butchered by machine guns. Damn Saving Private Ryan! He wished he’d never seen the bloody movie. I’ll never be jealous of Mat and his adventures again. If we get out of this…if…
He lost the Ponaturi in the fog as he stumbled ashore, and grabbed Damien’s shoulder. ‘Where are we, man?’ He looked for Cassandra, only exhaling as the girl’s silhouette emerged beside them.
‘Where are we?’ she asked. ‘And what’s that red light?’ She pointed at his chest, where a tiny red dot of light danced erratically.
It reminded him of a sniper movie…
‘Freeze!’ drawled a deep voice. A soldier stepped out of the mist. You could almost laugh; a musket with a laser sight. How American! Except the laser dot was pointing at his heart.
‘What you got, Jefferson?’ said another voice, higher pitched, a little scared and trying to hide it.
An electric torch nearly blinded Riki. ‘Kids!’ spat the first voice—Jefferson’s. ‘Jus’ some damned kids. Shall we kill ’em?’ He lowered the torch, allowing Riki to make out two bulky forms and their raised guns. Pallid shadows ghosted in behind them.
He held his breath, not flinching in case he betrayed his rescuers. Polished bone patu flashed in the remaining light. Cassandra blanched and looked away. The two soldiers crumpled.
Their Ponaturi guides stepped over the fallen foe, and put out their hands for rewards.
Riki tried not to look at the fallen soldiers as he fished out the chocolate, and broke off another row of chocolate. The price of their safety.


They crept along the shoreline, at the fringe of the mist, until they found a small shingled bay, where the rest of the Ponaturi were gathered. They could not have looked more alien as they turned, faces feral, at the sound of their approach. Jones, in the midst of them, cursed silently, his eyes blazing as he saw them. Even Godfrey, a dog again, looked cross.
The Welshman marched up to Riki, who was in the lead, and thrust his face at him. ‘What the HELL are you doing here?’ he hissed, almost beside himself with fury. ‘I told you to stay back! What do you think this is, a GAME?’ He clenched his fists. ‘I don’t have time for this! Now go back!’
Riki drew on every last shred of determination he had. He felt so scared he wanted to be sick, and the thought of more hand-to-hand fighting filled him with nausea. But Mat was out there! ‘Nope. Sorry, old man, we’re in on this.’
‘In it up to the eyeballs,’ Damien added. ‘Try stopping us.’
Cassandra flipped open her laptop. ‘What’s your plan?’ she enquired, as though the deal was already done. A piece fell out of her broken glasses. She had some thing black strapped to the top of her head; some sort of goggles, pushed up onto her brow so she could read. She looked down in annoyance at the laptop, and then returned her attention to Jones, her fingers on the keyboard, like a secretary poised to take dictation.
Jones looked about to burst into apoplexy. But suddenly, a pale blue-pink light peered above the hills to the east, and he whirled. ‘The moon! The moon is rising!’ he spun back towards the teens, and a thousand emotions warred on his face, then he cursed and spat. ‘We’re out of time! Damn you! Then follow me. But stay out of trouble!’
He threw them one last furious look, then stormed back into the knot of Ponaturi gathered about their leader, and he spat out a series of instructions. Piriniha nodded, then growled some thing that made his warriors smile ferally. They looked like the war-band of Tumatauenga, God of War. As one, they raised their weapons in a silent salute or prayer, and then they surged silently along the shore, as a wind slowly rose from the lake, shifting the mist onshore in a rolling wave.
‘So, no plan, huh?’ Cassandra whispered dryly. ‘Boys…’ She flipped the laptop shut with a sigh.
The three teens trailed after the spectral shapes of the Ponaturi war-party along the shore, and the fog swallowed them all.


They had just rounded a bend in the path when a Ponaturi loomed out of the fog, and seized Riki’s shoulder. The warrior put his fingers to his lips, and pointed ahead. They froze, then crept forward slowly. All about them were the other Ponaturi, crouched behind rocks and bushes, facing forward. To the right, the tiny waves of the lake broke against the rocky shore. That shoreline rose to their left, towards a stony lip. Below that lip, light flickered, the yellow-orange of firelight. Patrolling the lip were four men, powerfully built, their long muskets tipped by silvery bayonets. They were restless, looking here and about, but they were distracted too, by whatever was happening below them, where the light came from. They seemed oblivious to the gathering Ponaturi.
Suddenly, a voice rang out from within the fire-lit area below that rim. Mat’s voice.
‘Lena! Lena, this will destroy you! And Tuwai will kill me!’
They all stiffened, and Riki had to fight to prevent himself from sprinting out to the rim to see what was happening. He heard Cassandra and Damien gasp. Then Lena’s voice carried to them, but the words were too low to hear. Other voices replied in similar tones.
I have to go to Mat, was all Riki could think. He rose. Jones seized him, and pulled him back before he lunged into the open. ‘Shhh!’ the Welshman hissed, his whole weight holding Riki back. He was strong, weirdly strong for an old man. Fog billowed out, enveloping the sentries on the rim of the bowl. The Ponaturi rose like vampires from the grave, and became the fog itself.


Lena’s eyes locked on Mat, then flicked to Taylor. Mat glanced up at the soldier, and stiffened. Captain Taylor was gone. It was Tuwai that knelt above him, pinning him to the ground. His massive patu was raised for the killing blow.
Mat looked back at Lena, and saw her decide. Her words carried clear across the bowl—to John Bryce, waiting to assume control; to Donna Kyle above with her warriors; and to Mat, held beneath the guardian, waiting for the killing blow.
‘Let the taniwha become me.’
For an instant, every thing fell still. Bryce frowned, halfway through lifting the braid of hair in his hand. The soldiers looked at each other. It was DJ Sassman that broke the silence. ‘The girl said the wrong thing,’ he whispered. ‘She said the words wrong.’ He sounded puzzled. ‘Weren’t she s’posed to say it the other way round?’ His voice echoed oddly in the gloomy bowl of stone.
‘What have you done?’ Bryce demanded of Lena, his voice apprehensive.
Lena blinked, looking around her wildly, her whole posture changing. Where there had been the schooled posture of the fashion-conscious modern girl, now there was a hunched, wild thing, her arms and legs spreading as if to flee.
Donna Kyle’s harsh laughter rang from above. ‘You fool, Bryce. You left her a way out. You wanted a pliable girl in command of the taniwha. Instead you’ve just got a primitive savage inside the girl’s body. She’s useless to us now! This has all been for nothing, you imbecile!’
Mat barely heard her. He was staring up at Tuwai, who suddenly grinned down at him. ‘The tapu is lifted, poai. The taniwha is free…and so am I.’ His voice held fear and joy in equal measure. He stood, and pulled Mat to his feet. ‘Reinga is calling,’ he said, his head cocked. He handed Mat his patu, and then he was gone, his features fading back to those of Captain Taylor.
They both blinked at each other in confusion. It was clear Taylor had some dim understanding of what had passed, but in the captain’s disciplined world, these things did not happen. Mat moved first, as Taylor’s bewildered gaze fell upon his own empty hand, and then Mat’s hand, his eyes going wide. Mat followed his gaze, to where Tuwai’s patu had transformed back into Taylor’s pistol.
He jabbed the weapon into Taylor’s face, and raised a finger of his left hand to his lips. The captain went very still. Mat walked slowly round him, trying not to draw attention. But no one was looking at him—all eyes were on Lena, and Bryce.
If Tuwai let me live, then the taniwha is free…but all that was to be seen at the centre of the hollow were Lena, and Bryce gaping stupidly at her.
Mat looked up past them, and sucked in his breath. Fog was rolling down the western wall of the bowl, the wall that kept the lake penned. On the lip of the wall, almost a part of the fog, were a line of savage-looking beings, pale-skinned, near-naked, with long black hair and feral faces, gazing down upon the events below. Amidst them, his disbelieving eyes picked out Riki, Damien and Cassandra. His heart leapt to his mouth.
He glanced at Donna Kyle and her warriors, then at Bryce’s men, but they were oblivious to the newcomers. All were still, poised, as if sucking in one last breath before diving into deep water. All were staring at Lena, and when he followed their gaze, he became as hypnotised as everyone else.
It was as if Lena were slowly turning to glass…no, water! All of the colour in her form was turning to empty transparent fluid. She moved, slowly, raising her arms, looking about her through her hands. She lifted her head, and then some thing laughed through her, channelled its girlish delight through her throat. Some thing old, and wild, and almost free.
Lena, perhaps on Ngatoro’s advice, had out-thought the warlocks. Instead of her soul entering the stone behemoth beneath her feet, she had called the soul trapped within that petrified form into her body. But that soul was NOT, as Donna Kyle supposed, just that of a primitive girl. Just as the body had transformed, so had the spirit animating it. The soul empowering Lena was now the soul of Haumapuhia, and it was both girl and taniwha—the animal-spirit of water and strength and terror, the guardian spirit, the vengeful protector, who might save or destroy.
Yes, she had out-thought them, but at what price…?
She had power now…but what had she lost? Her very self?
Bryce realised, too late, and snatched his gun from his belt. ‘Kill her!’ he bellowed. His men raised guns, but most aimed towards Donna Kyle, thinking her the target of his order. A few saw the white shapes on the western wall, and aimed that way. But most eyes remained on Lena, as she suddenly seemed to implode, a fountain that had been turned off, into water that flowed into the head of the giant stone taniwha.
The spell of stillness was broken, and everyone moved at once.
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Out of the earth
One of the Ponaturi gestured, and Jones looked at Riki. He touched his lips with a finger, and then crept towards the rim. Riki followed, Damien and Cassandra a second behind him.
Cassandra pocketed her half-smashed glasses and lowered the black goggles over her eyes, making her look oddly insectoid. ‘Night-goggles,’ she murmured in reply to Riki’s questioning look. She pointed away into the darkness. ‘They went that way. Take my hand.’ She grabbed his in her bony grip, and he grabbed Damien, and they crept, hunched over double, through the grey gloom. Cassandra stopped suddenly, grabbed her backpack from Damien’s shoulders, and hefted it onto her own. ‘I’ll take it from here,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll just lose it.’
Suddenly, Ponaturi warriors were all about them. Cassandra gave a sudden whimper, and Riki clamped a hand over her mouth to prevent her from crying out. She had stepped on the prone form of a soldier, his eyes empty and unseeing. Riki held her shaking form close until she subsided, then pulled his hand away.
‘I’m okay,’ she breathed, though she didn’t sound it. She slid around the body, not looking at it, and he followed her, slithering on his belly over the stones until there was nothing in front of him, and he was staring down into a stone hollow, forty feet or more below.
‘Oh, crap,’ breathed Damien beside him.
To their right, a line of Hauhau warriors stood like sentinels about Donna Kyle, all of them looking down. To the left were a handful of Bryce’s men, the rest below in the bowl. They were all looking at Lena, and just as Riki registered her, she spoke aloud, her voice filling the hollow.
‘Let the taniwha become me.’
Huh?
She stood, with her arms raised as if crucified, and he could have sworn, though her face was turned away, that green light was radiating from her eyes. Bryce was a few feet from her, transfixed. Sassman was on the edge of the dell. Then he saw Mat, and wished again he had a gun. His friend was on his back, staring up towards them, then back at Lena. A lean officer was kneeling on his chest, and there was blood on Mat’s hand. He stared…and blinked…and shook his head.
For an instant, it seemed to Riki as if he had seen a Maori chief bending over Mat, inhabiting the same space as the soldier. He blinked again, and shook his head. No, he was an officer…
My eyes are going…He gripped his taiaha impotently, as Donna Kyle laughed, and her taunting voice filled the bowl. ‘You fool, Bryce. You left her a way out. You wanted a pliable girl in command of the taniwha. Instead you’ve just got a primitive savage inside the girl’s body. She’s useless to us now! This has all been for nothing, you imbecile!’ She opened her fist and let the braid of Lena’s hair scatter in the wind, tumbling strands of gold.
As she was talking, Riki noticed the soldier holding Mat pull him to his feet, and hand him his weapon. Mat immediately menaced him with it, then angled around his captive to watch Bryce and Lena. No one else had even seemed to notice. More weirdness.
Then it all got stranger. Lena seemed to change, as if she were turning into glass, her form slowly blurring and becoming translucent, as if she were made of water. He gripped the stone of the rim, scarcely daring to breathe. What the hell is going on?
Bryce raised his pistol, and yelled, ‘Kill her!’ and that was the tipping point. Guns came up on all sides—except theirs—and carnage erupted.
Riki kept his eyes on Lena, so he saw how she seemed to dissolve into the water, which then flowed upwards into the big black rock that lay in the middle of the pool below. He heard Cassandra give a little cry, and pull back from the rim, and then she was flipping open her laptop, which seemed the most stupid response to a gunfight ever. A volley rang out from the south rim, as Donna Kyle’s Maori fired down into the bowl. There were screams, and counter-flashes as Bryce’s men returned fire. The air shimmered about Bryce, and he remained untouched. Behind him, the man Mat was guarding seemed to jerk like a marionette on a string, and then collapse. Mat darted away towards the shadows down the slope. A movement caught Riki’s eye—DJ Sassman, following Mat, raising a gun.
‘Come on!’ he heard himself shout, as he sprang to his feet, and ran for the stairs.


Mat saw Donna’s arm rise and fall. Her men fired first, sending musket balls zipping into the bowl, as the rattle of their guns and the billowing smoke filled the hollow. Taylor spasmed and fell, blood erupting as if from bursting boils in three different parts of his back. None struck Mat behind him. Two other soldiers howled and fell, but Mat didn’t hesitate. He backed two steps, saw John Bryce fire at Donna Kyle while bullets pattered harmlessly about him, then he turned and ran downstream, desperately seeking cover.
He reached the edge of the eastern hollow as dozens of shouts came from all sides, and men leapt from above, screaming battle cries. Above it all he heard Riki’s voice, and turned in sudden fright for his friend’s safety. But before he could react, a dark shape loomed above him, and he found himself staring straight down the barrel of Sassman’s pistol.


The fog flowed down the western cliff and half the Ponaturi did the same, howling as they plummeted into the fray. The remainder flung themselves to the right, where Donna Kyle’s Hauhau were turning guns upon them. Riki glimpsed Jones and Godfrey going that way also, Jones firing a massive double-barrelled pistol that bucked in his hand, knocking two Hauhau off their feet just before they could fire, and then the sea-fairies were among the Hauhau, scything at their legs and bringing them down, darting onward. Then light flashed across the fog in the bowl, and what seemed to be a ghostly fire-demon leapt into the fog and roared.
Riki gaped, and then followed a beam of light back up the rim, to where a projector attached to Cassandra’s laptop was beaming the three-dimensional image. The roar of the flame-demon and the crack of its whip resounded through the bowl, and the rest of Bryce’s soldiers wasted their fire upon that image before they realised their mistake. By then, the Ponaturi were among them, with their dizzying speed and brutal bone weapons.
Riki grinned, then ran down the steps, calling for Mat. A soldier, kneeling and firing at Cassandra’s ‘demon’, cursed before turning at the sound of Riki’s voice. He was a professional; he didn’t see a teenager with an antique weapon—he saw an enemy. His musket whipped about to low guard, and the bayonet was thrust at the belly, already jerking about to disembowel.
But Riki had also drilled, and he had drilled solely in hand-to-hand combat against similarly armed men, not spent ninety per cent of his time shooting and the rest of the time stabbing a punch-bag with a blunted bayonet. He leapt the thrust as he charged, stamping downward with his left foot and pushing the gun into the turf, slashing left to right, catching the man on the temple with the taiaha blade, clubbing the man, stunning him. His right foot was already lifting, and he planted it into the man’s chest, shoving him over the cliff into the bowl.
There was another man three steps further down, yet to fire. He turned as Riki’s man toppled, frantically trying to aim. There was no time to pause, but Riki realised instantly he was going to be too late. The soldier’s gun was swivelling too fast, and there was nowhere to go…but there was…
He leapt sideways, and followed the soldier he had stunned off the cliff, as the second soldier fired. The muzzle of the musket flared, and a ball blasted past his head, the muzzle-flash almost searing the back of his neck as he fell. Then he was flailing to stay upright as the ground rose to meet him.


When Damien saw Riki pelt towards the stairs, his legs took him after his friend without requesting permission from his brain. He roared incoherently and sprinted, saw Riki smash a full-grown man aside like a toy, then leap aside to avoid being shot by a second soldier lower down. The ball must have missed Riki by inches, then Riki was gone, falling down into the fray below. But the second soldier was still there, aligning his bayonet at Damien. He shouted and thrust, forcing the boy to check and parry desperately, years of fencing taking over as he deflected the razor-sharp blade, then counter-slashed with Jones’ sabre.
But this man was no novice. Holding the rifle by butt and stock, he blocked two-handed, then jabbed with the butt, sending Damien reeling away to avoid the blow, following with a low jab of the bayonet that made the boy give ground to avoid being skewered through the thigh. Suddenly panicked, and facing the age-old problem that all swordsmen faced against staves—two points of attack—Damien had to fall back, slashing wildly as his feet sought purchase. The man came again, roaring up the stairs, thrusting and slashing in a frenzied assault. Damien lost track of the butt in the darkness, caught it on his hip and fell back on the rock. The soldier rose to his full height to stab…
…and a brilliant orange light blazed into his eyes like fire. Dazzled, he froze for one instant…
…and Damien’s desperate jab took him in the left thigh. His leg collapsed, and he pitched sideways into the dell.
Damien looked back, where Cassandra stood above him, her laptop in one hand and the projector in the other, looking down at him. She whooped in frightened exhilaration.
‘We should marry!’ he gasped.
‘No way! Get up, you clown.’ Her voice hovered between laughter and fright. Her eyes were on some thing in the hollow below. He followed her stare. Sassman was lining up a point-blank shot at a stationary Mat. There was nothing they could do. Damien shouted desperately, calling the DJ’s name, but he never even heard.
Suddenly the rocks trembled, and Damien looked down, at a crack opening in the stone on which he lay. There was not even time to twist, to try and grab something, before the whole stairs and most of the cliff fell into the hollow. He fell like debris.


‘Get me outta this, and you live,’ Sassman shouted, half-threat, half-plea.
Mat looked down the gun barrel, and measured the resolve of the man’s eyes.
They were at the edge of the lit area, beside the ring of bones that marked where Puarata’s enchantments had ended. Behind Sassman, there was uproar; shouting and shooting, men leaping from the rim of the bowl to close and fight. All was confusion, but he couldn’t make sense of it, as he couldn’t afford to look away from that gun.
Was the musician really a killer? It was one thing to lead a man like Dwayne to a dangerous spot and leave him, but was Sassman someone who could kill face to face, in cold blood?
‘I’ll let you go,’ he offered back.
Sassman’s face contorted. ‘You know I can’t shift outta this world. I need you or Bryce for that.’ He glanced back, to where Bryce was fighting for his life against one of the fierce pale newcomers. ‘An’ Bryce is busy.’ He placed the gun almost in Mat’s face, inches away. The black cavern of the muzzle seemed to fill the universe. Its very presence threatened to break Mat’s composure. He fought rising panic, thinking furiously.
I’m stronger than him…I can shift worlds, and he can’t. I shifted a whole car and three people several times a day in September…I can beat him…
But I don’t know how. He has all the training, all the knowledge…and a gun.
His senses expanded fractionally, and he realised that flight to the real world was impossible here anyway. Opposite this place was a massive rockfall—in real-world terms, they were dozens of yards underground. To shift there would be to die instantly in the rock, if it were possible to shift at all.
‘Why not do this?’ Ngatoro whispered into his mind, showing him an image. Mat seized onto it with desperate hope.
‘Okay,’ he said to Sassman. He made a small change, no more than a flexing of fingers—all he was capable of under the circumstances. He felt his koru-knot pendant suddenly flare at his throat, and knew it had worked. He smiled grimly and raised his own gun, unsure if he had the nerve to use it, but damned if Sassman had to know that. He put all the confidence he could muster into his voice. ‘I refuse,’ he told the American. ‘But you may surrender, if you wish.’
Okay, Sassman, are you really a killer?
Sassman looked at him incredulously, and spat. ‘Damn you, boy. I never wanted to do this.’ He pulled the trigger. The hammer fell, striking a spark that ignited the fire-pan, exploding the gunpowder in the barrel.
That answers the killer-or-no-killer question, was all Mat had time to think.


The gun exploded in Sassman’s hand, breaking his wrist and blinding him, searing pieces of metal ripping at his face. He reeled backwards and sank to his knees, blinded and horribly confused.
Yes!! Mat thought. It worked!
Just a couple of seconds before the American had pulled the trigger, Mat had sealed Sassman’s gun barrel with a small stone from the real world, pulled from one world to another, and there was nowhere for the small explosion to go, except the path of least resistance—back out the firing pan.
Mat rose and smashed the butt of his gun into the American’s temple, and Sassman toppled sideways. Then he looked up to the north face, as a body fell, and Riki followed it, shrieking Mat’s name and waving a taiaha. He struck the ground, and rolled, coming up in a graceful motion onto one knee like a ninja. A soldier turned on him with his bayonet, and they exchanged a flurry of blows, Riki holding his own, despite the size difference, through sheer speed and skill.
Mat lifted his gun, seeking a target. Bizarrely, a dimly lit projection of a monster had appeared amidst the fog bank like a bad special effect, but then it winked out. Some instinct drew his eye up to the left, to where Donna Kyle stood amidst her warriors on the south rim. Like two ancient enemies drawn together, or two lovers across a bar room, their eyes met amidst the confusion.
She snarled and raised her gun, an action he matched, when suddenly the wall to his right collapsed in a sudden tremor, and dust billowed across the bowl, choking and blinding him.


Cassandra was at the head of the stairs clutching her laptop as the first tremor struck, Damien at her feet. The soldier Damien had wounded toppled into the hollow. She saw Mat under Sassman’s gun. She opened her mouth, a futile warning forming on her tongue, when the American’s gun exploded in his hand, and she punched the air as if at a sports game when Mat clubbed the DJ senseless and strode past him.
Then another earthquake made the whole cliff wobble, and she staggered, almost falling into the bowl. She looked down at Damien, bent towards him with arm extended…and suddenly he was gone, in a roar of falling earth.
For a second she teetered on the edge of the rockfall, while the bowl filled with dust, and men bellowed in terror and pain below. Then a deafening CRACK filled the air, and splinters of stone flew like shrapnel. Her eyes caught a small fissure that opened along the top of the western wall, running through the stone until it was lost in the fog, out towards where the lake lay beyond. Where millions of tonnes of water waited, at a higher level than the bowl below.
‘Oh, crap!’ She backed, turned and ran, snatching up her pack, and sprang along the edge of the northern rim, above where the stairs had been, grasping at trees to keep herself from falling. She placed the laptop on the ground, wrenched open the pack and delved inside, spilling ropes and hammers and gadgets and all manner of essentials, until she found what she was looking for. She threw a harness on, trying to track everyone below, her practised hands blurring. She could see virtually nothing, just glimpses amidst the dust which had risen, hiding everything below, hiding the other side. There was nothing…
She pushed down the night-goggles, and heat-shapes appeared. There! The boys were there! She prepared to jump, as some thing immense suddenly rose, a massive cold thing uncoiling from centuries beneath the earth. A black reptilian head as large as a car rose from the dust, with scaled skin and eyes of amber weirdly luminescent in her night-goggles. The left eye flickered, swivelled, and then fixed on her.


Mat coughed out dust and brown spittle as some thing massive rose, black within the dirty dust of the rockfall, from the centre of the bowl. The sound of stone snapping as it rose was deafening, and a fleeing man suddenly threw up his hands then collapsed, shot in the back by flying shards of stone. Mat flinched and stood, and then staggered into the blindness, holding his shirt over his face.
He groped at where he had last seen his friend, until a hand grabbed his, a brown arm, Riki’s arm, half-buried in the soil. He threw down his gun and pulled, shouting for help. No one came. All about him, men were fleeing the immense shape that rose from the earth, forgetting their foes in their terror. The massive shape roared—its very breath was enough to shred the dust-cloud, and let them see it.
It was three storeys tall and still not entirely out of the earth. Part-reptile, like a massive tuatara, it also echoed the crocodile in its long head, and the snake with its serpentine neck. Its mottled hide was black and grey, ridged with amber, like its eyes. Its breath was wet and cold, dank as the deepest cave. It roared like a jet engine as it climbed from the earth, making the ground shake like jelly. It seemed enraged. Its head seemed to be caught in some kind of shimmering golden net.
More rock fractured, and then with a hideous popping sound, a whole section of the western wall flew out, flying past the heads of the men in the dell. Water began to gush through the cracks in the wall, faster and faster, like fire-hoses.
Mat turned back to the brown arm—Riki’s, it had to be—and pulled. Another shape slid down the pile of dirt and rubble, and sprawled beside him, someone he recognised. ‘Damien, help! It’s Riki!’
Damien scrabbled to his feet, single-mindedly ignoring a terrified soldier clambering past him, stabbed his sword into the loose earth without a backwards look, and dug desperately with his hands. Mat pulled again, but lost his grip, sprawling onto his back into the remains of the pool.
‘You!’
Bryce loomed above him, his pistol smoking, his other hand still impotently holding Lena’s braid. Mat stared at it, and gasped. It was not so impotent…
The braid was glowing like gold, and the warlock had woven a cord of light that ran like reins to the skull of the taniwha. He flicked it, as if trying to master a horse, and the great beast roared, tossing its head.
‘Mine! It’s mine! There is still enough of that girl inside to hold it!’ Bryce roared aloud, then jabbed the emptied gun at Mat. ‘Lena-Hau! Kill the boy! Kill him!’
The head of the beast turned to the left, then dipped and snaked about. And focused on Mat.


Ponaturi swarmed out of the dell past Cassandra, as she finished putting her harness on. The mist was falling, and visibility was clearing. But the taniwha kept getting bigger, as it rose from beneath the earth. It hadn’t stopped looking at her. It was hard to think, caught in the spotlight of that gaze. Hard to move. But then she saw it toss its head, like a horse that someone had just bridled, and look down.
She followed its gaze, and her heart hammered. Mat was there, and Damien, digging in the dirt. Above them, Bryce held some thing aloft, and unseen forces seemed to link that hand to the movements of the taniwha. She stared, baffled.
Then the taniwha lunged at Mat, and without thought she screamed a warning, her hands going to her mouth.


There was no time. The massive head lined him up and dropped, jaws opening.
Bryce half-turned, to watch the result of his command.
Some thing fell from the sky, a dog that became a hawk in a graceful spellbinding instant, and ripped at the man’s face, opening deep welts on his cheeks and forehead. The golden light flickered, and he flailed about, trying to guard his eyes.
The taniwha paused. Mat didn’t. In one motion, he snatched up Damien’s borrowed sword and swung, as Bryce raised his arm to regain command of the taniwha. The blade arced, and Mat barely felt it cut, as it took off Bryce’s hand at the wrist. The hand, still gripping the glowing braid, fell wetly to the rock and twitched like a dying spider. The golden light went out, and the taniwha roared. Bryce gaped at the stump as blood fountained, his mouth wide with agony and fear. For an instant they were frozen like that, paralysed.
The taniwha trumpeted its freedom to the gods. Behind it, the western wall exploded in a cascade of boulders and torrential water. The lake broke out of its centuries-old prison, and thundered into the hollow.
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White water
It was a matter of seconds. Damien reached into the hole he had dug about Riki’s torso, and heaved with every piece of his strength. Less than a foot below him, the first wave of water from the lake roared. Spray soaked him immediately. But he could feel Riki coming free, felt his arms move, and grip his shoulders in return. He turned his head to shout for aid, and saw the torrent sweep over Mat before the boy could flinch. A wall of water, and he was gone.
Damien heaved as if all of life depended upon it. He felt his friend rise from the dirt, limp, barely functioning. Some thing huge struck the water behind him, and the wave knocked him flat. Then it too was gone, riding the mounting torrent.
The water was to his waist in an instant. He drew his head up, holding the barely conscious Riki to him.
Cassandra fell from out of the night, rigged in some kind of harness with a cord on her back that attached her to some thing above, her arms wide. He instinctively thrust Riki up to meet her.
She smashed into them both, and he toppled backwards. The girl grabbed Riki’s arm and his belt with desperate fingers, wrapping her legs around him and then whatever she was attached to whipped her back into the sky.
She’s a bungy-jumping freakin’ angel!
Water swallowed the world, and sucked him to its belly.


Cassandra held on to Riki—just—in a crumpled heap at the top of the rockfall on the north side. She didn’t have the strength to climb that last section again, and certainly not to get Riki up to the tree-line. It had been for nothing. But quite clever, she thought. Among her abseiling gear she had a high-elasticity rope—not quite a bungy cord, but of a similar principle. It was more of a thrill-seeking device than proper gear, but she’d brought it along anyway—it was handy in certain types of descents. What would Damien and Mat say about her cleverness? What would Lena say? She raised an exhausted hand, dazedly, as the water rose towards them. Dimly she was aware that the floods would sweep them both away in seconds, but exhaustion had numbed her mind. And I’m out of cool toys anyway…
Wiry white arms locked about her, and pulled Riki from her hands. She almost fought them, the ghostly blue-lipped faces and their hideous strength, but then she realised what was happening. She was being rescued. They hauled her back into the trees, and left her gasping like a beached whale amidst the under growth on the edge of the flood. Jones was suddenly there, somehow on the near-side of the dell again. He hauled at her harness, pulled it off her, then he was gone again, running towards the lake, shouting and gesticulating at Piriniha and his warriors. ‘The waka, the waka!’
The warriors gibbered, and ran with him, but for one who stayed with her, holding Riki.
She wiped her eyes, and crawled to her pack, deflated and almost empty amidst the debris of her gear. She reached into the final unopened pouch of her pack, and pulled out a bag of jellybeans. She waved it in front of the sea-fairy. It followed the packet as she rocked it side to side, as if trying to hypnotise itself.
‘This is all yours, if you keep us alive,’ she told it. ‘Not that you speak Engish, I guess…’
Its eyes lit, and it reached out a long pale hand. It took the packet, opened its mouth wider than she imagined possible, and ate it, packaging and all. A look of sheer bliss stole over its face.
Below her, the hollow was now a raging rapid, flowing eastward to the river valleys. She tried to puzzle how many litres per second might be rushing past her, but couldn’t focus. All she could manage was to stroke Riki’s shoulders, and not faint. The far rim was empty now. Donna Kyle and her allies were either dead or fled or washed away. None of Bryce’s men remained; the warlock himself had been swept away in the same initial torrent that had taken Mat.
Mat…Damien…Lena too, whatever you are now…
Cassandra didn’t really believe in God. And she didn’t believe that ‘no atheists in a foxhole’ saying—that was just panic. Clever people stayed reasoned and smart till the end, and made their own luck. But she did make a wish, because Jones had said that this was a land made of wishes.
Be safe! All of you, be safe!
Jones and the remaining Ponaturi burst out of the woods behind her. Both waka were on the Ponaturi’s shoulders; they positioned them at the edge of the torrent, poised to leap inside. Jones pulled her to her feet and knelt to look at Riki. Grim excitement lit his expression, as if beneath his harsh veneer he was actually enjoying himself immensely. Cassandra felt a surge of affection for him, despite the danger. ‘Well, girl, are you ready for some white water? Because I think this whole area will collapse in about thirty seconds.’
He virtually threw Riki into the nearest waka, whilst the Ponaturi warrior she had mentally christened ‘Jellybean’ hauled her in beside the semi-conscious youth. ‘My pack, my gear,’ she tried to protest, too late. Whooping like children, the Ponaturi thrust their craft into the raging waters, leaping aboard as they launched. Godfrey swooped above, and then vanished in the mists of the raging water.
‘My gear!’ she shrieked. ‘My gear!’ What’ll I tell Dad?
She nearly jumped out, but Jellybean held her tight. The torrent roared, and the primitive need for survival swept every other thought away.


As Mat stared at Bryce’s severed hand, the golden braid winked out. He half-turned to reach out towards Damien and Riki, when the torrent took him. It was like being hit by a falling house. He had time for half a choked breath, and then it swept him down, under, and he was a child again, caught in the undertow of breakers at Westshore Beach, helpless, flailing, turned over and over, no light except for flashes, his ears filled with roaring water.
Some thing buffeted his back, his whole torso scraped on the ground, and then he was lifted by the flow of water, and into the side of some thing flowing alongside, some thing ridged and massive. He scrabbled for footing, following the stream of bubbles seeping from his mouth and nose, the only things he could see in the tumbling rush. He felt his lungs slowly empty, a dizzying fog settling in his brain. Every time he almost blacked out, a shock like electricity jolted him. He’d never been a great swimmer, but it almost seemed he was breathing water at times. His arms and legs pumped automatically as he clung to the side of the log, or whatever it was, and he had no idea how he kept his grip, except that it seemed that forces ran through him that gave him strength beyond all reason.
All the while, he flowed downstream, clinging to the side of the massive bulky thing. Part of him knew what it really was, but refused to tell the rest of him.
He broke the surface, and then went under again, but not before he gulped in fresh air, and redoubled his efforts, scrambling, desperate to live, onto the back of the taniwha as it flowed with the flood.
The waters had found a natural channel in the Waikaretaheke Stream, carved by Maahu to bring fish for his daughter. Through narrow gorges and wide plains, the water spread, initially a tumult as it thrashed through narrows, spilling out in every bend and wide point of the stream, but the taniwha swam it with ease, in its element finally after centuries trapped beneath the earth. He could feel its exultation in the movement of its head, the way its sinuous body rolled and shimmied, turning its trek to the sea into a thing of joy. All along the river he saw creatures scrambling for high ground, and people too, Maori fishermen and colonial farmers alike. But after the first murderous torrent, the flow had slowed, and become more gentle—still headlong, rapid and destructive, but palpably calming.
The head of the taniwha turned this way and that, like the skull of some dinosaur brought to life. At times it scooped the flood, and came up swallowing fish and eels, dozens at a time, then roared with a fierce kind of joy. Finally, as they washed onto the flat land northwest of Wairoa, it turned to look back, its neck coiled like a serpent, and Mat found himself a few feet from its jaws, its fishy-cold breath wheezing through its teeth.
It occurred to him that after centuries trapped in stone, it might still be hungry.


If she’d been able to see more than three feet in front of her, fright might have taken Cassandra’s capacity to act. Her throat was raw, her nerves shredded, and she was losing all belief they might survive. The waka flew down the torrent of water into the bottleneck of the Waikaretaheke gorges like a twig caught in a tsunami, thrown all about the flow without control. The Ponaturi flailed about them, their paddles blurring, stabilising and twisting them, keeping their nose down and frontwards. Their skill was miraculous. Time and again they plunged deep, yet came up like a surfacing submarine.
They were all soaked to the skin, and her pack was gone, her laptop gone, her ruined glasses gone, her energy snacks gone, and all she could see clearly was her bailer, which she could barely lift. If she tore her gaze from the interior of the waka, all she could see was churning froth and darkness. Her mouth was full of the taste of vomit, from losing her stomach contents within seconds of embarking on this insane ride. Riki was facing her, looking backwards as he too bailed, pale and shaking. He’d revived within seconds of them entering the water. It had been perhaps only ten minutes, but who could tell? His eyes looked glazed and, like her, he was close to exhaustion. But his face was fixed with determination beyond reason. They bailed, and consigned their fate to the skill of the sea-fairies, all the while their thoughts on Mat and Damien, wishing and hoping and praying that by some miracle they might also still be alive.
There had been no sign of the other waka since they entered the water—the churning white water was simply too chaotic. It might have overturned, with all drowned or dead, or be ten feet away; there was no way to tell. How they might find Mat or Damien or their bodies, she had no idea.
Every thing changed very suddenly. They exploded through a canyon, and suddenly they found the waters ahead were rolling out across a valley, or what would have been a valley until the waters struck, and the nature of the canoe journey changed totally. Without the momentum created by the gorges, its sheer weight caused the water to slow as it was dissipated in different directions. The waters changed from frothy water to dark and calmer, though still swift. It seemed that this area had been forest, and the chief danger became the trees that had been torn from the earth by the wall of water, and now constantly snagged and pulled at the waka as they glided with the flood. The paddles became employed primarily for freeing the craft from debris.
They swiftly spotted the other waka when Jones lit some kind of beacon above them, and it came alongside them a few minutes later. The new moon hung above, a silver sickle that lit little, but the stars were bright, now that they were out of the spray and mist of the gorges. The relief was tangible, even in the faces of the Ponaturi as they looked about them, flushed and grinning. Riki slumped to one side, staring out across the water, his eyes far away. Cassandra leant forward, with her head in her hands, panting slowly. Her face felt like one massive bruise, and her skull throbbed. But they were alive.
‘Reckon there’d be a market for adventure tourism here?’ Riki joked wearily. ‘A little rafting, a little jetboating? Whaddya reckon?’
Cassandra was too tired to reply, but she managed a grin.
We’re alive.
The thought reminded her that the others probably weren’t.
It was the Ponaturi that saw the first body—one of Bryce’s mercenaries, floating face-down in the waters. Riki thought he might have recognised him—maybe the one that he had sent spiralling down into the bowl, seconds before the western wall gave way, and the lake surged in. It was a horrible thought, that he had effectively killed the man, no matter whether it was deserved or not. There was no feeling of glory or exultation. Nothing that made him want to stamp his feet and punch the air. Only the profound relief that it wasn’t him, floating in the black waters.
The Ponaturi hissed, their faces jerking to one side. The teens followed their gaze, apprehensive again. A dark shape was struggling through the waters, pushing through the debris of the fallen forest, a colossus striding amidst the flood. Jones stood, and shouted something, and light bloomed from a gem in his hand, causing the newcomer to blink, and hide its face from the sudden brightness.
It was Maahu, the old giant they had seen when they had paddled upstream; had it only been five or six hours ago? It seemed like a lifetime. Yet here he was, slogging through the waters towards them, in the wake of the trail of destruction his daughter had released. When he came closer, the waves from his thighs threatened to tip the waka. His face seemed even more sorrowful, the lines on his brow like canyons, and his eyes raw with weeping.
In his arms, he bore a form, lying unconscious against his chest. He reached out with both hands, offering the body to Jones.
Riki stifled a shout of hope and horror. Cassandra clutched his arm, and cried out.
It was Damien, and he was alive.


The giant slouched away, walking with the currents of the huge river as it ploughed through forest and plain, trying to find the sea. The two waka sought the hills though, where they could find dry ground, and fuel for a fire to warm the teenagers, who were all shivering uncontrollably. None of them was fully conscious as the Ponaturi laid them beside a fire that Jones lit, and swaddled them in blankets pulled from cavities inside a waka. They barely registered the broth that Jones brewed, which the Ponaturi gently fed them, their alien faces unreadable even to the Welsh adept as he stood over them. They were asleep seconds afterwards.
Jones watched the waters calm, and dared to hope that perhaps, this catastrophe might not have been overly ruinous. This was not a populous area in Aotearoa, especially since Puarata had made the redoubt below Panekiri his lair. The iwi native to the area had drifted away, or been destroyed. Below the highlands about the lake, the lands were wide, and hopefully the fury of the waters had been spent ineffectually against empty vales and dells, and lost its menace before the path of the river brought it to Wairoa.
He wondered what had become of John Bryce and Donna Kyle, and what Sebastian Venn had made of the sudden violence erupting on his doorstep. Had the game changed again? Would there be further conflict, or would this night have resolved the struggle for supremacy among the tohunga makutu’s acolytes? He let his mind range over the possibilities.
But mostly he bent his skills and talents to finding young Matiu Douglas. However, he had not met the boy, only seen him briefly before the water took him. That was little to work with. He built the fire high, cast his seeing spells into the heart of the flame, and sent his gaze out over the flooded lands, calling, seeking. But not finding.
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To find the sea
Awoman was singing, low and sad, amidst the thunder of the waves. It tugged at his sleep, nagging, winding its way into his tumultuous dreams of raging water and giant serpents. It pricked at him, and pulled him from where he lay, deep amidst the blankets of sleep, back to wakefulness.
Mat blinked, and let his senses return. The throbbing pain from his left temple came first, and he groaned aloud. Shingle was digging into his side and cheeks, and the aching that began in his skull ran the length of his spine and legs. He could feel bruises and grazes and scrapes, and swelling in twisted joints, and scabs forming on gashes and cuts. He felt like a car-wreck.
‘Kia ora, Matiu. Welcome back,’ whispered Ngatoro-i-rangi into his mind. The ancient rasping voice had an ironic sound to it.
‘Where—where am I?’
‘I don’t know, poai. The only eyes I have are your ones and they’ve been closed.’
Mat tried to think that through. It hurt. His headache was the worst he’d ever had. Finally he managed a little coherency. ‘Where are you?’
‘Trapped, boy. Trapped and imprisoned, and barely alive. I don’t know where.’ The ancient voice sounded both frustrated and resigned.
‘But how…?’
‘I sensed you, when you were on the run from Puarata. I couldn’t work out how to communicate with you, then, but somehow I sensed you. The ability to speak to you came later, just recently, in fact. I have forged a kind of link. Now that you’re listening, I can strengthen it.’
Mat closed his eyes. If he concentrated, he could almost see it, like a rope made of electricity and flame.
‘Why me?’ he asked plaintively.
He felt Ngatoro consider his reply. ‘A few months ago, I followed Puarata’s thought, bent on you, and found you. You need to understand that Puarata’s grip on the magical forces of Aotearoa was very strong. Most people with your ability had no choice but to hide. Most are so walled in with protections that I can’t detect them. But you appeared at a crucial moment, and you were an unknown, untrained, and at the heart of the action. Long ago when we fought, Puarata proved stronger than me, but my powers have always been subtler than his. I could find you, though he couldn’t. Since then, you have been my lifeline, the thread that holds me here.’
Mat groaned. More responsibilities.
Ngatoro tsked impatiently. ‘Who do you think gave you the strength and wherewithal to cling to the taniwha in the flood while breathing water, then? A little gratitude goes a long way.’
‘Uh…thanks.’
‘You are very welcome, Matiu Douglas. If you are to be my eyes and ears for the near future, it is beholden upon me to help as I can. But I fear I must leave you again, for now. This has nearly worn me out, and that’s not good at my age.’
‘But—’
‘Well done, Matiu. Again. You will hear from me in future. Haere ra, Matiu. Haere ra.’
The link was suddenly gone, and no amount of trying could get another response, or any sense of the tohunga’s presence. Mat opened his eyes.
He had no idea where he was, but he could guess. Waves were pounding on a beach strewn with detritus. A river of debris was spilling into the sea. Everything was still gloomy and dark, but he knew from the distant glow above the ocean that it would be dawn soon.
The song stopped, and he turned to find the singer. She was sitting on a log, staring out across the water. Her black hair was wet through and clung to her back, twisted and knotted. He could not see her clearly in the darkness, but he could tell she was naked, cloaked in her thick black hair like Lady Godiva. A slender girl, no taller than him. He averted his gaze a little, and coughed. She turned, and her eyes glowed amber in the dim light of the moon and stars. Reptile’s eyes.
His last recollection had been the mouth of the vast beast opening, and himself tumbling from the heaving back of the taniwha, into the waves. He’d thought he would die. She must have pulled him out.
He sat up, and gathered his legs under him, wrapping his arms about them, and placing his head on his knees. ‘Thank you,’ he told her. ‘Thank you for saving me.’ She looked at him without comprehending the words. Perhaps she understood the sentiment. He cursed his own lack of knowledge, but tried, racking his tired brain for words. ‘Uh…kia ora rawa atu,’ he said tentatively. Thank you very much. Or something like that, he hoped.
She stared at him, then nodded slowly. There was a strangely unfocused look in her eyes, as if everything she saw was too much to take in, and he was about the least interesting thing present. Her gaze shifted to the stars, the moon, back to the beach, and always, to the sea. He had no idea what to say as minutes like hours dragged by.
The sky grew lighter. Mat looked inland, and saw a huge man striding through the waters of the flood, straight towards them. Water ran from his head and shoulders, and down his massive thighs, as if he had just emerged from the deep. He looked immense, the height of two or three men, with corded muscles. The girl rose, and walked towards him, until they were only a few paces apart. It could only be her father, the man that had drowned her centuries before, and then carved a river in his remorse. He seemed to shrink as he walked towards her, until he was merely six feet tall, straight-backed and muscular.
Feet crunched on the shingled beach behind him, and he glanced back. The old storyteller, Kauariki, stood there, wrapped in a feather cloak, clutching an old walking stick, with her dead-alive huia pohoi on her shoulder, watching him. She was staring at the man and girl, longing, hope, and anger warring for mastery of her face. Her eyes gleamed in the pre-dawn light as she looked at Mat, hobbling up to him, and pressing her nose to his. ‘Behold,’ she whispered in Mat’s ear. ‘That is Maahu, her father.’
Mat watched as the old man spoke to his daughter in a low rumbling voice that barely carried to his ears, the words so archaic that even his Maoritanga teachers at school would have struggled.
‘He greets her as daughter,’ Kauariki hissed, her voice quavery. ‘He says he is sorry. So very sorry…’
Maahu hung his head, his hands extended. Abruptly he fell to his knees on the beach, Haumapuhia before him, a silhouette against the light of pending dawn. His voice broke, a stream of broken words pouring from his lips.
‘He says “I carved you a river, to ease your pain”,’ Kauariki whispered, her voice thick with emotion. ‘He begs forgiveness. He begs!’ Mat could see tears flowing down his cheeks in glistening streams.
The girl who was a taniwha reached out slowly, stroked his cheek and said something softly.
‘She forgives.’ Kauariki’s raw voice broke. ‘Aieee, she forgives!’ The storyteller clung to Mat as if for strength, then pushed off, tottering towards her husband and daughter like a baby taking her first steps. The three of them embraced. Mat had to look away, blinking back his own tears, thinking of his own family.
Haumapuhia looked over her mother’s shoulder, staring at Mat. At first she made no sign, of recognition, of gratitude. Her eyes were empty of any emotion that a man could recognise. But they glittered, with complex facets and strange desires. Finally, her face contorted, as if relearning expressions, one by one, until it settled upon a slow smile.
She surprised him by speaking hesitantly in English. ‘I understand now, Matiu Douglas. The power is the river, and I will swim it. To the sea.’
‘Lena?’
Haumapuhia shook her head. ‘Lena is here,’ she said, putting a hand over her heart. ‘And here.’ She touched her brow. Then she turned away from them all, and walked towards the sea. Slowly at first, but then she strode through the shallows, then bursting apart the small waves. Finally with a vast cry that echoed across the sky, she ran, leapt, arced into the breakers, and was gone. Mat stared after her, his mind numb.
‘She understands what you did, Matiu Douglas,’ Kauariki murmured. ‘We all know. Evil ones surrounded you both, but you and she found a path to freedom. We will not forget.’ She seized Mat’s hand, and placed something in his palm, a piece of pounamu the size of his thumb, shaped like a perfect teardrop. Its inner glow swirled as he held it up, flowing like the sea.
With a great cry, Maahu buried his face in the sand, and lay there, shaking. The remorse of millennia—forgiven. He sounded as bereft as a child who has lost his parents. Kauariki went to him, and placed a hand on his shoulder. Finally he grew still, and then sat, and placed an arm about his wife. Years fell from them both.
Kauariki laughed, and looked at Mat. She touched the ground beside them, invitingly. ‘Sit with us, Matiu Douglas, and let us watch the sun rise, together.’
So they sat, silent, and watched the golden glow that climbed up from the east, and lit a shimmering path across the ocean, where a vast creature was frolicking far out to sea, joyous as a dolphin, majestic as a whale. Eventually weariness overtook Mat, and he slept, until jolted awake, alone, the sun high in the sky.
Two huia, one with a short bill and the other long and curved, studied him from a driftwood log, then both sprang into the air and flapped away.



24
Reunions and partings
Dawn on the river revealed a glimpse of the devastation that surely covered much of the Aotearoa countryside inland of Wairoa. The valleys were immersed in dirty brown water that flowed sluggishly towards the sea. Forests were drowned, timber snarled in massive knots against the edges of the hills. Not far away they saw a half-drowned colonial cottage with a couple and their child sitting on the roof forlornly. They waved, but when the Ponaturi paddled towards them, they took fright, and fired a musket above their heads.
‘There’s nothing to be done,’ Jones shook his head. ‘The water levels are falling. They will not be stranded for long.’
The teens barely heard him, sitting glumly in the waka as they glided across the watery wasteland. There seemed nothing to say, and it was all they could do not to cry. Mat was gone. Lena was gone. They had seen and done things that would haunt them for ever. The thought of trying to tell Mat and Lena’s parents what had happened filled them with hopeless dread.
Damien huddled under a blanket, still shaking. Riki sat beside him, an arm about his shoulder. Cassandra faced them, her face swollen and puffy from injury and misery, her eyes with that vulnerable look some shortsighted people have when they take off their glasses. Jones had straightened her nose for her while she slept, but it still throbbed. Godfrey crept up to her, and pressed himself close. Jones puffed on his pipe, his face carved from seamed rock.
For hours they paddled towards the coast, everyone silent. Even the little wonders of Aotearoa in the water and ashore could not rouse them. They passed a moa, stranded on a tiny knoll, bellowing across the waters as if in anger. It watched them curiously as they flowed past, its eyes beady and inquisitive. It must have been close to ten feet tall and rare even in this place. A mile or so onward, a column of constabulary waded on horseback through a gully, a Maori scout ahead testing the way cautiously. They eyed the Ponaturi warily, but spoke briefly to Jones, giving directions, looking at the teens curiously. Damien waved at the youngest, a soldier barely in his teens, and the youth waved back cheerily enough. They glimpsed several goblins, fat waddling things with dark skin and strange faces akin to carvings in meeting houses, sitting at the verges of the flows, surveying the floods with mournful expressions. Godfrey barked at them, and they chirruped back.


It was mid-afternoon when they came to Wairoa. Wairoa-Aotearoa was never large, a line of pa along the Wairoa River, and the walls of the pa were wet for several feet up, but were otherwise largely undamaged. Men and women toiled at repairs to the palisades, while children made mudslides down the bank to splash into the waters with careless ease. A cloaked man—obviously a chief—was watching over everything, a tohunga crouched at his feet.
The holy man waded out to converse with Jones in fast, thickly accented Maori. Jones must have told him much, for the tohunga’s eyes went round, and he strode back to his chief energetically, shouting with excitement. Soon the whole populace of the villages lined the river as they paddled to shore.
The Maori were nervous of the Ponaturi, but less afraid of Jones or the teenagers. Strutting youths matched themselves in height and build to Damien, who towered above most, and the girls looked at Cassandra as if she were from another planet, but as she could barely see them she didn’t notice anything. The girls giggled at Riki, and the bolder ones winked and flirted with their eyes. He took to winking back until he noticed the warriors, who were also the brothers and parents of the girls, frowning.
‘Hey, even Aotearoa chicks reckon I’m hot,’ he murmured to Damien. But it was difficult to be cheerful, after what had happened.
Jones talked a while with the tohunga and the chief, while the Ponaturi stayed close to their waka, looking around them guardedly. In the light of day they were even more alarming than at night, and the villagers took fright at their merest gesture.
Jones came back to them, and for the first time that day, he was smiling. ‘I have good news,’ he said, clapping Riki on the shoulder. ‘We are not the first strangers they have welcomed today. The men who went down to the sea this morning to survey the damage there found some thing. Or should I say…someone.’ He gestured behind them, and they turned to find a very solemn Matiu Douglas, as bruised and battered as the victim of a mugging, staring at them with round eyes.
They all flew together, choking back tears and laughter.


They were offered the hospitality of the pa, but felt beholden to return to Gisborne as swiftly as they could. They promised to return and feast there, as soon as they were able. Before they parted, Jones did something that took them to a later incarnation of Wairoa, perhaps 1910, and pushed a few coins into their hands. Riki and Damien raced into the tiny Osler’s Bakery, newly built, where they purchased all of the chocolate in stock from the startled owner. ‘Concentrate on your pies, they’re winners!’ Riki shouted as they raced out.
They distributed the chocolate among the Ponaturi before they parted. The sea-fairy warriors gulped their treats down with relish, and each embraced the teens and Jones briefly before they flowed back into their waka. Piriniha departed last, speaking earnestly to Jones in low tones before bowing to the teens. The mist on the river swallowed them, and it was as if they had never been.
Jones then took them back to Wairoa in the modern-day world, to where they had left the car. It was still there, untouched. With Mat in the backseat with Cassandra and Damien, Jones and Godfrey in the front, and Riki at the wheel, they finally got under way. Slowly, tentatively, they swapped stories, piecing the sequence of events together. Jones asked piercing questions, and shook his head many times during Mat’s account, whether in anger or exasperation they couldn’t tell. By the time they reached Gisborne, as the sun fell into the west, they had talked themselves out, and were silent and reflective.
By mutual consent they went first to the hotel where Lena’s parents were lodged. Jones came with them to give his support and weight to the tale they must tell. All of them, even the old adept, were in a state of agony and sorrow. How do you tell any parent that their child is lost to them, whatever the circumstances? And in this case, with the manner of the loss so confused, and the fact that they may not be believed even if, or especially if, they gave the full truth, it would be worse. Damien and Riki had argued that they should tell them she was lost in a rafting expedition, but Mat and Cassandra wanted to tell them the truth, however unbelievable. Jones had just nodded to both arguments, but when they parked the car, and slowly climbed the stairs to the penthouse suite, the teens still had no idea what he would say. He just looked at them heavily as he rang the doorbell, and they waited.
Bare feet padded to the door, and it swung open.
They all gaped.
It was Lena, wrapped in a towel, her short-cropped hair damp, with a glass of orange juice in her hand. She smiled coolly as their jaws dropped. ‘Hello.’ There was no trace of warmth in her voice.
‘Who’s there, darling?’ her mother called from beneath a sunshade on the balcony.
‘Just the guys, Mum,’ Lena called back over her shoulder.
‘Honey, you’ve spent the last few days with them. Don’t you think it’s time you spent a bit of your holiday with us?’
A trace of irony slipped into her expression. ‘Don’t worry, Mum, they aren’t staying.’ She looked at Jones, her expression defiant. Her voice dropped to a whisper, and her eyes were suddenly alien, the slitted pupils a window on a more complex soul. ‘Don’t think to try anything, old man. The girl surrendered her soul to me. I am she, and she is I. We made a bargain. I will let her drive…when it suits me.’ Her hand caressed the glass, her fingernails flinty and deadly sharp. ‘I am taniwha, wizard. You will not meddle.’
Jones looked shaken, though his nostrils flared. He opened his mouth to retort, but then glanced at the teens, and seemed to think better of it. Godfrey pressed against his legs, and bared his teeth. The girl bared hers, which were triangular, and looked sharp as razors. The little turehu backed away.
‘This is wrong,’ Jones said gravely.
‘Is it?’ Lena or Haumapuhia said levelly. ‘I think not. I have never lived, and now I find I share a soul with this girl. Is it right that her parents should grieve her, when it is so easy for the two of us to remain with them, for now? They are decent people, who do not deserve to lose a daughter. And they haven’t really. They’ve just gained a second, secret one. Don’t interfere, wizard. I shall not harm them.’
Jones stared, and let out a long breath. ‘Very well. I can see that it is as you say; two souls and one body. If you can endure that, then there is little that can be done, for now. But I will be around. If you need help, you can call me.’
The girl stared at him, and then nodded. ‘We need not be enemies, ruanuku,’ she agreed slowly. ‘But you should all go now. Leave me alone, for a time. I need to learn about this new life. Lena and I must reach…agreement.’
They backed away, shaken. Only Mat stepped forward, to within touching distance.
‘Lena?’ He felt his voice crack. ‘Lena? I’m so sorry.’
The girl who was no longer Lena narrowed her eyes. ‘You cannot talk to “Lena” any more, Matiu Douglas. Nor just to “Haumapuhia”. There is only me, who is both.’
‘I’m still sorry. I was blind. I’ll never forgive myself.’
The girl inclined her head. ‘We were both blind. Do not reproach yourself. You freed me. The girl’s greed did this. She went too far down the path they laid for her, and then she had no way back. By the time Ngatoro spoke to her, there were only three choices left. To do as the warlocks wished, and become their plaything was one. To drop the tear into the waters and free me unfettered was another, but no one would have survived that. She chose the third way, and gave up much to do so. Perhaps she and I will make that a price worth paying.’
‘You saved me twice over,’ he said softly. ‘You chose a path that kept me alive, and you fished me from the flood. I owe you.’
‘But Lena also lied to you, and led you on, Matiu Douglas,’ the taniwha replied in a dispassionate voice. ‘She liked you a little, but she thought herself your superior, and envied your gifts. She had no love for you. Only envy. A little admiration. But too much greed. She wanted too much. She was not happy with who she was, Mat-who-freed-me. If the third choice had not been there, she would have willingly become the warlock’s weapon, rather than die, even if it meant your death.’ Those golden eyes shimmered. ‘She got what she wanted, Matiu Douglas. Power. But she doesn’t drive any more, not all the time. She is just a mask that I must wear. I have much living to do, Matiu Douglas. More than a lifetime.’
Mat felt his heart twist in his chest, and his eyes stung with acid tears. He reached out his hand, and opened it. The teardrop of pounamu lay there—an offering.
Haumapuhia stared down at it, and then she reached out, and closed Mat’s hand.
‘It is a gift. It is yours to keep.’ The hard voice softened, and her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Matiu Douglas, I spoke harshly. Lena had envy and greed in her soul, but she also had warmth and light. She envied you because she admired you. She saw openness and optimism, though she was closed and soured. She stood in shadows, but she could see your light.’
Mat clenched his fist about the teardrop, and then he stepped forward, and pulled the girl into a hug. She resisted at first, and then relented, and stroked his back. Her whole body was as cold as a reptile, but it seemed to gain heat as he held her. Finally she pushed him away.
‘So warm,’ she murmured. ‘I have missed that warmth.’ She stared into his eyes with her reptilian gaze, and sighed heavily. ‘It’s not possible, Matiu. You and I, it is not possible, not right now. Maybe in time, when I have worked out what my new life will be. When I’ve worked out how to be both school-girl and river-spirit. I know you saw her as an equal, and imagined that she could be a part of your life. But you weren’t equals, and your souls held no kinship. And as for me, I am something different again. Something new. Lena and I are two halves of a soul now. We must learn how to live as one. By ourselves.’
He swallowed a massive lump in his throat and nodded.
‘I will stay with these parents of hers, and learn your world. Maybe you and I will see each other again, at times. But do not seek me out except at need.’ She stroked his cheek, then pulled out the koru-knot he wore at his throat, and studied it. ‘Hang my tear with this,’ she told him, ‘and keep it close to your heart.’
She shut the door, and he heard her walking away.


Riki put his arm around Mat’s shoulder as they milled outside his parents’ hotel complex. ‘You okay, mate?’
Mat stared up at the sky, and wiped his eyes. ‘Yeah, I’m okay. Thanks.’
Damien gripped his arm, and forced a smile. ‘Hey, dude, I’m thinking this adventuring through magical worlds full of wonders is kind of overrated. You want to come past my place and mess around on the Xbox tomorrow instead?’
Mat nodded slowly. ‘Sure. But nothing involving fighting, okay? I’m really over that.’
‘I think we are all over fighting stuff,’ Damien responded, looking slightly ill at the thought. ‘Nah, let’s go for car races and soccer games, yeah?’
The three boys nodded tentatively, then grinned.
‘I could bring SingStar,’ Cassandra offered.
The boys cringed. ‘No bloody way.’
The girl grinned. She still looked a mess, but thanks to Jones’ ministrations the swelling was receding, and she was getting her normal colour back. Her parents were still going to be horrified though. ‘I was just joking. But I do have a good tennis game and I could whup your butts at that.’
Riki smirked. ‘Sorry, it’ll be your butt that’s smarting, girly. Boys are genetically better at computer games. It’s a hunting, shooting, fishing thing.’
‘More likely it’s a joystick thing,’ Cassandra snorted. Then she looked at them all a little shyly. ‘So can I play, then?’
‘Sure,’ they chorused.
‘Cool! You know, you guys are probably my first real friends.’
‘Shock me,’ drawled Damien. ‘It’s a date. Don’t bring Pepsi.’
‘It’s NOT a DATE,’ Cassandra replied briskly. ‘Hey, I’ve gotta go.’ She looked suddenly panicky. ‘The laptop! The goggles! The projector! All my gear! What do I tell Dad?’
‘Tell him it was all obsolete so you chucked it in the river,’ Riki suggested.
‘It WASN’T obsolete! It was state-of-the-art and on loan!’ Her voice filled with misery. ‘It took me weeks to load up all the add-ons and get the settings right, and—’
‘Yeah, whatever,’ Damien interrupted. ‘Think of the fun you’ll have doing it all again.’
Cassandra opened her mouth to snap something, then abruptly nodded. ‘Yeah, it will be fun!’ A broad smile slowly grew on her face. Suddenly she seized Damien and hugged him. ‘Hey, mate! Thanks for everything. It’s been weird, but then, so are you. Kinda fun though. You’re almost likeable.’
Damien went red, and awkwardly patted her back. ‘Sure, y’know, whatever.’
She hugged Riki, and then threw her arms around Mat. She felt bony, but warm and surprisingly nice. ‘I’m sorry about Lena,’ she murmured. ‘I never liked her and all, but…’ She trailed off, and backed away awkwardly. ‘See you all tomorrow. Let’s make it ten, and stick to it, cos we’ve all lost our mobiles, right?’
They watched her go in silence, unconsciously patting their pockets. She was right—the cellphones were all gone.
Jones cleared his throat. ‘She’s a fine girl, that,’ he observed, lighting his pipe. ‘Resourceful, brave, smart—more use than you lot.’ He chuckled. ‘And you mark my words…once her braces do their job, and she discovers contact lenses and Clearasil, and rounds out a little, you’ll not know her. You’ll be fighting for her regard, I fancy.’
Riki looked at Mat, and gave an ‘It’s possible’ shrug. Damien just laughed. ‘She’s already perfect, man.’
All Mat could think of was Lena, though. He felt utterly empty inside.
It must have showed, because Riki put an arm around his shoulder again. ‘Mate, don’t worry. I think it’s just that you’re a new type of superhero: one that never gets the girl, and needs his mates to pull his arse out of the fire.’
Damien chuckled, and Jones gave a small snort.
It took a while, but Mat slowly managed to smile.


‘Where the hell have you been?’ Tama Douglas demanded as Mat entered the hotel suite. Then he saw the bruises. The worst had faded under Jones’ care, but Mat still looked like he’d been caught beneath a severe All Blacks rucking session. ‘Jeez, boy, what’s happened?’
Colleen gasped and flew to Mat, enveloping him in her arms. He could read in his mum’s eyes how she had spent the day—in terror that the world that had nearly taken him in September had reached out again. There was no easy way to tell her that she was right.
Then Jones entered the room, Godfrey at his heels. Riki and Damien had left, heading for their own homes and no doubt equally terse welcomes.
Tama, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, took in the Welsh adept’s old-world attire, and Colleen gave a small frightened gasp. ‘Who the hell are you, Mister…?’
‘Jones. Aethlyn Jones. May I sit down?’ For the first time, the adept looked tired, as if he’d reached the end of his endurance. Mat wondered how long he’d been awake. ‘I’m sorry, Mister and Missus Douglas,’ the Welshman said. ‘Things happened yesterday and today that detained Mat for a time. I shall try and explain everything.’
Mat introduced Jones, and Tama and Colleen made him welcome with evident reluctance. They all talked, deep into the night. Jones did not tell them of Lena’s fate, but he told them enough to explain the dangers that Mat and his friends had faced. Tama at times paced, angry at not even being aware that his son was in danger, and Colleen clung to Mat as if scared even talking of such things would whisk him away again.
‘The key thing,’ Jones said on completion of his story, ‘is that you must allow Mat to train with me. Only an adept like myself can teach him what he needs, so that he can be safe from those like Bryce who would exploit him.’
‘No!’ Colleen replied immediately. ‘This world of yours is too dangerous for a boy. He must not go there again! Not ever!’ Her fingers dug into Mat’s arm.
‘It will reach out to him now whether he wills it or not, just as it did in the past few days,’ Jones replied implacably. ‘It is only by training that he will be able to resist its pull, and to be safest when it comes.’
Colleen wrapped her arms tighter about Mat’s shoulders. ‘Please, no. He must be allowed to step away.’ She looked at her estranged husband for support.
Tama stared at his son, as if not recognising him. Then his eyes turned inward. He looked at Colleen, shaking his head. ‘Colleen is right. He’s got to be protected. You must make that place blind to him. You must hide him!’
‘I don’t want to be hidden, Dad. I want to learn,’ Mat said quietly, a stone thrown into the pool of silence, spreading ripples of anxiety and fear in his parents’ faces. ‘Please. You promised me, remember? That IOU card? You said, “Anything I wanted”. Well, this is what I want.’ It felt cruel to twist his father’s promise in this way, but he felt that he was right.
Tama groaned, and propped his head in his right hand. The misery on his face reminded Mat of Maahu, who had wronged his daughter, and then laboured for centuries in recompense. He could see Tama’s thoughts written across his face—he had taken the side of Puarata against his own son, and had placed his son in mortal danger. He thought of all the grand gestures—extravagant gifts he didn’t want. They were like rivers for a stone taniwha. But eventually the river had led the girl to the sea. Not all gifts are merely gestures. Not if they are sincere, not if they come from the heart.
Tama took Colleen’s hands in his. ‘I promised him I would support him in anything he wanted to be, love,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘I promised.’
‘You made me promises too,’ she reproached, pulling her hands away.
Tama hung his head, then slowly lifted it. ‘Then I must right my wrongs, one at a time, as best I can.’ He looked at Mat. ‘You have my permission to learn from this man, if that is what you want.’
Mat nodded, his heart thumping.
Tama turned back to Colleen. ‘I want to honour my other promises too. If you will let me.’
Colleen shook her head, and stared into space, her features as miserable as Mat could ever remember seeing them. ‘If you’ve made peace with your son, then that is achievement enough, for now. But you know what else you must do, if you want to make peace with me as well.’ She stood up, her face pale. ‘I’m going to bed. And I’m going home tomorrow. I’m sorry, I can’t take all this.’ She ran from the room.


Jones and Godfrey left sometime afterwards, the Welshman shaking Mat’s hand solemnly. ‘Well done, Mat. Well done.’ Mat wasn’t sure whether he meant freeing the taniwha or securing the right to be trained. The old adept clapped him on the shoulder, and smiled one of those rare grins as he left.
Tama looked at Mat, his tired face streaked in shadows. Mat felt exhausted, and fully awake, and his mind churned slowly, the pain on his mother’s face as she left the room almost too much to bear.
‘Mat,’ Tama rumbled eventually. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve not said so before, but I am truly, absolutely sorry. I swear, I will never let you down again.’
Mat nodded, and let his father embrace him. It felt good after so long, to have those big arms wrapped about him, as if he were tiny again, and that embrace was the whole world.
‘We’ll win your mother back, matey,’ Tama whispered. ‘You’ll see, we will.’
Mat nodded, wondering how that could ever happen.


A few days later, finally heading home, Mat and Tama stopped just out of Wairoa, at Café 287, a tiny road-stop just out of town, on a small hillside overlooking the main road south. On the other side of the road the Wairoa River rolled past, heading for the sea. He thought of Lena, as he did every minute. He’d not seen her since that night, nor his mother either. He and Riki and Damien and Cass had gamed and laughed and joked together, and he and Tama had talked. His fragility was easing.
Jones taught him for a few hours each morning, and that was good. He would go to Jones’ house next week, and spend the rest of the holidays with him. The old adept’s cottage was in Taupo-Aotearoa, not far from his mother’s house, as it happened. He had talked to his mother on the telephone, and she had agreed that he would stay with her whilst training. It felt like progress.
He left his father to drink coffee and scan the newspapers, and wandered across the road through a gap in the willows, and squatted beside the river. No taniwha glided by, and there was no old storyteller hunched in the shadows. No Ponaturi plied the river. Cars thrummed past a few metres behind him. Nothing untowards, nothing out of the ordinary.
But when he looked with his eyes just so, and listened like that, he heard strange bird song. He looked up and saw a greenish-black bird with orange cheeks, white trim on the tips of its long tail, and a long curved bill, peering down at him from a branch. Another, with a shorter bill, joined it. Huia. He waved to them, and they chirruped and flew away. He smiled slowly, and rested his back against the tree. Far in the distance, a long-dead farmer ploughed fields only his family and descendants recalled.
Two worlds. Mat felt their hands on him, pulling him this way and that. There was no clear path through either. There was no safety, and no rewards except for those he found within himself and others.
It was Hoanga’s river; Lena had sought to drink it, and almost drowned. Bryce and Kyle had sought to channel it, and been swept away. He himself had been manipulated in his ignorance, and had almost become fuel for others’ desires. The only way left was to learn to master the art of swimming, to tame the river with knowledge of what it was and respect for what it could do. If Ngatoro had chosen him, as Kauariki hinted, because he was of two worlds, Aotearoa and New Zealand, Maori and European, then he had to embrace them both.
He gripped the tear and koru-knot pendant, and said a quick prayer for Lena, to whatever gods had ears in Aotearoa. He dipped his finger in the river, and tasted the water—it was clean and pure. Then he rose again, closed his eyes and ears to the ghostlands, and went back to the café to join his father.



Author’s note
Most of the characters of this book are fictional. Hakawau and Puarata are (minor) figures from Maori folklore, and tales of their doings can be found in most mythology collections. Their deeds in this story are fictional, however.
The following characters were real people: Captain G.E. Read, Barnet Burns, John Bryce, Kereopa Te Rau. The histories of their lives are well documented. This story concerns the doings of their ghosts, who are motivated not just by who they were in real life, but by how they are remembered. Regardless, I have endeavoured to ensure their actions are consistent with the histories of these individuals, and their demonstrated aims and beliefs.



Glossary
There are a few Maori words used in this story. Most are explained in the text, but here they are with a definition.


Aotearoa: the traditional Maori name for New Zealand, though it did not assume wide usage until the Europeans arrived. It roughly translates to ‘Land of the Long White Cloud’. In the story I have used the word to signify the ‘ghostland’ of New Zealand mythology, history and spirits.


Haere ra: ‘Farewell’.


Haka: a traditional Maori dance. We mostly associate it with the war-dance (a sub-type of the haka called a peruperu) performed by warriors as a challenge to enemies prior to battle, though a haka can also be performed in celebration or to entertain, and not just by men. Different tribes had their own haka. The one used in the text of The Bone Tiki is the one currently used by the All Blacks before test matches, known as Ka Mate, attributed to the famous warleader of the Ngati Toa, Te Rauparaha.


Hapu: part of a tribe, comprising a number of family groups (whanau).


Hauhau: a militant branch of the Pai Marire, a Maori religion that fused Christian and traditional beliefs. They were strong on the East Cape of the North Island, fighting the British in the 1860s for the return of their land, and became infamous for the slaying of a reverend in 1865. This set them as ‘bogey-men’ in the colonial settlers’ psyche, with the result that they became synonymous with cannibalism and savagery.


Hongi: a traditional Maori greeting, where the two participants rub noses. They are thereby symbolically ‘sharing breath’, and the visitor becomes one of the people of the tribe for their stay. The god Tane is said to have created woman by moulding her from clay and then breathing into her nostrils, and thereby gifting her life.


Iwi: tribe or race of people.


Kai: food.


Karani-mama: grandmother (an adaptation from English).


Kawa: protocol, especially that of the local marae. This covers who may speak and who may not, who is welcome, etc.


Kehua: one of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘kehua’ denotes spirit-goblins that can animate earth or wood, appearing as clay-like goblin creatures. Only ninety centimetres (three feet) tall, they are more mischievous than evil, but might be enslaved by a tohunga makutu for evil purposes.


Kia ora: a universal greeting that can mean ‘Hello’ or ‘Thanks’ or even ‘Good health’ or ‘Best wishes’.


Korerorero: a chat or discussion.


Koru: a carved spiral pattern based upon the unfolding fern frond. It symbolises new life, growth, strength and peace. The koru is a common motif of Maori art.


Makutu: evil magic.


Mana: can mean prestige, or charisma, or honour, or dignity, or all of these virtues, and encompasses the personal qualities of leadership and pre-eminence within a tribe and people.


Maori: the Maori are a Polynesian race that settled New Zealand, probably from around 800 years ago (the timing is unknown and somewhat controversial). They settled primarily the North Island of New Zealand, and on adapting to the cooler lands, thrived and multiplied until the coming of the Europeans after Cook’s journeys in the late 1700s. The 1800s saw increasing European settlement and conflict, until Europeans dominated numerically, and colonised the country.


Maoritanga: the culture of the Maori people.


Marae: the central place of a Maori community. In a pre-European settlement, it was the central area of a village, and contained the meeting halls and central courtyard where social gatherings and events would occur. In the modern world, a marae is often in the countryside, and will contain a meeting hall and lawn outside for gatherings on special occasions, and for the funerals of noted community members.


Mere: a traditional Maori club, which could come in many forms, and be made from stone, bone or wood. The term patu also means club. For the purposes of this story, I have used the word ‘mere’ to denote blunt, heavy clubs, which would be used to bludgeon an enemy. I have used ‘patu’ to denote lighter, edged clubs, which would slash an enemy.


Moa: a flightless bird of New Zealand, extinct before Europeans arrived, though some say there might yet be some in the wilds of Fiordland in the South Island…


Moko: a traditional Maori tattoo. The Maori have a strong tradition of tattooing, and this can cover much of the body, including the face. The patterns and motifs are strongly traditional, and the carving of them was a very painful ordeal, and part of the rites of passage of a young man or woman of rank—the more moko one had, the more mana, or rank, was implied.


Pa: a fortified village. Normally found on a hill-top, encircled with several rows of wooden palisades, and once guns became a factor, also entrenched.


Pakeha: a Maori term for foreigners that has come to represent the European-descended people of New Zealand (primarily British, but also Continental Europeans, mostly German, Dutch and Scandinavian).


Patu: a club—see ‘mere’ above.


Poai: Maori term for ‘boy’.


Pohoi: an earring—these might be made of stone or bone, or even cured hides of birds. A pohoi of a rare bird like the huia was highly prized.


Ponaturi: one of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, the ‘Ponaturi’ are pale-skinned, man-like sea-fairies who prowl the coasts, occasionally glimpsed by men.


Pounamu: greenstone—a jade found in New Zealand, often used for the most precious ornaments.


Ruanuku: a wizard; as in ‘tohunga ruanuku’.


Taiaha: the traditional Maori long-club. A taiaha looked a little like a spear, with a carved point, but this was deceptive. It was not a spear, and never thrown. In fact the ‘point’ was the handle, and the thick haft of the weapon was the striking part. It was used more like a two-handed sword, and had a tradition of fighting moves associated with it. The point end was used in combat, however, often to apply the coup de grâce to a stunned opponent.


Taniwha: a taniwha is generally seen as a protective spirit, associated with (especially) waterways, but also with other natural landmarks like caves and hills. They commonly appear in tales as giant lizard-like creatures, or massive serpents. They are also associated with great white sharks (mako-taniwha).


They are sometimes hostile, sometimes protectors of a village or place.


Tapu: sacred. The term could apply to a place or a person or a thing. To break a tapu—by entering a place without the appropriate ritual actions, for example—was to court misfortune, and to pollute oneself spiritually.


Tikanga-Maori: Maori customs.


Tiki (or ‘hei-tiki’): a tiki is a carving of a primal human form, usually male. They are worn as a neck pendant, and can be made from wood, bone or stone. They can have a great deal of cultural significance and mana, and be treasured artefacts passed down through the generations.


Tipua: one of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘tipua’ denotes 120-centimetre-tall (four-foot-tall), pale/greenish-skinned, hairless, ‘classic’ goblins, with pointed ears and sharp teeth and hostile to humans, living in savage woodland tribes. They are cannibalistic and aggressive, the backbone of the forces of evil tohunga in Aotearoa.


Tipuna-tane: grandfather.


Toa: a warrior.


Tohunga: a Maori priest or wise man (they were always male), similar to a druid or shaman. The tohunga preserved tales, legends and genealogies, and were the cultural repositories of their people. They were also looked to for guidance in astrology and as intercessors with the gods, and appear in legends as powerful ‘wizards’ with magical powers, some good and some evil. The term can also cover experts in skilled traditional fields like carving, navigation and canoe-making. The term ‘tohunga makutu’ denotes a tohunga who uses black magic. The term ‘tohunga wairua’ denotes a tohunga who is spiritual.


Tuatara: a native lizard of New Zealand, in fact a relic of the dinosaur era, typically up to one metre (three feet) long from head to tail. They are associated with boundaries in folklore, and women were forbidden to eat them. They were held to be found at the boundaries of tapu places.


Turehu: one of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘turehu’ denotes shape-shifting creatures, who appear goblinesque in their natural form. They are mischievous, and might be dangerous if antagonised, but friendly if respected.


Waka: a Maori canoe, generally built on a large scale, for which the hull has been carved from a single tree trunk. Waka ranged in size from small unadorned river and fishing vessels to forty-metre war-canoes used by war-parties for water travel.


Whare: a house. The meeting house at the centre of a marae is generally termed the ‘whare runanga’, and will be adorned with traditional carvings at the entrance and inside.


Please note that there are subtle variations of Maori in different regions of New Zealand. The words used above are from P.M. Ryan’s Dictionary of Modern Maori (Heinemann, 4th Edition, 1994).
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