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Prologue: Carved bone
The old man and the young man climbed to the headland as soon as the sun went down. The old man had been avoiding sunlight for years, for he was very much a being of darkness. Wind rose from the sea, filling their nostrils with salty air. Far below, the waves broke on the rocks, hissing over the stony beach in urgent whispers. This was a potent place: Cape Reinga, where the spirits pass to the land of death. It was also the place where the old man’s son had died.
The climb was gentle, but the old man’s face was clenched at even this exertion. He crabbed forward, leaning on his carved walking stick, wrapped in a feather cloak, with wispy white hair clinging to his scalp. He was hunched over, though his frame hinted that once he’d stood straight and proud. Years lined his face like rings on a tree-stump, deepening the furrows of his moko. Legend said his shadow could wither trees. Hard-won knowledge lurked in his hooded eyes. ‘I have fought for what I have’, his gaze said. ‘I have taken, trampled and stolen, and I would do it all again.’
The younger man was perhaps what the older man had once been. Tall, straight, muscular and athletic. He was bare to the waist, clad only in a piupiu, a flax kilt. His thighs and abdominal muscles rippled as he moved, graceful as a panther. His torso was decorated with all manner of dark tattoos, some traditional, others darkly whimsical, like the shark rising behind the naked swimmer on his lower back. His close-cropped hair had jagged patterns cut into it, and his skin was burnished copper by the setting sun. His face, which had once adorned posters and the sports-pages of the dailies, looked perpetually hungry as his eyes roved.
‘What now?’ the young man growled, in a flat, almost dead voice.
The old man looked up at him without expression. ‘For now, we wait.’ He found a mound of tussock-covered earth and sat. The cloak settled about him, and he subtly faded into the land around him, until to the casual eye he could be mistaken for a gnarled and bushy tree-stump.
The young man was at first reluctant to sit, instead going through a complex series of martial movements, chopping and kicking and punching at imaginary foes, before finally perching near the old man. ‘All we ever do is wait,’ he muttered nervously. He could feel the presence of the lands of the dead here, and he had no intention of ever coming so close again.
His mentor scowled. ‘Byron Kikitoa, the world does not yet dance to your song. Patience.’
Byron looked away, so the old man would not see his nose wrinkle in distaste. For one thing, his mentor’s condescending tones rankled. For another, he’d sat downwind, and Kiki Who Withers Trees smelt like a corpse. Probably withers those damned trees with his stink. But he needed the old man for a while longer. So he swallowed his irritation and settled in for yet another wait. And no doubt another lecture.
The lecture at least was not long in coming: ‘I have waited centuries for this time to finally arrive, poai. So you can wait a few hours. The moment is coming, very soon, when you will climb into the skies and do battle for the right to claim immortality. You must be ready, mentally and physically, if you are to claim the victory, and the prize.’
‘I am ready. I train all day, and have mastered the patu and the taiaha, and command makutu second only to you. I know what must be done, and I am ready for this!’ He felt that all his life had been preparing for this inevitable ascension to power: he’d been different since he was a child, used his uncanny abilities, even untrained as they were, to hurt and dominate others. Kiki had harnessed and honed him for one purpose: domination. He was fast tiring of having someone claiming to be his ‘master’.
‘Lower your voice, boy. Who taught you all of this? Show some respect.’
I’ll respect you when you’re dead and I have eaten your heart.
But such thoughts were dangerous, and he buried them swiftly. Kiki was to all intents and purposes immortal, although confined largely to Aotearoa, the Ghost World, since a near-death experience deep in the past, at the hands of the tohunga Tamure. It had weakened Kiki, left him vulnerable to slaying, and taken his immunity from aging. He was still deadly dangerous, though, so Byron quieted his mind, his hard-won discipline reasserting itself. The dark core at the centre of his mind widened and he sank into it, entering a meditative state as Kiki had trained him. It still didn’t come easy to him. Part of him still craved the glamour and attention of his rugby league days, when he’d been the most promising young player in the country, poised to achieve international fame. Matiu Douglas had ruined that, as he and his pathetic friends had ruined other things. Not that he was afraid of Douglas — he’d tested his mettle in Arrowtown a few months ago, and bested him easily. Douglas’s escape had been a fluke.
If that skinny geek-girl hadn’t pulled that trick, I’d have won this contest already.
Instead he’d had to be rescued, Kiki pulling him out of Aotearoa and into the modern world in the very nick of time, then reviving his dying body. What should have been a victory had turned into the worst moment of his life.
Cassandra Allan: that’s the geek’s name. She’s first.
As the western sky darkened towards full night, its final rays painted the clouds with shifting colours, pinks and oranges blending with the blues and purples of twilight, each a momentary masterpiece of transient beauty. Neither really noticed, their eyes cast forward to the headland, beyond the little lighthouse.
When the light was gone, Kiki rose painfully to his feet. ‘It is time.’ He filled his lungs, then let out a low, dirge-like chant with no discernible rhythm. Maori words, greetings and invocations to the night spirits, a call to the dark things that haunted wild places when the light was gone. As he chanted, the old man held out his hand to Byron, who took it reluctantly because Kiki had fingers like claws, with thick and dirty nails that invariably drew blood. They did again, as he drew on his powers, and took the young tohunga makutu from New Zealand to Aotearoa.
Two worlds: one, the modern land of New Zealand, rooted in the past and flowing into the future, a tamed land of farms and towns, ports and roads and pacified wilderness, where people grew and met, learned and worked, and got passionate about sports results and television shows. The real world, of science and logic. The world where lives were made and lived.
And the other world, Aotearoa: the Ghost World, the Memory Place, where all things gradually accumulated, where legend was real, and the dead still lingered. Where what mattered was who you once were and what you once did. A place where Nature did not have laws so much as opinions; fluid and subject to other views. A place of power, if you knew how to reach it, and what to do once you had.
Kiki had dwelt in Aotearoa since the first waka had pulled up on the shores of these lonely islands, beneath the long white clouds of the Southern Ocean. His roots lay as deep as the massive totara trees in the forests. Gnarled, dark roots, sucking life from all about him as he clung on through the centuries, fuelled by ambition and greed for mastery over others. He’d been engaged in a secret war all that time, vying for dominance with other tohunga — both good and evil. Once he’d lain with the Death Goddess to gain immortality, strode the world like a giant and terrorized the lands. Now, through Byron, his apprentice, he sought to perpetuate his dominion.
His chant reached out, seeping into the pores of the rock and down to the caves beneath, where the kehua dwelt. The goblins of Te Reinga had dwelt here as long as Kiki could recall, drawn by this place of power and leeching its essence to sustain them. They had come to the aid of his son Puarata two years ago, as he sought to entrap Matiu Douglas. Now he called them to serve again.
As his voice rose towards a crescendo — a sound like the crushing of buildings beneath an avalanche — the winds stilled, and when he reached the final call, darkness boiled up from the ground like living mud, emitting a sickening stench as it came. It twisted and bulged, until each pile resolved itself into a shape the size of a child, but beaked and misshapen, not unlike the carvings on a meeting house. Fierce little things, kehua-goblins, but they quailed when they saw who had summoned them.
‘Master Kiki,’ the largest greeted him in a tremulous voice, eyes downcast.
Byron wrinkled his nose in disgust, while Kiki cooed over these creatures as though they were pets. They grovelled before him, murmuring greetings and praise.
‘What is it you wish, O Great One?’ the largest asked.
Yes, why are we here? Byron leant closer, trying not to breathe in the stench.
‘When my son Puarata fell at this place, he dropped a talisman, a tiki carved in bone. The tiki of Tupu, his champion warrior, lost when he was slain. I believe that you have found this artefact. I require it.’
A low chittering ran through the gathering, as the creatures bent their heads together. Then the largest again spoke, its ugly face sly: ‘We have this thing, in a place you cannot reach. We might be willing to trade for it.’
Byron clenched his fists, took a step forward. ‘Why you little piece of shit! We don’t bargain with the likes of you — give it to us!’
The kehua laughed at him. ‘You cannot threaten us, manling.’
Bryon’s hand went to his patu, but Kiki slapped his wrist. ‘No, my apprentice. The kehua is right: there are places even I cannot reach, and this is one such. It is too close to the boundary between life and oblivion.’ He turned back to the goblin. ‘What is it you desire in return for the tiki?’
The kehua conferred with its fellows again, then looked up. ‘Nothing excessive, Great One. Just ten mortal years, to share amongst ourselves.’
Kiki raised an eyebrow. ‘Ten years? That is a princely sum, kehua. And one I cannot pay.’ He chuckled darkly. ‘I live on borrowed time as it is.’
The kehua pointed its stumpy little arm at Byron. ‘This one can pay.’
Byron’s anger turned to apprehension. ‘What is it saying?’ he snapped at Kiki.
‘It wants ten years of your life. To them, it equates to centuries of extended existence.’
‘Ten years? I don’t understand?’
‘It means that should you give them what they wish, your body will age ten years, and bring forward your death.’
Byron thought about that. ‘But once I claim Aroha as my own, I’ll be immortal …’
Kiki’s lips parted in a gloating smile. ‘Indeed.’
Byron went to give his assent, then paused. ‘But what if I have some condition that will kill me within the next ten years?’
‘You do not. I have cast the bones, and your natural life is many decades. In fact, the price the kehua demands will make you stronger, as you take on the bulk of full adulthood. I counsel you to accept.’
Byron looked at Kiki suspiciously. ‘Why do you want this tiki?’ Does he mean to supplant me with Tupu?
‘Because Tupu is a weapon our foes cannot match. Already we have the Wooden Head: with Tupu also, no-one can stop us.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Tupu is not capable of the quest that you are to undertake, boy. He is not a rival to you, just a tool.’ The old tohunga seized Byron’s wrist again, nails gouging. ‘Do you still not trust me, after all I have sacrificed for you?’
No, thought Byron. Nevertheless, he still held out his hand to the kehua.
With a delighted chortle, the goblin seized it, opened a mouth full of tiny barbed teeth, and bit.
Byron’s cry filled the night, echoing around the cliffs before dying in the waves below.



A hero’s quest
The old man and the young man climbed to the headland as dawn broke, silently rejoicing in the sun’s renewing energy. A warm wind rose from the sea, lifting the old man’s wispy white hair, and filling their nostrils with salty air. Far below, the waves broke over rocks, and crashed amidst the docks of the port of Napier. Gulls shrieked as they passed, and the distant traffic hummed. Napier city spread north and south, hemming in what had once been Scinde Island, until the 1931 earthquake had raised the land around it: creative destruction, the ruin of one thing to make way for another.
Although tall and lean, the old man was frail. He leant on the shoulders of his youthful companion, who fussed over him respectfully. ‘Where do you wish to sit, master?’ the youth asked, as they crabbed slowly toward the benches overlooking the sea.
The old man indicated a bench, and they patiently hobbled toward it. It was dawn, the return of light and new life, and the hill reserve was empty of all but themselves. He looked sideways and said, ‘I’m not your master, Matiu. I am your guide.’
‘Yes, master,’ Mat Douglas replied fondly. He helped Ngatoro-i-rangi sit, then sat beside him. They fell silent for a while, looking out to sea, shielding their eyes from the newly risen sun and basking in its soothing warmth.
Mat, in contrast to the traditional attire of his mentor, was clad in a replica Hawke’s Bay rugby jersey, blue jeans, and a pair of old runners. He wasn’t a big boy, although he was almost eighteen. His face reflected his two heritages: New Zealand Maori from his father, and Irish from his mother, with his thick, dark curls prone to glowing auburn in the sunlight, and his serious face much paler than the visage of the ancient tohunga beside him.
‘Last night, the first act of the struggle to come took place,’ Ngatoro told him. The old magician had been Mat’s distant mentor ever since Mat had rescued him from imprisonment over a year ago, and more recently he’d been increasingly present, since the death of Aethlyn Jones, Mat’s previous mentor. Both were Adepts in magic, the mysterious arts that were also at Mat’s call.
‘What do you mean?’ Mat asked.
‘Kiki and his apprentice, Byron Kikitoa, went into the Far North, and something took place that set a reverberation through the lands, for those listening. The stars are aligning, Matiu: your trial is coming.’
Mat took a deep breath, stared apprehensively into space. ‘The solstice, Aroha told me. That’s in December, just before Christmas.’
Ngatoro nodded gravely. ‘Only a month away. Are you ready?’
‘I guess.’ Mat hung his head, not wanting to think about Aroha. Although he hadn’t seen her since June, and it was November now, very few hours passed in which her name and face didn’t fall into his thoughts. That was the thing with goddesses: they were difficult to ignore.
Aroha wasn’t precisely a goddess, though: she was a tohunga’s daughter, centuries old, who was also a channel for the Maori goddess Hine-nui-te-po, the Goddess of Death, and her brighter aspect, Hine-titama, the Dawn Maiden. Mat had rescued Aroha from Puarata’s clutches the same day he’d rescued Ngatoro. To demonstrate her gratitude she’d seemingly decided he ought to marry her. At first her proposals had been amusing, then they’d become alarming. Especially when he’d learnt that every few centuries the goddess became fertile and sought a human male to father her child. That lucky man would become immortal — if he survived the experience. Aroha wanted Mat to be that lover, although Mat found Aroha more scary than attractive, despite her beauty. It didn’t help that becoming her lover required a mysterious and deadly dangerous quest, and that if successful he would end up fathering a child.
Mat wasn’t all that keen on any of it: Aroha, becoming immortal, or being a father. If he could have avoided getting involved at all he would have, but it was becoming increasingly apparent that he didn’t have much choice. ‘I still wish someone else …’
Ngatoro grunted. ‘Do not think such thoughts, Matiu. What you are soon to undertake is bigger than you imagine. As you know, there are ghost worlds in all lands, all over the world. In each, a similar quest exists, where a young person must renew the spiritual strength of the land. In some lands a young woman must seek a male god, and bear his child. In Aotearoa, the quest is to find the Death Goddess, Hine-nui-te-po.’
Mat nibbled at his lower lip. Hine-nui-te-po was truly frightening: she’d killed the demigod Maui for doing exactly what Mat was supposed to attempt.
‘If you do not prevail, a dark period will unfold in this country, Matiu,’ Ngatoro told him. ‘Servants of dark magic, makutu, will also seek Hine-nui-te-po when the time comes. If you fail, one of them will succeed, and plunge the land into turmoil. Or worse, if no-one reaches her, there will be catastrophe. When no candidates reached the goddess in Rome, the empire fell and plunged Europe into a Dark Age. Similar failures in China and India have presaged the collapse of whole civilisations. Another failure in Europe in the first years of the previous century triggered two world wars.’
Mat swallowed. ‘But this is only New Zealand. Nothing like that can happen here …’
‘Can it not? When Kiki succeeded and Puarata was conceived, the Maori were master of these islands. Within a hundred years our people were swamped by European settlers and brought to near extinction.’ Ngatoro tapped the ground for emphasis. ‘History is not all progress, Matiu: there are also falls and declines. Imagine an invasion from Asia, and the great powers standing aside for political reasons. Or a period of terrible earthquakes and volcanic activity here, razing cities and poisoning the soil, driving people from these islands. Do not tell me that nothing bad can happen here.’
Mat shut his mouth. He’s right. I must do this. But he didn’t have to like it. I’m trapped. I have to go to Aroha whether I want to or not. He tried to conceal his frustration and fear, because he knew that was what his mentor expected. For the thousandth time he missed Jones, who would have understood his misgivings. But Aethlyn Jones was dead, and probably would have given him the same advice anyway.
‘In the end, Matiu, we are only caretakers, handing down this world to the next generation. We should seek only to enhance that legacy. You must approach this as a spiritual quest of renewal, a hero’s quest, for which it is an honour to be called.’ Ngatoro tapped his staff on the soil. ‘The child of the sacred union reflects the emotions of the couple: thus the birth of Puarata heralded a time of exploitation and conflict. So it is vital that you make peace emotionally with Aroha, and find love for her.’
Unfortunately the word ‘love’ only brought one face to Mat’s mind: Evie van Zelle. Here I am, about to embark on a quest for a woman I don’t even like. I wonder if the Knights of the Round Table ever had this problem? He sighed heavily, knowing he had no choice. To turn aside now would be to betray everyone who believed in him, including the stern, kindly man at his side. ‘What must I do?’ he asked.
‘Just be aware and be ready,’ Ngatoro replied. ‘Ensure that when the solstice comes you are right here, on this bluff.’
‘Why must I be here?’
‘Because for each candidate, the beginning point must be somewhere tied to their essence, tied to their name and ancestry. This hill is where your father’s forebears once stood, and laid claim to these lands. As the light of the rising moon strikes you, the path will open. Bring whatever you believe you will need, and ensure that you are fit, well-rested and well-fed.’
Mat felt that on that front, he was as prepared as he could be. He’d completed his NCEA Level Three papers, his final high-school exams. After all the years building up to them, they’d gone past in a blur; with all that was happening outside school making the exams seem trivial. Nevertheless he thought he’d done well: he’d always been a diligent student. With that distraction out of the way, and his physical training going well, he should have been raring to go.
And if the quest was to win Evie instead of Aroha, I would be.
At least the coming week would be a diversion from worrying about the pending ordeal. Tomorrow he and his parents would join the other Napier Boys High School Year Thirteen students on a visit to Wellington, to get a taste of the university options there. Massey was Mat’s likely choice as it offered a Visual Arts degree.
They fell silent for a few more minutes, then Mat asked the questions he’d been storing up for this moment. ‘Master, when I last saw Aroha, she said: “Let the journey of Tawhaki guide you, and the fate of Maui warn you.” What did she mean?’
Ngatoro looked at him gravely. ‘You know of the fate of Maui?’
‘Sure, who doesn’t? He was the demigod who was going to conquer death for everyone, by passing through the body of the Death Goddess, going in through her … um …’ his face went red ‘… and out her mouth. But just when he was about to succeed, a fantail laughed at the sight, woke the Death Goddess and she bit him in half. Or something like that.’
‘Mmmm. And what does that tell you about your own quest?’
Mat frowned. ‘To beware of fantails? And … that I’ve got to … uh …’ He looked at Ngatoro with panic beginning to fill his mind. ‘Surely I don’t have to …’
‘I suspect the parts about the male entering the female might be a metaphor for something else, don’t you?’ Ngatoro said wryly.
‘I really hope so,’ Mat replied fervently. ‘So, just sex then?’ Not that he believed there was any such thing as ‘just sex’. And not that he’d know anyway.
Ngatoro nodded, an amused smile on his lips.
‘So is Kiki the only one to ever succeed?’ Mat asked doubtfully.
Ngatoro shook his head. ‘No, Matiu Douglas. There was also my father, Rakauri.’ The old man sighed. ‘He has passed on — immortal does not mean invulnerable — but I have endured, to counter Kiki and Puarata’s evil.’
Mat caught his breath. ‘Serious? Wow.’ The thought that he might be following in the footsteps of Ngatoro was daunting. ‘What about Tawhaki?’
Ngatoro gave a small shrug. ‘Tawhaki was different: do you know the tale?’
‘Um, not really. I looked it up, but there were so many versions.’
Ngatoro chuckled. ‘That is because it in such an elemental tale: the hero’s quest for immortality, duplicated through the world. I will tell you the version I believe. Tawhaki was a warrior who dwelt in the early days of Aotearoa. He was descended of men and gods, and had several adventures among the sea people, the ponaturi. Those do not concern us. What does matter is his final journey. Tawhaki had a wife, Hapai, who was one of the sky people, a divine being. They had a child together, but he broke a tapu and offended her. She took their child and ascended into the clouds. He repented immediately, and sought to regain his wife. With his younger brother Karihi, he ascended the mountains, overcoming many obstacles, until they came to a place where vines descended from the clouds. Climbing the vines, Karihi fell and died, but Tawhaki went on. He came to a land in the clouds, filled with beauty and wonder, and underwent many trials, in which he confronted ghosts, and his own mortality. Eventually he tricked his way into the village where his wife Hapai dwelt, by putting on the semblance of an old man, and he won her back. There he lives still with his wife and child, but is now immortal and a god of the lightning.’
‘So you’re saying I have to make like Jack and the Beanstalk, climb into the clouds, find Aroha, make out, and she’ll turn me into a god?’
Ngatoro chuckled. ‘No, what I am saying is that there are parallels to Tawhaki’s tale and your own. And more than that: as Aroha herself has told you that it is linked to your quest, it is likely that your own quest will be similar to that of Tawhaki in some form. Should you find her, you will gain immortality. It may be that the tale of Tawhaki is the half-remembered tale of someone just like my father, who sought and found the goddess.’
Mat swallowed. ‘But I don’t want to live in the clouds. I want to study art at university, with my friends. I want to see the world, and do stuff—’ And be with Evie.
‘I know this, Matiu. And it may be that you will be able to do so. But for the sake of Aotearoa, you must do this thing first.’ The old man laid a kindly hand on Mat’s arm. ‘I do understand, my young friend. Better than you might appreciate. But two worlds depend on your triumph.’
Mat found himself looking at his shoes. ‘Is there really no-one else?’
‘No. You are the only Adept with the youth, experience and mana to do this.’ Ngatoro paused. ‘Although on the side of makutu, there are several who may essay the quest, including Kiki’s protégé, Byron Kikitoa.’
Mat bit his lip. Kiki and Byron had vanished after the encounter five months ago in Arrowtown. They’d taken with them the dreaded Wooden Head, a carving that could kill people with its cry. That brought him back to Ngatoro’s earlier warning. ‘I wonder what they were doing last night?’
‘Something that we will regret,’ Ngatoro said flatly. ‘You must warn those you love to be on their guard.’
Mat felt his face go cold. ‘Are they really in danger?’
‘I fear so,’ Ngatoro told him. ‘Kiki may seek to weaken you by moving against those you care about.’
Mat nibbled his lower lip. ‘Mum and Dad are both going to Wellington with me on Sunday. Riki is coming, too, because he’s thinking of studying in Wellington as well.’ Riki Waitoa’s transformation from layabout to proficient scholar was a minor miracle of modern education. ‘And we’ll being staying with Wiri and Kelly.’
Ngatoro nodded encouragingly. ‘Wiri knows how to protect himself from the arcane.’
‘But Cassandra’s in Gisborne.’ Cassandra and Riki had a long-distance on-off thing going. They’d been a bit more off than on recently, because Cass had been offered a scholarship in America that she was keen to accept. Riki wasn’t taking it well.
And Evie is alone in Auckland.
‘Then warn them,’ Ngatoro replied. Mat took a second to register that the old tohunga had said ‘them’. He always seemed to know what Mat was thinking.
‘I’ll call,’ Mat breathed. He felt a fine sweat breaking out on his brow.
‘Do so.’ Ngatoro looked at him squarely. ‘Listen to me, Matiu. A tutor can show his apprentice only so much. Theory is only one teacher: practice and hard experience must do the rest. Your time with me is over.’
Mat quivered in surprise. ‘But I feel like I hardly know a thing.’
Ngatoro chuckled. ‘Listen to you, and your foolish modesty!’ He took Mat’s hand, raised it up to eye-level. Mat’s fingernails were scab-red and as hard as stone, a gift from the goddess of fire. ‘You are an Adept, an apprentice tohunga ruanuku who has mastered fire. You have a winged cloak, gift of the Birdwitch. You bear my own taiaha, soaked in the blood of the land, harder than steel and stone, and you know how to wield it. You have defeated the warlocks of Puarata’s entourage and released his prisoners, myself included. You are ready.’
‘But—’
‘Matiu, when a tohunga’s apprentice has learnt all that his master can impart, the tradition is that they undertake a task to demonstrate their graduation from trainee to mastery. Often it involves a journey, and no little self-sacrifice and suffering. A soul journey. A spirit quest. All shamanic cultures do the same, to show that the apprentice has achieved mastery. This journey, to seek Aroha, is your spirit quest.’
Mat swallowed, and nodded. Put like that, it sounded increasingly daunting.
‘Put aside doubt and fear, Matiu,’ Ngatoro told him. ‘They are your enemies, more surely than Byron Kikitoa.’ He squeezed Mat’s arm. ‘You are ready. I believe in you. You will succeed.’
What if I don’t want to …?



Your whole lives ahead
‘Wait, wait!’ Mum shouted, as they all gathered about the car. ‘Just one more photo.’
Tama Douglas rolled his eyes at Mat. All morning his estranged wife, Colleen, had been stopping everyone every few seconds for ‘just one more photo’. It was as though life had a pause button and Colleen was a trigger-happy kid with the remote control, freezing everything in place momentarily every few seconds.
Mat and Riki sighed, winked at each other and struck another pose. The front yard was packed with Riki’s family, attracted by the novelty of the occasion: no child of theirs had ever graduated from high school. They couldn’t afford to take time off work to go south with their fourth son (and seventh child of nine) to survey his study options, so were grateful to Mat’s father who had volunteered to take Riki south. The whole clan had descended on Mat’s dad’s house en masse to see them off. Most were familiar faces, as Mat visited them often, and anyway his father had represented several generations of them in court, as their defence lawyer. Riki’s family weren’t so much criminal as wayward, but they had a penchant for getting into trouble.
The whole gathering squeezed together beside Tama’s Mercedes, and Colleen snapped away merrily. His mother was looking pretty good, Mat decided. For an oldie. She had on her tight jeans, a black leather jacket, and her ginger hair was spiked up, recalling the ’eighties punkette she’d been when younger. Tama and Colleen were both in their forties, and had been separated almost four years now. They didn’t fight so much these days. She had come down from Taupo, where she now lived, and had agreed to drive down to Wellington in the same car, to save cash. Mat couldn’t help hoping they’d get back together, especially on days like this when they were in harmony.
‘One more, just Mat and Riki,’ Colleen called. The Waitoa clan and children, adherents and hangers-on edged aside, and Mat and Riki posed by the bonnet of the car, arms around each other’s shoulders, beaming wearily.
‘Look at you both!’ Riki’s mother sniffed. ‘All grown-up, with your whole lives ahead.’
‘They’re just going to another school,’ snarked Shana, one of Riki’s younger sisters. ‘That’s not growing up, it’s retarding.’ She poked out her tongue at Riki moodily. She was sixteen, having dropped out of high school to have a baby, and hated being upstaged. ‘Riki should get a real job.’
‘I will, once I graduate,’ Riki shot back.
‘Nah, you’ll be paying off your student loan all your life,’ his brother Eroni put in. ‘That’s why I didn’t go to varsity, eh?’
‘That and cos you’re thick,’ Shana said sourly. ‘You ain’t got a job either.’
‘I got work,’ Eroni retorted. He threw a sideways look at Tama Douglas and added, ‘Legit work.’
Shana snickered at that, but then her baby wailed and she dropped out of the conversation to feed it.
‘I’m so gonna miss all this,’ Riki said, with a complete insincerity.
Mat grinned, Mum snapped the shot, and finally — finally! — it was time to go.
‘Hey, Mr Douglas, if you leave me your keys, I can feed the cat,’ Eroni offered.
Tama raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve got a neighbour looking after that,’ he replied coolly. ‘They’ll be keeping a good eye on everything. But thanks.’
‘No problemo,’ Eroni said, his face falling a little. ‘I wouldn’t rip you off, Mr Douglas. Your place is off-limits, everyone knows that.’
‘Hmmm.’
Riki hugged his mother, then his father, and worked his way down a shifting line until he was picking up nephews and nieces who were too young to know what was going on, and were far more interested in playing hide-and-seek in the garden beds, then finally he was in the car. Tama gunned the engine with a heavy sigh of relief. ‘Right, let’s get out of here.’
They waved out the windows, then the Mercedes purred away down the street, and the house and its attendant crowd fell from view. In minutes they were on Marine Parade South and heading toward Clive, Hastings, and the highway to Wellington. The trip would take about four and a half hours, longer if they stopped for lunch, which was the plan. It was Sunday, though, and the roads should be quiet, at least until they reached the edge of Wellington. Mum and Dad tuned in a radio station and began talking in low voices. Mat settled back, and looked at Riki. ‘Hey, we’re off.’ He felt both nervous and exhilarated.
Riki stretched cheerily. ‘Amen and Hallelujah.’ He poked and prodded at the various buttons that controlled the airflow in the back of the car. ‘Choice, we can have our own settings. Think I’ll buy some wheels like this when I graduate from uni and get my first big job, eh?’ he speculated with blithe disregard for the ways of the real world.
‘Did you call Cass last night?’
Riki nodded. ‘We spoke for, like, two hours, man.’
‘Did you warn her about what I said?’ Mat asked in a low voice.
‘Sure. She and her dad are gonna be careful. Anyway, she was calling from Auckland International Airport: she’s off to check out the digs on that Californian scholarship. Silicon Valley, man.’ He looked up desultorily. ‘She’s got her heart set on it.’
Mat frowned. ‘How are you doing on that?’
A miserable look slid over Riki’s face. ‘It’s just wrong, man. After all we’ve been through, she’s like: “I need to do this, for my future”. I don’t get it: it’s all “her” future — what about “our” future? And how can she bail on us now? She hangs with us, she gets to see a whole different world. Magic and stuff! All she gets over there in the You-Ess-Aye is money.’
Mat could empathise. After all their adventures, the life-and-death moments, the wonders and the horrors, it seemed absurd that someone who’d been through so much with them might settle for something so mundane as overseas study.
Of course, getting shot at, stabbed, and menaced by magic-wielding monsters isn’t for everyone.
‘You’ve got a future, too,’ he reminded Riki. ‘Just a different one.’
‘I guess.’ Riki’s voice lacked its usual bubble. ‘You know, I’m the first member of my entire family — and I mean going back to the dawn of time —who’s ever qualified for university? All the others dropped out at Year Eleven, if they even got that far. Everyone’s been giving me shit about it, too, like I’m getting above myself. It’s pissing me off.’
Mat had seen that himself, not just in Riki’s family, but others at Boys’ High, from poorer families. It certainly wasn’t just a Maori thing. Not succeeding was almost ingrained in some families: the pressure to quit early and get some easy money, or even just go on the dole, had taken even some of the smartest boys. He saw them sometimes, former First XV heroes wandering out of pubs in the middle of the afternoon, smoking and working on their beer guts. He was glad Riki hadn’t gone the same way.
‘It’s only five weeks until the solstice,’ Mat noted softly.
Riki knew what he meant. ‘You ready?’
‘I guess. I’ve got my taiaha in the back, and my cloak, too. Just in case something happens.’
‘Boy scout.’
‘Yeah, I know. But what if Byron comes after us?’
‘Yeah, I know. I’ve got my gear, too.’
‘Good, but remember you’re not coming with me.’
Riki’s eyes narrowed. ‘What?’
‘You can’t come with me. This is a solo thing, man. Only an Adept can survive it anyway.’
Riki met his gaze. ‘There is absolutely no way in the world I’m not going with you. Someone has to have your back, and that someone is me. Always has been, always will be.’
‘You can’t. Probably won’t even get the opportunity. And anyway, I’ve been reading up, and in every version I’ve seen of the Tawhaki legend, the man who goes with him ends up dead.’
‘That just means Tawhaki hung with losers. You don’t: you hang with me. You ain’t doing this thing alone, bro. That’s all there is to it.’
No amount of arguing was going to change Riki’s mind, Mat could see that clearly enough. However he had a feeling that, when the moment came, only he would be permitted to take it. He hoped so: he’d already lost Damien; to lose Riki as well — he wouldn’t be able to bear it. But with solstice still five weeks away, there was time to talk Riki out of it.
‘Anyway, did you call Evie?’ Riki asked, pointedly changing the subject.
Mat looked away. ‘Yeah. Well, I sent an email.’
‘Wimp.’
‘Yeah, I know. But …’ Mat spread his hands helplessly. He had to focus on Aroha right now, get his head right about her. Talking to Evie would undermine that. ‘She texted me back, said she’d be careful.’
Riki waggled a finger at Mat’s parents in the front seats, and mouthed What about them?
Mat pulled a face, and shook his head. How would I tell them? The two boys looked at each other. There wasn’t really anything else to say about this mess. The sickening fear that something might happen to someone he cared about had Mat on the edge of nausea. The feeling persisted as they drove south, staring out the windows in silence. When they finally stopped for lunch, in the quaint town of Greytown in the Wairarapa, not even the glorious food at the Main Street Deli could reawaken his appetite.
‘You two are awfully quiet,’ Colleen remarked. She and Tama had kept up their own chatter throughout the journey, arguing genially about everything from politics to teaching standards to whose turn it was to have Mat for Christmas that year. ‘Are you planning some mischief?’
Mat prodded at his BLT, pushed his coffee around, and looked at her. He’d had an idea while talking to Ngatoro; an idea which required his parents’ help. But he wasn’t sure they would go with it. ‘Actually, there is something.’
‘Whatever you want,’ she vowed recklessly. She only got to see Mat at school holidays, and had a tendency to compensate by smothering him. However, she also had a huge fear of Aotearoa, dating back to her first encounters with it: being kidnapped by Puarata and held hostage; and later having her house in Taupo trashed by goblins. Her smile faltered, as she seemed to read something in Mat’s expression that brought all those incidents back to mind. ‘What is it?’
Tama knew more of Aotearoa than Colleen. ‘Tell us the worst, Mat.’
Mat glanced sideways at the puzzled Riki, then ploughed in. ‘Well, Dad, do you remember back in February, when I had to go off while we were in Auckland?’
‘Sure.’ Tama had been commissioned to defend Donna Kyle, one of Mat’s enemies, in a court case in Aotearoa. However, she had escaped, leading to a chase involving Mat, Wiri and Evie. It had also led to the death of Mat and Riki’s friend Damien. ‘What about it?’
‘Well, the Treaty of Waitangi was stolen.’
Colleen gripped Tama’s forearm unconsciously. ‘The original Treaty? Surely not? That’s in a vault in the National Archives in Wellington.’
‘That’s the real-world original. This was the original original: the one that resides in Aotearoa. You’ve seen on the news how the one in the National Archives is supposed to be deteriorating, and the scientists can’t do anything? That’s because the Aotearoa-original has been stolen and destroyed. Without it, all the related Treaty documents in this world, like the copies made so later tribes could sign, will fall apart in a few more months.’
Tama glanced at Colleen. ‘That’s terrible. It’s … appalling. What’s being done?’
‘Well, no-one knows for now, except a few people. But I have a plan. When I was with Ngatoro,’— Tama and Colleen knew about the old tohunga, although neither had met him —‘I asked him about the Treaty. He said: “It’s just a piece of paper. Others can be signed.” That got me thinking.’
He stopped for breath, trying to find a way to make his idea sound less crazy than it probably was. His parents waited expectantly. Eventually Riki laughed. ‘It’s cool that you can still think, bro, but you need to tell us what you thunked.’
‘Uh, yeah. Well, what I thought was that if we re-created the Treaty, and got the original signatories to re-sign it, then it would effectively replace the destroyed original, and, through the bond between the two worlds, resuscitate the version in this world.’
Three sets of eyebrows went up and hung there. Three sets of eyes stared at him with expressions ranging from Riki’s amused speculation, through Tama’s calculating frown, to Colleen’s fearful confusion.
‘What did Ngatoro say?’ Riki asked quickly, before Mat’s parents could voice their doubts.
‘Dunno — I only just thought of it. But Dad, you’re a lawyer, so you could handle the wording, and you’ve got that letter of introduction Governor Grey gave you after the court case. And Mum, you teach Art and English, and you’re amazing at crafts, so you’d be perfect to make the document look identical. If you could make it, I could get the signatories to sign again: I know I could.’ He didn’t actually, but he’d met Hone Heke and he reckoned that if he could convince that charismatic and influential rangatira to sign, others would follow. ‘Ngatoro believes that if we allow the Treaty document to decay into nothing, race relations in this country will follow suit, both in this world and in Aotearoa. Wiri thinks the same.’
Tama looked dubious. ‘I don’t know, son. It sounds a little far-fetched, even by Aotearoa standards.’
‘I want nothing to do with that horrible place,’ Colleen said emphatically, finally realizing she was clinging to Tama’s arm, and snatching her hand back. ‘Mat, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Don’t throw it away on that ghastly world. Everyone there tries to kill you.’
‘Not everyone, Mum.’
‘It’s a land of the dead: you’re alive, and I want you to stay that way.’ She glared at him. ‘I’d make you promise never to go there again, if I honestly thought it would do any good.’
There was no safe way to answer that, so Mat kept his mouth shut.
‘It’s not your problem, Mat,’ she went on. ‘You belong in this world. If you just let it be, that place will stop reaching out to you. Let someone else solve it, and stay well away. You’ve got your whole future before you. Don’t throw it away.’
But Mum, in a few weeks a Death Goddess is going to reach down and drag me into Aotearoa on a quest to save the world. And if I fail and Byron Kikitoa succeeds, he’s going to become some kind of super-tohunga makutu, and he’ll be coming after all of us …
Mat wasn’t stupid enough to voice any of that, but Riki knew. The two boys clamped their mouths shut, and tried to look like nothing else was going on.
‘Please, Mat,’ Colleen implored him. ‘Don’t get involved. Not now.’
‘I’ll try’ was all he could say that his parents might believe.

The house was on Diana Avenue, high on Hospital Hill among some of the best new homes in Gisborne. Panoramic views of the entire bay spread below, from Kaiti Hill above Cooks Landing to Young Nick’s Head, with the city and the patchwork paddocks of the farmlands and vineyards between. An aeroplane droned in the distance, and somewhere, a few doors down, children laughed and shrieked. Flies buzzed and the heat of early summer was softened by the sea breezes that reached even here, three kilometres from the sea. The warmth and brightness still radiated even as the sun slipped below the horizon, and evening gently enveloped the bay.
No-one saw the dark shapes that crept from out of the bushes below the house. One, the smallest of the pair, stayed in the shade of a hedge at the foot of the property, carefully avoiding the sunlight, but the other strode on, careless of being seen. He was clad in black jeans and a hoodie, and his right hand remained inside the big front pocket of his top as he flowed athletically from the lawn to the balcony, to the open sliding door. Music was playing, a symphony.
Byron Kikitoa’s lip curled in contempt. How anyone could listen to that sort of shit in this day and age he couldn’t understand. What kind of music didn’t even have a beat?
He stepped inside the house.
‘Hey, who are you?’ A rotund man with glasses and a shaved head was in the kitchen, one hand holding a wine bottle and the other a corkscrew. He looked more annoyed than frightened at Byron’s sudden appearance, then his jaw dropped as Byron stepped fully into the lounge.
‘Hey, you can’t just walk in here! This is my house.’
Byron looked around. There was no sign of the girl, or anyone else.
‘Get out before I call the police,’ the man said, his voice rising an octave although he was trying hard to sound threatening. He put down the corkscrew and reached for a phone.
Byron drew a Beretta handgun from the front pouch of his top. It had a six-inch silencer which made it look like a cannon. He enjoyed the change to the man’s expression as the barrel aligned with his face. He froze, went white, while the wine bottle slipped from his grasp and shattered at his feet, red fluid spraying.
Byron walked forward and pressed the muzzle against the man’s forehead. ‘Howard Allan?’
The man’s mouth worked, but his brain had all but shut down at the sight of the gun. The threat of sudden death could do that to a man. Byron had to suppress the urge to giggle at the sight. Ball-less twat. Apparently he was a millionaire several times over, some kind of tech-genius. But he looked like a wad of damp dough to Byron.
‘Wh-what do you want?’ Howard Allan squeaked.
‘Your daughter.’
‘She’s … she’s not here. She’s gone to America.’
Fuck! The plans I had for her …
Byron drew back slightly, pulled the gun away from Howard Allan’s face, watched how his face sagged with utter relief.
‘I can give you money,’ the man babbled. ‘Anything you want, take it. It’s just stuff, y’know. You can’t take it with you, right?’ His voice was still desperate, pleading. Irritating.
‘Can’t I?’ Byron glanced left and right. It was a nice house, lots of little knick-knacks and gizmos, but nothing that really interested him. ‘You know, you’re right,’ he said. ‘You can’t take it with you.’
He squeezed the trigger.

The dead man hadn’t lied. His daughter wasn’t here, and her room had an abandoned feel to it. Disconnected wires splayed across a bare desk, like tendrils of some alien plant seeking fertile soil. An itinerary was pinned to a corkboard on the wall, amidst photographs. He knew some of the faces: Douglas of course, and his skinny friend. The fencer boy, the one he’d stabbed on White Island. A woman posing with a younger version of the dead man in the living room: her mother, he guessed. The rest were girls in school uniforms or party dresses. Cassandra Allan herself was in most; bony, angular and bucktoothed, with hair that was at times matted dreadlocks, other times shaven or spiked. There was a restlessness in all the images; she always seemed on the verge of doing something else.
I’ll kill her when she gets back. By then I’ll be able to do whatever I like.
Back in the lounge, he paused, staring out over Gisborne and Poverty Bay. Kiki would be waiting impatiently below, anxious to get back to his habitual darkness. It wasn’t that sunlight harmed him — he wasn’t some Hollywood vampire — but it caused him discomfort and messed with his powers. It was a weakness Byron planned to exploit fully very soon.
Any kind of weakness disgusted him. From growing up poor, running wild on the streets of Rongotai, he’d learned very young that weakness would be exploited by others. Especially his father. He cringed inside to even think of the old bastard, a man so massive and strong that few suspected how weak he was. How totally in the thrall of drunkenness and drugs. A pathetic monster, who stood up to the weak and hid from the strong.
The only regret I have about you, ‘Daddy’, was that you were unconscious when I killed you.
Byron had been nine, coming home from school to find his mother beaten senseless and his father passed out from drinking. He’d powdered every pill in the cabinet into a coffee cup filled with rum, then tipped it down his father’s throat. The old man never woke up. The cops had barely investigated, declared it suicide and signed it off. He’d thought his mother might snap out of it after his father died, but she’d got worse. Byron and his brothers had been taken off her, and parcelled around other families by Social Welfare, still in the neighbourhood. He’d taken to stealing, got into fights. Discovered that if he wished someone ill, with all his heart and soul, then bad things really would happen to them.
His first magical victim had been an older boy who’d just beaten him with a stick, to steal the jewellery Byron himself had stolen from an old woman in Roseneath. He still remembered his fury at being held down, humiliated and dazed, hating that boy as he’d never hated another being. Byron knew his attacker was allergic to bee stings, and for some reason he’d focused on that, wishing and praying and beseeching the heavens for bees to come and sting and sting and sting until the other boy was nothing but a puffed-up poisoned corpse.
Within ten minutes, it had begun. The first bee came, even though it was night and it should have been sleeping. One sting would have been enough to put the other boy in hospital, but more came, then more. When Byron staggered away, lights coming on in the surrounding houses to investigate the screams, the other boy was covered in the creatures. Byron had known that it was he and he alone who had made it happen.
Kiki had found him within a week, and taken him to a place where Social Welfare would never find him. Changed his name, and the way he saw himself and the world about him. Changed his destiny.
All of his brothers were either dead or inside prison now. He’d not seen the surviving two for years, barely knew them. Kiki had rescued him from that path. Channelled his powers into being something more. Fashioned him into a likeness of himself.
Byron had been so damned grateful, at first. But now he knew that gratitude was just another form of dependency, of weakness.
I’ll show you that I have surpassed you, old man, and then I will be rid of you, as easily as I killed Howard Allan, and with as few regrets.
But for now, he had to play the eager, subservient pupil for a few more days. To serve and obey. Years of discipline, imposed with savage cruelty, had conditioned him to play that part. He was far too strong of will to show his true intentions now, with the goal in sight. So he exhaled slowly, squared his shoulders, and crept back into the darkness of the encroaching bush.



Harbour city
The moment the door of the car opened, a giant Labrador was bounding down the steps from the house above. Mat’s ears heard frantic, excited barking, but his mind could hear words: ‘Mat! Mat! Mat!’
He dropped to his knees, let Fitzy leap at him, rolled with the impact and hugged the dog-turehu with as much enthusiasm as the little Nature spirit was exuding. ‘Hey, Fitzy! Whoa!’ They rolled about laughing, then pulled apart as Tama and Colleen peered down at them with amused smiles on their faces. ‘Awesome to see you,’ he told the dog. He’d not seen Fitzy since the year before. The turehu looked exactly the same of course, being a fairy creature of Aotearoa: shaggy, a little wild and full of energy.
Riki had his turn at hugging the little turehu, while Mat clambered to his feet and looked up to where Wiri and Kelly were descending to greet them. Wiri bounded towards them, his handsome face lit up with pleasure. He hugged Mat, then pushed him to arm’s length and looked him up and down. ‘Growing up,’ he said approvingly.
Wiri looked just the same: his youthful face had a timeless quality to it, and indeed ‘timeless’ was a word that was particularly apt. He had been born before the European settlement of New Zealand, but he’d spent most of his existence as a spirit, bound to a bone tiki carved from his own shoulder-blade by Puarata, and forced to serve the evil tohunga. That was until two years ago, when he had regained his mortality. So though he looked around twenty-four, his true age was lost to antiquity. He’d lost none of his warrior athleticism, judging by the way he moved, and if he was aging, it wasn’t apparent yet.
The last time Mat had seen Wiri was in February, during the pursuit of the stolen Treaty. Seeing him again made the world somehow more complete. The bond they’d forged in the past two years was something he relied on. Wiri occupied a place in his life akin to the elder brother he’d never had, combined with hero and idol.
Then Kelly was bustling in and grabbing him. ‘Matty-Mat-Mat! Look at you!’ She made a show of going up on tiptoes and smooching his cheeks. ‘You’re bigger than me now!’
He poked her gently in the tummy. ‘No, I’m not!’
She laughed, and struck a pose with her stomach — heavily pregnant — bulging. She was wearing a voluminous yellow T-shirt with Wide Load printed on it, back and front. Her hair was, as usual, garishly coloured, in lime green this time. ‘Yes, it’s true, I’m fat again! I blame Wiri’s cooking.’
‘His cooking?’
‘Yeah: he keeps putting buns in my oven,’ she winked. She went to Riki and kissed him. ‘Allo, Skinny,’ she said fondly, reaching up and mussing his hair. She hugged Colleen and Tama in turn, while Wiri grabbed suitcases and backpacks, and farmed them out to the boys. In a few minutes they were inside the cosy little character house, in a side-road off Aro Street, Wiri and Kelly’s abode for the past two years. Dog and baby smells blended with the aromas of cooking and cleaning, the wholesome feel of a happy home enveloping them. Little Nikau, their first child, was asleep, but Kelly told them not to worry about being quiet: ‘He can sleep through anything, and he’s due to wake up soon anyway.’ She took Colleen through to coo over him in the nursery, while Wiri put on the kettle.
‘So, when’s number two due?’ Tama asked, as they settled around the kitchen table. Even Fitzy selected a chair and climbed up. He remained in dog-form, though — his natural turehu form was a little alarming, and they didn’t want to upset Colleen.
They’d all known that Kelly was expecting again, after Wiri had telephoned them with the news a few months ago. ‘February or March next year,’ Wiri replied, smiling broadly. ‘Whenever it’s ready.’
‘You still working security?’ Tama asked.
‘Sure. Mostly night-shifts at Te Papa museum. Nightshifts pay better.’ He shrugged. ‘I like the museum at night. The displays take on a life of their own.’
‘You know I could get you better work,’ Tama offered. He’d been instrumental in establishing a new, modern identity for Wiri. He had also expressed the thought many times that someone with Wiri’s wit, judgement and moral courage could do a lot better than work as a security guard, but Wiri wasn’t really interested. Mat was pretty much on Tama’s side of the debate: it annoyed him that someone who had saved Aotearoa from Puarata, and many other feats, had to work anonymously in a low-wage job, while bankers and currency traders got rich. It was the wrong way around, so far as he could make out.
‘We’re doing fine, Tama,’ Wiri said, his tone affable but closing down the subject. ‘So, Mat and Riki, off to check out the unis? What’re you looking to take next year?’
‘Maori Studies, and maybe some Social Policy stuff,’ Riki replied. ‘I’ll get some quals to work for my tangata whenua. And I can see what this big-city life is all about: I’m gonna see every Hurricanes home game. It’ll be cool as.’
Wiri grinned. ‘I’ve worked security on some of those games, and the Sevens, too. It’s a bit of fun, but us poor buggers have to watch the crowd, not the game.’ He looked at Mat. ‘What about you, little bro?’
Mat ducked his head. ‘Y’know. Visual Arts. A little History.’
Tama did his best not to look utterly disgusted. The major fault-line in Mat’s relationship with his father was that Tama, hard-driving defence lawyer, did not think that any son of his should aspire to nothing more than the hand-to-mouth existence of an artist. At times it had generated shouting contests, but no-one was in the mood for that right now, especially not in front of Wiri. So Tama nodded noncommittally, as the ladies returned bearing a bleary-eyed bundle of small boy.
Little Nikau had big eyes and a thick mane of black hair, his Polynesian heritage clear despite his paler skin. He’s another little me, Mat thought, as he held the child on his lap. Mixed race, and maybe more, too: Nikau had been born on Mokoia Island in Aotearoa during a night of deadly magic. Mat fancied some of that eeriness had rubbed off on the child. His eyes, hazel with flecks of amber, had a wildness to them that spoke of other worlds.
‘He’s a serious little fella, isn’t he?’ Mat said, pulling faces to see if he could make Nikau smile. When he did, after yawning and stretching, it was worth the wait, like a rising sun breaking through clouds.
They played pass-the-baby around the table, then Kelly breast-fed him, a little defiantly: the debate on the right to breast-feed in public was going through the media rounds again at the moment, but everyone present was on the mother’s side.
After a while, Tama turned to Colleen: ‘I guess I better drop you off at the hotel?’ There was a touch of sadness in his voice. There wasn’t room for them all in Wiri and Kelly’s house, unless Mat’s parents shared a room, and that wasn’t going to happen.
‘No!’ Kelly protested. ‘Coll, you have to stay for dinner! We’re gonna fire up the barbeque and all.’
Colleen stood, shaking her head. ‘I’ve promised to catch up with some teacher friends. And I’ve got my thesis to work on.’ She was doing some post-graduate studies on New Zealand literature. ‘I’ll see you all tomorrow at the university, OK?’
They all knew better than to argue. Tama got up and they left, amiably enough but distant; that pattern they’d seemingly fallen into. It made Mat feel sad.
After his parents had left, Mat and Riki went out the back with Wiri to set up the barbeque. The sun was still up, but the house and indeed the whole of the Aro Valley was in shadow from the surrounding hills. The backyard was sheltered from the wind, and perfect for an evening outside. After a few minutes of organizing, Wiri offered the boys some soft-drink and asked, ‘So, what’s happening?’
Wiri and Mat had already spent hours on the telephone in the past months, discussing the events of June and the destruction of the original Treaty. He quickly explained his new idea. ‘I think Dad buys into recreating the Treaty, but Mum’s not keen. Do you think it would work?’
‘It might. Worth a try, I reckon. If Colleen won’t help, I might know people who would. Some of the curators at Te Papa are crazy enough to have a go, and we probably wouldn’t even have to explain what we’re doing.’ Wiri took a sip of beer. ‘What about Aroha?’ Wiri and Mat had discussed the ‘Aroha Problem’ many times over the phone, too.
Mat pulled a face. ‘I don’t know. How do you go to someone with “love in your heart” when they’ve essentially bullied and manipulated you into being there?’
Wiri shrugged uncomfortably. ‘I can only suggest that you look past that. You know why she’s doing it: she doesn’t want Byron Kikitoa on her threshold. If you put that aside, she’s a beautiful, complex young woman who inhabits the world that you do. Isn’t that what you’ve always said you wanted?’
Mat sighed. ‘Yes, but …’
‘She’s not Evie,’ Wiri finished. He knew Evie, from the pursuit of the stolen Treaty. He seemed to like her, but Mat knew he was also very conscious that she was Puarata and Donna Kyle’s daughter.
‘Yeah.’ Mat slurped his coke. Voicing these thoughts seemed dangerous, when he had no idea what Aroha could hear or see, from wherever she was. But he couldn’t be less than honest with his closest friends. ‘Aroha is, like, totally overpowering: she marches in and batters your senses. Being with her is like being forced to eat a king-size chocolate bar: too much of a good thing. And it’s not like she seems to want anything more from me than one night.’
‘Maybe that is all she wants,’ Wiri commented. ‘But there were the wedding proposals, too.’
‘I suppose. But how’s all this supposed to make me feel towards her? Ngatoro told me that her child will reflect the nature of the feelings of the father towardsher, and that will be the spirit of the age it ushers in. Byron’s child would be like Byron: an arsehole. Mine would be … what? Scared? Conflicted? Confused? What kind of legacy is that?’
‘It’s a tough situation,’ Wiri admitted. ‘Clearly she’s singled you out, so she must feel that you’ll be the right person. I think the key is empathy: think about life from her perspective, have sympathy for her position, and look for the qualities she has.’
‘Sure. It’s just, when your heart is set on someone, you resent being forced to chase someone else. Who knows what damage that will do to all of us? Even if it all works out, Evie will still know there was someone else.’
They sat silently for a while, then Wiri tapped the picnic table. ‘Yeah, it’s hard. But forgiving people is what keeps the world going. If we carried our grudges around with us all the time, nothing would ever get done. Bottom line: if you love each other, you’ll get through it. And if not … I know it seems a hard thing to say, but very few people find the right person at your age. You’re still young, and changing all the time. The right person today might not be the right person tomorrow. So don’t get too hung up on it, yeah? There’s always a dawn after the dark.’
Mat tried to envisage something beyond his current predicament, and largely failed.
‘Teenagers today spend far too much time worrying about finding perfect love by the time they leave high school,’ Wiri told him. ‘Hell, I didn’t find it until I was almost 600 years old.’
‘That’s not all that helpful,’ Mat told him.
‘Girl trouble. It’s all we ever have.’ Riki scratched his head thoughtfully. ‘You’d think we’d know better.’
Wiri raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s your problem? I thought you and the geek had a good thing going?’
Riki wrinkled his nose. ‘She’s gone to California to scout out her uni options. Kinda puts me to shame: she’s off to see the world and I’m stuck in little ol’ EnZed.’
‘Then I guess the same goes for you: let what will be will be, and don’t get too hung up on it.’
‘Huh. I s’pose.’ Riki nudged Mat. ‘At least Casanova here has two on the go. And say whatever else about Aroha, she is hot, right?’ Riki had only seen Aroha in person briefly, when she was newly rescued, but he’d had second-hand accounts from the others. ‘I mean, she’s a goddess, yeah?’
‘Then you do it,’ Mat snapped tiredly.
‘Me? Sure. Except apparently if I try to help you I won’t make it that far anyway.’ Riki took a swig of coke. He glanced at Wiri. ‘Mat won’t let me help him because in some old legend the hero’s sidekick always craps out.’ He grunted morosely. ‘Why can’t the babe come to you, instead?’
Mat rubbed his chin. ‘I guess she can’t. I’ve not had direct contact from her since Arrowtown. Last thing she told me was that she had to ascend into the clouds to wait for me. Nothing since: it’s one of the things that makes it harder: I can’t even talk to her. What kind of relationship has no communication?’
Evie’s only a cellphone call away.
‘Heh, maybe you should’ve accepted her marriage proposals after all,’ Riki chuckled, glancing questioningly at Wiri. ‘Might’ve helped, yeah?’
‘It might have, but I doubt it would have guaranteed success,’ Wiri replied thoughtfully. ‘He’d still need to defeat Byron, and all other comers.’
Tama arrived back, and with Kelly bringing out marinated steaks and some potatoes wrapped in tin-foil for the barbeque there was no further opportunity for serious conversation. Which was a good thing, Mat decided. The luxury of leaving his fears and anxieties parked for a while, and just enjoying the company of the people he loved, was something he might not have again for some time.
Even so, the temptation to pick up his cellphone and dial a certain number was a nagging itch that he couldn’t quite throw off. But he did resist, and that felt like a victory.



It’s not all darkness
The next two days, Monday and Tuesday, were a blur. On Monday, Mat and Riki went with Mat’s parents to Victoria University, situated primarily on a hill overlooking Wellington Harbour, with amazing views of the city. The campus itself was a maze of old red-brick buildings dating all the way back to 1897, mixed with new buildings, some only a few years old. There were glassed-over courtyards and walkways, a massive library and multiple study halls. The main campus was on Kelburn Parade, but the university also had various faculties in the city below, mostly near the railway station and in the old Government Buildings.
The rest of their Year Thirteen class were also present, with lots of parents and a few teachers, so they travelled in a swarm to and from the different lecture theatres. However, Victoria didn’t offer Visual Arts, only Art History, so Mat figured he wasn’t likely to end up at Vic.
Tuesday, they went to Victoria’s rival — Massey University’s Wellington campus. Massey was a Palmerston North university that had also set up campuses in Wellington and Auckland. From Mat’s perspective, it was the more interesting visit even though the university buildings were largely modern and utilitarian, as they offered Visual Arts. After the modest facilities of Napier Boys’ High, Mat thought the art rooms were incredible, and the students’ work displayed on the walls was dauntingly good. How could a boy from Napier make it as an artist against such competition? He really needed the pat on his back from one of his teachers, who whispered in his ear and said, ‘Don’t worry, Mat: a couple of years here, with exposure to different techniques and ideas, and you’ll be just as good.’
The tour took the morning, and after lunch, Riki went off to the Victoria university marae with other prospective Maori Studies students, and Tama went to meet a client in the city. So Mat ended up with his mother, mid-afternoon, with nothing much to do until evening.
‘Mat, do you mind, I’ve got an errand to run in town?’ Colleen was in her jeans and jacket, toting a satchel of papers for her thesis.
The idea of trailing after his mum didn’t sound all that appealing, and he was fishing around for an excuse when she added, ‘I want to drop past the house where Katherine Mansfield grew up.’
That sounded interesting enough that he agreed to go. Mansfield was generally acknowledged as New Zealand’s most famous writer, even though she’d lived mostly overseas among the fashionable and bohemian élite of England’s writing and art set. Mat had never really been very curious about her, but he could tell that his mother was excited.
‘I mention her influence a lot in my thesis,’ she explained. ‘So it would be lovely to have a look around the house. The house where she spent some of her childhood isn’t far from here, on Tee-nah-korry Road.’
‘It’s “Tinakori”, Mum,’ Mat corrected her. ‘How long have you lived in New Zealand again?’
‘Longer than you. Wait until I get you to Ireland and I can laugh at you mangling the Gaelic.’
They caught a bus to the railway station, then walked up Murphy Street, which ran to a bridge over the motorway, and turned onto Tinakori Road. Number 25 was a small two-storeyed wooden building, with a garden front and rear. Two ladies who might have been in their fifties ran it, and all the rooms were laid out with period furniture and household items. Mansfield, born Kathleen Mansfield Beauchamp, had largely grown up in Wellington before leaving New Zealand forever at the age of nineteen. There were leaflets about her life, and copies of her books. Mat leafed through one idly, studying the photograph of a serious-faced young woman with big, deep-set eyes, and a very plain pudding-bowl haircut. He liked the quote in the leaflet: Life never becomes a habit to me, it is always a marvel. That sounded like a pretty good way to live.
Old photographs of the Beauchamp family were on the walls; Kathleen always readily identifiable in her small wire-frame glasses. But Mat found the pictures of early Wellington more interesting, and he left his mum chatting to the curators while he studied them. It seemed that the gully behind the house, where the motorway now ran in from the north, had actually been an inlet to the sea, so all the modern flatland now containing the Thorndon area, the rail-yards, wharves and the stadium was reclaimed land. Best I don’t cross to Aotearoa down there, unless I’ve got my swimming togs on.
‘So, Mat, shall we go?’
Colleen came into the back room, an old scullery or something, where the photos of old Wellington were displayed. She looked mildly pleased with herself over the visit, but Mat thought it all a little dull. ‘Not much to it,’ he opined. ‘Are her stories as boring as I think they’ll be?’
‘Oh no!’ Colleen looked offended. ‘She was quite the wild thing: very bohemian, and something of a diva. She used to party with the European arty crowd, had affairs with men and women, pregnancies and scandals and died quite young.’
Mat blinked, reappraising everything he’d thought about dry old writers of antiquity. Not really thinking so much as acting on instinct, he gripped his mother’s arm and let the little spark that coiled inside him catch fire. With a small, subtle lurch, like stepping from a moving carriage to the ground, the floor shifted faintly, and the walls of the room changed. The photos blurred then vanished, to be replaced by kitchen implements. Pottery jars were strewn over a table, and a pile of carrots and potatoes lay, half chopped-up and ready to use in a meal, on a chopping board. From elsewhere in the house voices shouted, a mother summoning her children.
Colleen’s face had gone utterly white. ‘Mat?’ She clutched her hands together. ‘What have you done?’
‘Don’t worry, Mum, it’s OK. I just thought that if she was that cool, you might want to meet her.’ He beckoned Colleen to his side as he crept to the front door. Frightened to be left behind, she followed, her face absolutely furious. Undaunted, Mat rapped on the door, then stood outside it, as though he had only just arrived. Mum darted in behind him, seemingly on the verge of flight. ‘Hello?’ he called out, before she lost her nerve.
A stout woman emerged from the dining room, peering with a disapproving face. ‘Yes?’
‘Hello. My name is Mat, and this is my mother, Colleen. We were wondering, is Katherine home?’
The woman looked them up and down. ‘You’re from out of town, aren’t you?’ Her expression made it clear she didn’t just mean, ‘out of Wellington’.
‘Yes, we are.’
She rolled her eyes. ‘Tourists. Kathleen!’
Colleen looked from Mat to the woman, wavering between fear and avid curiosity.
Mat wasn’t sure who would appear, a child with glasses or a demure-looking young woman, but the measured tread on the stairs told him it was the latter. It was a treat to see his mother’s jaw drop at the sight, as a slender figure in a cotton frock of pale blue with white lace made her way down, her pretty but solemn face curious. She took in Mat and Colleen with a pause and a stare, cocked her head sideways and said, ‘Hello. You are …?’
‘Oh my …’ Colleen choked.
Mat stepped forward. ‘Miss … um … Beauchamp?’ The young woman bobbed her head. ‘My name is Matiu Douglas, and this is my mother, Colleen. She is studying your writing, and would love to talk with you about it.’
If she doesn’t swoon.
The young lady looked at Colleen, who was seemingly stricken dumb. Her expression was far from welcoming, a mixture of impatience and slight curiosity.
‘Mother’s thesis postulates that you are the greatest writer New Zealand has ever produced,’ Mat added earnestly. He wasn’t sure on that, but there was a strong sense of self-regard about this young woman, so he figured a bit of flattery mightn’t go amiss.
The writer preened ever so slightly, then shrugged as if this were all so terribly commonplace. ‘Very well.’ She indicated the sitting room to her left, and extended her hand to Colleen, looking her modern attire up and down with some puzzlement. ‘What interesting clothes you have. Call me Kass,’ she added as an after-thought.
Mat watched his mother melt.
‘Uh, I’ll just wander around out the back,’ he murmured. He glanced at Mansfield’s mother and grinned. ‘Is there anything I can do to help you out, ma’am?’

He ended up chopping firewood in the Beauchamps’ back garden, watched by a rotating cast of children from all over the neighbourhood. Below, the waves hissed in the small inlet. There was a narrow walking bridge over the gully, heading back into town, and a constant flow of pedestrians in colonial garb. Sailing ships filled the harbour, and swarms of gulls circled them, shrieking as they sought scraps, shellfish and anything at all edible. Wellington in Aotearoa had that otherworldly glow he associated with the Ghost World — all the colours were a little more vivid, as though someone had taken an old sepia-toned picture and coloured it in with oil paints. It was as though his eyes were just that little more open, his nose a little more sensitive. In an old-world city that wasn’t necessarily entirely a good thing: the smells arising from the seashore were certainly fragrant, but not in a good way. Smoke from wood and coal fires filled the air, and the gully stank of rotting seaweed and, no doubt, dead fish. It felt good to be there, though. He liked the way that Wellington was both a big city and a small one: compact around the harbour with everything in walking distance.
I think I could live here …
‘Mat?’ Mum’s voice came from around the front, a little tremulous. ‘Time to go.’
He put the axe away, farewelled the children formally, then walked around to the front of the house. Colleen was waiting with Mansfield, and they seemed tentatively relaxed around each other. The writer abruptly pecked Colleen on the cheeks and asked, ‘Tell me, are you wearing men’s clothing?’ in a coy yet intense way that reminded Mat of what his mother had told him earlier. Watching his mother blush as the same thought occurred to her was a treat.
‘No, no, this is just the fashion of my time,’ Colleen blurted.
Mansfield sniffed, and seemed to lose interest in them all at once. She looked away, appeared to develop a fascination for a moth that fluttered past, then spun and walked away without a glance back.
Mat took his mother’s arm, stammered thanks and led his mother away. He didn’t look at her until they were out of sight of the property, then glanced sideways. Her right eye was dripping like a leaky tap. ‘You OK?’ he asked.
‘You should have warned me,’ she chided, but she didn’t sound angry.
‘I guess, but you’d have run a mile.’
‘I suppose I would have.’ She blew her nose. ‘Well, she certainly is rather … intense …’ She wiped her brow. ‘Mat, that wasn’t really fair. But it was fascinating. Really, really wonderful. I don’t know how I can use it in my thesis, but I’m glad it happened.’
From his mum, that was a big admission.
‘It’s not all darkness here, Mum. There are good things, too. Things worth preserving — and fighting for.’
‘I suppose.’ She frowned at him. ‘Did you take me there to try to win me over, Matty Douglas?’
‘It was your idea, remember? I just … I dunno, sort of did what seemed right.’
‘Hmmm.’
‘Though of course, if we can’t fix the Treaty, then it could come to war, and Te Rauparaha has thousands of warriors at his command, only a day’s march from here. They’ve got muskets and all.’
‘Te Rauparaha? Have I heard of him?’
‘Big war leader of the Ngati Toa. Here in Aotearoa he’s probably the most powerful Maori leader in the southern part of the North Island. He’s not all that friendly with the colonists either. If things go badly, he might attack.’
Colleen looked away, blinking back her tears, and for the first time she seemed to notice that they were in a quite different version of Tinakori Road to that she’d entered. Carriages and wagons, all horse-drawn, were trundling along the street, and all the men were in old-time shirts and trousers, and the women in bonnets and dresses with big bustles. She and Mat were drawing some strange looks from passers-by.
‘Mat, will you take us home now?’
‘Sure.’ He led her to a spot near the walking bridge across the gully, took his mother’s hand, and shifted them back to New Zealand. A tall man walking by gave them a startled look and immediately cleaned his glasses, but apart from that it seemed they weren’t noticed. There was a café on the other side of the motorway, and Colleen led them straight there, ordered a wine and downed it quickly while Mat had a coke. Then she ordered another round.
‘Well,’ she said, fixing Mat with an I-can’t-believe-I’m-doing-this look, ‘tell me more about this Treaty-forging idea of yours.’



The prisoner
Her cellphone rang, and Everalda van Zelle snatched it up, peering with her good right eye to see if it was the caller she really, really wanted it to be.
It wasn’t: it was Carly from the tattoo joint adjacent to her tarot parlour at Victoria Park Market in Auckland. ‘Hey, Carly!’ Evie greeted her with a tense grin. ‘What’s up?’
‘Hey, Patch! Where you at, honey?’
‘I’m outside a prison.’ Evie looked about the carpark, of which her rental car was almost the sole occupant, apart from a clutch of really tough-looking white chicks smoking by a fence. They looked like they might have wandered off the set of one of those American backwoods movies in which innocent travellers have their cars break down, and get eaten by the locals. They looked like the locals, not the innocents.
‘Better than inside, I s’pose. Which one?’
‘Arohata.’ She wound the window down — the rental smelled of the previous customer’s cigarette smoke, despite the ‘no smoking’ stickers.
‘What? In Wellington? What you doing down there? No wonder your stall isn’t open!’
‘Yeah, well … short notice. I’m just about to visit this, um … friend of mine is.’ My birth mother. ‘Whatcha want?’
‘Just to hear your gorgeous voice.’
‘Yeah, right.’
‘And to tell you that there was this guy hanging around looking for you. Mrs Hong told him you were away this week, but he went from stall to stall, checking up. Ted told him you were down south.’ Carly’s voice took on that faintly sneering tone it always had whenever she mentioned Ted, the terribly earnest young guy who ran the smoke shop. He carried a very obvious torch for Carly, despite the fact that he was a dweeb and she was the sort of militant dyke that should have frightened him half to death.
‘Who was this mysterious stranger?’
‘I dunno, just some guy.’ Carly didn’t take much notice of men. ‘He left about half an hour ago.’
‘Old? Young? Short? Tall?’
‘Ted said he looked like that missing league player, Byron Whatsisname.’
Evie felt a chill run through her. ‘Byron Kikitoa?’
‘Yeah, him. Don’t ask me, though — I wouldn’t know him from a bar of soap. And anyway, isn’t he dead or living with Elvis or something?’
‘Something like that.’
‘Anyways, I thought you’d wanna to know. Hope he’s not a stalker. When you coming home?’
‘Thursday. I’m going to see my m— uh, friend, right now, then I’ve got some stuff to do down here.’
‘Watch out for the weather — I saw on the news that there’s a big storm coming on Thursday night. The airport might end up closed, they reckoned.’ Carly’s voice dropped off and she shouted out to someone. ‘Sorry, Patch, I gotta go. This chick just came in, wants her nipples pierced.’
‘Hands to yourself, or you’ll get debarred and struck off or whatever,’ Evie warned.
‘Can’t do the piercing without copping a feel, honey. When are you gonna get yours done?’
‘Like, never!’
‘Shame. Hey, if I fancy her, I’ll send her to you to get her cards done, so you can tell me if she’s worth pursuing.’
‘What? To see whether there’s a tall dark lesbo in her future?’
‘Right on! Hey, gotta go! Spotcha, Patch! Smoochy hugs! Bye!’
The connection went dead, leaving Evie grinning momentarily, until what she’d been told really sunk in. Byron Kikitoa was looking for her, and she was lucky he hadn’t found her. She hoped fervently … would have prayed if she’d thought it would help … that Carly would be alright. The tattooist’s life could be tough enough; what with her parents and most of her friends having ostracized her for being gay; all kinds of arseholes abusing her; and well-meaning and not-so-well-meaning churchy types trying to convert her. Love and life were hard enough without all that happening too.
Just be grateful, girl, that you’re a straight chick trapped in a hopeless one-way love affair with Mat Douglas, and risking the wrath of the Death Goddess for your trouble.
She sighed deeply, and stared through her car window at the big, plain, blocky building in front of her. Arohata Prison had been built in the 1940s as a women’s borstal, had a six-year stint as a youth prison in the 1980s, and then was converted to a medium-security women’s prison in 1987. It stood on a hillock at the south end of Tawa, a village-suburb 20 kilometres north of Wellington, sheltered from the southerly wind but full in the path of the northerly that was ripping down the valley. It was sunny now, but Carly was right: the forecasts said there would be a southerly change coming, with rain, probably hail, and gale-force winds. Wellington: four seasons in one hour.
Evie knew she was procrastinating, but was disinclined to move nonetheless. The fact was that she was scared of the woman she was here to see, and that wasn’t a good thing when she was your mother. Donna Kyle was only her birth mother, though, not the person Evie regarded as her real mother: the dotty, flighty but loving Florence Elise van Zelle of Auckland, who’d cared for her all her life. But Donna was the person she got half her genes from; and that was bad enough without knowing that the other half of them came from Puarata. Donna was also the person who had blinded her left eye, to aid her magical sight.
No wonder Mat won’t return my calls. Even I don’t want to be around me, with a gene-pool like that.
Her phone rang again, and she snatched it up, her heart thumping when the screen said ‘Home’.
‘Hello?’
‘Evie?’ It was her father. Her real one.
‘Dad! What’s up?’
‘Nothing.’ His gruff voice, which hadn’t lost its Dutch accent despite forty years in New Zealand, sounded unsettled nevertheless. ‘A man came looking for you. I didn’t like the looks of him, so I didn’t let him in.’
Oh shit. ‘You should call the police, Dad.’
‘I already have: Mike Pierce from three doors down is a cop.’ His voice dropped. ‘Are you in trouble, love?’
‘No. Honestly. He’s just this prick who caused trouble a few weeks ago.’ Understatement.
‘You never mentioned.’
‘I deal with the public, Dad. There’s always a dork quota. If anyone gives me shit, Carly scares them off.’
‘This guy didn’t look like the sort who’d be scared of much, Evie. He looked like trouble. You need to be careful.’ Dad ran a building company, and he knew tough when he saw it. ‘When are you flying home?’
Dad thought she was visiting a friend. ‘Thursday, on the four o’clock flight.’
‘OK. Here’s Mike: I’ll go talk to him. I snapped a photo of this guy through the window before I answered the door. He didn’t like that one bit. You take care, and I’ll keep you posted.’
‘Thanks, Dad.’ She smiled fondly as the connection broke, then sagged back into the car seat.
Byron Kikitoa was looking for her.
In June, in the Ghost World of Aotearoa, in the midst of a gun-fight in old Arrowtown, Byron Kikitoa had shot her. She still had the scar, an ugly puckered wound in her stomach, widened by the cut marks made while the surgeon retrieved the bullet. It should have killed her, in fact it would have, but Mat had bargained with Aroha, who was channelling Hine-nui-te-po, the Goddess of Death. As a result, Evie had been restored to life. She remembered nothing of the experience but a floating feeling, like the edge of a dream. For all her tarot magic and visions, a single shot had been all it took to almost kill her.
Now Byron wants to finish the job.
For a second she wished the previous customer had left their cigarettes behind. Then her real weakness kicked in: she had to fight the urge to pull her tarot cards out and do a reading, right there in the front of the car. To divine the danger and learn what precautions to take.
But it was five to ten, and she needed to be inside. With a heavy sigh, she pulled the keys out of the ignition, pushed open the door and got out. Her legs felt untrustworthy as she went to the visitors’ gate, queuing with the burly hillbilly chicks and a Samoan family who had been waiting inside, a massive squad of them who seemed to be here to see several of their clan, even though surely not all of them would be allowed in. She was processed last, going through a metal detector, sniffed by a dog for drugs, and patted down by a hard-faced middle-aged Maori woman with business-like stoicism.
‘What’s this?’ the woman asked, fishing a card from Evie’s pocket.
‘It’s a playing card.’
The woman squinted, turning it over twice, then handing it back. ‘It’s got a picture of a key on it.’
‘Uh-huh. It’s supposed to inspire my mother to be good and get early release.’
The woman grunted. ‘I doubt that’ll be happening. That way.’
Television had led her to believe that the prisoners would look like psychopaths, but they all looked pretty ordinary to Evie. Sad, too; their eyes flat and hopeless, even as they smiled wanly at their loved ones. When they moved it was at a slow shuffle, despite there being no cuffs or leg-clamps like on telly. There was just no reason to move fast.
They’re kinda like zombies, shuffling about, soulless. Reason 1056 not to end up in prison.
As this wasn’t a high-security prison, the meetings took place in a common room filled with desks and chairs. Evie saw her mother, waiting alone in the corner, all of the other prisoners visibly staying well clear of her. She sat opposite, eyes lowered. Donna Kyle. My mother. Eventually she found the courage to lift her head.
Her mother was of middling height, rake-thin and pallid. There was a faded Maori moko etched into her chin, the old-fashioned way, leaving the flesh ridged and furrowed in decorative swirls. Her lips were almost bloodless, and the peroxide had faded from her hair, leaving it a dirty grey-blonde. She looked more like an autopsy photo than a living person. Even her eyes were dead, and so was her voice. ‘Daughter.’
Evie just stared, her words forgotten.
‘Well, don’t you have a greeting for your mother?’
‘Are … are you well?’ Evie bit her lip. It was an absurd question.
Two years ago, Donna Kyle had almost died. To heal her, Puarata had used the blood of a legendary creature of Maori legend, the patupaiarehe, a pale night-stalking creature something like a vampire, but not the romantic Hollywood sort. A thing that was consumed and debased by its hunger. Ever since, Donna had slowly been degenerating into such a being. Her battle against this had finally been lost in February, when her control had snapped in desperation to kill the man she hated above all others: Asher Grieve, her father, and the man who had sold her as a child to Puarata.
Afterwards, Donna had handed herself into the authorities in Aotearoa, uncaring of what they did to her. Because of her slaying of Grieve, her sentence had commuted from death to life in prison. Whether this was mercy or not it was hard to say, as Donna’s existence could not have been easy. They’d placed her in the real world because there were too many in Aotearoa who would take justice into their own hands.
‘Do they … feed you?’ Her mother looked haggard, almost emaciated.
Donna’s lip curled. ‘Rare steaks. I suck them dry. Anything else I need I take from any prisoner stupid enough to come near me.’
‘Do the guards here know what you are?’
‘One does. Mistress Screw, I call her. She’s from the other side, too.’ Donna tipped her head towards a woman standing with arms folded by the doors. She looked scarier than any prisoner, Donna excepted; a slab of muscle and enmity glowering over the proceedings. ‘She makes sure my cell has silver bars, and that I’m left alone. Sometimes she brings blood-bags.’ Donna’s lip curled. ‘She likes to watch me suffer.’
Evie shuddered.
Donna leant back. ‘So, Everalda … to what do I owe this privilege?’
Evie swallowed a lump in her throat, and collected her thoughts. ‘I’ve done a lot of tarot readings, and I know that there is a crisis coming. It’s almost here. Almost every card I draw is inverted, which indicates its opposite meaning, almost always bad. Inverted Tower. Inverted Empress. Only the really dangerous cards, like Devil and Death and the Ten of Swords remained the right way up.’
Donna’s gaze remained flat. ‘I’m not a diviner, girl. Your words are just babble to me.’
‘It means something terrible is going to happen, unless someone prevents it.’ Evie spread her hands, recalling the spread of the cards. ‘The hero’s quest, for the renewal of the land, is coming. Mat has to go to Hine-nui-te-po, or Byron will claim her and another Puarata will be born.’
That got Donna’s attention: Puarata had been her master, and her lover. She leant forward, listening properly now. ‘Go on.’
‘And the Treaty is … still lost.’ Evie didn’t risk telling Donna that it was burned: she didn’t trust her enough to reveal such a dangerous piece of information. ‘Without it, Kiki will claim it null and void and try to trigger war in Aotearoa, and maybe even in this world. And something else is coming … something catastrophic …’
‘What’s this to me?’
Evie had anticipated such a response. She knew what a heartless woman her mother could be. ‘Byron’s been sniffing around my house, and my tarot parlour. He’s hunting me.’
‘Of course he is. You’re Puarata’s daughter. Out with the old, in with the new.’
‘And you’re content to let him win? And Kiki, too?’
Donna’s lip curled, revealing the one perfect thing about her: her teeth. ‘Kiki? Don’t mention that ball of dung to me.’
‘Why not? He’s going to take everything you and my father had. He’s going to be bigger than either of you. Him and Byron. Soon you and Puarata will just be remembered as the midgets he slapped down as he rose. You’ll just be the carcasses he stepped over on the way to the throne. The losers in the game. If you’re remembered at all.’
‘So what? I’m already the loser. And your mighty father is dead.’ Donna’s voice still dripped sarcasm, but Evie could hear a stirring of frustrated fury. ‘Why should I care what happens after I’m gone?’
‘But you won’t be gone. You’ll be here, in a cage, right where Kiki can find you.’
Donna licked her lips, as though they were suddenly dry. ‘He won’t get me alive.’
‘Really? How many times have you attempted suicide since February?’
Donna’s eyes dropped.
Evie pressed her advantage. ‘Mistress Screw knows what to look out for, doesn’t she? She’s stopped you four times so far this year. I know: I’m a seer, just like you wanted me to be! I know everything that happens.’
‘Then why can’t you fix your own fucking problems, instead of coming to me with them?’ Donna was leaning forward now, teeth bared.
Evie saw Mistress Screw unfold her arms, her eyes narrowing. She put up a placating hand, and the burly guard paused, watching them intently. ‘Because I need what you are.’
‘You need “what I am”?’ Donna folded her arms stiffly. ‘So you are my daughter after all: a user of others. You want me to fight whatever Kiki has lined up, yes?’
‘Something like that.’
‘Your cards told you this? How does it feel to play God, daughter?’
‘I saw something in it for you,’ Evie said softly.
‘Really?’ Donna sneered. ‘Gold? Frankincense? Myrrh? Or a bucket of AB-negative? Come on: tempt me.’
‘I saw a chance of redemption.’
Donna went still.
‘I saw that if you help me, there will be an opportunity for you to find peace.’
Evie watched her mother’s fingers quiver. Her eyes had a sudden liquid glow to them. ‘Peace.’ Donna’s voice cracked a little. ‘What would you know about peace, girl?’
‘Not much,’ Evie replied, her own bitterness rising to the surface. ‘Not since my mother poked out my left eye, and left me with visions that drove me to the edge of insanity. But I take things a day at a time.’
They stared into each other’s faces. Slowly, Evie drew the card from her pocket, and slid it across the table. Donna’s hand blurred, and her fingers locked on Evie’s. They were cold, and bony as a skeleton. Evie couldn’t pull away for fear that her own fingers would be broken. Donna’s grip was so icy it felt as though their skin would adhere. ‘Everalda,’ the witch whispered. ‘I can see your father in your face.’
Evie shook her head. ‘No, you can’t.’
‘You’re still in love with the Douglas boy, aren’t you?’
Denying it was futile. Evie nodded once. Love seemed too mild a word, some days. She wanted to seize him, pin him down, and make him love her. That was on her worst days. On the good days, she was merely filled with a hopeless, soul-draining longing to see his face, his shy smile, and warm eyes. To be near his warmth and soak it up.
Donna’s eyes were full of knowing contempt. ‘He’s too good for you, you know that? Too nice. Blood will out, and you’ve got mine. You’ll be the death of him.’
Evie jerked her hand away, panting.
Donna flipped over the card, studied it and frowned. ‘What is this?’ The reverse of the card was brown with Magic: The Gathering printed on it. She turned it over again and looked at the front. ‘A “Voltaic Key”? “Untap target artefact”?’ She shook her head. ‘What is the point of this rubbish?’
‘It’s a card from a game. Millions of people play it, all over the world. I’ve been experimenting with game cards: they’re not like tarot cards, which have centuries of genuine belief infused into them, but I can make some of the minor gaming cards do the things they can do in the game.’
Donna read aloud the quote on the card: ‘The key did not work on a single lock, yet it opened many doors.’
‘It will open your cell door for you, if you press it to the lock.’
Donna dropped the card as though it had burned her. ‘I don’t want this. Take it back.’
Evie shook her head firmly. She needed her mother to have that key. ‘Keep it. You’ll know when you need to use it. Then come to me, as swiftly as you can.’ She stood.
‘You forget: I turned myself in. I want to be in here.’ Donna glared at her. ‘I’ll tear it in half.’
‘Please don’t. I’d only have to bring you another. Please, Mother.’
They shared one last look, and then the bell rang. There was nothing else she could say. Part of her never wanted to see this woman again. She’d been a blight on her life. But another part wanted to heal her, somehow. She gave birth to me. But what’s that mean, in the end? What’s it worth?
She had no idea. The last thing she saw of her mother was her livid white face as Mistress Screw manhandled her away. Leaving the prison was a dizzying feeling, like emerging from a long tunnel into fresh air. She hoped she’d never, ever have to visit one again.
Clouds were rolling and tumbling above, and the wind smelt of the sea, borne up from Porirua Harbour. In theory she had a day to kill, before her flight home. But she suspected that she wouldn’t be taking that flight. Her last reading, performed just before she came here, had told her that time was running out.
It’s all about to start …



Dead Premiers
Mat and Tama Douglas strode down the short path to the old Government Buildings, just as the rain started. They passed a black metal statue of New Zealand’s prime minister during the World War Two, Peter Fraser, a balding man in a raincoat, forever hurrying in the opposite direction. Tama’s grandfather had fought in the famous Maori Battalion, and Tama made a casual salute to the statue in passing. ‘Good man, that.’
Mat hoped he’d still think so by the day’s end.
It was Wednesday morning. Most of the Napier boys were still at the universities, including Riki, but Mat had seen what he needed to, and the rest of the week was free time. Tama and Colleen were planning to drive back to Hawke’s Bay on Friday. Colleen wanted to do more thesis research, and she had promised to make a start on drawing up a mock Treaty. She’d just parted with them to go to the National Archives. Mat and Tama had a related errand, although he’d not actually fully briefed his father on the nature of it.
Because I don’t want to freak him out completely.
The old Government Buildings had been right on the shoreline when built, but were now several blocks inland, as more and more land had been reclaimed since their building in 1876. It was modelled on an Italian palace, but built in timber instead of stone. At the time that had been to save costs, the Government being sensitive to charges of being extravagant, but looking back it was a good thing: the timber stood up to earthquakes far better than stone or brick would have, and Wellington was built on a major fault-line. The result was one of the largest all-wood buildings in the world and, compared to the metal and glass of the Lambton Quay towers, the white-painted edifice before them was far more pleasing, at least to Mat’s eye.
They passed plaques which proclaimed that this was the Victoria University Law Faculty. Tama patted them approvingly. ‘So, you do want to check out the Law Department?’ he said in a hopeful voice.
Ah, not exactly.
‘I’ve managed to get us an appointment upstairs, Dad.’ It had taken some doing. After visiting Katherine Mansfield House the day before, he had left Mum in the café and made a clandestine trip to Aotearoa to set up this meeting. It was the first time in his life that he’d used his own name to open doors, trading on his victory over Puarata. It was an odd feeling that he wasn’t at all comfortable with.
My name is Matiu Douglas. Yes, that one.
He’d not been sure the steely-eyed bureaucrat at the desk would allow it, but he had, even at this short notice. The same man awaited them now, at the foot of the suspended spiral staircase. He was clad in an old-fashioned brown three-piece suit, with not a single hair out of place.
‘Mr Douglas?’ he enquired crisply as Tama looked about him. Law students were meandering past, looking at the bureaucrat and at Tama and Mat with vague curiosity, as if they sensed something out of place but couldn’t quite put their fingers on it.
‘Tama,’ Mat’s father replied, shaking hands with the official. ‘Mr …?’
‘Carlisle,’ the official said briskly, in tones that suggested that his name really didn’t matter. He glanced at Mat and nodded shortly, clearly offended that a mere youth could force an entire rescheduling of his day’s plans. ‘They’re waiting upstairs.’ He turned and strode up the stairs, sucking Tama and Mat along in his slipstream.
Mat felt the shift into Aotearoa as they climbed, though he doubted his father did. Mr Carlisle clearly had a way of opening a gate. The shift was hard to discern, as the building had been beautifully preserved and so little changed. There was a faint dimming of illumination, and the smell changed faintly, from sterility to earthier aromas of leather and tobacco. They climbed past windows, and Mat glimpsed horse-drawn carriages in the courtyard below, which had been a fenced garden when they left. He didn’t think his father noticed.
‘It’s good of the dean to see us at this short notice,’ Tama commented to the official as they reached the top of the stairs and turned right, into a corridor running parallel to the front of the building.
Carlisle raised an eyebrow, but didn’t comment. Instead he strode to a door on the right, in the centre of the building. ‘They will see you now, gentlemen.’ He held the door open.
Tama and Mat entered, into a long, narrow room almost entirely filled with a wooden table that could have sat twelve. A sideboard contained a number of opened whisky bottles, in varying stages of emptiness, and several dozen cut-crystal glasses. Cigar smoke hung heavily in the air, which was dim as the curtains were half-closed and the windows grimy. Heat radiated from a cast-iron fireplace with a lion statuette on the mantelpiece above. Half a dozen men were clustered before it, sniggering like schoolboys behind a bike-shed.
Tama stopped dead in his tracks, and his mouth fell open, as he found himself looking at a balding man in a perfectly cut black suit, who offered his hand. He looked younger than his statue outside.
‘Mr Douglas? We’re expecting you. I’m Peter Fraser.’
If the former prime minister had puffed, he could have blown Tama over. Mat had to physically stop himself from convulsing in laughter at his father’s shock.
Mat could only name these men because he’d checked them out online the previous evening. The biggest man, physically dominating the room, was Richard Seddon: he was built like a beer brewer, thick-waisted with a grey beard and thinning hair, and a bluff manner as he stepped forward and pumped Tama’s hand. ‘Good show in the trial up north,’ he told Tama. ‘Put one over Grey, eh?’ He chuckled, slapped Tama’s shoulder and poured him a whisky, then offered Mat a glass of water. He looked very much the ‘King Dick’ of repute, hearty and domineering.
The others were more reserved. Michael Joseph Savage, the Labour prime minister famous for pulling New Zealand through the Depression of the 1930s, was an amiable-looking man, but cautious and appraising in his welcome. Joseph Ward, a burly man with a waxed moustache, looked openly disapproving, and John Ballance, a cautious, thoughtful politician from Seddon’s era, was toying with a chess set on the table and barely looked up. He seemed to be playing against himself. Robert Stout, whose beard reached halfway to his chest, seemed more interested in some ongoing tiff with Seddon than in greeting the visitors.
Tama’s eyes left the gathering long enough to shoot a peeved look at Mat, then he recovered, accepted the whisky and sat at the table. Each man introduced himself, with little formality, but it was clear that they were keenly interested in what Tama and Mat might have to say, thanks to the briefing Mat had given the official yesterday.
‘These are the old Cabinet Rooms, from before the government got too damned big to run,’ Seddon commented. ‘Now they’re spread over half the damned city. My own Cabinet meetings were held here,’ he added proudly.
Tama looked at him uncertainly. ‘Sir, I think I know where I am, but can you please explain this gathering’s purpose and authority?’
Seddon guffawed. ‘I wish I could!’ He glanced around the room. ‘We’re the Dead Premiers of New Zealand, and we run the place. Or like to think we do. Truth be told, that cold fish Carlisle outside the door probably has more clout than we do, eh?’
‘Hardly,’ Ballance commented.
‘We have our place,’ Savage added, looking at Mat through his thick, rimless glasses, and giving a small smile. ‘Don’t give him the impression that he’s wasting his time coming to us, Dick.’
‘We’re what passes for Government at this end of the North Island,’ Fraser told them. ‘Us and all those other ghosts haunting Parliament in this world. Do you have any idea how many deceased MPs this country has? Hundreds of them! You can’t move for them over there,’ he said, flipping a thumb out the window towards the Parliament Buildings, dimly visible through the dirty glass. ‘Nothing at all gets done, so it’s left to us if a decision is required.’
‘That’s seldom enough,’ Seddon put in. ‘Mostly we just knock back Scotch, smoke Cubans and re-litigate the past.’ He slapped the table with a self-deprecating bark of laughter, then turned to Tama. ‘So, why do you wish to see us?’
Tama went to speak, then stopped and glared at Mat. ‘Yes, son, why don’t you tell us why we’re here?’ he said pointedly.
The Dead Premiers smiled, or didn’t, according to their varying senses of humour. They took their seats in a line facing Mat and Tama. Mat took a sip of water to wet his very dry throat, and launched into the little speech he’d been composing in his head all morning. ‘Sirs, we’ve come to you today because of the Treaty of Waitangi.’
‘Not that damned thing again,’ Seddon muttered. ‘Hobson botched it: too vague, you see.’
‘Well, that’s one school of thought,’ Savage retorted, as several others burst into speech. ‘But—’
‘Gentlemen!’ Fraser chided them. ‘Young Master Douglas is here for our aid, not our personal views on the wording of the Treaty.’
Mat gave him a grateful look, and went on. ‘As you will be aware, the original Treaty document was stolen from Waitangi in February, and was passed into the hands of a tohunga makutu named Kiki, and his apprentice, Byron Kikitoa.’
‘The missing league player,’ Seddon noted. Evidently he kept up-to-date with modern events. None of the others seemed to recognize the name. ‘Fine player.’
‘Only because he used makutu to help him,’ Mat replied.
Seddon blinked, then wrinkled his nose. ‘I can’t abide a cheat,’ he growled, nodding to himself. ‘Go on, Master Douglas.’
‘Kiki believes that the destruction of the Treaty will reopen the racial wounds of this country, in both worlds. Others think the same. My master, Ngatoro-i-rangi, and others have been trying to regain it. In June we pursued it into the south, where we found that Kiki had traded the Treaty to John Bryce. We arrived too late to prevent Bryce from burning it.’
The room fell silent. The six Dead Premiers looked from one to the other, the jocular mood of the room fading. This was evidently news to them, as Mat had hoped it would be, because he’d taken pains to ensure that as few people as possible knew that the Treaty had been destroyed. So far as he knew, even Kiki thought that Bryce held it intact, or at worst had hidden it.
‘It is burned, you say?’ Ballance asked, his fingers toying with the chess set. ‘Damn Bryce. He was one of Premier Hall’s men,’ he added disdainfully. ‘Not a true gentleman.’
‘You are the apprentice of Aethlyn Jones, yes?’ Stout asked. ‘Where is he in all this?’
Mat swallowed. ‘He’s dead, sir. But Ngatoro-i-rangi is still teaching me.’ The circle of Adepts was small, as was that of the evil warlocks like Kiki. Their names were well-known in Aotearoa.
More silence, deeper this time. Looks of anxiety passed from man to man. ‘Jones will be missed. Have you any more woe to share with us?’ Seddon asked eventually.
‘No, sir,’ Mat replied. ‘But I do have an idea.’
For the next half-hour, he outlined his plan to re-draft the Treaty, exactly like the original, and have it signed by all those who had signed the original. The premiers listened attentively. ‘My father and mother will do the actual drafting: Dad will oversee the wording, and Mum will do the inks and the antiquing. But I need your help to call together the signatories.’
‘They’re scattered all over Aotearoa, lad,’ Ward complained dourly. ‘It’ll take us months to pull them together.’ He shook his head gloomily.
‘Not if you make use of both worlds, sir,’ Mat said.
The six men frowned. ‘I suppose it could be done,’ Fraser acknowledged thoughtfully, stroking his chin. ‘Carlisle has contacts in both worlds, and there are portals everywhere. When do you need it by?’
‘Mum says Saturday morning at the earliest, sir.’
‘Then Saturday morning it shall be.’ Fraser nodded. ‘You’ll need a translator, for the Maori version: I think I can persuade Ngata or Pomare to do it, or maybe James Carroll.’ His voice tailed off as he considered, then he straightened and smiled warmly at Mat. ‘You’ve given us something meaningful to do, lad. Quite the novelty.’
‘Er, do I need to tell anyone else, sir? What about Parliament?’
‘Good Lord, don’t go there!’ Seddon exclaimed. ‘Nothing’ll get done, and that damned tohunga will know what you’re about by dusk. And by no accounts say anything to Muldoon. Good man to sink a whisky or three with, but I wouldn’t trust him as far as I can pee.’
‘Funny, he says the same about you,’ Savage remarked mildly, winking at Mat. ‘We should let this young fellow go, before he loses all faith in Kiwi democracy.’
They all rose, and shook hands again. When Richard Seddon gripped Mat’s hand, Mat dared to ask something he’d always been curious about. ‘Sir, women’s suffrage …?’
‘Ha! Everyone asks about that,’ the big man said in a pleased voice. ‘My Government brought that through, you know. First country in the world to give women the vote, during my premiership.’
‘But people say you personally didn’t support it.’
Seddon snorted. ‘Just manoeuvring, boy,’ he said genially, although his eyes narrowed to two hard points. ‘Played the hold-out to draw in the Opposition. Supported it all along.’
Mat saw Stout and Ballance rolling their eyes, but he knew better than to press the matter. ‘Thank you, sir. It was a wonderful thing, and I know when my mother meets you she’ll be very proud.’
Seddon puffed out his chest. ‘We all serve our country, lad. In our own, humble way.’
Humble? Stout mouthed sarcastically.
They were ushered out, where the official Carlisle still waited. Tama quickly drew Mat aside, and silently, lightly cuffed him about the ear. ‘That’s for pulling that little trick on me.’
‘Uh, sorry.’
‘You know what I said when your mother told me about what happened at the Mansfield House? “Ha, that won’t happen to me.” I suppose you thought it was funny.’
‘But, Dad, it was funny!’ He grinned and stepped out of reach.
Tama waggled a finger at him, then turned to the official. ‘Kids these days, eh?’
‘I believe recent governments have erred in abolishing corporal punishment, Mr Douglas,’ Carlisle commented dourly. ‘Spare the rod, spoil the child.’
‘Exactly,’ Tama said, winking at Mat. ‘Off you go. I need to work through the logistics with this gentleman. Go find your mother, and bring her back here. We’ve got work to do.’



Rewriting history
Tama Douglas yawned, and lifted his eyes from the document before him. All Wednesday afternoon he and Colleen had been shuttling between the National Archives, where a letter on government stationery, given him by the official Carlisle, had granted access to the Treaty document; and Aotearoa, where they had set up in a room two doors down from the Cabinet Room in the old Government Buildings. Seddon, Fraser and Ballance had all come to check on progress. Tama found having dead politicians flitting about surreal and alarming, but Colleen, having not grown up in New Zealand, didn’t know who they were and treated them as she would anyone else.
‘I think that big man is flirting with me,’ she’d commented after Seddon left. ‘But I can’t take a man who calls himself “King Dick” seriously.’
The job was proceeding nicely, or it had been, until someone had got it into their heads that this was an opportunity to re-word the Treaty into something completely different. ‘A clean start’ was how Ballance, the main supporter of the idea, put it. ‘We could solve all the issues in the old document, make it clearer.’ He’d fixed Tama with a serious look and said, ‘What do you think, good sir?’
I think it’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard. Being a lawyer, he didn’t actually voice the thought so undiplomatically, though. ‘I’d be very concerned that differing wording would lead to widespread confusion in both worlds, sir.’
‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Ballance looked both pleased with his idea, and displeased at being disagreed with. ‘The new version will look authentic and quickly become gospel. Imagine the savings when we clarify race relations properly! Why, we could cut off the whole Treaty negotiation business at the knees. Probably do away with that Waitangi Tribunal, too — think of the millions we’d save.’
‘I doubt it would work that way, sir. More likely we’d end up with a lot of invalidated history and schoolbooks, and be forced to re-litigate every Treaty settlement since Captain Cook came ashore. Good for us lawyers, but not so good for the Crown.’
Ballance had frowned, and then pulled a downcast face. ‘I’d still like it looked into. Perhaps I could set up a committee, request a White Paper, put something before the House …?’
‘With respect, sir, that would take months, and we weren’t going to let the House about this.’
‘Hmm. I suppose so. It just seems such a wasted opportunity.’ The former premier had moped about for a while, then challenged Tama to a game of chess. ‘Great game, you know. I was quite the player. Still am, in fact. You can learn everything in life from the game, I’ve always said.’
‘I don’t know about that, sir. Knights and bishops on a chessboard go where you tell them without arguing every step of the way. People don’t.’
Ballance had just smiled secretively. ‘That depends on how you move them, Mr Douglas.’
‘I don’t play, sir, and with the utmost respect, I’m very busy right now. Perhaps after we’re done?’
The rest of the time, while Colleen carefully traced and then hand-drew copy after copy onto carefully sourced antique paper, Tama had spent haggling with the ghost of Sir James Carroll over the Maori translation. Carroll was a solid man with a heavy moustache and a serious manner, but he, too, saw opportunity in this situation. ‘The original Treaty translation was not a good match to the English,’ he told Tama, which was true enough. ‘Let’s at least rectify that.’
Tama had grown up revering men like Carroll and Sir Apirana Ngata, leaders of his people and the earliest Maori politicians, men who’d taken the struggle for their rights into the very heart of the white man’s corridors of power. Being forced to argue with Carroll’s ghost felt like treachery, but he did it anyway. ‘As I told Premier Ballance, I believe it would cause widespread confusion and reopen old wounds.’
‘Some of those old wounds need reopening, Tama.’
‘Perhaps, but we have a tohunga makutu to deal with first.’
Carroll had frowned. ‘Did you know that it was I that introduced the Tohunga Suppression Act into Parliament in 1907? Too many charlatans, misleading people who knew no better. Liars and snake-oil merchants, most of them. Have you heard of Rua Kenana? Couldn’t stand the man.’
‘The tohunga we face today is not a fake, sir. My son would attest to that.’
Carroll had nodded at that. ‘True enough. In Aotearoa we’ve learned that to our cost. And the irony is that many who were just charlatans in their lives developed true magic here in this Ghost World.’ He’d grunted. ‘Hardly seems fair.’
In between keeping these conflicting agendas at arm’s length, Tama also had to dodge notorious former prime minister Robert Muldoon, who was lurking about convinced something was going on behind his back. Fortunately Colleen had been able to work uninterrupted. By the time Carlisle brought dinner — a roast dinner from the parliamentary kitchens served on old china — she was going over what she’d produced, a tired but pleased smile on her face.
Tama picked the piece of paper up. ‘This one looks good,’ he commented.
‘That’s my best so far, but it’s still not right. I can’t quite match the hand of the drafter. Who was it?’
‘Hobson, I suppose.’ He recalled the former governor without fondness — he’d met him in February and the man had been drunk. But apparently a younger version had teamed up with Mat later in the pursuit of the stolen Treaty, and had acquitted himself well. ‘Or perhaps his secretary, Freeman? I do know that the missionary Henry Williams wrote the Maori translation.
‘I can’t quite mimic the drafter’s “a”s or “d”s yet, but I’m getting there.’ She pushed aside the last of the meal. ‘Lord, but I’m tired.’ She studied him. ‘You are, too: your left eye gets a tic in it if you’ve been awake too long.’
Tama rubbed at the offending orb. ‘Getting old, that’s what it is. I used to be able to go all night.’
Colleen snorted softly. ‘Well, yes. But that was a while ago.’
Tama reddened and coughed. ‘Anyway, we should probably get some rest. Your copy-hand won’t get steadier unless you have a break. We’ve got until Saturday morning, Coll.’
She stretched and yawned. ‘Sure, and we have.’ When the Irish crept back into her voice, it was a sure sign that she was tired or anxious. Or feeling sentimental. Tama was all three, just now. He found himself thinking that she was still a fine-looking woman. She’d not put on much weight since her twenties and, though her face had its share of crow’s-feet and new moles and spots, and her temples were going grey and the red fading from her hair, she could still turn a few heads.
‘It’s been a strange day,’ he said, slumping in his chair. ‘Mat shouldn’t have dragged you into this.’
‘Oh, it’s not been so bad. No-one’s tried to kill us yet, nor monsters crawled out of the cupboards. I guess it’s only a matter of time, but so far so good.’
‘It’s necessary we do this. Otherwise I wouldn’t want you involved.’
Colleen’s face creased into a smile. ‘You know, if it’s helping Mat, I’d rather be doing it than not. I’ve had to pack him off before, not knowing if he’d come back. It must be like what the poor women went through sending their boys off to the wars. Or even sending our lads down the road during the Troubles in Ireland. At least this time I know what’s going on.’
‘He’s a good boy,’ Tama said softly.
‘That he is. He’s got a lot of his father in him. An’ a bit o’ me.’
‘That artistic temperament.’
‘Aye, a little. But he’s very down-to-earth, too. He thinks things through, more than I ever did. I was a total flibbertigibbet most of my life.’ She sighed. ‘Chased this Maori boy halfway around the world, so I did. Now look at us: parked up in different towns.’
They looked at each other for a while, as wind and rain rattled the sash windows. ‘Was it just the legal work that drove us apart?’ Tama asked eventually.
She tilted her head, not quite looking at him. ‘I don’t know. Nothing’s so simple as all that, is it? You were never there, and when I started the teacher training after Matty went into kindy, everyone there seemed so much sparkier than you.’ She shifted uncomfortably on her chair. ‘Especially … you know, that fella. It was wrong, but I wanted something I didn’t have, something exciting. But it wasn’t fun, it was just … tawdry. I regretted it, even while I was sneaking around doing it, y’know. And the prick took off with someone else anyway.’ She snorted disdainfully. ‘He told me that an adulteress wasn’t someone he could trust. Bloody hypocrite.’
‘I should have been there for you. But I was captivated with my own cleverness. I thought I could be a big-shot, if I just spent more time at the office. But it never worked out that way: I hit a glass ceiling years ago. I found I was just an average talent, after all.’
‘Above-average, Tama Douglas,’ Colleen answered gently. ‘Well above. Don’t mark yourself down. We can’t all be the best. You’re a good man.’
‘But I should have been at home. I’m not saying it would have made a difference, but I should have tried. Instead, I let us just drift apart.’
‘We both did. It’s done now. You can’t rewrite history: isn’t that what you’ve spent all day telling Ballance and Carroll? You can only go on from where you are, and try to do better.’
He grinned. ‘I thought I’d kept you away from all that.’
‘I’m not deaf, Tama.’ She stood, stretched again, then pulled on her coat. ‘C’mon, take me home.’
Carlisle, still immaculate despite having been present all day, led them back to their own world, where Tama’s car was parked behind the building. The bureaucrat shook Tama’s hand and bowed to Colleen at the door, then they ran through the rain and piled into the car. He drove in silence to her hotel on The Terrace, and parked outside.
‘Tomorrow at eight?’
She smiled shyly. ‘I’ll be waiting.’
Swallowing, he went to ask — but she put a finger to his lips. ‘We’ll talk again tomorrow.’
Something in her face left his heart beating just a little faster as he drove away.



Seeking a sign
Mat and Riki were sipping hot chocolate in the Green Parrot café, sitting on the window stools and staring out at the traffic funnelling from Taranaki and Wakefield streets into Jervois Quay, heading north towards the port, the railway station and the motorway. It was mid-morning on Thursday, and the southerlies that had blown up during the night were still scattering showers of stinging rain. The rain was forecast to increase in severity as the day progressed, with storm warnings for the next two days, and the locals were duly all dressed for it in coats and scarves. The two boys hadn’t bargained on it being so cold in early summer — it was sunny and in the mid-twenties in the Hawke’s Bay — so they were huddled uncomfortably in their jackets and warming their hands on their hot mugs when the door opened. Mat groaned as he saw the girl in the mauve mohair sweater.
‘Evie. You’re here …’
She’s a diviner, stupid. Of course she’s here. Sticking her oar in. Getting involved. It’s what you’d do. It’s one of the things you admire about her. One of many.
Riki squirmed, his eyes going from one to the other. ‘Uh, hi Evie.’
Evie looked tense and ill at ease. ‘Hello. May I join you?’ she asked a little timidly.
Mat winced. ‘I don’t know if that’s a good idea.’
She frowned, then stuck out her chin. ‘Well, we’re going to find out.’ She called to the waitress, a sulky-looking girl with a blonde ponytail —‘One long black, please’— then sat beside Mat on the next stool. He turned to face her, flushing uncomfortably.
‘Evie, stop. Think carefully: Aroha is watching me.’
Her uncovered eye blinked. ‘I doubt that. She’s nesting, and settling down for a nap. Sleeping Beauty awaiting her Prince Charming. All my readings show that she’s blind to us right now.’
‘That’s not …’ He struggled for words. ‘That’s not the only danger.’
The real danger is that seeing you makes me lose all will to go in the first place, and damn the consequences. Just looking at her face, shining with pugnacious determination, made him want to renounce any intention of pursuing Aroha. But then he thought about Byron again.
‘We had a call this morning from Cassandra,’ he told her. ‘She phoned after she couldn’t raise her dad at home. She’s worried.’
Evie’s eye roved between the two boys, not quite looking at either of them. ‘Oh God … Byron’s been seen near my house in Auckland. And my work. Where’s Cassandra now?’
‘In San Francisco, going nuts with worry.’
Evie nibbled her lower lip. ‘I think it’s lucky she’s overseas.’
Mat felt the nagging ache that had started in his gut the moment Riki put down the phone that morning turn into full scale nausea. ‘We should call the police. Send them around to check up on him.’
Riki nodded sickly, fished out his phone and went outside to escape the café noise so he could make the call.
Evie’s coffee arrived, and she sipped it tentatively, then looked up at Mat.
‘It’s good to see you,’ she said.
‘No, it’s not. I can’t be seeing you. I have to have my head clear.’
‘I know. But I had to warn you. Something’s happening: your quest is about to begin.’
He blinked. ‘No it’s not. It’s not until late December, during the solstice …’ He looked at her anxiously. ‘Ngatoro told me.’
Evie slapped a tarot deck on the table. ‘My readings say otherwise. Something’s going to happen here in Wellington, and it’s being driven by Kiki, not Aroha. I’m sure of it.’
‘But … Aroha told me the date. She said it was set a long ago.’
‘I know, you’ve told me before. But I’m getting the inverted Magician all the time, and the timing readings have gone haywire.’ She pushed the deck at Mat. ‘Take any card.’
Mat reluctantly plucked a card from the deck at random and turned it over. It was an old robed man with a lantern looking down from a mountain top, vaguely familiar.
‘The Hermit,’ Evie told him, without even looking at the card first. ‘You might know it from the inside cover of Led Zeppelin IV—my dad’s a heavy-rock nut. You know, “Stairway to Heaven”? It’s the card for spiritual journeys and enlightenment, and it shows up in every reading I do about you. You’ve got to find your stairway and climb it.’
‘But I—’
‘It’s happening now, Mat! Kiki is meddling. Every reading is about him seizing the path to the sky: I’m getting an inverted King of Swords or inverted Magician every time I think of him, and The Chariot inverted, too. He’s usurping control of the quest, and unless you wake up to this, you won’t even get a chance to join it.’ Abruptly she flipped over a handful of cards and then pulled one out and thrust it at him. The Empress. ‘Take it. Say her name.’
His hand wavered over the proffered card. ‘Huh?’
Evie tasked impatiently. ‘It’s associated with powerful women. Someone of your skills should be able to use it to contact Aroha. She may not be so far gone into sleep that she can’t fight what Kiki is doing.’
Mat stared at the card, and then into Evie’s one eye, bright with passion and fear. Slowly, fearfully, he reached out, touched the card — icy cold to his fingertips — and whispered Aroha’s name.
All at once, he was seized by a sudden vision that filled his sight, and then all of his senses, so that the café and the girl before him vanished. Instead, he was standing in freezing mist, feeling like he was speeding through space yet remaining still, like a man on a bungy cord falling through cloud. All at once he reached the final extension and hung there, in a fog-filled space, a few metres from a young Maori woman on a stone slab beneath a feather cloak. It was Aroha, lying as if dead, except that her arms were extended before her as if plucking an unseen stringed instrument. Her fingers were blindly fumbling, and there was a look of puzzled concentration on her almost vacant face.
‘Aroha?’
Her eyes flew open, bright and chilling as they locked on him. ‘Matiu?’ she croaked, through dry lips. Then her eyes went back to her hands, and she gave a small squeal of fear. ‘The path, I had it in my hands — I don’t understand …’ Her hands went to her face as a look of anguished horror crossed her face.
Mat swallowed. ‘Aroha, Evie thinks …’ He swallowed as Aroha’s expression turned almost savage at mention of Evie’s name. ‘She thinks that Kiki has stolen control of the path, and is about to trigger it.’
Aroha’s face went grey. ‘No.’ Her hands went to her chest, and she wheezed like an old woman. ‘No, not that … Impossible. He’d need—’ Then her eyes went wide and she turned away, shrieking one word: ‘FATHER!!!’
Her voice echoed unanswered all about them. With a nauseous look, she sank to her knees, her mouth working soundlessly while tears sprang from her eyes, her mask gone, raw anguish and sorrow revealed beneath.
Mat dropped to his knees beside her, but couldn’t touch her, though at that moment he wanted to with all his heart, to ease her pain. For long seconds she sobbed, tears burning down her face, steaming in the icy air. Then abruptly her face blazed in fury. She flowed to her feet, glared at him. ‘I will forge a new path, now! I will send it to you, this very night! Await me at the appointed place!’
‘I can’t! I’m not in Napier — I’m in Wellington.’
Her eyes went round. ‘But … Wellington … Why?’ She stammered, then fell silent, her face taut with agonised concentration. ‘Do you have a place there that you are bound to? Somewhere that bears your essence?’
He shook his head. ‘I’ve never been here before.’
‘Then how am I to bind the path to you?’
‘Can’t you just aim it at me?’
‘No. A man is too insubstantial; the energies must have a solid thing, which has existed for centuries, to focus upon. Something that contains something of you.’ She stared at him with desperate pleading. ‘Are you sure? Surely you have some ancestor who lived here? Even some relic? Anything! I need something to anchor the path to.’
He shook his head helplessly. At his back he could feel a sense of pulling, that same sense of being on a bungy cord, but this time the recoil that would jerk him away. He tried to think, to give her something, but the forces were beginning to draw him away. Aroha reached for him, but suddenly he felt himself falling away from her.
‘I’ll send something! I’ll find a way!’ she cried, and then suddenly she was gone in a rush of searing cold air that tore at him. He opened his mouth to shout …

… and found himself in the café, staring at Evie with blinking eyes, mouth wide open and his heart pounding fit to burst.
It took him a minute before he could talk, while outside Riki paced back and forth, the cellphone jammed to his ear. Evie waited, her hand jerking toward his and then away as if she had some kind of nervous tick. On the table, The Empress card was charred to flakes, and his fingertips were scorched and stinging. He sucked them painfully.
‘You were right,’ he managed to croak out eventually. ‘She has lost control of the path. She’s going to try and make a new one, but she’s got nothing to target here in Wellington that will draw me up. She said she would try to find something.’ His voice trailed off helplessly. ‘I guess if Riki and I stole a car, we could be in Napier in four hours …’
Evie shook her head. ‘I think every hour Byron has on you will equate to a huge advantage. You would be much better to leave from here if you can.’
He sucked his lower lip in, unable to think it through. If I tell my folks, all the work on the Treaty will go out the window. Maybe Wiri can help? Except he’ll be asleep, waiting for his night shift. ‘She thinks something has happened to her father.’
Evie sucked in her lower lip, and shook her head. ‘I don’t know him. I don’t know enough about any of this. I’m sorry. I wish I could be more help, I truly do.’
‘But you’ve warned us, when we thought we had plenty of time,’ he told her. ‘You’ve given us a chance.’ While killing your own hopes. He made up his mind. ‘I think we have to stay here, and try to second-guess her choice. Can you get another Empress card?’
‘Of course, but it takes months for me to build an affinity with a deck, so it won’t help.’
He sighed. ‘Then I guess it’s detective work. She said she has to focus it on something that has a connection to me somehow. But I’ve never been here before.’
Evie pondered that, while he pondered her. She’s so lovely, eye-patch or not. I wish—
‘Find somewhere that she might settle upon, something that she might tie to you. Think about your parents, or their parents. Ships that might have brought your ancestors here. Even names: names have power.’
He exhaled heavily. ‘It won’t happen,’ he whispered. ‘All that preparation, and we’ve lost already.’
Evie looked away, and he knew why.
She stood. ‘I should go. There’s another thing going on, something else Kiki is doing, and I can’t work out what. I keep getting cards that signify a pending disaster.’
He stood, too, and stepped around the table, reaching for her. ‘Evie, I wish—’
‘Stop, Mat. Please.’ But she still let him draw her in. She was warm against him, her scent lingering in her curly pile of hair, her nose cold against his neck. Time momentarily froze, a fleeting eternity of near perfection as he closed his eyes and simply breathed her in.
Then she was pulling reluctantly away, smiling sadly. ‘Good luck,’ she whispered. ‘I really mean that.’ She was gone before he could reply.
He was sitting down again, his mind whirling, when Riki came in, his face taught with suppressed emotion. ‘The Gisborne police are sending a car around.’ He looked like he wanted punch someone. ‘I called Cass back, and told her I’d sent the cops around. She was kinda hysterical, man. I didn’t know what to say.’ He sat down shakily.
They remained sitting in the café for a while, lost in the helplessness of knowing that if something had happened it was beyond retrieval. Finally Mat got up. ‘Let’s go,’ he said, mostly because he didn’t want to be in the café when the call he feared came through. So they went outside, heading for the harbour for want of a better place to go, despite the rain which was whipping in. The wind was whining faintly in the wires as they darted across Taranaki Street, then over to the big gas station on the other side of Wakefield. That was when the call came, jangling Riki’s cellphone. He took it immediately and it was over in seconds.
His face told the story. ‘They found Howie. Some bastard shot him, probably three, four days ago.’

Mat huddled in the lee of a wall, on a backstreet, staring at the rain that slanted in, shivering in the cold. Riki had gone home, and he should have gone with him, to keep his friend company. But he didn’t know how to deal with his own rage.
It had to have been Byron. After what Evie had told him, it seemed obvious.
Why can they hurt us so easily, when we can’t touch them?
The answer was obvious: Kiki and Byron cared about nothing and no-one, not even each other. They were like birds of prey who ate their own young if they didn’t leave the nest soon enough; or spiders that devoured their own mates. Predators, with no ties, no roots, phantoms at the edge of sight. Whereas he and Riki had family, friends, loved ones they cared about more than their own lives, and that made everyone of them terribly, horribly vulnerable. It made him so, so angry. Made him want to smash things. To use his powers to find his enemies and hurt them.
Such actions would be makutu: destructive magic. He could do such things. Evil wasn’t in the tool, but the wielder. He could feel that urge, to match violence with violence.
What would I do if I knew where Byron’s parents lived? Maybe they even lived here in Wellington, if this was where Byron had grown up. He could probably find out in an internet café in a few moments. Could I go around there and do to them what he did to Howie? He knew he couldn’t, and wouldn’t. Would Byron even care if I did it? Is the difference between us the lengths we’re prepared to go to win, or the degree to which we’ve turned cold inside? Or both?
It was a moot point. He would not seek to win in such a way. So all he could do was wander the streets, trying to find something — anything — that might get him to Aroha before Byron.
He glanced around him, trying to get his bearings. He was on a T-intersection off Cuba Street, having wandered semi-oblivious up the walking part of the street, famous for its alternative culture. There’d been plenty to gawp at if he’d felt less numb: bohemian girls with full-length dresses and dyed dreadlocks, punkettes with mohawks and spikes, guys with tattoos or piercings or both, hipsters and punks, folkies and Goths, aging philosophers and people who just looked plain lost. Lots of cool, together-looking people comfortable in their skins, and others who looked like try-hards, still struggling to nail down just who or what they were. It made him feel drab and ordinary, and a long way from provincial, conservative Napier.
Another gust of wind-driven rain moaned down the street, sending a shiver through him as he huddled against the wall. Since Riki had left, he’d walked down to the harbour, stumbling through mist and light rain as only the most dedicated of the lunchtime runners plodded past, making his way past the Eastbourne ferries beside the restaurants in old Customs and port buildings, until he made the railway station, a massive red-brick edifice like something dropped out of old Europe. He’d had lunch at a Subway near Parliament, then looped back along Lambton Quay, the ‘Golden Mile’ of shopping in Wellington, full of everything he might have wanted except for any kind of clue as to what was going on in Aotearoa. That led him back to where he started, at the foot of Cuba Street, and none the wiser. He’d wandered up, hoping this older area might give him inspiration. It was after four, and the offices were about to empty, but right now the street corner was quiet, the only foot traffic going into the second-hand record store across the intersection.
‘Hey, fella, looking for a good time?’ a woman drawled.
He looked around. It was the corner of Ghuznee and Marion streets, and he was leaning against a wall which had been cleverly painted to look three-dimensional, resembling a brick building from days gone by. He looked up and down, but no-one was near.
‘Coo-eee! I’m right here!’
He peered about. Still no-one. Then a movement caught his eye.
Painted onto the wall, right beside him, was a woman, with shoulder-length blonde hair, a black one-strap crop-top and a red miniskirt. Her midriff and most of her thighs were bare, and she only just came up to his shoulders despite her knee-high boots. She was waving at him sarcastically.
‘Yeah, right here! You got an eye problem, kid?’
The painted woman’s mouth was moving. He blinked, rubbed his eyes and looked again, thinking he must be more tired than he thought. When he looked again she was still moving: now standing hands on hips, preening provocatively, an effect somewhat ruined by the fact someone had drawn on her face in green marker pen. Not that she was terribly alluring anyway.
‘Hey, now you’re looking the right way. Like what you see?’ She teased her skirt up a little.
You’re kidding! A painting is trying to pick me up! He looked about worriedly. Have I wandered into Aotearoa? He reached out with the little spark of awareness inside … and no, this was the modern world. The painted lady didn’t go away, though.
‘Honey, I been watching your ass this past half hour — nice pert little thing that it is — and I’m thinkin’ you and me could do some business, know what I mean?’ She edged closer along the wall.
‘No way!’ he exclaimed, drawing back.
‘Aw, c’mon cutie! Whatsa matter? Am I a little one-dimensional for you?’ She strutted closer. He threw a frantic look either over shoulder, saw no-one watching, and backed away. ‘Don’t ya like the way I’m drawn?’
‘Uh, I’m not … um, really interested.’
She struck a pose, chest out, and threw him an amused look. ‘Don’t gimme that, honey. You’re a tightly sprung coil of pent-up tension. I know the signs. You need a bit of lovin’ to settle you down.’
‘I really don’t think so.’
She tsk-ed with vexation. ‘Aw, c’mon kid, I haven’t had a punter for days.’
Days? ‘Really?’
‘Well, weeks. Possibly decades, who knows?’ She pouted. ‘Only fun a girl gets these days is going down to Opera House Lane to chat up the street-art there. Otherwise there’s just the graffiti on Cuba Street, and they’re just riff-raff.’
‘How long have you been here?’ he asked.
She shrugged. ‘Shouldn’t ask a girl her age, kid.’ She tapped the side of her nose. ‘I know about your sort, though: sometimes the magic seeps through, from the Other Place. You know what I mean, don’t ya? I can smell it on you, under all that testosterone and longing.’
‘OK, let’s pretend I know what you mean.’ He studied her. ‘Have there been many others passing through here, with that same touch of the Other Place?’
She shrugged. ‘Maybe, maybe not. You gonna make it worth my while?’
He rolled his eyes, and looked at her more closely. ‘I know what I could do for you: someone’s drawn on your face with marker pen: do you want me to wipe it off?’
She almost melted. ‘You’d do that for me? Oh, honey, you get that muck cleaned off and I’ll be yours for free. Well, a big discount, anyway!’
‘Hmm.’ He pulled out his handkerchief, wet it with rainwater, and rubbed away at her cheek and mouth, until the offending marks were mostly gone, so far as he could manage without a proper solvent. ‘There, that’s better.’
A passer-by peered at him oddly, but went on. The painted hooker had flashed back to her normal spot in an eye-blink. She did her hip-swaying walk back to him again as soon as they were alone. ‘Why honey, you’re a real gentleman. Why don’t we find a room and I’ll show you some real gratitude?’
‘No way! Anyway, you were going to tell me about people from the Other World you’ve seen.’
She rolled her eyes. ‘Oh OK, kid. I can see you ain’t gonna be any fun anyhow. Let’s see … there’s a magic shop down Cuba Street, near the Bucket Fountain, where one of the girls at the counter is a genuine wiccan. And there’s a li’l baby taniwha in the old stream-bed of the Waimapihi stream, where Courtenay Place is now. The old stream’s just a piped drain now, and he’s kinda grumpy. An’ there used to be a guy called himself a wizard, but he weren’t no real wizard. But there’s some who are the real thing, like you. And there was this Maori kid used to come down here, nasty little tyke. But he’s gone away, best luck. He used to teach the graffiti and cuss-words to roam about at night.’
Byron? ‘The secret life of street-art, huh?’
‘It’s a concrete jungle out here, kid. You gotta be tough.’ She puffed up a little, like a cornered cat. ‘I ain’t as vulnerable as I’m painted, y’know. I’m all-weather and durable.’
It was hard not to laugh. ‘Cool. What’s your name?’
‘Whatever you want it to be, honey. Go on, pick me a name for the night.’
He frowned, cast about. ‘Um, “Resene”?’
She pondered that. ‘Resene? Resene …’ She swayed a little, a slow smile spreading over her face. ‘Yeah, that’s kinda nice. Sounds exotic and sexy. Yeah, call me Resene, baby.’ She grinned. ‘What’s your handle, kiddo?’
‘It’s Matiu.’ On reflex, he went to shake her hand, then just waved it vaguely.
‘Matiu?’ She frowned. ‘Now, what does that remind me of?’
His heart thudded. ‘How do you mean?’
‘Something … something …’ she scowled. ‘Something about Eastbourne and the ferry.’
‘The Eastbourne ferry? Really?’
‘Hey, you can smile!’ She bared her shoulder again. ‘How about it kid? Last chance for paradise?’
‘No thanks. But it’s been nice talking to you. Amazing, even.’ He backed away, and suddenly she was just lifeless paint again. Did that just happen? But then his excitement took over.
The Eastbourne ferry … He’d gone past them earlier, without taking much notice of them. Perhaps he’d missed something?
Mat hurried back down Cuba Street, heading for the harbour. The streets were filling up, and the bars were starting to attract a few customers, although not many due to the storm warnings. The Bucket Fountain emptied with a cascading splash as he scurried past, the wind whipping the droplets of water everywhere, mingling with the gathering rain. He walked faster, every moment precious, glimpsing newspaper billboards warning of the storm. His breath was steaming and the rain stinging his cheeks. Lights from shops shone garishly in the gathering darkness. Stumbling through the gusts, he scurried between the Town Hall and the curiously shaped Michael Fowler Centre, fringed Civic Square and crossed the six lanes of Jervois Quay via a wooden land-bridge full of surreal wooden carvings. Thunder rumbled in the distance as he ran from shelter to shelter, past the boating lake and through the grass and concrete of Frank Kitts Park, towards the big indoor arena where the netballers and basketballers played. He seemed to be the only person mad enough to be out and about, the restaurants at the docks almost empty as he glanced in the windows as he hurried by.
Then a voice began calling his name. Matiu … Matiu … A cold, clear woman’s voice, from nowhere and everywhere, softer than a whisper yet containing great clarity. Aroha’s voice.
He staggered along a walkway, barely keeping himself from being swept off and into the sea as waves crashed below. There was a huge glass box of a restaurant and bar, and he could see the patrons inside, but no-one could see him out in the dark and wet. The harbour ferries rose and fell alarmingly on their moorings, battering against the docks, where temporary signs declared the ferry service closed that night, due to sea conditions. Then he saw the sign.
Not a mystical omen, just a few words on the ferry sign: Queen’s Wharf, Harbour Ferry Terminal: Departure Point for Matiu-Somes Island, and Eastbourne.
Matiu … He traced it with his fingers. His own name. Could it be that simple? He’d come this way earlier in the day without even seeing it: Somes Island, in the middle of Wellington Harbour, had once been called Matiu — his own name.
That’s what it would have been called in Aroha’s day.
He threw himself into the lee of the booking office, sank to the cold concrete, fished out his cellphone and called Wiri’s house. It was Kelly who answered.
‘Hello? Matty-Mat-Mat! Where are you? Dinner’s almost ready.’
‘I need Wiri to bring me my taiaha and the feather cloak! I need them now!’
‘Wiri’s gone to work.’
‘Then Dad! Put Dad on!’
‘Slow down, Matty. Tama and Colleen are working late at the Archives: they phoned in half an hour ago. There’s just me, Riki, Nikau and the bump here. What’s the problem?’
Damn damn damn. ‘OK,’ he said, feeling that destiny was conspiring against him, ‘put Riki on.’
Riki’s voice spoke in his ear a moment later. ‘Hey, bro.’ He sounded flat, dispirited.
‘I’ve found the place I need to be, but I’ve got to get there now. I need my stuff: can you bring it?’
Riki audibly perked up. ‘Yeah? Sweet! Where are you?’
Mat told him hurriedly, then added: ‘You’re not coming, remember?’
‘Yeah, whatever. I’ll be there in ten, just gotta chisel some wheels outta Kels.’ The line went dead.
After that, all Mat could do was wait, shivering in the shelter of the building, and pray that he was right, and in time. The only person to go by was a man wrapped in a raincoat, carrying a closed umbrella because opening it would have seen him airborne. If he saw Mat he didn’t indicate, just staggered on, shoved bodily towards the railway station by the following winds. All the while the call came louder and clearer, out of the skies.
Matiu … Matiu …



The storm hits
High on Mount Victoria, Byron Kikitoa watched the storm-front rolling in from the south. The wind whipped up as the evening came on, the crescent of lights around the harbour gradually emerging from the gloom as daylight faded early. Far off, thunder begin to rumble.
Byron looked much older than he had, the price of his encounter with the kehua at Te Reinga, but in truth he quite liked the look. Kiki had been right, he was more of a man now, heavier-set and more formidable.
This had always been his favourite place growing up in Wellington, up by the cannon on the crest of the hill, looking down on the city. Being up so high gave him a sense of where he wanted to be. He’d got into his first knife-fight up here, with a gang prospect. He’d left the little shit cutup and crippled, his hamstring severed beyond repair. The memory made him smile.
Not long after, he’d gone north to follow the rugby league dream, though by then he was already aware that he had far more talents than just throwing a ball around. The two things had fed off each other: makutu and league were both a form of war. A violent confrontation, a struggle for mastery. But all that was trivial compared to what was to come, this very night. Immortality. Supreme power. I’m going to screw a goddess and conceive a son. He smiled slowly. Aroha, I’m coming for you. You betcha I am.
Beside him, hunched in his cloak, Kiki was staring out over the harbour. He’d been there for hours: one got used to waiting around doing nothing with the ancient tohunga. It still rankled.
After tonight I won’t need him anymore. I’ll be able to swat him like a bug.
The sun had been buried in thick cloud all day, not enough to discomfort Kiki. Nevertheless his face was more content once darkness fell. ‘Make ready, my apprentice. I shall invoke the path, to take you up and on your way.’
‘What about Douglas?’
Kiki smiled evilly. ‘He has already lost. By seizing control of the path and bringing forward the date that it opens, I have left him stranded. He is down below, ignorant of the danger.’ He looked up at the boiling clouds. ‘The moment will be soon.’
That afternoon, they had invoked the path, performing a ritual that had required a lot of very special blood: not a problem as they’d had an unwilling donor who had supplied all they needed. Byron patted his pack, and the trophy within.
‘I had hoped to meet Douglas along the way,’ Byron said nonchalantly. ‘I was looking forward to killing him.’
Kiki frowned. ‘That is foolish. Make no mistake: the journey to Aroha’s whare will test all of your skill, knowledge and fortitude. Any obstacle that can be avoided is a good thing.’
‘I suppose. I’ll kill him eventually anyway.’
‘There may be others to contend with,’ Kiki warned him. ‘Other tohunga makutu will send their protégés, and some of those may have read the signs and known to be in position tonight.’
Byron shrugged. Kiki had assured him that none of the other makutu apprentices were a threat. ‘Where will you be?’
‘I have another errand, readying the second part of our plans.’ He looked down over the city, taking in the panorama, from the harbour to the north and west, to distant views of Cook Strait to the south in Island Bay, right around to the airport, Miramar peninsula, and the entrance to the harbour. ‘Do you know the tale of the making of the harbour?’ he asked.
Byron scowled. He wasn’t really in the mood for another lecture on history or folklore. But he knew he’d get one, nevertheless, so he shook his head, resigned.
‘Long ago, Wellington harbour, known then as Te Whanganui-a-Tara, was a lake, and the home of two great taniwha, Ngake and Whataitai. They lived a pleasant life, chasing eels and fish in the waters. But like all taniwha, they had a longing for the open sea. The seabirds told them tales, of huge fatty whales to eat, and mighty depths to explore. Gradually that longing grew, until the two taniwha were overcome with the need to break through and reach the ocean. Ngake made his try west of what is now the Miramar peninsula, and being strong and powerful he carved a path and reached the sea. He dwells there still, stirring up storms as he explores the deeps. But Whataitai had always been lazier, and he soon tired. Instead of carving a path, he found himself stranded, on the lowlands beneath these hills. For a time he was sustained by birds bringing him fish, but eventually he died, and his bones became the Hataitai ridge, named for him. They are just east of here.’
Byron stifled a yawn. ‘Why should I care?’
‘Because it is the local lore, and all lore has value. Ngake still mourns the loss of his brother. In Aotearoa, he still lurks in the harbour or the straits beyond. Whataitai’s bones still lie beneath the stones. A strong tohunga makutu can use that knowledge.’
Interested now, despite himself, Byron looked at his mentor with impatient curiosity. ‘What are you planning, old man?’
Kiki licked his cracked lips and spat. ‘This city stands on a fault-line, where two massive tectonic plates meet. The fault runs through the very heart of the city, right along The Terrace. Envisage what might happen in Aotearoa were someone to wake Whataitai to life. Imagine the shaking of the Earth as the giant emerges, and the flood as Ngake comes to see his brother. Do you think the flimsy colonial buildings could survive?’
Byron smiled grimly. ‘It would devastate the city.’
‘Then imagine what would take place in the modern world: the two worlds are linked, after all. Imagine a mighty earthquake, and the tsunami to follow. The towers of the city shaking and falling apart, raining glass and stone into the street. The Hutt motorway plummeting into the sea and the city engulfed. The reclaimed land at the harbour sliding back into the waters.’
Byron licked his lips.
‘With the government apparatus of both worlds destroyed, and the financial centres also, there will be chaos. In such times, a new man can step forth, fuelled by new powers. Mesmerizing to the media and the sycophantic public, full of youth and promise. A messiah to save the land, governing alone, but for his trusted advisers.’
Trusted? You wish … But Byron could not help but admire the plan. And his own place in it.
‘The years you gave to the kehua at Reinga have aged you well,’ Kiki added. ‘They have given you a more adult appearance, a gravitas that will play well to the cameras and the public, as well as concealing your previous public identity. No-one will suspect this new leader to be the vanished league star. Your older, wiser face will reassure people as they come to terms with the tragedy, and the emergency that follows.’
Byron slowly nodded. What was a little youth, in exchange for eternity? He could still run as fast, fight as hard. ‘So I’m going to be the saviour of this country?’ He chuckled.
‘You are.’ Kiki rose. The rising wind was swirling about them, and the rain, which had been flowing past them and dumping on the city, was beginning to fall here, too. ‘I must be about my tasks,’ he shouted above the gathering storm. ‘Abide here, and be ready for the moment when it comes!’
Byron, for what he intended to be the last time, knelt at Kiki’s feet. ‘Master,’ he shouted, ‘I will not fail!’
You damned bet I won’t. I will return and I will conquer, and for every time you struck me during our training I will inflict a torment upon your flesh that you cannot endure. Then I will snuff you out like a candle-flame.
He watched Kiki hobble away, surprisingly spry as he descended the slopes, fading into Aotearoa as he went. Then Byron sat again, as the rain slapped down and the city became a blur of lights in the darkness. He was inured to discomfort, his training having been an ordeal in privation and endurance. Rain and cold meant little to him. Kiki’s training regime might have been pitiless and almost sadistic, but Byron didn’t regret it. It had made him hard and strong, well-prepared for his destiny.
Hours passed, although he barely noticed, concentrating on the storm above, and what it presaged. As the lightning flashed, he could sense something above, a knot of energy unfurling tendrils toward the Earth, like a massive octopus or a bundle of ivy spreading its vines. The goddess was calling. Not to him, of course not: she still clung to the hope of Matiu Douglas. But Kiki was right — he could feel one thread reaching down towards this place, closer and closer.
When the moment came, it was like a lightning bolt, blazing out of the darkness as thunder cracked. He met it with arms and legs spread wide, bellowed in agony-ecstasy as it blasted through him, and for a moment it was a tangible, real thing, a vivid green vine, dipping to touch the summit of Mount Victoria, precisely where he stood. He leapt, threw his arms about it and held on with arms and legs as it rose again, pulling him in a dizzying ascent to the clouds. His stomach rebelled, his grip almost going as the tendril thrashed left and right, shaking him in huge, sickening motions.
Somehow he clung on, bellowing triumphantly as the ground vanished, and the only light came from above. Then as the vine became, if not still, at least manageable, he seized the branch above, and with sure and purposeful movements, began to climb into the heavens.

Evie put her cards away, pulled out an iPad and switched it on. Her mouth was dry, but her hands were trembling from too much coffee, and she didn’t want to switch to anything alcoholic when everything might be about to kick off. She settled on apple juice and a slice of warm lasagne.
Night was coming on, the streets darkening outside and rain lashing the window. The other customers were all huddled over their drinks and shivering. She wished she could just lie down and close her eyes, but her bland box of a hotel room on Featherston Street was an unappealing prospect, and she still couldn’t work out what was going on. Being thwarted this badly was unusual: her gift had always been strong, and usually her readings revealed more than she wanted to know, not less. Failure wasn’t something she liked, and she could feel her mother’s waspish temper in her own mood. She wanted something to lash out at.
When the homepage came up on the iPad, she didn’t enter anything, just clicked on a box called ‘I’m Feeling Lucky’. It was something she’d thought of when she’d heard a song containing the lyrics ‘she divined by radio’ a few weeks ago on student radio back in Auckland. Let’s see what random stuff comes up …
The headline read: MAN FOUND DEAD IN GISBORNE.
Evie read the story, faintly chilled by the callous, anonymous coldness of the crime. No names were given, as relatives were still being sought, but she knew. She whispered a prayer for Cassandra, and hit random search again.
She got a page about street-art. Then one about Jack and the Beanstalk. Another about Leviathan, the mythical sea-beast, and then one about the Japanese tsunami … and that was enough to see the patterns emerging. She reached for her cards again, spraying them across the table with practised hands, fingers trembling from more than just an overdose of caffeine.
Then abruptly she was sweeping everything into her satchel and running for the door.

‘So that was your daughter, yesterday,’ Mistress Screw whispered through the bars.
Donna Kyle looked back from her tiny barred window, which overlooked nothing more soul-enriching than the staff car park of Arohata Prison. A lamp-post dimly illuminated rows of dated and low-cost vehicles, the glass streaked by new falling rain. About her she could feel the prison slowly settling down into another empty night. At some point soon, yet another petty argument between cellmates would turn loud, and perhaps violent. The shutdown for the night would begin at nine, and after that there would be only the long, slow silences, punctuated by the boots of the guards on the corridors.
Even locked away like this, she still expected her life to end in an act of vigilante justice. She was helpless enough during daylight that it wouldn’t be so hard. Not exactly comatose in a coffin, but torpid and dazed. The evil thing in her was only really awake at night.
‘Everalda van Zelle,’ the guard went on. ‘Puarata’s daughter. There are those who’d lock her up, or worse, just for that.’ Her tone made it clear that she would applaud such a thing wholeheartedly.
‘Guilty by blood.’ Blood: Donna wished she hadn’t used that word. It made her tongue tingle and her belly growl. She felt her teeth sharpen just at the thought.
‘Why not? We all know the way she will turn out.’
Donna turned to face her. ‘Do we?’ My daughter grew up surrounded by love. That’s the gift I gave her: not being around for most of her life. ‘Nature or nurture, Screw? Are we defined by our ancestry or by the environment we grow in?’ She curled her lip. ‘I can see where you stand on the matter.’
The guard wrinkled her nose. ‘I see both sorts, witch. Either is enough. It’s a rare person who can rise above both.’
‘My daughter is a rare person,’ Donna retorted, surprised at the intensity of feelings that went into her words. ‘The rarest.’ I barely know her, but I know this.
Mistress Screw grunted. ‘Why did she leave you that card?’
Donna’s eyes went to the game card, its corner protruding from beneath her pillow. All the months she’d been here, she’d not been tempted to escape. Had not wanted to.
But if she’s in danger …
‘It’s just a small thing, to give me hope,’ she replied. She’d never really had hope before, didn’t know how to deal with it. Even at the height of her power, during her long years with Puarata, she’d felt his chains about her, forcing her to be as he desired. And since then the struggle to overcome her rivals had seemed doomed. Even though she had fought like a demon, she’d never felt any real belief that victory and defeat would feel terribly different.
‘There is no hope for the things like you,’ Mistress Screw sneered coldly.
Yes, there is. It’s called redemption.



Sidekick
Mat saw a car’s headlights loom up out of the driving rain, as he sat huddled against the concrete wall, barely sheltered from the rain. The freezing damp was creeping through him and snuffing out the last vestiges of heat in his body. There was a car park in front of him, and the newly arrived vehicle’s lights washed over him. It was Kelly’s Volkswagen Beetle, the genuine article and over forty years old. The ‘Kelly the Clown’ pictures and logo were lit garishly by the street-lights.
He stood, waved and sprinted for the car, almost picked up and thrown onto it by the raging southerly. Riki’s face was visible behind wheel, reaching across to unlock the passenger door. Mat had to fight to open it, then throw himself in as the wind slammed it for him. ‘Jeez, it’s cold,’ he exclaimed.
‘What’s happening, bro?’
He looked at Riki with real fear in his heart. ‘She’s been calling for the past half-hour. I don’t know how much longer I’ve got, but I think I know where I’ve got to be. It’s all going down, man!’
Riki didn’t question the change in plans, just nodded tersely and asked, ‘Where’s lift-off?’
‘Somes Island: it’s also named “Matiu”.’
‘Yeah?’ Riki looked sceptical.
‘I’m sure of it. Names have power, Evie said, and it would’ve been called that when Aroha was growing up. Anyway, it’s all we’ve got: it must be right, or we’re screwed.’
‘But how the hell will you get there? Ain’t no boat gonna get you out in this weather.’
‘I’ve got to fly! Did you bring the stuff?’
‘Back seat! I brought you some warm clothes, too. At least change first!’
‘No time!’ Mat reached into the back, seized the pack with Ngatoro’s taiaha strapped sideways to the top, pulled it over and wrestled it onto his front. Then he seized the feather cloak and nestled it on his shoulders. ‘I’ve got to go — I don’t even know if I’ll be in time as it is.’
‘At least the wind’s behind you.’ Riki stared at him with open fear. ‘Good luck, bro.’ They hugged wordlessly. There was so much to say, and no time to say it. Mat could tell that Riki wanted to come too, but to his relief Riki didn’t ask to.
‘Thanks, for everything. If I don’t—’
‘Shut up and go!’
He did. Wrenching the door open, he spread his arms, staggering in the gale as the needles of the feather cloak punctured his arms and side, right down to his thighs. He mouthed a cry of pain, bunched his leg muscles and leapt. The cloak did the rest, sent him soaring into the storm like a leaf, tossed spinning into the teeth of the gale.
For a few seconds he had no control at all, as wires flew by, then power poles and buildings. He was thrown over the port, dark stacks of containers and giant gantry cranes looming out of the darkness with terrifying speed, only instinctive twists and gyrations sparing him from a sudden end, splattered into stone or steel. Then he was over water, the ring of harbour lights lost in the squall. Quickly he regained control: he’d practised flying as often as he could, in all conditions. Soon he was soaring, keeping low, almost skimming over the water, the wind mostly behind him. Beneath him, giant waves were rising up and crashing down, and in one lightning blast he was shocked to see what seemed to be a giant reptilian head rising from the water, then crashing down in a massive spray, but the moment was gone, and then before him, in a brief parting of the curtaining clouds, he saw a flare of light, blinking at him. It came from a low bulk of darkness in the gleaming waters, and he knew without having to think it through that this was his goal.
She even lit the way …
The winds hurled him through the rain, and he fought across the stinging gale, angling towards the beacon’s light. In his flickering sight, the harbour seemed to change by the second, with one moment a Cook Strait ferry visible and then gone; replaced by a warship, and then a sailing ship, sails furled and prow turned into the storm. Sometimes the island was lit with electric lights and other times dark, and in one lightning flash he could swear there was a pa at the north end, the wooden palisades wobbling at the onslaught of the winds. He hurtled past the beacon, which was at the southern end of the island and set in woods above a jagged little cove where giant waves were crashing. Banking instinctively towards the highest ground, he glimpsed stone gun emplacements illuminated by lightning, and then he was slamming into the grass spaces between them, only missing one gleaming metal artillery barrel by inches. The grass was slick as he slithered over it, ploughing into the undergrowth as he came to a halt. The strap on his pack nearly broke as the taiaha embedded itself in the ground.
‘Hey!’ someone shouted. ‘Hey! Cap’n, I saw something out there!’
Mat lay, stunned. But Aroha’s call cut through his senses, and he could hear the pleading in it now. Matiu …
He sucked in a giant breath, and wrenched and convulsed, trying to free himself and the taiaha. The precious feather cloak all but came apart in the ripping undergrowth that tore at it as he pulled free, but there was no time to be careful anymore. He staggered to his feet and looked to the skies. Clouds were swirling, giants’ shapes forming and re-forming as they boiled overhead, then a shape like a mouth opening and a tongue descending.
I’M RIGHT! I’M RIGHT! THIS IS IT!
‘Halt!’ someone shouted. ‘Cap’n, one of the prisoners is out!’
‘No!’ another shouted. ‘I saw him land: it’s a Jap para!’
What? He pelted toward the highest point, a bare knoll at the very summit of the island. Clearly the borders between the modern world and Aotearoa were blurring tonight. When he threw a glance back, he saw men in World War Two military uniforms, backlit by electric lights from the gun emplacement doors. Two held rifles, trained in his direction. He sprinted from them, towards the summit of the island, barely fifty metres away.
Crack! A bullet whined past his shoulder.
Shit! He doubled over, and tried to weave, too frantic to create any kind of protection for himself, relying on the dark and the wet and his movement.
Another shot came, then another, ripping past him and hitting the wet earth with a sucking slurp.
Please, miss miss miss …
He could see it now: an impossibly huge vine hanging from the clouds, swinging wildly in the gales, slapping against the ground at the summit of the island as he ran for it. Then with a lurching shriek, it began to retract, pulling upwards—
NO!! WAIT!! Mat ran as fast as he could, launching himself at the disappearing vine, the tattered flying cloak giving him extra spring as he covered the last few metres. He spun the taiaha and speared the pointed tongue of the grip into the metre-wide tube of the vine. It sunk in, halfway up the blade … and gripped. He held on, too, wrapped his legs about it and thrashed about for purchase, the pack in front of his belly impeding him until he fought one strap free and gripped a leaf stem, wedging himself against the stem as the vine lifted into the roiling storm.
Mat threw a look down, saw dark shapes on the island below as more shots flashed, but the range was already too far. For an instant he saw the ring of lights about the harbour, from the city to the motorway north, from Petone at the foot of the Hutt Valley to Eastbourne and the far lighthouse at the harbour’s entrance. Then it was all simply gone, lost in the swirling mist.
He exhaled, sucked in more air, gasping.
I did it. I caught it. I made it. The words kept resounding in his brain, a mantra that filled his thoughts as he clung on and shook with relief. I’m in the game.
Then something careened into the vine just beneath his feet, and the whole giant tendril convulsed. Mat almost lost his grip, clinging on for dear life as a man-shaped figure in another feather cloak fought for a perch, a hand gripping his own boot, then re-fastening onto the stem he rested on.
Riki’s voice reverberated out of the darkness. ‘Woohoooooo!!’

There was no point in shouting or recriminations, Mat finally reflected, after spending about ten minutes doing just that. For one thing, he doubted he’d even made himself heard. Riki was still grinning up at him like a smirking cat. For another, there was clearly no going back. The ground had vanished, and Mat wasn’t sure whether, if he let go, he would even fall. One look upwards showed they were being drawn into the sky, reeled in like fish on a line. There was a point of light in the dark clouds above, about the vine that drew them up, as though the sun was directly above; a shaft of soft white glow that seemed to pulse like a heartbeat. He looked down, and saw Riki looking far too damned pleased with himself.
It’s goddamn suicide. He’s going to die.
Then they were in the clouds, being hauled upwards through a shaft of light, where faces and patterns formed in the mists, constantly changing. He saw his parents, saw Wiri, Ngatoro, Jones, Cass, Evie, Kelly … saw his school, his house, the palm trees on Napier’s Marine Parade, his mother’s house in Taupo, Larnach Castle in Dunedin …
… and then they were flying free as the vine convulsed and threw them off, tumbling onto a spongy, misty, not-quite-solid surface. They landed easily, like falling onto a bed of pillows. Mat shouted in alarm; Riki in sheer glee. They landed about ten metres apart, and the taiaha spat from the vine and speared towards Mat. He caught it deftly despite the surprise, and the vine vanished in the mist.
‘We did it!’ Riki shouted.
Mat rounded on him, finally audible and able to vent. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’
Riki just raised his eyebrows, as though the question were so banal it barely rated a reply. ‘I was never going to let you go alone, bro. You should know that.’ He pushed experimentally at the spongy surface they lay on. ‘Not sure I trust this stuff.’
‘Riki, will you listen to me? You can’t be here! This will kill you, dead!’
‘My call, bro.’
‘But you’ve got so much to live for! Your whole family! Everyone else! Cass, for one: she needs you, man: she’s just lost her father!’
‘Nah, she don’t need me. She’s a self-contained unit, bro. She never really needed me, not like I needed her.’
Mat could only stare. ‘That’s not what I saw.’
‘Maybe not. But it’s my life, not yours, bro. My call.’ He stood unsteadily. ‘Let’s get off this stuff before it forgets to support us an’ we fall through.’
It was good advice. Mat shut his mouth crossly and got to his feet, and they began to step unsteadily through the shifting mistiness, their footfalls never quite feeling like they were fully supported, always on the verge of punching through. Riki went to fly instead, but the feathercloaks seemed to have become inert. To one side there was a darkness, the only place that wasn’t featureless white, so they made for that, and were rewarded when their boot soles struck stone.
‘Amen,’ Riki breathed, in a tone of profound relief. He sank to his knees and kissed the wet rock.
A few metres onward was a tunnel, seemingly naturally formed but of comfortable height and breadth, and there was a faint light ahead. They emerged onto an open ledge, above a lush, verdant valley. The bushlands below were lit by a rising sun, golden yellow with the imprint of a carved Maori face on it, and the birdsong was almost deafening. There was a primeval feel to the scene, trackless bush so dense that the ground was invisible, morning mist clinging to the valleys. Beyond, mountains rose, virginal snow glittering on the peaks. It felt like the dawn of time. Perhaps it was.
Is this Aotearoa … or someplace else? Mat had no idea. Riki went down on his haunches beside him, as they searched for landmarks in the alien landscape below. Mat made out a distant tendril of black smoke, rising from the plateau below, maybe five kilometres away. He pointed it out.
‘Byron, maybe?’ He looked sideways at Riki. ‘Mate, I wish you hadn’t come.’
Riki was unrepentant. ‘You know, the way I see it is that Tawhaki needed his cuzzie with him, at least part of the way. Maybe he wouldn’t have won through without that help. So maybe that’s the real lesson of the story. You ever thought of that?’
Mat had, but he’d dismissed it. ‘The sidekick always dies, Riki.’
‘Yeah, well. I’ve been thinking about that, and the way I see it is this: you’re a capable young man, Mat. Don’t under-rate yourself: I reckon you’ll be OK.’



Te Papa
The storm was directly above, and the gales slammed into the giant concrete-and-glass exterior of Te Papa museum. Wiri could see the windows bowing, distorting the lights they reflected. He was on the fourth floor, in the marae, a futuristic vision of Maoritanga with heat-shaped wood-panels that had been formed into flowing designs, and painted in a rainbow panoply of colours. Some traditionalists had been critical, but Wiri liked it. So far as he could see, culture had to live and breathe, and that meant adapting to new things also. Te Papa itself was a new type of museum, presenting treasure of the past in new and different ways, using all manner of technology. Preserving the past didn’t mean that you did not find new ways of presenting it. ‘The future is the history we’re about to have,’ someone had commented to him once, and he liked that thought.
Wiri was something of a living embodiment of new and old blending together, having been born centuries ago, died and been brought back, first as a slave-spirit, and then again as a living, breathing man. He’d been a chief’s son in the Waikato, but here he was a humble security guard and without a doubt these past couple of years had been the happiest. He’d had to learn so many new things, but the best of those Kelly and little Nikau had taught him: how to be a husband and a father.
And we’re going to have another child. That glowing thought warmed him all the way through, and he found himself smiling out at the storm.
There was a balcony outside, overlooking the harbour. He could see it through the glass doors, lit by flashes of lightning every few seconds. He liked to watch the sun come up from out there, lighting up the harbour. The last act of the night shift, before heading home. He did enjoy this shift, even if it did mess up the rhythm of his days with Kelly.
‘Are we going to spend all night in this travesty?’ his companion grumbled.
While Wiri was fully reconciled to change, Fitzy wasn’t. The little turehu might change shape, but he wasn’t a fan of changing times. Right now he was in his true form, a grotesque little waddling goblin, about a metre tall, looking like a tikicarving come to life, with big reflective eyes and a beak-like nose and mouth.
‘Security camera,’ Wiri reminded the little turehu, jerking a thumb at the little metal box in the corner of the ceiling. Te Papa was full of them.
‘I know it’s there and I’m being careful,’ Fitzy sniffed. ‘It can’t see me unless I want it to.’ His true name was Whiati, but Kelly had named him ‘Fitzy’ after an All Blacks captain, and the name had stuck. He waggled his bare behind at the camera disdainfully. ‘Glass eyes can’t do the work of real ones. C’mon, let’s go back to the earthquake display.’ His favourite part of Te Papa was the earthquake simulation, in which a replica house was mechanically shaken every couple of minutes.
‘We’re not supposed to do the rides,’ Wiri reminded him. ‘We’re on duty.’
‘Spoil-sport.’
During the daytime, Te Papa employed lots of security and guides, but at night there were just a few people present. Tonight it was Mike in the control room with the camera monitors, and Wiri and a young Tongan called Sosefo patrolling. Sosefo was currently downstairs, but they were all linked by walkie-talkies. In the time Wiri had been here, there had been no real incidents; just the occasional drunken kid outside who needed an ambulance, or taggers trying to spray-paint the walls. But there were literally millions of dollars’ worth of artefacts in the museum, and security was taken very seriously.
‘Wiri?’ Mike’s voice crackled from his WT.
He thumbed the device to speak. ‘I’m here.’
‘You know a woman called Everalda van Zelle?’
‘Sure.’ He frowned. What’s she doing here?
‘She’s downstairs with Sosefo, wanting to speak with you.’
‘OK, I’m on my way.’ Wiri looked at Fitzy. ‘Dog-shape, bro. We’ve got a visitor.’
He hurried through the display of Maori treasures, the Mana Whenua, and out into the central space beside the Treaty display, all dark but for the footlights. An open space dropped to the second floor, more than twenty metres below, and there were stairs beyond. He took them two at a time, Fitzy in labrador form pacing him. Level Three was small in terms of the public area, with lots of sealed-off office and storage space, Level Two contained displays on the natural environment, and Level One was mostly foyer, a shop and the huge car park. As he descended the broad stairs to the foyer, Wiri could see Evie van Zelle waiting with Sosefo. The Tongan was a big, solid man, who played prop for his rugby team and looked like he could bench-press a truck.
‘She was banging on the doors and yelling for you,’ Sosefo told him, more amused than annoyed.
Wiri looked the girl up and down. Evie’s mop of light brown curly hair framed a determined face with a patch over her left eye. She was bundled up in a puffy green jacket, which was wet from the rain. He had met her only once, in February during the chase for Asher Grieve and the original Treaty document. She’d impressed him then, but he was wary of her, for the very strong reason that she was Puarata and Donna Kyle’s daughter. After the mess that those two had made of his own life, it was hard not to believe that blood would out, especially bad blood like hers. That she was here now, when Mat had been trying to avoid her due to the Aroha situation, made him doubly cautious.
‘Can you give us a moment, Sos?’ he asked the big Tongan, then drew the girl aside. ‘Hi, Everalda. What are you doing here?’
Her single eye met his. ‘The cards brought me.’
He knew what she was, so he didn’t laugh. ‘Explain.’
‘The quest for Aroha has begun. Mat’s already gone into the sky, and Riki, too.’
Wiri swore softly. That Mat’s quest had begun was concerning enough, but that Riki — with none of Mat’s magical advantages — had gone with him was frightening. They both should have known better. ‘I thought it was supposed to happen in December?’
She shook her head. ‘Kiki changed the game. Mat was only just able to make it.’
Wiri felt his chest tighten with apprehension. ‘Go on.’
‘Byron has also left. But Kiki has other plans. He’s preparing for Byron’s return by triggering something, some kind of disaster that will break the hold of the authorities over society.’
‘What kind of disaster?’
‘I don’t know: but he’s on his way here.’
Wiri stiffened. ‘Here? To Te Papa? You’re sure?’
‘Totally. He’s after something in this building.’
Wiri looked out into the night, through the huge front doors, across the courtyard to the street-lights and the odd passing car. It was only ten, and the city was still largely awake. But the rain was sheeting down, turning it all into a liquid blur. The giant building felt very isolated all of asudden, sited as it was in the empty space between the streets and the sea. It never occurred to him to doubt the young diviner, and Kiki was very dangerous. He gripped his WT. ‘Mike, are you there?’
The WT crackled again. ‘Yup. What’s happening, chief?’ Mike was one of those Pakeha who called all Maori ‘chief’ and didn’t get how patronizing it sounded. Wiri wasn’t bothered enough to set him straight.
‘We may have an issue, Mike. Can you—’
The other man cut him off, his voice suddenly concerned. ‘Hold on, Wiri. We just lost a camera on Six. Damn thing was serviced only last week.’
There could have been any number of explanations, but to Wiri it meant just one thing —Kiki is here. ‘Mike, listen, something is going down. Get the pol—’
The WT went dead, in the same instant that every light went out in the whole city, and they were plunged into total darkness.
‘Holy Father!’ Sosefo blasphemed devoutly. ‘What was that?’
Wiri pulled out his torch and turned it on, while Evie fished out her cellphone. ‘The network’s down,’ she said tersely. ‘What’s on Level Six?’
‘It’s just a viewing platform.’ Wiri went to the big glass doors, and hit the release buttons, but nothing happened. ‘Has this place got an emergency generator?’ He struggled to remember the briefings they’d got when they started. ‘If we have, it should have kicked in by now.’
‘Dunno,’ Sosefo admitted, switching on his torch. ‘I ain’t got no phone signal either. Is this a break-in?’ A touch of anxiety entered his voice. They weren’t permitted for firearms, and if this was a robbery, chances were the thieves would be armed.
‘Yes, it is,’ Evie answered before Wiri could. She pulled out a pack of cards, flipped over the top one: a Six of Clubs. ‘He’s on Six.’
Sosefo stared at the cards, began to back away, then he decided it was a trick. He grabbed her shoulder. ‘What do you know about it, missy? You part of this?’
She tried to shake off the big man’s hand, but he was too strong. ‘Let me go! I’m here to help.’
Wiri patted Sosefo’s shoulder. ‘It’s OK, Sos, she’s cool. Let’s get to Mike; he’s alone on Three.’
The Tongan grudgingly let go of Evie. ‘If you say so, man.’ He looked outside at the rain hammering onto the plate glass. ‘Look, the whole city’s gone dark. Lightning must’ve hit the grid, eh?’
‘Something like that,’ Evie muttered. She looked at Wiri. ‘There’s something else up there …’
Wiri stared at her, as some kind of light seeped around her eyepatch. Fitzy was becoming agitated, his tail sweeping about as he went back and forth. ‘Evie, are you alright?’
‘No. I’m not.’ Another card fell into her hand. It was some kind of gaming card, a grotesque picture of an armoured and horned thing with a skull mask, titled ‘Bone Golem’. ‘Kiki’s brought something, especially for you.’
He stared at her, backing towards the stairs to follow Sosefo, who was hurrying up the stairs to Level Two. ‘I thought you said Kiki was here for something in the museum.’
‘He is. But this other thing is different: it’s looking for you.’
Wiri felt his skin chill. Then Sosefo called from above, at the top of the stairs to the Level Two. ‘Hey Wiri, you coming, bro?’
He glanced up at his colleague, then back at Evie. Pale light was glowing around her patch, brighter and brighter. ‘Right with you, Sos. Be careful.’
Then from somewhere high above, something cracked, and he heard Mike’s voice, shouting for help. Shouting—and then pleading. Wiri looked at Fitzy: ‘Stay with her!’ he snapped at the little turehu, then he spun, shone his torch up the stairs, and sprinted along the path of light it made.

Evie’s heart double-skipped at the shouting above, and she went after Wiri as quickly as she could, Fitzy bounding alongside. Not an athlete, so the sudden exertion had her gasping. She was swiftly left in the darkness, and had to stop and fish out another card: just a Magic the Gathering card, Lantern of Insight, which lit the stairs with a pale glow. Her left eyeball was throbbing, like a boil wanting to erupt, and she could feel its glow and its heat. That had never happened to her before in this world, only in Aotearoa where the intrinsic magic of the land often filled her blind seer’s eye with energy. But since the storm broke, it had been building up, demanding release.
Fitzy turned, barked sharply, his eyes luminous in the darkness as they reflected the card’s light. She recalled things that Mat had hinted at, about his friend Wiri’s strange dog, and there was certainly something in its intelligence and awareness that was more than canine, but she had more immediate worries.
As they reached Level Two, beneath a giant carved archway that ascended all the way to the ceiling high above, she could feel the oppressive presence of the tohunga makutu on the levels above. He was like a radiator of emptiness. Kiki Who Withers Trees. Evie had contended with his powers before, from a distance, and come off worse. Since then she’d learned more, but, as his presence grew, her own grip on her powers wavered. She felt horribly exposed and alone in the dark. The presence of the labrador beside her was her only comfort.
Drawing out another card, a duplicate of the one she’d left with at Arohata Prison, she whispered her mother’s name, as much in prayer as in summoning.
Faraway, a key turned in a lock, and a door opened.

Taonga: the treasured artefacts of his people. Kiki could feel them call to him as he passed down the stairs, through locked doors that yielded silently to his touch. He descended narrow stairs from the viewing platform, and emerged beside the lifts on Level Four, before a wide space. The café, and a balcony over an open space to his left. To his right, stairs ascended to the art section, and beyond them a display on Te Tiriti. But what he sought was in the Mana Whenua area, ahead and to the right.
Behind him, a hulking presence stalked, silent as a shadow and as hard to see, but bristling with suppressed menace. Even he could barely see his companion, but he could smell him, the stench of long-dead flesh like the smell of dried-up tutae scrapped from a boot-sole. Tupu: barely capable of speech or reason, but more than capable of killing.
Kiki extended his senses, perceiving the distant flicker of transient humans … and the brighter, more resonant spark of two others whose presence was more significant — Wiremu, and the little tohunga matakite, the one-eyed seer-girl. His eyes narrowed. He did not underestimate the girl, now that he knew her lineage. My granddaughter …
He turned to his massive companion. ‘Go silently. Kill the men. Bring me the girl alive.’
The giant growled, bared yellowed teeth, his breath like rotted meat, and then he was gone, sliding into the shadows. Kiki paused, listening. Wiremu and the matakite were below with another, but one man was isolated, alone, caught up with trying to restore his technological toys. He heard a shouted challenge, sensed a blow.
He heard a man beg; heard a crunching blow, and the dull thud of a body hitting the floor.
Kiki smiled. One down. He headed toward the Mana Whenua, seeking the artefact he’d come to find.

Wiri took the stairs in giant bounds, calling ahead. ‘Sos! Wait for me!’ Evie was somewhere behind him, but she had Fitzy with her and other resources: right now he was less worried for her than for the men he worked with. They had no idea what they faced.
The Tongan waited, catching the worry in Wiri’s voice. His torch searched the Level Three landing. The words BLOOD EARTH FIRE glowed in the torchlight — it was the section primarily focused on how land masses were formed from volcanic and tectonic activity. The words seemed ominous, like a prophecy. He and Sosefo shone their torches about, found nothing untoward. The security control room was in behind the lifts to their right. They paused, listening for Mike’s voice. But silence reigned, the only sound the roar of the storm outside.
‘Mike?’ Sosefo called, his eyes round.
Wiri shook his head, put his fingers to his lips. He waved the man behind him, and began to creep towards the door to the administration area. They both turned as Evie reached the top of the stairs behind them. Her face was turned half away from Sosefo, to conceal the radiance about her eyepatch. Wiri waved her back, frightened for her. And for himself. I have a wife and a child, and another on the way. And I’m not immortal anymore. The roof of his mouth was dry. But he still went on.
The corridor to the administration area was empty, a line of doors on either side. Wiri took the lead, stepping past each door with utmost caution. There was a smell in the confined area, an unpleasant reek of old death that was elusively familiar, but it faded as he went on, Sosefo wrinkling his nose as he followed him. But then that smell was overridden by a stronger, fresher one: newly spilt blood.
‘I am not liking this, boss,’ Sosefo muttered.
Wiri put his finger to his lips, then went on, slid around the next corner, which led to the security room. He sucked in his breath as the torchlight lit the corridor.
Mike lay face-down on the carpet, with the back of his head smashed in by some heavy implement. Fragments of bone were visible amidst the grey and red that seeped through his hair. His torch lay on the ground beneath him, edging his body in light. Wiri groaned softly, his senses taut as violin strings, his breath held as he searched the shadows.
Sosefo came up behind him, muttering a prayer. ‘What do we do, boss?’
‘We get out, and call the police,’ Wiri whispered. ‘This is over our heads.’ He tried to drag his eyes away from Mike’s body, but that stench of ancient sweat and shit and death washed over them both again. Finally he remembered it: he’d dwelt alongside it for centuries.
Tupu.
He turned to Sosefo, opening his mouth to tell him that they had to get out — now.
But he was already too late.

Evie watched Wiri and the other security man pad away to a door, slip through it and vanish, taking their torches. She drew the Lantern of Insight card again, then a tarot card: the malevolent reversed-King of Swords, gripping it upside-down. It bucked in her hand, as though pulling her towards a point above. She looked up, through the hole in the ceiling to the floor above, and was sure for an instant that a shadow had detached itself from the darkness and glided from sight.
Kiki is up there.
She considered waiting here for the men, and risking Kiki finding what he sought unopposed. To go on and encounter him alone was undoubtedly stupid. She bit her lip, and decided to do it anyway. He has to be opposed. Whatever he is doing is going to hurt more than just me. She hurried up the stairs. Fitzy looked up at her, bared his teeth but made no sound. She got all the way to the landing above, midway between floors before he caught her up, and together they ascended to Level Four.
The dim light of her card revealed distant displays of Maori treasures, and the Treaty of Waitangi. She stood at the top of the stairs, barely daring to breathe. At the very limits of her night vision, she was certain she’d seen a squat shadow in the doorway beneath a sign saying Mana Whenua. But she didn’t go straight there, not when she could sense the malevolence presence of her enemy so close that he might have been breathing on the back of her neck.
Fitzy was nervous, too, his posture low, softly growling at something unseen. He pressed closer to her, both guarding her and being guarded. Reassured by his presence, she began to engage her skills, pocketing the Lantern card and drawing new ones, placing them in the air about her like a shield. She anchored her defences with The Star, which doubled as illumination, and added the potent Ace of Swords, flanked by the Eight of Pentacles for craftsmanship, the skill to maintain a bonding. Then she palmed the Ten of Swords, her strike weapon, and began to edge forward. She had other cards, garish and fanciful ones from the gaming decks that might have worked against an ordinary person, but this was Kiki: she sensed that only weapons with the antiquity of the tarot would suffice against the ancient tohunga.
She and Fitzy moved as one, slinking through the deserted café, approaching the archway that lead to the Maoritanga display obliquely, slipping past the soft chairs and coffee tables until they reached the frame of the entrance, her eyes trying to penetrate the dark. Evie knew she was marking her own passage with the light of the cards, but she would be helpless in the darkness. She palmed another card unconsciously as she crept forward.
Somewhere in the darkness, away to her right, she heard glass crack, and a grunt of satisfaction. Taking her bearings from the sound, she stepped through the entrance and went left, into the shadow of a display of flax-work baskets and wooden carvings, then crept to a replica storage hut, beneath a primitive catamaran hung from the ceiling. Opposite across the walkway, a meeting house, a whare runanga, brooded silently. To the right of it, closest to the way she’d come in, was a storage hut on stilts. Beyond lay glass cases, their contents too far away to be made out. It was from there that the cracking sound had come. She peered into the gloom, heart thudding, throat so dry she could scarcely breathe.
A deep chuckle resonated through the space, emanating from somewhere beyond the whare runanga. ‘Welcome, Everalda,’ a voice rumbled, deep and scratchy with thick liquid vowels. ‘It is good to see that you are coming into your powers, Granddaughter.’
She’d had some time to come to terms with her ancestry. The last time the Goddess sought a mate, just as she is now, Kiki raped Aroha and she gave birth to Puarata … who seduced Donna Kyle and so she had me … It still made her belly churn to know that she was descended from Kiki Who Withers Trees. It made her fear herself, and what she might become.
Fitzy gave a small whining sound, deeply distressed. Yeah, me too. Sweat broke out inside her hairline, and beads of moisture began to slide down her forehead. The cards hanging in the air about her trembled as if in a hidden wind.
‘The tarot,’ Kiki noted in his rumbling voice, from a direction she couldn’t pinpoint. ‘The prime tool of any Renaissance or Enlightenment seer. A means of divination, a light against the unknown.’ His voice was respectful. ‘You use them well, mokopuna wahine.’
Praise from his lips was tainted. She struggled to block out his words and concentrate on seeking him. His voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, and the shadows moved on all sides, flickering in the light of her Firecard. Muffled sounds reached her, of crashes and thumps below. Wiri was down there … She began to tremble, The Star card in her hands flickering as she tried to back out.
The light went out, snuffed like a candle and crumbling to ash in her hand, left her in almost total darkness. Her heart beat harder, painful in her left breast. She didn’t seek another light yet, though. Her link to the cards warding her remained secure, but Fitzy gave another whine, and then a growl, head low, belly to the ground, defiant but very scared.
Kiki’s voice rolled over her from all directions at once. ‘Mine is the older tradition, Granddaughter. I wield the powers of the shaman, born of a time before history, when mankind roamed nameless plains hunting beasts that are now extinct. A time when little was understood, and belief in the powers of the unseen was unquestioned. Men like me were guides in the darkness, and wielders of that darkness also. Against such a primeval power, your paper toys are nothing.’
Behind!
She spun, Fitzy whirled; but they were nowhere near fast enough. An invisible force slapped the labrador aside, hurling him against the wall. The turehu dropped limply to the floor. Evie had no time to react, because by that time she had been gripped by an unseen hand, her cards fluttering uselessly to the ground as she was slammed backwards against a display wall and held there, as though she were on the ocean floor and all the weight of the water pressed her down.
The tohunga makutu stepped from the shadows, his tattooed visage alight with vicious glee. His cloak shifted about him like a living thing, as he raised his carved staff and held it aloft, lighting her in a paua-hued glow. ‘Kia ora, mokopuna wahine.’ He stroked her face. ‘You belong to me now.’

The shadows behind Sosefo disgorged a vast darkness. The face that emerged was one Wiri knew as well as his own. Rough features, as though moulded from clay then carved by a chisel with crude spiral designs. Thick black curls caught in a topknot. Broken yellow teeth and a flared nose. The shoulders of a bull, slabs of chest and stomach muscle not quite running to fat. Blankly mad eyes.
Tupu!
Sometime before the coming of the Pakeha to Aotearoa, Puarata had discovered the art of capturing and enslaving a man’s soul. First he slew Tupu, then raised him again, his soul trapped in bone taken from the giant warrior’s shoulder-blade. For a time, having one deathless enforcer had been enough. But eventually, as the links between the tribes became more complex, a more intelligent slave had been required, someone more in tune with the evolving world. That slave had been Wiri. Or ‘Toa’, as Puarata had renamed him. He’d been tricked into fighting Tupu, killed, then reborn as the tohunga’s pawn, his soul trapped in a tiki carved from his own bones. So his life had been, for centuries, until Mat Douglas’s grandmother Wai had stolen the tiki, and Mat had freed him.
Wiri had thought Tupu gone, the tiki fallen into Te Reinga on that dramatic day two years ago when Puarata died. Evidently that wasn’t so. He didn’t dwell on it, not with his life at stake.
Tupu’s massive stone patu smashed down on the back of Sosefo’s skull with a sickening crunch. Blood sprayed, and the big Tongan crashed to the ground at Wiri’s feet, Tupu coming over the top of the falling body with a roar. But Wiri was already moving. His foot lashed out and caught Tupu in the chest, hurling him backwards. It bought him a second. He shouted for Fitzy while throwing himself at the glass wall that divided the corridor from a large office. He burst through as the entire panel gave way.
Tupu roared, and came after him.
Wiri landed amidst the glass as it cracked, but it was shatter-proof, and he wasn’t cut as he rolled clear. An instant later Tupu’s massive patu slammed down where his head had been. Wiri came up in a fighting crouch, stepped in and hammered a flurry of blows with the torch and his fist into Tupu’s midriff, driving Tupu back until the giant simply straightened and threw a punch that smacked Wiri against a desk. He spun clear as the desk tilted and its contents slid to the floor. Tupu’s patu lashed out and Wiri swayed away. The club smashed a computer monitor and sent it flying in a spray of shattered perspex and plastic. The giant came on, as Wiri frantically put more desks between them, moving with all his speed. A trail of destruction spread through the office, as Tupu wrecked a path toward him.
I was always faster than you, Tupu.
But he wasn’t stronger. Their final battle at Te Reinga had been unresolved, ended by the actions of others. Tupu had never been defeated, by mortals or immortals. He was a force of Nature. The giant ploughed towards him, bellowing furiously, and all Wiri could do was give ground, hurling obstructions in his path, trying to reach the doors and find a way to escape. He feinted one way, flashed the torch in Tupu’s eyes, then went the other as Tupu bought the dummy. Launching himself at the door, Wiri snatched it open and darted through, the giant warrior a heartbeat behind. He slammed the door shut a moment before a blow crunched into the plywood instead of his face.
The door shook and splintered, as Wiri backed away.
He shouted aloud: ‘EVIE!!! FITZY!!!’
No-one replied. He was in more offices, filled with copiers and filing cabinets. There were more doors, leading towards the public display at the far end. He turned and ran for them, as Tupu battered his way through the splintering door, roaring inchoately.
From above came a piercing, unearthly shriek, a woman’s scream born of terror and hatred, amidst a crashing sound like a thousand windows shattering on stone.



The turn of a friendly card
‘You belong to me now, Granddaughter.’
Not while I’m still breathing.
Kiki’s rotting flesh smell was nauseating and the touch of his hands revolting, as he cupped Evie’s chin and purred into her face. She couldn’t keep him out, his awareness seeping into her skull, ghastly in its intimacy. She fought to keep him out, while clinging to the unknown card she’d drawn in her sweating palm, but she didn’t know how to fight him, was left helplessly flailing as he groped through her brain, pulling out knowledge like strands of thread. He was momentarily alarmed at her conversation with Mat about the Treaty and its re-creation, then he dismissed it as though it were nothing he couldn’t deal with.
‘A pretty plan, but the Treaty will be irrelevant in the end.’ He leered. ‘Why are we in conflict, Granddaughter? You are of my line. You have your father’s jaw and mouth, and your mother’s colouring. The family traits run deep in you, too: power and ambition.’
‘I’m not like you at all,’ she retorted defiantly.
Kiki’s eyes drank her in. ‘Are you not? Look inside yourself, Granddaughter. Self-delusion is weakness. Admit it: you glory in your powers. Who wouldn’t, when they can see the future, and shape it? It is everything to you: your career, your recreation. It consumes every moment of your life.’
It was true. Even when she wasn’t at her stall, reading fortunes for strangers, she was rarely without a deck of cards in her hands, feverishly working at questions about people, and life, and fortune and love. It was like an itch that couldn’t be eased, no matter how she scratched at it.
‘And what about the boy? What about Matiu Douglas? You want him so badly, don’t you? What wouldn’t you do, to win his heart? Yet he turns you away … How does that feel?’
I hate it. It eats at me. I try to pretend I don’t care, but I do … But that’s normal, isn’t it?
Kiki’s face split into an awful smile. ‘If you were the man and he was the woman, wouldn’t you want to pin him down and take what you want? Wouldn’t you want to make him love you?’ He said the word ‘love’ as though it were a sickness.
It was as though he were attuned to her darkest fantasies, as though he had been reading the secret unwritten diary in her head. His laughter shook her very bones.
‘Let’s call it what it is, Granddaughter. Let’s call it — lust.’ His face pressed close to hers, his dusty graveyard stench washing over her. ‘Greed … Ambition … Lies … Lust … How many deadly sins have you committed, Everalda, my dear?’ He pawed at her face as she tried to squirm away. ‘Stop pretending you are what you’re not, girl! Think instead of what you could be, a fine mate for Byron when he descends from on high, immortal and all-powerful. You and I will greet him, riding the taniwha out of chaos, and he will take you as I took Aroha. What a magnificent bloodline you and he could forge.’ His fingers slid over the curve of her breasts, his palm pressing through her clothing as if it wasn’t there. ‘It would be much easier on you if you were willing.’
Her internal scream rose to a crescendo. It fuelled the smallest movement.
She uncovered the card in her hand, praying it might help her …
The Sun.
Brilliant, blazing light burst from the card’s face, right into the tohunga makutu’s eyes. It struck him like a blow, a blaze of radiance that hurled him from her. His face, lit in pain, was etched onto her retina as he recoiled. She slipped down the wall and landed hard on her tailbone, the impact jarring her spine, leaving her in agony. The card fell from numb fingers, crumbled to ash and winked out. The room was plunged back into darkness.
Kiki also fell, howling and clutching at his eyes, rolling away into the darkness. It bought her a few moments, as the pain subsided and a little control returned to her limbs, enough to let her twist onto her belly and crawl. She peeled back her eyepatch, and let her blind eye see.
The sight she gained was not visual. Instead, it revealed trails of possibilities, as different versions of herself crawled off in all directions. The ones that went towards Kiki all died; withered and broken by his makutu. She went the other way, followed a trail of premonitions through the blackness, towards the archway where she had entered the display. Another crash of thunder and lightning revealed an open space, imprinted over the after-image of Kiki’s agonized face. She could still hear him, snarling and cursing in the darkness.
Crawling out into the lobby again, Evie followed a trail of her own image as it went before her. Then she caught up, as all possibilities had become one, her reactions too late to change the future.
A blow smashed down on her back, hammering her face first into the polished-granite floor. Her nose crunched into stone and blood gushed, while her head reeled. She rolled onto her side, dazed. From below she heard something smash, and a male voice bellowing in triumph. She lifted her head, trying desperately to see a way out of this. But even her blind eye could see none.
Kiki was hobbling toward her, clutching his staff in one hand, the other wagging an admonishing finger, as though she had played some childish prank. ‘Unwilling, then. What a pity.’
In a few seconds he was standing over her, shadows gathering in his hands, and all she could do was stare upwards, helpless. No cards in play, too stunned to react.
Then the plate-glass window smashed inwards as a pale blur burst through, soaring through the air and flinging the tohunga away in one motion. The blur became a woman with a narrow white face, close-cropped blonde hair and bared teeth, screaming with all the ferocity of the vengeful dead. Her hands were skeletal, long-nailed and vicious as they gripped Evie’s front and sent her skidding uncontrollably across the slippery floor, away from the fight. Evie struck a wall and lay there, panting and disoriented. The newcomer, clad in prison overalls and caught up in feral hunger, interposed herself between Evie and the tohunga.
‘Get away from my daughter,’ snarled Donna Kyle.
As she spoke, Fitzy crept from the shadows on wobbly legs and bared his teeth, facing the tohunga.
For the first time, Evie saw uncertainty on the tohunga’s face.

With the distant woman’s scream in his ears feeding the worst of his fears, Wiri leapt into motion. He darted toward the door, but a glance behind made him hurl himself sideways instead. A photocopier flew past him and smashed into the wall where he’d have been. An instant later he was on his feet, casting about for another way to go, Tupu almost on him. He darted under a desk, blocked another thrown piece of machinery — a fax machine — with a snatched-up chair, then threw the chair at Tupu. It missed, but bought him the chance to go again for the door, hurdling the thrown copier and hammering into the barrier.
It was locked.
Tupu came at him again, patu again in hand, stepping over the copier and hemming Wiri against the door. With seconds to spare, Wiri turned and aimed a savage kick at the lock, just beneath the handle. Had it not broken, he would have been trapped, but it did break, enough that he could hurl his weight against it, even as the stone club lashed out. It caught his left shoulder, in the meat of his deltoid muscle, the big fleshy one that protected the joint. The muscle absorbed the worst of the blow, but such was the power of it that his whole arm went numb as he was thrown out into the open, beside the lifts again, off-balance and skidding across the stone. Tupu followed, seeming to expand in size as he came, as if the low office ceilings had somehow cramped him. Wiri groaned, his left arm hanging numb and air rushing from his lungs.
I used to be immortal. I used to be like him.
He wasn’t anymore, and his body couldn’t take much more punishment. Superheroes in the movies might be able to hit walls and bounce back up, ready for more, but he could feel the effect of every impact right now. Grazes and bruises from the frantic scramble through the administration section that he’d barely noticed were now stinging or throbbing. He felt like he’d come off a mountain bike at high speed.
Tupu sensed his weakness. Something like a smile crept over his face, and he slowed, savouring the moment. They’d always hated each other, of course: the old champion and the warrior created to supplant him. The brutal primitive and the new man. Only mutual invulnerability, and Puarata’s stern commands, had kept them from tearing each other apart. To Tupu, this moment must have been the fulfilment of his greatest longing.
I refuse to give him the pleasure.
Fitzy was in here somewhere. The girl Everalda, too. He had to get them out if he could. And himself also: he owed it to Kelly and Nikau and the unborn child.
He turned and ran for the stairs, but his body rebelled. As he spun and tried to accelerate, his knee twisted and gave way. Roaring in pain he fell, as Tupu appeared above him, as fresh as if none of the past few minutes had happened — and as savage as a hungry beast.
For a long time the moment seemed to stretch, and then the massive patu descended.

Evie climbed to her knees, reaching inside her pocket for more cards, seeking some wayto help. Donna shielded her, her mouth filling up with teeth. Beside her, Fitzy was changing also, becoming something that was halfway between a dog and a leathery-skinned gargoyle from the walls of a European cathedral. So he really is some kind of fairy creature, Evie noted without surprise.
Kiki lifted his staff, muttering beneath his breath as he confronted Donna. Momentarily forgotten, Evie pulled out the Queen of Swords, the card of her sharp-minded, lonely mother. She sent strength into it by touching it to the tarot card Strength, depicting a woman with a lion, summoned to her other hand as she regained contact with her powers. Donna seemed to sense it, because she stalked forward with greater confidence, Fitzy beside her.
A flurry of half-seen, half-formed images flooded the air between Kiki and Donna, so swift that Evie could barely follow them. Spell and counter-spell, spilling from murmuring lips as the distance between them closed. She saw fire and darkness, spectral shapes of beaked and winged things form and then dissolve back into air. All through the exchange, Donna waded forward, and though she seemed to have the worst of the conflict she pressed onward, her flesh bubbling and blistering as phantom fire burned her. But she was no longer fully human, and mere pain barely slowed her. Fitzy circled to one flank, seeking a way in, then with a snarl began to flow forward.
Kiki backed up and grasped something hung around his neck. He shouted aloud, real alarm in his voice, an instant before Donna and Fitzy would reach him. Darkness bloomed in front of Donna, just as she launched herself at the tohunga.
That darkness became a man, a massive man with a huge stone club in his fist. He seemed momentarily disoriented, and Donna, snarling in fury and surprise, raked him with her clawed nails. Bloody rents opened in his face and chest, and he staggered. Fitzy launched himself at the tohunga. Teeth and claws scrabbled and tore, Kiki shrieking in fury, and something white was torn from around his neck and clattered to the floor, spinning towards Evie.
She shimmied forwards, as Kiki regained his balance and with a gesture hurled Fitzy away over the ledge to the floor below. He vanished, yowling as he plummeted into the darkness, just as Evie’s fist closed about the thing Kiki had dropped: a tiki, made from bone. She looked up, raised the tiki, as the giant warrior snatched Kiki’s staff from the tohunga’s grasp and slammed it through Donna’s chest.
Mother and daughter screamed, as Donna clutched the staff, her mouth and eyes wide. The warrior grunted with relish as he hurled the stricken women to the ground. She thrashed like a speared fish, agony gushing like the blood from her mouth. His eyes locked on Evie, while Donna writhed and screamed away her final seconds. His muscles bunched, and he charged.

Wiri hurled himself through the air, head low and arms spread, striking Tupu in mid-flight, an instant before the giant reached Evie. They rolled together, then Wiri was borne under, like a surfer swept from his feet by a giant breaker. The floor hammered into his already numbed left shoulder, and something cracked. Tupu came up on top, his weight crushing the air from Wiri’s lungs and leaving him winded and unable to breathe. He looked up, his body failing to respond, hope gone as Tupu’s patu reappeared in his fist.
He’d been in this very position a few seconds before, until Tupu was snatched away. For a second he’d been mystified, and then he’d heard the spirit-warrior’s baffled roar in the dark above, and had hurtled up the stairs as fast as he could, his damaged knee ligaments screaming and thoughts of escape not even entering his mind. The stairs were a guessed-at blur in the lightning flashes, then he almost flew across the floor, launching himself like a rugby winger trying to prevent his marker scoring in the corner. He’d had no plan beyond that. A moment more life for Everalda, purchased for no reason other than he would not go down without fighting to the last.
All he’d achieved, he realized as he lay beneath his foe, was the same tableau, on a different floor.
Tupu swung.
But as he did, Everalda smashed something she held into the polished granite floor, with a ferocity beyond anything he’d seen in her. There was a dry, crisp snap, and a flash of vivid light.
Tupu froze, his eyes widening and his mouth going round in dread and agony, then bolts of white light shot from his mouth and eye-sockets. For a split second, the glow-burst inside him made his bones and his organs luminous, shining through transparent skin. Then with a disbelieving, enraged howl, Tupu was gone, his death-cry echoing in the vast space.
For a few seconds, no-one moved. Evie’s eyes — both of them, one glowing faintly, the other dark — locked on his. Then they both spun towards Kiki.
The tohunga makutu backed away, for a moment baffled. Then he muttered a guttural phrase and the shadows rose and swallowed him, sucking him away.
He vanished.
Wiri sucked down a glorious swallow of cold air. He’s fled into Aotearoa … We’re still alive!
He lay on the stone, panting helplessly, every part of his body throbbing. He looked at Evie, met her gaze, her naked relief palpable, and for long moments they just stared at each other, grateful for the mere fact that they could.
His eyes went to Donna Kyle. His enemy for so long, and now something else.
She’d stopped struggling, or her body could no longer put up a fight. The staff jutted from her chest as she lay there, clutching it with bloodied hands. She was so still that at first Wiri thought she had already died. Evie crawled to her, tears streaming down her cheeks, luminous and glowing droplets from her blind orb, dark and wet tears from the other.
The witch’s eyes flickered open, and she tried to speak, blood bubbling from her mouth. Her eyes flickered about frantically. ‘Evie …’
‘I’m here, Mother, I’m here,’ the girl whispered. She sounded wretched, and Wiri himself felt torn in two. Although Donna Kyle had been a cold, cruel, murderous creature even before being infected with patupaiarehe blood, she’d come to her daughter’s rescue, selling her own existence to keep her safe. ‘Stay with me, please,’ Evie begged. ‘I need you, Mother.’
Donna gave a faint, almost arch smile. ‘No-one needs me. No-one ever did.’ Evie burst into fresh tears, collapsing against her mother’s pierced chest, shaking. Donna’s expression tightened, to something regretful, resigned. Her head fell sideways, and her eyes met Wiri’s. ‘Oh,’ she breathed. ‘It’s you.’
He put a hand on hers. It was as cold as ice. ‘Donna.’
‘I loved you,’ she told him in a thin, husky voice, blood running from the corner of her mouth. ‘I wanted you so much that it turned to hate.’
‘Be still,’ he told her. ‘Save your strength.’
‘I would have crawled to you on hands and knees, but you knew what kind of beast I really was.’ A convulsion ran through her. ‘We’re all … dying out … Wiremu. All Puarata’s servants … We’re all … going down.’ Her pupils burned into him. ‘You’ll be next. I’ll be waiting for you in Hell.’
The bleak hopelessness in her voice chilled him.
‘We can still save you. Just lie there, let us bring help.’ He knew it was too late, but he really just wanted her to stop talking. She was one of the few links to the old days, one of the few people who knew all the things he’d been forced to do in Puarata’s service.
You can tell yourself until you are blue in the face that you were as much a victim as those you harmed, but you never quite believe that.
He was ashamed to realize that, vindicated or not by the past few minutes, he still wanted her dead, because, just maybe, her passing would take away the last vestige of those awful years.
‘We’ve been through a lot together, Wiremu,’ Donna whispered, her face softening a fraction. ‘I always knew it would end like this, though.’ She twisted her hand and gripped his, her fingers mere bones. Her expression became disoriented, then her mouth twisted.
‘Watch out for my daughter,’ she hissed. ‘She’s just like me.’
Then her head fell back, and her eyes emptied.

She’s just like me.
Her mother’s dying whisper echoed in Evie’s mind. She’s wrong, she told herself. I’m nothing like her. But her inner mantra rang hollow. She could see it in the way that Wiri looked at her, as though she were an unpredictable, venomous snake, or a dog with suspected rabies.
There was blood on her hands — she wiped them on her thighs, the slick fluid smearing her denims. Her mother’s blood. And it should be on my hands — I brought her here, to die. She crawled away from the cooling body and buried her face. Her nose was throbbing, and hurt to touch. More blood was smeared on her face, like war-paint.
Something nuzzled her, shocking her so much she almost leapt. It was Fitzy, who wasn’t a labrador at all, she now knew. But what mattered was the concern in his canine eyes. She wrapped her arms around him and let his furry warmth comfort her.
Wiri pulled the staff from her mother’s body and broke it, then walked into the Mana Whenua display, as though he needed to be alone. He came back a few minutes later, limping still, his left shoulder hunched over awkwardly. His face was troubled. ‘Do you know why Kiki came here?’
She shook her head. ‘The cards indicated some kind of prize, and the Jack of Diamonds and the King of Clubs fell together — that represented you and him, so I knew he’d be wherever you were. I don’t know any specifics.’ Evie’s voice sounded atonal and lifeless to her ears. Her confidence in her powers was shaky just now — she felt both betrayed and vindicated by what had happened. She genuinely had not known what cards were coming to her hands for a moment, and that almost never happened. But they’d ended up being the right ones.
Though not enough to save my mother.
‘There is something missing from a display case,’ Wiri reported, brandishing a label he’d found. ‘This says it was a flute carved from bone, found in Hataitai.’
‘Where’s Hataitai?’
‘Not far away — it’s a Wellington suburb.’
‘What are we going to do?’ She clung to Fitzy, wishing she’d not seen a glimpse of what he really was, wishing he was just an ordinary dog giving unconditional love. But it meant a lot that he was comforting her despite who she was.
Wiri shook his head. ‘I don’t know. Mike and Sos … Tupu killed them both. I couldn’t stop him. I never could.’ He hung his head. ‘Even less so now.’ He sighed, then pocketed the tiki halves in separate pockets. ‘I’ll burn these later.’
‘What time is it?’ Evie asked dully.
‘Eleven.’ Wiri straightened, peering out the shattered windows. The window that Donna had broken was in the lee of the storm, but the wind still whistled over the jagged glass. There was no light, none at all, in the whole of the night outside, and still the storm raged over the harbour. ‘I hope no-one is out there. It was in such a storm that the interisland ferry Wahine sank in the harbour, back in 1968.’
She’d not even been born then. ‘Were you there?’
He shook his head. ‘No, I’ve only heard stories. Ancient history. We must learn what is happening now. What is Kiki planning?’
‘I don’t know: but that flute must be involved,’ she said, struggling to think when her mother — her mother — lay dead beside her. But their fate might depend on coming up with some clue. She went on hesitantly. ‘When Kiki had me trapped, he said that he …’ — and I — ‘ … “would ride the taniwha out of the chaos”.’
Wiri stared, his eyes intent. ‘Ride the taniwha out of the chaos …’ He bit his lip. ‘It must mean something.’ He rubbed his forehead. ‘I should know!’
Evie wished that Cassandra was here, with all her research skills. But the power is out and cellular reception has gone — her precious internet wouldn’t be talking to her. Then another thought struck her. ‘Kiki also went into my head — I think he knows about the Treaty.’
Wiri’s face hardened. He turned to Fitzy. ‘Find Tama and Colleen, and stay with them. Try the Government Buildings first, then home.’ Fitzy made a reluctant, protective growl that encompassed them both, then startled Evie by looking up at Wiri and speaking.
‘I’ll find them. Be strong, toa.’ He turned to Evie. ‘And you, matakite: have courage. You are the person your mother should have been.’ With a blur of movement, he became a large bird that shot through the broken window like an arrow, leaving Evie staring after him, open-mouthed.
Wiri went on as though nothing odd had happened. ‘We’re spread to the four winds. Mat and Riki are gone; Tama and Colleen are with the pollies; and Kelly’s at home alone …’
‘You should go to her,’ she told him. ‘Kiki might hurt her, to pay us back for being thwarted here.’
Except we didn’t thwart him — he got exactly what he wanted. Why a flute, of all things? And why that one?
Wiri’s face was sick with concern. ‘I can’t leave you alone. Kiki might come back at any moment. And this place’ — he spread his hands to encompass Donna’s body, the wrecked windows, and the two dead men on the lower floor — ‘it’s a mess. I don’t know how we’ll explain it.’
‘If we don’t stop Kiki that might not be an issue. We need information, but the internet is down. How can we find anything out?’
Wiri laughed bitterly. ‘You’re definitely Generation Y or Z or whatever, aren’t you? It’s called a library, and one of the biggest in the country is five minutes away, in Civic Square.’
She blushed. ‘Oh yeah, those. Well,’ she said, climbing to her feet, ‘that’s where I have to go.’ Then she stopped, looking down at the body of her mother. Donna looked almost peaceful, in death. But those words kept echoing in her head: She’s just like me.
I’m not, I swear I’m not …
‘We can’t just leave her like that,’ she blurted.
Wiri nodded. ‘Nor Mike and Sosefo.’ He cast about him, then looked back at her. ‘You go on to the library, and I’ll look after this. I’ll do right by her, I promise. But you need to run. Everything may depend on what you can learn.’



Cloudland
‘So what can we expect, bro?’
Mat glanced back at Riki. The two of them had been struggling through the rain forest, their tops removed and sweat running down their backs. They had a cloud of midges about them, and that in turn had attracted what Riki called ‘the fan club’: a swarm of fantails swooping into the midges and gobbling them down. It had been about three hours since they left the ledge, the sun was intermittently gleaming between the sun-showers, and the day was sticky hot. They’d found no paths, and the undergrowth was mostly made up of thin, vine-like plants that looked familiar, but neither were botanists and they had little idea what they were hacking through. Riki had brought a machete, and for that alone Mat grudgingly admitted that it was good to have him along, quite apart from the reassurance of his company.
Mat cast his mind back to what he’d read about Tawhaki. ‘Well, after Tawhaki lost his fairy-wife, he goes up into the clouds hunting for her. He meets his grandmother who is kind of a blind goddess, and helps her regain her sight. Then he climbs like Jack and the Beanstalk up into the sky and comes across these demigods, living in the cloudlands. There’s this whole subplot about him secretly completing a waka they’re working on, because he’s a master-carver and they don’t know what they’re doing. And he makes himself look old so that no-one takes any notice of him, allowing him to sneak into their village. Apart from that, it’s kind of vague. Probably our journey will be different.’
‘What about you-know-who?’
‘Byron? I don’t know. I didn’t see him on the vine, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t make it. Maybe there were others. Maybe that was his campfire we saw from the ledge. I don’t know.’
‘We’ve got to be ready for anything, bro. If he comes at us, we’ve got to take him down.’
There was a kind of truce between them, an understanding that Riki had chosen his fate, and they could only make the best of it from here. Mat was still furious with him, but there was no going back now. ‘Ngatoro called it a “spirit quest”. That’s a kind of journey for self-knowledge.’
Riki gave him a knowing look. ‘Aroha: her name means love, bro. But English uses “love” to cover too many meanings. Aroha is love, but it’s also like a state of enlightenment, where love for everything about you has been attained. Aroha is more than just flirting, or liking someone. It’s deep.’
Is that what she expects of me? A deep love, even though I barely know her?
‘So you have to reach Aroha, both literally — finding the girl — and also spiritually,’ Riki went on. ‘She didn’t choose that name by accident, I’m thinking.’
‘Yeah, I don’t think she does anything by accident. I just wish I’d had more time to get to know her as a person, before all this.’
‘Yeah, well she wasn’t the sort of chick you take out on a date, from what you’ve told me. A bit too “thunder and lightning, very very frightening”, eh?’
Mat chuckled dourly. ‘Yeah, that’s her.’
‘Hot, though?’
Mat recalled a face of almost flawless perfection, dark skin, rosy lips and flowing hair, a body a model would murder for, and the grace of a wild animal, a deer in full flight, or a bird on the wing. ‘Yeah. I suppose. Not my type.’
‘Plenty of guys would go for that, and not give a toss whether they actually liked her,’ Riki said.
Mat grimaced. ‘I’m not like that. A woman is not just a face and a body — she’s so much more. It’s demeaning to even think of them like that.’
‘Yeah, sure, I’m with you, bro. She won’t be hard to fall for, that’s all I’m saying.’
‘You think? She uproots people and plays games with their lives, putting her needs before anyone else’s. There’s not much to love in that.’
‘But she’s doing it for everyone else, right? Her child will renew the land, and it’s got to come from the right man, or things get worse, not better, right? That’s what you’ve told me. So it’s not her fault. She’s sacrificing as much or more as anyone else. She’s risking just as much. How’s she gonna feel if Byron rocks up, with your head in a bag as a wedding present?’
Mat hung his head. ‘Yeah, I know. I get it. It’s just …’ He gripped the trunk of the totara they had stopped beneath. ‘I wish it were different, that’s all. That we could just go out to a movie, hold hands on the way home, walk to the door, maybe kiss goodnight … take it slow.’
‘You old romantic, you,’ Riki snickered. ‘World don’ run that way anymore, man. That’s old-school. You wanna check into the Love Shack these days, you swap numbers, text, twitter, hook up at a party, check each other out on the dance floor, and then wait and see whether her girlfriends think you’re good enough for her. It’s like the X Factor, an’ you can get voted off an’ never know why.’
Mat pulled a face. ‘You’re making the priesthood sound preferable.’
Riki laughed. ‘Anyways, Cass used to tell me most folk meet their future partner at work, in their mid-twenties. That’s statistics, man. She didn’t ever take what we had seriously, said we were both too young for commitment. She said we was just having a fling.’
Mat looked at him sympathetically. ‘I think she felt it deeper than that. When you were kidnapped back in June, she wasn’t thinking like that. She wanted you back badly.’
‘That was friendship and loyalty, man. But she … I don’t know, it’s like her inner geek won’t let her fall into anything deeper. She kept pulling back. It always felt like her head was someplace else. It used to do me in.’
‘Well, maybe this journey is your spirit quest, too?’
Riki cocked his head. ‘Yeah, maybe that. Guess I’ll come out of this knowing more about myself, too.’ He straightened his shoulders. ‘I’m ready for that. Let’s keep moving, eh?’

All day they made their way through the dense forest, their arms scratched by twigs and branches as they squeezed through gaps, their boots soaked from splashing through streams. They saw no animals at all, but there were birds everywhere: tui and fantails in the trees, herons wading in the streams, pukeko in the marshlands, and many more they didn’t know. Few were colourful — the primeval New Zealand forests seemed more attuned to dour greens and browns. Sometimes they also saw larger, stranger breeds: a distant group of moa stalked the far side of one gully, each one taller than a man. Massive eagles circled above at times, reminding Mat of the Haast eagle he’d encountered in June in the South Island. And as darkness fell and they made camp, they glimpsed kiwi and other ground birds nosing through the undergrowth, beaks gouging at the loose ground. Glow-worms lit up banks of the stream beside where they laid their sleeping bags.
After some debate they lit a fire, and Mat brought out a bag of dehydrated vegetables and nut-meat in gravy, from the stock of meals he’d got from a camping store. He’d anticipated some outdoor travel in this quest, and packed accordingly. They made sure the fire was well-shielded and burned low. All through the night the bird noises never quite ceased. Mat took comfort from that as he slowly fell asleep.

Next morning, they woke somewhat stiff, but reasonably refreshed. There had been nothing threatening in the night sounds, nothing that could draw their subconscious up from their dreams. Mat woke first, and seeing Riki’s peaceful face, oblivious in his sleeping bag, it was tempting to leave him there and go on alone. Perhaps that would spare his friend from whatever Fate might have in store. But it would also be a betrayal of friendship. So he re-kindled the fire, added stream water to some milk powder and mixed it with oatmeal for breakfast. The smoke and the gloop of the boiling porridge woke Riki, who first groaned, then sat up and wriggled into a sitting position.
‘Good morning, Jeeves,’ he said in a put-on voice. ‘I’ll have two eggs, poached, with some bacon and onion rings.’
Mat smiled. ‘Sounds good. All we need are the eggs. And the bacon. Oh, and an onion.’
‘Huh. Crap hotel you run, bro.’
Mat pulled out a small sealed plastic bag: ‘I do have some brown sugar, however, so all is not lost.’
‘Mate …!’
They ate their porridge — with brown sugar — then went on, following the stream which seemed to be broadly going their way. It was about mid-morning that they found the first sign of other travellers. It was a burnt-out cooking fire, sited in a good camping position, on a dry, elevated spot near the stream. It had been carelessly covered, and still smoked a little, as it had not been properly doused. There were treads in the mud, the soles of what might have been basketball shoes, expensive brand ones.
‘They won’t be waterproof,’ Riki grinned. Not that their boots were either.
Mat was watching the forest about the glade. ‘But where is he?’ There was a silence here that they’d not found elsewhere, a sense of watchfulness, and the birdsong was all distant. They looked about warily. Nothing moved though, in the long, slow moments as they waited and watched.
Then the birdsong seemed to pick up again, and the tension which had been building evaporated. Riki looked questioningly at Mat. ‘You think we’re clear?’ he whispered.
‘Maybe. I reckon we need a secure campsite tonight, though. Something elevated with a tricky approach.’ He looked about, toward some higher ground edging the narrow valley. ‘That ridge, maybe?’
They struggled on all day, and Mat was increasingly thankful of Riki’s cheery companionship, despite his fears for his friend, as he contemplated what was to come. The day brought no further sign of anyone else. The going on the ridgeline was much harder than following the stream, and after returning to it for water several times, they decided to stay in the lower ground, and see where it led them, despite the greater risk of meeting others.
The stream itself grew slowly wider as it wound onwards, and time seemed to move in a strange way. Mat could have sworn they had been going for hours and hours, yet after reaching its zenith the sun did not seem to move on, but shone dimly through the mists above, not really warming them at all. The woods teemed with birdlife, and the forest floor was alive with insects and lizards, so many thousands of millions it was hard to contemplate. It made Mat think about the sheer quantity of life, and how so many creatures could share such a small place. What struck him was the struggle: each creature was frantically trying to out-hunt, out-feed and out-breed the others. Their tactics differed, from the big and aggressive birds to the ants pouring out soldier after soldier, each a tiny part of the nest, the whole significant but the parts almost meaningless. It made him reconsider what he and Byron were doing; competing for the right to populate the future. It gave him no answers, though.
Finally evening came, by which time they had reached a lake with an island set in the middle, not dissimilar to Mokoia Island in Lake Rotorua. This island had a high peak that might be volcanic, as white mist obscured the summit. Some of the pools on the lakeshore were steaming from fissures in the lake-floor. One nearby was a perfect bath after a long day. They soaked in it and watched the sun go down, then cooked a meal, speculating on what might be to come. As it seemed possible that other people might come this way, they decided to keep watch that night. Mat took the first turn, waking Riki sometime after midnight before plunging into a dreamless sleep.

In the morning, there was a small canoe tied to a tree-branch on the water’s edge.
‘Did you fall asleep?’ Mat teased Riki when he saw the craft. ‘Some watchman!’
‘I didn’t, I swear,’ Riki protested. He had no idea when the boat had appeared, though. Cautiously they approached the canoe — a simple hollowed-out log with an outrigger for stability — and found a single paddle, as crudely made as the canoe. Mat touched Riki’s arm and pointed to the inside of the bow, where the initials B K had been hacked into the wood.
‘We’re behind him,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Keep your eyes peeled.’
Clearly they were intended to go to the island. But the fact that Byron was ahead, and maybe lurking in wait, weighed heavily on their minds as they set out. Riki sat in the prow, taiaha ready, while Mat did the paddling, awkwardly at first until he found the rhythm, and then they ploughed steadily through the gentle, murky waters.
Riki looked down, then did a double-take. ‘Check it out, man,’ he breathed, pointing downward. ‘People of a nervous disposition are urged to beware.’
Mat followed Riki’s finger, and swallowed. The waters below were shifting in grey swirls, gradually clearing as they left the shore, and then abruptly they were transparent, and he could see shoals of gulls flying beneath them, as though the water were air. One even ascended and broke the surface, only to plunge beneath again. Worse, he was almost sure there were mountain peaks beneath, and steep valleys encrusted with vegetation, like the view from an aircraft window.
‘Let’s not go for a swim,’ he suggested, exhaling nervously.
Despite the apparent precariousness of their position, the water behaved like normal water, and they made good progress, the island looming closer. They made for a sandy bay, enfolded in two arms of the conical peak. They landed unhindered, running the canoe up onto the beach then dragging it ashore. The line of bush beyond the narrow sandy strip was silent, and in fact it seemed as though there were no birds here at all. In the centre of the line of trees there was an opening, and marking their path were two giant pou, the thick red-ochre-stained carved pillars reaching up into the trees, both etched with fearsome faces, inlaid paua eyes staring. When they glanced back, the canoe had vanished, and it was with a sense of inevitability that they entered the forest.
The air was heavy with the dampness of water and wood, but utterly silent, as though not even insects came here. A tangible feeling of threat hung in the air, and the sense of Nature holding its breath, watching them intently. They shouldered their packs and weapons, and took the narrow path between the carved poles. The cold dampness enfolded them, the heavy humidity chilling on the lungs, and climbing the path was like wading upstream. Ferns brushed against them, leaving green stains on their clothing as though marking them in some arcane way. The forest was as still as a library, the gnarly trees the only witnesses to their passing. As they ascended, the oppressive atmosphere built. Scattered pou marked the path, adorned with carvings whose blank eyes stared at them as they passed.
The path led upwards, becoming rough-hewn steps as the way became steeper, glistening wet but worn smooth by rainfall. As they ascended, the exertion made them sweat, not least because the air seemed to be growing warmer, something confirmed when they broke free of the bush and found themselves on stark slopes, cracked and broken, and steaming in the sunlight. The stone was hot to touch, and through the crevices came the rotting-egg sulphur smell of a volcano, which soon had them gagging. A strong reek of decaying meat and blood filled their nostrils also, a stench that grew as they climbed.
The final approach was to a beautiful whare set just below the peak. It unfolded with giant carved poles lining the wide path to the meeting house, and there were panoramic views looking back towards the lake and forest through which they had come, though neither boy really noticed. Their attention was on the blood all over the steps, and the hideous thing that awaited them.
A taiaha had been rammed into the rock itself, blade first, so that the pointed tongue jutted into the air. Onto that point, a severed head had been rammed, so hard that the tongue had broken through the top of the skull from within. Gore had run down the shaft of the taiaha and pooled on the rock, and huge blowflies, the first insects they’d seen on the island, were crawling all over the head and the blood. They buzzed furiously around the boys as they gasped for clean air, and tried to keep from throwing up.
Riki peered closer and gasped. ‘Jeez, bro! The eyes just moved!’
Mat swallowed, pushed aside his nausea and staggered forward, staring at the head. As he did, the flies rose in a cloud, and with a crackling flash of fire from his fingernails he crisped most of them. The remainder scattered in an angry cloud. The skull was bared, an aged male with dark skin and moko etched in deeply. Mat’s heart jolted as the lips quivered. Both eyes blinked away blood, and focused on him.
It’s some kind of reflex … It’s not alive … Not possible …
Then it tried to speak. ‘Mhggh … nggghhh …’
Mat stared in mute horror, while realizing the worst thing of all: he knew the man.
‘Mat?’ Riki called, his voice hollow.
‘It’s Tamure. Aroha’s father.’
‘Oh God, you know this guy?’
Mat waved a hand to him, finger upright for silence, and bent closer to the head. ‘Tamure? It is Matiu. Who did this?’
Tamure’s lips moved, and a word crawled out. ‘Ki … ki … to … a …’
Mat closed his eyes, nodding. ‘Where is he?’
‘Gone …’
Riki came up beside Mat, putting a hand on his shoulder. ‘Where’s the rest of him?’ he whispered.
Mat shook his head. ‘Have a look, but be careful, Byron might still be here.’
Riki began looking about, down the slopes, while Mat bent until his ear was against Tamure’s mouth, scarcely breathing so as not to inhale the reek of death. ‘What happened?’
The reply emerged in slow, wheezing croaks, as if from far away. ‘They … took … me … Used … my blood … to trig … ger … the … quest … Left my … h-h-head … to … sc-scare … you.’
Mat felt his stomach churn — and his anger rise. He had rescued Tamure and Aroha together from Puarata’s prison, and had been impressed by Tamure’s clear wisdom and gentleness. Tamure was also a tohunga of great repute, whose legendary defeat of Kiki —a tale known in the modern world in a distorted form — had largely confined the tohunga makutu to Aotearoa. His death was a huge loss.
He sensed the remaining life draining away. How Tamure still clung to even this fragment of consciousness he couldn’t say. ‘What must I do?’ he whispered, calling to that remaining scrap of awareness.
‘Find … Aroha … Before … dawn …’
Tamure’s lips fluttered, his eyes blinking frantically. Mat reached out and stroked the tohunga’s cheek, even though his skin rebelled at the feel of the cooling skin, slick with blood.
‘Tests … Live … learn …’ Tamure’s eyes locked onto his, and Mat could sense the struggle to do even that. ‘Find … Aro … ha …’
Tamure’s lips fell still, and his eyelids dropped. Nothing further came from his mouth but a dribble of blood. He was gone.
Mat hung his head, blinking back tears. He died with his daughter’s name on his lips. He touched his right hand to his chest in respect. The fingers of his left hand fingers clenched around his taiaha, until his knuckles were white, his whole body trembling in anger.
If I can’t find love for Aroha, I at least have plenty of hate for Kikitoa.
‘Mat?’ Riki called. ‘I can’t find his body.’
Mat stepped back from the now lifeless head, his eyes glassy. ‘I don’t think it’s here.’ He let the flies buzz in again and settle, then raised his hands slowly, kindling more fire on Mahuika’s fingernails, then let the fire goddess’s powers flow. In a brilliant blaze that swept over the rock, the flies were consumed, and the head and the taiaha were engulfed. The skull crumbled in seconds, but the taiaha remained, jutting from the stone, soaked in blood and preserved by some power from the flames.
Riki put a consoling hand on Mat’s shoulder. ‘What do we do now?’
Mat stared into space, feeling his resolve crystallising. No matter how little he truly felt for Aroha, he could never be a worse man than Byron Kikitoa. He would win, or die trying. ‘Kill our enemies. Find the girl. Save the world.’
Riki stepped back, looking at him gravely, as he would a teacher or a parent. All he said, though, was ‘Good plan, brother.’ He walked up to the taiaha that had borne the head, and pulled at it thoughtfully. To their surprise, it slid from the stone. It reminded Mat of the legend of King Arthur, and the sword in the stone. Riki examined the taiaha, then experimentally slammed it against a rock.
The rock shattered.
‘I might hang onto this.’ Riki left his own taiaha, one he’d carved in woodworking lessons at Boys’ High, in the hole instead. ‘Could come in handy.’
Mat gripped his own taiaha, that of Ngatoro, which had been bathed in sacred blood in Puarata’s lair, and set his jaw. Seeing Riki with a similar weapon eased his fears. ‘I’m sure he’d want you to have it.’
‘Who knows? But it fits my hands well. Shall we go?’
They walked cautiously together to the meeting house, conscious of the paua eyes of the carvings glaring down at them. The door was narrow and low, so that they needed to almost crawl through. Mat was hunching over to enter when Riki gripped his shoulder.
‘I’ll go first, bro. If Byron’s on the other side, best it’s me he whacks, so you get some warning and can smack him down.’
Mat frowned, but he could see that Riki was determined to play this role. ‘We’ll take turns.’
‘Sure, but I’m going first this time,’ Riki replied, with a flash of a grin. ‘My idea, see?’ He bent, prodded with his taiaha, then with a twist and shimmy he vanished inside.
Mat peered into the darkness. ‘Riki?’ No sound at all emerged from within. He waited, called again. ‘Riki?’ There was still nothing. Oh no.
Steeling himself, imagining all the dreadful things he might see, he bent, and clambered as swiftly as he could into the whare. He straightened immediately, taiaha in a guard position, heart thumping. Spun about slowly, eyes searching in the gloom.
He was within a traditional meeting house, with carved wall panels, and woven flax matting between the panels in red, white and black. A fire-pit lay in the middle of the hall, lit with a small fire, scarcely shedding more light than that of a candle. The flickering light seemed to make the carved faces on the panels move, their long extended tongues seeming to shift, their eyes to blink and follow him as he moved through the interior, not relaxing his wariness for a second.
‘Riki?’ he called softly. Then he shouted. ‘RIKI!!!’
But there was no sign of Riki, or anyone else. He was utterly alone.



Banshee wail
Tama Douglas was staring at his estranged wife — and trying to pretend that he wasn’t — when the ghostly sound came. Colleen was hunched over a sheet of parchment, pen in hand, carefully writing in the flowing script of the original Treaty, an almost perfect replica. She was almost done, and this one, the fiftieth or hundredth or whichever attempt, seemed perfect.
It was that little crease on her brow, of absolute concentration, that got to him. The one that said: ‘You have my utmost attention.’ The one that said she was totally present. He’d adored it, when it was focused on him.
I’ve never loved anyone else—
The thought was buried by the sudden cry in the darkness outside. A scream of utter desolation, yet filled with a palpable sense of menace. A cry to chill the heart.
It was Thursday night in Aotearoa and they were working late, the day having blurred past. Almost everyone had already left the old Government Buildings to go home to whatever afterlives they had. He and Carlisle had fended off the endless parade of politicians seeking time with them. The messages — flooding in from all over the country, promising that this or that signatory would come on Saturday morning for the re-signing ceremony — had finally petered out. That was less than thirty-six hours away now. Time moved the same in both worlds, and the weather was usually much the same, too: in which case real-world Wellington must be getting an absolute hammering, because this was the worst storm he could remember. Some gusts had the whole building shaking, and Carlisle had reported that a few windows had been blown in on the south side.
Colleen looked up at the sound of the cry. ‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ she said anxiously.
‘It might have just been the wind,’ he suggested, though his frayed nerves said otherwise.
‘If this was the Old Country, I’d be calling it the cry of a bean sídhe.’
‘A banshee? Don’t they—’
‘Foretell a death. Or many deaths.’
They turned, startled, as the door flew open. It was the bureaucrat, Carlisle, and for the first time since they’d met him he looked ruffled.
‘Sir, ma’am …’ His voice trailed away. ‘Something is out there.’ He went to the window, drew back the curtains and stared into the night. Then he stabbed a finger against the glass. ‘There!’
Tama joined him at the window, drawn by the open fear in Carlisle’s voice. As the lightning cracked, the cry sounded again. In the vivid flashes, he saw what had frightened the man.
A carved wooden head had been set upon a pole, facing the front of the building, and Tama could have sworn it was from this carving that the cry came. The Wooden Head … The legend of Puarata’s deathly Wooden Head sprang immediately to mind, especially as Tama could see a growing mass of wispy figures, pale as mist, gathered at the foot of the pole. Many were Maori, toa and even wahine, spectral and chilling. There were Pakeha, too; some in colonial army uniform, many just farmers or townsmen, clad in long coats and wearing brimmed hats. Their outlines were barely discernible, clearer in the dark than the light. As he watched, ice began to form at the base of the window, frond patterns crawling up the glass. Another burst of lightning struck, revealing a hunched old Maori man in a heavy cloak, clutching the pole and staring up at him. He raised an arm and pointed at Tama.
The ghostly swarm of men began to flow towards the building.
Colleen had come to his side, her trembling hand seizing his as she stared. He pulled her against him as he looked at Carlisle. ‘How many people are in the building?’
‘A few of the premiers are in the Cabinet Room; some staff downstairs, and in the kitchen. Perhaps eight or nine people.’
‘And weapons?’
Carlisle hesitated. ‘I’ve got half a dozen revolvers in a locked cupboard in my office.’
‘Then get them. Gather everyone in the Cabinet Room. I’ll alert the premiers.’
Carlisle hurried off, while Tama patted Colleen’s back. ‘My love, we have to move.’
She nodded, her face pressed to his chest. ‘I knew this place would be the death of us.’
Tama lifted her chin, smoothed her hair from her face, and kissed her pale lips. ‘We’re not dead yet.’
He pulled her with him, as they hurried to the office door, then suddenly she stopped and slipped from his grasp. ‘We mustn’t forget this,’ she exclaimed, running back to the desk and snatching up the Treaty forgery. She rolled it up, and he saw courage rekindle in her face as she found something constructive to focus on.
In the corridor, hurrying towards Tama from the Cabinet Room, was a portly man in a grey suit, balding with a lopsided smile. Tama has spent half the afternoon avoiding him. ‘Ah, the elusive Tama Douglas!’ His narrow eyes went to Colleen as she re-joined him. ‘And your good wife. Finally! I’ve spent days trying to meet you, ma’am, heh-heh. I want a word—’
‘There’s no time for this, Mr Muldoon,’ Tama snapped. ‘We’re under attack.’
The Cabinet Room door opened, and Seddon appeared, his big, burly form reassuringly solid. ‘Rob, get back in here! I told you not—’
‘We’re under attack, Dick,’ Tama interrupted, as Colleen tucked the Treaty forgery into her jacket.
Seddon puffed up indignantly. ‘Under attack? By gad — who?’
‘A tohunga and a swarm of ghosts,’ Tama told them. No scoffing or ridicule greeted his words: this was Aotearoa. John Ballance peered around the door, his studious face animated.
‘I’ve seen them at the window, Dick. There’s more appearing every second.’
‘I’ve sent Carlisle to round up whoever is still here,’ Tama put in.
Footsteps hammered on the stairs at either ends of the corridor, and Carlisle appeared, a large satchel in his hands and a pair of bent old men with inky hands trailing after him, wheezing. From the other end, a thin, severe-faced cook appeared, a woman with a stained apron.
Seddon took charge, snatching the satchel from Carlisle and doling out the guns and belts of ammunition: one each for himself, Ballance, Tama and — after a moment’s hesitation — Muldoon. He left one with Carlisle, then dangled the final one. None of the old bureaucrats looked willing, nor the bony cook. Colleen reached for it.
Tama touched her shoulder. ‘Col?’
‘I’m Irish, Tama. I know how t’use one of these.’ Her voice was shaky, and the traces of her homeland evident again. She squinted at the ancient hammer and locking mechanism. ‘Not quite so old, though. Y’might have t’show us how to load it.’
‘It’s simple enough,’ Carlisle explained, handing out handfuls of bullets. ‘This is an early cartridge-using weapon, with automatic cocking and six chambers in the revolver. Just point and shoot. It would pay to hold it in both fists, though, ma’am: it’s got a fair kick.’
‘Right,’ Seddon said, stepping in. ‘We can’t defend the whole floor, let alone the building.’ He looked about him. ‘John, Carlisle, with me: we’ll take the northern stairs and corridor. Rob, Tama, the south end. Mrs Douglas, please stay here with Nelly and …’, he squinted at the two older men doubtfully, his expression blank, ‘… these two fellows.’
Colleen nodded shortly, spinning the revolver chambers and sighting along the gun. Her former fears seemed forgotten in the heat of the moment. ‘I’ll keep ’em safe.’
Seddon clapped her on the shoulder. ‘Good lass. Let’s keep ’em out of here. Make your shots count.’
‘That’s not a strategy, Dick, that’s a delaying tactic,’ Ballance commented. ‘We need a way out.’
‘In this storm?’ Muldoon chuckled. ‘No chance, John. We’ve no idea what’s out there, heh-heh.’ The little laugh sounded nervous.
They hurriedly deployed. Colleen grabbed Tama’s arm, then quickly kissed him. ‘For luck, love,’ she blurted. He stared at her, but Muldoon gripped his shoulder and pulled him away.
‘She’ll hold up,’ the former prime minister told him, and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I heard you and she don’t see eye to eye?’ he asked, with a faint arch of one eyebrow.
‘We get on fine,’ Tama breathed, his lips still tingling from her touch. He glanced at the former prime minister curiously, as they hurried to the top of the stairs at the south end of the corridor, a wide wooden suspended staircase with a few vantages over the lower two floors. ‘Who’ve you been talking to?’
‘Oh, I’ve been looking into you, Mr Douglas: ever since I heard you were in here. Your son’s quite the prodigy, I hear?’
There was something in the man’s tone Tama didn’t quite like. ‘Do you have a problem with Mat?’
Muldoon chuckled. ‘Calm down, I’ve not even met him. But he’s a lightning rod, isn’t he? Trouble finds him.’ He peered at Tama intently. ‘What exactly are you and your wife doing in that office, Mr Douglas? Oh, I know some of it: you’re rewriting the Treaty and you’ve invited every signatory you can lay your hands on to sign it. But what’s it going to achieve, eh?’
‘Peace, I hope.’
‘Peace, eh?’ Muldoon grunted. ‘No such thing. Just different degrees of conflict.’ He took a sighting along the barrel of the revolver, down into the stairwell. ‘I was in the army, you know. Saw action in Italy, during World War Two. But politics was dirtier, heh-heh.’
Tama frowned at the man. ‘Sir, I should say that I’ve always regarded you as the worst prime minister we’ve ever had. You behaved like a bully, and bankrupted the country on pensionbribes to the elderly. And that “Dancing Cossacks” advertising campaign— for goodness sake!’
Muldoon squinted at him. ‘Helped get me back into power, Tama,’ he chuckled grimly. ‘That’s what politics is about: winning. You want a bad egg, try “Farmer Bill” Massey: he had his own “Cossacks” — marching his farmer toughs into Wellington to break the 1913 waterfront strike by force. Yet that bugger is the second-longest-serving premier after King Dick. Got himself a big memorial out on the Miramar Peninsula. What does that tell you, eh?’
‘Winning doesn’t make you right, sir.’
Muldoon’s lopsided face twisted into a wry smile. ‘Rich coming from a man whose job is to deceive the judiciary into keeping criminals out of jail, Tama.’
‘It’s called adversarial justice, sir.’
‘Of course. But I take it that it’s alright with you if we win tonight, by whatever means possible?’ Muldoon chuckled again. ‘And call me Rob, Tama. We might as well be on first-name terms if we’re going to die together.’
Tama was still trying to think of a rejoinder when they heard a window shatter somewhere down in the darkness below. Voices carried up the well, and feet, both booted and bare, began to pound upon the stairs, coming ever closer.
Wiping the sudden beads of sweat from his brow, Tama muttered a quick prayer.

Colleen held the revolver tightly, surprised that her hands weren’t shaking more. From the window she could see a steady stream of misty forms flowing towards the building and disappearing beneath the veranda. She could make out the man Tama had seen, too; the tohunga beside the wooden pole with its ugly carved head. Now she wished she’d spoken more to Mat about this world, so that she knew what they were dealing with. But she’d never really wanted to know.
The two old men had identified themselves as Giles and Torrance —but she wasn’t quite clear whether those were their first names or surnames. They seemed rather feeble, dusty antiques who knew everything about obscure legislation and nothing practical. But Nelly the cook seemed as tough as old leather, as she fixed Colleen with her bird-like stare. ‘You’re thinking I’m too skinny to be a cook, ain’t ya?’
‘I s’pose.’
Nelly cackled dryly. ‘Food— I’m sick of the stuff. Ghosts don’t have to eat, you know. Makes no difference either way. But it’s the only thing I know how to do, so here I am. Ironic, ain’t it?’
Colleen smiled. ‘What would you rather do?’
‘Just about anything. Afterlives are a bitch. You really know how to use that gun?’
‘Yes. But if you’re a better shot?’
‘Me? Good Lord, no.’ She drew a big kitchen knife —the sort Colleen thought of as ‘psychopath knives’ — from her apron pockets. ‘I can use this well enough, though.’
I bet you can.
Colleen peered out of the window again. It was still raining in torrents out there, the lances of water falling almost sideways, driven by the gales. The shrieking of the wind in the eaves was like an echo of that banshee wail she’d heard earlier. People are going to die tonight, she thought. I just pray it’s no-one I love.
Just as she was beginning to wonder where Mat was, and praying that he was safe in bed at Wiri’s — or, better yet, coming to their rescue with all his uncanny skills — a fierce, moko-ingrained face appeared at the window, barely a metre from her.
She screamed, fumbling the gun into line as the window burst inwards.

The ghosts came in a swarm, up both staircases at once. Tama glanced behind him as Seddon’s group opened fire, the crack of the guns reverberating along the passage. Then movement below caught his eye — men of all sorts, Maori and Pakeha, civilian and military, pouring onto the stairs, only a few metres below them. All he could see of them were the tops of their heads and their backs. Muldoon cackled gleefully and opened fire. The first man, a burly farmer in a leather coat, shrieked and dropped, his back bloody.
Here we go … Tama sighted and fired. The gun bucked in his hands, and a red flower blossomed on the top of a Maori warrior’s skull. The men following, impeded by the bodies, milled, and then several raised their muskets. Muldoon grabbed Tama’s collar and dragged him back an instant before the guns cracked and three bullets tore through the ceiling above him. Black gunpowder smoke billowed up the stairwell.
More men came on, rampaging upwards, firing blindly. Tama sucked in a breath, stepped to the lip of the well and fired at the first. His target, a rough-clad whiskered man who might have been a convict, clutched his belly and went down. A Maori toa hurdled the fallen, then clutched his face as his eye burst and the back of his skull exploded, spraying blood over the wall. Muldoon grunted, fired again into the press, then flinched as a musket ball whistled past his face. Again the attack faltered.
For a few seconds, there was respite, enough time to reload, but then the attackers tried again, and this time they also heard boots hammering down the corridor from their left, through double doors with glass panels. Muldoon turned and darted that way, shouting and firing again and again. Tama was left to hold the stairs alone, firing blindly into the smoke, trying to keep moving around the circular stairwell. The attackers were getting closer with each fusillade, firing blindly to make him duck, then surging upwards. Three made the top of the landing below as his revolver clicked impotently on an empty chamber. They fanned left and right, two farmers with rifles, and a gaunt figure in a hat and trench coat with a revolver in either hand.
‘Rob! They’re up!’ he shouted. ‘Get back!’
He saw the former PM stagger, spinning slowly and clutching at his left shoulder, where blood was swiftly soaking a ragged gash in his jacket. There were more men coming down the side corridor, feet pounding. Shit, we’re done … Tama fumbled the reload, then looked up as the first farmer reached the top of the stairs and levelled his rifle. The barrel seemed to fill his vision.
Crack!

The warrior who burst through the Cabinet Room window screamed a challenge, landing two-footed in the broken glass, as Colleen tripped over her own feet going backwards, and sprawled. Her gun went off involuntarily, punching a hole in the ceiling. The warrior’s taiaha swept about, braining Giles with a sickening thud. The old man’s neck snapped as he flew sideways, struck the wall and fell. His colleague Torrance just gaped, while Nelly shrieked and hurled her knife.
With a sharp clunk, the taiaha batted the blade away, sent it spinning to the floor. He shouted and launched himself at Colleen.
With a coolness she would not have thought herself capable of, Colleen levelled the revolver two-handed, and pulled the trigger. The hammer fell and the gun roared, flame spurting as the recoiljarred her wrists. A hole appeared in the warrior’s chest and he was thrown backwards. She sat up, readying another shot, but he struck the window frame and sat down heavily, his expression turning from ferocity to fear as he looked glassily at her. His war-cry died in his throat, and then he convulsed and slumped onto his side.
Oh my …
Colleen stared, aghast at what she’d done, while Nelly grovelled under the table for her knife, praying at the top of her voice. Then another attacker swarmed through the window.
She’s a woman …
The wahine-toa was wearing only a flax kilt and a bodice, a sharp-edged bone mere in her hands. She was thickset but moved with speed and power, screeching savagely as she launched herself at Colleen. Her chin was covered in moko, and the whites of her eyes blazed in her dark face.
Some stupid part of Colleen’s brain refused to order her finger to pull the trigger. I can’t shoot another woman … The wahine-toa was on her in a blur, her weight battered into Colleen’s midriff, slamming her into the floor and straddling her as the air was buffeted from her lungs. Her left hand forced the gun away, while her right raised the edged mere.
Colleen threw up her left arm, and caught the woman’s forearm as the blow fell. The bone mere stopped, barely inches from her face. The woman grunted, and bore down, baring rotting teeth and howling.
A flash of steel plunged into the warrior-woman’s throat. She looked momentarily stunned, staring at Colleen in bafflement. Colleen’s eyes went sideways, to Nelly who was staring at the big and bloody knife, her face pale, her lips a thin red line. The cook grimaced, her face twisting as she gripped it tighter, her shrieks as bloodthirsty as those of the wahine-toa.
The wahine-toa fell sideways, dropping the mere, her hands going to her throat. Colleen shoved at her, flailing to be free from her weight. The woman went still as Colleen stumbled to her feet.
Colleen’s eyes locked with Nelly’s, in a fleeting moment that seemed to stretch into forever. ‘I crossed the world to come here,’ Nelly hissed. ‘I don’t die easy.’
Damn this. I don’t want to die at all.
‘Well done, ladies,’ Torrance croaked, his face pale. He stood awkwardly, and teetered towards the window. ‘Let’s see if—’
A bullet crashed through, and took the old bureaucrat in the chest. Both women froze, staring out into the darkness at a smoking rifle as it turned, and lined them up. It settled on Colleen.

Tama stared bewildered as the man who had him in his sights fell sideways, shot in the back by the man with the revolvers. The other farmer, coming up the other way, turned on the traitor, but he was too slow to act. The newcomer’s left-hand gun barked. The other attacker cried out, fell and slid down the stairs, clutching at his chest then rolling into a slumped ball on the landing. The newcomer kicked him down the stairs, then fired again into the smoky murk.
‘I’m with you!’ the newcomer shouted at Tama. ‘Pull back! This is doing nothing but delaying the inevitable.’
Tama stared at the man in shock, then recognition. ‘Aethlyn Jones?’
‘The same.’ The gaunt Welshman bounded up beside him, firing downwards as he came. ‘Aren’t revolvers wonderful? About time Aotearoa caught up with them!’
Although the attack seemed to be petering out, they could sense many more attackers still below. Tama glanced at Muldoon, who was propped against the doorframe. The corridor beyond was filled with bodies, but the former prime minister looked weak, barely able to stand.
Tama had met Jones a couple of times, once he became Mat’s tutor in whatever it was — magic, he supposed. ‘But … you’re dead!’
‘I know. It’s a bugger, isn’t it? Come on!’ Jones went to Muldoon, gripped his good arm and thrust a loaded revolver into it. ‘Sir? You must hold here!’ The former PM stuck out his bulldog jaw and nodded.
Jones turned to Tama, and jabbed a finger down the corridor Muldoon had been defending. ‘Come with me! Hurry, we’ve got a minute at the most!’

Colleen never saw what happened to the man with the rifle. Before she could do anything at all, the gunman vanished, and for a few seconds all she could hear were choked, gurgling sounds, and the growls of some feral beast. Then something slid off the roof and hit the ground below.
A labrador with a bloody muzzle leapt through the window. For a moment she thought it was another attacker, then she squealed in relief. ‘Fitzy!’
The dog bounded to her side and nuzzled her. Then he jumped onto the table, fixing her with an intent look, and shocked her by speaking in an awkward, barely discernible voice. ‘Colleen, where’s Tama?’
Nelly gave a small wail and backed against the wall. Colleen stared, and then remembered herself. She knew he did this, knew what he was. She just hadn’t been ready for him to talk right now. ‘Out there,’ she squeaked, indicating the door.
The turehu bounded down again, sniffing at the lifeless bodies of Giles, Torrance and the two Maori. ‘Dead, all dead,’ he said. ‘Stay in here. Block the window, if you can.’ He scrabbled at the locked door, then swore. ‘I should’ve been a monkey,’ he muttered. ‘Opposable thumbs, you see.’ His front paw blurred and he gripped the key and turned it.
Nelly looked as though she was about to faint.
‘You haven’t seen my real form yet, honey,’ the turehu smirked, and he vanished into the corridor.
There seemed to be a lull in the firing, but the air that wafted through from the corridor was filled with acrid-smelling gunsmoke. Colleen strained her ears for the sound of Tama’s voice, but heard nothing.
Please be safe …

‘What the Hell are you doing here?’ Tama breathed, as they crept into the room Jones apparently sought: a small private kitchen. ‘Mat said the Wooden Head got you.’
‘It did,’ Jones replied. ‘It sucked my soul into itself. Kiki can empty the Head whenever he wants to, and force those within to do his bidding: usually that means killing people.’
Tama’s mouth went dry. ‘But you …?’
‘I’m an Adept. I’m not so easy to command as ordinary people.’ Jones wrenched open the cupboards, then grunted. ‘I slipped out in the press. There: the salt, pick it up.’ He looked at Tama apologetically. ‘I can’t, not anymore.’
Tama frowned, but did as he was told, picking up the big pottery jar and checking its contents. It was almost full, at least two kilos of white crystals. ‘What’s it for?’
‘Salt is useful for repelling certain types of spirits. It’s a very old tradition, widely known. It’ll work here: those trapped inside the Wooden Head are vulnerable to it. Come on.’
They hurried back along the corridor, stepping over the bodies as they came. ‘Who are these people?’
‘Other victims of the Wooden Head,’ Jones told him. ‘Spirits trapped and enslaved over the centuries.’ They reached the Cabinet Room. Tama peered toward the far end, where Seddon was reloading. The big premier gave him a wave, then stared at Jones, and came striding toward them.
‘Aethlyn Jones?’ he boomed. ‘We thought you dead and gone!’ He clasped the Welsh Adept’s hand fervently. ‘Never gladder to see you!’
That saves any need for introductions, Tama thought. ‘Is everyone alright?’
‘So far,’ Seddon said grimly. Then the door to the Cabinet Room opened, and a Labrador with a blood-wet muzzle stepped through, barking joyously at Jones.
Tama paused, momentarily stunned. ‘Fitzy?’
‘How are you here, sir?’ Seddon asked, as Jones hurriedly hugged the little turehu.
Jones grimaced. ‘I’m no less dead, Dick. I used the Wooden Head myself in Arrowtown, and it overcame me. Kiki stopped my heart, and drew my spirit inside. But there were some extenuating circumstances in my case: I’m an Adept; trained to resist other magic. And I’ve never died in the real world, which gives my spirit greater strength. I’m holding out, though it feels like bathing in acid being in there. I can’t do it forever.’
‘Why did Kiki send you against us?’
‘He didn’t: I slipped out when he unleashed the rest. Once he realizes, he will try to summon me back.’ He pointed to the salt jar. ‘That’s where this salt comes in.’
Jones’s plan took only seconds to enact. They crowded into a big room across from the Cabinet Room, with no windows to the outside, after leaving two lines of salt across the corridor, one in either direction, some ten metres from the door, and another right across the door to the room. ‘The spirits won’t be able to cross it,’ Jones told them. They left the door open so they could still shoot in either direction, and prepared for another fight.
Tama had hoped that Fitzy’s appearance might mean that Wiri was here, and perhaps others who could help, but it quickly became clear that wasn’t the case. Muldoon and Carlisle had both been hit, and Nelly and Colleen bandaged them. Muldoon said something that made Colleen primp and blush, then wag a finger at him.
‘He’s a bit of a rogue, that fellow,’ she muttered to Tama as she joined him beside the door.
‘That’s an understatement. But he’s a fighter, and we need that right now.’
‘Aye. They say Churchill was a rotten PM in peacetime, but we needed him in the war.’ She looked up at him. ‘Tama, if we ever get out of this …?’
‘What?’
She met his eyes. ‘I’m thinking we should go live somewhere civilized where this sort of shite can’t happen.’
‘All lands have ghost worlds, Colleen,’ Jones said, coming up beside her and putting a hand on her shoulder. If anything, Colleen knew Jones better than any of them, having nursed him a couple of years ago. ‘You’re better dealing with one you know.’
She looked at him with fond worry. ‘Hello again, Aethlyn. Mat told me you were dead. I cried,’ she admitted, her features swelling with sudden emotion.
‘I am dead. Think of this as a visit only.’ The tall Welshman nodded to himself. ‘This will be my last fight. I’m not going back inside that carving.’
Fitzy had climbed onto a desk, and, with a sight-defying twist, he changed, his fur vanishing and a hairless torso and limbs appearing in a nauseating flow of bones and sinew, until a grotesque little goblin stood before them. None of the men seemed at all concerned, but Colleen and Nelly stared, horrified. ‘Phew,’ the little turehu exclaimed. ‘Much easier to talk without a dog’s tongue flapping about my mouth. I’ve just come from Te Papa: Kiki was there, but Wiri and Evie got in his way. He escaped with a flute: any idea why?’
Everyone shook their heads, listening as they prepared for the next assault.
Tama felt his fingers clenching tighter. Wiri was attacked — and that girl is in town … Tama wondered what it signified. He knew his son, knew he was drawn to Evie, but that there were complications. Her presence seemed dangerous.
‘Where’s Mat?’ he asked in a hoarse voice.
‘He’s gone,’ the little turehu replied. ‘Up into the clouds, seeking Aroha. Riki went with him.’
‘What do you mean “gone”?’ Colleen clutched Tama’s arm, her face a mask of dread.
‘It is a quest, a spirit quest, laid down for him long ago. He will return at dawn.’ The turehu paused, then looked away. ‘If he returns at all.’
Silence weighed on the room as the turehu fell silent. Colleen clutched Tama’s arm, bewildered and shocked. It would be nice if Mat could just occasionally tell us what’s going on, he thought furiously. But there was no time to dwell on it.
The next assault came in a flood; howling attackers of all sorts hurling themselves into the line of fire from both directions, while Tama, Jones, Seddon and Muldoon poured fire into their packed mass. Few of these attackers seemed to have guns, and dozens fell, dead or wounded, in the withering gunfire that met them. Some reached the salt lines, but none were able to cross, coming up against an invisible barrier as if running into a glass window, and milling stunned, until someone shot them. When they finally drew off, the hallway was filled with bodies.
For a long time, the building fell silent. Then a creaking old voice rumbled down the smoky hall.
‘So, an impasse.’ Kiki hissed. ‘Not for long. I’m going to destroy this whole city, and everyone in it. There will be nowhere to hide, when the hammer falls, and my protégé descends from above.’
‘Big talk, tohunga!’ Seddon shouted. ‘But you haven’t finished us yet. We’re Kiwis! We don’t give up until the game is over.’
‘Your game is over, fat man!’ Kiki snarled. ‘And yours, too, Aethlyn Jones. You can’t hide in there forever! The Wooden Head is waiting for you!’ His voice boomed deeper. ‘Return, slaves!’
The command went through Jones like a tremor, making his whole form ripple. In a second he had flashed from the position where he stood to the very edge of the line of salt. Tama and Colleen ran to him. Out of the corner of his eye, Tama saw the remainder of Kiki’s ghost-soldiers filing away towards the stairs, their faces filled only with obedience for their master.
Jones set his chin in silence, the despair clear on his face. He cocked his gun, and then lifted it to his temple.
‘No!’ Colleen grabbed his arm, and tried to force the gun away. ‘No!’
Jones turned his head to hers, took in the pleading look on her face. But his expression remained fixed, pained. ‘Colleen, I must — I can’t go back inside that thing.’
Tama saw clearly in that instant the underlying subtext. He had known that Colleen had spent months nursing Aethlyn Jones back from near death; but until now he had not realized the depth of emotion such a bond had created. His hopes, barely acknowledged, that he might win his wife back, seemed to crumble to dust before his eyes. I only ever wanted us to be happy together … But he knew that was a lie. He’d put so many other things in his life ahead of his marriage. This was the price.
Without a word, he pulled a kerosene lamp from the wall, pushed past the Welshman and shuffled off down the hallway, in the wake of Kiki’s ghosts.
‘Tama?’ Colleen’s voice, panicked. ‘Tama!’
‘Stay with him,’ he said, in a dead voice. ‘I’ll give him the chance to be free.’
My life for his.



Testing times
Before Mat had time to recover from the shock of Riki’s disappearance, the rest of the whare faded from sight as well. His shouts died on the still air, without even an echo. For a few moments, there was nothing at all, and his heart began to pound. Darkness began to permeate the grey mists, as if night was a living entity seeping in. All sight was lost, and the only solid thing was the ground beneath him, hard-packed earth. He probed the darkness, poking ahead with his taiaha, using it like a blind man’s cane. Very quickly he found a void to his right, and backing away from it he struck a stone wall.
Something about the wet stone cleared his mind, enough that he remembered to do the obvious: he lit fire on his fingertips, and the darkness retreated in a rush. The orange flame stained the walls around him as he slowly turned in a circle.
He was in a well, part-way down, standing on a semicircular ledge that covered half of the cylinder. When he went to the ledge and peered down, he could see the water table, black and oily, only about forty metres below. He stared at it for a long moment, then gasped as a big, pale eye came into view, like that of a squid or an octopus, only a few inches below the surface.
A long tentacle, some five metres at least in length and as thick as his leg, broke the surface and reached for him. Then another, and another, scrabbling for purchase on the slimy stone wall. A beak broke the surface, wider than Mat’s head and filled with vicious teeth. He shouted in fright.
When he was young, he’d had all manner of night terrors. Being highly imaginative and sensitive, and not strongly built, he was prone to being picked on by more aggressive children, before his recent adventures had given him the resources to stand up to the bullies. He was also prone to watching movies he probably shouldn’t have. Consequently, there had been several recurring nightmares. This tableau had been pulled directly from a whole bunch of them …… Trapped in a well, like the girl in the movie The Ring, doomed to die and haunt it forever …… Tentacled, toothy creatures, swimming towards him as he floundered helplessly, like in one of the Alien movies … And his pet hate and humiliation: his primary school gym’s climbing wall, from which he’d had to be rescued crying when he was ten, stranded and terrified. He’d slipped and been left dangling from the safety cable, while the whole school laughed at him.
If this was a test, it could not have been better designed to paralyse him with terror.
For long seconds he stared at the green, slick wall. Too slimy to grip, surely? And he could not even gauge how far up the lip of the well was, that ring of light far, far above, mocking him with its sheer distance.
Then he heard running water, filling up the well, and the sound of those tentacles, scraping the walls, reaching … reaching …
Shit!!!
Mat pulled the taiaha from his backpack, a plan beginning to form. Gripping the weapon, he leapt and slammed the sharp tongue into a point at the edge of his reach, between two rocks. It broke through, wedged there, and, with much panting and effort, he hauled himself onto it. He trusted the weapon not to break, no matter the weight: drenched in the mystical substance called Blood of the Land, it could survive almost anything. He clambered onto it, then with Mahuika’s fingernails he kindled flame and sought more hand-and footholds. Around them he burned the moss and slime away, leaving them dry and usable. It was slow and exacting work, and a huge strain on his muscles. In minutes his arms and legs were trembling from the exertion of both balancing and trying to prise his way into cracks. All the while he could hear the well filling below.
Next hole: he stepped from the jutting taiaha and wedged his shoe into a burnt-dry crack, and took the weight. Then he had to contort, reach down and wrench at the taiaha. At first it wouldn’t come, until he sent a small burst of force through it, using that energy to push the weapon back out of the crack. Finally it came, and he was able to straighten, bury it in another gap above, and haul himself onto it. By then he was almost spent, but when he looked down, the water could be seen, running below the ledge into the well-shaft, and the dark surface seemed much closer.
He groaned, and, though his arms and shoulders were burning, forced himself to find and burn more handholds. To climb again, terrified: one slip and he would be fall, and then— He shuddered at the thought of that thing in the waters, clutching him to it, beak opening, gorging on him while he was held helpless.
Another climb, and he was panting, exhausted. Dizzy with the effort, he clung to the taiaha, pulled himself onto it and sat, hugging the wall.
Below, the water poured inwards, and the tentacled horror thrashed in the waters, reaching for him, still below the ledge he’d left, but much closer. A taniwha could take such forms, the stories said. But this felt different: this felt like a creature of his own mind’s devising, a self-made horror. And it was ascending faster than he was.
I’m not going to make it — it’s going to catch me and it’s going to eat me.
Mat glanced up, panting. The ring of light above seemed no closer. He needed a new plan, but none presented itself. Teetering precariously, he burned more foot-and handholds, slid out, pulled the taiaha and jammed it in at the edge of his reach, then, as his feet began to slip, reached for it, gripped. His arms begged for mercy as he hauled, legs thrashing, shouting at himself to try harder, to just do it, to go on. When he made it he wanted to cry, because all he’d gained was another two metres and the top of the well seemed no closer. But he made himself go on, again … and again …
Below, a pair of tentacles groped blindly at the ledge, then the suckers gripped, and it heaved, flowing upwards in a terrifying rush, until it was fully on the ledge, gasping wetly in the air, its beak-mouth opening and closing as its sleek body pulsed and writhed. Out of the water, it looked from above like an inverted starfish, yet slick-skinned like an octopus, with many more than eight arms. Two disc-like eyes on either side of the beak peered at him intently. It shrieked at him, rows of teeth glistening, and began to grope at the walls, while the water rushed and gurgled up from below, to immerse and float it.
The sight almost froze Mat in terror.
Frantically, he burned another handhold, unrestrained now, focusing the heat narrowly. This lent the fire a new intensity, as though he were wielding a welding torch. He began to literally carve holes in the rock with the fire. He jammed the taiaha back into his pack, and simply melted his way up, thirty seconds per handhold, half of that to cool them enough to use. His speed multiplied, and the ring above grew perceptibly closer. But still the water rose, and the tentacled monster in the water floated closer, so that a glance downward had it only twenty metres away. He could see moko patterns etched into its hide, and he could smell it now, a rotting-fish reek that made the air barely breathable. It was beginning to reach his handholds and the patches where he had burned away the slime — helping it grip the walls.
Every part of Mat’s body was shrieking now, his knees and arms like jelly; only the strength built up by his physical training — the regime that Jones and Ngatoro had insisted on — kept him going. The ring of light above was closer, and the lid began to gleam in the light of his fires.
The thing shrieked in fury, heaving itself out of the water and reaching for him as it sucker-gripped his own handholds. He turned and poured fire down at it, the flames washing with a hiss over the creature, searing its hide. It shrieked and dropped back into the water with a splash, the water spraying up at him. For a couple of seconds he thought it might be gone, then with a hideous surge it erupted out of the water with tentacles flailing.
Mat yelled as it fell just centimetres short of him, and blasted it again. It fell, and this time its wash almost drenched him. He could sense it plummeting down, then turning to gain even more momentum for another leap.
He spun, and this time fire was burning from his fingers almost white-hot. Thrusting his fingers into the wall as though it was wet clay, he clambered hand over hand, both burning the stone and shielding his body from the heat, climbing up, up, up.
The creature shot from the water in a funnel of spray, and its lead tentacle lashed at Mat, striking his foot, its tentacles fighting for purchase. The slime defeated it, however, and it slid down again, shrieking enough to deafen him, a crescendo ending in another splash.
Mat reached the rim, dug his fingers in and pushed.
The lid wouldn’t move.
Bellowing in frustration, he saw the water boiling higher, could read in the turbulence that the creature was readying another surge. And it would get him this time, no question.
He pushed both hands into the gap about the rim, planted his shoulders and the back of his head, scrabbled with his feet and heaved. The rim gave, just. He shouted again, a primal scream of exertion and desperation, as he found a new, higher purchase for his feet. Levering them and straightening, with his back and thighs behind the movement. The rim toppled outwards behind him and slipped from the well, just as the water erupted below him.
Mat pitched forward and rolled over the rim, pulling his feet out of reach of a lashing tentacle. He sprawled, then lurched upright as four tentacles gripped the rim of the well. No!
Rising, he poured everything into his fire-burst, a jet so intense that it was almost solid. It seared into the bulk of the creature as it came over the rim, slicing its flesh like a laser. The creature shrilled, coiling in agony as two of its limbs were severed, then fell back into the water with a mighty splash.
Mat teetered back on legs so shaky he could barely stay upright, pulled out the taiaha and brandished it as he backed away. The water below was red with blood and swirling madly, still rising. He looked about him: he was in a wooded dell. There was a path and he ran for it, as water bubbled over the edge of the well.
As he reached the rim of the trees, he heard a sound and looked back. Something slithered and oozed over the rim, and slopped into the mud. It was the tentacled horror that he’d escaped, but as he watched it began to change, the tentacles becoming legs and a tail, the body lengthening, eel-like, massive, a serpentine head emerging from the body like a turtle’s head coming out of its shell.
It really is a taniwha …
He turned and ran, pelting through the undergrowth, sidestepping trees and hurdling fallen logs, while behind him he heard trees being bulldozed by the massive creature bullocking after him. The ground was rising, making the explosive effort even more draining. His clothes were soaked in sweat now, steaming in the cold air, his breath ragged. Every training run came back to him, every finish-line sprint to try to catch Riki, who ran like a gazelle. But this time he didn’t hold back. He drew in strength through the magical tap inside him, sucking in energy from all about him as he went, frantic but not panicked.
The hill rose before him and he shot up it, casting a look back and seeing a dark trail of destruction snaking through the bush in his wake, and the back of the giant serpent. He had no goal, no place to stop and do anything other than run. His eyes flashed forward again, and found the wooden palisades of a pa, gates open. He fled inside, gasping as he cast about for something to—
Suddenly the pa was gone … and the hill … and he was slipping and skidding along a hallway … the corridor of a school … his school … Boys’ High in Napier. Rows of lockers on a pale ochre wall. The sun shining outside. He cast frantic eyes behind him, but there was nothing, no sign of what he’d been running from.
He looked down: his clothes had been replaced by his school uniform, raggedand sweaty, as though he had been playing outside during a break then run inside as the bell rang for class.
‘Douglas!’ A crisp female voice belled down the corridor. A tall, slender Maori woman walked towards him. ‘Move, Douglas! You’re late for class.’
He gaped up at her, trying to suck air into his lungs as he dealt with this sudden change of scene.
Is that monster still out there? Is it her? Where am I? Is this still the test?
Then he studied the woman more closely. It was Aroha. She was wearing a crisply pressed knee-length skirt and jacket combo, and thin-rimmed glasses, her hair in a ponytail. Her moko was gone and she looked older, more mature, less alien.
‘What—? … Aroha?’
‘That’s Ms Atamure to you, Douglas,’ she replied sharply. ‘Stand tall!’
He obeyed, frightened this was another test and he was using up strikes. Then his fear and anger took over. ‘You tried to kill me! That thing in the well, I barely got out— and how on Earth could Riki ever escape such a thing? Have you killed him? Because if you have I’ll—’
‘You’ll what?’ she interrupted, with a voice so cold and precise that it choked the words in his throat. ‘Did you think this would be easy? Did you think all you had to do was walk through my door? I told you it would test you. And it’s only just begun, so get inside that classroom!’
Mat stood his ground. ‘If you’ve killed Riki with your pet beasts, I’ll kill you. I don’t care about your quest! Byron can have you for all I care. If immortality means being anywhere near you, I’d rather die!’
They stared at each other for long, slow seconds; he furious, she icy calm.
Then her expression softened. ‘Oh, Mat, I wish it didn’t have to be like this either. But the path to gain immortality and remake our world was set down long ago. These chances only come once in centuries, and only the best can survive it. I didn’t want your friend to come any more than you did.’
‘You’re the one testing us! Help him!’
She shook her head softly. ‘No, Mat: it’s not me testing any of you. I’m just the prize. It’s the Land that is testing you.’
His fury lessened. ‘Oh.’
‘I can interact to some extent, and that is all. Right now five young men are trying to reach me, and three of those serve the dark path —te tiro makutu. One other, Riki, has no magic at all and is doomed to fail. There is only you in whom I trust.’
‘Riki means more to me than you ever will.’
Aroha flinched. ‘I know. But only a tohunga can breach the barriers that lie ahead of you all.’ She reached halfway to him. ‘You are my only realistic hope, Mat. Please, don’t fail me. Don’t fail this land.’
Her hand hung between them, and he reached out to touch it, but couldn’t. It wasn’t substantial. She wasn’t really there. ‘How long have I got?’ he asked, as his temper ebbed.
‘This experience might feel like days or months or years, Mat, but in reality it will be over by dawn in your world.’
He hung his head. ‘Is Riki …? Did he make it?’
‘I cannot tell you how he fared. His test was different to yours, Mat. Everyone’s is.’ Her face resumed its efficient, impassive mask. ‘Now, please, your class awaits.’
Mat bit his lip. ‘Wait,’ he blurted as she turned to go. ‘What was the point of that? Climbing a wall to escape a monster: what earthly use could anyone gain from putting anyone through that?’
‘I do not set the tests,’ she said again. ‘But I imagine it was to weed out those who do not have the determination to rise above the seemingly overwhelming, and gain from it.’ She half-smiled. ‘You overcame your most primal fears, nightmares that have had you in terror since you were a child. Not only that, but you learnt more about the uses of Mahuika’s fire-nails in ten minutes than you did in the year since you gained them. You ran faster uphill with a pack on your back than you’ve ever managed on a sprint-track in running shoes. Now, a few minutes later, you’re barely showing the effects. I’d say that’s a pass, wouldn’t you?’
Mat stared at her, realizing that she was right. He was barely even puffing now. All that energy, drawn in and burned up, and he felt … fine. More than fine. Great.
‘You’ll need all those skills if you are to overcome, Mat. Go to your class.’ She turned and walked away.
He stared after her, still resentful, but scared now— not of the tests, but of what they would draw out of him, and what he would become. And still absolutely terrified for Riki.
Then the door opened, and Mr Barkley the art teacher snapped at him. ‘Douglas! Are you joining us today or would you rather go and sit outside the principal’s office?’
Mat ducked his head, and scurried inside.



Oil and spark
‘Tama!’
Colleen stared after her husband, her mouth open, her mind not comprehending. But although her shout reverberated down the corridor, he never looked back. She turned to stare up at Jones. ‘What’s he doing?’ But the Welshman was caught up in his own agony, staring at the gun in his hand, which was shaking uncontrollably. ‘Aethlyn?’
‘I can’t go back in there,’ Jones exclaimed, his voice helpless and hopeless for the only time she could remember. Even during the months where she’d nursed him in Taupo, his life in the balance, he’d been so sure of his own capacity to go on. But now all of that had gone.
‘You don’t have to,’ she replied firmly, while her eyes went about her, beseeching aid from the men around her. But they were tending wounds, or reloading, or trying to ascertain what was happening outside. She felt herself pulled to tearing point by the need to go and the need to stay. Tama … Aethlyn … She loved them both. But not in the same way. Aethlyn Jones was fatherly, gruff, solid, like a beloved uncle. All the time they’d spent together, there had never been anything between them other than concern and caring. The Welshman was important to her son, and he had needed her, needed someone to tend him as he fought back from the very edge of death. She couldn’t leave him now, not with the gun primed in his trembling hand. Not with his need so urgent.
And Tama? Lifetimes could not contain the complexity of how she felt about her estranged husband. Guilt and regret and suppressed longing; emotions as deep as oceans.
Slowly, carefully, Colleen took the hand holding the gun, and slid her little finger behind the trigger, to prevent it being pulled. ‘Hold on,’ she pleaded. ‘Don’t do it.’
‘You don’t know what it’s like in there,’ Jones whispered hoarsely. ‘It’s a morass, all those souls tangled together, dissolving into each other until you don’t know who or what you are. I’ve lost so many memories, gained others from lives I never lived. There’s me and all these others, our bodies and souls being churned into one giant pond of blood and flesh and sludge. I’m losing my identity! I can’t go back in — I’d rather be nothing than in there!’
Aethlyn …
She didn’t hear the voice with her ears, but inside her mind; quivering through the trembling hand in hers, came Kiki’s rasping, crackling voice, summoning his servants back to the Wooden Head.
Aethlyn Jones, come …
‘Don’t listen to him,’ she told Jones. ‘Stay with me.’
He dragged his gaze to her face. His look was blank, unfocused, as though he barely knew her. Everything else in the room faded from her awareness, as she met the agony inside him with all the compassion and empathy she could muster. All her being went into willing him to relent, to be still, to have faith that something might make his existence more than what it was. That there was hope, in the shape of Tama, for she’d finally realized what he was doing, and why.
Foolish, stupid, brave man …
‘Please, give him time,’ she whispered. ‘He’ll come through.’ Though she didn’t know how or if it was even possible.
The next moments were an eternity, as his finger tightened on the trigger, and he stared at her with hollow-eyed despair, the revulsion he felt for descending back into the cursed carving all too apparent.
‘I’m sorry,’ he managed to gasp.
‘No — please — stay with me.’
Her eyes bored into his, her other hand found his cheek, stroked it, as she fought his desire for self-destruction with all she had, a silent war in which eye contact was everything. To look away was to lose him. All the while, Kiki whispered into their brains like worms boring through rotting timber.

Tama ignored the shouts behind him as he ran for the stairs, hurdling bodies sprawled in grotesque postures, like broken dolls. Those he brushed against had a strangely insubstantial quality, as though they were slowly dissolving into thin air. They were spirits, and now they were truly dead. Mat had once told him that when a person died in the real world they might pass on to Aotearoa, or go elsewhere. But a death in Aotearoa was final.
They’re passing on — as I will if this doesn’t work.
But right now, it didn’t seem to matter. There was a madness gripping him, and he couldn’t fight it. In the past few days he’d come to see clearly that he still loved Colleen, despite all they’d done to each other. To now see her looking at Aethlyn Jones in the way she’d once looked at him was more than he could bear.
I’ll give them the happiness they deserve.
Some native caution returned, though, as he reached the ground floor, and joined the milling men and women: still dozens, despite all those slain inside. They were forming lines, their faces vacant. One part of the walls was scorched where Kiki, presumably, had tried to set the building alight, but it wasn’t burning: he wondered if that was because the building still existed in the real world. But he averted his eyes, mimicking the shuffling walk of the captive spirits.
As he did so, he felt the weight of the Wooden Head’s gaze. He glanced toward it, saw its paua eyes gleaming in the darkness, and felt the malice it radiated. A kind of existential dread hung in the air, whispered in his ear, permeated his nostrils. Every step was like walking slowly into dark waters. He could feel the horror of the others around him, the prisoners of the Wooden Head, walking slowly towards it. It felt like he had fallen into a zombie movie, the last living human trying to pretend he was undead, too.
Not far from the Wooden Head stood a hunched figure, buried in a feather cloak, squatting like a toad as he stared up at the Government Buildings. His gaze was no less baleful than that of the Wooden Head, but all his hatred was concentrated on the building above. ‘Aethlyn,’ he chanted in a low, gravelly rattle, ‘come down.’
Tama shuddered. Hold on, Jones. Give me this chance to help you.
Looking ahead, he could see the Wooden Head clearly now, looming above the column of walking ghosts. As they reached a point in front of it, suddenly the shambling ghosts disintegrated, turning into black smoke that flowed, wailing, into the carving’s mouth. With each ‘meal’ the eyes seemed to glow more brightly.
‘Come down, Aethlyn — I command you!’ Kiki’s voice had an edge of frustration. ‘Come to me!’
The spirit in front of Tama shrieked as it dissolved into the carving’s cruel jaws.
It was his turn.
With a shout, he threw himself forward, hurling the oil lamp and jerking his hand from his pocket, fingers working on his cigarette lighter, even as those dreadful eyes bored into him.
The paua orbs caught him, and he felt a thousand tiny hands grip him and pull him away. It was as though he were caught in a web, with only the carved face above moving, its lips pulling back to shriek. But the oil lamp continued its trajectory, shattering against the carving, splashing its contents over the old, dry timbers. Hundreds of eyes turned his way as he fell to his knees, dark claws digging into him, ripping at his very soul as he pitched forward.
But he saw only one face, imprinted on his mind ever since that night in Camden Town, London, when she’d turned his way in a crowded bar and grinned.
His thumb jerked, even as his heart faltered.
A spark flew.
And caught fire.

Colleen Douglas heard the scream, the bean sídhe wail that shook the windows of the old building, and thought her heart would burst apart, it was pounding so hard. The sound of that cry was like every ghost in creation screaming in fury and terror and agony and — release.
For the past two minutes, she had been holding onto Aethlyn Jones, trembling. She was no longer restraining him, but he was restraining her, from going after her man, who had gone off to do something incredibly foolish, leaving her whole existence in the balance.
The seconds had dragged, with only Ballance’s dry voice to focus on: ‘I think I see him … I think … he’s in a line— Oh my God, he’s getting closer. Do I shoot him? What do I do, Dick?’
‘Shoot him? Don’t you dare!’ Seddon snarled. ‘I think he’s going to—’
Whatever the premier was about to say was drowned by that awful cry.
Colleen tore herself from Jones’s grasp and ran. Pelted along the corridors which were filled with mist, the bodies of the dead ghosts disintegrating as she kicked through them, cobweb lives fraying in the wind of her passing.
Shrieking Tama’s name, she burst from the front doors and outside. The ghosts were gone, the lawn empty of all but one figure, lying face-down in front of a burning pole. She scrabbled across the cobbles and the grass, throwing herself over the prone body, heedless of all else.
‘TAMA! TAMA!’
She seized him, heaved him onto his back, staring at his slack face, his wide-open eyes. ‘TAMA!’
Something gurgled, away to her right. She saw a wizened old Maori man, so bent he might have been a dwarf, pawing at the ground and staring at up at the burning carving, his body shaking, his face livid, his bulging eyes incredulous and enraged.
Kiki … It’s him …
The tohunga turned his face towards her and his burning eyes narrowed. Guttural words crawled from his throat, and something began to form in the darkness between them. Her throat tightened, seizing up as she stared, mesmerized.
Then beside her, something growled. Fitzy, snarling a warning. She clutched at the dog, felt his heart beating madly, but he didn’t give ground.
‘You again,’ Kiki growled. His fingers began to twist the air.
Then doors flew open behind her and boots struck stone. Kiki’s eyes left her, then with a cry of utter frustration, he straightened a little and began to fade from sight. Shots rang out, tearing through his form, and he seemed to flinch. Then he was gone, and Jones was beside her, smoking pistol in his hand, his form solid as the earth beneath her. She clutched his hand, but her eyes went back to Tama.
Oh my dear, stupid man …
He opened his eyes.
She burst into tears and collapsed onto his chest.



A library by candlelight
Evie crossed the empty Jervois Quay, the main route around the waterfront, by the bizarrely decorated wooden land-bridge, buffeted by winds so strong she had to scamper from shelter to shelter in between the worst gusts. She splashed through the puddles on Civic Square and up the stairs leading into the back of the library. The glass doors were locked, but that was nothing, not when the electronic locking was down. A simple key card like the one she’d given her mother made them slide open. She left it wedged in the door for Wiri to follow. Then she used a Fire Energy card from the Pokemon trading-card game to light her way. The mezzanine level led past a vacant shop and a locked-down café. She descended into the silent library, trying to hurry, but cautious as she had glimpsed security people out the front and couldn’t afford the interruption.
She wondered how Wiri was faring, and then whether Mat was alright. Riki, too; she liked the stringy Maori boy with the insouciant smile, couldn’t bear to think of what might happen to him on a quest that was way over his head. Then she was thinking of Tama and Colleen and Kelly and—
Stop it! Concentrate! We don’t know how long we’ve got!
Her watch told her it was just after midnight, on Friday morning. The wind still yowled outside, pummelling the huge glass panels. The library was a giant modern glass-and-steel structure, the exterior reminiscent of the Coliseum, with pillars like palm trees. There were three full floors, and a directory hung above the escalators. She found the section she needed — folklore and mythology — quickly enough, among the social sciences on Level Two, dragged likely books from the shelves and squatted on the floor, riffling through them frantically. Lightning burst above the city, and the thunder was so loud that it made the ground quiver.
She didn’t know what she was looking for. Flutes? They featured heavily in the legend of Tutanekai, playing his flute to bring Hinemoa to him. That didn’t help, and soaked up time she wasn’t sure she had. Recalling what Mat had divulged to her — that his quest seemed to be linked to the legends of Tawhaki, and also the death of Maui — she tried books on them. They had nothing about flutes in them at all, not even the most detailed unabridged versions of the legends. Minutes slipped past in a blur, while her single eye strained; her left eye’s feeling of being filled with energy had dissipated as she used her powers, and it had gone blind again. Staring at the pages was a strain on her right eye: she’d had to give away recreational reading to a large extent since she lost sight in the left eye, and was perpetually afraid that one day she’d begin to lose her sight in the right as well. But tonight there was no choice, so she pressed on, even though now the adrenalin from the earlier danger was passing, and exhaustion was kicking in. She could barely keep her one eye open …

‘Hey, Everalda!’ A hand shook her shoulder. ‘Are you alright?’
She came awake in a jerk, woken from a terrifying dream in which she was being pursued by a hobbling old tohunga who was going to plunge his staff through her heart if he caught her. A dark shape was bent over her, and she didn’t know for a moment where she was.
Then she recognized the voice as Wiri’s, and as she came fully awake, the little Pokemon card in her hand flared up again, creating a little glowing island in the dark,
Wiri looked exhausted, and almost angry. I was sleeping: everyone he cares about is in danger and I fell asleep. She was utterly mortified. ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I couldn’t help it, I’m so sorry!’ She wanted to cry, both eyes stinging.
He knelt beside her, and pulled her against him. ‘It’s OK. I almost nodded off myself in the police station. I went there to report the break-in, after I had moved your mother’s body. We’ll give her a decent burial when we can, I promise. There are cops looking after Te Papa now.’
‘Can the police help us?’
‘In this world, certainly. They can look after Mike and Sosefo and lock down Te Papa in case Kiki comes back. More than that, I have some connections, through to the Aotearoa Constabulary. They’ve got men going around to protect Kelly and Nikau, and others going to find Tama and Colleen and Fitzy. They are OK, by the way. Kiki attacked the Government Buildings using the Wooden Head, but they repelled him. They’re in the old Parliament chapel now, waiting for dawn and guarding the forged Treaty. So that side of things is covered. But it’s down to you and I now to work out what Kiki is doing next.’
Evie nodded slowly, feeling a little less helpless. There are a whole bunch of people helping us — we’re not alone. ‘What time is it?’
‘It’s just gone three in the morning.’
Her heart thudded. ‘Oh, my God! I’ve lost hours!’
Wiri nodded grimly. ‘But you’re looking fresher. The sleep has done you good.’ He gripped her shoulders, his face encouraging. ‘We can do this, Everalda. All we need is to work out where Kiki will be, and what he’s doing, and King Dick Seddon will have the whole of the constabulary on him. And if it’s in this world, I’ve been promised armed offenders units, whatever it takes.’
She took that in. Tried to believe that this nightmare could be woken from. She could feel her courage wavering, the need for reassurance overwhelming. Her arms went out to Wiri, who was so strong and capable … and looked so much like a grown-up, confident Mat … and fell into his surprised arms. ‘I’m scared,’ she whispered.
She was, too. She was terrified by a sudden urge to kiss him.
My mother was in love with this man, who knows both worlds. I could steal him away. Mat doesn’t need me: he has bloody Aroha …
Wiri slowly pushed her away. Their eyes met, and she could tell that he knew exactly what she’d been thinking. She went scarlet, stammered, jerked away, the rage that had built inside her wilting in the face of his gentle tolerance. Oh my God. Oh my God …
‘Are you OK now?’ he asked softly, as though nothing had happened.
She nodded mutely, too scared to speak. Horrified at herself.
‘They don’t think we’ll have power or phones until well after dawn,’ he went on, his voice deliberately matter-of-fact. ‘The mains and every auxiliary generator have shorted. The authorities think it’s lightning strike, but we know better: Kiki pulled something, using the force of the storm. So we’ve got to do this old-school: research and deduction. What have you learned?’
Evie threw her mind back to what was important — really important. Relating what she’d learned took no time at all: almost nothing useful, just a long list of things that weren’t right. ‘I don’t think the flute angle is the right one. They don’t rate a mention. Or maybe I just don’t know the right legends.’
Wiri nodded, sat beside her and seized a handful of books. ‘I’ll do these.’ He clicked on a torch and picked up the first one. ‘Governor Grey wrote this one: perhaps the old reptile knew something worthwhile.’
Four o’clock in the morning came without a breakthrough, while the storm rolled on overhead, though with more rain and less lightning now. The wind was easing, a heavy rain-mist filling up the harbour and the city, so that the now occasional lightning bursts lit up the sky appear with a milky glow.
Evie buried her head in her hands. Flutes … Taniwha … Chaos … ‘It’s no use, there’s nothing here. Why would Kiki want a flute? Why?’ She wiped her good eye, brushing away the beginning of tears. ‘I don’t understand anything.’
Wiri pulled out the museum tag, and stared at it. Muttered a word: ‘Hataitai.’
He said it again, louder, the pronunciation slightly different: ‘Whataitai.’
She tried to follow his thinking. ‘It’s a suburb, you said?’
His eyes were bright in the dark. ‘Named after a taniwha.’
Her breath caught in her throat. ‘Ride the taniwha out of chaos.’
Wiri’s expression was one of horror.
‘Oh, my God. He’s going to rouse a taniwha — it’ll destroy the city.’



Life drawing
‘Master Douglas! Don’t just sit there — draw!’
Mr Barkley’s voice was sharp, sarcastic and impatient. Just as usual. But he was leaning on Mat harder than he ever had. Mat was at an easel, trying to free-sketch a picture of the taniwha that had chased him up the hill. Dozens of balls of paper were piled at his feet, ripped from the easel by the teacher in maddening fits of rage.
‘The world does not need more pictures of dragons and fairies, Douglas! Give me something real!’
Something real? Mat stared about him. The class was full, but somehow empty also. The other students were a blur, and you couldn’t quite see them. It was as though they were scenery, or furniture. All were diligently drawing, garnering the odd murmur of approval, but Barkley was barely looking at their work: it was as though Mat was his only real pupil. He was utterly scornful of everything Mat drew.
With a start he realized there was a live model at the front of the class. A young woman, a Maori woman, wrapped in a feather cloak, staring away into space, a solemn expression on her flawless face.
Aroha.
He swallowed, and then came to a rapid conclusion: this was the test. He immediately began to sketch her. He’d never really liked life drawing, preferring inanimate objects and patterned designs. The proportions on living creatures were really hard, and capturing a mood or an emotion often beyond him.
‘Good grief, Douglas! Are you a five-year-old?’ Barkley stormed up, wrenched the paper from the easel and screwed it up. He flung it to the floor in disgust. ‘Her nose isn’t shaped like that! And those ears? My Year Nines could do better! And you say you want to be an artist? God save us!’
Mat bunched his fists, head down, containing his anger.
He’s right. It was a shit picture.
I can’t do this …
‘Draw!’ Barkley bellowed in his ear.
He tried again. Used all the tips and skills they’d been given over the years to capture proportion correctly. Drew with precise movements, tried to capture every angle, as flawlessly as he could, tried to make every line and curve exact, even though it meant erasing and re-doing every mark dozens of times. His fingers ached from gripping the pencils — he went through three of them — and his eyesight blurred, as he threw himself into creation.
The result was a passably exact rendition of the girl on the platform, captured in fine lines, with depth hinted by some shading. Definitely, recognizably Aroha, her features recorded in precise detail. He sat back, stared at it, hands shaking. He’d never drawn a better picture.
Barkley tore it off the easel and ripped it apart.
‘Douglas, have you learned nothing in all these years? That’s a living, breathing person up there, not a soulless sheet of paper! Bring her to life, boy!’
Mat felt fire kindle on the tips of his fingers.
‘Do that and you fail,’ the teacher told him in a low voice.
Mat had to call on all the calming, meditative techniques he had learned from Jones and Ngatoro to let his anger go. It’s a test. I have to learn. He got up and walked to the front of the class. Stared at Aroha’s face from every angle. Took in the proud tilt of her head, her full lips and strong jaw-line, moko patterns etched deep into her skin. Her high cheekbones and deep, deep eyes, filled with something mysterious and constantly changing. Their colour was impossible to capture, her mood unknowable.
He went back to his seat, picked up a pencil and closed his eyes, picturing the girl’s face as he remembered it, and set an image behind his inner eyes to work towards. Then he opened them again, and let the pencil flow.
Barkley came and stood right behind him. His oppressive presence made the vision waver, and he mis-drew her left ear. The teacher hissed, and tore the picture up.
He tried again.
And again.
Hours flew past, until he opened his eyes as though from sleep, and there it was. A sketch of Aroha, just her face, staring out at him, a Mona Lisa smile and burning eyes, all fully shaded, three dimensional, almost leaping out of the paper.
‘Is she black and white, Douglas?’ Barkley asked caustically. ‘Colour it.’ He sniffed and stalked away.
But he hadn’t ripped the drawing up.
Mat sagged in exhaustion. But there was a fever on him that wouldn’t let him rest. He’d only felt this way once before, the day he’d made the Celtic knot and Maori koru pendants for his parents. Those two pendants now hung interlocked about his neck. He reached for the watercolours, added water and began to mix, seeking the right blend of colours, for her hair, for her skin and moko, and most of all, for her eyes. He painted swiftly yet carefully, conscious of time passing. When he had done, he stared at the image.
Almost.
He tore it up, before Barkley did it for him. Then he started again.
This time, though, he did something he’d never done before while making art. He reached inside himself, and engaged the living magic within. Instead of recreating the whole, painstaking sketch, he simply willed it into place on the page. The pencil in his hand disintegrated, and the lead dust streamed through the air and etched itself onto the paper in soft lines. It felt somewhat like cheating … but why not? he asked himself. It took a fraction of the time that a drawing would have. Then he waved a hand over the paint tray, and the watercolours began to flow through the air in streams, painting themselves onto the paper, this time perfect. It could have been a photograph.
Barkley grunted from behind him.
Then he reached over, tore the picture in half and threw it to the floor.
Mat bellowed in frustration and anger. He came to his feet, turned … stopped.
‘What is it you want?’ he begged the impassive teacher. ‘I don’t understand what you want!’
‘I could have got that picture in half a second from the camera in my mobile,’ Barkley sneered. ‘What do you think art is, boy? Photocopying? Etch-a-sketch? Paint by numbers? I want to see inside her soul, Douglas.’ He pointed a finger at Aroha, and then jabbed that same finger into Mat’s chest. ‘And I want to see your soul, too. That’s what art is, Douglas: it’s revealing the meanings that move the image and its maker. I want to know her, and to know you. If you can’t capture that, then you’re not an artist.’
Mat stared at him.
‘Start again,’ the teacher barked, and walked away.
So he did. Right from the beginning. Hand-drawing each line, not concentrating on the detail but on the emotions inside him.
She is a goddess. Hine-nui-te-po, Queen of Death. She looks down from on high and makes demands. Her needs are defined by the cosmos, not by mere mood swings and petty desires. She commands and the universe obeys … and I am just a pawn in her game …
He barely noticed the paper, just concentrated on the outpouring of his inner turmoil. His training filled in the details, provided the technique. What emerged didn’t look as much like Aroha as the previous image, but this one had resonance: it captured something of her power and pitiless majesty, in the way she looked down at him from the image. Dark shapes hovered behind her, and her moko seemed to writhe across her skin. It embodied everything he felt about what she was doing to his life.
He hated her.
He hated it.
So he tore up the picture and tried again. Tried to see her differently.
She is trapped by circumstance, forced to be this being who must mate with a virtual stranger or doom millions to misery and death. She wants to be normal but she can’t. She is a prisoner of the universe … and I pity that …
The next image was softer, gentler, almost plaintive. Weak.
He tore it up, too.
It took seventeen more attempts, and he couldn’t say how many hours or even days had gone by. The work consumed him. He sipped water when he remembered, but ignored his rumbling belly, his gritty, stinging eyes, and aching shoulders. There were only the images emerging before him.
She was beautiful, but remote, her eyes cast to a horizon filled with glimmers of flickering light and vast shadows. Her silken hair, each strand alive, poured over her shoulders and flowed out into the night, became the darkness, and filled it. Hine-nui-te-po. Her lips were parted, capturing a longing that could never be fulfilled. A loneliness so profound that the smallest human contact felt like a lifelong relationship. The fleeting people who populated her strange existence moved like ghosts behind her eyes. He could feel Kiki and Puarata in there, but others also, better men; her mortal father Tamure, and even Mat’s own mentor, Ngatoro. He placed a tiny reflection of himself in those eyes, a lost but determined boy on the verge of manhood, struggling to understand as he looked at her and she at him.
‘It’s beautiful,’ a woman’s voice said softly from behind him. It was Aroha, descended from the platform. Barkley was nowhere in sight, and all the other pupils were gone, if they’d ever been there.
He stood, turned to her. Her face looked down at his — she was taller than him —with exactly the expression he’d captured. He felt for a moment that he knew her, really knew her, the girl within the goddess.
‘Thank you,’ she whispered.
He turned back to view the picture, admiring it, a little pride stiffening his spine.
I did that, he thought, straightening. I really did it. I passed the test …

The classroom vanished, and he was in a gallery —in fact an exhibition hall. He looked about him in sudden bewilderment. Aroha had vanished, but there were people all around, intense-looking adults gazing with appraising eyes at his work, and those of all the other artists. There were literally hundreds of pictures on display. The other artists hovered by their work, hopeful expressions on their faces as the public surged past.
Every picture he’d ever done — well, the good ones — hung about him. A dozen, mostly plain still-lives and patterns, but the best by far was this new portrait. Aroha/Hine-nui-te-po by Matiu Douglas, the label said. $3,000. He gaped. He could sell pictures for money? It seemed like a dream.
‘Say, you’re pretty good,’ a fat, balding man remarked, shoving his way through the crowd and thrusting out a hand. ‘Mat-ee-ooo? I love your native names! So exotic! Can I call you Mat?’ He seized Mat’s hand in his greasy paws. ‘Great to meet ya, kid! I’m Brad, and I’m a big fan of your work.’
‘You are? Er, I mean, thanks.’
‘You’ve got real talent, Mat. Real talent. We could sure use you.’
Use me? ‘How do you mean, sir?’
‘Art, Mat! It’s a big thing, art. Corporates love it: offices gotta have art. Improves morale and productivity in the staff. The big companies just snap it up, if it’s the right stuff.’
‘Really?’ he said doubtfully.
‘Sure! You ever seen an office with no art in it? Listen, kid, you want to make a living from this, right?’
Mat blinked. That was his dream. ‘Yes. Of course.’
‘That’s the spirit. Listen, you sign up with me, I’ll commission pieces from you and get them into the big banks, the insurance companies, the telecoms, the power companies. Fund managers. Investment banks. I’ve got contacts, Mat. Lots of contacts. Not just in this li’l place, but in the States, Asia, all over. Talent like you, I could sell in, no trouble. Pacific-themed stuff is hot just now.’
Mat chewed his lower lip. Selling pictures so they’d hang in offices. It wasn’t precisely what he’d dreamt. ‘What sort of pictures?’
‘Just like this one!’ Brad exclaimed.
He wasn’t pointing at Aroha/Hine-nui-te-po. Instead, he was indicating a very plain picture Mat had once done, a vaguely Polynesian geometric design with textured layers of oils in bland blues and greens. ‘The banks love this sort of thing, Mat. Love the Pasifika angle. You can get top dollar on this stuff.’
‘Really?’ He looked at the picture with no real affection: it had been done for a class exercise in layering and texturing, and conveyed no emotions to him at all. His eyes went back to the Aroha picture. ‘But this one—’
‘Oh, that?’ Brad shook his head dismissively. ‘It’s a decent piece, but it’s a little too … intense, y’know? Latest surveys say that faces are distracting, too. Workers in an office need to stay focused and busy.’ He walked past it, and jabbed a finger at the geometric picture. ‘This though, is perfect. Blues and green, those colours radiate calm. Managers love them. Soothing, simple, precise designs like these. You’ve nailed it, right there. How long it take you to knock one of these out?’
‘Knock them out’? Mat felt his ambitions falter. ‘About a fortnight?’
‘A fortnight! Not bad, kid, though you might want to up your output rate. Let’s make it one a week: that’s fifty-two a year, and I can probably get you about $500 a pop. My agency only takes forty per cent — that’s top rate — gives you a working income of about $16,000, Matty-boy. How’s that sound?’
Like bugger-all. Not even minimum wage.
His heart sank. He indicated Aroha. ‘But something like this, it’s different.’
Brad raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Corporates don’t want “different”, Mat. “Different” is risky and, frankly, modern companies don’t take risks. Just like in the movies: the only pictures the big studios make these days are the sure-fire winners: comic-book heroes and old movie stars reprising their best roles. That’s where the money is. Same with music and books. You gotta ride the demographic, Mat, and that’s where I come in. I survey the market for you, work out the best fit for the target audience, then you crank ’em out. And here’s the thing, Mat: I’m telling them what to think anyway! That’s my magic, kiddo: marketing magic. I give them all kinds of bullshit to explain why they need my product: which is you. It’s a virtuous cycle, Mat: a wave we can ride to fame and riches. We tell ’em what they want, then give it to them!’
Mat stared into space. It all sounded so depressing. Not like he’d dreamt it at all.
Brad thrust a sweaty hand at Mat: ‘Whaddya say, kid? We got a deal?’ He smirked. ‘Kids like you gotta have an income, right? For all the partying and drugs, heh! Artists don’t make a lot anyway, Mat, cos you don’t contribute anything important to the economy. Opportunities like this happen only once, kid. Look around this hall: any one of these schmucks would beg for this chance — but I want you! So whaddya say?’
Mat stared at the hand. Is this the test? Or is this life? Is this what dreams turn into?
He tried one last time. ‘But this one is selling for $3,000.’
Brad scowled at the flawless depiction of Aroha’s face. ‘And it took you, what? Two months? Three? You coulda slapped together twelve geo-designs at $500 each by then! Do the math, kid!’ He thrust out his hand, even more insistently. ‘C’mon Mat-ee-ooo, last chance. Look, I’ll take only thirty per cent for the first year, help you get set up. Can’t say fairer than that.’
Mat looked up at Brad’s grey, blank eyes, and shook his head. ‘No. I don’t want to do this.’
The man’s expression changed. ‘Why, you ungrateful little turd! You think you can just do what you want? You think life is a game? We’ll see how you feel in a few months when you can’t even feed yourself, let alone pay your rent. What you gonna eat, kid? Pencils? Paint brushes?’ He backed away, his expression utterly contemptuous, his voice rising. ‘You faggot artists are all the same. You live in la-la-land. You think the world owes you a living, because oo-la-la, you’re sooo “artistic” and “creative”. You think you can just party and screw and take drugs and get your whole lifestyle funded by honest people. You little parasite! You think you’re better than the rest of us? Do you?’
‘No!’ Mat shouted back. He pointed at the geo-picture. ‘But I’m better than that!’
‘That picture is worth money, kid. Money! Money you ain’t got. You think this show is free? The bank sponsored it, Mat. So they can look like they give a shit about culture, and get some new customers. That’s the way life is: wake up and smell the coffee! This is life, and it costs money!’
‘I don’t care! I’ll paint what I want!’ Mat spun, grabbed Aroha and ran from the hall, while people stared. Behind him, Brad’s bellowing laughter burned the air. The doors flew open before him, and the night swallowed him whole.

‘Hey, wanna drink?’
Mat turned. Somehow, he was sitting on a stool. In a bar. He looked around, puzzled: he wasn’t even drinking age. Then he looked up, caught a reflection, and stared.
He looked older, much older. His reddy-black hair was going grey. His face looked a little podgy, as though he had stopped exercising. And his eyes, they looked older, too, and dull. As though he had given up.
‘Hello? Matty? I’m right here.’ The voice said. He started, turned. It was a woman, a middle-aged, badly made-up woman with ridiculously dyed hair and a plump, spotty face. She seemed vaguely familiar …
‘Kelly?’
‘So you do remember me?’ Kelly snickered tipsily, and finished her drink. It looked like water, but her acrid breath smelt heavily of alcohol. ‘Double vodka, Matty-Mat-Mat. Your round.’ She reached out and stroked his thigh. ‘I’ll make it worth your while.’
Mat stared at her, recoiling inside. ‘Kelly? Uh … where’s Wiri?’
Her face contorted. ‘Don’t talk to me about that prick.’ She nudged him, leaning into his personal space in a way that made him uncomfortable. She reeked of drink and desperation. ‘So, where you been? Haven’t seen you for ages.’
‘Uh …’ He went to reply, when he suddenly realized that he had a whole set of memories he’d never experienced: going on the dole, because he couldn’t get a real job, and his paintings wouldn’t sell for anything like the amounts he needed to go fulltime. It seemed Brad had been right. Doors just never opened for him. In the end it had got so depressing he had chucked it in. ‘I’ve, uh, been working at a warehouse, as a storeman. We box stuff up, store it. I get to drive a forklift, on the good days.’ He shrugged, wondering how such a depressing thing could happen to him. ‘It pays the bills,’ he added apologetically.
‘Sounds awesome,’ Kelly mock-enthused. ‘I got bills like you wouldn’t believe.’ She nuzzled his face, ‘Wanna ’nother drinky-winky?’
He looked at her queasily. ‘Not really.’
‘Aw, c’mon. I’m thirsty.’ She giggled. ‘Or do you wanna go someplace private?’
He jerked away, stood up. She almost fell over, and he had to catch her. She held onto him, then turned the stumble into a drunken waltz step.
‘C’mon, Matty, let’s go play,’ she slurred. ‘I know you wanna. All through that journey to Cape Reinga, you were eyeing me up, wishing an’ hoping. Wanna make it come true?’ She tried to kiss him, her breath foul.
He held her at arm’s length. ‘Kelly, what happened to you? Where’s Wiri?’
‘Wiri!’ she spat. ‘I don’t want to talk about him! Or that one-eyed bitch he took off with!’
‘What?’
‘C’mon, Matty,’ she snarled drunkenly. ‘Don’t pretend you don’t remember! How he went off and left me “safe” at home? Then he made some really “intense connection” with that Evie-bitch, during the big storm. Then he told me how he’d fallen out of love with me, and it was my fault. I’d become fat and dull, he said. We’d “drifted apart”. And this thing he had with that tarot-reader cow was “real love”.’
Mat reeled away, stunned. Evie and Wiri? Surely not. Wiri would never … Evie wouldn’t …
Kelly grabbed his arm, her face sliding from pent-up fury to bleak desperation. ‘Do you believe in second chances, Matty? We never got together before, but it feels like Fate, meeting you like this. Life hasn’t been what we might’ve wanted, but who ever said it would be perfect? Second-best is good enough, right?’
He pushed her away. ‘Second-best is never good enough.’
She stared at him glassily, her face oozing through despair and anger in slow motion, then she seemed to crumple. He tried to catch her, as music exploded around him, and suddenly they were dancing, crazily … only it wasn’t her …
… it was Lena. The first girl he’d properly kissed. Tall, blonde, Amazonian. Dance-floor beats were pounding so hard he could barely think, just grin at her dazedly, as another wall of memories hit him, erasing the old false ones … He’d sold out, gone to work for Brad. Made bugger-all, slaved like a dog — until he made some real connections …
What was the point of magic powers if you didn’t make them pay?
An investment-banker friend of Brad’s, named Theo, talked him through the basics of stock trading. He used his powers to do the rest. Predicted market movements. Made more in half an hour than he had in a year of painting. Bought a house, and a shiny sports car. Met some really hot girls and lost all that stupid boyish innocence. Had suits tailored and holidayed half the year. Sampled some hazardous chemicals.
He looked around, saw Brad and Theo sprawled in lounge chairs, a pair of Asian girls on their laps gyrating in skimpy bikinis. There were lines of powder on the tables amidst empty bottles and glasses lying in puddles.
And now Lena! The goddess Lena: his own ‘one that got away’ story. She dragged him into a booth, shoved him into a seat and straddled his hips, staring into his eyes and laughing. ‘Wow! The little boy’s done grown up! Look at you! Mr Big-time!’
Mat stared up at her, lost in the almost savage danger she radiated. He’d not seen her since … when? He shrugged the thought away, conscious of the blood pounding through him, and how sexy and exciting she looked. ‘Where’ve you been?’ he shouted above the music.
‘All over,’ she shouted. ‘I’ve been everywhere, honey, and I’ve done everything.’ She stuck her chest in his face. ‘It’s great to see you! Never would’ve thought you’d come to a place like this! You were always such a little goody-good!’
He frowned. ‘Was I?’
‘Yeah! Little mammy’s boy. But now look: you got Cartier this and Hugo Boss that. Armani shoes. That’s workin’ it, man! That’s what it’s all about — making the moo-lah. Oh yeah!’ She bent over him and kissed him, hard, aggressively, while grinding her pelvis into his groin.
She tasted of lipstick and flat cola.
‘What about … you know …?’ He waggled his fingers. Lena had been the first fellow Adept he’d ever met, which had been a major part of his brief fling with her, because they’d had little else in common. She’d been too aggressive and materialistic for him. Then events had overtaken them: she’d been tricked and blessed — or cursed — with the power to become a taniwha.
‘The magic stuff?’ She screwed up her nose. ‘I gave it away! What girl wants to turn into a fuckin’ dinosaur every time she goes swimming? Social death, man! So I just gave it away to this Nature-freak girl who wanted it more’n I did.’
‘Wait, wait! You can give your powers away?’
‘Sure. I just wished them into an apple and she ate it, and bingo: she’s got the fishes, and I’ve got normality. Perfecto, baby!’
He blinked, genuinely stunned. ‘Wow. I never knew.’
‘Hey, don’t you go wishing what you’ve got away, darling. Cos you got the real thing! I’m told you’re worth millions, and even the financial police can’t work out how you cheat the system.’ She laughed, her eyes both impressed, and deeply, bitterly envious. ‘You always were the star, weren’t you?’
‘It wasn’t … I don’t cheat,’ he said.
But in these memories, in this life, it seemed he did. He felt a rising taste of bile in his throat, of self-disgust. This is what I always hated Byron Kikitoa for: cheating his way to the top. I’m not like that.
She laughed derisively. ‘You can’t deny it, Mat, not to me. Cos I know what you are.’ She bent and whispered in his ear. ‘I want in, baby. I’m sick of leeching off fat businessmen for my coke money. I want a bit of what you’ve got.’ She cocked her head, staring down at him. ‘Who knows, it might turn into love.’
He pushed her away. ‘No.’ There has to be more to love than this. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Love? No, it wouldn’t be that, just sex. Just more meaningless sex with yet another girl who meant nothing to him anymore. ‘No.’
‘No?’ She snorted. ‘You can’t tell me “no”, Mat. I know you’ve never stopped lusting after me. Well, you’ve finally got lucky: I want you, too, now. It’s too good an opportunity to miss, for both of us.’
He sat up, and this time he really shoved. ‘Get off me!’ She fell from his lap and sprawled on the beer-soaked carpet, shrieking abuse at him. He went to stand, appalled at what he’d done, wanting only to get out.
A heavy hand fell on his shoulder, and suddenly a big shaven-headed bouncer was lifting him bodily. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ the man shouted. He bunched a fist under Mat’s nose. ‘You don’t push around our girls, kid!’
‘Smack him one, Billy!’ Lena snarled. ‘Belt the rich wanker! Make him grovel!’
She works here … She works here …
Billy didn’t oblige her, although he clearly wanted to. Instead, Mat was dragged away, barely struggling. He saw Brad and Theo looking at him and laughing. ‘Bad Matty!’ Brad hooted. ‘See you at the next bar!’ He groped the girl on his lap while downing another shot.
Then Mat was hurled out into the night. His last sight was of Billy the bouncer’s face filled with disgust. ‘If I see you in here again, I’ll smash your face in, kid.’
Stupid senseless rage, born in his false memories, flared up inside him. ‘Oh yeah? I could have you fired! I know the manager! I’ll—’
The door slammed and Mat was left alone in the night, choking back more words, as the memories faded and he cringed in shame at his own behaviour.
And the night changed again …

It was some kind of tavern, so antiquated it could only be in Aotearoa. He was tired, exhausted to near stupor, and his behind was sore from days in the saddle of his horse. The food before him was boiled to the point of tastelessness, and the beer was watery and insipid.
‘Please, sir, would you like your fortune told?’
He looked up, blinking. A weather-beaten, bony woman, homely and greying and wearing an ugly eye-patch, stood beside the table. She was wearing gypsy clothing and brandishing a tattered tarot deck. ‘No,’ he told her. Then he frowned. ‘Have we met before?’
The woman peered at him, then slumped wearily into the seat opposite. ‘Who knows? I meet a lot of people. But if I have enough to drink I can forget any one of them.’
‘I’m sure … you were much younger, maybe?’ He peered at himself in the window’s reflection: he’d not changed at all physically since that night when he was only seventeen — people still took him for a teenager — until they saw the bitter experience worn into his eyes. Forty years of ennui.
She shrugged disinterestedly. ‘Nothing about that time that I want to remember. So, you buying?’
He ordered drinks, and a plate of stew for her, while she fanned out her cards. ‘Well, look at this,’ she said tiredly. ‘Seems you got exactly what you wanted. Your dreams all came true.’
‘Did they?’ he asked dully.
‘Yeah. Travelling Aotearoa, no responsibilities and no ties. Immortality. But …’ She frowned at the cards. ‘You lost your people, along the way.’
He had, too. Riki. His parents. Some girl he’d drunk from his memories. Others he’d simply not wanted to remember, after that one strange night with Aroha, up in the clouds. He hadn’t known who he was, or what he wanted, back then. Eternal life … it had been all too much. Slowly it had turned into eternal loneliness. It was only forty years ago, and that was the worst thing: how long was forever? And how pitifully small a fraction of forever was forty years? How could he ever endure another decade of this, let alone centuries, or millennia? He’d travelled every inch of Aotearoa and modern New Zealand, and seen nothing new. His ties to Aotearoa meant he couldn’t go abroad. He was trapped on these shores, and achingly bored.
Seeing his and Aroha’s son only caused him pain.
The kid is as bored and depressed as I am. He’s the Spirit of the Age alright— directionless, with no spark and no desire. Crushed by expectation and the weight of destiny.
Exactly the way I was when I entered Aroha’s chamber …
‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ he commented, looking away.
She took his hand, turned it over. Her fingers were hard and dirty. Working hands. She studied the lines on his palms, tracing his lifeline right across his palm. Her touch made him shiver. ‘This is not the end,’ she said softly. ‘Everything can still change.’
‘I suppose,’ he replied dully. ‘Everything keeps changing, all the time. I can’t keep up.’ He thought about that, how pathetic it sounded. ‘And I don’t care,’ he concluded.
‘You should. It’s your life.’ She closed his hand within hers. ‘But change has to start from inside you. You need to decide where to place your love and faith and trust. Where to place your passion. You need to pin your colours to something, or else nothing will ever bring you joy.’
‘What’s joy?’ he grunted. He swilled some beer. ‘What’s the point of something you can’t even taste? Or touch? Or see or hear or even smell? It’s meaningless.’
Her face softened. ‘Poor man. Life is never meaningless.’
He pulled his hand away. ‘But it is: I’ve got infinity, and it means nothing at all.’
She shook her head. ‘Life has whatever meaning we choose to give it. Love. Achievement. Service to others. Status. Wealth. All these things can mean something, if they are important to us. They can be positive or negative. Honest or false. Generous or selfish. Every meaning we give our lives is different. But we only get the one life.’
‘Or two.’ He spread his arms, indicating the world around her: ‘Aotearoa. Ghost World.’
‘It’s still the same life, just transported.’ She met his gaze with her one good eye. ‘Life is too big for one simple meaning to encompass it. We have to find our own truths, and be true to them. Make the world better for having been in it. Leave something to be proud of. Take your fair share and no more. Be part of the team, but express your individuality. Give of yourself to others. Life is a journey, and a balancing act. There are no absolutes, only doing what seems to be right, from one moment to the next.’ She spread her hands. ‘Take your pick.’
He stared at her. Her words — Well, they’re just the usual platitudes, aren’t they? But her face was naggingly familiar.
‘We have met before, haven’t we?’
‘A long time ago,’ she said. ‘You were important to me, once.’
He thought of the women he’d been with since Aroha. Half-hearted attempts to fight the slowly descending cloak of loneliness. She was none of them. ‘Why can’t I remember you?’
‘You were different then. You had dreams and ideals, but you thought you had to sacrifice them.’
‘I did. I had to.’ He frowned at the memory. ‘I saved the world.’
‘You did. But you lost yourself.’
‘That’s the nature of sacrifice. I did what I had to do.’ He studied her. There was something about her that reminded him that Life still held mysteries, even to him. Heaven knew it had been a long time since he’d felt that. ‘Stay, have another drink. We can just … talk.’
She smiled sadly, and shook her head. ‘I have other appointments,’ she said. She stood and swept up his coins in her deft fingers. ‘One day, it will end, Mat. Even your life will end.’
Good, he thought. I can’t wait.
He watched her go with the same faint regret he felt over everything that had happened to him, since that fateful night with Aroha. Then he went upstairs alone and fell into a dreamless sleep.

‘Wake up, Mat.’
He woke, full of lassitude, then he shook it off as the strange memories faded and his real life seemed to reassert.
I am Matiu Douglas. I am on a quest to reach Hine-nui-te-po, to gain immortality and save the world. But I hope I fail …
‘Mat — come on!’
He blinked, and stared as recognition struck him.
‘Riki?’



Only one winner
Mat sat up, stared, then threw himself at Riki. ‘Mate! You’re alive! You’re—’ He peered. ‘You are really you, aren’t you? This isn’t another dream, is it?’
Riki clapped his shoulders. ‘No way! I’m real, bro. I am so real!’ He shook his head as if dazed. ‘Man, the things I’ve seen! I’ve tackled Jonah Lomu and I’ve outrun bloody Shelob and I’ve kissed — ahem …’ He stared at Mat, beaming. ‘I knew you’d make it, man! You da supernatural superstar! You was always gonna make it. But every moment I expected I’d just DIE, you know?’ He was jiggling on the spot with glee, then seized Mat and hugged him again. ‘Mate, it is so great to see you!’
Absolute relief swept through Mat, leaving him trembling at the knees.
He’d been lying in thick grass, with hills enclosing either side of the dell. The sun was newly up, shining down the valley and revealing a shadowy path that seemed to climb between two converging ridge lines. The shape of the land reminded him of something, but he wasn’t sure quite what, and his brain was still a little foggy. The air temperature was warm, the grass dewy, and so was his feather cloak. Ngatoro’s taiaha lay beside his hand.
Is this another test? I don’t think I can take another one.
But this situation felt different. For one thing, he could remember all of those sets of differing and contradictory memories he’d experienced in those bars, and he knew that none of them had really happened. And when he recalled the feats he’d performed to escape the creature in the well, he kindled fire on his fingertips, and knew that he had retained all that he had learned. Absurdly, his fingers were itching to paint, to demonstrate those other new skills, too, despite the situation. He felt mentally exhausted, but renewed, topped up on hope and energy. And Riki had made it, too.
Then his exhilaration died, as he remembered that in this quest there could be only one winner. He wished the old tohunga was wrong, but he knew in his heart that that was a forlorn hope. He glanced sideways at his friend, caught something wistful in his face. ‘So,’ he asked, only half-teasing, ‘who did you say you kissed?’
Riki coloured. ‘Uh … Aroha …’
Mat felt his eyebrows shoot up. ‘You what?’
Riki looked flustered, for once. ‘It’s like, uh, we spent a bit of time together, during the tests. She said that unlike the other contenders, she knew nothing about me. It was kind of awkward at first, but once I got her to laugh, we got on like a house on fire.’
She laughed? Mat had never seen Aroha laugh. Her face was born to frown and look serious. He couldn’t even imagine her smiling. But then Riki was the most charming guy he knew. ‘I thought you were still getting over Cassandra?’
Riki went even redder. ‘Yeah, but … It was like years passed, in the tests. Aroha told me that was an illusion, but I’ve lived so many lives this night, man. Cassandra seems like forever ago.’ He looked at Mat. ‘Same for you?’
‘Yeah.’ He thought back to those false memories, and the sad, desperate bars and the girls he adored — Kelly, Lena, Evie — all reduced to such shadows of themselves, in ways that seemed to be his fault. ‘Too many lives, way too many.’
Riki went on talking, more to himself than to Mat. ‘Aroha, man, she’s got this light inside her, inside all the darkness, and when you see it, it’s the most beautiful thing.’ He looked sideways at Mat. ‘I’m jealous, dude.’
There was something in Riki’s voice that made Mat look at him sideways, a shimmer of warning vibrating through him. ‘Are you?’
Riki raised a placating hand. ‘Bro, don’t worry. You think in some of those false lives, I didn’t see myself stab you in the back, and try to take her for myself? That happened, dude, in more of them than I’d care to admit. I’m ashamed it even occurred to me once, but … Anyway, I don’t have the gifts you have. I resented you for it for a while, especially when Damien died and you couldn’t save him, but then I got over it. None of us can be everything we want to be: not even you. Sure, you’ve got all this magic-zap, but you aren’t half as cool as I am,’ he added with a sly grin. ‘Way I see it, we just got to do the best we can with the hand we’ve been dealt.’
Mat felt a welling of emotion inside. ‘You know, I reckon you’re the best lesson of any of these tests.’
Riki smirked. ‘Yeah, let me just burst into a chorus of “Young, Gifted and Black” for your entertainment.’ Then he looked at Mat soberly. ‘Give Aroha a chance, man. That’s all I say. Give her a chance, and it’ll be everything you could want.’
Mat swallowed, nodded reluctantly. ‘You’ve seen sides of her I haven’t,’ he admitted. ‘But I can try.’
‘You should, mate. You really should.’ Riki’s voice took on a reflective quality. ‘You know, I used to think of you as my kid brother, man. You were like smaller and real sensitive, and guys picked on you and all. The number of fights I got into, protecting you. But now, past couple of years I’ve been trailing around after you like you’re the big brother.’
‘How do you feel about that?’ Mat asked tentatively.
‘I’m OK. Really. I haven’t always been, but it’s been mostly fine. Amazing, actually. How can I get hung up on jealousy when I’m seeing a whole other world? It’s been a gift, man. A total buzz.’
‘Even the bits where people are trying to kill us?’
‘Aw man, ’specially those,’ Riki grinned. ‘Thrills and spills, dude. It’s been awesome.’ He set his jaw. ‘But we’re reaching the end now, aren’t we? If we’re properly back together and this ain’t just another test?’
Mat shook his head. ‘I think this is as real as it gets, from now on.’ He stopped: ‘Hey, did you really have to tackle Jonah Lomu?’
Riki smiled broadly. ‘Yep. It was like I was playing opposite him, and he kept on running me over like he was pounding that English fullback into the dirt for that famous try. I’ve never been great on defence, so I just couldn’t stop him, and the crowd and my teamies and the coach were all on my case. And it hurt, man, like I got broken bones and bloodied-up and all.’
‘So what did you do?’
‘I just remembered what my dad always said, to not be afraid and go in low and hard, and finally I nailed it. Brother can’t use his legs if you’ve got both his ankles wrapped up, even big Jonah. Same as anyone else.’
‘Awesome.’
‘I reckon,’ Riki smirked, then stood, twirling his taiaha. ‘I’m ready for anything, bro.’
Mat looked up at him, admiringly. I wish I was. ‘Thanks for coming, Riki. I couldn’t have made it without you. Just knowing you were in this too helped drive me on.’
‘Back at ya, Mat.’ Riki looked ahead. ‘So, onward?’
Mat nodded. ‘I suppose.’ He examined his gear, which all seemed basically intact. He particularly looked over the feather cloak, noting that Riki still wore his. ‘Hey, are these working now …?’
Riki shook his head. ‘Nah, sorry. They possibly give a bit more spring in your step when jumping, that’s all.’
Mat sighed. ‘Better than nothing. Hey, I’ve just woken up, so I’ve not had a look around. What have you seen?’
‘Well, I woke up about an hour ago, and I soon figured which way to go — it’s kind of obvious once you see it all. So yeah, I was coming up this path, when I found you asleep. You’re lucky it wasn’t Byron who found you, my man.’ He indicated the sloping path running up the valley. ‘It’s this way.’ He indicated the two ridges, which gently climbed to matching peaks. ‘I’m calling those two hilltops “The Knees”, if you catch my drift.’
Mat looked again, then sucked in a breath. Riki was right: it was as though they were climbing between the calves of some massive giant, who was lying on its back, half submerged in the earth. His imagination filled in the rest. In the legend Maui had passed within Hine-nui-te-po’s body …
He swallowed. ‘I guess we better go that way then.’
Riki touched his shoulder. ‘Yeah, cos look!’
He was staring back down the valley, towards what Mat could just about credit were giant feet, mired in a mountain range far away. But Riki was pointing to a closer spot, perhaps a kilometre below them. At first Mat saw nothing, but then a tiny dot burst from the woods, moving fast. His heart thudded. ‘Byron?’
‘Let’s check.’ Riki had pulled something from his pack.
Mat’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Binoculars?’
‘Hey, I was a boy scout too, briefly. It’s all in the preparation.’ Riki peered through the glasses, then handed them to Mat.
The lens revealed a youth Mat had never seen before, solid but fit, with pale skin and ginger dreadlocks. A Pakeha, or maybe part-Maori, heavily tattooed, wearing only a piupiu kilt and carrying a taiaha. He was powering up the slope, running freely. ‘Aroha said there were three others, apart from you and me.’
‘Yeah, she told me that, too,’ Riki said, his eyes misting over.
Mat was about to put the glasses down and suggest they run before this newcomer overtook them, when instead he gripped them tighter and stared.
The dreadlocked youth had suddenly stutter-stepped, stumbled and sprawled. There was now something jutting from his right thigh. An arrow. The young man staggered to his feet, as a dark shape erupted from the bushes beside him. In a flurry of blows, the newcomer dashed Dreadlocks’ taiaha aside with a savagely wielded patu, threw himself on top of his foe, and began to smash his skull in, the body beneath turning scarlet and losing definition.
Then the victor stood and roared, his triumph and fury echoing up the valley.
Byron Kikitoa.
Mat threw Riki the binoculars. ‘Mate, we have got to run like we have never run before.’

Destiny. That was what it felt like, a sound like a chorus of chanting worshippers powering Byron Kikitoa as he sat astride the shattered corpse, his skin slick with his enemy’s blood. He’d known this rival, knew he was strong, a protégé of a rival tohunga makutu. And now, just another stepping stone on the path to ultimate victory.
He’d already seen this moment, in those ghost-lives he’d been forced to endure. Some triumphant, some failures, but always bloody. Even those brief lives where he’d failed and been hunted down, there had been sweet moments: murdering those dearest to Douglas … claiming his other woman, the one-eyed seeress with the potent ancestry, and making her bear his child — yes, even the failures had been punctuated by small victories. But he would not fail. Not with so much at stake. Not when the summit of two worlds beckoned.
The hardest tests had been those in which he was confronted with the limitations of his power. Forced to deal with weakness. Nightmare struggles where it seemed that his foes were stronger than him. Lives where accident or injury had left him less than perfect. Blind or dumb or puny or impotent. Those had been hideous.
But I endured. That which does not destroy you will make you stronger.
He gazed down at his fallen enemy and cried out in victory, revelling in the moment.
Then his savage cry of triumph was cut short. A flash of light, like sunlight on glass, had flared from further up the valley. His newly honed senses told him what he sensed anyway: Matiu Douglas and his boyfriend, whatever his name was, were ahead of him.
How? For a moment his confidence wavered. Then he cleared his mind. The how didn’t matter. What mattered was running them down.
He leapt to his feet and stormed onwards, his mind calculating the distances and trajectories. As he saw Douglas and the other one begin to move, he guessed at their speed and recalculated. Douglas had picked up some extra pace from somewhere —we all will have learned something— but it would not be enough.
I’ll catch them— and I’ll slaughter them.
Drawing on the powers of earth, of wind, and the fiery blood inside him, Byron ran as he had never been able to before, even though he’d routinely outrun professional athletes even before this quest began. The slope was nothing to him, the exertion scarcely enough to make him pant. The other two makutu contenders were dead already; only Douglas and his skinny bum-buddy remained. With a sense of destiny powering him, Byron closed in on his prey.

As the valley narrowed between the two ridges —like thighs— Mat felt despair rise. Every glance behind told him that Byron Kikitoa was running them down relentlessly, far too swiftly for them to reach whatever awaited them when the path ended. They were running hard, and for the first time in his life, he was outpacing Riki, who had always been faster than him. For the first time his powers were in total synergy with his body.
I could make it if I was on my own …
He suppressed the thought with no difficulty. Riki was his friend, and there was no way he would leave him behind to Byron. He didn’t feel even the slightest rancour at the notion. We do this together or—
A new thought struck him, just as their destination came into sight, half a kilometre on. They both involuntarily slowed, staring ahead with wonder and unease.
The valley ended, as they had now come to realize it would, in high cliffs. Those closed in about a small stream that ended only a few metres away, in a deep, dark pool. The rocks were worn smooth by rain, bare of vegetation except for a few small trees. There was a mossy curtain at the point where the two cliffs met, two hundred metres away, and their eyes were drawn inevitably to a narrow, broken crack at the join, just wide enough, maybe, for a man to climb within. It glowed with a fiery energy, like molten lava, whose heat and steam he could feel even at this distance.
This is where Maui stood. This is what he saw …
‘It’s looks just like a … um,’ Riki muttered. ‘You know what.’ He looked profoundly uncomfortable. Then he took a deep breath, shrugged off his pack, and gripped his taiaha. ‘You go on. This is the last place where there is enough room to fight properly with a taiaha. I’ll slow the bastard down for you, give you time to get inside.’
Mat turned to him. ‘No. You can’t do that for me.’
‘It’s OK, man. I’ve already played out this scene, a dozen times. Most of those alternate dream-lives came down to this. I buy you time: it’s what the sidekick does in the end. He gives the hero the chance to win.’ He grimaced. ‘Sometimes I even hurt the bastard.’
Mat shook his own pack off. A thought that had struck him moments ago blossomed into intention. Ever since his dream encounters with Lena and Evie, this notion had been there: it was flawed, possibly fatally so. But it was better than all the other alternatives.
‘No,’ he said. ‘You go on. I’ll stay.’
Riki stared at him. ‘What?’
‘You go. I mean it. I’ve seen the possibilities here, and even if I do reach Aroha, it all ends in misery anyway. Mate, if you can find something in her to love then you deserve this chance, not me.’
‘But … I don’t understand. I can’t even get through that gap. We’ve been told all along that only a tohunga or a demigod has the power to go in there.’ He looked back. ‘Byron’s coming, man: he’s only minutes behind us.’
Mat reached into the nearest bush, a thin and spindly hinau, with only a few buds beginning to form, green and hard as stones. He selected one bud and let energy pulse slowly threw his hands. After a few seconds of concentration, a berry had formed in his fingers, small and dark. He plucked it, and stared into its heart. Although his mind’s eye kept showing him an image of Byron Kikitoa, storming towards them like a hurricane, he forced himself to concentrate, to see into the tiny fruit, and more than that, to see inside himself.
He had no idea what types of power Riki would need, so he put all that he had in the next act. Drawing on the recollection of the dream of Lena in the nightclub, and praying it wasn’t a lie, he did as she had said she had done.
I place all of my powers and knowledge of magic into this berry. Let it be so.
The berry in his hand began to glow, a deep resonant purplish blue.
Riki stared at the berry and then at Mat. ‘What are you doing?’
‘I’m giving my powers to you.’
‘What?’
‘I learned how during the tests.’ Sort of. ‘Listen, even if I do reach Aroha, it doesn’t work out. We just don’t have a connection. You can’t force what isn’t there. And the child that results — the world that results — is all wrong. It’s bleak and sad and lifeless. But you tell me you made her laugh! That’s more than I ever could. She’s waiting for you. You, not me.’
‘I can’t. We’ll fight him together, then—’
‘We’ll lose. He’s too strong, we both know that. I’ll slow him down at best. Please: eat this and go!’ Mat thrust the glowing berry into Riki’s hand. In the distance, Byron shouted a challenge. He was barely a minute away. ‘Take it!’
Riki took the berry, his face a picture of misery. He brought the berry to his lips, and his eyes met Mat’s. ‘OK. Good luck, kemosabe.’ He bit the berry, and his eyes widened. He swallowed and stared. Mat could see the effect immediately, even as his own senses dimmed. A feeling like being drained of blood struck him, or turning slowly blind and deaf at once.
‘Wow, is this how you feel normally? This is amazing, bro.’ Riki gasped. He kindled flame on his fingertips, then doused it, eyes wide. He was literally bursting with light and energy. But they were out of time. Byron appeared over the final rise and tore toward them.
Riki straightened, gripping Mat’s shoulder. ‘Mat, I love you, mate. I will do what is right. And you: fight hard. And if you can: live.’
Mat looked back at him, feeling empty, hollowed-out … and utterly at peace with himself for the first time since the death of Puarata, more than two years ago. ‘Go.’
Riki lifted his clenched fist, touched it to Mat’s. ‘Bay boys go hard.’
‘Bay boys go hard,’ Mat replied automatically.
Riki blinked savagely, wiped his eyes then turned, and with dazzling speed tore away, up the final stretch of the valley toward the cleft.
‘Go hard, brother,’ Mat whispered after him. Then he gripped his taiaha and turned to face the onrushing Byron Kikitoa.



Hataitai ridge
Evie stood shivering behind a farm shed, just below the rim of the Hataitai ridge. Not far from her, Wiri was talking in urgent tones to Fitzy the turehu, who was in his dog form, trying to pick up Kiki’s scent. They were in Aotearoa, and the storm was finally passing. From her vantage, facing across the harbour, she could see white-headed waves streaming north. She was huddled in her jacket, grateful for its warmth, and even this small shelter. But she was far from comfortable, and filled with anxiety.
In modern New Zealand, Hataitai was a well-to-do suburb, but in Aotearoa this area was still largely farmland, with the encroaching urban housing still several hundred metres away in Melrose, overlooking Oriental Bay. She could only make the houses out as pale spots against the dark bulk of the hills. Closer to hand, there was a string of lights, lamps of the searchers spread out across the ridge: men of the Colonial Constabulary, clutching their muskets and searching the hilltop for a person they no doubt dreaded finding.
But are we right? Is this the place Kiki is coming to?
They’d come here as swiftly as they could, once they guessed at what was planned. Kiki is going to rouse the dead taniwha. That would cause damage enough, but Wiri believed it would also bring another taniwha here, the living one that dwelt in the straits. In this world, that will cause damage enough, but Wiri believes that our world will be endangered also.
The two worlds were linked, Wiri said. What impacted one, affected the other. So a massive taniwha being roused here in Aotearoa would cause devastation in the modern world, too. Earthquakes and tidal waves. Images of the earthquakes in Christchurch kept replaying in her mind, and translating themselves to Wellington. Buildings collapsing all through the city, steel and glass raining down, crushing people by the thousand … and then the waves sweeping in, like that awful tsunami in Japan.
They’d been up here an hour or more, and there was still no sign of the tohunga makutu, not since he’d last been seen at the old Government Buildings. Evie was wringing her hands in worry. At any moment disaster might strike. There had been no time to attempt any kind of mass evacuation, much less to use what contacts the Dead Premiers had to try to prepare the real world for such an event. They had to find Kiki, and soon.
‘Everalda?’ Wiri joined her, his handsome face anxious. The ‘moment’ they’d had at the library rushed back to haunt her, although now she couldn’t think what had come over her, and just the embarrassment remained. ‘Anything?’
Even her tarot skills were hampered here: it was too windy to spread the cards. She’d been improvising, separating the Major Arcana cards from her tarot and drawing them singly, trying to interpret them in the context of what was happening. Their news wasn’t good: The Tower, The Devil, Death and The Moon were constantly cropping up — cards that presaged major change. They frightened her.
‘Nothing, just this constant increase in the tension.’ Her blind eye was throbbing again, so much that it felt like it must surely be puffing up like a beach-ball, though touching it told her it wasn’t. ‘But—’ She stopped suddenly, then gripped the wall in fright. ‘Listen! Do you hear that?’
They both froze, staring out into the night, straining their ears. Trying to hear beneath the whistling of the wind, the crack of waves on the shore below, and the distant roll of the thunder. At first she thought she must have imagined it, conjured the sound from her fears, but then Wiri’s eyes widened, and she knew that he had heard it, too.
Music. Flute music, soft but sure, swirling about them in snatches, a simple four-note refrain that was wrapping itself around her, sinking into her skin. It had a nagging quality, tugging at her bones, urging her to stop and listen, to open her eyes—to wake up.
Oh no. He’s started.
‘Where’s it coming from?’ Wiri stepped away from the building, and stared out into the night. He looked about him wildly, as the winds snatched at the sound. ‘I can’t—!’ He threw her a look, made a gesture that probably meant ‘stay there’, and ran off into the night, shouting at the lines of men and their lanterns. She was left alone, feeling helpless and useless.
Then a hand gripped her arm, and she almost screamed.

‘You are Everalda.’
It was a statement, not a question. Evie nodded mutely, her heart still pounding.
The man who had appeared beside her was ancient but erect, a shock of white hair on his head, his face deep brown and lined with moko. His eyes were unflinching, full of the steel of lifetimes of self-discipline. She’d never met him before, but she knew him instinctively.
‘Ngatoro-i-rangi?’ she squeaked.
‘I need you,’ the old tohunga said in his iron voice. ‘Come.’ He didn’t move, though; not physically. He closed his eyes in concentration and energy pulsed, flooding over them both, and the world moved instead. She’d done this before with Mat, the shift between worlds, but this took much longer. Not, she sensed, because Ngatoro could not shift so swiftly, but the opposite: he had the strength to draw out the process. As the darkness shivered and shifted around them, he opened his eyes again, meeting hers.
‘You are looking in the wrong world, Everalda van Zelle. Kiki is in your world, playing his flute. We must confront him there.’
‘Shouldn’t we bring Wiri and the soldiers?’
He shook his head. ‘They would only get in the way. Kiki has begun, and only a magician like you or me can do what is needed now.’ He regarded her, frowning, as the hazy light about them shifted. She felt a sense of movement, as though they were moving not just between worlds, but also in location within their destination, something she’d not known to be possible. ‘When we emerge, we will be detected, and he will assail us immediately. Do you know how ancient tohunga fight, Everalda?’
She shook her head, her mouth going dry.
‘Kiki and I are almost invulnerable, but there are ways to kill even such as we. I will call upon Hine-nui-te-po, the Death Queen, to send her wairau — her spirit. It is a seldom-used spell, as it has great risk to the caster, but only such a spell can kill Kiki for good. The wairau will manifest as a being of simple and deadly efficiency, with only one purpose: to take the life of all present but the last survivor.’
Evie swallowed. ‘What will it look like?’
‘It is invisible to those without the power you or I have. A normal human would only see two old men babbling at each other, but you will see it clearly. A shape like a shadow. Whoever it touches will die. A death wairau can only be kept at bay through invocations, repeated every few seconds. It is a simple being, and cannot strike one who is praying to Hine-nui-te-po, whose spirit it was born of. But falter, or misspeak the incantation, and it is no longer repelled. The food in your belly will turn to poison, and your heart will stop.’
Evie remembered puzzling over old legends of mystical battles between tohunga that had made no sense to her, in which they fasted and chanted spells until one misspoke and died: no doubt the storyteller had not been able to perceive the deathwairau. She shuddered. ‘What can I do?’
He met her eyes. ‘I am old, Everalda. Far too old to face Kiki alone and prevail.’
‘But Wiri and the soldiers could—’
‘Get in our way, distract us both fatally, die uselessly, and add nothing to our chance of victory,’ the old tohunga replied flatly. He gripped her bicep. ‘I need you with me, to bear me up, and to take over if I fail. But know this: you will be as vulnerable as I.’ He gripped her tighter. ‘Will you do this, daughter of Puarata? Will you stand by me?’ There was something resonant in his words, as if this were a question he had been waiting a long time to ask.
There was no doubt in her mind: she was too far into this maze to back out now, and she would never run and hide, when hope remained. ‘Yes. I will.’
A brief smile creased his mouth. ‘Thank you, daughter of Puarata. I understand the sacrifices you are making, and the legacy you are fighting. Have faith in yourself, and we will prevail, child.’
She could hear the timbre of doubt in his words. The numbers don’t add … he says only one will survive … and there are two of us. But he’s trying anyway. Somehow, that he was willing to try gave her the courage to do the same.
‘These are the words you must repeat, child. I will be saying them in my tongue, but you may use your own: the death wairau will understand. You must say this: I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not. That phrase will convince it not to harm you, but only for a few seconds before it forgets you have spoken and comes again. Then the phrase must be repeated. Say it aloud, now.’
She did so, hesitantly at first, then more fluently.
Ngatoro nodded approvingly. ‘With these words, you repel the spirit and send it back at Kiki. He must in turn send it against us again, or it will take him instead.’
She took that in. ‘OK, sounds simple.’
‘It will not be simple, child. The wairau will take forms to terrify you, and the stress of its regard would be enough to freeze a strong man’s tongue. But with courage, you will manage. Remember, Kiki is an old man also, like me. He cannot manage to sustain such forces for long, any more than I.’
She gulped. He squeezed her hand. ‘Courage, child. I am about to complete the journey.’
The night swirled around them, colours flashed, and they were suddenly standing in the middle of a football pitch, on flatlands with hills on two sides. A dimly seen changing room was on their right, goal posts dimly visible as the sky lightened. Dawn was coming, and the storm had almost gone, the last stinging drops of rain sleeting down about them. The ground was spongy, and the southerly slapped Evie’s skin as she blinked and looked about her.
The flute was louder here, and even as they got their bearings the ground suddenly heaved, shaking so much that Evie stumbled. For a panicked moment, it seemed they might be too late. Then Ngatoro shouted a challenge that rang out in the pre-dawn light. ‘Kiki Who Withers Trees! It is I, Ngatoro-i-rangi! Face me, or die!’
A dark, hunched shape stood in the centre of the football pitch, facing the hill to the north — the Hataitai ridge. It shifted, and a low hiss sounded. The flute music stopped abruptly, and so did the shaking of the ground, just when it seemed it might keep going.
‘Must I be confronted at every turn?’ Kiki’s voice rumbled across the pitch toward them. ‘Byron is coming, Ngatoro. You should be running and hiding!’
‘Better to die fighting than as a rat in a hole, Kiki my enemy.’ Ngatoro hammered his staff into the ground, and shouted aloud. Darkness swirled about them, and, just as Ngatoro had predicted, something formed in the air between them. It was darker than night, as if a tiny black hole in space had come into being, swirling and pulling at her, not physically, but in some way that her mind and her spirit could sense. The death wairau. She began to speak instantly:
‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not. I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not.’
Alongside her, Ngatoro also spoke, a stream of Maori words that mirrored her own flow. Almost immediately she heard some variant from Kiki, croaked into the night, sending the spirit back at them. For a few seconds everything seemed fine, but she could see the darkness bunching, the shape of it growing clearer. There were eyes, vile and ancient, studying her, crawling over her skin as tangibly as spider legs, and the air grew thinner. Her throat began to tighten as she babbled, desperately trying to avoid a slip, as the darkness began to flow toward all three protagonists at once.
‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not.’
Ngatoro planted his feet, clinging to his staff, his voice strong, but she could sense him swaying slightly as the death spirit began to take form before him. Evie could not spare him even a glance, because a face was forming out of the darkness before her, with glittering eyes full of malice. Her father: Puarata.
He was speaking, hissing imprecations, accusing her of all manner of evils. She blanked him. She’d never known him, never wanted to. ‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not.’ The darkness recoiled, snarling.
She pulled a card from her Major Arcana. The World, signifying success, completion, even eternal life. It hung in the air, and slowly turned to face Kiki and the death wairau.
The death spirit surged towards her again, wearing her mother’s face, pale and vengeful, spitting hatred and contempt. ‘Weakling! Betrayer! You know what you are! You sacrificed me for your ambitions!’
Donna died saving me. It was her choice to come. She lifted her head proudly at her memory. ‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not.’
The wairau drew back again, snarling, hiding its face. When it came back next, it was as the first of her two brief love affairs, the man who had taken her virginity, then dumped her. But he’d meant little to her then, and less now. The second one, a British tourist, had meant more, but even then she had enough emotional distance that nothing the wairau said could get through.
Beside her she sensed strain in Ngatoro’s voice, could feel his hand on her shoulder shaking, uncontrollably. That threw more fear into her than anything the spirit had engendered so far. ‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not.’
She drew The Star from her tarot deck and hung it in the air. Faith. Inspiration. The mixing of the past and future. It shone brightly above her. She felt the wairau recoil from it.
It tried mimicking her birth parents, barraging her with lines from old arguments, accusing her of all manner of false things. It even tried Mat, but she was reconciled even to his fate, now.
‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not.’
She began to feel some degree of confidence.
Then beside her, Ngatoro coughed, his old form unable to take the strain of the contest any longer, and the phrase on his lips choked into silence.
Like a cobra striking, the wairau enveloped him, while the latest visage to confront her; that of Kelly, Wiri’s wife, accusing her of trying steal her husband, went silent and watched her with burning intensity, waiting for her to falter, too, in shock. She almost did, the words all but tripping, her mouth so dry she could barely speak.
‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not.’
Beside her, the darkness receded from Ngatoro, who slumped then fell on his face, right at her feet. Her heart thudded so hard she thought she might be going into seizure. Her terror returned fivefold, as the wairau became Byron Kikitoa, telling her with hideous relish what he would do to her body and soul on his return to Earth. This time she couldn’t ignore the words, and for a few seconds was speaking her incantation by rote. And worse, through the darkness Kiki himself was advancing, forcing her to speak more swiftly as the wairau bounced between them, so that her invocation had to be renewed faster and faster and faster.
‘I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not. I am Everalda, a child of Hine-nui-te-po. Touch me not …’
Something had to give, because she couldn’t keep this up much longer. With supreme concentration she kept speaking, as the wairau hunched over her, like a giant mantis or a spider, waiting to spring while assaulting her senses with a dreadful stench, hissing abuse at the way she looked and smelt and walked and dressed and anything else it could conceive of.
‘I am Everalda … a child of Hine-nui-te-po … Touch me not!’
She was on the edge of her endurance now, the stress wearing her down. In desperation she drew another card, knew it would be the final one she could manage. The terrifying thing was that her utmost concentration had to go into the incantation: she could spare nothing to guide her tarot.
She drew the card blind, completely ignorant of what she had brought into play.
It was Wheel of Fortune. The card of destiny, of luck, of unexpected gain — or loss.
Her words stumbled, and the wairau struck.



Death Goddess
Byron Kikitoa tossed aside his archery gear and his pack. He looked older and stronger, towering above Mat as he preened and flexed.
After a moment of thought, Mat elected to keep his feathercloak on, as it still bestowed a certain lightness of feet, even if it might hamper his fighting. Mobility, more than the ability to produce the full range of blows, might be what prolonged this fight, and give Riki the chance he needed. He threw one last glance over his shoulder at his friend’s shrinking form, haring along the path toward the cleft at the end of the valley, then faced his foe.
His mind was utterly free of doubt. This was the right thing to do. The only thing. He recalled something else Ngatoro had told him: ‘In the end, we are only caretakers, handing down this world to the next generation. We should seek only to enhance that legacy.’ That would be his goal. His sacrifice.
So, I really was just the sidekick after all.
Mat felt only amused pride in that.
He plucked a feather from his ragged cloak, and laid it on the ground before him. Words he’d learned by rote in Maori Studies, a formal challenge to a guest arriving at a marae, poured from his lips. He threw himself into it; let his anger at Byron Kikitoa and Kiki and all they represented be translated into the passion of word and dance. The taiaha swirled in his grip, the rhythm laid down by slapping feet and smacking his hand against his thigh, each thrust with weapon and fist laying down the threat of death to any who came with dishonour in their hearts. When he finished, he was crouched over the feather, the peace offering, his head twisted sideways, with his tongue protruding, and his weapon gripped ready to give battle. He crabbed backwards, allowing Byron the right to take up the peace offering, knowing he wouldn’t.
Byron shed his own cloak, his expression steely, relentless. ‘I spit on your challenge, Douglas.’ His voice revealed his full contempt for tradition and protocol; he existed only for the kill. He slid his hands through the wrist bands of two bone patu. Their edges were as sharp as razor’s edges. He went into an elaborate tracery of movements, deft and deadly, an almost hypnotic display, then closed in. ‘Where’s your friend? Crying behind a boulder, unable to watch?’
Let him think that.
But Byron stopped and looked past Mat into the middle distance, towards the cleft. He saw Riki’s retreating form and sneered. ‘What’s that fool doing? Does he think to reach Aroha himself?’ Byron spat dismissively. ‘He has not the capacity.’
Let him think that, also.
Mat inched forward towards the swirling pattern of Byron’s weapons. Although he wished he could somehow prolong this, he needed to engage Byron’s attention fully, before he thought too hard about what Riki was doing.
So with a shout he leapt at his foe, sweeping his weapon sideways to crack against Byron’s right patu, then using the momentum of the blow to bring the taiaha back to high guard, and send it sweeping downwards towards Byron’s skull.

For a few minutes all was well, as Riki powered up the gentle slope. Behind him, he could hear Mat’s voice rise, the ritual words of a formal challenge flowing from his mouth fluently. It would have made their Maori Studies teachers weep with pride, had they been there to hear it. He whispered a silent prayer to whoever might be listening that Mat might somehow make it through. It tore at his guts to leave his best friend behind like this, but there seemed no option, not if one of them was to reach Aroha.
Matty always comes through these situations, he told himself.
He won’t when he’s given away all his power, a darker voice replied.
As the cleft ahead loomed larger and the cliffs closed in on him, Riki saw that they now had sweeping carved designs on them, the designs of ta moko, writ large on the thighs of this giant earth goddess. In the stream beside him, which ran from the cleft above, reeking of sulphur, there were long eels, each as thick as his leg, tracking his movements as he passed. The heat of the water was filling the gorge, making him sweat, and the sulphur began to fill his nostrils. It became hard to breathe, dizzying to go on. He tottered towards the stream, suddenly and idiotically thirsty, and the eels gathered, jaws snapping.
Without having had the time to fully assimilate Mat’s powers, he had no idea what he could or couldn’t do, so he acted purely on instinct. He reached out for cleaner air, tried to draw it to him. For a second it all seemed to go wrong, as the fumes of the stream only became more noxious, as though he had sucked them all towards him, but then a cooling gust washed over him from lower down the valley, pushing the poisonous gases up. A couple of eels lunged up out of the water at him, but he leapt clear. Jaws snapped centimetres behind him as he began to dart and leap, crossing the stream in bounds, careful never to touch the water, the frenzied eels pursuing. Heat rose, beating at his face, until the water he was leaping was boiling, repelling even the eels.
He burst past the point where they could follow him, soaked in sweat and lost in clouds of steam, barely able to breathe but for the lifeline of air he was pulling from outside. The heat was almost unendurable. He floundered, unable to think how to counter it, while his clothes and his feather cloak began to crisp and char on him. The heat was like a wall in front of him and his skin was beginning to blister. The fiery cleft before him filled his sight, turning the world to an orange blur.
What would Mat do? He had no idea, but some kind of answer came when his hand brushed the rock face and found it cooler than the heat radiating from before him. He gripped it, some wild idea about crawling into the rock to hide filling his befuddled head, but the rock was solid.
Something did happen, though: a kind of temperature exchange, heat flowing through him into the rock, which began to heat, as his own skin cooled. At first he thought he’d imagined it, but then the effect became unmistakable. As he kept contact with the stone, that steadied him as he stumbled on, right into the burning mouth of the cleft, a narrow chamber with walls of glowing lava opening around him. A few steps on and his feather cloak began to burn, the feathers curling up and withering to ash, yet he himself felt almost nothing. Then his clothing burnt away as well, but his skin and hair remained undamaged. He lost the vortex of clean air, but he didn’t seem to need it now, as though it was a crutch he no longer required in order to walk.
His sight was filled with throbbing and vividly coloured walls of liquefying stone that blocked his way, his vision warped and distorted by the currents of heat. He was naked but for the taiaha in his hands, his skin burnished and lit by the orange glow. Yet he felt strangely comfortable, now entirely attuned to this unearthly environment. There was no visible way ahead, but he sensed that the barrier at the far end of this chamber before him was thin … a hymen of stone, he realized with a flush of discomfort that he nervously dismissed.
The solemnity of the moment did not escape him. This was the final quest of Maui. This was immortality or annihilation. This was the renewal of the age. Kiki had done this. Before him, so too had Rakauri, the father of Ngatoro. He was walking a path trod by giants.
Riki had never been one to get overawed by such weights. With a light toss of his head and a wry grin at the irony of it all, that a vagabond kid from Meeanee could walk in the footsteps of legend, he raised his taiaha and plunged it into the barrier.

Within seconds, Mat knew he was in trouble. Byron swayed from his overhead blow, and with his left hand slashed, slicing a long bleeding wound in Mat’s forearm, then lashing out with his foot, catching Mat across the midriff and hurling him backwards towards the pool.
Byron grunted in apparent surprise at the ease of his strike. ‘Pathetic, Douglas.’ But he still circled warily. His gaze was firmly on Mat’s hands, where the red fingernails still protruded, the gifts of the fire goddess. He didn’t follow up his blow as he could have, darting aside instead.
He thinks I am trying to fool him into overconfidence. Byron’s scared of the fire-nails.
Mat wondered how he could use that.
Taiaha-lore taught that you should watch the feet of your opponent, to anticipate their blows. If Byron was going to have one eye on Mat’s hands instead, perhaps there was some chance of landing a few blows. He advanced again.
They exchanged cautious blows, like fencers using rapiers, not quite coming together, probing. Then Byron sprang forward, his two weapons flashing, his left-hand patu crunching against Mat’s taiaha and rebounding. The stone club broke in half. Mat smiled grimly. His powers might have been given away, but the taiaha was still Ngatoro’s, and retained its potency. He gave ground, as Byron adjusted his stance to fight one-handed, and circled even more warily.
They were both side-on to the trail now, close to the pool. Byron backed a little, threw a glance towards Riki. Mat followed the look: his friend had slowed, was walking dizzily. He felt his anxiety rise.
‘The fool won’t last another minute,’ Byron remarked grimly. ‘Does he know nothing?’
I’ve got to keep his attention here. Mat attacked again, lashing out, but keeping distant and using the length of his weapon to keep Byron at bay. Despite having only one weapon now, Byron batted Mat’s blows aside with almost contemptuous ease, but didn’t follow up. Mat had noticed this when they fought in Arrowtown: Byron was a cautious predator, like a big cat: content to fight patiently, letting small wounds weaken and cripple an enemy without taking risks. That suited Mat, who wanted this to take as long as possible. But now Byron was clearly beginning to sense that something was wrong.
After another flurry of blows, they were momentarily some ten metres apart. Suddenly the young tohunga makutu slashed his patu through the air, shouting a spell, and Mat sensed a blur of bone, then his vision swam as the skin on his chest was slashed open from fully ten metres away. He gasped, flinching and ducking aside as a second spell-blow lashed at him, parting the air where his face had been an instant before.
Byron stared at him, perplexed. ‘Surely you know the counter to that spell, Douglas? I learned it in my first year as an apprentice.’ His eyes flickered to the distant figure of Riki again, vanishinginto the steamy mists further up the gorge, ever closer to the cleft.
Go, Riki! Go! Mat licked his dry lips, his chest burning, blood welling through the rent in his skin.
‘Your companion, he is no Adept,’ Byron stated, doubt growing in his voice. ‘My master has investigated all of your friends.’ His stance became more aggressive. ‘Let’s end this.’
He’s starting to realize. Riki was barely visible now, but a strong wind was blowing up the gully towards the cleft, lifting the steam away, revealing his friend, now holding to the walls and approaching the glowing cleft, an orange radiance all about him.
Byron straightened, then with a sudden snarl began an invocation, reaching out a hand towards Mat, fingers splayed. Mat knew the spell, and knew the counter, but he was no longer an Adept, so any words he said would have been pointless. It was a heart-grip, a makutu spell an Adept could use against a human with relative impunity, but would never work against anyone with skill in magic.
Mat tried to advance, as the spell was a slow one, not one that was easy to use in combat. But Byron cast it faster than he thought possible. He felt the tohunga makutu’s grip inside his chest as clearly as if his enemy had plunged a hand inside his ribcage. He tried to shout, in useless defiance, as his legs wobbled and he fell against the wall behind him. He tried to fight back, but without his powers, all he could do was attempt to manage his body’s response. The air in his throat seemed to become as thick as dust, and his skin was burning up. He looked up at Byron, saw him advancing slowly around the pool, patu raised now, left hand still extended toward him.
He had seconds left.
This is it … this is what dying feels like …
Byron glared almost indignantly at him. ‘You’ve got nothing,’ he exclaimed disgustedly. ‘You are nothing!’ He loosened his heart-grip, shaking his head, his caution forgotten. ‘Why did Kiki ever fear you? A child has more power than you. Yet at Arrowtown, at least you had something.’
Mat’s legs gave way and he slid down the rock, falling into a seated position. Byron loomed over him, left hand still raised with fingers bent into talons, the link to his heart still there. He kicked Mat’s taiaha away and bent down, patu raised to strike, the blow withheld by curiosity alone.
Mat turned his head to where Riki had reached the cleft, his dark shape silhouetted against the orange glow. Byron followed his gaze. His confidence faltered. ‘How has he got so far? How …?’
‘My … mana … now his …’ Mat managed to choke out, because by now it was too late for Byron to do anything about it— and too late for him, too.
‘No!’ Byron gasped. ‘Not possible! You can’t just give another your power! You can’t!’ Disbelief and denial wrote themselves all over his face. Mat forgotten, he straightened and stared out across the pool.
Mat managed to gather his own wobbling legs beneath him, as Riki vanished into the cleft.
‘NOOOO!’ Byron screamed, utter fury and despair bursting from him. He began to move, his eyes wild as he began a leap that would take him over the pool and set him on a frantic sprint up the gully to the cleft.
Mat’s diving tackle struck him about the waist, and they plummeted together into the pool.

The taiaha tore a rent in the barrier, revealing a tunnel beyond, then burst into flames and disintegrated, as Riki pushed through the living heat. Looking at his hands, he could see the bones of his fingers through his skin, lit from behind. He was sweating litres, rivulets running down his bare skin, and walking was like wading through boiling, invisible treacle. But he was unhurt. He went on, another dozen steps and another. The walls of the cave were glowing, with molten rock seeping through. Twice he passed blemishes on the wall, and realized with a start that these black stains were in the shape of human skeletons, burned to silhouettes like the victims of the atomic bomb at Hiroshima. Then he stumbled out of the close confines of the passage into a chamber, and the heat vanished. He stopped, gaping in wonder.
The chamber was about the size of the interior of a bus, with walls of obsidian glistening. Strangely, the only source of light was a full moon, low to one side as though about to set, its light shining through the semi-transparent walls. On the other side — eastwards, he supposed —was the glow of imminent dawn. The silver and rose light mingled as it bathed the only object in the room: a slab of stone like a sacrificial altar, right in the middle. On it lay Aroha, lying on her back, clad in a feather cloak. She seemed to be asleep.
He walked slowly to her, then froze, glancing sideways. There was something else in the room: a piwakawaka, a fantail, perched on a small ledge, watching him intently. The fate of Maui sprang immediately to his mind: during his passing through Hine-nui-te-po, it had been a fantail that had woken the goddess, who in her rage had crushed the demigod to death. Riki stared at the tiny bird, scared to even breathe.
Be quiet, little bro, he begged it silently. Please!
The bird cocked its head, but remained still. For now.
Ever so cautiously, Riki shifted his gaze from the watchful bird to the sleeping goddess. He exhaled slowly, and lost himself in her face. In many of the dream-tests she’d been present in some way. Initially as a frightening presence, but then he’d got her to smile. They’d talked, and laughed. She’d asked him about his life, what was important to him. They’d even kissed, shyly. It had been like drinking a sweet, potent liquor. Like honey and warm gold. He’d dared to dream. Although the girl on the slab seemed lifeless, he could sense the power in her: not a benevolent power, but not evil either. Hine-nui-te-po, Queen of Death and the Night. He could sense her might, quiescent for now, but strong enough to crush and destroy worlds. She frightened him, despite having seen her softer side.
So now what? he wondered. Do I kiss her, like Sleeping Beauty?
He looked again at the fantail, and its beady, piercing eyes. It was waiting, watching him avidly, half-puffed up as though to squawk a warning.
I could kill it, he realized. He could feel the spell bubbling up from the knowledge Mat had given him. A death spell. Makutu. Is that what Maui should have done? He explored the possibilities, and realized that this was indeed a winning move, one that would give him the chance to become immortal. The fantail was just a bird: one helpless life among myriad. Who would even care? It’s what Kiki did, he realized. That’s how he managed to conceive Puarata.
He shook his head. The act felt wrong, poisonous … evil. He walked slowly around Aroha, hesitating, seeking another way. All the while his eyes drank in her perfect face, and her glorious body, just lying there waiting to be claimed.
Am I really supposed to make out with her while she sleeps?
The notion left him feeling queasy, as though someone had suggested he drug a girl in a nightclub. It was far too close to date-rape for his liking, and he would not do that, not even for immortality.
So he remained frozen in thought, and the fantail bobbed along its little perch, staring at him and waiting. Moments crawled past. The rosy glow grew on the eastern side of the chamber, the light of dawn infusing the chamber, even penetrating the rock walls. The fantail became restless, and so did he.
Time is passing, and I don’t know what to do.
What happens if I do nothing before sunrise? Is the chance lost?
Slowly, still unsure what he should do, he reached out a reluctant hand and touched Aroha’s arm, with no clear intention, just the imperative to do something.
The little piwakawaka screamed a warning, and her eyelids flickered open.



Shafts of light
In the blink of an eye, as Riki backed away, his brain unable to supply any kind of meaningful action, Aroha went from comatose on the slab to upright, staring at him with eyes of dark fire. Her black hair flared about her, and her lips parted, revealing white teeth, pointed and gleaming. Terrifyingly beautiful, glacial and pitiless. In the next instant she flashed across the chamber and was in front of him, her face filled with rage and contempt.
The little piwakawaka was chortling with malicious glee, eyes bulging as it waited to witness Riki’s end. The weight of the goddess’s gaze fell on him. Crushed him. She reached out her hand, and froze the breath in his throat. The world swayed, and his legs gave way.
‘Aroha …’ he whispered, as he fell.

Mat was wrapped around Byron’s waist as they plunged into the pool, the water tearing at his grip as his enemy twisted and lashed out with hands and feet, trying to rip Mat from him as they fell through clear warm water, fish scattering, eels the size of a man twisting hungrily and lunging as they passed. He heard Byron’s frantic, crazed scream bubbling in the water as they went down and down …
… and then a seagull soared past them, through water that felt aerated and somehow insubstantial, and the pool’s depths became brighter, not darker, suffused with rose gold light. Byron kicked clear of him, scrabbling at the water desperately, but Mat grabbed him again and pulled him down. They fell through the bottom of the pool, and out into the sky of the world beneath.
Byron’s face flashed from fury to dread, and instead of seeking to pull away, he spun and seized Mat’s ankle, howling in terror. For long seconds they fell, locked together, the frigid air lashing them both as they struggled. Then they began to pull apart, because Mat, still in his feather cloak, had more wind resistance and therefore a slower descent rate. He lashed out with his feet, not wanting to die bound to his enemy. By now Byron had lost all composure, was gibbering with fear, begging to be saved. But Mat remained calm as he slammed his heels into his foe’s chest, again and again until Byron was torn away, his wail lost in the roar of the winds. In seconds he was hundreds of metres away, flailing in desperation.
Mat remained resigned to his fate, and clear-headed. The wind struck him like a physical blow, ripping at him with claws of ice. Earth spread below, growing larger by the second, the landscape revealed by the eastern glow. Some part of him dimly recognized Wellington Harbour. There was the city, dark and lightless, though he could make out tower blocks clustered around the harbour, so this was the modern world, not Aotearoa. He wondered what any witnesses might make of two men falling out of the sky.
He couldn’t tell whether he was going to hit land or water, but he knew it wouldn’t make any difference: at terminal velocity, either would be fatal. Byron was far ahead, plunging out of control. They’d both be lucky if their earthly remains could even be identified. But that didn’t matter. Despite it all — his failure and imminent death — he was certain he’d done the right thing. The only galling thing was that he would die without knowing whether he’d done enough, and whether Riki had succeeded.
His life didn’t flash before his eyes, but faces did. His parents, together smiling, as they had in the good times, before their marriage went sour. Riki, his best friend, forever. Wiri and Kelly. Fitzy barking, his turehu form somehow overlaying his canine face. Damien, hugging Shui. Cassandra. Lena.
Most painfully, Evie. He’d never know just what they might have had.
Last of all, Aroha’s face flashed in the skies, calling out something as he twisted and fell back-first to the Earth, staring up into clouds that were shaped in her image. It all seemed to be happening incredibly slowly, his heightened senses stretching seconds into hours, the feather cloak billowing beneath him as if to cushion his fall.
He closed his eyes and waited for impact, falling through the first shaft of sunlight.

The sun rose above the horizon.
A ray of light burst through the eastern hills, as dawn finally broke over the storm-tossed city. The shaft of golden light struck the playing fields of Kilbirnie.
Words spilled uselessly from Evie’s mouth as her tired lips simply refused to form the words that would keep her alive. ‘I am … I am …’ Her voice trailed away as she stared into the wairau’s expanding maw, her brain frozen in the horror of failure. For an instant, only the radiance of The Star card hanging in the air before her protected her, its radiance forcing the spirit to pause.
It was the tiniest respite, but it was enough.
Kiki stammered as the direct sunlight he’d been avoiding for centuries struck like a blow. A second later, the wairau swarmed all over him, shrieking in triumph. Evie gaped at it, wondering what to do if it came at her again, but it didn’t. She was the last one standing.
With a final, resentful glare, the wairau faded away, taking Kiki with it, as the sun rose.
Evie sagged onto the wet grass, shaking like jelly.

Sunlight pulsed through the chamber and filled it with sudden radiance, even the granite-hard, merciless face of Hine-nui-te-po.
Riki was on his knees, face upturned awaiting the deathblow, and saw the moment she changed. A golden glow enveloped the Death Goddess. She froze, held immobile as the light suffused her skin, her eyes, her soul. Where she had been monochrome grey-black, colour burst. Radiant copper skin, glowing with health, spread over her body. Her hair flared as if struck by a fresh wind, and caught the light in shades of auburn and rose. Her bleak eyes went from grey to the most vivid green, and her shift became the brightest red and white, patterned with traditional designs, intricately woven.
She looked down at Riki, momentarily stunned. Then she smiled that smile, the one he’d teased from her in his dream-tests. ‘What are you doing down there?’ she asked in a daze, as though she could not remember his presence a moment before. Her voice was like flute music, breathy and beautiful. Then her face filled with recognition and surprise. She reached down, grasped his hand and pulled him to his feet. ‘Haere mai, Riki Waitoa. It is good to see you again.’
‘Aroha?’
She shook her head. ‘I am Hine-titama. The Dawn Maiden.’
His jaw dropped. ‘Eh?’
‘I am both Night and Day. But the sun has risen, the night has passed, so now I am Hine-titama.’ She frowned prettily. ‘Really, don’t you know these things?’
‘Ah, yeah, everyone knows that, but …’ His voice trailed off. He had no idea of the significance of any of this, but death didn’t seem quite so imminent, so that had to be a good thing. And holding her hand was really, really nice. He took her other one and squeezed.
‘Riki Wai-toa,’ she said wonderingly. ‘My “Wai-toa”: my water-warrior; come to me through hardship and danger, to make me smile.’ She nuzzled him, pressed her nose to his. He could scarcely think past the full carillon of bells going off in his brain. He tried to say something, couldn’t imagine what. Stared at her lips, shivering in anticipation.
‘You have missed your chance for immortality, Riki Waitoa. That was Hine-nui-te-po’s gift, not mine.’
He hesitated. That was bad, wasn’t it? ‘So … does that mean … no child to renew the world either?’
She looked at him with a sweet coyness that melted his spine. ‘Actually, there’s still time for that.’
His heart begin to pound again. ‘Ah … cool.’ He let himself drown in her lovely emerald eyes. ‘I didn’t really care about the immortality thing. Who wants to live forever anyway? I’m really only here to be with you.’
Her face filled with wonder. ‘No-one has ever said that to me. Ever.’ She pressed her face to his, lips millimetres apart, her breath cool and fragrant against his skin. ‘I feel like I have waited for you for all of eternity.’
‘Me, too …’ Many lifetimes. He went to kiss her, as she very clearly wanted, then hesitated. Everything was perfect, except … ‘Is Mat still alive?’ he asked tremulously. ‘I wouldn’t be here except for him.’ His throat clenched in fear of the answer.
She looked at him, pulled a hand free and stroked his face. ‘You think of others first, even at such a moment? I like that: you are a good person, my wai-toa.’ She pecked at his cheek. ‘He is alive, and any moment now he is going to remember that he is wearing a feather cloak that imparts the gift of flight, which is now fully functional again, as he has left this place above the clouds.’
Riki thought his heart would break for joy. Tears stung his eyes then rolled down both cheeks.
She kissed them away, then her lips found his, hungrily, and after that there was only her, in all of Creation.

Mat barrel-rolled out of his ridiculous dive, as a woman’s melodious voice whispered in his brain and reminded him of the perfectly obvious.
I might have no magic, but the cloak has! I can still fly!
He shouted with sheer relief, hollering at the rising sun as pulled out of his fall and skimmed the waves of the harbour, right beside the fountain on Oriental Parade. Not far away, Byron’s body struck the water with a massive splash, but Mat tore upwards again into the sky.
Alive, alive, alive, alive — alive!
Better still, he could feel in his very bones that the voice that had roused him had been that of Aroha, but a kinder, friendlier Aroha— and that meant only one thing.
Riki, you bloody genius — you did it!
His eyes went back to Byron’s body, as it bobbed back to the surface, unmoving, broken amidst the spume and ripples of his impact. For a moment Mat contemplated retrieving the body — if only to make sure the tohunga makutu was dead — when from beneath the floating body a massive set of jaws opened, crunched together, and then vanished in a huge swirl.
Mat lifted again, staring aghast. But then the joy of the moment took over again.
I’m alive! Riki’s alive! We did it!
He whirled into a series aerobatics, diving and spinning about the fountain in the harbour, then tearing out across the waters in absolute, utter joy, careless of who might see him. He circled Somes — no Matiu— Island, three times, filled with too much happiness to do anything else. How many centuries ago had it been that he’d gone there, to catch the tail of the storm? He saw someone who might have been a ranger, a tall, young ginger-haired woman, staring at up him from the summit as he zoomed past, and he waved to her exuberantly. She returned his wave hesitantly, visibly stunned.
She probably thinks I’ve got some new type of jet-pack or something.
He laughed aloud, his voice booming across the island and the harbour, then he soared away in search of those he loved.



Certainty
‘Evie?’
She was kneeling over the fallen Ngatoro. She knew there were tears on her face, and didn’t trouble to brush them away as she looked up.
Wiri knelt beside her, and closed the dead tohunga’s eyes. ‘What happened?’ he asked softly. He’d been running, and there were constabulary with him, from the other side, hovering nearby hesitantly. Fitzy was with him, making a low keening sound as he stared at the dead tohunga, his canine face the embodiment of sorrow.
‘Ngatoro brought me here, to fight Kiki. But he didn’t make it.’ It surprised her how upset she felt, considering she’d never met him before that morning. But he was Mat’s tutor, and there had been enough in their brief moments together to know him far more deeply than she’d realized at the time.
Wiri bowed his head. ‘We have a saying: Kua hinga te totara i te wao nui a Tane. “The totara has fallen in the forest of Tane.” It means that a great one has died, though in this case that phrase seems barely adequate. He was truly legendary.’
Evie stood slowly, on trembling legs, and accepted Wiri’s comforting hug, with none of the awkwardness of the earlier moment in the library. That was gone now, in the past. People weren’t perfect; she decided to forgive herself one lapse. ‘I would have been dead too, but the sun broke through, at exactly the right moment.’
‘I realized you were gone, but by the time I did, it was too late to come to your aid.’ Wiri hung his head. ‘If only he’d summoned us all.’
‘He said any others would only have endangered us further.’ She realized how cold that sounded. ‘I’m sorry, but we really were up against something that required a tohunga’s skills. Others would have died.’
Wiri took no offence. ‘I know when to fight and when to find other ways, Evie.’ He looked back towards the captain of the constabulary. ‘Wait here: I have to tell these men what to do. We should take Ngatoro back to Aotearoa before the modern world wakes.’
He left Evie to gather Ngatoro’s cloak around him and arrange his body in a more seemly manner. She was about to join Wiri and the captain, when a shout resounded above. She looked up, as a dark shape plummeted toward her. Then Mat’s voice rang out over the park.
‘Evie! Evie!’

Mat’s first instinct was to fly straight into her arms. But then doubts assailed him as he saw that she was standing over a body — and that the body was Ngatoro’s. Greif struck him like a physical blow, and the exultant mood of victory crumpled. No, not him … He touched ground some twenty metres away, staring from her face to the body and back.
He saw her register his doubt, and her face, at first swathed in joy and relief, became hesitant, troubled. Something withered inside. In his mind’s eye, The Lovers, the tarot card he had pinned to his wall at home, still hung upside-down, the way it had from the moment she’d given it to him. Unrequited love.
But not on my side. Not unrequited at all.
Still he hung back, frightened that this really was as bad as it looked: his tutor dead and the girl he so desperately wanted to love standing over the body. Then he saw Wiri and some soldiers, standing in the middle distance staring at him, hanging back. Are they here to arrest her? He longed to rush to her, his whole body begging him to do so, but still he hung back, uncertain what to believe, his eyes or his instincts.
‘Evie? What’s happened?’
Her voice was level, almost resigned, as though she could see how this was going to go. ‘Kiki was here. He was trying to waken the taniwha and destroy the city.’ She looked at him cautiously. ‘Did you … and Aroha …?’
He shook his head, his mind on one thing: deciphering what had happened here. ‘Where is Kiki?’
‘The wairau took him,’ she replied, her expression pure Puarata in its vengefulness, her voice Donna Kyle’s in its satisfied malice. Then her face softened. ‘It took them both. It would have been me instead of Kiki, but the sunlight struck him, just as I was failing.’
His heart chilled to hear of so near an escape. But Kiki is dead … and Byron, too … We’ve won.
But it didn’t feel like victory. Not yet. Not with the lingering doubts in the air.
How did she survive when two giants of the world of magic didn’t?
A miasma of mistrust hung in the air between them. She was Puarata’s child. She was Donna’s child. Could he trust what she said, when his master lay dead with her standing over him?
Wiri began to come toward him, and he read in an instant what his friend would say. And Wiri’s word should be enough.
It’s all about trust now.
The damage had perhaps already been done, in his initial hesitation. But he knew that unless he gave that trust of his own, immediate volition, he would lose Evie forever. To wait on Wiri’s word would diminish him in Evie’s eyes past retrieval. And that clarified all else in his mind.
I don’t care whose child she is: I believe her and I trust her.
He strode toward her, holding his arms open. ‘You didn’t fail, Evie. You did all you could. I know it.’ He seized and hugged her, trembling in fear that she would push him away. But hesitantly her arms came around him. For a few seconds it all felt terribly fragile, then their grips tightened.
‘Riki went to Aroha, in my stead,’ he whispered.
She looked up at his face, her lips trembling. ‘What? But …?’
‘I gave him my powers, so that he could go on. I think he made it. I think he’s with her now.’ There was a stinging tear carving a track down his left cheek. ‘I don’t know whether he’ll ever come back.’
But I’m free of her, now. Free for … whatever life offers. He cast his mind back to those failed lives of his tests. But none of them had happened. In none had he been free of that destiny. He was neither immortal nor dead, and all possibilities remained. Even the possibility of love.
‘What do you mean: “I gave him my powers”?’ she asked, incredulous.
He explained, the dream-test that had given him the idea, and the willingness at the end to lay down his life to allow Riki a chance at happiness. He thought she understood the subtext: that he could not be happy without her.
‘But I’ve heard nothing from Riki,’ he said worriedly.
She smiled tentatively. ‘He might be a little distracted, don’t you think?’
He coloured at that. ‘I guess.’ He looked into her one exposed eye, words drying up. Part of him was aware that Wiri had paused and was watching them both, waiting, hoping. For what, he knew— and he was hoping for it, too.
Slowly, carefully, he tilted his head, and pressed his lips to hers. Terrified of rejection, that his earlier doubts had broken the bonds between them. A kiss offered, not stolen …
An offer she took.

In Evie’s mind’s eye, a card pinned to a wall turned upright. Warmth flowed from him to her, filled her core which had been drained to near freezing during the cold and terrifying night just gone. She forgave him his doubt, and his fear. Forgave herself. We were all afraid. We all doubted. I felt the temptations: the rage and the anger of my parents. I rejected them, but I felt them.
Just as Mat had felt his doubts of her, and then elected to trust.
There is no such thing as certainty. Each moment has to be taken on trust.
She gave herself over to trust in love and loyalty, and all that was good in the world.
Her mouth strained for his again, their lips caressing, a tingle thrilling through her at the long-awaited contact, and then suddenly they were mashing their mouths together, the adrenalin and the relief and the joy and the sadness fusing into a bittersweet taste as they drowned in the moment.



Renewal
The cheering told its own story.
Tama and Coleen stood on the steps of the old Parliament Buildings, watching Seddon and Fraser and Muldoon and the rest make political capital of the events of the night, while brown-clad journalists with primitive cameras shouted questions. Beyond them it seemed that the whole population of Wellington-Aotearoa had come out to see what was going on, Friday work schedules forgotten amidst the excitement. The sea of people went on forever.
‘A true politician never wastes a crowd,’ Tama noted wryly.
Colleen laughed, and snuggled against him. ‘Neither do lawyers. I’m surprised you’re not down there yourself.’
‘I’m no good at that sort of thing. I’ll leave it to the pros.’
Colleen stared about her, tired but content. She’d spent the dawn reviving Tama, aided by a bevy of colonial women with smelling salts and cups of tea, which seemed to be the sovereign remedy against all ills. She’d been praised and congratulated by all comers, including New Zealand’s first woman MP, Elizabeth McCombs, and even the pioneering suffragette Kate Shepherd. It was overwhelming enough to strike Colleen speechless, but she was filled with pride.
And then the word had come.
Kiki was dead.
And her son was alive.
The emotion welled up inside her, the joy and relief too much to contain. She couldn’t say who was holding who up, she or Tama, as the cheering crowds parted, and Mat emerged, clad as a warrior in a bedraggled feather cloak. Wiri was with him, and a girl with an eyepatch— she narrowed her eyes a little at that, then chided herself. He’s almost a man, Colleen, give him a chance! Then a low-flying gull swooped overhead, becoming a dog that boundedacross the greenery, barking madly.
Mat took the last few steps at a run, and she and Tama pulled him in and embraced him as tightly as only a family can.

The signing of the new Treaty — which was exactly the same as the old one — took place the next day in brilliant sunshine on the lawns before Parliament. Representatives of all the signatory tribes were present, one or two from the smaller iwi, but others sent massive delegations. Largest were the Nga Puhi from the Far North, gathered about the cunning and charismatic Hone Heke. The fierce Ngati Porou were here, down from the East Cape, watchful and wary. A massive contingent of Tama’s own iwi, the Ngati Kahungunu, had come from Hawke’s Bay. Ngai Tahu from the South Island, heavily armed with muskets. Waikato and Tuwharetoa, half in traditional garb and half wearing Waikato Chiefs rugby gear. Ngati Toa and Ngati Awa, looking overwhelmed to be hosting so many, but proud, too, as they gathered around fearsome Te Rauparaha. Tama couldn’t tell from this distance whether the old warrior relished or regretted this new peace, but he seemed content enough as he surveyed the masses.
There were hosts of Pakeha of course, many more than the Maori, and some of those had travelled far, too. Governor Hobson was here — the younger version of Hobson, whom Mat greeted with an enthusiastic ‘Will!’ and much backslapping. Evidently they had history. Tama chuckled: everyone here was history, in every sense of the word.
He looked about, picking out faces and matching them to photographs or even paintings and sketches he’d seen. There was austere George Grey, Governor of the North, chatting stiffly to Seddon and Fraser. And weren’t those two men a pair of Wellington’s founding fathers, John Plimmer, and Edward Wakefield? He wished he had a camera, but his cellphone had been left in the modern world. The cameras in Aotearoa only printed images in sepia.
A grey-haired Maori — surely a chief from his cloak and feathers — approached him. His face was so ridged with moko that he looked as though he had been made from tooled leather, but this did not conceal the hawk-like quality of his visage. ‘Haere mai, Tama Douglas. You must be proud of your son today.’ He offered a hand, pressed his nose to Tama’s while studying him with grim and steady eyes. ‘I am Te Ruki Kawiti.’
Tama felt a sense of sobering caution return. Kawiti was a renowned war-leader among the Nga Puhi, who had rebelled against the British in the early wars, alongside Hone Heke. Both men glanced toward the Nga Puhi delegation, where Hone Heke was standing, holding forth in dramatic style. ‘It is an honour to meet you, sir,’ Tama told the rangatira formally.
‘The honour is mine.’ Kawiti studied Hone Heke coolly. The Nga Puhi chief was resplendent in his chiefly regalia, a quirky little European hat sitting atop his head and set at a rakish angle. Charismatic, moody, but today evidently in high spirits. ‘That one, he never changes. See, he is reminding everyone that he was the first to sign Te Tiriti in 1840. As he was.’ A grim smile crossed Kawiti’s face. ‘But his name is not at the top. I signed after him, but above, to put him in his place. The best thing about today is that, in a few minutes, after he has signed first as is his right, I’m going to do exactly the same thing again, and he can’t stop me.’ The rangatira winked at him and passed on.

Mat watched the signing, and the huge haka of celebration that followed, alongside Evie and his parents. He’d not really spoken to his folks about Evie, and they looked a little freaked-out that he had a girl on his arm, but Evie was already working her charm on them both. Natural charm, of course — not magical. He was pretty sure they’d all get along fine.
There was an empty space inside him, where his powers had been. He had been trying very hard not to think about that. Evie had needed to use her own powers to bring him and Wiri and Fitzy to Aotearoa, which had been when it had really sunk in. He felt unsteady, scared even. Only Evie’s hand in his anchored him.
To the watching crowd — thousands and thousands of people from all manner of eras pressed into the streets of Wellington-Aotearoa — the heroes of the moment were the signatories, and those who’d defended Government House. He was fine with that, content to be overlooked, especially as those the crowds fêted included his parents, dressed in colonial garb and looking strangely at ease, even his mother.
We won, Mum. This place isn’t going to be so dangerous anymore. I think you’ll love it, whenever you choose to visit.
That only a select few knew of his own role bothered him not at all. I was just the sidekick, after all. All that public adulation was something he was more than happy to avoid. Those who mattered knew what he’d done, and that was enough.
‘I love you,’ Evie whispered in his ear, for about the millionth time since he’d found her and Wiri on the Kilbirnie fields.
‘I love you, too,’ he repeated, far from weary of being able to finally say it aloud, without fear or guilt. There was a card in his breast-pocket: The Lovers, finally the right way up. She was so pretty, eyepatch notwithstanding, warm and lovely to be beside, like standing next to a lamp. He absolutely could not wait to finally have some time alone with her again, although that promised not to be for hours yet. Last night had been wonderful, from the moment she slipped inside his room. There really was no such thing as ‘just sex’: not when you loved the other person as much as they did. Strangely, despite not having slept in an impossible to quantify amount of time, he felt full of life. Everything was so close to perfect.
‘Hey, bro.’
He spun around to find Riki smirking at him, an extremely relaxed-looking Aroha hanging off his arm, looking amazing in what seemed to be a dress from the 1920s. He blinked at them both, stunned. Evie turned to see what he was looking at, then her jaw dropped.
‘Didn’t you see us coming, seer?’ Aroha smiled faintly. ‘Hello, Mat.’ She looked radiant, filled with light and heat, with a sultry, feminine aura. Already she was stroking her belly like a pregnant woman, and purring like a cat with more cream than it knew what to do with.
‘Uh …’ Words kind of failed him, as usual.
‘Hey, that’s my Mat: articulate as ever,’ Riki drawled. He made a flamboyant come-and-hug-me gesture. ‘C’m’ere kid, gimme some brotherly love.’ For a few seconds the world shrank to the two of them, pounding each other’s backs and squeezing.
Mat had barely drawn breath, his eyes stinging and hands shaking at the sudden rush of joy, when Riki drew back, and opened his hand, palm-up. ‘Oh, before I forget: I’ve got my own awesomeness now, so you can have your mojo back.’ A small berry appeared in Riki’s hand, and, while Mat gaped, he poked it into Mat’s open mouth. ‘You’d be insufferable if you were normal.’
As Mat bit down, everything came back in a rush that left him dizzy. He didn’t know what to say, couldn’t think past the overwhelming joy of so many wishes and hopes coming true.
Riki pushed him towards Aroha. He was in front of her before he realized, dimly aware of Riki hugging Evie, murmuring something in her ear. But he couldn’t look away from Aroha, who was so lit from within with radiance and joy that it almost stung his eyes.
She pressed her nose to his. ‘Haere mai, Matiu.’
‘Uh, haere mai.’ He inhaled her breath, rich with floral scents and an earthy spice beneath. He stared into her drowning-pool eyes. ‘I’m sorry …’
‘For what?’ Her expression was all-knowing. ‘You should not be sorry at all, Matiu. Everything worked out exactly as you might have wished, so do not play at being regretful with me.’
The hint of power in her tone sobered him up entirely. ‘Forgive me.’
‘For what? Not loving me?’ She looked at him archly. ‘I, too, got what I wanted, in the end. Someone who will love me for my own sake, not out of duty. I owe that to you, and your choices. You thought you were sacrificing your very life, to allow Riki and me to be together. It is I who should be seeking your forgiveness, for putting you in such a position.’
Mat bowed his head, not willing to argue the point with a goddess. ‘What happens now? Will Riki …’ He hesitated. ‘Will he go away with you?’
Aroha smiled faintly, the hint of a smouldering passion in her eyes. ‘He and I will be together, somewhere.’ She looked about her. ‘I rather like it here, you know. And your world, too. I think you will see much of us.’ She put her hand to her belly again. ‘A child needs uncles to play with at times, after all.’
His heart sang at the thought.
Then another voice chimed in, dry and laconic, with a distinctive Welsh lilt. ‘And when you’re done, how about greeting another old friend?’
After that, everything was entirely perfect.



Epilogue: The old park
A week later, a taxi-van made its way past the Basin Reserve, battling light traffic on a Saturday afternoon. Wellington still looked a little battered from the storm of the previous week, but running repairs were underway. The weather today though was pristine: clear skies and only the gentlest southerly.
The van was supposed to hold ten, if one passenger sat in the front with the driver. Today it had eleven, but one was in dog shape and Kelly was busily persuading the driver, a Sikh from somewhere called Chandigarh, that he really shouldn’t count dogs. The driver looked quite bemused, not least because they were dressed up in Wellington rugby scarves, although the team wasn’t playing that day and the stadium was nowhere near here.
Mat’s parents were wedged with Wiri into the second row of seating. They were still walking around with a look of stunned happiness. Reconciliation was not just in the air, it was written all over their faces. Especially as King Dick Seddon had told Tama that he wanted him on the Aotearoa Treaty Settlements team, which would mean a new, more lucrative career away from criminal law. A change of direction beckoned, to something that both parents believed in.
Mum’s coming back home to live … Mat blinked away tears. There was so much to be happy about right now he could scarcely contain himself.
He and Evie were pressed together on the middle seat, and he still couldn’t take his eyes from her. He wondered if it was too soon to propose, because he knew that she was the one. They’d barely been apart. He was still glowing.
The week had been a blur. Up to Gisborne for Howard Allan’s funeral, and some emotionally fraught time with Cassandra. She was definitely moving to America, and seemed to accept Riki’s new ties to Aroha with stoic courage, although she was visibly shaken. They’d all taken turns giving her a lot of hugs. Lena had attended, and she had most definitely not given her powers away. Then it was back down to Aotearoa-Wellington and a tangi for Ngatoro. That had been yesterday, a huge State affair with marching soldiers and cannon. Now here they all were, together because they just had to be. The bonds forged on the night of the storm and all of their previous adventures were so tactile that it felt wrong to be apart.
Riki, Aroha and Jones had the backseat. The troublemakers’ seat, Riki christened it. Although Jones was now forced to live out the rest of his life in Aotearoa, he could visit this world for a few hours at a time. The three of them had reappeared that morning, the two young people slinky as cats and purring to match.
The van’s radio was burbling away through the speakers. Mat pecked Evie’s cheek as he listened to the friendly voices, wishing it was tonight already. He grinned at his parents: each was wearing the pendant he’d made for them, at last. Together, my family. He squeezed Evie’s shoulders. And about to get bigger, too, as soon as I can afford a ring.
Kelly turned the radio up: ‘Hey, listen in: they’re talking about the storm again.’
‘Good afternoon, Wellington, this is Geoff from Newstalk ZB. Let’s take some more calls about last week’s storm. What a wild night! As if a tropical storm with gale-force winds, fork and sheet lightning, and torrential rain wasn’t enough, we got a quake as well. I don’t know about you, listeners, but I didn’t sleep a wink all night — so when that quake hit just before dawn, I was out of bed and under the doorway faster than you can say “Jack Robinson”.’ The DJ chuckled ruefully. ‘I kicked the corner of the bed, too. Think I’ve cracked the bone in my big toe. Not a good night. How was it for you? Let’s open it up to callers …’
‘Good morning, Geoff. My name’s Darren. I’ve got a plumbing business out here at Eastbourne. We took a hammering, mate. Trees down, power-poles down. We’ve only just got the power back on. We’re completely cut off, too: the coast road is blocked in five different places, with parts of the seawall and even the road itself swept away. Still, I reckon I’ll have work until Christmas with the repairs. Silver linings, eh?’
‘Kia ora, Geoff,’ said an old women with a heavy Maori accent. ‘This is Marama. I live on Hataitai ridge. We felt the full fury of the storm, and the shake, too. Something moved beneath us, Geoff. It was the taniwha: he almost woke. But someone silenced the flute, and Whataitai went back to sleep.’
The DJ sounded like he was rolling his eyes. ‘Er, thank you, Marama … Erm … yes.’ He floundered a little, then said, ‘Hello, next caller?’
The radio developed a strange echoing effect from the back seat. ‘Hey, Geoff, my man. This is Riki from Hawke’s Bay. Me an’ my cuzzie-bro Mat came down last week, to check out Vic and all, and I wanna say this: us Bay boys are too cool to be phased by your dodgy weather and shaky turf. We’re definitely coming back next year to study, and our chicks are coming, too. So mega-shout-outs to the hotties, Aroha and Evie, and to Wiri and Kels and the Douglas gang. Kia kaha, Geoff, and a big kia ora to all youse listeners, too.’
The DJ sounded utterly perplexed now, and was probably rethinking his career in talkback radio. ‘Ah, sure, thanks Riki.’ In the van, everyone burst out laughing.
The van reached their destination, and they poured out of the van onto an empty street atop a hill, paid the confused driver, then waved him off. Puzzled passers-by peered at them, the big group dressed up for a non-existent game. They walked down a drive, to escape any onlookers.
‘Welcome, my friends, to the Newtown Retirement Village,’ Wiri said, with a glint in his eye. He indicated a gateway, leading to a view over a small valley packed with housing. Then he put his hand into the middle of the circle, and they all did likewise, clasping each other’s hands. ‘However, not so long ago, this was the site of a mighty fortress, named Athletic Park.’ With his free hand he brandished a handful of tickets. ‘And here I have passes for the most legendary of stadium seats — the top of the Millard Stand. If there’s a southerly, they’ll have to wait for summer to chip us from our seats. Let’s hurry, people: I believe the game is about to begin.’
‘Who’s playing?’ Colleen asked helplessly.
‘Wellington against the Cantabs,’ Riki told them. ‘Every player is a deceased former All Black, and therefore awesome,’ He winked at Mat and Evie. ‘I expect Evie will be cheering for the red-and-black, on account of her being one-eyed an’ all.’ He dodged Mat’s rabbit-punch and poked his tongue out, smirking.
Wiri laughed. ‘C’mon people. Damien and Shui are saving seats for us. We’ve got two worlds to enjoy: let’s make the most of them.’
Jones took them all through, except for Mat and Evie, who at the last minute disconnected, to steal a moment alone.
‘This is what our life’s going to be,’ he told her. ‘Two worlds, both of them ours to explore.’
‘Two worlds,’ she replied softly. ‘But one love.’
They shared another kiss, and as they did, Mat exerted his powers to take them through to Aotearoa, and they faded from mortal sight.
The End



Author’s note
Lucky last! This is the sixth book of the Aotearoa series, and definitely and absolutely the last one. Ironically, just as I finally get to site a novel in Wellington where I’ve spent most of my life, my wife Kerry gets transferred to Auckland! So all the onsite research I thought I could do at leisure got crammed into a few mad weeks in June. This book has been written in a tiny apartment in Manukau City, poring over screeds of photos I took prior to leaving, and guidebooks and leaflets taken from Wellington tourist sites. Fortunately I also had over 20 years of memories to draw on, too!
And no, living in Auckland doesn’t make me an Aucklander. Not yet.
If you’ve been reading the predecessor novels, you’ll be familiar with the setting: parallel worlds, one our modern world, the other a place where history and mythology dwell. For any newbies who’ve only read this book: go do the other ones, for goodness sake!
Just a few notes on the real-life historical persons and places that crop up in this instalment: The Dead Premiers are all real New Zealand politicians. Everyone has their own take on such public figures, some positive and others less so, and I certainly don’t claim my versions to be definitive. Hopefully they are all recognisable to you and gel a little with your own views of them.
The anecdote about the signing of the Treaty (Heke first, Kawiti above) is true. Hone Heke subsequently rebelled against the Crown, and Kawiti joined him in rebellion though they were often rivals within Nga Puhi.
There really is a painted prostitute on Marion Street, but I’ve never spoken with her (honest!). I don’t know her real name, and I think Mat was a bit mean with his suggested one: but he’d been having a trying day, so please forgive him! The other places in Wellington are all real, and I do recommend spending a day at Te Papa (for a radically different museum experience) and Matiu-Somes Island (it’s a lovely spot).
Of those characters drawn from legend, Kiki and Puarata were villains from legend, and may or may not have been based on real persons. Ngatoro-i-rangi is another legendary figure who may have been a real person. Hine-nui-te-po is the dark aspect of the primary goddess of Aotearoa mythology and Hine-titama her more benevolent side: like several female deities in world mythology — such as the Greek Persephone, and the season-goddesses of Celtic myth — she has dual-personas.
So, new city, new phase of life, and new books to write. Thanks for sticking with me this far. If you want to keep track, go to my website at www.davidhairauthor.com.
Kia ora and best wishes,
David Hair
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September 2013



Glossary
There are a few Maori words used in this story and its prequels. Most are explained in the text, but here they are with a definition. Please note that there are subtle variations of Maori usage in different regions of New Zealand. The definitions below are based on those given in P. M. Ryan’s Dictionary of Modern Maori (Heinemann, 4th edition, 1994; republished as The Raupoo Dictionary of Modern Maori, Penguin, 2008), with reference also to the online Maori dictionary: maoridictionary.co.nz.
Aotearoa: The traditional Maori name for New Zealand, although 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 ‘ghost world’ of New Zealand mythology, history and spirits.
Haere mai: Traditional words of greeting and welcome.
Haka: A traditional Maori dance. We mostly think of it as a war-dance, which is a sub-type of haka called a peruperu and is performed by warriors as a challenge to enemies prior to battle. However, a haka can also be performed in celebration or to entertain, and not just by men. Different tribes have their own haka.
Hinau: A native bush, which produces edible berries in late summer.
Iwi: A tribe or race of people.
Kapa haka: A traditional display of Maori dance and song.
Kehua: One of the many terms for a fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, kehua denote spirit-goblins that can animate earth or wood, appearing as clay-like goblin creatures. Only about sixty centimetres 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’.
Matakite: A seer.
Makutu: Destructive or evil magic.
Mana: Prestige, charisma, honour or dignity, or all of these virtues; mana encompasses the personal qualities of leadership and pre-eminence within a tribe and people.
Mana whenua: Literally, the territorial rights associated with the possession and occupation of land. In the context of the story, the display in Te Papa, the Museum of New Zealand, of Maori traditional artefacts is named ‘Mana Whenua”.
Maori: A Polynesian race that settled New Zealand, probably from around 800 years ago (the timing is unknown and somewhat controversial). They settled primarily in the North Island of New Zealand, and on adapting to the cooler lands, thrived and multiplied until the coming of the Europeans after Captain James Cook’s journeys in the late eighteenth century. The nineteenth century saw increasing European settlement and conflict, until Europeans dominated numerically and colonized the country.
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 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, and I have used ‘patu’ to denote lighter-edged clubs which would slash an enemy.
Moko: A traditional Maori tattoo. 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. The carving of moko 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 and rank was implied.
Mokopuna wahine: Granddaughter.
Pa: A fortified village. Pa were normally found on hilltops, encircled by several rings of wooden palisades and, once guns became widespread, also entrenched.
Pakeha: Traditionally a Maori term for foreigners, although these days it has come to mean New Zealanders of European descent (primarily British, but also Continental Europeans such as German, Dutch and Scandinavian).
Patu: A club — see ‘mere’.
Patupaiarehe: One of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘patupaiarehe’ denotes pale-skinned, red-haired vampire-like creatures, which are dangerous to men.
Piupiu: A flax kilt.
Piwakawaka: A fantail; a native bird of New Zealand.
Poai: A boy.
Ponaturi: Another term for fairy or goblin. For the purposes of this story, ponaturi are pale-skinned, man-like sea-fairies who prowl the coasts, occasionally glimpsed by men.
Pou: An upright pole, planted in the earth and often carved. A pou mua is the name given to the front post of a meeting house (and is usually intricately carved).
Pukeko: A native bird of New Zealand; the purple swamphen.
Rangatira: The chief of a tribe.
Ruanuku: A wizard, as in tohunga ruanuku. Unlike a tohunga makutu, a tohunga ruanuku’s magic is more wholesome, and not aligned to evil.
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. In combat, the pointed end was often used to apply the coup de grâce to a stunned opponent.
Tangata whenua: The People of the Land. The term can take a wide meaning such as all Maori, or a narrower view such as the people of a certain region. It implies a right to dwell upon that land.
Tangi: A Maori funeral, which can last for several days, depending upon the importance of the deceased.
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, and sometimes protectors of a village or place.
Taonga: Treasure, either tangible and intangible, and can include heirlooms, land, people and rights.
Tapu: Sacred. The term can 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.
Te tiro makutu: The path of makutu (destructive or evil magic).
Tiki (or hei-tiki): A tiki is a carving of a primal human form, usually male. Tiki are worn as a neck pendant, and can be made from wood, bone or stone. They have a great deal of cultural significance and mana, and are often treasured artefacts passed down through the generations.
Tiriti: Treaty.
Toa: A warrior.
Tohunga: A Maori priest or wise man (they were always male), similar to a druid or shaman. The tohunga preserved tales and legends, 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 matakite denotes a tohunga who specialises in prophecy.
Totara: A New Zealand native tree.
Tui: A New Zealand native bird.
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 antagonized, but are friendly if respected.
Tutae: Dung.
Wahine-toa: A female warrior.
Wai: Water.
Wairau: A spirit or supernatural being. In the context of this story I use it to denote supernatural beings with intangible forms.
Waka taua: A Maori war canoe.
Whare: A house. The meeting house at the centre of a marae is generally termed the whare runanga or wharenui, and is adorned with traditional carvings at the entrance and inside.
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