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Prologue: A recurring dream
Hemi woke from the strangest dream, his hands gripping the wooden bedposts with all his strength because the wood was solid and real, when nothing else seemed to be.
‘Mother?’ he called, and then clapped a hand over his mouth. He’d spoken aloud in English, a language he’d never learnt in his waking life. Only in dreams.
No-one answered. He looked about the small wooden shed where his family had made their home. After their tribal lands had been taken by the Pakeha government and the tribe had no longer been able to grow enough off the tiny plot that they’d been left with, his whole family had come here, to Parihaka, where there was hope. His father and mother, and seven children. He was the youngest.
The single room smelt of smoke and sweat; most of the floor was covered with strewn blankets. The corner beside the chimney was covered by smashed flour pots and crockery. There were big cockroaches milling about the damp clumps of flour. All the other blankets were empty, lying tangled on bare mattresses. He’d been on the only bed, his parents’ bed, but they weren’t here. In his dream they’d all died, years ago, his whole family. He could barely remember their names.
He called again, but there was no reply, just distant thumps and someone singing — a karakia in his native Maori tongue. A song of sorrow and loss. He went to the window with its poorly made glass, which was thicker at the bottom than the top as if it was seeping downwards. The panel was cracked and smeared; a muddy handprint marked the outside of the glass. He thoughtfully put his hand to it: it was the same size as his own, and some part of him remembered putting it there, before he fell asleep. A decade or more ago. His reflection in the glass was distorted, but it told him enough. He was young again.
In my dream the soldiers came here and marched us all away. They shipped me and hundreds of others south, to work on the harbour in Dunedin. Many years later, I fell ill. I died in a cave … and woke up.
I woke up here. And it wasn’t the first time.
Outside, all he could see was another plain wooden shack, as temporary and dilapidated as his own. He glimpsed a face at the window. A young girl, eyes frightened. She vanished back into shadows, even as he shouted her name.
‘Huia!’
The sudden panic he felt sent a wave of dizziness through him. He clutched his skull. In my dream I died. Why am I here again? Then answers reared up like eels, snapping jaws of truths he shied from. He shouted aloud, a wordless rejection of all that had been. The distant karakia fell silent. He seized the door handle and turned it, just as in the distance brazen trumpets blared, and a drum roll sounded.
No! Not again! He dashed to the bed and pulled from under the mattress the flintlock pistol his father always hid there. He checked the priming before shoving it into the pocket of his overcoat and pulling the garment on. He wrenched open the door and stumbled out into the muddy grounds outside, the hard-packed earth turned to slush by the rain. There were no gardens here, no fences, just row upon row of shanty houses, but this was supposed to be just a temporary place, until the government relented and gave them back their lands.
He looked up as the trumpets sounded again. He put a hand to his heart when he saw that the distant slopes above this place were lined with soldiers in black uniforms, like rows of beetles gleaming in the dawn light.
‘Aiieee!’A woman’s voice cried from somewhere in the distance. ‘Aiieee! They have come again.’
Hemi clenched his fists. He looked left and right, contemplated flight, but it seemed to him that he’d tried that before. And failed.
They caught me and beat me. Then they took me south anyway. But the internal wounds were worse than anyone thought. I bled to death when we got there … and woke up here again …
Other men of his tribe appeared, walking like sleepwalkers. Like corpses. There were so few of them. He called to one he recognized, but the man, grey and battered-looking, showed no sign of having heard him. He just tramped slowly through the mud towards the gates. The drums began to rattle, and the soldiers marched down the slope towards the village.
Hemi threw his head from side to side, seeking someone, anyone, who might be in charge. Someone who might know how to escape this nightmare.
‘Hemi?’ said a small voice.
He spun, to find Huia at the door of her hut. She was fifteen, and wore a European smock dress that had been old and patched before she’d ever been given it. She wore a white flower in her hair and held another clutch of them in her left hand. There was a tragic beauty to her that caught at his throat. ‘Huia? Go back inside. Hide. The soldiers are coming!’
Though he spoke in English, Huia understood. Perhaps she, too, had been learning in her dreams. Except they aren’t dreams.
‘I’ve tried that. It only makes it worse when they find me,’ she said in a hollow voice. Her eyes met his. Ancient, ravaged eyes. ‘It’s better to go and meet them, as we did that first day. It is better not to resist.’
Oh, Huia …
‘We could run,’ he suggested, casting his eyes about. ‘You and I. Maybe this time we’d get outside.’
‘There is no outside,’ she replied sadly. ‘Not for us. There is only this.’ She took his big hand in her tiny one. ‘Will you come with me? I’m scared.’
He looked down at her, remembering. Once we did try to hide together, Huia. Do you recall? They caught us anyway. They smashed my kneecap with a cudgel, just for fun. They still took me south and worked me to death. I can’t think what happened to you … and we still woke up here again next time …
‘I’m scared too,’ he told her, with utmost sincerity.
She gripped his hand and pulled him towards the gates. Other people began to appear, shuffling to their doom with empty eyes. The harsh trumpets set his teeth on edge. He tried to blank them out.
‘Do you remember that first time?’ Huia asked him in a small voice, talking to give herself courage. ‘The Prophet said they were coming, and that we must not fight, that to resist was the excuse they would use to see us as savages and kill us all. They said we must be greater than them. That we must resist without force. That we must welcome them.’ Her voice broke into a small sob. ‘We met them with flowers,’ she said, waving her posie. ‘And they took us all away.’
Hemi remembered it all too well. His father had been a warrior in the Taranaki Wars, and could fight with musket and taiaha. But the wars were over before Hemi had been born, and the punishments had begun. Land stripped from the tribes that had resisted the settlers. Successive governments that spoke of justice but stole nevertheless. I am of the Ngati Ruanui. I am a warrior. But I was born into the surrender. They’d settled Parihaka, land claimed by the military. A protest. An occupation. Te Whiti and Tohu had shown them a way to resist without armed struggle. War had failed: the Pakeha were too many, too well armed. The only way to retain land and dignity was to protest peacefully, their leaders preached. Highlight the evil of the aggressor and so discredit them, until the Pakeha repent their crimes. The settlement had grown to 2000 souls, and the government had begun to negotiate with them. They had thought there was hope.
Then on 5 November 1881 the Native Minister, John Bryce, surrounded the village with more than 1500 soldiers, and marched in. Though the villagers offered no resistance, they were expelled, the women turned out to fend for themselves and the men taken away to do penal labour all over the country. Hemi, like many, had been shipped south to Dunedin. He’d died there, eight years later, living like most of the others in a damp and filthy cave beside the harbour until tuberculosis took him. Except that he woke from that seeming death to find himself back in Parihaka, with soldiers at the gate. Exactly like today.
He gripped Huia’s hand tight to fight the panic that was rising inside him. I can’t go through this again, he thought. Though he could remember now that he had … at least twenty times.
‘Please stay with me,’ Huia whispered, as they gathered before the open gates, staring through the portal at the ranks of soldiers coming towards them. ‘I don’t want to be on my own.’
On a white horse at the head of the soldiers rode a squat white man with a balding scalp and bushy beard. He wore a heavy brown coat and a face like thunder. As he entered the gates he glared about him. ‘Where are the rest of you?’ he shouted at the silent gathering of Maori that had come to meet him. ‘If any are hiding, it will go ill for you!’
‘It is Bryce kohuru,’ Huia squeaked. ‘Bryce the murderer. They say he is a tohunga makutu now, that he can kill with a word.’
I know. I’ve seen him do it. Hemi looked about him. There were fewer than two hundred men here. When I last woke, there were still hundreds of us. There should still be more of us here.
An aide hurried to Bryce’s side, his boots squelching in the mud. ‘Mister Bryce, coming here more than once a year may be a mistake. The take is always poor, like milking a cow too often,’ he panted anxiously.
Bryce scowled. ‘I need everyone we can lay hands on,’ he snapped. ‘Tell the troops to round them all up. Women and children too. We’re going to take the lot this time.’
The aide looked anxious. ‘But master, we don’t know what that will do! What if next time—?’
‘Button up!’ Bryce interrupted brusquely. ‘We’re at war, Mister Peters. I will not be left undermanned.’ He looked about him, then focused on Hemi suddenly. ‘You, boy. Come here!’
Hemi looked left and right as those about him shrank back. Only Huia stayed with him. ‘Sir?’
‘Why are there so few men here, boy? Where are your people hiding? Answer me!’
Huia shrank against him. But Hemi found the courage to look up and meet the man’s eyes. The sensation was almost over whelming. Doubt. Fear. Madness. A warped kind of rectitude, as if the man recognized that all his beliefs were false but he would not — could not — renege on them. It was both pitiable and frightening.
Hemi found his voice with difficulty. ‘No-one is hiding, Mister Bryce,’ he managed to say aloud in a quavering voice. ‘All those who are left are here, I am sure. We are at your mercy.’
Bryce’s mouth twisted. ‘Mercy,’ he spat. ‘The time for such weakness has long passed. The Treaty is stolen. War is coming.’
Hemi blinked in confusion. What treaty? What war? We’ve had so many …
Bryce looked past him, at the young girl whose hand he held. He gave a slow smile of recognition. ‘Huia, isn’t it? You will come with me.’
The girl shrank behind Hemi, who understood instantly. He balled his fists and his muscles clenched. ‘No!’ he blurted, shielding the girl with his body as the soldiers spilled through the gates and fanned out.
Bryce looked down at him irritably, as if he were no more significant than a horse tick. ‘Boy, you know better than that.’
Yes, I do … But I have to try, for her sake.
He wrenched his pistol from his pocket, pulled back the hammer, then pulled the trigger in one motion. He saw Bryce’s face swell in sudden alarm, and the intake of breath from every person present. The gun jolted and spat flame, its sharp retort bouncing about them.
The lead ball stopped a foot from Bryce, hanging in the air like a tiny moon trapped in orbit. The Pakeha makutu’s eyes bulged, as if he’d just exerted himself painfully. He hid his effort with a gloating laugh. ‘Fool! Now I’ll have to make an example of you.’ He opened his mouth to speak, and it seemed to Hemi, who was staring at that impossibly suspended pistol ball with disbelieving eyes, that fire and darkness balled inside the man’s mouth, waiting to be exhaled.
Then Bryce spoke one word, a word Hemi both knew and did not. ‘Die.’
He felt a dreadful clenching in his chest and a roaring in his skull. His limbs seemed to fail, his knees and spine to unlock, and he simply folded over in the mud, gasping and clutching his heart. Behind him Huia screamed, dropping to her knees.
‘Damned waste of time,’ he heard Bryce whine bitterly, as the world seemed to blacken and fade. ‘Let’s round up the rest and get them in irons.’ The words faded. Only Huia’s wailing cries reached him and kept him here. That and the hatred of this man, who’d killed him in half of his twenty post-death lives.
Next time, Bryce, he thought, as the world folded into shadow and became a dream … from which he woke, gripping the wooden bedposts with all his strength. Because the wood was solid and real, when nothing else seemed to be …



A surprise dinner date
Matiu Douglas blew his nose miserably, balled the tissue and lobbed it in the general direction of the rubbish bin in the corner of his bedroom. His success rate was less than fifty per cent, not the sort of accuracy that would excite a basketball coach. He rubbed his eyes and tried to decide if he could be bothered getting up at all. Not much of the day was left — it was five o’clock in the evening and he’d spent most of the day asleep. Outside one of those midwinter southerlies that came direct from the South Pole was howling around the eaves as another squall hit Napier. He huddled a little deeper beneath the duvet to escape the icy air that was overpowering his little heater.
His dad had installed a heat pump in the lounge, but that was downstairs. Mat had been sick for three days and the rest of the week wasn’t looking promising. School books were strewn about the floor from desultory attempts to try to at least make his wakeful time useful, but his concentration was shot to bits. His head was clogged, his nose raw from blowing it, and he was bored witless. This head cold had been doing the rounds at Napier Boys’ High School that winter, and had unfortunately chosen that week to descend on Mat like a ton of snot. That it coincided with the Maori Studies field trip made it all the worse. After years of resisting taking up Maori Studies before this year, it was cruelly ironic that he was missing the annual trip to a historic marae. This year it was to Parihaka, where the Maori passive resistance to the land seizures of the 1870s had been broken by the Hall government and the Native Minister, John Bryce.
Thinking about Bryce opened up a whole new train of thought. Mat had met the man, and nearly been killed by him. That had been more than a year and a half ago, at Lake Waikaremoana. Not the lake that the tourists and locals knew, but its Aotearoa manifestation. For Mat was one of the few who could travel between the two worlds of New Zealand and Aotearoa. New Zealand meant the modern ‘real’ world with its cars and smartphones and all the other trappings of the here and now. Aotearoa was utterly different: they called it a Ghost World — a place where the land remembered and retained all that had once been, where long-dead people and mythic beings coexisted in uneasy peace and sporadic conflict. A place where you could come across taniwha and goblins and the ghosts of the long-dead, all made of solid flesh. A perilous land, but beautiful too, as only a world conjured by the collective consciousness of centuries of human memories and dreams could be. A place where the sheer scent of a flower could beguile, and the glow of a sunrise make you weep. A place of danger and wonder.
Mat had been younger and much less experienced when he first met John Bryce. He had only just come to realize that he had unique skills — the powers of the tohunga of legend. Bryce had posed as a tutor Mat had been expecting to meet. He’d manipulated Mat into a deadly situation to exploit Mat’s skills unknowingly, and it had nearly worked. But Mat had realized his error in time and escaped Bryce’s clutches.
It was not the original John Bryce he’d met, of course, but his ghost. After his death in the ‘real’ world, Bryce became a vengeful ghost in Aotearoa, and was recruited by Puarata, a deadly tohunga makutu. Puarata gave Bryce the sparsely populated South Island of Aotearoa as his fiefdom, and it was to there that Bryce fled. He was now the last of Puarata’s inner circle still at large. Mat strongly believed that he and Bryce would face each other again, one day soon.
He sighed and rubbed his eyes again. I should get up. I’m starving and Dad’s not here, so no-one else is going to feed me. He groaned and snuffled, but pulled himself up and lurched to his feet. He paused to stare at a bunch of newspaper clippings on his wall, as he did every day — reminders of what he had to do this year.
VENN’S ESTATE MAY RUN TO BILLIONS, one headline blazed, talking about the recently deceased American businessman who had also been a warlock of Puarata’s entourage. Mat felt a sense of grim satisfaction knowing the man was dead. Tax officials were now investigating the man’s financial empire and pulling it apart. ‘Result’, as his friend Riki would say.
WHERE IS BYRON KIKITOA? asked another headline, above a story about the missing rugby league star, who’d vanished at the same time Venn died. The papers had no idea of the truth: that Byron Kikitoa was a warlock whose sports career had been built on cheating with magic. Mat burned to bring the young warlock to justice, for what Byron had done to his friend Damien.
TREATY DOCUMENT DETERIORATES, read the third clipping. The original Treaty of Waitangi document, the founding agreement of New Zealand, was reportedly decaying, rotting away, and no expert could save it. Scientists were baffled. Mat could have told them more: that the document they had was not the true original, for the master copy was in the magical world of Aotearoa, and had been stolen by Byron Kikitoa’s master, Kiki. He doubted going to the papers with that story would help though. More likely it’d get him locked up in a psychiatric ward.
He sighed heavily, feeling weighed down by his problems. At seventeen he should have had no worries other than homework, sports and girls. But he was far from your regular high school student: he was an Adept and trainee tohunga, an intermediary between the real and ghost worlds.
He still got head colds though. So much for special powers. Snuffling miserably, he slouched into the bathroom. Twenty minutes later he was showered, dressed and tugging a brush through his hair. He was a lean and well-built boy, in his last year at high school. His colouring was halfway between that of his Maori father, Tama, and his Irish mother, Colleen. His thick wavy hair was black but had a coppery glint in the sunlight, and he got faint freckles in the summer, although it was winter now and only a light dusting of those remained. He was short for his age but had grown muscular from two years of taiaha practice and a dedicated fitness regime. His eyes had a maturity that even adults could find daunting — but then he’d faced things that most people hadn’t, like kehua goblins, massive taniwha and evil tohunga.
In the kitchen downstairs he fixed himself a hot lemon drink, and tried to work out the instructions to the meals his dad had left. Tama Douglas was a lawyer and had a difficult case up in Taupo this week, which meant that Mat had to fend for himself this week, sick or not. Mat’s mother coincidentally lived in Taupo, but she was a teacher, so she couldn’t come down, and as they had both told him, he was old enough to look after himself. Being on his own might have been fun if he’d not come down with this damned cold.
His cellphone bleeped, and he put down the hot drink to check the new message. It was from his best friend, Riki Waitoa: <Hey bro. The Naki all good. How u doin>
Riki was on the Maori Studies field trip, of course. The class had taken a bus yesterday to New Plymouth, and had been at Parihaka all day. He wondered if it was raining in Taranaki too.
<Cold sux. Rain sux. Hope u gud>
The reply came back in seconds: <Bin lechered all day. Arse sore earz sore>
Mat laughed aloud. He presumed ‘lechered’ meant ‘lectured’, though with Riki you never knew. Although he’d been keen to see Parihaka himself, the programme had seemed to include a huge amount of time locked up in meeting rooms being lectured to by kaumatua, something he’d not been looking forward to all that much. Riki had been very quick to accuse Mat of pulling a sickie when he’d pulled out of the trip due to his cold. He tapped back: <Sick as dog bro. No fun> 
<Skyver> Riki texted back unsympathetically. A few seconds later he added: <Hotties 2 max>
Mat tsked morosely and set the phone aside. Bad enough to be sick, but his best friend was now several hundred kilometres away and apparently surrounded by a bevy of girls. There were other schools doing the same trip including, Riki had been gleeful in pointing out all week, girl-only schools. One thing Napier Boys’ High was very much devoid of was girls. At times Riki and Mat did envy the co-eds like Colenso High School.
Perhaps I’ll watch a DVD. But to be honest, Mat didn’t feel like doing anything much at all. That was the problem with being sick: you got time off school but you felt too crappy to enjoy it. On top of that, it was Year 13, his last year at high school, and if he stuffed up his final exams his parents, separated or not, would band together to rip him limb from limb.
Still, in fifteen minutes or so he had a pasta sauce simmering and was getting ready to drain some spaghetti. He couldn’t tell if it smelt good, having lost his sense of smell days ago, but it looked okay and it was hot. He stretched in pleased anticipation. It felt good to be doing this, mature even, like a foretaste of being grown-up. It’s quite nice being on my own …
‘Kia ora,’ a woman’s voice said in his ear.
He shrieked and leapt a foot in the air.

It took what felt like minutes for his heart to slow and his hands to stop trembling. Neither entirely got back to normal though. Not when he recognized his ‘guest’.
Her name was Aroha. She was tall, taller than him, and had the regal bearing of a princess. Her long rippling black hair framed a beautiful but imperious face with a stunning green moko pattern on her chin and eyes of burnished gold. She wore a topknot thatched with emerald and white tui feathers, and a full-length feather cloak of unidentified and possibly extinct birds. She was barefoot, but showed no signs of being cold or uncomfortable.
‘You’re cooking,’ she said doubtfully.
Mat suspected that Aroha had never cooked in her life. She was the daughter of a tohunga and had been out of circulation for probably four hundred years. Slaves and commoners had most likely done all her cooking for her, and there were extremely complex rules around what tohunga ate.
Mat hadn’t seen Aroha since February, but they had exchanged letters — really, really awkward letters, in which Aroha proposed marriage and Mat tried to decline without offending her. Mat and his friends had rescued Aroha and her father the previous year from a type of suspended animation. She seemed to feel an obligation to him, one that she felt was best fulfilled by marrying him. Not that she wasn’t an extremely attractive young woman, but Mat liked to make up his own mind about these things.
‘Ah, I’m making pasta,’ he said apologetically.
She stepped towards him, clearly intending to hongi. Good manners demanded Mat respond, but he had a contagious illness. He sneezed ostentatiously. ‘I’ve got a cold,’ he mumbled.
Aroha drew away slightly. ‘You are unwell?’ she enquired imperiously. ‘No matter.’ She stepped in close before Mat could react and, as he straightened, pressed her nose to his and exhaled heavily in his face. He tried to pull away, but suddenly his nasal passages cleared as her breath, warm and clean, blasted through his cold and dissolved it.
He blinked. ‘Uh—?’
Aroha pulled a martyred face, like a parent who’s just changed her child’s nappy. ‘You should be fine now,’ she told him. ‘You should take better care of yourself,’ she added, as if getting sick was all his fault.
She can cure the common cold … Aroha 1; Medical science 0!
‘Ah, thanks,’ he said lamely.
‘It is my honour to aid you,’ she replied formally. She caught one of his hands and examined it curiously. Mat had unusual fingernails — almost entirely scab-red. He told people it was a medical thing, but the reality was that they were fingernails given to him by Mahuika, the Goddess of Fire. Aroha wrinkled her nose at them. ‘I do not like her touch on you,’ she said. She let his hand go and went to the stove, peering at the simmering sauce. ‘What is this “pasta”?’ she asked disapprovingly.
‘It’s Italian,’ he said. She didn’t look any wiser. Other countries were a distant rumour the last time she walked the earth. ‘Is there something else I can fix you?’ he asked anxiously.
She frowned. ‘I will not eat. Not here,’ she said. ‘I will await you.’ She strode out of the kitchen, leaving Mat bewildered.
Okay, she’s just cured my cold. But why is she here? How did she even get in? She’s not going to talk about marriage again, is she? I barely even know her.
He’d hoped his last letter, sent more than a month ago in May, had knocked this on the head:
Dear Aroha
I am flattered that you have made this proposal, but until we have made better acquaintance, it is not possible for me to give your proposal the full consideration and honour that it deserves. Once I have completed my tertiary education we could perhaps revisit this matter.
His dad had helped draft it, which meant it had read more like a legal letter than a personal one, but that was good too: establishing some distance and all that. He didn’t want to marry her and it was much easier to say that in a letter than to tell her face to face, especially when she was one of the scariest people he’d ever met. Besides, there’s someone else, he added softly to himself. Evie’s face flashed before his eyes. He shut down that line of thinking quickly though. You couldn’t tell with Aroha just how much she knew just by looking at you.
In what felt uncomfortably like a preview of what being married to a princess might be like, Mat cleared and set the dining-room table, then finished cooking and served himself the meal, while Aroha waited impassively. He had no idea if she was approving or severely disapproving. Perhaps she’ll change her mind now she knows I’m just a commoner, he hoped.
‘Uh, do you want a drink?’ He had his dad’s permission to help himself to no more than one glass of beer or wine a day, if he wanted. He mostly didn’t as, truth be told, he didn’t actually like either, and he’d promised Aethlyn Jones, his mentor, that he’d keep away from alcohol.
‘Just water,’ she replied. ‘Alcohol is forbidden,’ she added in a severe tone, sounding disquietingly like his mother. She sat opposite him, watching him curiously as he ate. The silence was awkward. Evidently Aroha didn’t do small talk. Perhaps being locked up for centuries had drained away her words. Or maybe princesses didn’t converse. Either way, his meal was consumed uncomfortably under her wordless gaze.
The moment he finished his last mouthful, she rose. ‘We must talk.’ She turned and walked into the lounge, awaiting him beside the window.
Mat could hear the deep rumble of the surf on Marine Parade, like a slow bass rhythm thundering behind the melody of the rain on the windows. The wind wailed banshee effects across the top. It was a good soundtrack for bad news, which he was almost certain this was going to be.
‘Do you know the tale of the first woman?’ Aroha asked as he joined her, immediately throwing him off his stride.
‘Uh, sort of.’
Aroha went on as if he’d not responded. Her voice took on a storytelling timbre, a recital voice of restrained passion. ‘The god Tane desired a vessel for the female essence — uha — from which to bring forth children. So he made a woman from earth and breathed life into her. Her name is Hine-ahu-one, the first woman. She gave birth to many children, the offspring of Tane, gods of our people, many males but only one female. That was Hine-titama, the Dawn Maiden. Hine-ahu-one was content, until she was put aside by Tane, in favour of her own daughter. Together Tane and Hine-titama gave birth to humanity. But then Hine-titama came to realize the incestuous nature of her relationship with Tane and she grew ashamed. She fled him, entering the realms of the dark, to escape her lustful father. In the darkness her nature changed, and she became Hine-te-po: Hine of the Night, the Goddess of Death.’
Mat listened dutifully, wondering what Aroha was trying to tell him. The story was vaguely familiar, something he’d heard related on occasion but never really thought about.
‘You have to understand, Matiu Douglas, that Hine-ahu-one, Hine-titama and Hine-te-po are the same being, for they share the same uha, the female essence that engendered humanity. By day, Hine-titama walks the earth, bringing life and hope, while at night, she returns to the darkness and comforts the dead. But the third aspect, Hine-ahu-one, the first woman, also remains. She is estranged from Tane and wanders the spirit realm. When the need comes over her, she takes on a body, that of her chosen vessel, and seeks a mate.’
Uh oh …
‘I am the vessel of Hine-ahu-one and her other incarnations,’ Aroha said gravely. ‘I was locked away by Puarata for many years, and have missed the touch of a man and the fulfilment of a child. My time is coming again, very soon. Only a young man skilled in the arts of the tohunga can reach me and survive our union. I have chosen you to be that man.’
Mat felt himself turning hot and cold as her words sank in. His temple and cheeks were throbbing and his skin was prickling with goose bumps. His throat was so constricted it was hard to breathe. ‘Uh … what do you mean “reach you”. You’re here now.’
She shook her head. ‘I am not truly here at all. Not in any way that matters.’
He felt his mouth drop open. She looked pretty damn real to him.
‘What you see of me is merely a projection. But in December this year, at the solstice, when the moon rises and the Southern Cross is high, the way to my arbour in the clouds will open. You will come to me there.’
‘But … I’ll be in Wellington at Wiri and Kel’s place in December!’ And I don’t want ‘union’ with you anyway …
Aroha ignored him. ‘The man that lies with me will be subjected to mystic forces that only the mighty can endure. But they will emerge from that ordeal perfected, their powers multiplied and their body invulnerable. They will become a demi-god.’
What?
‘The child of that union will be a mighty power for light or darkness, and shape the vitality of nature. Too long, while I was imprisoned, has this land been bled, without the renewing touch of a child of mine.’
Four hundred years. While she was locked away the Europeans came and turned the forests into farms. Mat’s head reeled with all that was implied by what she’d told him. And she wants me?
Aroha stepped towards him and stroked his cheek. ‘I warn you, Matiu Douglas, that for this to come about, a man must come to me willingly, with love in his heart for me and for this world. If he does not, then our union will be corrupted. His existing powers will be twisted into makutu, and the offspring I bear will be a monster. Thus it was before, when Kiki came for me, and I begat Puarata. This cannot be allowed to happen again.’
Mat’s head reeled. She is the mother of Puarata? He had faced Puarata, and only luck and powerful help had seen Puarata die. She was raped by Kiki, my new enemy? And now she wants me? He stepped away, frightened of her and all that she said.
‘Do not fear, Matiu Douglas. You are worthy. I have watched you, since you freed me. You are the one.’
He swallowed, floundering for words. My god, what do I do? Then another thought: Aroha is Evie’s grandmother! His knees almost went.
She stepped close to him again, inhaled and sighed. ‘I wish it could be tonight,’ she whispered in a wistful voice. ‘But my time has not yet come, and I must remain inviolate until then.’ She put her arms around him and drew him to her. She had an alluring musky smell and radiated warmth. ‘I must warn you, Mat, that there will be others who seek me in December. Others I do not choose. When I am in my time, I have not the strength to protect myself, and desire will overpower me. So you must win the race to reach me. You must!’
He shuddered, but was too afraid to pull from her embrace.
‘One especially I fear,’ she whispered. ‘Byron Kikitoa. He is the protégé of Kiki, bred and raised for this task. You must keep him from me.’
Byron Kikitoa had killed Mat’s friend Damien: he was high on the list of people Mat wanted to see destroyed, but that was not exactly an easy thing to do. Kiki was also on that list. He nodded grimly.
Aroha seemed to take his nod as assent to everything. Her face lit up. ‘I know you won’t let me down,’ she whispered. Then she kissed him.
Mat had kissed a couple of girls, including one he cared for very much. But being kissed by a goddess was another experience altogether. It was as if she were radiating pure pleasure and seduction, forcing them into his mind through her mouth. If her arms had not been around him he would have fallen down. As it was, he almost fainted, blasted away by centuries of want. The ceiling tilted, his balance went and he was floating in her eyes, weightless and dizzy.
‘I will await you at the spring equinox, at the rising of the moon,’ she told him softly. Then her molten eyes narrowed. ‘Slay Byron Kikitoa for me, my champion. Destroy him, and come to me filled with love.’
He tried to speak, to protest, but all his words were lost, tossed on the tidal waves of her presence. She engulfed him, overwhelmed him. When her lips finally left his, he could barely tell up from down. She kissed him again, on the forehead like a mother kissing a child, and he simply passed out, falling into a soft, enveloping darkness that embraced him and rocked him into oblivion.

He woke much, much later, and found himself sprawled on the sofa. The wall clock said 11:37 p.m. He’d lost almost five hours, assuming it was the same day. He blinked blearily, too stunned to take it all in. He staggered to the bathroom and threw up, then rinsed his mouth and brushed his teeth, consciously not dealing with all he had been told. Not yet. He went back to his bedroom and sat on the bed, just staring into space. Outside the storm gathered in intensity, but he was barely aware of the creaking timbers and rattling latches, or the lashing sheets of rain which drenched his southern window. He stared at one thing: a tarot card pinned upside down above his bed.
It was called The Lovers, and depicted a man and a woman beside a tree, with a sun-face beaming down on them. That face in the sun was not benign, however. It was a devil face, leering with anticipation as the man and the woman reached for each other.
He knew little of tarot, but he knew what the upside-down positioning of the card meant: it meant the opposite of what the card normally symbolized. Upright, The Lovers meant good things, but upside down it meant separation, frustration and failure. The card had been given to him by the girl he wanted most: Evie — Everalda van Zelle. Puarata’s daughter. And it symbolized all the reasons why his feelings for Evie, which grew stronger, not weaker, the more time they were apart, were doomed from the start.
And now Aroha had placed her finger on him, and made demands that he was far from ready to fulfil. He groaned aloud and massaged his temples. His cold might be gone, but he could feel a headache coming on that was probably going to be just as bad.
And then the phone rang.



The legend of the Wooden Head
What are you reading, Evie?’
Everalda van Zelle glanced up at her mother, Florence, who’d just got home from a shopping trip to the boutique clothing stores in Devonport. Outside it was windy and raining but her mum had a regular get-together with her friends in a café near the pier every week, and always came back with something new to wear. It drove Evie’s father, a particularly stolid Dutch Protestant, to distraction. Evie didn’t mind though — she got the hand-me-downs.
‘It’s just an old book on Maori mythology,’ she replied, brandishing the ancient hardcover.
Evie was freshly showered, her curly brown hair damp and heavy about her shoulders. She had a pugnacious but pretty face with a snub nose and freckles — and only one eye. Her left eye was a blank white orb, concealed behind a leather eyepatch. She hated it, though it was also what made her a seer. Once she’d been given the choice of being healed, but losing her seer’s gift. She’d thought about it seriously, but in the end had declined. Her gift might not always be pleasant, but it was addictive.
‘Oh,’ her mother said, immediately losing interest. Her general view on things Maori had always been that if you didn’t think about them, you could ignore all that awkward messy stuff they always seemed to be protesting about. Ancient land confiscations and water rights and discrimination and all that. In all honesty, Evie had felt much the same way until just a few months ago, in February, when she’d learnt some uncomfortable truths about her genes. She’d always thought she just tanned well, but no, it turned out that she was an adopted half-Maori. Her adoptive parents had never told her. Not just any old birth parents either: her parents were Puarata, a tohunga makutu — an evil wizard to all intents and purposes — and his witchy Pakeha sidekick, Donna Kyle.
Evie had always known that magic was real, right from her earliest years when she could see little things unfolding before they happened. That ‘gift’ had been strengthened hugely after a vicious blonde woman had poked her left eye out when she was nine. That had changed her in many ways, but had also created a career for her: she now ran a fortune-telling booth in Victoria Park Market.
It turned out that blonde woman was her real mother, not Florence. That had been a very nasty shock. Especially as Donna Kyle was a wanted criminal in two worlds.
Two worlds: in many ways the biggest shock of all. Alongside the real world that she lived in was another place: Aotearoa. A place that was like a memory bank of all the things that had been, where historical places and extinct creatures still existed. More than that: it was a kind of afterlife, where dead people dwelled if they had some great affinity to their land. Maybe really religious people went to heaven, but those who loved their land went to Aotearoa. And even more than that, Aotearoa was also a cultural repository: mythical people and beings dwelt there too, created and sustained by the beliefs of those who lived there.
The final, terrible shock of that February had been to learn about her father: his name was Puarata, and he had been the most feared evil wizard in Aotearoa. He was dead now; that was the only good thing people could say about him. Hence the reading: she’d found a book with a legend in it about Puarata, and had been reading it over and over, trying to understand who and what her real father was.
‘Mum,’ she asked, ‘do children always turn out like their parents?’
Florence van Zelle visibly squirmed. ‘There is a little of our parents in all of us, darling,’ she replied brightly, as if it was a well-rehearsed answer. She displayed her shopping bags. ‘Want to see what I bought?’
‘Later.’
Her mum looked a little hurt, but grateful she’d dodged the question. Evie didn’t ask again — it had been a little cruel to ask and she regretted bringing it up. Her parents had been made to promise never to tell her she was adopted, and they’d been good to her. Hinting that she might know the secret was hurtful.
Once her mum had gone, Evie settled back into the armchair, studying the legend again. The tale was called ‘The Wooden Head’. It was about a magical carved wooden head which was greatly feared because it could kill intruders by emitting a terrible scream when they approached. The carved head was controlled by a tohunga makutu called Puarata, who ruled a pa at a place called Sacred Mountain. Someone had scrawled a Maori translation, ‘Maunga-tapu’, in the margins. Evie had looked the name up in an atlas, but there were a lot of places called Maungatapu in New Zealand.
Eventually another tohunga, a good guy called Hakawau, had come to try to put an end to Puarata. He’d taken a friend, and they’d fasted along the way, which seemed important to the magic. Once they arrived at Sacred Mountain, Hakawau had detected invisible troops of evil spirits guarding the pa, and had sent his own spirit guardians to do battle. Hakawau’s spirits had won and destroyed the evil spirits, which somehow meant that the Wooden Head was drained of power, so when Puarata called on its powers to slay Hakawau, it failed. Hakawau and his friend then entered the village. The villagers had tried to give them food, which if they’d accepted would apparently have killed them, but they refused it, causing the spell to rebound and strike Puarata and all his followers dead. The danger was over and Hakawau returned home a hero.
The tale told Evie precious little about Puarata. He seemed to be just the standard bad guy of fairy tales, with deadly powers and a fatal weakness that a hero could exploit. But he’s also my birth father. She put the book down, frustrated.
She closed her eye and a face filled her mind: Matiu Douglas. Tousled dark hair, golden brown skin, a serious but attractive face with a glowing but seldom-used smile. In February when Donna Kyle had come to claim Evie, it was Mat who’d been her protector. He’d guided and defended her through the deadly struggle that had ensued. Donna was imprisoned in Aotearoa somewhere now, and had degenerated into some kind of vampire-like creature. Evie never wanted to see her again.
She wished Mat was here right now. Wished she could hold him close again, kiss him again as they had for those precious few hours before the death of one of Mat’s friends and the revelation of Evie’s true parentage had driven them apart. She missed his voice, his eyes, the way he talked, the way he moved; everything about him really. But Puarata and Donna had both tried to enslave and kill Mat. She wasn’t sure he would ever be able to trust their daughter.
There was a tarot card on Evie’s bedroom wall: The Lovers. It symbolized her relationship with Mat, and for now, it stubbornly remained inverted, meaning the relationship was wrong. Every night she stared at it before turning out the light, hoping that in the morning it might have righted itself. In the four months since she’d seen Mat, it never had.
She could wait. Her adoptive parents had indeed left their mark on her. They’d shown her patience and support. They’d shown her that good things sometimes take time. They’d shown her that love was faithful and forgiving.
When Mat was ready for her, she would be ready for him.



Parihaka
Winter sun painted the scene in brilliant acrylics — bright blues and vivid greens. The sky and the earth, Rangi and Papa, in a warm embrace. Clouds scudded across the sky like wind-tossed cotton balls. The song of greeting, the karakia, rose and fell as the schoolboys and girls either listened attentively or eyed each other speculatively. There were more than a hundred students lined up in ranks before the marae, contingents from the Maori Studies classes of nine different high schools.
The song of greeting ended and a big sunny-faced man bellowed: ‘Hey, kia ora; kia ora, everyone! Welcome to Parihaka!’ His smile was so infectious, it spread from mouth to mouth in seconds. ‘Come on in, we’re all waiting to meet you!’
As spontaneous cheers broke out, the least-disciplined school groups simply welled towards the gates of the marae. That didn’t include the students of Napier Boys’ High School; they were under the watchful eyes of their teachers, who had immediately lifted warning hands. There was an order to proceedings, and that included ‘ladies before gentlemen’.
This gave Riki Waitoa and his mates a good chance to eye up the girls from Gisborne’s Lytton High School as they filed into the marae.
‘Hey, Rik, ain’t your chick from Gizzy?’ Billy Simcox whispered. Billy was half Riki’s height, twice his width, and played tight-head prop for Napier Boys’ First XV. ‘She here?’
Riki shook his head regretfully. ‘Nah, she goes to Gisborne Girls’, bro. And she only does Computer Studies and Maths and that kinda stuff anyways.’
‘She sounds pretty smart, eh? What’s her name?’
‘Cass. Yeah, she’s smarter than Bill Gates and Einstein rolled into one. And hot with it.’
Billy chuckled and nudged him. ‘You’re jus’ making that up, man. There ain’t no chick like that.’
‘None you’d ever meet. That’s cos you’re a forward and spend all your life pushing a scrum machine. Only backs get the hot chicks, man.’ Riki played right wing for the First XV, and was proud to be a fast, cool and sexy back.
Billy chuckled. ‘Yeah but all backs are wimps, so your babes are always disappointed, until they meet a real man.’ He poked Riki in the chest. ‘A prop, in other words.’ He might have said more, but then he looked across the line of Lytton students. His gaze locked on a tall, stately Maori girl with long flowing hair, standing a little apart from the others, and he lost his flow. ‘Phwoar,’ he managed eventually.
Riki made an effort to not stare as well. Cassandra was his girl and, besides, watching Billy’s eyes bulge and his jaw drop was pretty entertaining. ‘Hey, now I know why you’re a tight head, bro.’
‘Why?’ Billy growled, still staring at the girl.
‘Cos your head’s so tight your eyes jus’ popped out.’
Billy grunted. ‘Get behind me, woofter. I saw her first and I already know how sweet it’s gonna be.’
Riki glanced back at the girl. She was looking back at him and Billy and tossed her head when she saw him, making her hair do this rippling thing like a shampoo advert. Well, she’s hot, I’ll grant that. ‘Man, you’re dreaming. She’s looking at me, not you.’ And I’m not looking back. Really.
‘You always think that. But who pulls at parties?’ Billy tapped his own chest. ‘I’ll tell you who.’
‘Whatever, cuz. The only girls at your parties are your seventeen sisters.’
Billy snorted. ‘And your sisters too, bro.’ He laughed and punched Riki’s shoulder. ‘Hey, where’s your super-serious mate?’
‘Mat? He’s got the lurgy. Laid up at home.’
Billy nodded thoughtfully. ‘Matty Douglas: he’s spooky, man. His paintings are weird as.’ He shrugged. ‘But his dad is, like, the best man to call if the cops raid, so say no more, eh?’
‘Mat’s cool. He’s jus’ operating on another plane.’ Literally. Riki glanced towards the nearest teacher, who was waving their class forward. ‘Time to go in.’
‘Thank Christ for that,’ said Billy. ‘If that Lytton chick sees me talking to you much longer, she’ll think you’re my girlfriend.’
‘You’re a funny bugger, Simcox.’
‘I’m a comedian from way back, Waitoa.’
The Napier boys filed into the marae and pressed noses with all manner of kaumatua and kuia, before being let loose on the grounds. The visit to Parihaka was the annual Maori Studies trip, only open to Year 11 and up. It was Riki’s third trip, but his first to Parihaka. The class had been reading up on the place, of course: towards the end of the Land Wars, a multi-tribal group of Maori had settled at Parihaka in protest at the land confiscations. The government had reacted by sending in the troops, led by the Native Minister of the time, John Bryce. There had been no deaths, but the people of Parihaka had been forcibly removed and most of the men sent to do prison labour all over New Zealand. It wasn’t the greatest crime in history, but it was a dark deed nevertheless.
Riki had a more personal grievance against the place: nearly a year and a half ago, Mat Douglas had taken him to the magical other-land, Aotearoa, where long-dead people were still alive, or their ghosts were. That included John Bryce. Bryce had tricked them and damn near killed them.
If you’re somewhere near, Bryce kohuru, you better watch yourself.
As the boys and girls milled about, Riki lost track of Billy Simcox and let himself drift to the edges, looking about him. There wasn’t a lot to see — just a big flat open space where apparently the occupiers had built their huts. After they’d cleared the village, the colonial government had razed it and built a fort instead. I wonder what’s still here, on the Aotearoa side …
‘Kia ora,’ a resonant female voice breathed in his ear.
He turned, and all thoughts froze in his head. It was the Lytton girl. About an inch shorter than him, with a face that wasn’t classic beauty, but something more: timeless. Noble, even. The sort of face you saw carved in marble. Her hair was a lustrous cascade of ebony, glowing in the light. And her eyes! Riki caught his breath. There were flecks of gold in her irises, floating in slow circles.
‘Would you like to hongi with me?’ she said softly, with just the subtlest hint of teasing, as if this was all just a game to her. Up close there was something familiar about her, but he couldn’t place it.
‘Uh, sure,’ he said, staring into her stunning face and sighing, as thoughts of Cass were somehow erased. Yeah. Absolutely. He pressed his nose to hers and met her gaze. About then, all rational thought ceased to function …
Which was why, twelve hours later, he found himself creeping from the dormitory just before midnight.

Riki waited until everyone in his dorm was asleep, then with barely restrained excitement, slipped out of bed, grabbed the little shoulder bag he’d stuffed his clothes and runners into, and tiptoed towards the door. The girl’s eyes seemed to beckon him. Finally this dead-dull field trip was going to get exciting!
Sure, the kaumatua telling them about Parihaka had been funny and informative enough, and walking around the Parihaka site had been kind of evocative, though it was really just an empty field with a big monument now; none of the original buildings or fences remained. He’d hoped for more. Most of the boys had got pretty restless, and started silently flirting with the girls. That had led to lots of giggling and winks. He’d mostly stayed out of it, because all he could think of was that girl from Lytton High. He hadn’t spotted her all day, it was driving him nuts, but she’d said to meet him by the memorial at midnight. No way was he not going to do that. He felt feverish for her, unnaturally so perhaps, but he couldn’t ignore the craving. He’d texted Mat around six o’clock, to tease him, wolfed down dinner and then waited like an unplugged appliance until midnight rolled around.
Billy Simcox was snoring like a pig farmer. See ya, prop-boy! He slipped out the door and darted into the toilets just before the heavy tread of a teacher sounded around the corner. The boys were at a dorm on the nearby marae, and the girls were not far away, boarding at the local school. He worked the door silently closed as the teacher went by, hurriedly changed into his outside gear, then shouldered his bag and clambered out the window. The night air was bitterly cold, a wicked westerly off the Tasman Sea slapping his cheeks, but he barely noticed. His excitement rose as a tiny flame flickered beside the old-fashioned wooden fence of the marae. He darted into the lee of the next dorm. As he crept below window level, he could overhear grown-ups laughing over something and someone strumming a guitar. He had to hide from two teachers smoking in the doorway, but once they were gone the coast was clear. He dashed into the shadows, leapt the fence easily. The monument waited, looming out of the misty darkness.
He was a little early, so he pulled out his cellphone. Time to crow a little. He thumbed the speed-dial. It rang twice, and then a dazed voice answered. ‘Riki?’ Mat Douglas’s voice. He sounded spaced out, like he’d done some pot. Mat didn’t do drugs though, so it was probably the effects of too many cold remedies.
‘Mate, guess what?’
The line went silent. Mat eventually responded in a flat voice. ‘Don’t play games, man. I’ve just had the weirdest evening, and—’
Riki was barely listening. ‘Mat, I’ve just snuck outta the dorm.’
‘What? But … why?’ Mat was the sort of guy who pretty much toed the line on rules and stuff. Came of having a lawyer for a father, Riki supposed.
‘Just for the fun of it, bro.’ He was suddenly embarrassed to confess the truth, or mention the girl at all. The first creeping sense of unease stole over him. Why did I agree to this?
‘You take care, man,’ Mat admonished.
‘Gotta go, Mat. I’ll tell you all about it when I get back. See ya.’ He thumbed off the connection. The wind rose, making him shiver. This suddenly didn’t seem like a good idea at all. But creeping back with his tail between his legs would hurt his pride, and he didn’t want that girl to think he was chicken.
‘I’m here,’ he whispered into the night.
A tall shape rose up before him, eerily close. ‘You came,’ she said, as he jolted in surprise.
‘Far out, you’re quiet!’ he exclaimed.
She smiled without opening her mouth, circling him with an intrigued look on her face. It was as if she was measuring him up or something. Only the pale moonlight lit her face, but somehow her eyes caught the light in an unnerving way. They held a rainbow gleam, like oil on the surface of a pool. ‘I wondered if you would have the nerve.’
He was having to turn slowly to keep her from vanishing behind him. It was unsettling him. Why am I here again? He felt a surge of guilt, and wondered why he hadn’t felt it before. Cass deserves better.
‘Who’s Cass?’ she breathed, her words making his pulse rate double. She was behind him somehow.
Uh oh. He turned sharply. ‘My … my girlfriend,’ he stammered.
‘What’s that like?’ she asked, her head lowered and her face half hidden by her tumbling locks. ‘In my world, there are no “girlfriends”. Only maidens and wives.’
He blinked. Oh hell, she’s not from around here … like, really not from around here. ‘Uh, look, miss, I think I better get back. This isn’t a good idea.’ He turned quickly away — and she was standing right in front of him, her right hand extended towards him in a crooked gesture. He flinched, his heart in his mouth. ‘Where are you going, Riki Waitoa?’ she asked with a kind of malicious coyness, like a cat teasing its prey.
‘Jeez, lady, I don’t know who you are, but I know where you’re from, and—’
‘Do you? Do you indeed?’ She flashed closer in an eye-blink, her nose millimetres from his, her breath on his cheek. It was frosty cold. ‘Then let’s go there!’
‘No! Wait!’ He tried to back away, but her hand grabbed him and suddenly the world lurched. He felt a swirling of cold winds and fizzing energy about him. A subtle swirl of deep emerald phosphorescence spiralled about them; the world altered. The air felt warmer and smelt sweeter, heavy with saltwater and loamy earth. The moon glowing above was different too; it seemed to contain a carved face. Only she remained constant. It was an alien sensation, but one he’d felt before: when Mat had taken him into Aotearoa.
She tittered with cold laughter. ‘Welcome to Te Po, Riki Waitoa. The land of night. The land of death.’
He shook his head, frightened. ‘No, this is Aotearoa, I’ve been here before!’
She laughed again, a little more derisively. ‘And what did you think Aotearoa was?’ She glided away from him, inhaling deeply. ‘When the goddess comes upon me, this is my realm.’
The goddess? He stared, and then a number of things clicked into place. ‘Hine-te-po: Hine of the Night.’ The Goddess of Death. He began to back away in earnest. ‘Why have you brought me here?’
She half-turned away. ‘That is for you to find out.’ She flashed to a point ten yards away, barely visible in the darkness. ‘Have fun,’ she added, with a cruel lilt in her voice. Then she was gone.
‘Hey!’ He dashed to where he had last seen her. ‘Hey! You can’t just leave me here!’ The wind rustled through the trees like a dry laughter. ‘Hey! Come back!’
There was no sign of the girl … woman … goddess.
Oh shit!
If this was Aotearoa, he was in the Ghost World’s version of Parihaka. That couldn’t be good. Not after all that had happened here in the past. But if it wasn’t, then where the hell was he? ‘Hey!’ he called forlornly.
To his shock, a male voice called back from the tree line in a raspy, low-pitched voice. ‘Keep your voice down, you idiot!’
That stopped him in his tracks. The voice was familiar. He felt a sudden relief: No, I’m not in Aotearoa, I’m just lost in the night-time in an unfamiliar place. The dormitory is probably just over the rise. Riki, you idiot, freaking out over nothing at all. ‘Who’s that?’ he whispered, pitching his voice to carry.
A tall shape broke from trees at the top of the rise. ‘Riki?’ the newcomer whispered, with hoarse emotion. A big youth with shaggy hair and a pale face was revealed by the stray light of the distant buildings. ‘What the hell?’
You’re kidding me! Riki felt tears sting his eyes. ‘Damien?’ He threw his arms around his friend. ‘Damien, mate!’ They hugged roughly, slapping each other’s backs. ‘How’re you going?’
‘Me? I’m bloody awesome, man! Having the coolest time. Me and Shui — man, I can’t wait to introduce you — she and I … words fail me. Life is so good!’ Damien laughed. ‘Life — ha! But what the hell are you doing here?’
Riki shook his head and stared at his dead best friend. ‘Life’ might be good for Damien, but it wasn’t really life at all. Damien had died four months ago, stabbed through the heart by Byron Kikitoa. Though Damien had been reborn into Aotearoa afterwards, he would now never grow older, never have children, and could only return to the real world for a few hours at a time lest his spirit be destroyed. He was a newborn ghost. That he had found a girl — Mat had told Riki about Shui, whom they’d met in the north in February — was great, but there was a lingering sense of tragedy Riki couldn’t shake. ‘That’s cool, man. Awesome … I’m here on a school trip.’
Damien raised an eyebrow. ‘A school trip? Nah, you’re in Aotearoa. It’s good to see you, man,’ he added fervently. ‘But you look like someone just jigged on your grave.’
‘I’m … it’s just a shock. There was this chick and I think she tricked me into coming here.’
Damien raised his eyebrows. ‘Yeah? That’s pretty weird, cos this Maori chick I met in Paihia said to come here if I wanted to learn about what was going on at Parihaka.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve been down here with some soldiers, trying to suss this place out.’
‘A Maori woman told you to come here?’ Riki shook his head, trying to jump-start his brain. ‘Tall, real pretty?’ A goddess, in fact …
‘Yeah, sounds like the one.’
Riki swallowed. This was getting worse. But it’s Damien … He couldn’t help but smile, despite the shock.
Damien patted his arm. ‘Shui is here too, man! You gotta meet her.’ He clutched Riki’s shoulder. ‘Jeez, it’s really you!’ He nudged Riki. ‘Hey, how’s it going with you and Cassandra?’
Who? Oh, yeah … He started guiltily. That chick, she put a spell on me, I swear! ‘All good, mate. Super good.’
Damien threw him a sly look. ‘Are you guys … you know, doing the wild thing?’
Riki pulled a coy face. ‘That’d be telling.’ But then his boastful side took over and he winked and gave a quick thumbs-up. Last school holidays he’d visited Cassandra in Gisborne, and it certainly had got a little wild, in a very, very good way.
Damien whooped loudly enough that Riki threw an alarmed look back over his shoulder at the marae, but no-one seemed to have heard. ‘I knew it,’ Damien crowed. ‘Just knew it!’ He slapped his hand onto Riki’s shoulder. ‘Chicks are totally awesome.’ He pulled Riki into the heart of the surrounding darkness. ‘Shui?’
They entered a small grove of cabbage trees. The sweeter, fuller smells of Aotearoa seemed to cling there. A small figure was crouched beside a well-hidden little fire. As they saw the glow, the figure fired them a question in a language Riki didn’t know. The voice was female and the cadences were Asian.
To his surprise Damien replied in what sounded like the same language. Then he switched back to English as the tiny girl stood, the fire revealing coppery skin and flat Chinese features, small and perfectly formed. She wore boyish European settler clothing, a cotton shirt and rough trousers, and had a pistol jammed into her belt. She grinned welcomingly at Riki. ‘I Shui,’ she announced with a giggling tinkle that he immediately liked.
Damien hugged her, his boyish features alive with pleasure. ‘This is my girl,’ he said, willing Riki to approve — which Riki did wholeheartedly. When Mat had told him about how Damien had died, something inside him had perished too. But Damien had been reborn into Aotearoa and had also found love — or at least lust and infatuation. That was a decent silver lining to a dark cloud.
‘It’s great to meet you,’ he told the girl, and hugged her. She was skinny as a bird and about as tall as one. ‘Fantastic!’
She beamed at him. ‘Fanta-chick,’ she repeated, testing out the word. ‘Cool, bro,’ she added solemnly. Clearly the language lessons were coming along, in both of their tongues.
‘You learning Chinese, bro?’ he asked Damien.
‘Cantonese, man. Yeah. I’m pretty useless, but we get by. We’ve got all kinds of ways of communicating,’ he laughed. Then he sobered up, throwing a wary look about him. ‘Hey, let’s kick out the fire and get under cover, man. You never know with this place who’s about.’
They stamped the fire out and covered it with dirt, then Damien led them through the thin bush that fringed the dip where Parihaka village lay. The night sky was cloudless, and as his eyes adjusted to the moon and starlight, Riki found he could make out more of the shape of the land. Mount Taranaki rose in a perfect triangle, filling the eastern sky. The distant murmur of the sea was borne by the west winds. The night seemed empty, but gradual signs of life revealed themselves like magicians’ tricks: an owl, a morepork, swooping by.
They found a vantage point above the village and sat, taking care not to be silhouetted against the ridgeline. Shui smiled shyly at Riki and cuddled into Damien’s arms. They looked good together.
Riki returned his attention to Parihaka village below. It looked desolate, utterly empty. Riki leant towards Damien and whispered, ‘What’s happening, mate?’
‘We’re not sure, man.’ Damien licked his lips. ‘You know what went down here, right? In November 1881, Badman Bryce brought in the troops and carted everyone away. In Aotearoa events like that have a kind of echo effect — they re-enact themselves, usually on the anniversary of the event. But recently, it’s been repeating itself more often. And ships keep coming up from the south, taking people away. The locals got worried and sent a request for help to Governor Grey. Grey sent a cutter down from Manukau to check it out. I asked to be on the mission after this Maori chick talked to me about it. We came south on a coastal trader called the Wallaby. We got here three days ago. Grey sent a sergeant called Bain and a squad of soldiers.’
‘Find anything?’
Damien shook his head. ‘Sergeant Bain’s got the lads down at the coast, cos someone told us there was another ship lurking there. The Wallaby is in port at Moturoa — that’s the Maori name for the Aotearoa side of New Plymouth. She’s going south in two days’ time.’ He pointed towards the village. ‘The thing is, the Maori village isn’t usually here: normally all you find is the military camp, the one they built after 1881. But something — or someone — is making Te Whiti’s village reappear.’
They stared down at the darkened village. ‘Wish Mat was here,’ Riki admitted eventually. ‘This is more his line than ours.’ The three of them had been involved in some dangers together in Aotearoa before — usually Mat did the thinking and the magic, and Damien and Riki did the fighting. ‘He’d know if there was something going on.’
Suddenly Shui murmured and jabbed a finger towards the south corner of the village. A stab of light had flashed momentarily, once, twice, then nothing. She muttered something to Damien in Cantonese.
‘What do we do?’ Riki asked.
Damien stood, pulling Shui to her feet with him. ‘We go check it out.’
Riki grimaced. ‘Uh, mate, how am I going to get back to my world?’
Damien grinned. ‘There’s a portal not far away, but let’s check that light out first, man. Won’t take a mo. And hell, I haven’t see you in ages. Don’t go yet.’
Riki exhaled. This is dumb, especially as that chick seems to have gone to some trouble to get me here, and Dame too. But he found himself nodding anyway. The excitement of the hunt was taking over. The three of them crept silently down the slope and through a gap in the wooden palisade that fenced the village. Up close the housing was not Maori in style, but very roughly built in a European manner, with none of the care and diligence of traditional Maori whare. The buildings looked half broken and there was a strong air of decay. Rot and stale urine. Old foulness. The earth was muddy, the few tufts of grass having been trampled back into the churned dirt. Shui sniffed meaningfully; Riki smelt it too: the thin whiff of wood smoke. There was a fire burning, somewhere near, but they could see no flames.
They crept between the buildings, as quietly as they could, until they found a hut whose only window was broken; through the crack leaked the faintest thread of smoke. Damien nudged Riki and pointed to the opposite shack. For an instant, Riki thought he saw a girl’s face, with a white flower in her hair and huge frightened eyes. Then she vanished back into the darkness of the hut.
‘You take that one and I’ll take the smoke,’ Damien whispered. He flicked open his coat, revealing a navy-issue cutlass. He pulled the short sword out, while Shui drew her pistol and primed it with calm competence. Riki wished he had a weapon.
‘Got a spare?’ he whispered.
Damien shook his head. ‘Stay behind me if anything happens.’ He jabbed a finger at the door of the hut where the girl had vanished. ‘Let’s do them at the same time.’
Riki found himself trembling with nervous tension, but not fear. This wasn’t his first time in Aotearoa, and not the first time he’d faced danger. And, anyway, maybe nothing would happen …
Yeah right.
He slunk towards the door of the hut, waited until Damien reached the opposite one, and then laid his hands on the handle. Shui stood between them, pistol held in a two-handed grip, barrel pointed skywards like someone from a police drama. She looked the calmest of the three of them.
Damien nodded, mouthing: One, two, three.
He opened the door silently and tried to penetrate the darkness of the hut. Opposite he heard voices, but before he could look away a girl emerged from the darkness. She was Maori, maybe fourteen or fifteen, with a sadly beautiful face. She wore a shapeless smock and held out flowers. White camellias, like the ones in his mother’s garden.
‘Please don’t kill me,’ she said in a tremulous voice. ‘I’m so tired of dying.’
What the hell?
Then from outside someone shouted, and three shots boomed and echoed about them. Riki flinched and spun in time to see Shui throw herself sideways, her pistol disgorging thick smoke. On the opposite doorstep, Damien was pressed to the wall. Beside him was a big Maori youth with tousled hair and hideous scars all over his bare torso. Damien called, his voice high-pitched, ‘At least six men, dude. We’ve got to roll!’
Riki grabbed the girl’s hand. She flinched from him, tried to pull free. ‘Come on,’ he told her. ‘We’ve got to go.’ But she tore her hand free and backed into the shadows. Outside there were more shots. Musket balls tore at the timber of the huts.
‘Come on, Rik!’ Damien shouted. To his alarm Riki realized his friend’s shout came from further away. ‘Please, you’ve got to come,’ he implored the girl. He lunged at her, but she was too fast, darting to the ground and slithering like a lizard to a place under her heavy wooden bed. ‘Damn it, girl!’
‘Riki!’ Damien shouted, from further away. More gunfire. Shouting voices rang out, far too many.
That better be Dame’s mates coming to the rescue. He fell to his knees. ‘Please, girl. Come with me. We’ve got to get away. Bad men are coming.’
She looked at him hesitantly. He held his breath as she stared back at him from the deepest shadows, only her shining eyes clearly visible. For an instant he thought she was about to give him her trust and come. But then the door crashed open behind him. Too late. He rose as a burly shape in a long coat appeared in the doorway. The man held a musket, but he didn’t fire it. Instead he smashed the butt towards Riki’s head.
Riki was his school’s champion taiaha fighter. He didn’t have a weapon, but he knew how to dodge and how to use his body in a scrap. He dropped under the blow and scissored his legs at the man’s knee and ankle. The man crashed to the ground beside him. Riki rabbit-punched him in the nose, rewarded by a wet crunch beneath his fist, then rolled clear as the man bellowed furiously. The girl under the bed squealed and darted for the door faster than a wild cat. Riki went after her, snatching up the musket as he went, though he knew next to nothing about them. The barrel was hot, so he suspected it wasn’t loaded anyway. He kicked the attacker back down as he tried to rise, then leapt after the girl.
In the alley between the huts the burly youth who had been beside Damien a few seconds ago was lying in the mud, clutching his head. There was a man towering over him, his leg pulled back to kick him in the belly. Without thinking, Riki slammed the butt of the musket he held into the man’s temple. He dropped like a stone. The Maori youth’s eyes opened and he looked up at Riki, a flash of gratitude that became a warning. Riki spun, ducking under a wild cutlass blow from a bearded man in sailor’s garb. He blocked another blow, then jabbed his barrel into the man’s guts. The man gasped and crumpled, winded. More shots whipped past Riki. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Damien and Shui further down the line of buildings, both holding smoking pistols. Someone shrieked in pain, one of the attackers. He half-turned to see what was coming.
He should have just run. A massive fist smashed into his jaw and he staggered, dazed. He heard the Maori girl scream and more shots ring out. Damien shouted, but Riki’s hearing seemed wonky, coming and going. A massive man loomed before him, and he tried to lift the musket to protect himself. Then that huge fist came back, moving in slow motion but way too fast for him anyway. It hammered him over backwards, the moon flashed above him and then the back of his head struck the mud. Everything else was sucked into the roaring silence …

Riki woke to a pounding ache, and when he tried to move chains clanked on his ankles. Oh no.
He opened an eye and winced in pain at even such a tiny action. A brilliant light seared his eyes, then faded, and he realized it was just a candle. His brain felt like it had been malleted and his ribs throbbed. Every breath was painful. Someone gave me a bloody good kicking when I was down. Best time to kick a man, I guess. He opened his eyes more fully and looked about him, then blanched.
He realized instantly that he was in the hold of a ship, not a modern one but an old wooden one. It stank of sewage and saltwater, and rolled in a stomach-churning wallow. He was not alone either. There were at least twenty men and half a dozen women chained up here with him. None of them was the young girl he’d tried to rescue. For an instant he hoped to see Damien here with him, but he wasn’t and, anyway, it was better if his friend had got away safe.
He looked down at himself and realized that someone had ripped off his shirt and jersey. He was only wearing his khaki pants, which had been mutilated, the labels ripped off. At first he was angry, but then he realized that someone had gone to some effort to conceal his modern clothing. He looked about him, meeting the eyes of the burly youth he’d seen with Damien. ‘Hey’’ he managed, realizing as he did that his throat was rough and dry.
‘Kia ora,’ the young man said in a broken whisper. ‘Who are you and what are you doing here?’
Riki was a little surprised that the youth spoke English. But the girl had too. Maybe they’d dealt with settlers a lot. ‘What happened? Where are we going?’
‘We’re on the ship Leonora. I imagine we’re being taken south.’ His eyes hardened a little. ‘You haven’t answered my question.’
‘My name is Riki Waitoa. I was, um, lost, following a girl, and I guess I was snooping around.’
‘What is snooping?’ the other youth frowned.
‘Investigating: trying to see what was happening.’
‘Then you have found out. But if they find that you are not one of us, they will kill you.’
‘Who are they?’ Riki asked, afraid he already knew the answer.
‘They are men of Bryce kohuru. Slave-takers. You were a fool to come to Parihaka.’
‘You’ve got that right, mate.’ He rubbed his face painfully, tried to massage his temples, to rub away the pain behind his eyes. ‘Did you see if my friends escaped?’ He looked down the row of bleak faces. ‘Any of you?’
‘There were no strangers taken but you,’ another man said. ‘There were no strangers among the bodies they burned. Only our people.’ Then his voice broke and he began to sob.
‘Who are you people?’ Riki asked, dreading to know the answer.
‘We are the people of Parihaka,’ the young man opposite replied. ‘Bryce kohuru has cursed us. We are his slaves forever.’ His face was a mask of resigned dread. ‘My name is Hemi. Welcome to our hell.’



Missing person alert
The landline rang, shaking Mat from a deep sleep. He barely heard it, but the persistent ringing somehow reached him and he staggered out of bed, heading for the phone stationed at the top of the stairs. His nose was clear, thanks to Aroha, but his mind was still fuzzy. He’d barely slept a wink until dawn; partly that was anxiety over Aroha’s ominous visit, but mostly it was worry about the midnight call he’d taken from Riki. He’d tried a dozen times to phone back and got nothing — Riki’s cellphone was now off the grid.
He’s in trouble, I know he is.
He grabbed the receiver. ‘Hello?’
‘Mat? Mat?’
He knew the voice, but hadn’t thought to hear it down a telephone line. ‘Damien?’
‘Mate, we’re in trouble. We were nearly killed, and now I can’t find Riki. There never shoulda been anyone there, it’s the wrong time of year and—’
‘Slow down, man, slow down. What’s happened? Where’s Riki? How can you be using a phone?’
The story poured out. A late-night rendezvous which turned into surveillance over Parihaka-Aotearoa, Riki’s unexpected appearance, and then the fight. Now Riki missing in action. Mat groaned, rubbing furiously at his eyes. ‘Where are you calling from?’
‘A farmhouse in your world: near Parihaka. The owners are away.’
‘You broke in?’
‘Yeah, what else could we do? I’ve got to report back to the sergeant, but I thought you should know what’s happening. What are we going to do?’
Bloody hell! Mat tried desperately to think. The clock on the wall said 8:07 a.m. By now the teachers on the field trip would know Riki was missing. They’d start by looking around, then they’d really start to get worried. Family would be called, then the police. It would take hours before the cops took it seriously enough to get heavily involved, and they wouldn’t find anything because they’d be looking in the wrong world. He had to act soon.
‘Mat?’ Damien’s voice was frightened. ‘I’m so sorry, I never thought anything would happen. Nothing should be happening there.’
Mat swallowed heavily. It would be easy to get angry at Damien about this, but what would be the point? Time was passing and there were things that had to be done. ‘How long can you stay where you are?’
‘Not long. Only a few more hours. People like us … dead people … we can’t stay long in this world. It hurts. We’ve got to get back.’
‘Okay. Stay as long as you can.’ Mat looked at the receiver and jotted down the phone number. ‘I’ll call back after I’ve made some other calls.’
‘And then?’
Mat took a deep breath and made the only decision he could. ‘Then I’m coming to you. I’m home from school sick, so no-one will miss me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’
‘Okay. Thanks. I’m so sorry, I never—’
‘Save it, Dame. Stay by that phone.’ He broke the connection and stared into space, breathing heavily. Paralysed by fear. But then a sense of urgency took over. He ran to his room still holding the receiver, then threw it on the bed as he fished around for the notebook he kept under the mattress — one which contained jottings of important things he needed to remember about Aotearoa. He leafed through scrawlings about concepts like tapu and mana, and notes on where the major settler sites were and who was in charge. It also contained a seldom-used phone number in his world. He rang it. The ringtone was antique, a three-note bell that cut off almost immediately. He left a quick message, then put the receiver back down, grabbed his cellphone and made another call.
Cassandra Allan picked up instantly, unsurprising as she was connected 24/7 to every electronic gadget she owned. ‘Mat? Hi, what’s up? I’m about to go into class.’
‘Have you heard from Riki?’
‘Today?’
‘Or last night.’
‘Nope. Why?’ Her voice took on an extra edge. ‘Isn’t he over in the ’Naki?’
‘Yeah, at Parihaka. But something bad has happened.’ Mat quickly brought her up to speed. Not only was Cass Riki’s girlfriend, but she knew all about Aotearoa and was the most expert techo Mat knew. If Riki had left any trace of where he was in this world she’d find it — not that he really thought Riki was in this world at all. His worst nightmare was that his friend was a corpse in Aotearoa — and if you died over there, mostly you never came back, unless your spirit was caught up in one of that world’s big events … like the raid on Parihaka. His mind swirled.
‘What are we going to do?’ Cassandra asked tersely.
‘I’m going to go over there and find Damien and Shui, then retrace their movements, see what I can pick up. I’ve already put in a call to Jones’s emergency number, but it could be hours or even days before he gets it.’ Aethlyn Jones lived in both Aotearoa and the real world, flitting between the two, but at times he could be gone for weeks.
‘What about Wiri and Kelly?’ Cass asked.
Mat scowled. ‘They’re in Australia. Kelly wanted to give Wiri a treat — he’s never been out of New Zealand before. They won’t be back for a couple of weeks.’
‘How will you get to Taranaki? You don’t have a car, or your licence.’
‘I dunno yet.’
‘I do. I’ll pick you up in about four hours.’
‘But—’
‘Four hours: it’s a three-hour trip from here to Napier, plus one hour to get out of school and pack. Dad’s away and I’m about to throw a sickie. And you should call Evie.’
‘Um …’
‘She’s a seer, Mat. Call her.’ The connection snapped off before he could argue.
He exhaled heavily, realizing that his hands were trembling. It was great that Cass was coming, though he was worried that he was leading a friend into danger, just like Damien had last night. It was almost 8:20 a.m. Cass would be here around midday. Maybe he’d hear from Aethlyn Jones by then, but probably not. He had no idea where his mentor was at the moment. Jones was a centuries-old Welshman who’d settled in Aotearoa. He was an Adept, a wizard or whatever word was in vogue, and had moved freely between the real and ghost worlds in many countries. If anyone could help, it was Jones. Mat could only hope the message got to him soon.
Making the next call was much harder. He glanced at The Lovers tarot card pinned to his wall. No matter how often he re-pinned it the right way up, it defied gravity to turn upside down in seconds. It was eerie to watch. When he’d first met Evie, and realized how alike they were, he’d really thought he’d met the right girl for him. That was until he’d found out that Evie was the child of the two worst people Mat had ever met — Puarata and Donna Kyle — and his growing feelings had become confused and tangled. That inverted card symbolized everything about their relationship just now.
But Evie was also an incredibly gifted seer; she could track people and things that even a well-trained tohunga or Adept could not. Cass was right: Evie’s help could be the difference between finding Riki alive or finding a corpse. He made the call.

Everalda van Zelle was doing her make-up, her hands full and wrapped in a towel, when her cellphone rang. She hissed at it, as if it might stop ringing at her displeasure.
‘Are you going to answer that?’ her mother called. Her mum was dressed for the office and heading for the door. She worked on the North Shore of Auckland for a real estate company. Evie was always the last to leave for work, as her fortune-telling booth at the Victoria Park Market didn’t usually open until ten o’clock.
Thanks, Mum. She ditched the powder and paint. ‘Just getting it.’ She picked up the cellphone and stiffened as she read the screen: Mat.mob.
She hesitated, then hit the green pick-up button. ‘Mat?’
‘Evie. Hi.’ His voice rang clear down the line, stirring bittersweet memories. Until she met Mat, the only Adepts she’d met were vile people, friends of Donna Kyle who made her skin crawl. Mat had been different: honest, good-hearted and wholesome. She’d never thought to meet someone like him. They’d sparked off each other immediately, as if they’d each been longing for someone just like the other. Being a semi-stranger to him now hurt.
‘How are you?’ she asked, feeling her pulse quicken.
‘I’m fine,’ he responded impatiently, no room in his voice for small talk. ‘I need your help. My friend Riki has gone missing. He went to Aotearoa, to a place called Parihaka. Do you know it?’
‘I’m fine too,’ she said tartly, before she could bite back the petty words. Brilliant, girl. His best friend is missing and all you’re giving him is sarcasm. ‘Sorry.’ She closed her eye. ‘No, I don’t know Parihaka. Or Riki. I’ve never met him, remember.’
Mat went silent. ‘If you had to try and find him, what would help?’
Evie thought hard. ‘Something of his that I can touch. A photograph. Something I can focus on.’
‘I could email you a photo from my phone.’
She frowned. A tiny digital image of someone she’d never met. It probably wasn’t enough. ‘Try it. I’ll see what I can do.’
‘Thanks,’ Mat said, his voice full of longing. ‘Let me know if anything comes up.’
‘I will.’ The line went silent, but she could feel him, just waiting. ‘I miss you,’ she said quietly.
‘Me too,’ he whispered. Then the line went dead.
She barely heard her mother leave, responding to her goodbyes with automatic responses, her mind far away. She spread a tarot deck out on her bed, running a three-card reading: past, present and future, Major Arcana only. She got The Lovers inverted for the past, as she always did when she thought of Mat. The Hanged Man was the card for the present, which she interpreted as ‘life in suspense’ or ‘transition’, which at least offered hope that things might be about to change. It was the future card that was troubling: The High Priestess, a card that symbolized wisdom and learning, but also spinsterhood. It was a card that she’d often pulled when thinking about herself, especially in the last few months. It seemed to tell her that she would remain alone, isolated by her powers.
Regardless, it wasn’t helpful, at least not about Mat’s friend. More was required. She went to her bookshelf, pulling down rune stones and wands, and some books she’d found in the sorts of New Age shops that didn’t understand at all the forces they trafficked in. She pulled carefully chosen crystals from drawers and lit certain candles she seldom used. Work was forgotten: her stall would remain closed today.
This is an opportunity, she told herself. Though even she couldn’t tell whether this was a real premonition, or simply the wishful thinking of a lovelorn girl.



Picking up the trail
Cassandra Allan’s Mazda soft-top roared into Mat’s driveway just after midday. He’d been ready for more than an hour, his bag crammed with clothing, beside which he’d placed a taiaha and two rolled-up feather cloaks. One belonged to Riki and the other was his. They were gifts of Kurangaituku, the Bird-Witch of the Hatupatu legend. Riki kept his at Mat’s house as his family was huge and he couldn’t keep it secret. They’d occasionally managed to use them, on practice flights in Aotearoa. He’d found that leather gauntlets and swimming goggles were essential if long flights were planned, so those were in his bag too. He wasn’t sure he’d need the cloaks, but better to be safe than sorry.
About his neck, Mat wore two interlocking wooden carvings, a Maori spiral that fitted into a Celtic knot. He’d made them for his parents, but then they’d separated and now he wore them, fitted together into one pendant — it seemed to aid his powers somehow.
Cass flew to him and wrapped her skinny arms around him, kissing his cheek. ‘Any news?’ she asked anxiously.
Cassandra was all angles and bony bits. Her hair was different every time Mat saw her. Currently it was short and spiky, teased up and dyed scarlet. She was wearing a tracksuit and a hoodie, and a headset wired to the iPad slung over her shoulder on a shoulder strap. She was stroking the tablet unconsciously.
‘Jones called. We need to pick him up in Taupo on the way through. Nothing else from Damien. I let him know we’d be in New Plymouth by dinner time, and he’s back on the other side now. I’m ready to go.’ He hugged her again. ‘Thanks for coming.’
‘As if I wouldn’t,’ she sniffed. Her whole body quivered with urgency. ‘Come on, let’s go.’
The interior of the Mazda was roomy enough in front, but the back seat and boot were tiny. Enough for the two of them easily, but things promised to get cramped when they had to cram Jones in as well. Cassandra had her restricted licence, as did Mat now thanks to a busy couple of months. They drove north, around the port and over the bridge into Westshore, then onto the highway. Soon they were clipping along rapidly through light traffic, passing Westshore, the airport and Bay View, then onto State Highway 5 to Taupo.
‘You look knackered,’ Cassandra told him. ‘Sleep if you want.’
‘Don’t think I can. Is it okay if I use your iPad? I need to look something up.’
Cassandra’s nose twitched warily. ‘I guess. Don’t change anything on it, okay?’
‘I wouldn’t know how.’
‘And that’s supposed to comfort me how?’
‘I just want to look up something on the internet.’
‘And you’ve used an iPad before?’
‘Uh, no.’
‘Hmmm.’
Mat fumbled his way through the unfamiliar touch-screen controls, occasionally cursing, which invariably drew a panicked squawk of ‘What have you done?’ from Cassandra. He was trying to find out all he could about Parihaka, but it was mostly stuff he’d already learnt in class. One thing stood out: most of the men taken from Parihaka in 1881 had been shipped to Dunedin, which was, in Aotearoa, John Bryce’s base. Bryce was the last of Puarata’s circle still at large. Mat had a sinking feeling that what was happening to Riki was going to bring him into direct confrontation with the former Native Minister, ready or not.
He then looked up Hine-ahu-one, to try to verify what Aroha had told him.
Cassandra glanced across at the screen. ‘Who’s that? Somebody number one?’
‘You pronounce it “o-nay”, not “won”. Hine-ahu-one, the first woman in Maori lore. Just a name I heard,’ he added, not wanting to talk about Aroha. There were plenty of snippets about the goddess, some contradictory, and he didn’t feel like he learnt a lot more than what Aroha had already told him. Soon after he began to feel queasy — too much staring at a screen while travelling along winding roads.
So they chatted about schoolwork a while, though they did few of the same subjects: Mat was very much an arts student, while Cass was all science and technology. It was good to have a friend to keep his mind from Riki and Aroha. The journey seemed to fly past. Soon they were travelling across the central plateau and into Taupo, taking a left turn at the main intersection as if going south, then turning at a farm gate near a new subdivision at Wharewaka. Mat got out of the car, hopped the fence, and went down into a little dip that hid him from any watchers. Then he reached inside himself, found the little flame that fuelled his arcane abilities, and attuned it to Aotearoa.
It was a swift transition, well-practised. He could do it several times a day now, provided he rested in between. An observer would have seen him turn transparent and then vanish entirely in about a second. To Mat, it was the other way around: the world slowly faded, to be replaced by a different version of the same place. Not an older version, as the Ghost World had the same time-flow as the world he’d left, but one that retained its older shapes. The most obvious change was that the subdivision and farmlands became bush, and the road above a dirt track pitted with the grooves left by wagon wheels. The houses of Taupo had also vanished when he clambered out of the small gully, leaving just a large pa site and several rows of white timber settlers’ houses, most tiny, a few huge. The boats on the lake were now fishing canoes. Subtler, but more pleasurable, was the way the aromas of the grass and bush filled his nostrils with clean, fresh sweetness, and the vivid blues of the sky above.
‘About time, boyo,’ said a gruff voice. Mat spotted Aethlyn Jones as the old man stood up; he’d been perched on a tree stump, smoking a pipe. The Welshman was clad in rough farming garb and a leather overcoat that reached his calves. He was a rangy man, with a lean weathered face and lank grey hair that fell past his jawline and looked in urgent need of combing. At his feet was a big pack, against which was propped a long-barrelled musket and a gnarled walking stick bound at the bottom with an iron ring. He wore a heavy basket-hilted sword at his waist. ‘You walk here?’
Mat just smiled. Jones didn’t really do cheery. The old Welshman had been Mat’s mentor for nearly two years. Along with the tohunga Ngatoro-i-rangi, Jones had taught Mat magic, old technology, old fighting skills, and more about Aotearoa than anyone else. Both were unofficial guardians of Aotearoa, in their very different ways. The responsibility of becoming another such guardian weighed heavily on Mat, but he knew he was in good hands.
‘Cassandra has her car waiting. We came as soon as we could.’
‘Hmpf. Well, she’s a capable enough lass, I’ll grant.’ Jones liked Cassandra. Indeed, Cassandra had saved him once, and Mat suspected the Welshman felt a debt to her. ‘Let’s get going, now. Time’s a-wasting.’
Jones took them back to the modern world, then they clambered out of the gully. Cassandra beamed at Jones and hugged him, though he pretended he didn’t want her to. Jones took over the passenger seat, while Mat found himself jammed into the small back seat of the Mazda, sitting sideways with his feet on the seat to accommodate Jones’s gun and pack on the floor. Jones put his pipe out, though his jacket still reeked of tobacco.
‘I’ve made some calls,’ Jones told them. ‘I know folk in the modern police force. They’re keeping a lid on this. The official story is that Riki had to leave the school trip early because of a death in his extended family. When found, he’ll be reprimanded for leaving without telling anyone, but that is all.’ Jones scowled. ‘That presumes we can find him intact.’ He tapped his fingers grimly. ‘He was a fool to go into Aotearoa at Parihaka. It’s far too dangerous.’
Mat could only agree, although he had no idea how Riki, with no magic, had done it.
They refuelled in Taupo. Jones and Mat stayed in the vehicle with the windows shut — Jones because he looked weirdly out-of-time, and Mat because he was scared that he’d be spotted by his mother or father, who were both in town at the moment. Taupo was where his mother had come to live when she and his father separated, and of course his dad was here for his court case. Cassandra filled up the tank, then parked on the main road and darted into a lunch bar to grab food for the journey. She took a little longer than expected, and when she returned there was an animated expression on her face. As soon as the car door was shut, she spun in her seat to face Mat. ‘Hey, guess what?’
‘I hate guessing games,’ Mat grumped. ‘What?’
‘I just saw your mother and father; that’s why I took so long. I was about to go into the lunch bar when I saw them through the window and had to go somewhere else. I don’t think they spotted me.’
Mat sat up, raising his eyebrows. ‘Mum and Dad? Together?’ He frowned. ‘Were they fighting?’
Cass laughed. ‘No, it looked quite civilized.’
‘Maybe they’re finalizing the divorce,’ Mat speculated gloomily. He retained little hope that his parents would get back together. His mother hated his father’s job — being a defence lawyer meant a lot of time defending guilty people, which she’d never really come to terms with. And they were both prickly people who didn’t work well together, or so it seemed to Mat. The last two years before they’d split up had been really unpleasant, though there had never been any real nastiness, thankfully.
Mat himself had also become part of the problem, in some ways. His adventures in Aotearoa had meant moments of very real danger, moments that had sometimes reached out to engulf Tama and Colleen too. Dad had mostly coped, but his mum was terrified of Aotearoa and what it would do to her son. It was just another thing they couldn’t agree on. There was no way he would give up on Aotearoa: indeed, no way he could, any more.
‘It looked pretty amicable,’ Cassandra said cheerily, but Mat blanked that train of thought. He didn’t want another disappointment.
‘At least they didn’t spot you,’ he replied. ‘If this takes too long, it’s going to be hard to pretend I’m still at home.’ He’d left a note to his father explaining, more or less, what was going on, secure in the knowledge that his father wasn’t due back in Napier until Saturday evening. That only gave him three days before all kinds of parental panic broke loose, but what else could he do?
While the Napier–Taupo road was familiar to Mat, the rest of the journey wasn’t: he’d never been to Taranaki. If the North Island of New Zealand really was the Great Fish of Maui, then that fish was swimming south, and Napier was on its belly, while the Taranaki district was the dorsal fin. The distance between the two was about 250 kilometres in a straight line but, due to the terrain in between, more than 400 kilometres by road. The trio left Taupo driving northwest, ignoring the thermal highway that led through Wairakei and eventually to Rotorua, taking instead the smaller road to Mangakino, through rugged bush and undulating farmlands. From there they took State Highway 30 west, eventually linking with State Highway 3, which wound inland of the coast on a southwest trajectory until it hit the coast north of Mokau. The Tasman Sea was broodingly rough and dark, whipped up by westerly winds and occasional bursts of heavy rain that slowed their speed right down. But Mat was with two of his very best friends so he enjoyed the journey, despite the underlying tension of what they might be driving into. What had happened to Damien was bad enough: to also lose Riki, potentially for good, gnawed at the two young people. At times Cassandra, for all her brave face, looked on the verge of tears. She’d once told Mat that to her, no relationship was going to be permanent until she was much older, but she didn’t seem emotionally detached at all now.
Just after seven, having stopped for a quick pie at a petrol station en route, they reached New Plymouth. The evening was windswept and rainy. The city, which was the hub for New Zealand’s small oil industry, faced north, and the westerlies were lashing the waves left to right, churning up white horses in the sea and driving them towards the shore.
Mat sat up, looking for street signs. ‘Damien said he’d be near Poet’s Bridge in Pukekura Park.’
‘I know the place,’ Jones said.
‘What’s New Plymouth like on the Aotearoa side?’ Cassandra asked.
‘It’s pretty much an armed camp, lass. Taranaki saw some of the fiercest fighting of the Maori Wars. On the Aotearoa side things are still pretty segregated. You won’t find many Maori in the town, just a few servants. And you won’t find many Europeans out of the town. Things change slower in Aotearoa, including people’s attitudes. As time passes, things improve, but there are many angry ghosts, on both sides. The most able colonial general, Duncan Cameron, resigned in protest against what he saw as naked aggression in Taranaki, so Governor Grey replaced him with men like Chute and McDonnell who were ruthless and took no prisoners.’ He paused. ‘I mean that literally. And the Pai Marire — the Hauhau movement — got involved on the Maori side. I think you know about them.’
Mat swallowed. He’d encountered fierce Hauhau warriors in Gisborne. Their faith was a blend of Christianity and old Maori beliefs. Some among them had believed in eating defeated enemies to gain their strength, and that they were invulnerable to musket fire if they made appropriate incantations. In Aotearoa, which was fuelled by such beliefs, it made them frightening and dangerous foes, very strong and very hard to kill. Mat had also met Governor Grey — and had not liked him at all.
With rain lashing, the streets of the city were desolate, the few cars churning through the rivulets of rainwater on the road, head lights blazing and wipers thrashing. Cassandra, guided by Jones’s directions, found the park, parked, then huddled into herself in the driving seat, her eyes moist. ‘What now?’
Jones shook his head. ‘Mat and I will go and find Damien. In Aotearoa, the park’s gardens lie outside the military camp. They’re patrolled, but I know people here if we meet anyone. You wait here, lass. We’ll only be a few minutes.’
Mat joined Jones anxiously, hunching against the wind and rain. They scurried into the park, following paths until they came to a red-painted wooden bridge. They walked out onto it, to Mat’s slight surprise, then Jones placed a hand on his shoulder. The rain and wind faded briefly, only to be replaced by a gentler rain moments later as they completed the transition into Aotearoa. Mat looked about curiously. The bridge was still beneath him, exactly the same though perhaps newer-looking. Across the lake he could see the line of a wooden palisade where the central business district of New Plymouth was in modern times. Lamplights flickered from within its walls. The evening was as bleak here as in the real world. The gardens had become bush, sloping upwards towards a tree-lined ridge to the south. The moon was lost in dark rain clouds, the sun already departed, and gloom was deepening into full night. He thought he glimpsed saucer-like eyes off to his left, but they winked out. Goblins were commonplace in Aotearoa, little kehua usually, mostly harmless except when gathered in numbers.
Jones clicked his fingers and a tiny tongue of light appeared momentarily. It was answered by a hoarse whisper. ‘Mister Jones?’ It was Damien, at the far end of the bridge.
Mat’s skin prickled with apprehension. Damien had been killed in February, and though Damien’s own recklessness had been a factor, Mat still blamed himself for not saving him. But the tall shape that emerged from the shadows had no hesitation in hugging him. Damien’s voice cracked with emotion as he pounded Mat’s back. ‘Mat, thank god you’re here.’
‘I’m here, Dame,’ Mat whispered, hugging him back, then stepping away. Damien’s face was streaked with rain and tears. ‘Cass is here too. We’re going to find him, man. I know it,’ he added, wishing he did. Damien nodded. He reached an arm backward, and a small Chinese girl emerged from his shadow. Mat had met Shui briefly before, and offered her a hand in greeting. ‘Hi,’ he said, unsure what else to say.
‘You remember Mat?’ Damien asked her in English. She nodded, smiling hesitantly.
More men came out of the shadows, to Mat’s alarm. A burly man with thick whiskers stepped forward. ‘Master Jones? I’m Sergeant Bain,’ he said to Jones with wary deference. ‘Governor Grey sent us to investigate activity at Parihaka.’
Jones shook the sergeant’s hand. ‘What can you tell me?’ he asked, his voice conveying subtle authority. Bain looked like he knew all about Jones, because he was all obedience, as if attending upon a superior officer.
‘Parihaka is one of those places where the history repeats strongly, Master Jones. Usually it is derelict, but once a year, in November, the village reforms itself and the events of Bryce’s raid reoccur, including a march of the men to the coast and the shipping south. It all takes about a week.’ The man scowled unhappily. ‘But recently, it’s been happening more frequently and at odd times. Governor Grey sent us, and young Master Damien volunteered to accompany us as he is familiar with the modern world.’
‘Is John Bryce directly involved?’
‘Sometimes, master, but not always. We’ve encountered the odd stray prisoner they missed, who can tell us a little of what goes on inside there, but we’ve seen nothing ourselves.’
Jones turned to Damien, his face severe. ‘And you took young Riki into that?’ he said accusingly.
Damien hung his head. ‘I didn’t know he would be here. Then when he did appear, it all seemed safe.’ He looked wretched as he related the events of that night. How Riki had stumbled into them unexpectedly. How they’d seen lights in the village and investigated, only to be caught up in a raid by Bryce’s men. Mat could hear the agonized embarrassment in Damien’s voice and felt sympathy. It was difficult to be angry; he could tell that the lesson was well and truly learnt. The only important thing now was to get Riki back.
Sergeant Bain piped up again when Damien paused. ‘We’ve spotted a ship off the coast,’ he added. ‘We’ve identified it as the Leonora.’
Jones glanced sideways at Mat. ‘The Leonora is a ship belonging to Bully Hayes.’
Mat stiffened and his eyes went to Damien and Shui. The Chinese girl’s right hand went unconsciously to her throat, where a pale white scar ran across her jugular, startling against her brown skin. Hayes had been the man who had murdered her when she’d been a poor migrant to the new colony; he then sold her ghost into servitude in the Bay of Islands.
Damien’s hand went to his cutlass. ‘Hayes,’ he hissed, baring his teeth. ‘If he’s got Riki—’
‘We don’t know that,’ Jones put in. ‘We can’t confirm anything until we’ve gone to Parihaka ourselves and made enquiries.’ Bain nodded in agreement, while Damien swallowed a protest and pulled Shui against his side.
‘He’s right,’ Mat said to Damien. ‘We can’t race off until we know.’
Damien nodded unhappily. ‘I know. It’s just … I want to do something. I’ve got to make this right.’
‘We will,’ Jones said. ‘But first, we must go to Parihaka, and the car only has room for four.’
‘My men have berths on the Wallaby,’ Bain put in. ‘She’s a coastal trader, heading for Nelson tomorrow. If you can ascertain whether the young man you seek is on Hayes’s ship, we can at least pursue part of the way onboard the Wallaby.’
Jones nodded. ‘I’ll bear it in mind. If we decide upon that, I’ll let you know.’ He jabbed a finger at Damien. ‘You’ll stay with Sergeant Bain for now.’
Damien looked utterly bereft not to be included, but Jones wasted no time on sympathy. He made Damien describe the spot where they’d lost Riki once more, in detail. Then he plucked at Mat’s shoulder. ‘Come. We must do this as soon as possible. Minutes may count, Mat.’
Mat barely had time to wave at Damien and Shui before Jones made the transition again. He staggered slightly as they stepped into the modern world once more. The gardens were just as they’d left them, and Cassandra was waiting in the Mazda with a pale face and bloodless lips. Mat saw she’d been crying. When they got to the car he reached over and squeezed her shoulder, but couldn’t think what to say.

The drive to Parihaka took time, especially when the rain worsened as they left New Plymouth by the coastal road. Visibility was almost nil at times. Cass crawled along, peering over the car wheel with her thickest glasses on and the wipers going full-tilt. It was almost an hour before they found the Parihaka Road, which took them back inland. Jones told them that they were driving almost directly into the western slopes of Mount Taranaki, but that was meaningless to them on such a night. They found the old site courtesy of Cass’s GPS, and this time she refused to stay with the car. She and Mat pulled on thick overcoats and Mat grabbed his taiaha. The rain was so heavy he suspected muskets were out of the question, and indeed Jones only brought his heavy sword. He also brought a storm lantern, oil-fuelled, but didn’t light it yet. After a long moment of thought, he got out his thick-bladed hunting knife and handed it hilt first and still sheathed to Cass. She fitted it to her belt and loosened it in the sheath with experienced hands. Though not an Adept, Cass had a knack for the practical that belied her geeky looks.
‘Listen,’ the Welshman said, having to raise his voice against the storm. ‘I have no idea what we might encounter here tonight. Bain is right that normally this place is derelict, but what he reported earlier makes me wonder if Bryce is using his power over this site to bleed it dry. With the Treaty of Waitangi missing and war brewing, he is likely to be preparing for war. We need to be cautious and stick together.’
Once the two teens had nodded in assent, he laid a hand on Mat, who in turn gripped Cassandra’s hand. Together, they moved across into Aotearoa. The monument, a stone obelisk above a memorial stone, faded fast from view and the darkness deepened further. Then wooden fences formed, and rows of huts shrouded in misty rain. The wind was weaker here, as if the storm was slowly passing.
Jones lit the storm lantern with a gesture, lighting their faces with a yellowish glow, but little else. Cassandra squeezed Mat’s hand then let go. She had no tech gear with her and looked oddly naked without it. Mat gripped his taiaha with both hands, pirouetting slowly. But there was no-one here, no light visible but their own.
They made their way slowly onward, down the darkened aisle of sheds and huts, the darkness pressing about them. ‘I don’t like it here,’ Cassandra said softly. ‘My superpowers don’t work.’
‘What superpowers?’ Jones asked quizzically.
‘Instant access to all information and knowledge and how to deploy it,’ Cassandra replied immediately. ‘There’s no internet connection here. It’s like being in the seventies or worse.’
Jones snorted softly. ‘Must be hell for you, lass.’ He pointed left and right. ‘This way,’ he whispered, indicating the middle rank of huts. ‘Young Damien said they saw the light they followed towards the far end of this aisle.’ He lifted the lantern and swished his sword gently about him.
Mat took his right flank and Cass his left, as they worked their way down the row. Most of the huts were open to the elements, broken like a smashed diorama, roofs gone and doors off their hinges. Some were burnt out. The rain was lessening by the minute, the winds dropping, and overhead the dark clouds were shredding. But they were still cold and wet, shivering with tension and chill as they sloshed through the mud. At times Mat thought he glimpsed faces at windows, dark faces that vanished an instant later. ‘It’s as if there are crowds all around us, but I can’t see anyone.’
Jones nodded. ‘Places like this are haunted by their past. They are never far from recreating those incidents. The normal rules don’t apply here. The land is stained and tapu, and though it has been purified by tohunga many times, the past keeps returning.’
Mat recalled what Jones, and Bain before him, had said about the place. It had a horrifying logic. ‘Do you mean that the people caught up in the raid on Parihaka keep getting returned to life, and re-enslaved, over and over? That they can’t ever die?’
Jones exhaled heavily. ‘I do indeed. Powerful events are like that: they transcend the normal rules of this place. Until the wounds of those events are healed by society, they recur, over and over.’
‘But that’s horrible!’ Mat exclaimed.
‘Ghosts of ghosts,’ Cassandra whispered. ‘Imagine what the Nazi concentration camps must be like in their ghost worlds. Or the killing fields in Cambodia.’
Mat shuddered. It didn’t bear thinking about at all, as far as he was concerned.
Jones put a finger to his lips. ‘Quiet now. We’re getting close to where they lost Riki.’
They had reached the fourth-from-last huts in the row. Both were derelict, indistinguishable from the others, but this was the place Damien had described. ‘Come on,’ Jones said, pushing his way into the left-hand hut. He vanished inside, his lantern illuminating the interior. Cassandra went second; Mat watched from the door as the Welshman nudged the strewn blankets and broken bed within. There were ashes in the fireplace. ‘Cold,’ he said, kneeling over them.
Mat felt a chill behind him and turned slowly.
There was a faint sucking sound, and he felt goose bumps shiver up his arms and legs as the darkness of the night took on a deeper shade of ebony. A semi-human shape seemed to crawl along the walls of the opposite hut, with elongated arms, hunched over so that shoulders and head seemed to run together. Then lightning flashed, burning his retinas. He blinked the flash away and, when his vision cleared, the shadow-shape was gone. Thunder rolled distantly, almost masking the creaking of timbers in the opposite hut. Jones and Cassandra were bent over some papers that were half-consumed in the ashes of the fire. Without thinking, he crept to the opposite hut.
Without the lantern light, he could barely see. Stealthy sounds emerged from the hut as he approached; he positioned his taiaha, holding it with its spear-like tongue ready to jab. A soft, frightened sigh crept from within the other hut, and he heard a grunting, slurping noise that made his blood run cold. He gathered his courage and lit a tiny light inside the paua eyes of the face carved into the hilt of his taiaha to light the way. As if it sensed him, whatever was moving inside went silent, a watchful silence that was full of menace. To counter the creeping dread, he fed more energy into the paua, so that pale blue-green light pulsed outward, and he burst into the hut.
What met his eyes was a young Maori girl, maybe twelve, lying on her back, her eyes glassy and her brown skin unnaturally grey. He thought her dead, until she blinked in the blue-green light of the paua eyes. She convulsed, whimpered, a pleading look in her eyes.
Crouched over her was a thing that seemed made of darkness. Almost man-sized, its skin was formed from shadows and its eyes were pale moons. Dark green moko patterns covered its naked body; its teeth were like finger bones. Its hand gripped the girl’s throat, but as Mat’s light washed over it, it flinched and screeched like a bird.
Mat whipped his taiaha blade around, trying to smash the creature sideways and off the girl. Too soon: the goblin, if that was what it was, swayed out of his reach, but in doing so had to release the girl. It flattened itself against the wall and circled right, towards the only window. Mat bellowed a challenge as he darted in and swung again.
The taiaha had once belonged to Ngatoro-i-rangi and had been soaked in the blood of Te Iho, Puarata’s secret lair. Mat had smashed wood and concrete with it in practice.
The goblin caught it in one hand.
Its other hand snaked out and caught Mat by the throat. He choked as the goblin gripped and squeezed, grinning malevolently as it pulled him towards its mouth, which widened frighteningly. Mat tried to kick at it, but his leg got tangled in the taiaha, and all he succeeded in doing was kicking his own weapon.
It turned out to be the best thing he could have done. His shin batted the carved hilt, with the glowing paua eyes, against the thigh of the creature. As the paua-light struck the goblin’s shadowy skin, it yowled in agony and lost its grip. Mat wrenched free and lurched away. Where the light had touched the goblin, a livid patch of still-burning skin glowed. It flapped at it, mewling in horror.
Mat gasped down air, putting the taiaha between him and his foe, jabbing with the glowing tongue. The goblin shrieked, spun, and with a shrill cry threw itself at the broken window. It broke through with a crash and vanished into the night outside.
‘What was that?’ Cass called, then Jones hissed and she fell silent.
‘In here,’ Mat called softly, spinning slowly with taiaha ready, in case there were other attackers. But apart from him and the prone Maori girl, there was no-one.
Jones burst in, sword at the ready. He looked furious. ‘I told you to stick with me!’ he snapped, then his eyes widened as he saw the girl. ‘Watch the door,’ he ordered Mat, as Cassandra came in and gave a small squeak. She put a hand to Mat’s throat, where he could still feel the goblin’s grip. Then she went to kneel beside Jones and the girl.
Mat watched them fuss over the girl, Cassandra reluctantly obeying Jones’s instructions to hug her close, while he kindled a fire in the fireplace. ‘What happened?’ he demanded of Mat.
Mat described what he’d heard and seen, and Jones grimaced. ‘It was a kakarepo, a night goblin. They feed on the souls of the dying and the dead,’ Jones told him. ‘They haunt places like this, where the tapu is not easily maintained. You were lucky to escape it unscathed.’
‘Which of those is she?’ Mat asked. ‘Dead or dying?’
‘Both,’ Jones replied grimly. Cassandra threw him a nauseated look and shrank a little from the girl she cradled. ‘She must be one of the spirits locked into Parihaka’s cycle of misery.’ He bent over her again and began to speak to her in soft, lilting Maori.
At first she wouldn’t respond, just stared at Jones with huge frightened eyes and clung desperately to Cassandra. Occasionally she glanced at Mat, with neither gratitude nor trust. Mat tried to smile reassurance, but she looked away. She’s scared of men, he realized. It was an ugly thought.
Outside, the sky slowly began to clear. The rain stopped and the moon reappeared, and then all at once Mat saw Mount Taranaki, its peak snow-white and lit by the moonlight so that it glowed. Alone, without foothills, it filled the eastern sky with its serene majesty. Stars glittered in the void.
Inside the hut, Jones’s patient reassurance of the girl in her own tongue began to be rewarded. She accepted chocolate from his pocket, eating it with evident relish. She sat up, pulled away from Cassandra, eyeing the doorway where Mat stood, but making no movement. Finally she began to speak, answering Jones’s enquiries in a small voice. Back and forth they went. Mat, late in picking up Maori as a subject at school in defiance of his father, found he understood a reasonable amount of what he heard. His teacher had commended his growing vocabulary, but told him that to make real progress he had to make the transition to thinking in Maori. That wasn’t proving easy.
Jones stood watch while the girl and the two teens slept intermittently. Finally, with the skies lightening behind the mountain to the east, Jones exhaled tiredly and gripped the girl’s hands, pulling her to her feet. They went outside and headed for the open ground beside the gates. Mat and Cassandra followed at a distance.
‘What’s happening?’ Cass whispered.
Mat shook his head. ‘Dunno.’
They reached the atea, the open space within the marae, just as the sun lit the land, rising from the southeast and peeking around the southern flank of Mount Taranaki. Suddenly, the girl gave a happy cry, turned and flung her arms around Jones’s waist. He hugged her back, then let her go as she pulled away and began to walk towards the sunlight.
Cassandra gripped Mat’s hand as the girl’s feet left the ground. ‘Oh my …’ she breathed. Mat felt the same way.
The girl seemed to walk up the sunbeams as if they were a path, each step giant-like as she was first yards then miles away, a speck in the golden light. Then she was gone. Mat realized he’d been holding his breath, and let it out slowly. He looked at Cassandra and blinked back tears. They let each other’s hand go and just stood there in the warm glow of the dawn.
Jones trudged thoughtfully back towards them. He sighed heavily. ‘Her name was Huia,’ he said. ‘I opened her a way forward, to go on and seek her ancestors.’
Mat looked at his mentor with utmost respect.
Jones led them out of the bowl in which the village stood. As they left, it seemed that the whole of the encampment fell into the mists. The sun on the mountains was so bright it hurt their eyes. Mat guessed they were probably in the same spot that the soldiers had stood, all those years ago, as they waited for the order to march in. But as the sun rose, the mist faded, revealing nothing but an empty field.
‘Did you find out what happened to Riki?’
Jones nodded with tired satisfaction. ‘I did indeed. She saw him. He was taken with about thirty others towards the coast. She only avoided them herself because of Riki’s actions. But she has been taken south many times previously. It is as we thought: this place is like a festering sore, every year recycling its cargo of slaves for Bryce’s works down south. But lately, it is as if Bryce is squeezing the boil, trying to harvest every drop of suffering from it. He has raided three times already this year.’ He shook his head. ‘The thing about evil is that it finds a way of recurring. Places where evil happened keep recreating the crime in the ghost worlds.’
‘What can break the cycle?’ Mat asked.
Jones grunted. ‘Reparation. Forgiveness. And time. Mostly time.’
‘But that poor girl is free now?’ Cassandra asked anxiously.
‘Yes. I helped her to wrest her soul from the cycle. One less for Bryce to recycle and break over and again.’
‘And Riki is still alive?’
‘We must hope so,’ Jones said. ‘If they were taken to the coast, then Hayes must have them and be sailing south. He has a day on us.’
‘But he’s only sailing,’ Cassandra said firmly. ‘We can catch him.’
‘Indeed we can,’ Jones said. ‘If we hurry.’

They returned to the modern world, where the passing storm had left clear skies. Jones was silent and nibbling at his lower lip. Distant farmhouses pumped wood smoke into the air and above them passenger jets carved icy lines in the blue. Cassandra retrieved her iPad from the car, flicked it on and began checking emails. Mat ate a muesli bar he’d stowed, yawning furiously. It was now about thirty hours since he’d had a proper sleep.
Finally Jones spoke. ‘Mat, Cassandra, listen. I think we have to take some chances if we are to head Hayes off. He’s a day ahead of us, with a westerly wind and improving conditions. Sailing ships can make good time. He could already be off Kapiti by now, assuming he is going south. They can make about twenty knots, which is nearly forty kilometres per hour. It would need them to have sailed at night, but that’s possible if you’ve got a good navigator.’
‘Or magical help,’ Mat put in, remembering the shipboard chase he’d been involved in that February.
‘Indeed,’ Jones agreed. ‘Twelve hours means nearly four hundred kilometres if all goes smoothly. We’ve got to move fast, but we’ve also got to have someone on the Aotearoa side tracking them.’
Cassandra frowned, looking up from her computer. ‘Where is Hayes going?’ she asked. ‘Dunedin?’
‘Probably.’
‘Then we’ve got to get across the Strait,’ Cassandra said. ‘I can book us tickets and get the car across too.’
Jones nodded. ‘That’s what I’m thinking, lass. If you two drive south and take the ferry, I’ll go with Bain on the Wallaby and meet you both in Nelson.’
Mat exhaled thoughtfully. ‘But what if Hayes doesn’t go to Nelson? What if he sails straight past and on?’
‘Then we’ll hook up in Nelson and drive south,’ Cassandra replied. ‘We’ll still likely beat them. We’ll be doing a hundred kays an hour to their forty.’ Her hands flew across the screen of the iPad. ‘There’s a 1:10 p.m. sailing of the Interislander, and …’ Her fingers tapped rapidly: ‘We’re now booked on it.’
Mat blinked, then grinned. Cass was in her element when she was poking and prodding at the world with her electronic touch. ‘You’ve got your superpowers back,’ he chuckled.
‘Never lost them.’ Cass struck a pose. She still looked worried sick, but at least she was smiling again. ‘C’mon, we’ve got to rock if we’re going to make Wellington by twelve-thirty check-in.’



On the prison ship
The ship wallowed sickeningly through the storm. Riki had never been to sea before and thought it utterly terrifying. The ship was being battered sideways by waves that broke over it with thudding blows that made the timbers creak and groan alarmingly, while what little sense of direction he’d had vanished. The wooden ship leaked like a sieve and the floors were awash. He had a feeling that if they went down, no-one would come to undo their ankle chains. Sleep was impossible; all he could do was cling to the walls of the hold and try not to cry out during the worst bits. No-one else was, not even the women, and he was determined not to be the only one, but he was right on the edge.
‘Don’t worry, I’ve drowned before,’ the ghost-man opposite him said. ‘There are worse ways to go. And we still wake up in Parihaka.’
You might. I want to live through this. If I die here I don’t get to wake up anywhere. ‘Where are we?’ he wondered aloud, aware it was probably an inane question. How could anyone tell down here anyway?
Nevertheless, Hemi responded in a calm, hopeless voice. ‘We sailed south several hours before the storm struck. Now they will have reefed the sails and set their nose to the wind. Unless they couldn’t get offshore far enough, they will ride it out. We’ll still be off Taranaki.’
That at least sounded optimistic. Maybe Damien could roust out some navy guys to come and rescue them. If he even knew Riki was alive. And if he was alive himself. It seemed a long shot.
‘You seem to know a lot about ships,’ he said to Hemi.
The young man shrugged. ‘Just slave ships.’
Oh. Riki exhaled, fighting not to let the fatalistic despair of his fellow prisoners infect him. What have I got myself into? ‘How long ago since we were taken?’ he asked. ‘How long was I unconscious?’
Hemi shrugged. ‘You were out most of the night and some of the day. We reached the coast at midday and were under way by two in the afternoon. The storm probably hit at dusk and we’ve been more or less stationary since.’
So if Damien got out, the alarm might be raised, but that’s twelve hours or more ago. Jeez, I hope he got away. Riki tried to figure it out some more, but thinking clearly when every wave seemed to herald destruction was something he couldn’t manage. Eventually he slept.

Dawn came with a tiny white boy clambering down among them. ‘A’yup, darkies,’ he chirruped, like a kid from a Dickens play. ‘Roust and rise! Pisspots be comin’ and brekkie’s after.’ He swung like a monkey along the ceiling struts, unlatching covers over portholes high on the flanks of the hull, letting in thin streams of light from one side, presumably the east. He didn’t really look at the prisoners, but Riki was careful to hide his face. He’d been taken at night, and no-one among his captors had looked at him carefully since, but he dreaded being exposed as not being of Parihaka. The consequences, he feared, would not be good at all.
True to the boy’s words, slop-buckets were thrown down, and the prisoners had to endure the humiliation of pissing and shitting in front of each other. Riki forced himself to take his turn, eyes averted from those around him. There were a few hoots of derision for him as the stranger, but it wasn’t malicious. Then the buckets were hooked up by a couple of crewmen and fresh buckets with water for drinking were lowered. A couple of loaves of bread were tossed down. Each prisoner took a turn to bite and passed them on. Riki only got two bites, but that seemed to be the norm so he didn’t complain.
By now the ship seemed to be making good headway again, at least according to Hemi opposite him. The sound and feel of the ship was completely different now, crashing rhythmically through the waves. It still creaked and cracked and he still flinched at every sound, but he’d managed to keep what little food and fluids he had in his belly down. His head still felt awful though, throbbing as if a tiny blacksmith was hammering horseshoes inside his skull.
Around what could be noon — judging by the way the sun gleamed vertically through the open hole in the roof — the sounds from above changed, as did the motion of the ship. It began to wallow again, but not in the helpless rubber-duck-in-a-bathtub way it had last night. This was more deliberate, it seemed. ‘Are we stopping?’ he asked Hemi.
The young Maori cocked his head. ‘Probably. If you stand and climb to the limit of the chain, you might be able to see out the porthole — you look tall enough.’ He seemed indifferent, as Riki could guess you might become if this was all your life held.
Riki was determined not to fall into that trap. He pulled himself painfully to his feet, then dragged himself up the side of the hull. By perching one foot on a bolt-head and hauling himself up from a beam in the roof, he managed to get his face all the way to one of the portholes. He blinked in the daylight, found himself staring out at a nearby headland, very narrow with barnacle-clad rocks that gleamed like rusted metal in the fitful light. Waves crashed over them. Far beyond, he could see the shape of the coastline, hazy and indistinct.
‘I think we’re near an island,’ he reported to Hemi, and anyone else who might care.
‘Kapiti,’ someone guessed.
‘Te Rauparaha,’ someone said in a low voice. The name resonated in Riki’s mind — Te Rauparaha had been a fearsome warrior-chief who had used Kapiti as a base. His conquests, using the newly acquired muskets of the Pakeha, had included most of the South Island. It was his famous haka that the All Blacks used before test matches: ‘Ka Mate’.
‘Will he rescue us?’ Riki asked hopefully.
Someone laughed. ‘Shut your mouth, fool.’
Hemi shook his head sadly. ‘He doesn’t take issue with Bryce kohuru, so long as Bryce’s men pay his toll.’ His eyes flickered to the other end of the hold. ‘Ten women, and twenty barrels of gunpowder and shot.’
Riki swallowed. ‘That’s disgusting.’
‘Better for them than being taken south. They become wives for the Ngati Toa for a year, until their souls are sucked back to Parihaka. They have better lives than those who go to Dunedin.’ Hemi lowered his eyes. ‘It is merciful, in its way.’
Riki shook his head, his whole world view under attack. Te Rauparaha was one of his heroes. ‘But, we’re all Maori. We are all one people! Surely he would help us. Perhaps he doesn’t know!’
The man beside him pulled a contemptuous face. ‘You speak like a child.’ There was a murmur of agreement, every face hard and hostile.
Hemi met his eyes, the only sympathetic look anyone was giving him. ‘Riki, we’ve never been one people. We fought each other long before the Pakeha came, and when they did come we just used their guns to further our wars. We gave them land for guns and didn’t see what that would cost us until too late. When we finally tried to unite, many of our people fought alongside the Pakeha. They placed the interests of their tribe ahead of their people. Many prospered from their trade with the Pakeha in the early days when the settlers had to tread carefully, but few were well rewarded when the white men felt secure enough to dictate terms.’
Riki hung his head. Who am I to argue after what these people have gone through — and go through still?
He was about to clamber down when a waka taua hove into view — a war canoe powered by dozens of brawny warriors. Each wore a musket slung barrel-down over his shoulder, and they laughed as they shipped oars alongside the boat. Their canoe was followed by another that was only half-full. There was a young chief onboard the first, or so it seemed, a young man with confident poise. He looked vaguely familiar for some reason. Beside him was an old tohunga, squat as a toad as he huddled in the midst of the men. Both looked hard and pitiless, their eyes watchful. Riki instinctively flinched from sight. Then a ladder banged down, and Riki was forced to clamber back before anyone saw what he was doing and took a closer interest in him.
A cluster of sailors swarmed into the hold and unclamped ten of the women, herding them onto the deck with leering eyes and groping hands. Riki seethed, but no-one else seemed to even want to look, not even Hemi. The despair and defeat that hung over the captives was a tangible thing, worse than their physical captivity. Their mental bondage ached at Riki’s soul. There was not a spark of resistance left in any of them, it seemed.
Voices rang down from above, words of greeting, in English. None of the prisoners took notice, but Riki strained his ears, trying to take it in. It all just seemed to be flowery fluff, dialogue from some British period-drama on telly, until one name reached him, and made his blood run cold.
Byron Kikitoa. The so-called sporting hero who’d killed Damien back in February.
Riki huddled into himself, his heart pounding and his teeth grinding. And prayed for a chance to gain retribution.



Nelson
By the time Cassandra’s Mazda swooped down Ngauranga Gorge and Wellington Harbour came into view, the transformation of the weather was complete. The harbour was a rippling sheet of sparkling waves, as blue-green as paua shells and almost still. Distant houses gleamed white from all manner of perches about the harbour’s edge. The highway flowed towards the city, where glass and steel towers were clustered. The Interislander ferry Kaitaki awaited, on the near side of the city. Tucked in behind it was the large sports stadium nicknamed ‘The Cake Tin’ by the locals for its round, corrugated metal exterior. It was set in the rail yards, with a long concrete walkway built above the lines to service it, and the floodlights were alight, presumably for testing as there was a rugby match there tonight. Ordinarily Mat would have been sitting down at home with his dad to watch the game on telly — his native Hawke’s Bay was playing in Wellington tonight — but right now it was the last thing on Mat’s mind.
Where are you, Riki? Are we ahead of you, or has Hayes already slipped past us? Are you even alive?
Cass confidently navigated her way to the ferry — she and her father had holidayed together a lot and she had been here before. They were slightly late for check-in, but there was no fuss as they joined the tail of the queues of trucks and cars that were being fed onto the ferry. Kaitaki was a former English Channel ferry named Pride of Cherbourg, the name visible in shaped metal beneath the white paint. They had to drive on and park in rows on the fifth deck, one level up from the entrance hatch in the bow. To Mat it was all new and exciting, but he was also dog-tired. He’d slept a little on the trip down, then taken a turn driving to give Cassandra a break. He was still on his restricted, but he’d taken it carefully and managed fine.
They left the car and went to the passenger decks, where crowds of fellow travellers were buying up food and drink at the bars and cafés. There was even a small movie theatre, but they were both so sleepy they just found a couple of adjoining sofas, curled up and closed their eyes. Cassandra seemed to go straight to sleep, but Mat couldn’t. Eventually he gave up and bought a chicken wrap and some water. Then he just stared out the windows as they got under way. He had vague plans to move to Wellington to go to university next year: Wiri and Kelly lived there now, and Fitzy, the shape-changing dog. He had been looking forward to it. But right now, with Riki missing and Aroha’s demands hanging over his head like a headsman’s axe, it was hard to think too much about the future. Throw in the Treaty of Waitangi being in Kiki’s hands and Evie being lost to him, and life felt like it couldn’t get much worse.
It was a three-hour ferry trip, and Cass didn’t move the whole time. She seemed terribly fragile as she slept, not the confident girl he knew at all. She’s frightened for Riki too, as much as I am or more. Once he’d had a few amorous intentions towards Cass, but she’d never really reciprocated, and then she and Riki had become an item. It felt right despite them being almost polar opposites. He badly wanted to see them safe together again.
People came and went; some loud and boisterous, others as tired and subdued as he was. He heard all manner of accents, saw all shades of skin and hair. It was kind of fun to guess at people’s nationalities, not that he could tell beyond what he’d heard on telly what people from other places were like. Travel overseas was something else he would like to do, although he wasn’t sure that life was going to allow that either: between Jones, Ngatoro and Aroha, his life seemed pretty closely tied to Aotearoa.
The crossing of the Strait was calm, a rarity at this time of year. The weather in Wellington and Cook Strait was notoriously changeable, including the capacity to be stunningly gorgeous without warning. He took a stroll around the viewing deck, which was pleasant if you didn’t mind the chill of the air. The inky black of the water was lessened by jade seams that shifted constantly. White-capped waves slapped, and once he glimpsed dolphins playing in the ferry’s bow wave. The North Island receded off the right-hand stern, while the South Island loomed closer and to the left. He could see the snow-capped Southern Alps ahead and, away to the south, a bulk of low clouds over the Kaikoura Ranges, which ran to the eastern coast of the South Island.
The crossing was mostly east to west, until they hit Queen Charlotte Sound, the narrow defile of water that led deep into the bays and inlets at the top of the island, heading for the deep-water berth at Picton. In the Sound, the land was at times only a stone’s throw away — low cliffs and tiny bays lining the way, many with houses tucked within, only accessible by boat in lots of cases. The sun washed everything in light, so that the water seemed enticing, though he knew it would be frigidly cold. The weather seemed impossibly good, but the wall of clouds rolling up from the south to meet them hinted that it wasn’t going to last.
The journey ran to time. Mat nudged Cassandra awake as the loudspeakers asked all passengers with vehicles to return to them. She awoke with a start, her eyes disoriented as if blind, until she fumbled her glasses on. He wanted to hug her, but she glared at him defensively and said, ‘What?’ in an almost antagonistic voice. He let her be.
Disembarking from the ferry seemed to take forever, but finally their turn to move came. They headed out of Picton on Queen Charlotte Drive, the coastal road that took them on a more direct route to Nelson. Unfortunately, so did many of the trucks, and they found themselves in a train of vehicles on the winding road. Cassandra became impatient as long minutes were lost behind slow-moving container trucks. They didn’t talk much — there didn’t seem much to say.
Mat took a call from his dad along the way, pretending he was in Napier. He was pretty sure Tama could tell he was in a vehicle, so he made out it was the main street of Napier and that he was going to a movie with friends. He told his father he was over his cold.
They reached Nelson as evening fell, with nowhere to stay and no set plan for reconnecting with Jones. They didn’t know whether they were ahead of Hayes’s ship, but they were certainly ahead of Jones and Damien on the Wallaby. ‘I need to have a look around on the other side,’ Mat told Cass as they looked for a motel. ‘Hayes’s ship might be in port here already.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ Cass replied flatly, in tones that brooked no refusal. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but he did know he’d lose the argument.
‘Sure.’
They pulled into a quiet-looking motel and, after some discussion with an amused women behind the counter, secured a room with separate beds. ‘You can pull them together if you need,’ she remarked drily. ‘Here’s the keys: it’s 114, around the back. Nice and quiet, so keep it that way, eh.’
‘Cow,’ Cassandra muttered under her breath as they left the office.
‘Hey, chill,’ Mat said. ‘She probably thought we were running away together.’
‘As if.’
Mat sighed. He’d never seen Cassandra this edgy, but it wasn’t fair to blame her for it either. ‘Well, we’re here,’ he said eventually, as he fitted the key to the door of room 114. The door opened directly onto the car park behind the motel. ‘It’s Friday, so we’ve got about 24 hours until my dad gets home and discovers I’m not there. Then all hell’s gonna blow.’
‘Yeah,’ Cass admitted, her face easing a little. ‘At least my dad is totally in my pocket.’ She shouldered her way into the room and picked the bed furthest from the door. ‘That way anyone who tries to jump us has to get past you first,’ she said with a faint smirk.
The room was plain, just brick walls painted pale yellow, with cheap furniture and no adornments, but that was fine. Two single beds jutted from the left-hand wall, facing a wall-mounted TV. They had barely put their bags down when Mat’s cellphone bleeped. Hoping against hope that it was Riki, he lunged for it, then almost dropped it when the screen showed that the text was from Everalda van Zelle. He thumbed it open, frowning.
The text read: <I’m in 107>.

Mat took a deep breath and knocked. The curtain twitched open. There she was: his Evie. She looked just as he remembered her — a round face built for smiling, but marred by the ugliness of her eyepatch. The cheeky little nose and full lips, and the mop of brown curls, even more unruly than last time he’d seen her. He went almost instinctively to hug her and then checked himself, hovering awkwardly. ‘Hey.’
She smiled sadly. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said, and bridged the gap, putting her arms around him and her face into the crook of his neck. His whole body quivered at the firm press of her warm body. She was wearing a thick woollen jersey and jeans. ‘It’s good to see you,’ she said softly. She smelt of something nice and possibly expensive, not that he was an expert. She felt impossibly good. He inhaled the scent of her hair and wished everything could be different.
‘It’s good to see you too,’ he managed in a husky voice.
‘Ahem,’ said Cassandra pointedly from behind him. He jumped a little, and pulled himself apologetically out of Evie’s arms. Cass thrust her right hand at Evie. ‘So, you’re the famous Everalda,’ she said in a stagy voice. ‘I’m delighted to meet you.’
‘Hi, Cassandra,’ Evie replied smoothly, without being introduced.
‘Ooo, spooky,’ Cassandra remarked. She produced her iPad, flipped a finger at it and studied the screen. ‘Of course, I know a bit about you: Everalda van Zelle, aged nineteen, birth date fourteen March, born to Joss and Florence van Zelle of Takapuna. Proprietor of Everalda, Fortune-Teller, at Victoria Park Market. I could rattle off your accounts and their balances if you wanted an update.’
Evie’s eye widened then narrowed, and Mat wondered if he was going to have to break up a fight. Everalda took Cass’s hand again. ‘Cassandra Allan, Virgo, born with Venus ascending. You try to hold the world at bay with technological toys that create an emotional distance between you and the world, but the need to love and be loved is greater and will overcome. Lucky numbers three and eighteen, colour orange. It’s nice to meet you too.’
‘Holy hell,’ said Cassandra quietly, without malice.
‘Are you going to be friends now?’ Mat asked in a small voice.
‘If the stars align,’ Evie said drily.
Cassandra stepped forward and hugged the other girl. ‘What the hell. Welcome to the team,’ she said. ‘Want to swap rooms with me?’ she added archly. Mat felt his face go scarlet.
‘How about you share mine,’ Evie replied, without looking at Mat.
Cassandra paused, her eyebrows flickering upwards a little. ‘Oh. Okay.’ She glanced at Mat. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to presume …’
Evie smiled gently. ‘No worries. But I would like to have a talk with Mat, if I may?’
‘Sure, I’ll go get my stuff together.’
Mat found himself ushered into 107, and Evie shut the door behind him. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked. ‘How did you know? I mean, we didn’t even know which motel we’d choose!’ His voice trailed away. She’s a seer, idiot …
Evie stepped towards him and he backed away. ‘Oh, Mat,’ she said in a helpless voice. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just so good to see you.’
He nodded mutely. ‘That damned Lovers card says that you and I are still a bad idea,’ he said, fighting the urge to ignore the warning and kiss her anyway. She’s Puarata and Donna’s child! And Aroha has claimed me and she’s a goddess … Damn this all the way to hell.
She nodded. ‘I know. I keep one on my wall too.’ She looked at him appraisingly. ‘It nearly came right though. It edged sideways. I could almost feel the anger draining from you. Then something happened, the night before you called me.’ Her voice lifted in questioning tones as she spoke, then she waited.
Aroha. She sensed Aroha’s visit … Jeez, I can’t tell her about that … He shook his head, tried to look as perplexed as her. ‘I don’t know. Maybe we’re cursed.’
‘You think I’m going to turn into a Sith or something, do you?’ she asked, her voice peevish. ‘“Blood will out”, yeah?’
He winced. It was too close to his thinking. Yet he also couldn’t quite believe it. Were people inherently evil? Were children the sum of their parents? No! But he had a feeling that Aroha would destroy Evie if she knew about her. ‘Evie, I trust you. I swear I do.’ And it was true. He’d seen Donna Kyle change. He believed there was only good in her secret illegitimate daughter. But he was terrified of Aroha. ‘That card,’ he muttered. ‘It’ll change one day, I hope.’
Evie shook her head. ‘It doesn’t work that way, Mat. The card doesn’t change us — it will change when we do. I know my own feelings. I know that I want to spend time with you, see whether what I think we have is real. It’s you who’s holding it back, not the card. You’re running away from me, and if you tell me it’s not because of my birth parents, then what is it?’
Mat looked away. She was right. But he couldn’t tell her so. Aroha might be watching them somehow at this very moment. He felt a self-pitying desire to hide in childhood, and flushed with shame. But I can’t tell her about Aroha. I just can’t.
They looked at each other for a long miserable moment that was only broken when Cassandra knocked on the door. ‘Can I come in? It’s cold out here.’
Evie opened the door and Cass piled in with her baggage, glancing curiously at Mat and seeming to read something in his expression. ‘Off you go then. We girls need to bond.’
Mat looked at Evie, who had pulled on a brave face and wouldn’t meet his gaze. ‘Sure.’
It certainly was cold outside, as the night fell about him. But room 114 felt colder still, as he shut the world out.

Mat knew Cass had been serious about coming to Aotearoa with him, so he decided not to have that argument at all. Instead of stewing in his room until summoned, he slipped out, flagged down a taxi and went to the harbour. He got the driver to drop him off near a fish and chip shop, but instead of going into the shop he trudged into a shadowy spot near some wire fences and transitioned to Aotearoa. He found himself on a windswept road beside piles of logged timber; sailors’ songs droned from a group of drunken men lurching back towards the city. He wasn’t really dressed for Aotearoa, being in modern garb, so he avoided people, staying well in the shadows when wagons trundled past, drawn by massive Clydesdales, heading home for the night.
He reached the docks — just an unadorned group of wooden piers jutting out into the water from the earthworks that lined the harbour — and scanned the half-dozen ships. He didn’t know much about sailing ships, he realized. Jones had said that Hayes’s ship was a brig but he wasn’t at all sure what a brig was or what one looked like.
‘’Ullo, guv,’ said a small voice from the shadows. ‘What’s you after?’
He turned to find a young boy, barefoot and shivering with his hands up his sleeves, staring at him from a few feet away. He looked like the cold had already killed him once.
‘Do you know much about ships?’ he asked.
‘Sure do, matey,’ the boy said, putting on a high-fluted, cheerful voice. ‘Been on ships all my life I has.’ He looked maybe ten years old. His clothes were curious, a mix of settler and the nearly modern. So was his accent, for all the colonial-era words he was using. He peered curiously at Mat. ‘Here, you just arrived? What you die of?’
A broken heart. ‘I haven’t died yet,’ Mat replied. ‘I’m an Adept.’ As the boy began to back away, he showed the palms of his hands in a universal placatory gesture. ‘I won’t hurt you, I promise. I’m just looking for someone.’
‘Really?’ The boy’s face lit up. ‘Cool!’ he added, dropping all pretence of being an early settler.
‘I’m wanting to know if Bully Hayes’s ship the Leonora is in port tonight, or has been recently.’
The boy turned pale at Hayes’s name and edged further away. ‘Don’t know nothing, mister. Not about him, I don’t. Folk don’t talk ’bout him at all, see?’
‘I’m no friend of Hayes,’ Mat said earnestly. ‘I just want to know if he’s here.’
‘Well he ain’t. He ain’t been through in weeks.’
Mat frowned. ‘He may be here tomorrow night,’ he said. ‘He’s coming south on a run to Dunedin.’
‘Nothing to do with me,’ the boy said, seemingly poised on the edge of running.
Mat fished in his pocket and found a muesli bar. He tossed it at the boy, who caught it deftly. ‘Thanks,’ he called. When the boy didn’t run, he asked, ‘How long have you been here?’
‘Not so long,’ the boy admitted. ‘I drowned at the beach about ten years ago.’ His voice cracked a little. ‘It’s lonely here. There’s no-one to play with, except the ponaturi children down by Rabbit Island, and they only come here in the summer. Mostly I just hang out here and watch the ships.’
The poor kid. He reminded Mat a little of himself, a younger self making his way through Aotearoa for the first time. I had Wiri and Kelly to help me. He’s got no-one. He had a thought. ‘Hey, do you want a proper feed?’
The boy’s face lit up again. ‘You mean it, mister?’
‘Sure. Wait here.’
Mat was exhausted from lack of sleep and the constant stress and travel, but he had just enough energy to flit back to his world and buy two servings of fish and chips from the nearby store. Two transitions so close together made him weak at the knees, but he hid that from the young boy, who exclaimed eagerly at the food. ‘Aw man, shark’n’taters! Cool!’ Mat handed over one package of rolled newsprint, then sat on the docks to watch the water. Hesitantly the boy stole in beside him and opened his own serving. He pressed against Mat’s side, his body cold. ‘Thanks.’
‘I’m Mat.’
‘Nick.’
They both ate greedily, eager to trap the heat of the food inside their bellies. The deep-fried batter steamed in the cold air, and the chips were perfect, crisp and crunchy. ‘Have you got somewhere warm to sleep?’ Mat asked.
Nick looked at him, slightly warily. ‘There’s an old granny on Brougham Street that keeps a room out back for me. Her old man’s a bit of a bastard though, and he’s drunk tonight. That’s why I’m out, see.’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve been here for years, Mister Mat. I’ll be fine.’
‘Really?’
‘Yeah, no sweat.’
Mat frowned and pulled off his hoodie. ‘Here, take this.’
Nick’s eyes lit up as he touched the thick fleecy material. ‘You don’t want to be givin’ your stuff away, matey. Folks’ll take you for a mark and rip you off.’ But he held the garment covetously.
‘I’ve got another one. Keep it.’
‘You sure?’
‘I’m sure.’ He forced a grin, though little Nick was just about the most tragic person he’d ever met. ‘I’ve got to go now. You take care, my friend.’
‘And you,’ Nick said boldly. He pulled the hoodie over his head and wriggled into it. It was way too big but his colour improved almost immediately. They shook hands like grownups, then Nick dashed away towards town. ‘Thanks for the greasies, matey!’ he called over his shoulder as he ran. ‘They were choice!’
Mat grinned after him. Despite losing his top, he felt somehow warmer to have eased someone else’s burden, and forget his own for a while in the doing. He crossed back to his world, deciding to walk back to the motel. No doubt the two girls would be furious with him, but he decided that he could just about survive that.
Hell, between the two of them they should’ve been able to work out where I was anyway.



South to Hanmer
Next morning, Mat was woken by brisk knocking on his door. As expected, he’d been greeted by two waspish girls when he got back to the motel last night, though he’d already texted ahead to soften them up. Helping Nick had made him feel better about everything, so that even having two of his favourite people furious with him didn’t bother him at all, to their irritation. In the end he’d laughed, told them he loved them both and gone to bed. He’d had his best sleep in many days.
‘Mat! You awake?’ Cassandra called through the door.
He peered at the motel clock, found it was after eight. He stretched and yawned. ‘Am now!’
‘We’re going for breakfast in fifteen minutes. We’ve decided you can join us,’ she added acerbically.
‘Thanks!’
He showered quickly, pulled on jeans, a T-shirt and a jacket, and joined the two girls by the car. Cassandra was in a leather jacket with pockets everywhere, each one with wires extending from them. A headset hung about her neck and her iPad was slung over her shoulder. ‘I’ve found a place down by the wharves that does a full cooked brekkie,’ she announced. ‘My shout.’
‘Hey, no,’ said Evie. ‘You’re a student. I’ve got a business, I’ll pay.’ She was wearing a mauve mohair jersey that looked beautifully soft, and a pale fawn leather eyepatch that was barely noticeable from a distance. Mat had to resist the urge to stroke her curls.
‘Nah, someone’s gotta spend Dad’s millions,’ Cassandra said nonchalantly. ‘C’mon.’ She drove them to her chosen destination, The Boat Shed café which was perched on an old pier, jutting over the water and beneath the cliffs of Britannia Heights. They ordered big cooked breakfasts and coffees, feeling very grown-up. It was Saturday morning and there were families and couples at every table, reading newspapers, talking and enjoying the views over the bay. Nelson was windy but sunny that morning, and any other time they might have been keen to go to the craft market back in town, near the clock tower. But their mood was sombre as Cassandra reported that she’d scanned the ether for Riki’s electronic signature and found nothing. ‘His cellphone is still off the grid, and it’s possible he doesn’t have it any more anyway. Jones is off the grid too, but he’s probably still on the Wallaby heading for here so that’s to be expected. Old fart usually forgets to turn it on anyway,’ she added sniffily.
‘Jones thought the Wallaby might make Nelson tonight,’ Mat said. ‘Hayes’s ship wasn’t in port last night, and mostly people don’t sail at night in Aotearoa. But they could hit port here any time from mid-morning. We need to keep an eye on the harbour.’
‘I’ll stay in this world and monitor the Cloud,’ Cassandra answered. ‘I’m going to do some snooping about your Mister Hayes too. If he’s got real-world business interests, I might be able to get a fix on him.’
Mat nodded encouragingly. It was a long shot, but plausible. His main worry was that Hayes wouldn’t come here at all, but sail straight through Cook Strait and down the east coast of the South Island to Dunedin without stopping.
Evie spoke up. ‘I’ll come with you to Aotearoa, Mat. I’ll see if I can trace your friend my way.’ She glanced sideways at him. ‘Do you have anything that belongs to him? That would make things much easier.’
He was about to shake his head, when he realized he did. ‘Actually, yes,’ he grinned. Riki’s feather cloak. She smiled back, and he found himself lost in that moment until Cassandra coughed. He coloured and looked away, noting that Evie was blushing a little too. He felt a warm glow until he remembered that Aroha could be watching somehow and that sobered him up fast. ‘Okay, let’s do that.’

It was hard to be this close to Mat and not just reach out to him all the time. But Evie could sense some kind of distance in him, something that was holding him back, and she still couldn’t work out what it was. The reading she’d done last night had seen the The High Priestess card come up again: it symbolized wisdom and serenity, but also emotionlessness and spinsterhood, which was depressing. Furthermore, the random card she’d drawn from her playing cards that morning — a ritual she’d maintained most of her life — was the Six of Spades, which usually meant trouble.
While waiting for Mat the previous night she’d had the chance to properly talk to Cassandra, and get past their snippy beginning. At first she thought her cold, and almost boyish in her geekiness, but eventually she’d lost her detachment, when talking about Riki and how he made her laugh. They seemed to be total opposites, but in a complementary way.
‘I didn’t mean to fall into anything,’ Cassandra had confessed. ‘But when we kissed, we couldn’t stop. Dumb, huh.’
‘Not dumb,’ Evie disagreed. ‘I know what it’s like.’
‘So, we’re going to find him and get him back,’ Cass had concluded with a steely look. They’d promised each other they’d do whatever it took.
After breakfast, they went back to the motel and retrieved the feather cloaks, then drove up to a lookout on Britannia Heights, with views over the port. Cassandra parked the car and busied herself with her gadgets, while Evie took Mat’s hand apprehensively, and he pulled her with him into Aotearoa. They transitioned easily, finding themselves still on the cliffs, overlooking the port. Mat had seen little of it the previous night, but here they had a panoramic view. Whole swathes of reclaimed land were gone, there were rows of piers jutting out into the bay, and about a dozen sailing ships bobbed below them like toys in a bathtub. Evie sighed as she looked about her, then grunted as a discomfort she’d been expecting flared behind her eyepatch.
Mat looked at her anxiously. ‘You okay?’ He still hadn’t let her hand go, and she didn’t remind him.
‘Yeah. You might remember that just being here amplifies everything I can sense through my blind eye. It’s like having a pimple coming up, a really big one.’ She winced. ‘Hey, look: locals.’ She pointed to a young man and woman, about fifty yards further around the cliff, staring out over the ocean. Both were clad in colonial-era dress, the woman’s white skirt billowing in the rising winds. It reminded her of a Jane Austen movie adaptation she’d seen recently.
Mat was looking about him. ‘It’s different here,’ he remarked. ‘There’s fewer Maori things. In the North Island of Aotearoa, in places like Rotorua, Gisborne and Taupo, the Maori stuff is everywhere. But look: there’s what, two fishing canoes on the water, and a little pa and village away to the east, and that’s it. Everything else is European.’
She could see what he meant. Colonial-style housing with little picket fences and gardens dotted the plain, and sailing ships filled the docks. ‘We could be anywhere in Europe.’
Mat shook his head. ‘It’s still New Zealand.’ He finally remembered he had her hand, and dropped it like a hot potato. ‘Uh, sorry.’ He handed her the feather cloak that was hooked under his arm. ‘Here, this is Riki’s.’
She took it reverently. The feathers were mostly brown, but all shades and textures, from the downy feathers on the inside to the sleek wing feathers on the outside. It caught the cold air and billowed. ‘Wow,’ she exclaimed. ‘It looks heavy, but it’s so light. It’s like it just wants to take off and fly on its own.’
‘Riki was given it by Kurangaituku, the Bird-Witch. She’d captured him and was planning to eat him, but Riki talked her out of it, and she ended up giving him the cloak.’
Evie laughed. ‘Wow. And it actually flies?’
Mat nodded. ‘Yeah. Riki’s used it at least a dozen times, to practise. So hopefully it’ll help you find him.’
She stroked it, thinking hard as she sat down. The temperature was cool and there were grey clouds away to the south, but here the air was, if not still, calm enough that she shouldn’t lose her cards. She pulled out a bag of rune stones and called the one known as Ansuz to her hand — a rune stone of Odin, God of Wind and Spirit. Like herself, Odin had one blind eye, traded for the gift of prophecy. She also pulled out the Knight of Wands card, which meant both journey, flight and absence: perfect for Riki. She felt a little note sound inside her, a feeling of harmony, and knew she’d picked the right card. She then fished out The Hermit to symbolize Jones and the Wallaby. She frowned as another card flipped out of the tarot deck accidentally: The High Priestess again. The card was beginning to frighten her. She left it lying on the grass beside her, scared to touch it right now. Instead she picked up a stick and traced a few lines in the earth, mapping from memory the rough shape of the north of the South Island: Nelson here, the Strait here, Wellington away to the northeast, Dunedin to the south. Then she took out the Nine of Wands: ‘hidden enemies’ to symbolize Hayes’s ship. She stared at it and slowly, carefully, unhooked her eyepatch to expose her blind eye.
At once her sight changed. Colours and light blurred. Clouds became streaks of white and grey, showing their movements back and forth in time like vapour trails. Likewise the boats on the harbour, and the gulls in the sky. Like a photograph taken with too long an exposure, movement was captured but the clarity lost. It was headache-inducing, but she forced herself to go on. The pressure behind her blind eye eased as she used up the energies it was generating.
Here in Aotearoa, her powers were stronger. Four months ago in February, facing capture, she’d made a breakthrough: if she exerted her will, she could not only discern future events, but shape them. She didn’t really even know her limits yet, something that was frightening but alluring.
She realized that Mat was watching her. She felt self-conscious that he could see her ruined eye, but didn’t flinch. He’d seen it before, after all. Her ugly blind eye wasn’t what was keeping them apart. She just wished she knew what was.
She fanned out her fingers and let the cards speak to her. Lines of force only her blind eye could see picked up and moved the cards. At once The Hermit drifted away to the northwest, and a card peeled from the stack of playing cards to follow, a Five of Clubs. ‘Jones will be here in five hours,’ she said aloud.
She moved her focus to the Nine of Wands and the Knight of Wands. They had moved in unison, but not where she had expected. Instead of moving across her to the right, they had gone left. She exclaimed excitedly. ‘Hayes has gone down the West Coast, and Riki is with him!’
Mat sucked in his breath. ‘He’s not coming here at all?’
Evie shook her head. ‘West Coast, heading south.’ She jabbed a stick into the ground and carved an ‘X’. ‘If I make this symbolize Westport …’ The Nine and the Knight veered further away and slightly higher. ‘They’re a little north of Westport, sailing out of sight of land.’
‘And Riki is okay?’
She opened the rune stone bag, reached in, and called a stone to her. It was Sowulu, sacred to Balder and symbolic of health. It was face down, a bad sign. ‘He’s hurt, but alive,’ she interpreted. ‘And— oh!’
She gasped as another two cards peeled from her deck, flying to join the Nine and the Knight. An inverted King of Pentacles — an old and vicious man — lying atop the Ten of Swords — the card of ruin. An image flashed into her mind, of a squat, toad-like tohunga she’d seen once before in a vision. She hastily reached out and turned the cards upside down, and the mental image vanished, but not before she felt another intellect sense her. She exhaled sharply. ‘What was the name of the old tohunga, the one who has the Treaty of Waitangi now?’
‘Kiki.’ Mat’s voice was curious, anxious.
‘He is with Hayes.’
‘Shit!’ Mat’s face fell at the thought of his best friend on a slave ship containing that evil old man. Evie wrung her hands, wishing she had better news. Then a card flitted between Mat and her. The High Priestess, still a presence. Still disrupting, or symbolizing the rift that was still there. Gradually, as she stared at it, it inverted, then righted, then inverted, until it suddenly fell to the ground and crumpled as if a hidden hand had screwed it up in disgust. She looked at Mat blankly, but he looked none the wiser.
‘What was that?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘That card keeps coming up at the moment, but I don’t know what it’s trying to tell me.’ She picked up the crumpled card, smoothing it as best she could, though she’d need to replace it when she got home. She sighed heavily, looking up at the sky. Her workings had taken longer than she thought. Her headache was gone though, that boil of power lanced by using her talents. She felt both tired and clear-headed. She picked up her cards and stones, and packed them away, then replaced her eyepatch. Then she lay back in the grass, the cloak covering her hips and legs. It would be cloudy in half an hour, she predicted, and raining by sunset. But for now, it was good to feel sunshine on her face. She soaked it up.

Mat stared down at Evie as she lay on her back on the grass, the feather cloak over her like a big fluffy blanket. Watching her work was both unsettling and exciting. Since discovering his own powers, he’d been longing for someone who was truly an equal, someone who would not be helpless and vulnerable in the world of Aotearoa, someone with a good heart and a kind soul. Someone just like Evie. He admired her pert nose, her determined chin, her sunny face. The way the sun shone on her curls. The curves of her body as she lay there.
He tore his eyes away. Aroha’s stern, forbidding visage floated in front of him. He groaned softly and rolled onto his back, carefully out of Evie’s reach, and shut his eyes.
If I go to Aroha, I could become immortal. I could become all-powerful, and make sure that arseholes like Kiki and Byron and Bryce can’t terrorize this place. I could do so much …
But the whole daydream felt hollow compared with the joy of seeing Evie smile.
Aroha wants … commands … me to go to her with love in my heart. But I don’t feel that at all …
This isn’t going to end well.

They both must have slept, because the next thing Mat knew, he was brushing something from his face, opening his eyes to find a windblown leaf. He sat up. Evie was sleeping beside him, her face slack and vacant, as if her soul was far away. The sunlight was gone, lost in racing clouds. The sea below was grim and dark, with white-caps everywhere on the surface. All the ships were tied up except one, a two-master struggling in from the northwest on a hard tack to catch the easterly winds. He knew nothing about ships, but his intuition told him that it was the Wallaby.
‘Evie.’ He shook her awake gently. She started, then smiled at him shyly. They shared a brief, intimate look that he wished he could stretch into forever, but the shadows of the clouds felt like Aroha’s eyes. He clambered to his feet. ‘Jones’s ship is coming into port. We’ve got to go meet them.’
She nodded, smoothing her eyepatch, then thrust her hands up, inviting him to pull her to her feet. When he did she fell against him, and tucked her face into the nape of his neck. He buried his face in her hair for a second, then eased himself away. The longing to just hold her was getting harder and harder to fight. ‘Let’s go,’ he said huskily.
They went back to the real world, where Cassandra was also asleep, some kind of electronic ambient music playing from an iPod wired to her car stereo. Her face looked naked without her glasses and her eyes were red-rimmed. She started awake, brushed at her face awkwardly, and was flustered for a few seconds until she pulled herself together.
‘They’re coming into port,’ Evie told her.
Cass drove them down to the harbour. The port mostly dealt in fishing boats and freight, and there were not that many people around on a weekend, so they easily found a place away from other people. They crouched behind the car and Mat took them across to Aotearoa.
To Mat’s eyes, the port in Aotearoa in daytime seemed a lot less impressive than at night. He saw Nick selling roasted nuts from a tiny stall. They bought some, to help the boy out. Evie raised an eyebrow as they left. ‘That was your hoodie he was wearing, wasn’t it?’
Mat nodded. ‘I met him last night; he looked cold.’ She smiled at him admiringly, which felt nice.
Cassandra coughed. ‘Uh, let’s go find Jonesy.’
They met the Wallaby at pier two, watching the dockers and sailors as they guided the ship in and roped it up. Jones, Damien and Shui were near the bow, and joined them as soon as the ship was docked. They all goggled at Everalda. Damien recognized her, of course, and nudged Mat with a triumphant look. ‘Mate, your girlfriend’s in on this? Cool!’
Mat made the introductions. Jones greeted Evie with a measured wariness: the Welshman had spent much of his life in New Zealand in a deadly struggle against Puarata and Donna Kyle. He did not look pleased at all that their daughter had joined them. But he seemed impressed that she’d found them unaided, and by what she had to tell them.
‘The ship containing Riki has gone down the West Coast,’ she told the group.
Jones raised his bushy eyebrows and cursed. ‘Damn them. Are they sailing to Dunedin?’
‘I couldn’t tell,’ Evie replied, ‘but if they are, that’s the long way round.’
‘It is. It makes no sense.’ Jones clenched his fist, his expression worried. ‘The Wallaby is committed to go on to Christchurch. I don’t have the authority to commandeer it and take it down the West Coast.’
‘What about them?’ Mat asked, jabbing a thumb at Sergeant Bain and his men, who were hovering nearby with uncertain looks on their faces.
‘I’ll find out,’ Jones replied tersely. He walked back up the pier to converse with Sergeant Bain. He returned after a few animated moments, his face downcast. ‘They’re outside their jurisdiction. If Hayes was in port they could have acted, but not now. They have to return north.’
‘What are we going to do?’ Cassandra asked, her voice breaking a little. Mat felt a stab of sympathy.
‘Give me a moment,’ Jones grumped. He glanced at Damien. ‘You and your girl still in?’
‘Of course.’ Damien glanced at Shui, who nodded emphatically. She looked boyish in her men’s clothes and tied-back hair, and quite fierce. There was something endearing about her determination. ‘But we can only spend about two or three hours a day in the real world,’ Damien added. ‘We’re going to need some other way of travelling, or we’ll slow you down.’
Jones scratched his nose thoughtfully. ‘Everalda, I take it you need to be in Aotearoa to track Hayes’s ship?’ Evie nodded. ‘And Cassandra needs to be in New Zealand to use her gadgetry?’ Cass also nodded. ‘Then we must play to our strengths. For transport we only have Cassandra’s car.’
‘And the flying cloaks,’ Mat reminded him.
Jones nodded. ‘Of course.’ He looked about decisively. ‘Come! Let’s get organized.’
It was almost two o’clock by the time Jones sent Mat, Cassandra and Evie back to Nelson in the real world. The Welshman planned to stay with Damien and Shui in Aotearoa for now. ‘Get to Hanmer Springs by dusk and await us there,’ he told Cassandra. ‘It’s as good a stopover as any, and leaves us with the option of going south or west. I still believe that Hayes’s ultimate destination will be Dunedin and that’s on the east coast, not the west.’
‘How will you find us?’ Mat asked.
‘I’ll stay here with Damien and Shui. At dusk I’ll rent a car in the modern world. Our world’s sunlight is the most debilitating thing for folk from Aotearoa, so we’ll travel at night. Book rooms for us in Hanmer; I imagine we’ll catch you up around midnight.’

The drive from Nelson south was 300 kilometres of mostly slow and winding roads, travelling south and somewhat west through rugged wilderness terrain, on roads where passing lanes were few but the traffic light. There was snow on the peaks about them, and occasionally down to road level at the high points. The only substantial town they found en route was Murchison, at around four o’clock; it was raining by then, slowing the journey. Cassandra and Evie had the front seats, leaving Mat alone in the back. He mostly dozed — talking to Evie was awkward in front of Cassandra, and all the things he wanted to say to her felt like mistakes. Her whole presence here felt like a trap, a weird kind of pitfall he couldn’t avoid even though he could see it clearly. A temptation he could barely resist.
The girls seemed to be chatting away amiably, which was good. He wanted his friends to like each other. He just hoped that knowing him wasn’t going to get them all killed.
Whilst sipping a coffee in Murchison, Cassandra booked rooms for them in Hanmer over the internet. Evie also had a coffee, but Mat couldn’t do caffeine in the late afternoon and still hope to sleep at night, so he just had water. He was staring out into the rain on the sleepy main street when his cellphone rang. He checked the screen and braced himself. ‘Ah, hi, how’s it going?’
Tama Douglas’s voice boomed from the speaker. ‘I’ve just read your note, son. Have you found him?’ No angry yelling, just concern for Riki. Mat felt a surge of love for his father.
‘Not yet, Dad.’
‘Where are you?’
‘Murchison.’
‘Where?’
‘It’s in the South Island.’
‘I know; that was a rhetorical question. Murchison? Good grief! What are you doing there? Who’s with you?’
‘Jones is in the other car. Cass is here. And Evie.’ Tama Douglas had met Jones and Cass before. Evie was just a name to him. How much he guessed about her, Mat couldn’t tell. He didn’t mention Damien and Shui — they were both officially dead after all. Father and son talked for a few minutes, Mat bringing Tama up to speed. He most certainly didn’t want his father involved and endangered, but his father knew of Aotearoa, had been there himself. And he had a right to know.
‘What do Riki’s parents know of the truth?’ Tama asked.
‘Jones fed them some story. They just think he’s off doing something dumb.’
‘That story won’t hold if you can’t get him back unharmed,’ Tama warned.
‘We know, Dad. But what else could we tell them?’
‘Lies can come back and bite you, son.’
‘You’re a lawyer, Dad,’ Mat said jokingly. His father didn’t laugh. ‘Sorry. I mean, we can’t tell them the truth, can we?’
Tama was silent for a while. ‘I suppose not. Just make sure you find him. Take care of yourself, Mat. Keep me posted. If there is anything I can do, call me. In fact, call me whenever you can so I know you’re safe.’
‘I promise.’ Mat bit his lip. ‘Could you not, um … not call Mum for a bit?’ he asked cautiously. Cassandra snorted and mouthed ‘coward’ at him.
He could picture his dad frowning. Eventually he said, ‘I’ll give you an extra day or two before I tell Colleen. She worries. We both do.’
‘Thanks, Dad.’
‘For what?’
‘For trusting me. For not going berserk. That sort of stuff.’
‘Yeah, well, that can wait until you’re home. Make sure you make it. Take care of your friends.’ He sighed heavily. Mat could picture the expression that would be on his face. Suppressed anger, resignation that there was nothing he could do. ‘It’s like you’re in the army and posted to Afghanistan.’
‘It’s not that bad, Dad.’ Just Kiki, probably Byron, and Bully Hayes to deal with. And probably John Bryce. Oh, and the Goddess of Death wants to marry me. No worries.
‘See you soon.’
‘I love you, Mat. You take care.’
‘Love you too.’ He thumbed off the phone, then glanced up to see both Cass and Evie looking at him with moist eyes. He looked away self-consciously.

The rest of the drive was mostly downhill, into rolling farmlands. Hanmer Springs was famous as a spa site, with geothermal hot pools which drew in the tourists. It was winter though, and the motels all showed ‘Vacancy’ signs as they drove into town. The one Cassandra had booked seemed less than half full, the owner grateful for the business. Cass paid again: ‘Really, Dad has no idea where his money goes.’
Mat would room with Jones when he arrived. The two girls would share, while Damien and Shui would find lodging on the Aotearoa side. Cass went out for burgers and a bottle of soda from a dairy. Mat joined the girls for supper in their room, trying to ignore the underwear and clothing strewn about. They nibbled at the takeaways and chatted quietly about not much. Cass clearly didn’t want to speculate on what might be happening to Riki, and Evie had no news until she could do another tarot reading. They finished the food with the silences stretching out longer and longer. Finally Cassandra stood and pulled on a jacket. ‘I’m going for a soak in the spa,’ she announced. ‘You guys coming?’ She sounded indifferent either way.
‘I don’t have togs,’ Evie protested.
‘You can rent them,’ Cassandra countered. ‘That’s what I’m going to do.’
Evie looked at Mat. ‘I’ll do a reading first. I’ll try doing one from this side, using Mat as a conduit. We won’t be long.’
Cassandra half smiled. ‘I’ll leave you two alone then,’ she said quietly, and left, turning up her collar with an air of sadness.
When they were alone, Evie spread the cards. When she bared her blind eye, it gave Mat a little shiver, but that was all. It was part of who she was. It didn’t repel him. And he could feel the power that crackled from it, sense the forces that moved the cards. It wasn’t a magic he understood, but he more than respected it. She could do things he couldn’t, and vice versa. We go well together. Then he banished that stray thought. It felt dangerous, here alone with her.
‘Will this work here? I’m sorry, but I’m way too tired to take you back to Aotearoa again tonight.’
Evie shrugged. ‘It will be weaker, but I might get something.’ She flickered her fingers, and the cards danced as she muttered low words. Then she flinched and sagged a little. ‘I didn’t get much. I think they’re still off to the west, heading south. Something about storms, and coming ashore, but I’m not sure.’
He shivered. ‘It’s winter. The Alps are covered in snow. They’ll be stuck if they come ashore.’ He thought about that. ‘Maybe the weather will trap them. We might need to drive down the West Coast after all.’
Evie ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Riki seemed okay. And that evil tohunga is still there. I think that rugby player is with him.’
‘Byron Kikitoa?’ Mat felt his expression darken. It was Byron who had killed Damien. ‘I guess where you find Kiki, Byron isn’t far away.’ He sighed. ‘Thanks for doing that. We’d be lost without your help.’
‘It’s good to use up some of the energy inside me,’ Evie replied, smiling at him tiredly. ‘So, you wanna go and have a hot soak?’



In hot water
They locked up their rooms before walking the few hundred metres down the road to the Hanmer Springs spa. The spa was open until nine, so they had about an hour. There were togs and towels for hire, as Cassandra had said. A dozen pools of varying temperatures were set among landscaped gardens. A few families were monopolizing the water slides, and there were a few tourists, but not so many that it felt crowded. Quite the opposite, in fact: it was easy to find a corner of one of the main pools and slip into the bubbling waters. The air was fogged by the rain-mist and the steam rising from the surface of the water. There was no sign of Cassandra, but plenty of places she could be, so Mat didn’t feel unduly worried. He was more concerned about not gawping at Evie in her swimsuit. Okay, she wasn’t a model, but she was curvy and cute and more than well made. It made her seem dangerous to be around. He slipped gratefully into the water, giving her plenty of space.
‘Cassandra is in one of the private pools,’ Evie told him. How she knew he wasn’t sure, but then, she was a seer. He watched her out of the corner of his eye. Despite her lost eye, she was lovely. There was, he supposed, a little Puarata in her: in her honey skin and the darker roots of her hair. Her wide mouth with full lips. There was plenty of Donna Kyle too, in her fine cheekbones and chin, and her resilience. But if you didn’t know, you wouldn’t guess.
Puarata was Aroha’s child, and Evie is his. That’s real power. But she’s made it her own.
‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked him quietly.
He hesitated. He was playing with fire just being here with her, and endangering her in doing so. It felt unfair to treat her like this, to keep her dangling without explaining why. But how could he explain it all: Look, I do care, but there’s this other girl who wants to marry me and she’s a vessel for the Goddess of Death.
Then he realized what he’d just admitted, inside his head: I do care … He looked away.
‘Mat?’ She slid closer and touched his shoulder. The contact thrilled through him.
He didn’t need to be a fortune-teller to know where this was going. He jerked away. ‘Don’t—’
She stiffened. For a second he thought, even hoped, that she would behave like some thwarted girl in a telly show and run off crying, but she wasn’t like that. ‘Mat, what is it? You want me and I want you. At first The Lovers card was inverted because you were angry about Damien, and afraid of my parentage. But it’s not that any more, is it?’
He faced her fully. He tried to speak but found his throat gummed up, so he shook his head instead.
‘Then what?’
‘I … I can’t tell you.’ He blinked, in sudden fright, as something caught his eye. A woman walked past, and for an instant she was Aroha, in her cloak with a bone mere in her hand. He looked again, and instead it was just a middle-aged tourist, calling out to someone. Mat’s heart kept pounding. He could feel Aroha’s presence, watchful and dangerous.
Evie hissed in apparent frustration. ‘You still don’t trust me.’
He refocused on her, feeling her hurt. ‘I’m sorry. I just can’t …’ He stood up.
She did too, and pressed herself against him. For an instant he was too shocked to move. He put his hands on her shoulders to push her away, found himself gripping her instead, and her upturned face met his downward glance. Her lips enveloped his. Her taste, hot and savoury sweet, invaded his mouth. His lips responded before his brain did as she moulded herself to him, her hands stroking his back. He was gasping for air when she eventually pulled her mouth from his, his face burning hot and his lungs airless. ‘I need you to trust me,’ she whispered. ‘Please.’
Something cracked inside him. Something of restraint and control. He kissed her back, fervently, drowned in her as they sank into the water again, and just floated together. It was like every dream he’d ever had. He quite literally forgot what it was he was afraid of.
They remained together, inhaling each other’s breaths, as the minutes drifted by. Then a bell sounded and a well-concealed public-address system advised patrons that the pools were closing. They reluctantly prised apart, and all at once the worries came back. The shadows seemed watchful, the people too few to shield them. ‘We should get back,’ Mat whispered.
They held hands until they reached the dressing rooms, parted reluctantly with fingers trailing towards each other. Mat felt giddy, disoriented, as all his resolve to distance himself from Evie floundered. It was crazy, under the circumstances, but it felt honest too. He held on to the taste of her as he changed, his heart singing pop songs his feet were itching to dance to. This is why I’m going to let Aroha down …

The changing rooms were huge, and Evie found herself at one end, pressing the shower button over and over again as she rinsed the pool water from her hair. Her curls were pretty low-maintenance, but they would smell of geothermal water for days if she didn’t wash them thoroughly. Hot water streamed over her, while she smilingly replayed the last few minutes. Breakthrough … There was something still bothering him, but he’d set it aside, and admitted to himself what she already knew. Maybe in doing so he would be able to put it aside forever.
She blinked her vision clear as someone else came into the shower room. A Maori woman who looked in her twenties shrugged out of her towel and stepped under the shower nozzle beside Evie. She had a perfect figure, her skin glowing, a body even a model would envy. There were tattoos on her chin and on her buttocks and thighs that looked very traditional. She had such an exotic — no, indigenous — beauty that Evie found herself staring in admiration.
She looked away in case the other woman noticed her staring, when she felt a firm touch on her shoulder. ‘Everalda,’ the Maori woman said in a cold voice.
Evie turned in surprise. The woman’s deep green eyes locked into hers, and she froze. Then the woman reached over, gripped Evie’s throat, and squeezed.
Evie kicked out, but her limbs locked up. Air suddenly became horribly precious and scarce. She choked out little coughs as her feet left the ground, her back slammed against the tiled walls. The woman’s eyes were pitiless. ‘Everalda, you will stay away from him. Or I will rip both your eyes from your skull and eat them.’
‘Ghnnghh …’
‘He is mine and mine alone. He is the only hope I have and you will not take him from me!’ Her nails bit into Evie’s skin.
‘Hunghhh …’
‘I can smell the stink of Puarata on you. My monstrous son. I will not breed another like him.’
‘Uhhhh?’ The world began to turn black around the edges, like old film. She squirmed helplessly in the woman’s grasp. ‘Please …’
The woman let go and Evie slid down the tiled wall, cracking her right knee and the side of her head on the tiles. Bright pain flared, and the hand she pressed to her temple came away bloody. She sucked in air desperately, trying to re-inflate her lungs.
The woman’s voice was remorseless. ‘I will let you live, as he would resent any harm I do to you. That is the only reason I tolerate your existence.’ The woman’s voice was like a glacier: slow, icy and inexorable. ‘Do not make me regret this mercy.’
‘Unnn …’
In the blink of an eye she was gone, and Evie was sobbing on the floor. Another customer, a middle-aged German tourist, found her like that a minute later and helped her until she could stand again. She pretended she’d slipped on the wet tiles and persuaded the German woman not to tell anyone.
When she found Mat outside he moved awkwardly, and there was a hand imprint livid and red on his left cheek. It faded fast. She wanted to ask but didn’t need to and, anyway, she was too frightened. They found Cassandra outside and walked back to the motel together. Evie didn’t look at Mat, and they parted in silence.
‘Hey, are you okay?’ Cassandra asked the moment the two girls were alone.
She nodded mutely.
‘Did you and Mat fight?’
She went to shake her head, then nodded instead. The truth was far too confusing. So she had to let Cass fuss over her and put her to bed, before she could be alone and begin to think again.
That was The High Priestess … She’s not a metaphor from a tarot card, she’s a real person.
Mat is scared rigid of her. And so am I.



Milford
As dawn came, the seas subsided, though the bitter cold that penetrated the hold didn’t ease. Riki groaned as Hemi nudged him awake and handed him the slop bucket. He pissed and passed it on to the next man. All about him were the glassy-eyed prisoners of Parihaka, each locked in their own personal hell, barely acknowledging the others.
After that came the water bucket, then sailors came down and cuffed them to manacles linked to a single chain, before unhooking their ankles. They were forced up onto the deck to walk around in a line, while the sailors looked on.
‘Wait,’ one of them said, an older man with a Scottish accent. He reached over and lifted Riki’s chin. ‘I thought I knew all the prisoners, but I don’t recognize this boy.’
Riki forced his eyes to empty as he met the other’s stare. I am like Hemi. I am no-one.
‘He’s got the look,’ another sailor commented.
A second man chimed in. ‘Aye. Your memory’s going, Charlie.’
Charlie frowned. ‘He ain’t scarred like the rest of ’em.’ He tapped Riki’s cheek. ‘Where you from, laddie?’
Riki didn’t answer, just stared back at Charlie and imagined himself somewhere else.
Then the cabin door opened, and the sailors turned back to their tasks with fear in their eyes, Charlie included. Riki glanced sideways and saw three men he most definitely didn’t want to take an interest in him. He stared into space with a passion, edging behind the other prisoners, his ears straining.
Captain William ‘Bully’ Hayes was a stout man in a sea-coat, with a rough beard and thinning hair. He didn’t so much walk as stump about the deck, spitting constantly. His accent was American, but his speech was antiquated. ‘We’re half a day out from Milford Sound, Master Kiki. Less than that if the weather is kind.’
A low voice rumbled out a response. ‘The weather will not be kind. There are storms around Chatham Island. Foveaux Strait is impassable.’ The speaker was the short, fat tohunga who’d come aboard at Kapiti. He looked about the ship with lidded eyes. ‘We are being watched too, through some Pakeha magic I am not familiar with. Someone is attempting to track us. I feel their thoughts bend towards us.’
‘Old Man Jones?’ asked the third man, Byron Kikitoa. The former rugby league star still had his hair trimmed like a sports star, with a spiral pattern carved into his scalp, and he was wrapped in a feather cloak, with tattoos on his bare arms and calves. He had sneering eyes and a swagger to his walk. ‘I’ll carve his heart out.’
‘Not Jones,’ Kiki disagreed. ‘Another, with a different style. Feminine.’
‘A woman?’ scoffed Hayes. ‘Who?’
‘There was a girl at White Island in February. I felt her touch that day. It is the same.’ Kiki ruminated thoughtfully. ‘A seer linked to Donna Kyle.’
‘There was a seeress among Hobson’s men that day. A one-eyed girl.’ Byron scowled. ‘She almost burned me,’ he added resentfully.
‘Does she know our destination?’ Hayes asked, spitting over the rails.
Kiki shrugged, casting his eyes about him warily. Riki was careful not to attract attention, though his mind was whirling. He knew who Kiki was talking about — Mat had told him about Evie. If she was tracing them, then surely Mat was on his trail. He felt his courage return, and began listening to the conversation again.
‘… and the Treaty?’ he heard Hayes say.
Kiki shrugged expressively. ‘Te Rauparaha listened to us. Whether it is enough to draw him into the struggle on our side is another question. We have the document, and therefore the peace of this land rests to some extent in our hands. So far we have the pledge of seven major iwi that when I order it, they will strike against Pakeha in their territories. But it will take a major demonstration of our power before they commit fully. This alliance with Bryce will be crucial.’
The missing Treaty of Waitangi … an alliance with Bryce … I’ve got to get word of this to the others.
‘Von Tempsky’s Forest Rangers have pledged that they will spark conflict in the Waikato,’ Kiki went on. ‘An atrocity, to spark outrage. There are Pakeha who want war as well. To resolve unfinished business. For revenge and honour. For glory.’
Riki shuddered. The names meant little — he vaguely recalled that von Tempsky was a colonial-era commander — but the threat inherent in Kiki’s words — atrocity and outrage, war and glory — were enough for him to imagine the worst. A civil war in Aotearoa, spilling into the real world. Ghosts killing ghosts until paradise was lost.
A hand gripped his shoulder: Charlie the Scot. But he showed no interest in Riki, not in front of his betters. ‘These prisoners have had their exercise, sir,’ he called to the captain. ‘We’ll chain ’em up again.’ But as he locked Riki back into place below, he lifted his chin and peered at him thoughtfully.

Milford Sound: Piopiotahi in Maori, named for the lament of the piopio bird at the passing of Maui, a death it inadvertently caused by waking the Goddess of Death just as Maui was about to claim immortality for mankind. Riki had never been there, only heard of it. A place Rudyard Kipling described as the Eighth Wonder of the World. It was more beautiful than he’d imagined, as they sailed in on Sunday evening. As they were led out from below deck in chains, the scenery was awe-inspiring, and even the other prisoners slowed to stare. At the head of the Sound, Mitre Peak was a wedge of ice driven into the sky, stunningly regal as it caught the red-gold of the setting sun. The waters were so still they reflected the mountains and sky perfectly. The setting was pristine, a frozen paradise.
Charlie stared thoughtfully at Riki as he went past. ‘I’m watching you, laddie,’ the Scot murmured softly. ‘There’s something wrong about you.’ The Scot spat in his face, trying to provoke a reaction. ‘I’m going to find out what, believe me.’ He waggled a lash under Riki’s nose. ‘You’ll tell me, sooner or later.’
Riki looked stonily away. In front of everyone Charlie seemed reluctant to act, as if fearing the consequences of his superiors discovering that a mistake had been made. Hayes was nearby, as were Kiki and Byron Kikitoa. Neither tohunga makutu showed any sign of worry that the only other Maori present were ill-treated prisoners.
Riki was relieved to shrink from their sight, as he and the others were herded under the eyes of the few townsfolk into sheds on the docks and chained up again, eight to a shed. At least the floors were dry and didn’t move. They were given a perfunctory meal of soup and then locked in. Riki struggled with the manacles a little, hoping to pick himself free, but Hemi laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. ‘Enough. They will hear,’ he whispered.
Riki sagged back into his chains and wriggled until he was comfortable enough to sleep, pressed on either side by men he’d sailed with for three nights, but still knew nothing about. All the prisoners had gone further into themselves as the journey went on. To them, it was just another nightmare, from which only death permitted awakening, and then just to another repeat of the same ordeal. He pitied them despite their apathy. I will never lose hope like they have, he told himself.
But his courage faltered next morning when the prisoners were dragged out into the icy dawn and set to walking inland. Riki heard Hayes say they were going to Arrowtown, an old goldrush-era township far inland. The only road out of here was the Milford Track, and in winter it would be choked with snow, and avalanches were a constant danger. We’ll never make it alive.
His fears were allayed when, with a loud mechanical roar, four ancient trucks ploughed their way through the mud and up to the docks. They were followed by a plush-looking limousine that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a World War Two movie set: a military staff car, perhaps. All of the vehicles were seventy years old at best. But they were trucks: Aotearoa was slowly modernizing, as time passed. He exhaled with relief as the vehicles lurched to a stop before them, engines chugging.
‘Get them onto the middle two trucks,’ shouted Hayes. ‘Soldiers on the first and last. Let’s move!’



Warbird over Wanaka
Jones roused Mat at dawn. He’d arrived in Hanmer around midnight, and slipped into the room Mat had rented for them. By then Aroha’s handprint had long faded from Mat’s cheek. The terror of walking into her in the changing rooms with her eyes black as night and her teeth bared in fury hadn’t faded though. She’d been terrifying. Even worse was knowing she’d also attacked Evie. I dragged her into this. I was weak and selfish. I brought Aroha’s fury onto her. He hung his head with shame.
‘Come on, laddie, get yourself up,’ Jones told him. ‘There’s much to do today. Everalda has already done a reading — Hayes’s ship is north of Haast, hugging the coast, and there’s a storm coming up from the Antarctic to meet them.’
Mat struggled to hide his morose mood, especially at breakfast. Jones went across to roust out Damien and Shui, who had found lodgings in a guesthouse in Aotearoa. Mat was left to share bacon and eggs at a café with Cass and Evie, neither of whom seemed to be happy to see him. Cassandra quickly made excuses and left him alone with Evie, who was limping off her right knee.
‘Are you alright?’ he asked her, looking guiltily at her swollen and bruised temple.
She looked at him bleakly. ‘Who was she?’
He had no choice but to tell her everything. That Aroha was a channel to the triple-goddess of Maori lore, and that she had chosen him as her next mate. It’s not my choice, he wanted to tell her, but he was too frightened that even a whisper might reach Aroha’s ears.
Perhaps she understood that. She didn’t ask, didn’t press him for what he wanted. She seemed to know, as if this confirmed something she’d read in her cards. ‘The High Priestess,’ she murmured, nodding to herself. She gave him a look that was full of pity and dread, then they left before any other dangerous words could cross their lips.

Jones guided them to a small airfield outside of town, though calling it an airfield was generous: it was a farm paddock with a couple of crop-dusting planes under canvas beside a tin shed at one end. Jones took them across to Aotearoa and bade them make themselves comfortable. ‘I’ve got a call to make,’ he said, before going into an identical tin shed beside the field. There was no-one inside, but Mat glimpsed a primitive radio. Fascinated, Cassandra went in and Evie followed, but Mat stayed with Damien and Shui, peering up at the grim-looking skies.
‘What’s happening?’ he asked Damien.
The lanky youth shrugged. ‘No idea.’ He leant close and said quietly in Mat’s ear, ‘What happened to Evie?’
‘She slipped in the shower.’
Damien looked at him sceptically. ‘Really?’
Mat met his eyes. ‘Officially.’
‘Ah.’
‘I can’t say more just now, though.’
‘Okay.’ Damien shrugged and put an arm around Shui, who was about half his height but looked at home tucked against his waist. ‘Cass thinks you had a fight.’
‘No fight. I wasn’t there.’
‘You’re still friends?’
‘Sure, I guess.’
Damien left it at that, though his worried expression didn’t go away. Shui was casting doubtful looks at Mat too, throwing occasional sharp questions at Damien in Cantonese. He seemed at pains to reassure her.
‘Why don’t you just bring one of the cars across?’ Damien asked eventually.
Mat frowned. ‘The only vehicle I’ve ever managed to bring across was a Toyota I stole from Donna Kyle. She’d done something to it that made the transition possible. I think Ngatoro was helping me somehow too, though I didn’t know at the time. Anyway, our two cars are totally rooted in our world.’
Damien looked disappointed and lapsed into silence again. They both watched the tin shed curiously. They were just beginning to wonder what was up, when Jones, Cassandra and Evie emerged from the hut, the Welshman looking pleased and the girls mystified. Time passed in which they all muddled about, or simply stared into space. Eventually a faint engine roar rose from the south, and a small dot appeared among the clouds. They all peered at it as the dot grew and the engine sound grew louder.
As it got closer, Mat rubbed his eyes. ‘You’re kidding!’ he said.
‘Oh boy,’ said Damien.
The flying machine that came out of the southern skies owed more to kites than to conventional aircraft. Or perhaps it owed more to the tricycle. It was tiny, just a single rectangular wing atop a rigid three-wheeled frame, with a single tail-wing atop the seat. It all seemed to be made of cloth and bamboo, with one man at the controls. A propeller attached to a loud diesel engine pulled it through the air. It didn’t look capable of flight, let alone the speed it was doing, yet here it was, swooping towards them.
‘What the hell?’ Cassandra asked Jones, her eyes wide open.
The Welshman smiled broadly. ‘Come along, boys and girls, I’d like you all to meet a friend of mine: Mister Richard Pearse.’
Mat’s head swam. Just when you thought you knew what Aotearoa could throw at you, something like this happened. He glanced at the others, saw that all of their eyes and mouths were wide open.
They all knew of Pearse, except perhaps Shui. Richard Pearse had been a farmer and inventor in Temuka, south of Christchurch, and in 1903, before a small gathering, he’d attempted powered flight, a year before the Wright brothers in America. He had succeeded, but because of the conflicting documentary evidence, lack of subsequent development, and Pearse’s own self-effacing nature, it was the Wright brothers who’d gone down in history as the first men to achieve heavier-than-air powered flight.
Jones, Mat and his friends hurried forward as the man brought his tiny craft into a bouncing landing on the grass strip. Today it might be loosely termed a ‘microlight’. An extremely homemade-looking, barely-air-worthy microlight. But it evidently flew.
The pilot pulled off leather cap and goggles to reveal an intense-looking face with curly hair and a small moustache. ‘Aethlyn,’ he called to Jones. ‘How are you, old man?’
‘Not so old as all that, Dick,’ Jones called back, striding forward and shaking his hand. ‘Thank you for coming so quickly.’
‘Oh, you know, I was in the area, and this old kite goes like a dream.’
Mat raised an eyebrow at Damien. ‘“Old kite”, I get. Not sure about “goes like a dream” though.’
Damien and Shui were exchanging worried looks. They were, after all, supposed to be travelling on something Jones was organizing. This was evidently it.
Jones made the introductions. Cassandra gazed at Pearse with something like hero worship, Evie seemed overawed, and Damien and Shui looked very doubtful, throwing unconvinced looks at Jones. Mat himself felt a swell of pride when he was introduced and Pearse grasped his hand and beamed. ‘The lad who dealt to Puarata? Delighted to meet you, son. Delighted.’
They all talked awkwardly for a bit, until Jones clapped his hands together. ‘Dick, we’ve got a matter of some urgency on our hands. Got to get south, and fast.’ He indicated Damien and Shui. ‘These young folk need to be transported somewhere handy to both coasts, without over-committing either way.’
‘So central South Island, eh?’
‘And well clear of Christchurch,’ Jones added. He glanced around the group. ‘Some of you have probably been wondering what the Aotearoa side of Christchurch has been like since the earthquakes. The answer is: not good. There are all manner of dangers, even more than in the real world. Such perils are amplified in Aotearoa. We will not go there unless we must.’
Pearse nodded in agreement. ‘Aethlyn is right. I’ve been ferrying medical supplies there almost around the clock ever since.’
The group fell silent, thinking about the dead and the damage that still scarred the whole region. It was a sobering moment that put their own quest into perspective. They were trying to save one friend, but in Christchurch hundreds had died and thousands had been left with ruined homes.
‘What about Wanaka?’ Pearse suggested. ‘It’s central and safe.’
Jones nodded. ‘Good enough, as long as it isn’t too far out of your way?’
‘No trouble at all, my friend. No trouble at all.’ He eyed up Damien and Shui thoughtfully. ‘You two, eh? A shame you’re not better matched physically, but we’ll manage. I’ll get you to sit on the undercarriage, one on either side.’
Damien’s eyes went to the thin metal tubing and cycle wheels that were all the undercarriage consisted of. ‘No way!’ he protested. ‘You’ll never get off the ground.’
‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Pearse replied. ‘Bessie’s never let me down.’
‘But—’
Mat put a hand on Damien’s shoulder. ‘Mate, we’re in Aotearoa. Belief works better than aerodynamics here, I’m guessing.’
Shui said something tart in Cantonese. Damien stroked her shoulder reassuringly, his eyes going from Jones and Mat and back again. ‘You swear we’re going to be alright?’ he demanded of Jones. ‘Cos you know the rule: if you die in Aotearoa, you’re dead. Shui and I have used up our second chances. We can’t even come back and haunt you if you’re wrong.’
‘You’ll be fine, laddie,’ Jones said impatiently. ‘Get on with it.’
‘Thanks for the sympathy and encouragement,’ Damien said sarcastically.
Jones rolled his eyes. ‘Kids today. I tell you, if I was your age, I’d be on that crate and halfway to Wanaka by now.’
‘Whatever. We’ll do it. I’m just saying, you know, that if we die, it’s all your fault. Don’t expect me to put in a good word for you at the Pearly Gates.’
Mat grinned at his friend, by now convinced that the danger was minimal. This is the world’s first aircraft — of course it’s gonna work! He watched in amusement as Pearse produced gauntlets and goggles for Damien and Shui, and then they all gathered about with their own pieces of advice as Damien and Shui perched beneath Pearse’s feet, crouched on the metal cross-frames of the undercarriage. Up close, the plane looked flimsy, but the engine coughed to life.
‘See you in Wanaka, Aethlyn!’ Pearse shouted. He pushed open the throttle. The little diesel engine roared, and the plane bobbled away down the runway. Mat ran alongside it, laughing at Damien’s terrified face, until suddenly the craft lifted. Shui screamed, Damien whooped, and then they were climbing.
Mat came to a halt, laughing and cheering. He realized that Cass and Evie were a few yards behind him, beaming with excitement. The sight of Evie’s bruised face caught up in the moment tore at him. Then her eye met his and they both sobered up fearfully.
‘That was awesome,’ shouted Cass as she waved. Damien and Shui were now sitting on the undercarriage bars, waving back, as Pearse’s aeroplane shrank against the southern skies. It wasn’t going particularly fast, but Mat guessed it was probably matching the pace that a car could have set, and going more directly too.
Jones joined them. ‘They’ll be fine,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Pearse could fly that thing through an apocalypse, such is its mana.’
Cassandra sighed, eyeing the receding shape in the sky. ‘Well, excitement over, I guess. Let’s get back to the car and get going.’
‘You and Jones can,’ Mat told her. ‘Evie and I have to fly as well.’

Evie felt a sharp thrill of excitement and fear at Mat’s words. ‘What do you mean, we have to fly?’
‘You and I have to stay in Aotearoa today, so you can monitor Hayes more closely. It takes too much energy for us to constantly shift to and fro between worlds. Jones and Cass are going to travel by car in the real world, and Cass will keep tracing Riki’s phone in case it shows up on the grid. You and I will fly south while tracking Hayes’s ship.’
‘Fly?’
Mat indicated the feather cloaks lying beside his pack. ‘With these.’
Oh my.
There weren’t a lot of preparations required. They put on their jackets and Mat produced two pairs of swimming goggles and leather gloves. ‘Riki and I found these kept our eyes from watering and our fingers from freezing off,’ he said in a matter-of-fact voice. He draped the cloak over his shoulders and indicated for Evie to do the same. She found that her heart was beating furiously, but she was unwilling to show any fear in front of people who’d probably seen and done scarier things.
‘Okay,’ said Mat, ‘raise your arms.’
She did, mirroring his actions, and then gave a surprised cry as a thousand needles seemed to jab her arms and sides, right through her clothing. The sensation ran all the way down her torso, past her hips and thighs to the knees. It really hurt and left a deep ache, as if she’d been mugged by a horde of acupuncturists. She gaped at the cloak, which now formed massive wings. The sleek outer feathers were bristling as the cloak extended in a proud sweep from her arms, giving her a wingspan of two or three more feet on either side. She squawked in fright, and for a second that inarticulate sound made her fear she’d lost the power of speech along the way. ‘This is totally weird,’ she managed to get out, relieved to speak at all.
Cassandra looked her up and down with folded arms. ‘You’re telling me. Glad I’m driving.’
Evie looked at Jones. ‘I’ve never flown like this before,’ she bleated, somewhat redundantly.
‘I’d be amazed if you had,’ the Welshman remarked drily. ‘Listen, it’s easier than you think. These cloaks are more or less designed to do all the work. You’re just the pilot — they’re both the wings and the engine. I’m not saying it won’t be tiring, but no more so than jogging, and a lot quicker.’
Mat nodded agreement. ‘I’ve done this about a dozen times now. It’s pretty instinctive.’
When the moment came to leap from a fence post into the air, she found that the wings spread and lifted her. It was like breaststroke, trying to get elevation, but after a hard first few minutes that had her throat raw and lungs wheezing, they levelled out and she was stunned to realize that they were hundreds of feet in the air. She looked back and saw the airfield was already a mile away. Glancing across at Mat, she saw him grinning back at her.
‘This is fun!’ she shouted.
‘Yeah, I know,’ he yelled back, making a fancy roll, apparently to show off.
She tried it too, shrieking when she lost altitude, and then crowing as she pulled out of the drop and soared upwards. ‘Ye-haw!’ A feeling of pure exhilaration filled her. This is really happening! I’m flying using a feather cloak made by a bird-witch. Awesome!
For a few minutes they darted about merrily, before Mat flicked his head southwards. ‘Let’s see if we can catch Pearse’s aeroplane!’ he called, and together they banked and soared on their way.
All day they flew south, maybe at fifty or sixty kilometres per hour, mostly gliding, which took concentration but not much effort. The landscape changed as they went south. The Canterbury Plains opened beneath them, broad swathes of farmland and wide, flat valleys with braided rivers winding down them. It was less developed than Evie had expected, but then she remembered they were in Aotearoa, so of course it would be. The Alps tracked them all the way south on their right, forbidding and cold. The white peaks played hide and seek with them in the thickening clouds, but the rain held off. All in all, it was the most exhilarating and joyous day of Evie’s life. Until now, the Ghost World had really only showed her its deadly side; now she began to realize just why Mat and his friends loved being here. And sharing this with Mat made it all the more special, despite the unspoken presence of Aroha hanging over them.
It was a long day. They never caught up with Pearse’s plane because every hour or so they landed so that Evie could do a reading. Jones had given her an AA map of the South Island to give her reference points, and as the afternoon wore on, Hayes’s ship came up as immobile in the Milford Sound, to the west and not far south of them. Evie wondered if Hayes might be sheltering there from bad weather. The cards indicated that Riki was still alright. It was hard to keep her readings focused, with the fear of Aroha playing on her mind. The High Priestess card kept intruding on her readings, popping up unexpectedly. Mat took it and held it in the end. By now he, too, knew what it meant.
‘Evie,’ Mat said, as they went to take off again. ‘I’m sorry. I never meant to endanger you.’
She smiled tentatively at him. ‘Believe it or not, I understand. If I were in your shoes, I wouldn’t have said anything about her either.’
‘Yeah, but you wouldn’t have endangered me for a kiss either.’
She looked at him with her good eye. ‘Wouldn’t I?’ He looked away. She reached out, stroked his feathered arm. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘I don’t know,’ he said helplessly.
‘You don’t love her,’ she said, trying not to sound accusing or plaintive. Stating a fact.
‘I know,’ he admitted.
‘So tell her to find someone else.’
‘I don’t think it works that way.’ He grimaced unhappily. ‘I think in terms of the people who are capable of reaching her, it’s Byron or me. And if Byron wins, we’re all screwed.’
‘I should just leave you alone, then. Until we’ve found Riki,’ she heard herself say in a voice that sounded unnaturally bright. ‘No contact, yeah?’
He nodded grimly, his expression pained. ‘That’s probably for the best.’
She stared gloomily at the sky. ‘It’s going to rain soon,’ she said, pulling her goggles back on. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

The journey lost its joy and became an ordeal. Mat was exhausted from the strain of flying, each lung-busting effort to gain altitude taking its toll. Evie was probably even worse, as she wasn’t as physically fit as him. She was struggling now, and becoming waspish with it. And Aroha’s shadow lay over all they did, making every moment they shared fraught with hidden danger.
They began to swing towards the Alps, guided by the map and Evie’s readings of where they were relative to Wanaka. Mat only knew the town as being on a famous scenic lake, and as host to the biennial ‘Warbirds’ airshow. He smiled to imagine the reactions of the airshow pilots if they came across two teenagers wearing feather cloaks and flying in their skies.
There were many bodies of water in the foothills of the Alps, but as dusk approached they were sure they’d come across their destination. Lake Wanaka lay black and brooding beneath them as they skimmed the surface, the largest body of water they’d encountered that day. It was surrounded by snow-covered hills. The Alps were lost in thick cloud to the west. They had tired arms and weary eyes, but if they’d read the map correctly, they were only about ten minutes from the southern tip of the lake and their destination for the evening, Wanaka township. The sky was slate-grey, the southerly a numbing headwind that flattened the surface of the lake, sending ripples like shockwaves across the water. The sun was a vivid glow behind the clouds to their right, difficult to look at despite the clouds. Their limbs were numb with cold, and their faces raw from the constant wind of their passage.
Mat wasn’t sure if it was instinct or luck, but he glanced to his left and noticed a strange thing: their shadows were dancing across the surface of the water below, but a third shadow was following them, closer and closer. He looked up towards the cloud-shrouded sun, his vision distorted by the plastic goggles, but in the glow of light he glimpsed a dark shape that imprinted on his retinas.
‘Evie! Behind you!’
She twisted and looked over her shoulder, the movement making her involuntarily bank. Her wings lost air and she plunged towards the surface of the lake.
The sudden drop almost certainly saved her life.
Mat saw a tawny-coloured bird of prey his own size, with a wingspan of at least three metres. It shrieked in fury as its claws raked past Evie’s head as she dropped, its eyes blazing as it banked towards Mat. He felt the rush of air as it shot past, its claws like knives. He rolled, his own wings losing the currents as he made a controlled dive, seeking Evie. His heart lurched as he heard a splash below. He found her, saw that her legs were dragging in the lake, but she was desperately clawing at the air, her cloak billowing and catching an updraft. He looked back at the giant eagle as it swung about, arcing towards Evie again.
‘It’s coming back!’ he shouted, beating his arms frantically. Evie had a panicked look on her face, unable to seek any kind of protection from her cards and rune stones without losing flight and plummeting into the icy waters. ‘Watch out!’ He bunched his aching muscles and dived towards her.
The giant bird swooped again as Evie floundered, its pace unbelievable. It flashed towards her at twice their own speed, which probably meant more than one hundred kilometres an hour, its claws positioned beneath its body to strike. Mat realized that the impact alone could break Evie’s spine, let alone the damage the claws would do if they so much as touched her. ‘Mahuika!’ he shouted, invoking the Goddess of Fire as he conjured flames from his fingernails and desperately sent a gout of fire across the space between the eagle and Evie.
Evie screamed and dropped into the lake, but the eagle had anticipated her. What it hadn’t foreseen were Mat’s flames, and its fear of fire caused it to veer upwards a split second before impact. Instead of splitting the girl’s skull, the claws raked the air above her, ripping a tress of hair from her scalp, but no worse. The bird cried furiously, but another burst of fire was enough to make it pull away, soaring effortlessly upwards, as Evie struck the water with a giant splash and went under.
Mat swooped as Evie popped up like a cork, gasping for air as her cloak fanned about, becoming waterlogged. Somehow he had to get her out before the garment dragged her under, but he couldn’t use his arms or hover without losing flight himself. He could see only one way to do it.
‘Evie, grab my feet!’ he shouted as he swooped down towards her.
She heard him. Her right hand reached upwards and gripped his ankle, followed by her left. Her weight and that of the waterlogged cloak almost dragged him from the air, but he’d anticipated that. For the last year, Jones had been teaching him how to wield the elements. While Mahuika’s fingernails made fire the easiest element for him to manipulate, he’d learnt other skills. He called the winds to him in a surging gust, lifting him. ‘Hold on!’ he shouted, as he was thrown upwards.
Evie shouted in fear, her knuckles white. ‘I can’t!’ she shrieked, her own weight tearing at her grip. Her left hand slipped, found his shoe and grabbed again. They were already thirty feet above the surface, but losing momentum. The bird of prey soared past only twenty yards away, eyeing him warily for more fire. The nearest shoreline was at least half a mile east.
‘Hold on,’ he shouted back. ‘I’m going to try and reach land.’ Her weight dragged at him, destroying his manoeuvrability and speed.
Her left hand let go again, and he cried out in alarm, looking down. But this time it had been deliberate. She thrust her hand into her jacket pocket, the sodden cloak trailing a spray of water across the lake as she fumbled for something. ‘What are you doing?’ he shouted.
She drew a rune stone from her pouch. ‘Uruz! Rune of strength,’ she shouted aloud. At once her right hand gripped his ankle more tightly. She fished for another stone as the eagle banked in behind them.
‘Hang in there,’ he urged. ‘That damned bird is coming back!’ He tried to keep it in sight, but with the drag of Evie’s weight he was too slow. Its shriek was louder than ever as it came at him. He threw up a desperate flare of fire-energy behind him, losing height as he did. The eagle plunged through the screen of heat, its claws raking past his face, and then it was past him. Beneath him Evie was swinging wildly, her feet brushing the waves. He called the winds and climbed again. The shore beckoned, at least 300 yards away. He made for it, trying to gain altitude. Another slip and they’d both be in the lake. Still the bird of prey circled hungrily.
‘What is it?’ Evie called.
‘Dunno, but it’s huge.’ He beat his wings again, gained another few feet of height. Below him he saw Evie transfer the rune stone in her left hand to her mouth, then dip into her pockets again. He had no idea what she was doing but hoped it was helpful. Her hand came out with another stone, and she lifted it, clenched in her fist, and shouted something he couldn’t catch. At once the wind swung about and hurled them both towards the shore. The air rasped at his cheeks and tore at his clothing, as a gale-force tailwind flung them forward. He glanced back, saw the bird catch the same wind and jet towards them. It was still doing twice their speed. Evie’s cloak billowed about her, shedding streams of water as she dangled from his foot.
‘Incoming,’ she shouted to him. ‘Six seconds!’ Her hand on his ankle squeezed like a vice. He couldn’t feel his toes. ‘On two, lift and go right,’ she called. ‘Four, three … TWO!’
He banked and climbed as she’d instructed. But to his horror, she let go.
At once his manoeuvrability returned. He swung upwards to the right as the eagle hurtled past him, its claws raking the space he’d just occupied. He threw his eyes left and down, and saw Evie drop, then her wings abruptly unfurled again in a spray of droplets and caught the wind. Torn between two targets, the raptor missed them both. Evie zigzagged for the shore, which was coming up fast. Mat flashed a warning burst of fire at the giant predator as it spun towards them again. It screeched angrily, banking away. He shouted defiantly back.
Evie jolted into the gravel of the beach with a painful cry. Mat dove after her, stalled and planted his feet, landing upright over her huddled form, freeing his hands from the cloak instantly and kindling more flames in his hands.
With another screech, this time of frustration, the raptor pulled out of its attack. It banked above them and then abruptly gave up, beating away to the north as the natural southerly reasserted itself over the winds summoned by Evie’s rune stone. In seconds the giant bird was just a dot.
Mat fell to his knees as the adrenalin began to recede. He realized he was utterly bathed in sweat, his chest and lungs going like bellows. Evie was the same, shaking and gasping for air as she slowly raised herself to hands and knees, dry-retching on the stones and gravel of the shore.
‘Are you alright?’ Mat managed to pant.
‘Uh huh,’ she answered. ‘Just landed … like … a brick … that’s all.’
His eyes followed the receding dot of the bird with amazement. ‘Far out. I thought New Zealand’s wildlife was supposed to be harmless.’
‘That thing was so not harmless.’ Evie climbed painfully to her feet, the cloak sodden about her, but Mat could see it shedding water of its own volition, the outer layer becoming sleek and the inside fluffing up. Ice and snow lay in clumps about them. The winds were frigid; a shiver ran through him. He wrapped his own cloak about him, helping to trap his body heat. He felt utterly and absolutely drained.
‘Where are we?’ Evie said.
‘Lake Wanaka, eastern shore. I reckon we’re still a few miles from the south end, where the township is.’ He looked up. Night was coming on fast. ‘I’ve got nothing left for flying again.’
‘Me neither. I’m totally stuffed and freezing,’ Evie admitted. ‘I can barely stand.’ Her jacket, woollen jersey and jeans were soaked, and she was shivering.
Mat grimaced. ‘Then we need a fire, and somewhere out of this wind. Wait here.’ She nodded numbly. The temperature was dropping fast, or maybe they were just noticing it more now. He looked about him. There were a few tangles of driftwood on the narrow shore. He jogged up the low bank that rimmed the lake and looked about. They were hemmed in by snow-covered hills and mountains. There was no sign of anyone else — the land seemed utterly empty. There was little in the way of trees, just windswept tussock. It looked bleak and inhospitable.
He jogged inland until he found a small dell only a hundred yards or so from the water, but where the wind would at least be less. He went back and helped Evie make it there. She collapsed into the grass, her shoulders shaking. She looked close to tears. He took off his cloak, freeing himself up to drag a couple of branches of dead bracken into the dell, then set them alight with his fingernails. He hunched over Evie. ‘You need to get those wet clothes off,’ he told her. ‘Wet clothes against your skin will kill you. The cloak will be enough to keep you warm.’
He gave her privacy, heading off to hunt for more wood and anything else that might be useful. He found a fallen tree and broke off some branches, dragging them back behind him wearily. The air temperature was still plummeting, the moisture on the air becoming icier and heavier, on the edge of being sleet.
He started as he heard a sudden ‘yip’ behind him, and a collie dog bounded up beside him, tail wagging. ‘Hey, fella,’ he breathed, looking around in hope of seeing the dog’s owner, but there was no-one. ‘What are you doing here?’ The dog rubbed against his calf with an affectionate yap. I guess he’s friendly.
The collie followed him all the way back to their makeshift camp. Evie was wrapped in her cloak, with only her bedraggled hair and face above the feathers; her outer layers of clothing were draped about the upwind side of the fire. She exclaimed with pleasure as the collie trotted up to her. ‘Hey, look at you,’ she said. The dog nuzzled her, snuffling as it burrowed into her cloak, then turned, so that its head poked out from the folds with a pleased look on its face.
‘Ooo, he’s so warm,’ Evie hugged the dog playfully. ‘Where did you find him?’
‘I didn’t, he found me. I didn’t see his owner anywhere. There’s no houses nearby.’ He dragged the branches to the fire and broke off what he could before feeding them into the blaze. Then he settled into his cloak too, his own clothing dry enough to sleep in.
Evie looked for a collar but the dog didn’t have one. It was clearly domesticated though: it stayed wrapped with Evie in the cloak, and listened attentively to all they said. Not that they talked much. There was no food except for a couple of muesli bars they’d brought for the trip, and nothing to drink. The air got colder and colder, but the heat of the fire radiated out. Mostly they just watched the fire, which Mat kept building up with heavier branches, knowing they’d need to sleep soon and that it needed to last until morning.
‘Are you warm enough?’ Mat asked Evie.
Evie stroked the collie. ‘Yeah, thanks to my new best friend,’ she replied. The dog wuffed happily. ‘You?’
He shrugged doubtfully. ‘Yeah, I guess.’ He eyed the dog jealously, though crawling under a cloak with Evie in her underwear was undoubtedly a very bad idea. ‘I’ll manage.’
She gave him a faint smile. ‘Sorry,’ she said.
‘Um, can I ask you something?’ he said tentatively. She gave a nod, so he braced himself to go on. ‘Have you had any serious boyfriends?’
‘A couple.’ Her one eye fixed on him. ‘What are you really asking?’
He blushed.
‘Am I a virgin? Is that the question?’ She lifted her chin. ‘The answer is no.’ She looked away, into the fire. ‘I was afraid that being one-eyed would mean no-one would ever want me. It made me insecure. I was dumb enough to let this guy sleep with me. He was a jerk and I knew it, but I wanted to feel like I belonged. He took advantage of that, then dumped me.’
Mat wished he hadn’t asked.
‘Then there was a tourist who was just passing through. He was sweet, and he was safe because I knew I wouldn’t need to see him again. That was a bit nicer.’ She shrugged, patting the collie absently. ‘That’s all. Not much of a track record, huh?’
It was Mat’s turn to shrug awkwardly.
‘I wish now I’d waited,’ Evie said sadly. ‘It wasn’t the big thing I’d thought it was. I cringe whenever I think about those guys now. My first time should have been special, not frittered away like that.’ Mat exhaled heavily. His own lack of experience didn’t seem so bad, suddenly. ‘Bet you wish you hadn’t asked, huh?’ Evie laughed humourlessly. She looked away while he squirmed uncomfortably.
She fished in her pocket, pulled out a rune stone and read it with a resigned expression. She showed it to him: the sign on it looked like a little ‘t’. ‘This is Nauthiz, the stone of patience — it came to my hand unbidden. It is telling us to be strong and forbear from self-destructive impulses.’
He clenched his fists in frustration. ‘How can you live like that? Just doing what a random stone or card says to do?’
‘That’s not how it works. The cards and stones aren’t random, they are what they must be.’
Mat put his head in his hands. It wasn’t fair, to want her so much and to be forced to be alone with her, to be made by the unfeeling universe and an opportunistic collie dog to … ‘forbear’.
Right now he hated Aroha. Well, perhaps hate was too strong a word. He knew it wasn’t fair; he knew that her choices were limited and that what she demanded of him wasn’t her fault. He knew that to let her down would be to allow Byron to triumph and allow a new Puarata into the world … but it didn’t make him feel any better. ‘We should try to sleep.’
She nodded once, and it seemed to him that they understood each other perfectly. ‘Yeah, we should.’
He built up the fire carefully, while Evie rolled onto her side, the dog cradled against her, and closed her eye. The collie wuffed mournfully at Mat, then closed its eyes too.
Mat felt a little cold still, but not dangerously so. He stared at the flames, until a tiny white flake floated down, and then more and more. They seemed to swirl away from the fire, and never really settled on the cloaks or into the dell at all, but the night sky above was suddenly weeping tiny and perfectly symmetrical wafers of ice, coating the rim of the dell. He looked across. The collie was awake again, but Evie seemed to be asleep. He felt dry and warm, and the snow was as beautiful as her face.
He managed to find a small piece of transient happiness at the beauty of all he could see tonight, and that thought carried him down into sleep.



Regrouping
Evie was woken by the wet tongue of the collie. Its breath was steaming and kind of smelly, but she gave it an affectionate hug. She felt stiff and the ground, which had felt so soft last night, was now a hard and rugged collection of bumps and pokey bits that were gouging her side through the cloak. She opened her eye and clambered to her feet, pulling the cloak up with her so that Mat didn’t get too much of an eyeful. ‘Hey, what’s for breakfast?’ she asked, realizing that the sound and smell of cooking meat was rising from the fire Mat was tending.
‘Rabbit,’ Mat replied. ‘The dog went off and caught a couple just before sunrise.’ His hair was a tousled mess, poking up in all directions, but he looked fresh and relaxed. ‘Sleep alright?’
‘Yeah,’ she answered, realizing in surprise that she had. Then what she was seeing outside the dell hit her. ‘Hey, it snowed!’ she exclaimed, her breath billowing from her mouth in steamy clouds.
‘Sure did,’ Mat grinned. ‘All night, by the look of it.’
The countryside all about them was completely white, apart from the dark stillness of the lake in the distance and the blue-black lower slopes of the mountains that crowded about them. The snowfall had emptied the clouds, and the sky was brilliantly blue above them, the southerly now just a breeze. She felt exhilarated just to see such natural beauty, to feel a part of it. She stretched her arms and legs luxuriantly, careless that Mat was getting that eyeful after all. He pretended he wasn’t looking.
She pulled on her clothes and boots, which were mostly dry, then went for a pee. After that she went to the lake and filled their plastic water bottles. By the time she got back, Mat was pulling the rabbit from the fire. The dog was eating the other one raw. Mat had a Swiss Army knife with which he had skinned the rabbits, and he used that to carve off haunches for them to eat. It was arguably the most disgusting-looking meal she’d ever had, city girl that she was, but it tasted delicious. Hot meat in her empty belly made her feel completely human again. Her family used to go camping in the Coromandel when she was younger, but that had been much more genteel, with wine, salads and a barbeque. ‘The others will be worried,’ she said regretfully. There was a timeless quality to being here. But Riki Waitoa was still a prisoner. They couldn’t tarry.
‘Yeah, we need to get to Wanaka and find them,’ Mat agreed, his voice a little sad too.
They finished the small meal, then put the fire out carefully, covering it with sand and snow. Evie hugged the collie goodbye. The dog barked mournfully as they left. Their cloaks had dried, and they were able to rise easily into the air. Evie’s shoulders and arms ached horribly, but she quickly worked off the stiffness as they climbed and then soared south. This time they followed the shoreline, so they wouldn’t be caught over water again if that predatory bird reappeared. It didn’t, though. Instead they were treated to perfect skies and striking vistas of the mountains reflecting in the lake. The winds rose as they flew, and they could see more clouds banked up away to the south, heavy with more snow. This was a small window of peace before more storms. Evie resolved to enjoy it.
I’m flying in another world. I’m beside the most special guy I know. ‘Somehow we’ll get Riki back, dump Aroha and then date like normal people,’ she added softly to herself.
They flew over the Aotearoa township of Wanaka, found a grove of stunted pines, and Mat brought them back across to the real world. From there they walked into the town, the cloaks rolled up under their arms. A surprisingly large settlement lay facing north on the lakeshore. Mat spotted Cassandra’s Mazda parked outside a big café on the waterfront, beside Jones’s rental. Across the road from it, on the shores of the lake, was a statue of a collie dog. Evie touched it fondly, imagining that maybe it had come to life to protect and feed them last night. When she suggested it to Mat, he didn’t discount it.
They went into the café to find the other four of their group huddled around a table, sipping hot drinks and waiting for them. The smell of coffee hit Evie’s nose in a wave of goodness that made her mouth water. ‘Where have you two been?’ Jones demanded gruffly.
‘We got attacked by some kind of eagle,’ Mat replied casually.
‘I ended up in the lake, and we had to camp for the night,’ Evie added, mimicking Mat’s relaxed tones. ‘A dog brought breakfast and we flew here. Now I must have coffee or die.’
They told their story cradling mugs of coffee, while the others had brunch and listened with a mix of excitement and disbelief. Jones told them the giant bird was probably a Haast’s eagle, the world’s largest eagle ever, but now extinct — except in Aotearoa. ‘You were lucky to escape it,’ he added. ‘They used to hunt and kill moa.’
‘It nearly got me,’ Evie said, putting her hand over Mat’s. ‘But my champion rescued me.’
‘It was a team effort,’ Mat said modestly, though he was beaming. Then they both remembered The High Priestess and pulled their hands away, causing the others to study them with raised eyebrows.
‘Nice night in the countryside?’ Damien asked archly, his arm around Shui. ‘Huddled around the campfire, singing songs?’
‘Go bite yourself,’ Evie told him.
‘We behaved ourselves,’ Mat added primly.
‘Each to their own,’ Damien replied, shaking his head. He and Shui had spent a harrowing day on Richard Pearse’s plane, clinging to the undercarriage while the southerlies battered them across the skies. Pearse had gone on, back to his home in Temuka on the east coast.
‘Right,’ Jones said seriously. ‘We need to finish up here, then get a lead on where Hayes is now. I can’t believe they would risk Foveaux Strait at this time of year, but we must be open to all possibilities.’ He drained his coffee and glared about him until everyone else did the same.
Afterwards they went to the motel Jones’s party had used, checked out and then transitioned into Aotearoa. The Wanaka of Aotearoa was much smaller, just a tavern and some small businesses clustered near the shore. Jones rented a back room in the tavern for an hour and asked not to be disturbed. The stout and heavily bearded owner quickly agreed when gold coins were produced. Once they were shut in, and the open fire stoked, the Welshman turned to Evie. ‘I’m sorry to place these demands on you, lass, but we need a reading. We need to find Riki as soon as we can.’
Evie didn’t mind at all. It felt good to contribute in a way no-one else here could, not even Jones and Mat. She laid out their largest map, of the bottom half of the South Island, then tossed her playing cards into the air over it, watching them fly into position as energy crackled in her fingers. She felt a thrill of victory as she saw that the cards signifying Riki and his captors were no longer at sea, but moving inland, still well south of them, leaving a snail trail of after-images behind them as they arced inland across the map. ‘They’re moving inland, southwest of us,’ she told them excitedly. ‘Riki is okay, but still in danger.’ She plucked a rune stone and placed it face down on the Riki card, then turned it over to see what it was: a fire rune. ‘That usually means someone is driving,’ she said, surprised.
Jones was unperturbed. ‘Early vehicles have worked in Aotearoa for some time now. Ghost worlds are always eighty to a hundred years behind our own, but they modernize as time passes.’ He tapped the map. ‘Assuming they can get through the Milford Road at this time of year, the route they are taking runs through Lumsden, at which point they could go north to Queenstown and the Cromwell Basin, or east to Dunedin. We need to find out which.’ He glanced at the map. ‘They may well reach Lumsden before us. We need to move.’ He looked at Evie. ‘Is there anything else you can tell us about what they are purposing?’
She bit her lower lip, thinking hard, then slowly shook her head. ‘I really don’t know enough to ask the right questions. Do you?’
Jones pursed his lips, then exhaled heavily. ‘No. There are too many moving parts. We need to find them and learn what is happening.’ He clapped his hands, standing. ‘Let’s get to Lumsden. It’s only a couple of hours away. Damien, Shui: I’ll take you as far as we can, then leave you in Aotearoa until we can gather together again.’ He tousled Evie’s hair, which she normally hated but somehow liked when Jones did it. ‘Well done, lass.’
She smiled up at him, and her eye met Mat’s. His face was troubled, but hopeful. He nodded his gratitude to her, and she almost reached out to hug him, but restrained herself reluctantly. Instead, she gathered up her cards and stones again, and the others also got to their feet. In minutes, they were back in the real world and driving south.



The Wooden Head
Riki stood in the line of prisoners as they peed into the ditch beside the road. Their urine steamed as it carved rivulets in the snow. Behind him the trucks hissed and smoked. Wind roared in the trees, shaking loose more snow. The sun was up, but it hadn’t reached the narrow gorge in which they were currently laid up. They’d travelled all night, replenishing the petrol from stock carried in the back of one of the trucks. It was morning now, and he felt truly awful. There had been no food, just a water bottle passed from prisoner to prisoner, barely enough to wet his mouth. His dad had once told him that the Te Anau to Milford road was fabulously beautiful, but all he’d seen of it was what he could see through the gaps in the back of the truck he was chained up in. That hadn’t been much, just occasional glimpses of the side of the road through the headlights of the truck behind them. Someone had vomited from the motion and that had set most of the rest of them off. The idea of getting back into the truck after this stop was nauseating. Escape, even if he was unchained, was out of the question. They were hundreds of kilometres into the most inhospitable part of the country in midwinter.
You’ve got to see the Milford Track, son; it’s glorious …
He was keeping his head well down, especially when the military staff car containing Kiki, Byron and Hayes pulled up nearby. He strained his ears for clues, but heard nothing, and soon they were back in the vomit-encrusted cage and on their way again.
The road barely existed in some places, and they had to ford streams choked with ice and snow. But whenever some obstacle presented, the staff car would pull up and he would see the ancient tohunga Kiki hobble past, usually followed by some surge of heat or noises like splintering wood. Once he even saw him in action, causing a fallen log to fly apart in a frightening display of magical power.
They struggled free of the mountains near midday and picked up their pace, following the rivers down towards Southland and Otago on muddy roads lined with snow. The air was bitterly cold, but at least that suppressed the smell of sickness. About mid-afternoon they reached a town he could actually identify: Lumsden, the name on a rail sign read as they paused to refuel. A few locals were watching but none approached. He glanced at Hemi. ‘You been this way before?’ he asked, as the trucks roared into life again and rumbled forward.
Hemi shook his head. ‘Never. I’ve always been taken straight to Dunedin.’
Riki wasn’t strong on South Island geography. ‘Maybe we’re just driving to Dunedin instead of sailing?’
‘I worked on these railways,’ a man named Turi stated. ‘This road goes north to Kingston and Lake Whakatipu.’
Riki frowned. ‘That’s the big tourist place, isn’t it?’ The prisoners looked at him blankly. He guessed that tourism was an alien concept to them. ‘Queenstown, yeah?’
Turi nodded slowly. ‘Queenstown, that is at Lake Whakatipu also.’
‘We’re not going to Dunedin?’ Hemi asked, as something like animation kindled in their dead faces. ‘Somewhere new?’ A mutter ran through the prisoners.
‘Probably just the railroad again,’ Turi said dully. ‘Worked me to death, they did.’ But the men were roused, looking about them. The roads began to wind again, as they ascended once more from the plains, but they were better roads, and the convoy made good time. By late afternoon they were chugging along steep cliffs above a lake: Whakatipu itself. They had bypassed Kingston and its famous railroad, and even Turi didn’t know where they were.
As afternoon turned to evening, the road led them into a river valley. A cluster of wooden and stone houses sat on a gentle slope descending towards a line of willows. There were people everywhere about them as the trucks lurched to a halt. The prisoners were left to sit for a time, while pale and dirty faces, all male, peered into the truck. They were mostly as ragged and unwashed as the prisoners, but they were strutting and laughing callously at the new arrivals, while tobacco smoke wreathed the frosty air. Riki heard sniggering comments about their stink, and he gazed back at them resentfully.
The sun had fallen behind the mountains to the west, though the peaks were still lit, glistening pink and gold. Riki kept his head well down, especially when he heard Hayes swagger by, boasting of ‘finally dealing with the damned Chinks’, whatever that meant. Eventually someone unlocked the rear of the truck. One by one the prisoners lurched to their feet as the chains forced them to follow their neighbour. Riki took the opportunity to steal a metal clip from one of the doors. No-one seemed to notice, and he followed the others feeling as if he’d won a small victory.
They were marched like a human caterpillar between lines of jeering white townsmen, herded towards an open space behind a row of houses. A wooden whitewashed building the size of a village hall stood nearby; the words ‘Arrowtown Gaol’ were painted over its door. He eyed it apprehensively. But they weren’t taken inside. Instead they were made to stand in rows, flanked by a dozen scruffy men with muskets over their shoulders. Beyond that cordon, it seemed the whole of the town had come to watch, hundreds of dishevelled men lounging about staring. There were women too, some stolid-looking matrons, others young with low-cut bodices and calculating eyes. It was hard to read the crowd’s mood — they were curious, but also wary and sullen.
Hayes, Kiki and Byron Kikitoa stood in front of the prisoners, conversing softly while looking them over. Riki glanced about surreptitiously and saw to his dismay that Charlie, the Scotsman who’d been so suspicious of him onboard the ship, was still watching him. The man’s eyes narrowed in satisfaction as he saw Riki flinch. I’ve got to get away before he rumbles me.
A hush fell over the crowd, and they all heard the distant growl of another motor vehicle. The townsfolk craned their necks, peering away to the east. Riki risked a look, conscious that none of the other prisoners were showing such curiosity even now, but he was unable to resist. He saw the flash of headlights high up the valley, and heard the smooth purr of a car. The whole gathering paused as the sound came closer, until a car arrived, sleekly gliding to a halt before Hayes and his colleagues. It was an early Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow, looking utterly out of place in this rough back-country settlement. A truck followed, similar to the one in which the prisoners had arrived, and from it disgorged a dozen hard-faced soldiers in black jackets, heavily armed with muskets and blades. They all wore kilts, Riki noticed in surprise. ‘Bryce’s Thistle Guard,’ one of the crowd muttered.
The driver of the Rolls-Royce got out and opened the passenger door before snapping off a salute. Riki stiffened as a solid man with a curly beard and balding head emerged, pale and grim of face. He wore a three-piece suit and carried a long walking stick capped with silver.
‘Bryce kohuru,’ Riki heard Hemi mutter beside him, his voice a growl of fear and rage.
Riki had seen Bryce before, very briefly, on the East Coast over a year and a half ago. He would have sworn the man had not seen him, but he felt his fear mount as Bryce ran his eye over the prisoners.
‘Only thirty,’ the warlock noted in a disappointed voice. Then he shrugged. ‘They will suffice.’ He turned to Kiki, and they performed a very formal hongi, a greeting that Riki felt the former Native Minister did extremely reluctantly. He repeated the gesture with Byron. No-one smiled. ‘You have the document?’ Bryce asked.
‘I do. You have the artefact?’ Kiki replied in English.
Bryce nodded. ‘I warn you, I have ensured my own immunity to its power,’ he said in a warning voice. Kiki merely smiled. Bryce pursed his lips, then abruptly turned and strode to his Rolls-Royce, gesturing for the tohunga to follow. The driver opened the boot of the car, and two of the Thistle Guard lifted out a large and seemingly heavy bundle, wrapped in plain cloth.
‘Show me,’ Kiki said, his voice eager.
Bryce gestured and the men removed the cloth, revealing a wooden carving so old it was grey and cracked in hundreds of places. But it was still clearly recognizable as a Maori carved head, such as might adorn a meeting house. This one radiated ill-feeling so palpably that even the townsfolk sucked in their breath in apprehension.
‘May I try it?’ Kiki said fervently, with the eagerness of a child.
Bryce smiled and nodded. He pointed to a pole set in the field as if for this purpose, and his soldiers quickly set the head in place atop it. Bryce paced to the front of the rows of prisoners. Finally he settled on one. ‘Turi, come forward.’ A hush fell over the crowd, as if they sensed what they were about to see.
The soldiers unlocked Turi from the line of prisoners and walked him forward. Bryce bade them step away, leaving the Parihaka man standing alone before him. ‘Turi, how long have I known you?’
‘Since 1881, master,’ Turi replied with bitter weariness.
‘How many times have you died since that day, Turi?’ Bryce’s voice was deliberately pitched to carry to the whole crowd.
‘Seventeen times, master.’
A storm of incredulous whispers ran through the crowd. Riki could feel their fears multiply.
‘Do you wish for release from the cycle of rebirth, Turi?’
Turi’s voice was tremulous. ‘I long for it, master.’
‘Then today is your lucky day, my friend,’ Bryce said ironically. He turned to the wooden head atop the pole. Kiki was stroking it, whispering over it. ‘I presume you know the invocations?’
Kiki was visibly purring. ‘I do.’ He flashed a superior smile. ‘I taught them to Puarata myself.’ He muttered something in Maori, then turned back to Turi and jabbed a finger at him.
The paua-shell eyes of the carving glowed faintly, as if a stray moonbeam had lit them up. The pupil holes seemed to move, to look about. And then they focused on Turi.
‘This is the Wooden Head of Puarata,’ Bryce proclaimed to the gathered people. ‘It was the master’s mightiest weapon!’
Riki felt his heart pound painfully against his ribcage. He knew the story — his grandmother had used to love telling it late at night to frighten her grandchildren. In the story, the Wooden Head of Puarata could kill enemies miles away through sound alone. Riki wondered what would happen, if this truly was that fearful thing.
Turi blanched, terror of the artefact destroying any willingness he might have had to die meekly and find release. ‘No!’ he pleaded. His fear transmitted to the watching miners and townsfolk, who backed away — though if the Wooden Head did what legend suggested, it was already too late to run. But Kiki just smiled and purred an incantation to the Wooden Head. With a high-pitched shriek, the Wooden Head called Turi’s name.
At the first sound, the man tried to clap his hands to his ears, but to no avail. His knees gave way first, as the sound of that hideous scream washed over the whole crowd. Riki sensed many watching flinch and those at the rear back away, but with the other prisoners, all he could do was watch.
Turi fell from his knees onto his face, convulsing, blood pouring from his nose, eyes, mouth and ears. He thrashed briefly, then rolled onto his back and fell limp. The whole crowd sighed. Riki caught the look on Kiki’s face: pure, savage ecstasy. Then the crowd shuddered as a mist rose from the fallen man and flowed towards the mouth of the Wooden Head. Its tongue seemed to flicker and lick the mist from the air, inhaling it. The wood took on a greater sheen; the eyes seemed to focus hungrily.
‘I rather think that we can solve a few local problems for you, Mister Hayes,’ Bryce called to the captain. ‘Including your yellow problem,’ he added with a nasty chuckle.
Hayes laughed, as did a few of the men in the crowd. But not many. Some threw sideways glances and Riki followed their eyes: there were Chinese here, he realized in surprise, at the edge of the crowd. They began to edge away as eyes fell on them.
Bryce held out a hand expectantly towards Kiki. The tohunga makutu reached into his cloak and pulled a sheaf of old parchment from beneath it, which he placed in Bryce’s hand. The former Native Minister accepted it solemnly, but his eyes were alight with fervour. He lifted his hand for silence and the shocked gathering quieted.
‘This is the Treaty of Waitangi,’ he shouted, his voice gloating. ‘This is the document that binds this nation in peace!’ He brandished it with a disdainful look on his face. ‘But at what price? Must the strong make accommodation with the weak? Must progress be thwarted by primitivism? Must men who have the power to take what they want be constrained by politicians hiding in the cities?’
An uncertain hush fell over the crowd. Someone called out: ‘What are you going to do, sir?’
Bryce clenched a fist about the Treaty. ‘What am I going to do? I have the parchment that pacifies the spirits of conflict in this land. While this Treaty remains, the settlers and tribesmen alike feel confined. They seek negotiated solutions. From North Cape to Bluff, the forces of war are constrained. And with them is constrained the ability of strong men to take what they deserve. Men like you, good people! Would you rather live in huts here, or in mansions in Dunedin or Wellington or Auckland?’
A low mutter ran through the gathering. Riki couldn’t tell whether it was of agreement or dissent. The crowd was frightened, he sensed, but not won over.
‘You ask, what will I do with this Treaty? I will take it back to Dunedin and publically destroy it. Already men of all races have pledged that there will be war once this document is destroyed. I promise you, that war will begin before the year is out!’
More mutterings, of fear and alarm. Consternation was written on the faces of the townsfolk. These were people whose feelings for the land had brought them to Aotearoa after they died. Riki could sense their conflict, torn between whatever injustices they felt they still suffered and fear of war. ‘What will this mean for us?’ a miner called, speaking for many.
Bryce made a gesture that encompassed the crowd. ‘For you? Well, my friend, if you choose to join my armies, it will mean riches and conquests, and a place at the table of the elite. I tell you this: Dunedin is mine already, and Christchurch is in turmoil. The colonial authorities in the North Island will be swept away by my ally Kiki’s friends. Aotearoa is going to be carved up anew. But you, good people, will have my protection, I swear it!’
There were a few cheers, but fewer than Bryce wanted, clearly. He scowled. ‘Mistake me not!’ he shouted threateningly. ‘I will remember who aided me!’ He gestured angrily with the Treaty. ‘Remember my words and, when the time comes, be ready to fight!’ A few men cheered; others muttered, backing away.
The show was evidently over. The crowd began to disperse, eager to be out of the presence of the fearsome Wooden Head. Kiki and Byron went to the artefact, conversing in low tones while examining it reverentially. Riki stared at them, imprinting their faces in his mind. Byron had killed Damien. Okay, two jobs: one, get out of here and get help; two, come back and kill you.
For now, though, he was constrained by chains. The prisoners were herded into a barn and shut in. The barn was small and damp, and stank of sheep and rat droppings and rotting hay. Their ankle chains were left on, but they were given bread and a bucket of lukewarm vegetable soup. A hole in the roof let in the remainder of the daylight, which was dimming by the minute as evening fell. They could hear distant noises — piano music and raucous male voices singing, and the hooting laughter of some women.
Riki found himself beside Hemi. He fumbled into his pockets and brought out the metal clip he’d filched earlier. The young Parihaka man stared at him in puzzlement as he took the clip and pushed it into the lock of the manacle encasing his right ankle. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Well, duh!’ Riki replied sarcastically. ‘I’m escaping.’
‘There is nowhere to run,’ Hemi said blankly.
‘How would you know? You’ve never been here before.’
‘Because there never is.’
Riki blanked him and worked at the lock. Fortunately it wasn’t sophisticated and fell open within a few minutes. He grunted in satisfaction, then looked up at Hemi. ‘You want out?’
The young Parihaka man shook his head sadly. The rest of the prisoners were staring at him with uncomprehending eyes. ‘You can’t do that,’ one of the women prisoners said. ‘Look at what happened to Turi.’
‘Better to keep your head down,’ another added. ‘We don’t know what’s out there.’
‘We’ve been through worse than this, boy,’ Hemi said in a dull voice. ‘In time you’ll see: there’s no point in resisting.’
Riki shook his head. ‘Bugger that,’ he told them. ‘I’m out of here.’
The doors to the shed were shut and locked by a simple beam on the outside. He only had to push the clip through and lift, then carefully slip out without letting it slide back down. He managed it noiselessly, then looked about him. It was almost dark, the stars beginning to pierce the sky as the light of the sun fled, and the moon glowing like a giant balloon just above the horizon. The air was frigid. From near the willows came the sound of gurgling water. There were still people moving, out of sight, but he could hear their voices. He slipped up to the corner of the barn and peered around the corner.
Then a metal circle pressed against the back of his head, and Charlie’s voice spoke in his ear. ‘’Ullo, laddie. Going somewhere?’



Arrowtown
Cassandra tapped her iPad with a smile. ‘Arrowtown,’ she told them. ‘William “Bully” Hayes had a tavern in Arrowtown: The Prince of Wales. That’s where they’ll be.’
The group was gathered in a siding near the Frankton Junction, just before dusk on Monday. A reading by Evie in Lumsden earlier that day had revealed that their quarry had gone north to Lake Whakatipu, not east to Dunedin as they’d expected. That had sent them roaring back north again.
The Mazda and Jones’s rental were parked alongside each other. They were all sitting on the bonnet of Cassandra’s car eating burgers they’d bought in Queenstown. Damien and Shui were loading a pair of ancient pistols; Mat was making some practice swings with his taiaha. He wondered who they would be facing. Hayes, for a certainty. But who else? Kiki? Byron Kikitoa? Aroha wants me to kill him — will this be my chance? Or his? He’s bigger than me, and I’ve got a nasty feeling he’s faster and stronger too.
His eyes, as always, trailed towards Everalda. She was clearly tense. In February she’d been in a fight that had resulted in many deaths. She kept glancing back at Damien. Her thoughts weren’t hard to guess: Damien had died that day; the guy with us is a ghost. And he’s only with us because he died in the real world, but this fight will be in Aotearoa — and anyone who dies there, dies for good.
Damien sensed their stares and glanced up. ‘Hey, be cool guys. They don’t know we’re coming. We’re gonna kick butt.’
Jones was sharpening his heavy basket-hilt rapier. ‘We should scout the place, learn what we’re facing. We might not attack tonight,’ he reminded them.
They finished the takeaways, then took the road back to Arrowtown. Having to double back was irritating, but the drive was short. Still, it was already dark by the time they pulled into the village. Arrowtown in the modern age was tiny, built around several rows of well-preserved old houses, and new ones built to look old, on the banks of a small river. There could be no more than a few hundred homes and almost no-one on the streets. Wood smoke from chimneys filled the air, and thick mist spread tendrils about the slopes, giving the town a dreamy, not-quite-real feel.
Jones’s rental led them down to a riverside car park, where they parked both cars, well away from the buildings and any prying eyes. Jones lifted an oil lantern from the back of the vehicle, and a cricket bag containing their weapons. Modern guns tended to misfire in Aotearoa, but old ones worked fine — one of the quirks of the Ghost World. They were making their way towards the river when Cassandra veered to the left to read the tourist information board, which contained a painted map of the old part of Arrowtown. ‘Hey, it says there were Chinese goldminers here too.’
Damien lifted his eyebrows and said something quietly to Shui. The little Chinese girl perked up noticeably, replying in a stream of words too quick for even Damien to follow. They got her meaning though: she beckoned them eagerly, tugging at Jones’s sleeve. ‘She wants us to cross over and talk to her people,’ Damien clarified.
Jones looked thoughtful, then nodded. ‘Good idea. They’ll know what’s going on, but they won’t tell anyone we’re here. They aren’t treated well, as I recall.’
So they went to the left, leaving the township behind as they threaded along a narrow track, past a wooden hut and some old stone buildings, until they lost all light but the moon. Jones’s lantern lit the way, a pale glow in the misty air. They reached a point one hundred yards or so along the riverbank, deep in the willows. They passed a couple more dwellings — tiny mud huts slowly being swallowed up by the bush. They seemed too small for humans to live in. Mat wondered what the miners’ lives had been like. I guess we’re going to find out soon enough.
They gathered about Jones, and he took them over to Aotearoa. As the darkness deepened, the river vanished then reappeared, a little louder and fuller perhaps. The snow was heavier here and wood smoke choked the air. There were other lanterns, hung all about them in the trees. Then they were seen, and all talk died. A young Chinese man with wispy facial hair was staring at them open-mouthed, then he shouted something, backing away. Within seconds half a dozen men were all about them, holding knives and clubs, and one or two guns. Their faces glinted in the lantern light. They looked unkempt and hostile.
For a few seconds violence threatened, until Shui stepped forward. A rapid-fire exchange took place, and some of the tension eased, just a little. The weapons were gripped a little less tightly as the conversation progressed in quick bursts. The chief spokesman on the Chinese side was a small man with a potbelly, spindly limbs and a long beard, who seemed to understand their English perfectly well, but refrained as yet from speaking it.
‘Ask about Hayes and the prisoners,’ Jones told Shui.
Shui’s next question brought a huge burst of words from all sides, and it took a long time for her to get a coherent response. When she did, it was harder still for her to report, and she had to check words with Damien often. Gradually a frightening tale emerged: John Bryce was here, meeting with Captain Hayes. There were two tohunga makutu with them, one old and one young. Worst, they had some evil carving that killed people. Several of the Chinese miners who’d been in town when the prisoners arrived had seen everything.
‘Puarata’s Wooden Head,’ Jones breathed. ‘They’ve found it.’ He looked profoundly shocked.
‘My people are afraid that Bryce and Hayes will use this weapon against them,’ Shui reported. ‘Some among the white people resent us. They impose special taxes and give them bad prices for the gold they find. Now they are afraid they will be attacked and killed for good.’
Mat asked Shui: ‘Have they seen Riki?’
More questions, and a circle of shaking heads that told its own story. ‘Prisoners arrived today. He could be among them,’ Shui reported.
‘Should I do a reading?’ Evie asked.
‘No, not so close to Kiki,’ Jones replied firmly. ‘He would sense it.’
‘My people say Bryce spoke about a treaty and a war.’ Shui glanced about her. ‘My people are thinking that perhaps they should leave here and run.’
‘No! Don’t do that!’
Everyone turned as a tall white man with thick whiskers strode into the clearing, followed by a dozen fellow white men. Mat half expected the Chinese to turn on them, but they didn’t react except to make room. The newcomer offered a handshake to Jones. ‘My name is Samuel Goldston. I was mayor here, until Hayes used his ties to Bryce to take control. I’m telling you, the vast bulk of folk here want Hayes out.’ He turned to face the Chinese spokesman. ‘Ah Lum, you know me. Your people are part of this community. We will not permit Hayes and his cronies to drive you out.’
The Chinese spokesman weighed these words, then nodded slowly. When he spoke, his English was clear and barely accented. ‘We have been bullied and harassed here, in our lives and even afterwards in this “Aotearoa” where ghosts dwell. Now Hayes has friends with powerful magic. To stay is to die.’
‘We will fight with you,’ Goldston maintained, and those behind him murmured agreement. ‘You are part of our community here.’
Jones shook his head firmly. ‘You say there are a dozen men with Hayes?’
‘And more came with Bryce,’ Ah Lum replied.
‘His personal guard,’ said one of the Chinese men. ‘Thistle men.’
‘Scots from Dunedin whom he’s hired as his personal guard.’ Jones grimaced. ‘Ah Lum, Mister Goldston, this is important: if we attack Hayes, to try and rescue the prisoners and destroy the Wooden Head, will your people help us?’
Ah Lum glanced at Goldston, who was nodding emphatically. ‘I understand. You wish to destroy the carving, yes? We wish this too. Mister Goldston and most of the townsfolk here, they are not bad men. In this after-death we have dwelt together many years, and made peace. Only those who work for Hayes and Bryce are enemies here.’
Jones inclined his head thoughtfully. ‘This is good. It is sad when feuds of life carry over into the ghost worlds. It is one such evil we are here to prevent.’ He bowed to the Chinese spokesman. ‘Your name is remembered in our world.’
Ah Lum smiled. ‘Sometimes I visit. Quietly quietly, just to see what has changed. It is my store you pass on the way here,’ he added proudly. ‘We came here at the invitation of the Otago Provincial Council. Many European had left for other goldfields, and they needed workers. Only fifty of us came, but soon the townspeople are complaining to their politicians. Otago area had more than three thousand Chinese come. They were frightened of being overrun by little yellow men,’ he added contemptuously. ‘Soon they are putting taxes on rice, and then a poll tax. They try to drive us out, so we go. But not far. This place was our lives. I was reborn here.’ He stuck out his chest. ‘We all were.’
Mat looked about him. There were maybe forty Chinese gathered about them, all of them male. They were staring at Shui as if she were a goddess incarnate, something Damien seemed uncomfortably aware of. Mat could see that his friend needn’t be worried. There was more reverence than amorousness in the air. ‘One hundred years since I see a Chinese girl,’ Ah Lum said, beaming. ‘You are very beautiful.’ Shui looked away shyly. Ah Lum looked up at Damien, who was about twice his height. ‘You will take good care of her.’
Damien nodded awkwardly. ‘Sure will.’
Ah Lum smiled and turned back to Goldston and Jones. ‘We will help you. We have some weapons, hidden, ready for this day.’

They moved stealthily through the trees, weapons readied, Jones leading the way. The moon was bright in the sky, making the ice-encrusted trees glisten. The open spaces seemed too bright and the shadows too dark. Noises were too loud; whispers carried for miles. A red deer crept from the shadows on the far side of the river and drank, then darted away as it sensed their presence.
In the tiny town, patrols circled, holding lanterns high, but for the most part the people slept. Arrowtown in Aotearoa was just a few rows of houses, and an array of tents in which the gold-hunters shivered. The streets were strips of mud. Smoke and mist hung thick in the air, making it difficult to breathe. Mat had to swallow a cough. He glanced at Damien beside him, his sword scabbard held in his left hand, the blade still sheathed so that it would not catch the light, his right hand on the hilt, ready to draw. Behind them Goldston’s troop, and those of the Chinese willing and able to help, were strung out in a loose column, about four dozen men with weapons. The initial plan was for Jones and the bulk of the men to steal more weapons from the town gaol, while Mat and a smaller group freed Riki and the other prisoners from the barn.
They split their forces at the edge of town, Jones leading Ah Lum and his men along the banks, towards the gaol. Mat and Damien and Goldston’s men waited in the shadows of Ah Lum’s store, counting the gaps between the patrols. They could see the barn where the prisoners from Parihaka were being kept, only a scant few yards away, but across open ground.
The three girls were with Mat’s group, and Shui was as heavily armed as any of the men. Cassandra was unarmed and edgy to be in a place with such limited technology. Evie had her cards, but they were not battlefield tools. She wasn’t helpless, but this wasn’t her arena. Mat looked at her worriedly, willing her to stay back and stay safe.
A patrol stalked past again, mere yards away, oblivious to their presence. There were two groups circling the township, roughly five minutes apart. They watched them go, and then Mat touched his fist to Damien’s. ‘Let’s go, bro.’
A silent dash across the moon-drenched strip of frost-hardened mud and into the lee of a saddlery, where the shadows were deep. The sound of snoring came from within. Mat glanced inside at the tools and tanning pits, and made out a sleeping man beside a dying fire. In the next house a woman in a shawl embroidered at a small table, her young husband reading beside her. Then they had to crawl beneath the windows of a bakery, still working late at night. This took them to the head of a small alley, beside the barn housing the prisoners. There was a man leaning against the shed, smoking, a long-barrelled gun beside him.
Damien tapped his own chest, as if to say ‘mine’, and before Mat could react he stepped plainly into sight. ‘Who’re you?’ Damien asked the man in a peevish voice.
‘Who’s asking?’ the guard replied in a heavy Scots accent, straightening.
‘Don’t take that tone, I live here,’ Damien replied, brushing past the man, forcing him to turn to face him. Which meant the guard had his back to Mat. ‘Hey, got a light?’
Mat unhooked the heavy stone mere at his belt, took three light steps and cracked the man across the temple. Damien caught him as he fell with a soft grunt, and lowered him to a sitting position against the side of the building. He stamped out the cigarette and picked up the musket. ‘Easy as,’ he grinned.
Mat lifted the bar and slipped into the shed, lighting a small glow of flame in the palm of his left hand for illumination. He was immediately hit by the smell of unwashed bodies, close-packed in the dank building. A sea of faces turned towards him, uncomprehending stares on hopeless faces. He focused on the youngest of them, a hefty youth who seemed less defeated than the rest. ‘Where’s Riki?’
The young Maori blinked in surprise. ‘He is gone.’ He indicated an empty manacle beside him. ‘He picked the lock and left twenty minutes ago.’
Mat cursed silently. ‘Where did he go?’
The Maori man shrugged. ‘We do not know.’
Damien dragged the guard inside and pulled the door closed. The prisoners stared at the fallen man, and one or two of them clenched fists, their eyes suddenly alive with murder. A low murmur passed among them.
‘Why didn’t Riki free you too?’ Mat asked the young Maori.
‘He offered. We did not accept.’
Mat and Damien stared at them, then each other. ‘Mate,’ Damien whispered, ‘we’ve got maybe a minute at best. I’m going to give Shui a wave, then make like I’m the guard. Good luck with this lot.’ He darted outside and barred the door again.
Mat looked about him. The prisoners were staring at the unconscious guard. He focused on the young man who’d spoken to him. ‘What’s your name?’
‘Hemi.’ His voice was flat, his expression downcast.
‘And you’re from Parihaka?’
‘Yes.’
Mat thought of all they’d surmised about these people: people who literally could not die, locked into a cycle of rebirth only to be enslaved repeatedly by Bryce and his people; people for whom hope, it seemed, was a forgotten emotion. He wondered how he could reach them. Jones intended to arm these men to help fight Bryce and the rest. That seemed a forlorn hope right now.
As they looked at each other in silence, they heard the sound of a patrol approaching. He listened intently for any sign of the alarm being raised, but Damien answered their greetings with a non-committal grunt, and they passed on. Mat watched it register on these men that their captors were not infallible, not untouchable. It seemed to be a thought they’d not had for a long time.
‘Hemi,’ he said. ‘If John Bryce were to die, your torment would be over.’ He didn’t know this for sure, but it sounded logical. ‘And he’s here in Arrowtown.’
‘Bryce kohuru has soldiers. Kiki the tohunga has the Wooden Head.’ Hemi wouldn’t meet his gaze.
‘And I have the taiaha of Ngatoro-i-rangi, and the fires of Mahuika.’
Every eye kindled at these names. ‘Who are you, poai?’ asked an older woman.
Mat had never boasted of anything in his life, but this was not a time to hide behind modesty. These people needed to believe in someone, if they were to seize this chance for freedom. He puffed out his chest and stood up straight. ‘My name is Matiu Douglas of the Ngati Kahungunu. I am apprenticed to Ngatoro. I walk two worlds, and wield the powers of the tohunga ruanuku. I freed the taniwha of Waikaremoana and brought about the death of Puarata.’
Utter silence greeted his words. He exerted a small amount of his mystic strength, speaking an unlocking charm that caused the manacles of the prisoners to fall open. He saw their eyes go from his face to the unearthly flames dancing at his fingertips. One or two pulled their ankles from the open manacles. ‘Why are you here?’ Hemi asked for all of them.
‘I came looking for my friend Riki Waitoa. But I also came to find John Bryce and put an end to what he is doing at Parihaka. To what he is doing to you. I am not alone, but I need your help.’ He addressed himself to Hemi. ‘What would you give for one chance to be free?’
He could see Hemi wavering. His eyes ran from the prostrate guard, to the released shackles, to Mat’s face. ‘All our long years we have died only to be reborn and re-enslaved. Why should this time be different?’
They’ve forgotten how to resist. No, not even that — they swore passive resistance; they gave up armed struggle. I’m not only demanding that they find their anger and courage, but I’m also asking them to break their oaths …
The task seemed hopeless, but he bit his lip and went on. ‘I’m not saying it will be different. All I’m offering you is a chance. What have you got to lose, in the end?’
The prisoners looked at each other. ‘What about what happened to Turi?’ someone said fearfully. ‘What about the Wooden Head?’
‘It has been conquered before. Hakawau did so, and so Puarata lost it in the first place. And think about that tale: when Puarata wielded it, it could sense enemies approaching and destroy them. Yet Kiki has managed no such feat, or we would already be dead.’
A few heads began to nod, but others remained doubtful. Hemi flexed his fingers, but he didn’t stand. Mat felt a flash of impatience. I don’t know what they’ve been through, he reminded himself. How can I judge them?
Another voice spoke. One of the female prisoners, a stout and matronly kuia, kicked free of her manacles and stalked forward. She began to berate her menfolk. ‘Look at you! Look at you, you craven dogs! You weak-kneed excuses for men! You were warriors! Now you’ve become cowards!’
‘Be silent, Kiri!’ an older man grumbled, his face downcast.
‘How can I be silent, in the face of this shame?’ Kiri emerged into the light, everyone’s eyes on her. She looked slightly dazed to be speaking before the group. Then suddenly everyone gasped, as her appearance completely changed. In the blink of an eye, she transformed from a short, plump woman to a tall, regal presence, wrapped in a cloak with her topknot adorned with feathers, her head high and proud.
She had become Aroha.
Mat caught his breath. Aroha seemed subtly different, her eyes and aura carrying a faint rose-gold glow. The goddess was upon her, not Hine-te-po — but Hine-titama, the Dawn Maiden. The Giver of Hope. He felt his throat go dry. The men of Parihaka stared as they, too, realized that they were in the presence of something beyond them.
Aroha met Mat’s eyes with an unreadable expression, then turned and looked at Hemi. ‘You: Hemi! You swore to free the girl Huia. Too late, for Matiu Douglas and his people have done so. You owe him for that!’ Hemi’s face went from Mat to Aroha and his eyes went round. Aroha glared at another man. ‘And you, Pou: you were a chief’s son! You mastered the taiaha and patu for what reason? To grovel before others?’
‘We gave up war,’ Pou replied, his eyes downcast. ‘The Prophet told us to become men of peace. The principles of Parihaka were of passive resistance.’ Others murmured in agreement.
Aroha — or Hine-titama — tossed her head, making her hair ripple. ‘Passive resistance is still resistance, people of Parihaka. To not fight then was right, for you could not win. But Matiu Douglas offers you a struggle that can be won, against the enemy who destroyed what your lives stood for. There is a season for peace and a season for war, as day follows night. As Hine-titama becomes Hine-te-po, Life unto Death.’ She pulled a greenstone patu from the folds of her cloak and brandished it. ‘Evil must be resisted, whether passively or not.’ She paused expectantly, glaring at the men.
Hemi rose to his feet painfully and looked at Mat. ‘Huia is free?’ Mat nodded, and Hemi put a hand to his own heart. ‘Then I will stand with you, in gratitude for what you have done.’
Pou stood slowly and stuck out his chin. ‘Bryce has taken away my pride. I wish it back.’
‘If you wish it, it is done,’ Aroha told him. The man’s back straightened.
One by one the other men rose, and the women too. Mat stared about him, a lump in his throat. Then Aroha turned to him and pressed her nose to his. ‘Byron Kikitoa is here,’ she breathed. ‘You know what to do.’ He nodded, frightened of her face, which was like something carved in kauri and pounamu. Then suddenly Aroha was gone, and a confused and frightened Kiri stood before him. Mat touched the woman’s arm, and she backed away.
‘The goddess touched me,’ she breathed, and fell to her knees. The other women gathered about her, their faces awestruck.
Another patrol went past, then Damien poked his head inside. He saw the men all standing free, and gave Mat a questioning look. ‘Is this lot coming or what?’
Mat looked at Hemi, who nodded firmly. ‘They’re coming,’ Mat said gratefully.
Damien led the way, back into the shadows of Ah Lum’s hut. Goldston’s men and the Parihaka Maori looked at each other warily, and Mat made rapid introductions.
Cassandra plucked at his sleeve anxiously. ‘Where’s Riki? Why isn’t he with you?’
‘He’d already escaped, about half an hour ago,’ Mat said, trying to keep his voice optimistic.
‘Where is he?’ Cass said. She looked at Evie. ‘Can you find him?’
‘Maybe,’ Evie replied, looking at Mat. ‘But if I use my cards here, won’t that Kiki realize?’
Mat nodded shortly. ‘Jones thought he might. We’ll ask him when he gets back.’ He looked about him, wishing Jones and his contingent would appear.
‘We’ve got to try and find him. Maybe we don’t need to attack after all.’ Cassandra looked to Evie for support. ‘We can just find him, then leave.’
Mat shook his head. ‘We’ve still got to attack. There’s the Wooden Head. And we owe it to the people of Parihaka.’
Cassandra looked away. ‘Surely there’s some way we can find Riki if he’s got away? He can’t be far.’ She looked about to shout Riki’s name aloud.
Mat managed to persuade her to wait until Jones returned, which he did within minutes. Ah Lum and the Chinese were carrying bundles of muskets and a sack of powder flasks and musket balls. The moonlight made Jones’s face seemed carved from granite. ‘Done,’ he said shortly. ‘Someone is going to spot us soon. We’ve got to act now.’ He dropped his voice, speaking only to Mat, Cass and Evie. ‘I saw Riki Waitoa.’
Cassandra gave a small cry. ‘Where?’
‘In the back of Hayes’s tavern. There was a light on inside. He’s being interrogated by Bryce and Kiki.’



Interrogation
Charlie the Scotsman looked pleased with himself as he marched Riki down the narrow muddy street, towards the sound of piano music and sailors’ songs. Riki desperately wanted to run, but the muzzle of the pistol at his back ate at his courage. He’d seen what bullets could do, and he didn’t want that to happen to him, even though being taken before Bryce might be worse.
‘I knew I hadna seen ya before, laddie,’ Charlie crowed. ‘Yer too clean, and ye’ve not got that blank look. Who are ye?’
When Riki didn’t answer, Charlie shoved him towards the tavern. Beside the back door a window shone lamplight over a tiny refuse-filled yard. ‘Open the door, boy.’
Riki glanced back, seeking a chance to bolt, but the man was too wary, too competent. Riki had no choice. He screwed up his courage and opened the door. The room fell silent as he stepped inside and found himself face to face with the four people he least wanted to see: John Bryce, Bully Hayes, Kiki and Byron Kikitoa.
A bottle of Wilson’s Scotch from Dunedin was on the table, and two crystal tumblers half filled with amber liquid. One was in front of Bryce, the other before Hayes. Both Pakeha were stout and bearded, with balding heads and piercing eyes. Hayes was red-faced and sweaty, Bryce cold and intense.
Neither of the two tohunga makutu was drinking. Riki had seen Byron’s face in the newspapers — the story of the rising league star and his apparent disappearance still sold papers. He was clad in the traditional Maori flax kilt, the piupiu, and a feather cloak. His tattoos were fearsome, covering almost his entire torso. Riki could bet they’d been done the traditional way too — literally carved into the flesh. They gave Byron a fanatic aspect, like some ultra-radical Maori dissident.
Then his eyes were caught by Kiki, and rational thought became difficult. Up close, the tohunga makutu was short and obese, with folds of skin about his stubby neck and yellowish eyes like a predatory bird. They latched on to him, narrowing with interest.
‘Charlie, what’s this? I gave orders not to be disturbed,’ Hayes slurred angrily.
Charlie didn’t flinch. ‘Sir, this is one of the prisoners we nabbed up at Parihaka. But he ain’t one of them, sir. I’ve never seen him before.’
Bryce raised a curious eyebrow, then studied Riki. ‘Is that so? Who are you, boy?’
Riki met Bryce’s pitiless stare. No clever stories sprang to mind. He let the moment stretch out, afraid he didn’t have a lot of time left. Charlie cuffed his ear, making his head reel in burning pain. ‘You answer the master, laddie.’
‘Hey,’ he gasped, the pain loosening his throat.
‘So he does have a tongue,’ Bryce observed. He turned to Kiki. ‘Do you recognize this youth, my friend?’
Kiki shook his head. ‘I do not.’
Bryce frowned. ‘Speak, boy. We won’t hurt you if you tell us the truth.’ But his eyes said something else.
Riki swallowed. Here goes. ‘I was on a school trip, at Parihaka, and I went out to meet this girl,’ he said quickly. He was trying to babble, to sound scared. It wasn’t difficult at all. ‘I must’ve got lost … suddenly I was in this weird place, and then these men whacked me.’
Hayes looked at Bryce. ‘He just wandered into Aotearoa?’ he said incredulously.
‘It isn’t unknown,’ Kiki commented thoughtfully.
‘Then why did you hide among the prisoners?’ Bryce asked Riki in a flat, suspicious voice. ‘Why would you not be clamouring to be released?’
Riki hung his head. He wasn’t sure he could meet the eye of anyone in this room and lie. ‘The other prisoners frightened me. They told me I’d be killed if I was discovered.’ It was the most plausible story he could think of, as well as being more or less true. If they find out I know Mat, then I’m in the shit and so is he.
‘Where do you think you are, poai?’ Kiki asked with mild menace.
‘Arrowtown. I mean, someone told me that’s what this place is called. I’ve never been here before.’
‘And your name is?’
‘Billy. Billy Simcox.’ Sorry, Billy.
Kiki’s eyes flickered, and he looked at Bryce. ‘With your permission?’
Riki felt his mouth go dry as Bryce gave a short nod. Kiki turned back to him, and then made an abrupt gesture with his right hand. Without warning, an invisible force slammed into his belly, and he doubled over and collapsed, vomit filling his throat as he gasped for air. ‘Unghhh.’
‘How dare you lie to us, poai?’ Kiki snarled, bending over him. Then Byron’s boot connected with the small of Riki’s back. It felt like he’d been shot. A spasm locked his spine as he rolled, mewling, on the floor. Kiki bent over him, a malicious smile on his face. ‘We might have believed you; your story is almost plausible. But I know when a man gives a false name, and you have no reason to lie if your story is true. Tell me again, what is your name?’
Riki tried to speak. ‘Ghh … ghhh …’
‘Hmm?’
‘Ghh … go bite yourself …’
Kiki laughed and nodded at Byron. He kicked Riki again. Charlie joined in, their boots battering him as he fought for breath amidst the sharp knives of agony. Abruptly they stopped, at a sign from Kiki. The tohunga makutu made a grasping, pulling gesture, and Riki found himself hauled to his feet by the same invisible force that had struck him. He was locked there, hanging in the air, his shirt bunched at the front, suspending him like a puppet. ‘Now, poai, let’s try again.’ His eyes swam into Riki’s watery gaze, and Riki couldn’t look away. Closer and closer they came, two dead suns burning through his mind. ‘What is your name?’
He tried to resist, wanting desperately to be brave, like those action heroes in the movies who couldn’t be broken. But something dark clamped itself to his will and wrapped about it, like a python biting then asphyxiating him. It seemed he had no control over himself. Words babbled from his mouth despite all he did, as his control ebbed away. Then he sagged to the floor and lay there panting, his clothing soaked in sweat and sticking to him.
‘So, Riki Waitoa, friend of Matiu Douglas,’ Kiki gloated. ‘We understand each other better now.’
Riki closed his eyes. He had no idea what he’d said, and wasn’t sure if it mattered. He didn’t know if anyone was looking for him. He knew no plans. He’d been caught up by mistake in something he knew nothing about. Which also meant these people had little reason to value his life. ‘It’s all been a mistake. Please, I know nothing.’ He hated the pleading in his voice.
‘Has he any value as a hostage?’ Bryce asked.
‘Perhaps,’ Kiki ruminated thoughtfully. ‘He’s of no intrinsic value, but a sentimental attachment may be useful to us.’
‘Might Douglas be persuaded to turn aside from the woman, in return for this one’s life?’ Byron Kikitoa suggested, his voice low and musical.
What woman? Evie?
‘Douglas will not give up the chance of immortality for this creature,’ Kiki countered disdainfully.
Immortality? Mat? What the hell?
‘Then let’s kill him,’ Hayes suggested in a bored voice. ‘Perhaps the emotional impact of losing a friend will weaken Douglas.’
Charlie drew his pistol again. ‘I’ll happily do it now, sir.’
Oh shit! Riki felt his whole body go rigid.
‘Wait,’ Kiki interrupted. ‘The Wooden Head is hungry. It craves more souls to restore itself to its full powers. Give him to me, and I will dispose of him more profitably.’
Charlie scowled, then hid the expression quickly. ‘Och aye. Dead is dead.’
The image of Turi’s soul being sucked into the mouth of the Wooden Head filled Riki’s mind. No! I don’t want to go like that! He looked about him wildly, wondering if by attacking he could force them to shoot him. Surely that would be better than being eaten by that awful carving.
What he was feeling must have shown on his face, for Kiki’s toad-like features wrinkled into a smile of malicious pleasure. The ancient tohunga reached down and patted his head as if he were a pet about to be put down. ‘No, poai. You’re ours now. We will choose how you die.’ Something flared from his hand into Riki’s skull, and everything went numb.



Fighting back
While the guns and weapons stolen from the gaol were being distributed, Jones drew Mat and his friends aside. ‘The time for stealth is almost done. The alarm will be raised in minutes, probably before we can get back to the tavern. I’ve left most of Ah Lum’s people near the gaol. The Wooden Head is near there. I’ll rejoin them and secure the carving. Mat, you take this near side, and head for the back of the third row of houses — Hayes’s tavern is there. Break in once you hear the sound of fighting from my zone. We’ll trap them in the middle, and hopefully reclaim both Riki and the Wooden Head.’
‘I’ll go with Mat,’ Damien said quickly, his arm on Shui’s shoulder. About them the local Europeans and remaining Chinese, as well as the released prisoners, prepared for a fight. Steam rose from their mouths as they breathed heavily, the realization of what they were doing hitting them all. Sweat had broken out on every face, and not all had steady hands.
Ah Lum tapped Jones’s shoulder. ‘There is a problem,’ the Chinaman said gravely. ‘The Maori men you have brought — they will not fight.’
‘What?’ Jones looked around, his nostrils flaring as he focused on Hemi. ‘What’s going on?’
Hemi looked at him gravely. ‘We will help you. But we will not fight.’
‘Then you’re no damned use!’ Jones exploded. ‘Pick up a weapon, all of you!’
Hemi and the other Parihaka men were steadfast in their refusal. ‘We will aid you. But we have vowed before our prophets not to take up arms. We will not renege on that promise.’
‘We’re out of time,’ Ah Lum put in. ‘We must fight or run.’
‘Then we must fight.’ Jones looked at the Parihaka folk, cursed and spat. ‘Or not. We’re doing this for you,’ he snarled at Hemi.
‘We honour that,’ Hemi replied.
Jones stared at him, glowering, then looked away. ‘Then you better hope we can win without you.’
Mat glanced at Evie. ‘What about the girls?’
‘I’m coming,’ Evie said, shrugging on Riki’s feather cloak and brandishing her tarot.
‘Me too,’ Cassandra said darkly, clutching a pistol Shui had given her.
There was no time to argue. Jones gestured at half a dozen of the Chinese. ‘Follow Mat,’ he told them. Then he waved an arm over the rest of the group, and broke into a run towards the river, to rejoin those already deployed near the gaol. The bulk of the Chinese went with him, and so did the Parihaka men.
Mat watched them go, then turned to Damien. The last time they’d done this sort of thing together, Damien had been killed and forced to become a ghost in Aotearoa. There were no second chances here: if anyone died in Aoteoroa, they died forever. ‘You ready?’ Damien nodded, his eyes lighting up. Damien was like that: a danger-junkie. ‘Then let’s go.’
They jogged away from the river, a mere hundred yards or so that would take them to the third row of houses, where Jones had seen Riki last. Behind them, he saw Evie leap into the air, the feather cloak flaring out around her as she soared upwards. Be safe, Evie. Please don’t die. He looked back for Cassandra, but couldn’t find her. Perhaps she’d decided to stay back after all; he hoped so. She was too precious to risk losing in this sort of thing.
As they broke across the open ground, he fully expected shots to ring out from hidden marksmen. But nothing came. Night in old Arrowtown remained silent, the carved face of the moon glaring down over them, the unmelted snow gleaming white at the edges of the road, the frost sparkling on the slopes of the open spaces. They crunched over a lawn and up a muddy slope, angling towards the third row of buildings. Sounds began to carry, faltering piano music and low calls. Then they hit a spot level with the third street, where the tavern lay. Mat glanced down the street and froze, lifting a hand to signal a halt. There was a cluster of men in the middle of the street, about fifty yards away, lit by lamplight. He recognized several instantly.
Riki was stumbling along in the grip of a big red-bearded man. Flanking him was a man of middling height, also with a thick beard, wearing a felt hat and overcoat: John Bryce. Beside Bryce were two figures in Maori cloaks, one tall and broad — Byron Kikitoa — and surely the short and fat one was Byron’s mentor, Kiki. Three other men were with them, all armed with muskets.
Then a massive shout arose from the far side of the township and a bell began to ring furiously.
Mat turned to those with him. ‘Ready?’
The men in the street turned at his voice, Bryce and Byron spinning like startled snakes, but Kiki merely glancing backwards with faint curiosity, as if a cat had yowled at him.
Mat stabbed his finger at the cluster of enemies and shouted, ‘Fire!’

Aethlyn Jones had lived a long life and seen a lot of fighting. His powers as an Adept gave him an unfair edge in those skirmishes and scraps — they were the main reason he always won.
But he very seldom went up against men like those arrayed against him in Arrowtown. Survival was also about the fights you avoided. For many years, Puarata had held the upper hand in Aotearoa, and open conflict was not a risk worth taking. One hid, and did what one could. But Puarata’s death had brought the old struggles back to life.
John Bryce had been an enemy for a long time. A competent Adept with a few quirks to his power, he could make people with weak minds drop dead with a word due to his reputation as ‘Bryce kohuru’ — Bryce the murderer. Jones was confident he could take him, though. He knew himself and he knew his enemy.
Kiki was a different matter altogether. He was like Puarata had been, a legendary tohunga makutu. His powers were such that no sane man would go after him. Only the fact that Puarata hated Kiki as a rival had forced Kiki to hide, though rumour had it they were father and son. Kiki had taken no open role in Aotearoa for centuries. But Puarata was gone now and Kiki was back, and just as deadly.
The Chinese and Maori fanned out behind Jones as they ran around the front of the first row of buildings and then up a slope, aiming for the gaol house. Beyond the gaol lay a mass of miners’ tents, several hundred yards away beside the Arrow River. Those miners were too far away to matter right now, though Goldston had sent word to them, asking for aid. Whether it came in time was another question.
Suddenly a bell rang out, echoing through the valley. Voices shouted in response, then three men burst from the gaol, saw Jones’s men and spun to face them. ‘Who goes there?’ one of them shouted.
‘Friend!’ Jones shouted back, jogging closer. He imbued his voice with reassurance, which wasn’t fair — but war isn’t fair and never has been. ‘All is well,’ he told them, and they visibly relaxed.
To the right of his column, the town was coming to life. Someone shouted, ‘The Chinks are out here! They’ve got guns!’ A shot rang out, and then a loose and uncoordinated fusillade rattled behind him, as the Chinese returned fire. The Parihaka men ran on, their prayers redoubling in volume and intensity.
Say one for me. He focused on the three men beside the gaol. Their leader stepped towards him, peering. ‘Hey, you’re not—’
Jones shot him, knocking the man off his feet. The other two fired, their shots glancing off his wards harmlessly. His used pistol began to load itself as he raised the other and fired again. A second man fell, clutching his chest. The third man ran.
‘Come on!’ he shouted, realizing his group was dangerously strung out. The Chinese had almost all stopped to kneel and fire, and were now reloading. The Parihaka Maori were still with him, but unarmed. ‘Ah Lum,’ he called. ‘ To me!’
Most of the Chinese were still positioned along the edge of the river, exchanging fire with men in the buildings. He waved those with him forward, and they moved towards the nearest cluster of buildings. The moon was out and the night well lit. The gunfire from the houses was away to his right. As yet, his group was undetected.
And apart from me, unarmed, he reminded himself.
He had almost made it to the line of buildings when the group entered an open area where a single pole stood, something dark and bulky atop it. A malevolent force struck him, though its seething hatred was not directed only at him but at all creation. He had to stop and steady himself. Knowing it was here was one thing; encountering it up close, something else altogether.
This was the Wooden Head of Maunga-tapu, the Sacred Mountain. Its power had sustained Puarata in his early days. How it could be here, he had no idea. But it was. With this artefact, someone like Kiki could cause devastation. I’ve got to destroy it.
‘With me!’ he shouted, running towards the Wooden Head. ‘With me!’ But the Chinese were still exchanging fire with Hayes’s men as they emerged from the houses. Only the men of Parihaka came with him. He cursed again. ‘Close up!’ Then dark shapes poured out of the houses at the edge of the settlement: a long line of Bryce’s Thistle Guard. With impressive discipline they formed two ranks, one kneeling, the other standing behind. They raised their guns.

Damien darted behind the third row of houses, Shui behind him. Part of him wanted to stand by Mat and face what his friend faced, but he knew he wasn’t in that league. A non-Adept taking on Bryce or Byron would be like a six-year-old trying to tackle an All Black. If we’re going to help, we’ve got to be smart.
He and Shui ran in behind the row of little houses, leaping fences and dodging a barking dog, until they landed in slush before a lighted window. He went to the back door while Shui peered inside. She hissed and looked at him, a fierce expression on her face. ‘Hayes,’ she whispered. Her free hand went to her throat and the ugly line of scar tissue there.
More than one hundred and fifty years ago, Shui had been the daughter of a Chinese trader, living in Sydney. Her father had run afoul of Captain William ‘Bully’ Hayes. A contract dispute had been settled by the knife: Hayes and his men had cut the throats of the whole family. When Shui had been reborn in Aotearoa with her mother, they were taken in by locals and she became a maid in Kororareka. It had taken the girl a long time to realize why she and her mother had been reborn into Aotearoa, even though they had never lived there whilst alive. Finally she’d understood: it had been to seek revenge on Hayes.
In February, Damien had come to Kororareka with Mat, met Shui and become instantly infatuated, as he was prone to do. It wasn’t usually reciprocated, but Shui had been different. There was an old Counting Crows song, ‘A Long December’, in which Adam Duritz sang about ‘the way that light attaches to a girl’. That was how Damien felt about Shui. It didn’t matter that they struggled to communicate — she illuminated his life.
So when she said ‘Hayes’ that way, he knew. This was her moment of redemption and justice. She lifted her gun, then cursed as the light suddenly went out. ‘Go, Dami!’ she hissed.
He kicked down the door and burst into the back room of the tavern.



Confrontation
Mat saw John Bryce’s face swell with shock as the volley struck. Two men on either side of him went down, one of them the redhead holding Riki. But the warlock’s raised hand completely stopped the musket balls heading in his direction. They hung momentarily in the air, then pattered harmlessly to the mud. Beside him, Byron’s patu blurred, and Mat could swear that the young makutu had batted bullets away with the club.
The gunmen behind him cried out in fear as they saw how little their volley had achieved. They frantically reloaded, with fumbling and unpractised hands. None were soldiers, or used to combat. Damien and Shui were nowhere to be seen, having vanished as the fighting began.
Amidst the group of enemies, Mat could see Riki, shielded by Bryce. He suddenly realized that his own impulsive order to fire could have resulted in his friend’s death, and he almost lost his nerve. Then Bryce stepped forward, jabbed a hand towards the nearest of Goldston’s men, and shouted, ‘Die!’
With a strangled cry, the man grabbed his own chest, screamed and fell twitching onto his back. The Pakeha and Chinese behind Mat recoiled, their faces bulging with terror. Bryce smiled and selected another target. Beside him, Byron Kikitoa watched with hungry anticipation. Beyond them, Kiki was striding away with surprising speed, his arms pointing to something at the other end of town, where gunfire rattled. A stream of kilted soldiers was emerging from the houses, running the other way.
Hopefully Jones is coming to save the day.
Bryce’s eyes narrowed as he recognized Mat, then the warlock stabbed a finger at a Chinese rifleman. ‘Die, scum.’
The Chinese man dropped to the muddy ground, already dead.

Damien stormed into the room just as a bulky shape exited through the opposite door. He flew at the closing door, his right foot smashing into the panel beside the handle and breaking it. He stumbled through and flattened himself against the wall.
A pistol cracked. He felt the wind of the passing shot as it splintered the door frame. Hayes — Damien was certain it was he — swore and stormed on, wrenching open another door. Light washed down the narrow hall from the taproom. Men were shouting, Hayes’s voice rising above them. ‘Intruders!’ he shouted. ‘Get ’em, lads!’
Shit! There was nothing for it but to go on. Behind him Shui was calling threats in Cantonese, almost feral in her rage. ‘C’mon babe!’ he shouted, and stormed towards the door, diving through and rolling.
Two pistols cracked from either side of the room, the balls punching through the plastered walls. He came up firing left-handed, and a skinny man shrieked and went down clutching his face. One. He pulled his sword from its scabbard and scrambled to the end of the bar. The man positioned there was lifting a second pistol. He thrust before the man could aim, driving the tip of his steel into the man’s ribs and shoving it right through. Their eyes met: shock, turning to despair. Then the pupils rolled back and the man slid off his blade to the floor. Damien wrenched the blade free and turned slowly.
Bully Hayes was standing in the middle of the empty taproom. He’d thrown away his smoking pistol and drawn a sea-cutlass, curved and heavy. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was wide and muscular. Damien faced him warily, giving him all his attention.
He shouldn’t have done that. Someone cocked a pistol behind his back. ‘Freeze, boy.’
A gun roared.
A body crashed to the ground behind him. Damien spun around in time to see a prissy-looking man in gentleman’s clothes crumple. The man’s face turned white and he coughed blood. His gun discharged aimlessly, carving a furrow in the floor, then the man’s face emptied.
He tore his eyes from the dead man, to where Shui stood by the door, her gun wreathed in smoke. ‘Babe,’ he purred. He braced his knees and turned to face Bully Hayes.
Shui stepped into the room, already reaching for her powder flask. ‘Hello, Mister William Hayes,’ she said in precise, heavily accented English. ‘Do you remember me?’

Aethlyn Jones threw his energy into generating a stasis shield between the Thistle Guard and the men of Parihaka. It was all he could think to do. A stasis shield was a thin membrane of power that removed energy from moving objects. Ideal for rendering flying bullets harmless, but exceedingly taxing to maintain for any length of time.
I’m buying a few seconds, that is all. Then they’ll slaughter us.
In front of him, the line of praying Maori stood in a rank as orderly as that of the Thistle Guard, their right hands raised palms outward, their voices raised in prayer. He had heard the chant before, a Pai Marire war chant calling on the Angels of the Winds to protect them. He’d vaguely known that there were Pai Marire links to Parihaka, the religious movement being pervasive at that time of New Zealand history. It reminded him of something, but his train of thought was shattered as the Thistle Guard commander screamed an order, and the men opened fire.
Jones felt the musket shot strike his stasis shield, each ball like a rabbit punch to his ribs. He staggered, had to grip the pole holding the Wooden Head. Above him the carving glowered, radiating hatred the way the sun radiated heat. But his shield did enough. None of Hemi’s people fell. Away to his right, the Chinese continued their firefight with Hayes’s sailors. He shouted at them to close up, to no avail. He would have given anything to swap his men’s position, and have the armed Chinese here instead of these damned pacifists.
‘Reload!’ shouted the captain of the Thistle Guard.
Jones looked up at the Wooden Head. It seemed to him that its eyes were moving, its tongue glistening in anticipation of the harvest of death to come. Jones searched his own energies and found them severely depleted. The stasis shield was not something anyone could manage for long, and he’d never created one so large, to protect so many. He looked at the backs of the Parihaka people, silently giving them up for dead.
‘All praise the Karaitiana!’ Hemi shouted to his people.
‘All praise! To mai Niu kororia, mai merire!’ they responded fervently.
They probably thought they stopped that volley with their prayers, Jones thought ironically, as he clung to the pole. At the rear of the Thistle Guard, only thirty yards away, Jones saw Kiki appear, and his fears redoubled. He looked back up at the Wooden Head. Its corruption had a stench that made Jones’s soul recoil. But it might be their only hope: to fight fire with fire, evil with evil.
‘Take aim!’ The guardsmen’s guns came up again.
I’ve got no choice. Another large stasis shield would be too much. He braced his mind, like a skydiver preparing to throw himself from a plane. The morass of makutu energy clinging to the Wooden Head was palpable, and he could see how it might be used, but there would be a cost. He flinched from it instinctively. Harden up, old man. People are going to die.
‘Fire!’
A second volley rang out, the muzzle flashes stabs of flame, smoke rising in the silvery moonlight. Jones’s stasis shield flared about him, smaller this time, the best he could manage with his remaining strength.
The prayers of the Parihaka men never faltered. ‘To mai Niu kororia, mai merire! To mai Niu kororia, mai merire! To rire, rire!’ they sang above the storm of shot.
Not a single one of them had been hit.
Jones gripped the pole in disbelief. Of course! The Pai Marire believe their prayers can turn aside bullets. I’ve even fought against the ghosts of Hauhau warriors here in Aotearoa whose beliefs protected them. I never thought to be on the right side of that equation.
He saw his own astonishment reflected in the faces of the Thistle Guard. ‘Bastards ain’t droppin’, Cap’n!’ someone shouted. ‘Whadda we do?’
Kiki’s voice rolled across the glen. ‘Use the bayonet, Captain. Carve a hole right through them.’

Mat felt the nerve of Goldston’s men break as Bryce’s death-spell took another. They weren’t cowards, but this was beyond them. As yet another man clutched his chest and fell, they wavered. It was death to stay. So they didn’t. They ran, with the remaining Chinese.
Mat was left alone, at the head of the narrow street. From the far end he saw flashes and smoke billow. A loud erratic series of crashes echoed through the valley. Concentrated, disciplined musketry, not the sort that Jones’s group was capable of delivering. Enemy fire.
He and Bryce eyeballed each other. Behind the warlock, Riki was standing like a zombie. Byron Kikitoa stood beside him with a taiaha held in a casual grip, as if this were all a game and he was more interested in assessing Bryce’s capabilities than taking a hand.
Mat felt a surge of anger and despair. This was turning into a disaster that could see people he loved die. But he wasn’t done, not by any stretch. He kindled flame on his fingertips and walked forward.
Moment of truth time.
Bryce lifted his hand and focused on Mat. His voice filled the space between them, filled his ears and echoed into his mind. ‘Die, Matiu Douglas. Die.’

Evie landed on the roof above the street, touching down lightly. The cloak still clung to her, so that she felt like a strange, clumsy bird. When she saw Mat standing alone, her hand went to her mouth. Were the others dead?
She’d spent the first minute or so gaining height, trying to see what was happening. Over by the edge of the settlement stood the gaol house, the largest standalone building she could make out in the moonlight. Two lines of people were facing each other, fire and shot rolling between. The rest of the fighting had no such clarity. There were muzzle flashes from all along the first row of houses, as men sheltering in the trees alongside the river exchanged fire. Jones’s force had got strung out and bogged down. Things were going from bad to worse.
She fought a stab of helplessness. She had no idea what was happening, or how to intervene. But she drew playing cards from her deck and threw them into the air, assigning identities as she went. The King of Diamonds flew to her left, followed by the King of Spades: Jones and Kiki. An Ace of Hearts and an Ace of Spades trailed them in the air, and she had no idea what either meant. Aces were either high or low — double-edged weapons.
Before her, the Jack of Spades and the Jack of Clubs faced the Jack of Hearts: Byron and Bryce against Mat. The Ace of Clubs hung between them. A death card, in her own personal mythology. Then a rune stone flew from her pocket and began to orbit Mat — the fire rune, Kaunaz. A second later, she heard Bryce shout aloud, and sensed his spell strike Mat. The Ace of Clubs slapped the fire rune away, and the Jack of Hearts teetered.

Bully Hayes stared at Shui and slowly smiled. ‘Well, sure, girl, I remember you.’ His accent was American, his gloating tones filling the taproom. ‘Didn’t we have a little fun together?’
Shui spat and rammed a musket ball into the mouth of her pistol. ‘No. But this will be fun.’
Hayes tried to lunge for the door, but Damien interposed, darting sideways and blocking him. Steel clashed on steel, the cutlass heavy and Hayes’s wrist strong. The captain countered with surprising grace, then unleashed a series of ferocious blows. Damien was forced to defend, his lighter blade bending with each impact as he was made to give ground. Breath gusted from his mouth at each blow.
‘I’ve been using a blade all my life, boy,’ Hayes panted.
‘Yeah? Me too.’ Damien feinted a lunge that had Hayes back-pedalling, giving Damien a second to regain his poise. ‘I’ve fought at every age level of the North Island fencing champs, buddy.’ He thrust again, forcing Hayes to pause his advance to parry. He kicked a chair at the man, then feinted left and lunged right, ripping a tear in the man’s left forearm. ‘Got some ribbons too.’
‘Ah, you prick!’ the American rasped, wincing at the wound. He retreated across the room. Behind Damien, Shui cocked the hammer of her gun and grunted in satisfaction.
Hayes tried to run, sensing the trap closing about him. He darted for the door, blocking Damien’s thrust and shoving at him. Damien parried deftly. ‘No way, arsehole.’ He slashed high, beat off a counter and then stabbed the captain in the thigh. Hayes yelped and staggered away, crabbing into a corner while Damien followed him warily.
Shui stepped in beside him. ‘My turn, Dami.’ She stepped beside Damien and levelled the gun at the captain. ‘You are mine now, Mister William Hayes.’
Hayes froze, staring at her. ‘Shui, isn’t it?’
‘Yes.’ Her finger tightened on the trigger. ‘This for my family.’
Damien thought Hayes might try to run, or plead. He did neither. Just as Shui’s finger moved on the trigger, he performed a small, curious gesture: he drew the thumb of his left hand across the space between him and Shui.
Blood sprayed, and the tiny Chinese girl collapsed. Damien felt his whole world begin to tear apart. The girl slid to the ground as her legs buckled, and she sprawled, choking out blood and air from her torn throat, her eyes helpless as they locked on his, pleading for something.
‘I may not be a hot-shot wizard, but I know the rules of this place,’ Hayes drawled. ‘I killed her in the real world: that gives me power of life and death over her here.’ He laughed coldly. ‘Silly bitch shoulda knowed that.’ He lifted his cutlass. ‘You shoulda too, boy.’
He thrust his curved blade at Damien’s belly.



Death-wish
Bryce’s words hit Mat like a punch to the heart. He felt the pump in his chest falter, felt it quiver and skip, and he staggered. But he didn’t fall.
The power to kill with a mere command had been something that Bryce had gained when he was reborn into Aotearoa. It was born of the very nickname he’d earned through what he’d done at Parihaka — Bryce kohuru, Bryce the murderer. A name that became a belief. Like a Caribbean voodoo priest, he’d gained power through the beliefs of his victims.
But Mat wasn’t a believer.
Unlike all the others Bryce had wielded this power against, Mat was not a native of Aotearoa. He still lived in the modern world, where John Bryce had been just another avaricious politician who’d exerted the government’s power over the native people. Yes, Mat knew that Bryce was an experienced warlock here in Aotearoa, but he did not believe he could simply will Mat dead. Mat believed in himself far more than he did in Bryce. Bryce’s spell disintegrated.
He straightened, and fire rekindled at his fingertips. ‘Not good enough,’ he snarled, and a ball of flame the size of his head formed at his left hand. He gripped the taiaha of Ngatoro in his right, and strode forward. Bryce lifted his gun, but Mat moved faster. He jabbed out his left hand, aiming carefully to ensure he didn’t hit Riki, who was standing as if paralysed at Bryce’s side, and sent a roiling ball of flame straight at the warlock.

Evie saw the former Native Minister’s face blanch as Mat shrugged off his spell. The Ace of Clubs fell away into the night; the fire rune kindled in the air about the Jack of Hearts. She reached inside her jacket and pulled out the first tarot card that came, as fire enveloped Bryce. The warlock shouted aloud in rage as his coat caught fire, but he doused the flames with a gesture. Beside him, Byron Kikitoa darted aside, his feather cloak alight, going up like a torch. He threw it off, backing away. For a second Evie thought that all would be well.
Then Bryce stepped back and placed his gun against Riki’s temple. ‘Stop, Douglas! Stop or your friend dies!’
In front of her, Evie saw that her Jack of Clubs card was smouldering. Without looking at the tarot in her hand, she slapped it against the Jack. Eat that, you bastard!

The Thistle Guard advanced, their long muskets held like spears, bayonet-points glittering in the moonlight. Jones saw the way the Parihaka people took a step back, their chant faltering in the face of the enemy. The captain lifted his sword and pointed forward. ‘Show ’em boys. No quarter.’
Behind the soldiers, Jones saw Kiki’s eyes glowing at the unfolding massacre.
Twenty yards … fifteen … ten …
Jones steeled himself, then reached up and touched the Wooden Head. It was hot, as if it were on fire. His awareness widened instantly, though his sight became oily. It was as if he’d thrust his head into a polluted pool, and suddenly the eyes of the carving were his own eyes. Through them he saw the soldiers reach Hemi’s people, their serried ranks of bayonets coming up and then stabbing forward.
Beyond the soldiers walked Kiki, barely fifteen yards away now, on the other side of the press. His face was that of an addict injecting himself as he saw the slaughter begin. Jones grasped the power of the Wooden Head, though he knew there would be a cost. He hesitated, hoping against hope that the people of Parihaka might endure.
Passive resistance — the men and women of Parihaka reached out to their killers. Some caught the weapons in their hands, wrestling for them, holding back the inevitable, struggling to survive only. But the true believers simply opened their breasts to the blades that sank home with a wet hiss, while prayers fell from their lips. For a few moments, it appeared that such passive resistance might prevail. The wounds simply closed over. Men with fatal injuries continued to pray, and to hold the advancing guardsmen at bay, even as the icy steel sank again into their bodies. The power of belief had made Aotearoa, and it sustained them here.
Then the faith of the first one died. He looked down at his pierced chest, and his chant failed. He went down slowly. Others followed, as doubt overwhelmed them.
‘Kill ’em,’ the Thistle Guard captain shouted excitedly. ‘Kill ’em all!’
No! I cannot permit this.
Jones threw his consciousness into the fetid reservoir of power within the carving. It embraced him like a mother. Darkness and venom filled his throat. He did not need to articulate his will. He needed only to cry out, against the hideous butchery being played out before him. The Wooden Head of Puarata did the rest.
An unearthly shriek filled the air, shredded the night, blazed like ice and fire. The pool of darkness in which he swam spread rippled waves, filling the field. It tore at his mind, lanced through him as he poured all he had into that cry.
It ripped through the Thistle Guard soldiers. They were ghosts of men who’d been won to Bryce’s cause during his long sojourn in the south. None was immune to the awful power of the carving. Its call tore open their minds, wrenched souls from bodies and sucked them into itself. They fell as one, no twitching, no rolling about. They were dead before they hit the ground.
The men and women of Parihaka stared as every man they faced fell. Weapons dropped, many of the bayonets wrenched from the flesh of victims who were still trying to work out if they were dead or not. They cried aloud in wonder. Belief was reasserted. Wounds were healed before their eyes.
Jones wrenched himself from the putrid pool of the carving’s power before he drowned in it. His awareness plummeted downward from the godlike vantage of the Wooden Head, down to the foot of the pole. His knees gave way. His hands were shaking, his legs like jelly, and he felt as if he were coated in an oil of corruption that could never be washed away.
He looked up as a squat shape flickered into being above him, blocking out the moon. ‘Aethlyn Jones,’ Kiki purred. ‘Finally you have sampled what it is that I enjoy all the days of my life.’ He licked his lips. ‘The taste of pure makutu.’
Jones tried to stand. His stomach heaved and black water gushed from his mouth.
‘I see that it is not to your liking, Aethlyn,’ Kiki said. ‘But you have partaken nevertheless.’
I’ve got to get up. I’ve got to stand …
He looked about wildly, seeking help. But though he could dimly make out Hemi and his people, it was through some kind of fog. He knew that mist: Kiki or maybe the Head itself had pulled him into the place between the Ghost World and the real world.
‘If you live by the sword, Aethlyn, you must be prepared to die by the sword.’ Kiki reached up and touched the carving. His eyes rolled back in his head, but they remained horribly focused on him. ‘Aethlyn Jones,’ whispered Kiki, to the Wooden Head.
The Wooden Head began to sing a symphony of death only Jones could hear.

His mind was in shock, but Damien’s sword arm moved on pure reflex. It swept across and batted Hayes’s thrust aside. He felt numb inside, barely knew what he was doing. Instinctive self-preservation did the fighting for him. Parry, parry, give ground and move again. Driven back, moving like a drunk, while the girl he loved pumped out her life on the floor of a filthy tavern.
He tripped over the body of one of Hayes’s dead friends, staggered backwards and hit the bar with the back of his head. His sword flew from his hands.
Hayes loomed over him, cursing good-naturedly. ‘Well, boy, that was a bit of fun. Can’t call a night in the pub complete without a fight, can we?’ He positioned the cutlass over Damien’s heart, his muscles bunched for the fatal thrust.
Then a shot blasted Damien’s ears, and Hayes staggered sideways and collapsed beside him, the light already going out in his eyes, a bloody hole in the side of his head.
He looked up in confusion and saw Shui, kneeling and swaying, smoking pistol in her hand. Blood bubbled from her throat as she tried to speak. Then she sagged back to the floor.

Mat had barely registered what Bryce was doing. Riki was just standing there, his face vacant, as Bryce pulled him in front as a shield, gun at his head. To the side, Byron Kikitoa was gliding sideways, like a serpent readying its fangs.
Bryce’s coat was smoking, his hat lost and his eyes wary.
Yes, I could kill you, Bryce. And you know it. But Riki just stood there helpless, and Mat knew that his hands were utterly tied.
Then something happened. For a split second Mat could have sworn he saw ten swords appear about Bryce, all pointed inward like some medieval torture device. They all stabbed in at once. The man’s back arched in agony, his mouth wide and his eyes bulging. The swords didn’t cut him — they seemed composed of something other than steel — but the pain they inflicted was clearly real.
Bryce fell in slow motion, his pistol flying unfired through the air. It spun end over end — into Byron Kikitoa’s right hand. The young makutu simply flowed to the right place, caught it, thumbed the hammer and fired without aiming.
Mat had no time to form a stasis shield, but the shot was aimed nowhere near him. It blazed high into the darkness.
A girl shrieked, and his heart almost stopped. ‘Evie!’
He heard a choked cry, and Evie’s body slid down the roof and fell. She hit the ground somewhere in the lee of the building with a dull thud.
Before he could move, Byron Kikitoa was on him, taiaha flashing viciously. Blow after blow, raining in as Mat staggered, flailing desperately. The blade of the club struck his ankle and pain ran up his body, numbing his leg. He went down, rolling away from the stabbing tongue of the taiaha as it gouged the earth where his throat had been a millisecond before. Some kind of feeling returned to his leg, enough that he could lurch to his feet. Byron prowled towards him.
‘Bigger, stronger and faster, Douglas. You’ve got nothing to hurt me with.’
Mat made no reply. All he could think of was Evie, lying a few yards away. His eyes went to find Riki, but he was gone. So too was Bryce — they’d both disappeared some time during his desperate struggle to survive against Byron.
‘Ready to die?’ Byron purred, readying a blow.

Evie never even saw the moment coming. As the Ten of Swords bit into Bryce, all she’d felt was exultation. Then came the muzzle flash, and something punched her in the belly. She folded over, lost her balance and fell. The sloped tiles were slick with frost; she went straight over the edge. The ground was lost in shadow, and she was still facing upwards. The earth hammered into her back; she choked in agony, and blacked out.
She must have come to within seconds, though, because her next moment of awareness felt just the same. Her stomach was a numbing pool of slick wetness. There was someone kneeling over her, prying at her hands. She tried to fight them off.
‘Lie still, damn it,’ Cassandra hissed. ‘I’m trying to help you!’
Oh, it’s you, Evie thought dimly. She stopped fighting. Deft hands tugged and prodded at her, and then she found herself clasping a wedge of cloth against her belly. She gritted her teeth, tried to endure. With a tiny squeeze, Cassandra stood and muttered something. Then she was gone, and Evie was alone facing the darkness that was rushing back in on her.
Dimly she heard a shrieking sound, and caught a glimpse of a carved Maori wooden face, which blurred into the heavily tattooed face of a silver-haired man: Puarata, come to take her home. Two stars were visible in the skies above. They glittered like her father’s eyes.

Mat tried to stand, wobbling on an ankle that was swelling by the second. Circling like a panther, Byron Kikitoa closed in. He had a careful, methodical style, one that left nothing to chance. He was not the sort that rushed into a killing blow and left himself exposed to a surprise counter-strike. As Mat tried to raise his hand to use fire, Byron’s taiaha blade flashed and cracked against his fingers. He cried out as at least one finger snapped. After that the pain was too much to work magic, or even think straight.
‘So, I guess Aroha will only have me to comfort her when her time comes,’ Byron smirked maliciously. He lifted his right hand and made a pulling gesture. Mat’s taiaha flew from his grasp, into Byron’s. The makutu apprentice smiled triumphantly. He made another gesture, and Mat felt his limbs lock up. Paralysed, he toppled onto his face. The ground hit him hard, and he could only lie there, helpless. He looked up at his enemy, who lifted his own taiaha against him.
‘Get away from him!’
Byron blinked. He turned and stared. Mat did too, as he recognized the speaker: Cassandra. She was standing about ten feet away, the end of a rope in one hand. There was a gun in her other hand.
‘Who are you, you skinny freak?’ Byron drawled. Mat tried to struggle, but couldn’t. With his eyes he pleaded for the girl to run, but she did no such thing. Byron stepped towards her, raising the taiaha. In doing so, he stepped into a puddle that lay between them. ‘Drop the gun and I’ll let you live.’
Cassandra stepped back and meekly dropped the rope.
Into the puddle.
A loud crack thunderclapped about them, as the water at Byron’s feet exploded, throwing the young tohunga makutu into the air in a vivid flash of blue light. He spiralled head over heels and hammered into the veranda post of Hayes’s tavern. The whole building shook. Mat gaped as the binding about his limbs fell apart, and suddenly he could move again. Not that this was such a good thing. His ankle screamed and his fingers throbbed. But he moved anyway. ‘Cass!’
Cassandra lifted her gun again, skipped around the crackling waters of the puddle, in which the rope — no, electrical cord — still danced, sending sparks in all directions. ‘Who’da thought,’ she crowed. ‘This place’s got electricity.’ She took aim. ‘Right, you arsehole …’
Mat saw the look on Byron’s face. Not cocky any more. Frightened. Then his whole form became transparent.
Cassandra fired. The gun coughed and the bullet ploughed into the mud where Byron’s head had been an instant before. But he was gone.
‘Oh, come on!’ she shouted in pure frustration. ‘That’s not fair!’ She glared at Mat. ‘What’d he do?’
‘He went back to our world,’ Mat panted, his ankle and fingers sending shock waves of pain through him.
‘Then let’s follow him! Let’s get him!’
He shook his head. ‘I’m all in. And Evie’s hurt …’
Cassandra’s face fell. ‘I know, I’ve seen her.’ She looked about her. ‘Riki?’
Mat grimaced. ‘Bryce took him. He got away too.’ He climbed to his feet. ‘Where’s Evie? She’s not … dead?’
‘No, no, but she’s badly hurt. Come on!’ She grabbed his arm, slung it over her shoulders.
Mat clung to her, letting her pull him along. ‘Take me to her.’ His body was beginning to shut down the pain, numbing him against the assault on his senses. His faculties returned, including his ability to heal himself. He straightened his broken fingers and set the bones to re-bonding. Then he limped on with Cass, looking for Evie.
They found her just as the surviving Chinese entered the streets. It seems that we’ve won, but at what cost? Mat thought. They gently picked the girl up, and took her into the biggest building they could find: Hayes’s tavern. It was a mess, with fallen men and bloody pools amidst the broken chairs and shattered glass. Damien sat in a corner, cradling Shui in his lap. The Chinese girl was pale, but she was alive. A doctor was with them, a young man with an uncertain face. He’d put a metal straw in Shui’s throat; she was breathing in hissing bubbles through the tube. Damien looked like he was in shock.
The doctor looked at Evie, and went to work once more.
Ah Lum arrived. ‘What happened?’ Mat demanded, dragging his eyes from Evie’s grey and bloody face. ‘Where’s Jones?’
The shopkeeper hung his head. ‘When the bad men all dropped dead, we look for him.’
‘Dropped dead?’ Mat asked. ‘What do you mean?’
‘The bad thing, the carving — it spoke, and enemy all gone.’
Mat blinked. The Wooden Head killed our enemies?
The Chinaman lowered his eyes. ‘When I went to find Master Jones, he was on the green, at the foot of the pole. Parihaka people were all around him, most still alive. But Master Jones was dead.’
No!
The bottom dropped out of Mat’s world. Everything seemed to ripple, to blur out of focus. Acid welled up in his eyes and venom in his throat. This was impossible. Jones was indestructible. He’d known the man for barely two years, but they’d been intense times. Training, mastering disciplines of magic and warfare. Preparing himself to be a player on the deadly stage of Aotearoa power-politics. Learning by rote and practice, but also by example. Jones had been an iron-willed, stiff-backed fighter who never flinched from the perils of doing what was right and necessary. He’d fought evil bastards like Kiki and Puarata all his life. He embodied all that Mat wanted to be. How could he be gone?
Ah Lum laid a consoling hand on Mat’s shoulder. ‘My people grieve for you.’
‘As do mine,’ said Hemi, entering the room. ‘The soldiers were about to slay us all when Master Jones caused the Wooden Head to cry out. He saved us.’
‘What about Kiki?’ Mat asked bleakly.
Hemi knew who he meant. ‘The tohunga makutu appeared beside the Wooden Head. But we could not reach him in time. He vanished, and the Wooden Head also.’
‘It’s gone?’
Hemi nodded, his face a study in pain. ‘It is gone.’
Jones dead. Bryce, Kiki and Byron all escaped, and the Wooden Head with them. Riki still a prisoner. This is awful. He looked at Evie, lying pale-faced and unconscious on the table, her head propped up by a rolled coat, a blanket over her. Her single eye was closed and her chest barely moved. Evie’s dying. I can feel her life slipping away. He grabbed the doctor’s arm. ‘Sir, can you …?’
The doctor met his eyes. ‘I’ve done all I can,’ he muttered apologetically. Then the man backed away, as other wounded men took his attention, men he could save. Mat watched him go numbly.
I can heal myself … can I heal her?
‘I need to be alone,’ he said softly, focusing on Hemi. ‘ To concentrate. Healing is really hard.’ His own voice sounded small to him. Defeated. Healing wasn’t his strong point. But he had to try.
Ah Lum and Hemi left. Cass stayed. Damien remained, huddled over Shui. Mat turned away from them, staring down at Evie. Jones had shown him magical healing, enough to know that it was incredibly specialized and difficult. Those that practised it mostly had to do so at the expense of all other skills, just like regular doctors. Mat wasn’t one of those and nor was Jones. Field surgery was all either could do, and this wound was beyond that. Gut shots always killed — if the blood loss didn’t kill the victim, then the internal wounds and infection did.
I’m sorry, Evie. If you’d never known me, you’d be alive today. I wish we’d never met.
‘I wish that too,’ said a woman’s voice.
Mat looked up, flinching. Aroha stood on the other side of the table, but she was also Hine-te-po, Goddess of Death. Her eyes were like the moon, her hair limned in frost. She held a bone patu in her hand, quivering as she raised it over Evie.
‘I have come to take her away,’ Aroha said quietly. ‘She is dying.’



Goddess of Death
Mat stared at Aroha — at Hine-te-po — across Evie’s body, as tears etched a path down his face. Anger filled him. ‘Are you here to gloat?’
Aroha’s face turned flinty. ‘Is that how you imagine me?’ she asked, her voice pitched between irritation and sorrow. ‘Do you think me so cruel?’
‘Yes!’ Mat barked. ‘I do!’
‘Mat?’ Cassandra asked tentatively. ‘Who is she? Where’d she come from?’
‘You were the woman in Paihia,’ Damien said accusingly, Shui’s head in his blood-wet lap. ‘You told me to go to Parihaka.’
‘Stay out of this,’ Mat warned them, terrified of what Aroha might do to his friends. ‘She’s leaving.’
Aroha shook her head minutely. ‘I will leave, with her.’ Her hand gripped Evie’s shoulder. ‘She is coming with me.’
‘No! I can heal her! I can save her! I can—’
‘There is no-one here who can save her,’ Aroha interrupted flatly. ‘No-one except me.’ She met Mat’s gaze with unflinching eyes. ‘But I will save her for you, if you make me a promise in return.’
Mat froze. This was why Aroha had come. Not to save lives, but to extract promises. ‘How dare you?’ he hissed. ‘Who gave you the right to play god?’
‘Or goddess?’ Aroha replied ironically. ‘I gave myself that right. Do you want her to live or not?’
Mat swallowed, nodded. ‘Please,’ he choked.
‘I can bring her back to life, but in return you must promise to come to me when the seasons change.’ Aroha’s voice was a strange mix of certainty and a subtle, underlying fear.
Mat closed his eyes. She said that the way to her is hard. That of all the Adepts currently in Aotearoa, only Byron or I could do it. She’s afraid of Byron. She cares nothing for me, just for what she needs. But that doesn’t change the fact that I have no choice at all. Not if I want to save Evie’s life.
He slowly nodded his head.
‘Speak the words,’ Aroha said implacably.
‘Mat?’ Cassandra tried to intervene.
‘Silence!’ Aroha snapped at her, the words throbbing in the air about them. Cassandra flinched and went dumb. Aroha turned back to Mat. ‘Pledge yourself.’
Mat hung his head. ‘I promise, on my life, to come to you in December, and …’ he searched for the right words, ‘ … do what I must.’
Outside, thunder rolled. Aroha smiled. ‘The heavens hear you, Matiu Douglas.’
Mat gazed at her. ‘You have so much power. You could have helped us. You could have killed Byron yourself. And Kiki too.’
Aroha shook her head. ‘No, in fact I would have been helpless before them. This flesh vessel cannot contain the goddess for very long, and I can easily be cast from it. They would have mastered me, and all would have been lost. I could not have aided you. I am sorry.’
He didn’t know why, but he believed her.
‘Let the journey of Tawhaki guide you, and the fate of Maui warn you,’ she said gravely. Then suddenly, between two heartbeats, she was gone. Silence filled the air.
Until Evie coughed and woke.

Evie roused from a hideous dream, in which a stern face she knew was Puarata’s filled the sky, staring down at her while she bled to death, and worms crawled from the earth to pull her down. She found herself in a tiny tavern that looked like it had been vandalized. Mat was cradling her. When he saw her one eye open, he collapsed over her and hugged her while his shoulders shook.
Gradually, once they’d both calmed, he related what had happened. It was awful: Jones was dead, and many of the Chinese and Parihaka people. Of their enemies, only Hayes was dead; Bryce and Kiki and Byron had all got away, taking the Wooden Head with them. And Riki was still Bryce’s prisoner. Their attack had been a train wreck, a total disaster.
‘I don’t know what to do any more,’ Mat said in a hollow voice. ‘I just can’t think.’
Evie squeezed his shoulders weakly. She felt like she’d been punched hard in the stomach and there was blood all over her clothes, but the bullet wound already looked years old, just a scar, puckered and ugly. She still felt like she might faint if she stood up. But there was one way she knew to help. ‘Where are my cards?’
Mat and Cassandra propped her up in a chair at one of the card tables, and she shuffled through her tarot. They’d found all her cards strewn about her in the mud where she’d fallen from the roof. They were soiled, but still usable. Mat and Cassandra sat with her. Damien remained on the floor with Shui. She looked like a broken toy, but at least she slept. The doctor said she’d live, the one piece of good news from this whole night.
‘See,’ Evie said, laying out two spoons in a cross. ‘This is the compass.’ She put a coaster in the middle of the table. ‘This is Arrowtown.’ She placed others: ‘Queenstown. Christchurch. Dunedin. Invercargill. Any others we need we can place later.’ She fanned out her playing cards and plucked a few out before flinging them onto the table. They shifted instantly into place, moving of their own volition. Or hers — she couldn’t tell where she stopped and the cards began. ‘Look, there is the Jack of Clubs: Bryce. He’s heading towards Dunedin.’ She jabbed a finger at the Nine of Hearts, which was under the Jack: ‘He’s got Riki with him.’
Cassandra growled softly.
Evie indicated another cluster, three cards that had spewed right to the edge of the table. Even as they watched, they dropped to the floor. ‘What were those cards?’ she asked, as Cassandra scooped them up.
‘Jack of Spades. King of Spades. The Joker. Wicked poker hand.’ Cass put them back on the table.
‘The King and Jack of Spades represent Kiki and Byron,’ Evie told them. ‘They’ve gone north. They’re out of this game.’
‘What’s the Joker?’ Cassandra asked.
‘The Wooden Head, I guess.’
‘But it’s not with Bryce. They’ve separated, yes?’
‘It seems so,’ she replied tiredly.
Cassandra looked at Mat. ‘So what do we do?’
‘Bryce is alone,’ Mat said grimly.
Evie nodded. Her hands blurred as she flicked out three tarot cards — one each for past, present and future — before she’d even framed a question. All of the cards were Major Arcana. The first card, the past, was the inverted King of Cups, signifying a shifty and dishonest person, craftiness without virtue. Bryce, perhaps? The present was The Fool: rashness, foolishness, lack of discipline, but also passion and enthusiasm. It had fallen on the table to slide slightly beneath the King of Cups. To her it meant Riki, imprisoned by Bryce, but it could just as easily mean Mat. She looked at the third card and shuddered slightly. The Tower: sudden adversity or change. Loss. A card of great and terrible loss, when there had already been so much.
‘What does it mean?’ Mat demanded.
She searched her heart and spoke honestly. ‘I think it means that either you or Bryce is heading for ruin.’
Mat nodded, his expression bleak and determined. ‘Good,’ he said, standing up. ‘I’m going to Dunedin, to bring Riki back.’

Mat wrapped the feather cloak about his shoulders, huddling into its warmth. He cradled the taiaha of Ngatoro protectively, shuddering to think how close he’d come to losing it. If Byron had not dropped the precious weapon when he was electrocuted, it would be in his hands now. Cass had saved Mat, maybe saved them all.
The sun was coming up, somewhere behind the hills. It would be another hour until direct light hit the town. Mist streaked over the forested slopes — they were a beautiful but chilling sight.
Mat had finally got some sleep around midnight. The miners and townsfolk who’d not taken sides had flooded into the town once the conflict was over. Mat had left the explanations to Samuel Goldston, and concentrated on looking after those he loved. He found Cass and Evie a room in Hayes’s tavern with two tiny single beds, hugged them both, then tore himself away. Damien stayed with Shui, who was wrapped in a blanket and seemed stable. Then Mat found himself a bed in an abandoned house and collapsed on it. The desire to escape his numbing grief enabled him to sleep, as lifeless as a corpse. He woke at dawn and packed to go.
Before he left, there was something he needed to do. Jones’s body was lying in a temporary morgue, a small house belonging to the local priest. The door was unlocked, and he let himself in. The body of his mentor lay on a table, arms folded across his chest. Mat had seen death before. Sometimes people looked merely asleep, on the verge of sucking in a breath and waking. Jones didn’t. His body looked utterly empty, so void of life it was hard to imagine he’d ever lived. Not because of any great damage, in fact the corpse was whole. But it was completely lifeless.
There were a few flowers scattered about the body, brought by the people of Parihaka. Apart from that there was just the table and a few chairs, and no-one about. Mat was grateful: he needed to be alone.
After long minutes staring at Jones’s body, words bubbled from his mouth uncontrolled. ‘Jonesy, I can’t believe this. I mean, I know what we do is dangerous, but I never thought there was anything in the world more dangerous than you. I thought you were invincible.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I thought I was too. But I was done. Byron had me beat in a few seconds. If Cass hadn’t come …’ He shook himself. ‘You’d have loved it: she electrocuted the prick.’ Tears rolled down his cheeks as he imagined what Jones would have said. ‘I feel like I’m trapped. I never got the chance to tell you, but there’s this girl called Aroha and she needs me. I’ve got to go to her, to prevent a bad thing. But I think I’m falling in love with Evie, and if I had any choice, I wouldn’t go near Aroha. Not that she’s a bad person, but she’s scary and unpredictable and I just don’t know her. And she isn’t Evie. She’s not the right one. Not for me.’
He wished against all reason that Jones would sit up and talk to him. He didn’t. ‘So I don’t know what to do. I know what you’d say: that I must do what’s necessary. But I’m frightened that won’t work out either — what if I go to Aroha as she demands but there is no love in my heart for her? Won’t that make me just as bad as Byron?’
There were no answers. No signs. Time was passing.
‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered to Jones’s body. ‘I’ve got to go.’
He met Damien on the street. His friend’s face was streaked with tears and he was holding his sword unsheathed. ‘Let me come,’ he said in a broken voice.
Mat shook his head. ‘Look at you. You can’t come. We’re travelling through daylight in the real world. It’s Cass and me on this one.’ He turned away.
‘I brought this on us,’ Damien sobbed. ‘I dragged Riki into the middle of all this shit, and that brought the rest of you in. I got Jones killed, and I nearly lost Shui as well. And Evie. I have to make this right.’
‘It’s not your fault. Aroha tricked you, and Riki too.’
Damien stared at him. ‘Why did she do that?’
‘To force me to pledge myself to her. She’s a goddess and she can see the way things are likely to turn out, even clearer than Evie can.’ He stared out at the mountain peaks, tried to take courage from their strength and permanence.
‘And she’s got the hots for you?’
‘Not exactly.’ Mat exhaled heavily. ‘I’m just the best of a bad lot of options for her. Anyway, you stay here with Shui. She needs you.’
‘But you can’t take Bryce on your own.’
‘If I can get him alone, I can,’ Mat countered. ‘And I’ve got a better chance of doing that on my own.’
‘You’re taking Cass.’
‘Time is of the essence, Evie’s reading said. Cass is just there to do the driving.’ Not that I’ve told her that.
Damien laughed bitterly. ‘You’re a superhero but you can’t drive. That’s kinda funny, man.’
‘I can drive. But I need more sleep. And you know what Cass is like: she’s always handy to have around.’ Like when she saved my butt last night.
Damien hung his head. ‘I still wish you’d let me come.’ But already he was glancing back over his shoulder to the house where Shui lay.
‘Go to her, man.’
Damien nodded heavily. ‘Okay. I’ll do what you say.’ He took a few steps towards Mat and hugged him roughly. ‘Don’t make me regret it. Make sure you come back.’
The other farewells were no easier. Goldston, Ah Lum and Hemi all thought he was mad, but at least they understood. For Hemi especially, he represented a chance they’d never had before, the chance to break free of Bryce’s hold forever. All Mat could say was that should he fail, they should not give up trying to be free.
Evie was asleep when he called in on her, and he was grateful for that. Seeing her was tearing his heart, and the knowledge that he was now irrevocably pledged to Aroha was perversely making him care for Evie even more. He crept away, wiping furiously at his eyes. He stepped outside, leant against the veranda pole and stared into the rising sun, as if to burn away the tears.
I can understand why you need me, Aroha. I can understand your desperation not to have Byron find you instead, and to be forced to bear another Puarata. But I hate what you’re doing to Evie and me.
Cassandra appeared behind him, pale and tired. ‘Hey, I’m ready,’ she said with forced levity. ‘Hair done, nails polished, wearing my best underwear.’
He nodded wearily, and picked up his pack and taiaha. ‘Okay, let’s go.’



A public debate
Dreams. Jones always used to say you should take notice of them. Not because they come from somewhere else, but because they come from inside: the subconscious given licence to run riot. If you want to know what you really think of something, see what you dream of it all.
Mat slept in the passenger seat of Cassandra’s car, dreaming of a cemetery coated in ash. Everyone he knew was there, dead or dying of something he’d allowed to befall them. Damien and Shui lay entangled on a slab; her with her throat opened, her veins run dry; him with his own blade slicing through his ribcage and into his heart. Jones lay unmoving, no wound on his body but his life gone, eaten by the Wooden Head. Evie had Byron’s bullet in her belly, her eyepatch missing and both eyes milky and blind. The morgue went on forever, and so did the victims, people he’d known, people he still knew, people who weren’t even dead. And the last slab contained …
‘Hey,’ Cass poked him in the shoulder. ‘Mat, we’re here.’
‘Wha’?’ He opened his eyes blearily, and the final corpse vanished before he could identify it. ‘Dunedin?’
‘Sure is!’ She stabbed a finger to her right. A stadium lay beneath the level of the motorway, and beyond it houses, a harbour, and hills enclosing them from all sides. ‘That’s Carisbrook, the old rugby stadium. The centre of the city’s up ahead. Where d’ya wanna go — the Octagon?’
Mat stared at the stands of Carisbrook as they surged past. He remembered watching rugby tests on telly that had been played there. The crowd had been full of exuberant students — the famous ‘scarfies’. His mental image of Dunedin was of a cold place full of insane students. Carisbrook looked kind of empty and forlorn now: there was a new stadium on the other side of town. ‘What’s the Octagon?’
‘The centre of the city. It’s a park in the middle of town and guess what shape it is?’
‘Uh, an octagon?’ He rubbed his eyes.
‘Cor, you ain’t half clever, Matty.’
He gave her a look. ‘Hey, I’ve never been here before, and I’ve just woken up.’
‘Mmm. I’ve been here with Dad. It’s pretty: kinda European-looking, with stone buildings and all. “The Edinburgh of the South”, they call it. Dad had this long-distance girlfriend for a while who lived down here, and he brought me down a couple of times.’ She shrugged disinterestedly. ‘So, what’s the plan?’
Mat yawned and rubbed at his eyes. ‘I guess we try and find where Bryce has got Riki, and try to break him out. I’ve got no idea how we do that though, so I guess we go to Aotearoa and see what’s what.’ He studied Cassandra as she negotiated the traffic. ‘How’re you going?’ He thought she looked tired and brittle.
‘I’m fine,’ she said immediately, her voice terse. She changed the subject. ‘You know, the most famous things in Dunedin are probably the Octagon, Larnach Castle, Olveston House, and the albatross colony at Taiaroa Head. Wanna bet where Bryce will be hanging out?’
‘If I was an insane wizard, I’d want a castle,’ Mat said after a moment.
She smiled briefly. ‘That’s what I reckon too.’
Cass changed lanes as the harbour came more clearly into view. They traversed a land bridge over the rail lines servicing the central city and veered into an area of taller buildings. There were no real tower blocks though; nothing more than half a dozen storeys tall by the look of it, which was nice, Mat thought. He’d seen Auckland; the skyscrapers were showy but kind of alienating too, as if only important people were permitted to fly so high.
They parked on Moray Place not far from First Church, the Presbyterian church on a low hill a few blocks from the Octagon and the centre of town. It was only about eleven in the morning, and it was Tuesday, Mat realized to his vague surprise. He’d been steadily losing track of days. He knew he ought to text his father, but what could he say?
There had been snow on the ground in Arrowtown, but Dunedin was merely cold and grey, with a chilling southerly blasting through — although there was snow on the peninsula to the south. Dunedin was at the inner mouth of Otago Harbour, which extended for 21 kilometres out to Taiaroa Head and the ocean. The prevailing colours of the city were midwinter greys and browns, especially in the Octagon, which was indeed octagonal. It wasn’t flat though, being on three levels. The oldest buildings about it were the town hall and an Anglican cathedral, side by side on the northern corner where the streets climbed away to the north. Mat read the plaque in front of the cathedral, but the names meant nothing to him: apparently it had been designed by one Arthur Lawson, who’d also designed the First Church and Larnach Castle. The castle again …
Mat and Cassandra had a coffee and a toasted panini each at a Middle Eastern-themed bar on the southern corner of the Octagon, and Mat felt himself revive. With it came a greater sense of what he was seeking to do. Bryce ran, and he’s lost a lot of men. He must be vulnerable. He shouldn’t be hard to find. But can we get Riki away from him? Are we already too late?
‘I guess the next step is to have a look around on the other side,’ he told Cassandra.
Cass inclined her head in agreement. She looked very much like an Otago scarfie, with her spiky dyed hair, pale skin and bohemian clothes. The university was outside the central city but there were lots of students here. They gave the city an appealing liveliness. ‘This is a cool place,’ she commented.
‘You’d fit right in,’ he told her.
‘Yeah, I haven’t worked out where I’m doing varsity yet, but Dunedin is on the list.’
‘Are you and Riki going to go to the same place, once high school is over?’
She shrugged uncomfortably. ‘We’ve gotta get him back first.’ She shook her head. ‘I dunno. Career comes first. For me anyway. Riki and me … it’s kinda “friends with benefits”, really.’
Mat would have preferred to hear that she and Riki were a committed item. ‘But you’re here.’
She looked at him, faintly surprised. ‘We’re mates, Mat. We stick together. That’s bigger than love.’
It sounded the wrong way round to Mat. ‘You reckon?’
‘Hell yeah. Mates are mates. You stick together, you cover for each other, you fight for each other. Romance is more selfish, I think. Couples go into their zone and shut other people out. I’ve seen it happen.’
Mat thought about Aroha and Evie. He couldn’t imagine Aroha being part of his life and his friends’ lives. She existed on mountain tops and in deep forests, not cafés and cinemas. But Evie … He could imagine being with her through anything.
Not that it seems to matter what I want any more.
Cassandra nudged his hand. ‘Time’s moving. Let’s go and sort out that bastard Bryce. One thing at a time, yeah?’
They went back to the car and changed into colonial attire they’d purchased in Arrowtown. Cassandra got around the whole hoops and petticoats thing by dressing as a boy, with her hair tucked under a cap. They crossed over around the back of First Church, out of sight of the road and the surrounding houses. Regretfully Mat left the feather cloak and taiaha behind — they were too conspicuous. He had to comfort himself with a greenstone patu that fitted inside his jacket’s inner pocket. Cassandra looked even unhappier at leaving her iPad behind. They looked each other over, measuring the determination in each other’s eyes, then transitioned to Aotearoa.
In the Ghost World, Dunedin initially seemed only subtly different. The skies above were just as bleak, the air just as cold. The tall church looked both newer and grimier, and there was a heavy smell of coal fire in the air. It wasn’t until they emerged from behind the church and went out onto the streets that the real changes became apparent. There were no cars, of course, and the road was now hard-packed dirt and grit, the drains on either side filled with ploughed snow. No power lines or neon: the shop signs were antiquated painted boards with gaudy lettering, advertising hats and corsets. A horse-drawn wagon was creaking down the gentle slope towards the town, laden with metal milk-cans. It was driven by a sandy-bearded man who looked them up and down curiously, though he nodded politely enough.
They hadn’t formulated a plan for finding Riki or Bryce, and as it happened, they didn’t need to. The first major building they encountered on Princes Street had a freshly plastered poster stuck to the wall. Cassandra grabbed Mat’s arm and pointed to it.
HEAR JOHN BRYCE! THE PROTECTOR SPEAKS! BE AT THE OCTAGON AT 1 P.M.
Mat stared. He’d been expecting to have to hunt for Bryce, not for his quarry to be so public. The very fact that the man was willing to stand in front of others and speak was unnerving. The other warlocks he’d encountered had been creatures of the shadows.
One o’clock was less than an hour away. They were trying to work out what to do when a middle-aged man emerged from the building and glanced at the poster. Mat stepped back to allow him a view, and to gauge his reaction. The newcomer was a big man with a stiff manner. He was dressed in a heavy tweed coat, and had dark hair with thick sideburns and a clean-shaven chin. ‘Och aye, what’s he want, eh?’ He glanced warily at Mat. His voice had a rich Scottish timbre. ‘Ye ain’t from round here, are ye …’ he frowned at Cass, ‘er … lads?’
Mat ducked his head. ‘Me and my mate are from out of town, sir,’ he said in a respectful voice.
‘Aye? Are ye just?’ The man scratched his Adam’s apple pointedly, looking at Cassandra. ‘Don’t go into the Octagon, lads. There’s some speechifying to be had. No place for young fellows like you, hear?’
‘Will you be going, sir?’ Mat asked.
The man raised an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps I will. Perhaps I won’t. We don’t get to see “The Protector” much. And that’s no bad thing, if ye take me meaning.’
So people here don’t like Bryce … Well, this man doesn’t, anyway.
‘What will he be talking about?’ Mat risked asking. ‘Er, Mister …?’
‘The name’s Cargill. William Cargill.’ He looked Mat and Cass over again thoughtfully. Clearly talking about ‘The Protector’ wasn’t something people did lightly. ‘Bryce will talk about the usual things he talks about. We’ll listen, and then go about our business. I suggest you do the same.’ He gave a small inclination of his head. ‘Good day to ye.’
‘That wasn’t very friendly,’ Cassandra remarked when Cargill was out of earshot.
‘Considering he had you pegged as a girl inside two seconds, it wasn’t so bad,’ Mat replied.
Cassandra harrumphed. ‘Who was he?’
‘Dunno, but he didn’t seem to like Bryce much. Let’s see what the reaction is closer in.’
They waited until Cargill was well gone, then scurried along towards town. The posters were still being slapped on the walls, by a scrawny man with a hacking cough. The reaction of the townsfolk was hard to read: people dutifully read them, but there was something reticent and noncommittal about their responses. It was as if they would rather have been unaware.
When Mat and Cassandra were a block from the Octagon foot traffic picked up hugely, with several hundred people about them, almost all heading towards the same place. There were criers too, summoning people to come to the Octagon. ‘Hear The Protector! Hear him speak! Witness his mighty power unveiled!’
‘What does that mean?’ Cassandra whispered. ‘That stuff about his “mighty power”?’
Mat knew of one unique power that Bryce had, and he didn’t like to think of how he might use it. He spotted a young man about his own age reading a poster and tapped him on the arm. ‘Hey, what’s going on?’
The young man looked him up and down. ‘Get lost, darkie.’ He bunched a fist.
Mat blinked, not afraid but shocked. Modern New Zealand wasn’t totally free of racism, but you didn’t often encounter such blatant aggression. ‘What?’
‘You heard me. Get lost.’ Then a sly smile slid across the youth’s face. ‘Or better yet, come to the Octagon. The Protector might make you part of the show.’
Cassandra tugged at Mat’s shoulder. ‘Come on,’ she whispered in a husky voice, trying to maintain the fiction of being male.
‘Yeah, Skinny, take your darkie mate and go,’ the youth told her. ‘Before he gets what’s coming.’
Mat stared at the boy, but there were more of his ilk taking notice. He turned away, seething quietly. He let Cass guide him to where older people were milling at the edge of the Octagon. ‘What do we do?’ she whispered in Mat’s ear.
‘Let’s hang around and hear what Bryce has to say,’ he replied in a low voice. ‘So long as we can steer clear of imbeciles like that guy, we’ll be fine.’
‘We can’t draw attention,’ Cass warned. ‘If Bryce spots you, it looks like he’s going to have a lot of friends to help him out.’
Mat nodded. They edged their way through the gathering crowd. There were literally thousands of people in the Octagon, gathered most prominently around the steps of the town hall. There were armed men with muskets, sealing off the steps, who looked different from the rest — shaven-headed and tattooed neo-Nazis, their modern-militant appearance out of keeping with the old-world setting and the colonial-era garb of the rest. The crowd was packed close together, and almost all those in it were men, clad in black and brown overcoats and hats. Many wore kilts: Dunedin had been a major destination for Scottish settlers, people who’d named it and shaped its culture.
The noise was low and constant, the atmosphere tense. There was watchfulness, fear, even shame, and a simmering sense of danger. Mat pulled his collar up and his cap down and sidled through the crowd, until he and Cass were amidst the press gathered at the foot of a large statue of Robbie Burns, only about thirty yards from the town hall steps which everyone was facing.
With a sudden skirl of pipes and roll of drums, the town hall doors burst open and a group of suited men emerged in top hats and overcoats. Mat stiffened as he saw that John Bryce was among them.
Yikes! He must totally own the council here. He must rule the place.
Suddenly, being here seemed like a very bad idea. But the crowd was pressed so closely that he didn’t think he and Cass could leave if they tried. They’d ended up not far from Bryce. They could see down to the lower levels of the Octagon, a sea of mostly white faces. Perhaps he imagined it, but there seemed to be darker-skinned faces towards the rear, though they were few.
The pipes ceased skirling and droned to a ragged silence. Drums rolled thunderously, then fell still. Some in the crowd were cheering, particularly those gathered close to the foot of the steps, but not all that many compared with those watching with guarded expressions. Apprehension, rather than enthusiasm, seemed to be the prevailing mood.
There were two black wrought-iron lamp stands surmounting the steps of the town hall; four small metal dragons supported each light. John Bryce appeared between the lamps, and the lights flickered on, illuminating his face and making the day seem darker. He raised a hand, greeting his supporters. They cheered again, then fell silent expectantly. He surveyed the crowd further from him, reading the stony faces. Bryce stuck his chin out belligerently. There was something pit-bullish about him, something that gathered strength from antagonism. ‘People of Dunedin,’ he called. ‘Hearken, my people!’
‘We’re not your people, Mister Bryce!’ someone shouted from the rear, in a thick Scottish brogue. ‘Go back to Wanganui!’
Bryce took no notice. ‘People of Dunedin, you know me. You know what I stand for. You know what I can do. You know what keeps this great city safe and prosperous!’
‘Aye, our hard work!’ shouted another man from the back. A few men laughed.
Mat saw men fanning out from the town hall, seeking the men who dared to heckle, while Bryce carried right on: ‘While the North Island shivered in fright at the mention of Puarata’s name, I kept you all safe. His fear of me was your shield!’
Mat looked at Cassandra indignantly. Bryce had done no such thing: he had been Puarata’s agent here.
Evidently plenty of others thought the same. A low rumble simmered through the back of the crowd. Bryce heard it, and so did his supporters. But there was no open dissent; rather, the smell of fear. Mat accidentally met the eye of a thin man on his left. He felt a flash of concern that the man might react to the colour of his skin, and he did, but not in the way Mat feared. ‘You’re brave to come, laddie,’ the man whispered. ‘But keep your head down.’
‘What’s Bryce’s status here?’ Mat whispered.
‘That’s not easy to define. He has no official position, but if he wants something, he gets it.’
‘What’s this “Protector” business?’
The man grunted. ‘He tells us we’d have all been eaten by, ahem, your people, if it weren’t for him.’
Before the man could add more, Bryce lifted his hand again. ‘Some people say that I hate the native people,’ he shouted. ‘Well, I’m telling you that isn’t true.’ A ripple of smirking laughter ran through his supporters, and he raised a hand. ‘No, I swear I do not hate the natives. Why should I? Hate is for those we fear, for those who threaten us. But the native people are a dying race. Why should we fear them?’
Mat felt himself begin to bristle. ‘Shh, lad, keep yer head down,’ the thin man said in his ear. ‘Ye ain’t the only one that his verbiage rankles, but he’s the only one here that can warp the laws of nature itself.’
No he’s not, Mat thought angrily. You just watch me.
‘For myself,’ Bryce continued, ‘I espouse the words of Mister Rudyard Kipling himself, who has said that it is the White Man’s Burden, our moral imperative, to bring enlightenment to the savages in their hour of decline.’
Suddenly, Bryce was on territory Mat was familiar with. The school history curriculum he’d been wrestling with this year had included a section on the rise of Hitler and the Nazis. One of the elements of that had been the concept of races being in conflict. Rudyard Kipling’s poem about the so-called ‘White Man’s Burden’ had been a part of the lessons. The poem may or may not have been satirical, but it was taken at face value by many. Mat’s class had even had to write a critique on it. Counter-arguments gathered in his mind as he listened.
‘Look about you!’ Bryce shouted. ‘Do you see the wooden huts and palisades of a pa? Or do you see sturdy Anglo-Saxon stone buildings? Do you see primitive canoes in the harbour, or traders and warships? Are our shops filled with cloth, or flax? Do we eat kumara and fish, or hearty steaks and honest potato? Do we pray to God the Father, or to some Tane and Maui and whatever else the savages might dream up?’ He put a hand on one of the dragons. ‘We have brought civilization to this place. We have come to educate, to evangelize, and to elevate the natives.’ He clenched a fist. ‘The sooner their rebellious leaders recognize this, the sooner there will be peace!’
His followers threw up their fists in response, a gesture reminding Mat uncomfortably of the films of the Nazi rallies they’d been shown at school. But the wider audience looked on stonily. He began to estimate that maybe half a hundred people at the front were the only ones openly in favour of Bryce’s words. The rest, more than a thousand, merely watched on, too afraid to speak out.
‘We have come here, multiplied, and covered the land, and converted those of the natives who are open to it.’ Bryce nodded to a minister watching from the steps of the Anglican cathedral. ‘We have brought British manners, learning, culture and craft. We have turned these islands from wilderness to farmland. We have built stone houses and bridges. Before we came, there was nothing of merit: not even writing or the wheel! Our superiority is manifest!’
‘That’s a false argument,’ the thin man muttered. ‘Cultures evolve differently, and the forces involved have nothing to do with race. The man’s a bigot and there’s an end to it.’
‘Why do people put up with him?’ Mat whispered.
‘Because he can kill a man with a word,’ the thin man retorted. ‘Keep your voice down, lad.’
Mat looked about him, thinking hard. This was Aotearoa, the Ghost World: there were people here who had died from many different decades, and the dress of some identified them as from more recent times. Most of the people here knew of a world view far more modern than the hundred-year-old bigotry of John Bryce. Even the older-period people were visibly hostile to Bryce. A plan began to form in his mind.
‘We should be dictating to the natives, not making accommodation with them,’ Bryce went on. ‘Yet in our earlier weakness, the English made a treaty with the natives, instead of investing more troops into subduing them! It was a moment of shame to our Empire!’ Like a magician showing his newest trick, Bryce pulled a sheaf of paper from his coat. ‘Behold!’ the warlock shouted. ‘This document, here in my hands, is that very treaty! The Treaty of Waitangi!’
The crowd gasped. Even Bryce’s followers seemed uncertain what this meant. The news that the original treaty document had been stolen four months ago would have spread like wildfire through Aotearoa. No-one truly knew what that meant yet, but several prominent Maori chiefs in the north had already sworn war against the Pakeha if it was not returned.
Mat stiffened, his fingers gripping the stone plinth. He wanted to shout out something, anything, that would make Bryce stop. But where’s Riki? What if I open my mouth and get him killed?
Bryce waved the parchment furiously. ‘Yes, this is the document! This flawed, foolish scrap that makes no sense in and of itself, let alone when considered against the travesty of the master bargaining with the slave!’
‘He goes too far,’ the thin man hissed. He glanced to the rear of the crowd, where a chorus of boos was ringing out. ‘He’s insane.’
Bryce shouted over the noise. ‘Some say this Treaty has a spiritual force!’ he shouted. ‘That it keeps the native from war, but that is not its crime. Its crime is that it forces us, the enlightened settlers, to deal with the native at all. This document is what keeps our might leashed!’
‘Destroy it!’ shouted someone down the front. ‘Yeah, rip it up, Mister Bryce!’ called another.
‘Only equals make valid treaties,’ Bryce shouted. ‘And as I have told you, we are not equals of the native.’ He brandished the paper. ‘This document is old. It is fragile. It is divisive: many New Zealanders in the modern age refer to Waitangi Day as “Our National Day of Protest”. You have probably said the same yourself!’ He pulled out something metallic and displayed it: a cigarette lighter. ‘This piece of paper is neither needed nor wanted! It’s a sham.’
He wouldn’t! Not here! But Mat could see the set of Bryce’s jaw. He would.
‘Burn it!’ someone at the front shouted. ‘Burn it!’ The call was taken up and became a rhythmic chant among Bryce’s followers. The rest of the crowd watched anxiously, confusion on their faces.
Mat glanced down to the lower levels, where those who’d barracked Bryce were gathered. He saw the man he’d met earlier, William Cargill, among a group of men. They were speaking together, their faces agitated. ‘Why would we want a war?’ one of them called.
‘Because our cause is just!’ Bryce shouted.
Mat knew he had to intervene before Bryce carried out his threat. He could feel words colliding in his head. He’d only got a B– for the assignment on the Nazis, but he pushed that from his mind. He couldn’t do nothing. The hostility of the bulk of the crowd to Bryce gave him courage. The glee of the small group massed at Bryce’s feet fuelled his anger. Without warning Cassandra, he leapt up beside Robbie Burns and shouted as loud as he could. ‘IT IS NOT OUR CAUSE AND IT IS NOT JUST!’
The whole gathering took a single intake of air. Every eye sought the source of this dissent.
‘JOHN BRYCE, I CHALLENGE YOU!’
His voice rang out across the crowd, which fell utterly silent. He could sense the confusion, the frisson of dread that shivered through the gathering. He could see the angry faces of the men with Bryce. But his attention was on the face of Bryce himself.
Fear. It was there in the eyes that went wide, and the lips that quivered uncertainly. But Bryce overcame his confusion quickly, stabbing a finger at him. ‘Seize him! He’s a wanted criminal! Seize him!’
There was a boiling movement from the front. Mat saw the young man who’d threatened him earlier and a dozen skinheads begin to push towards him. So he kindled fire at his fingertips, in an open display of his powers. At once a hush fell and Bryce’s thugs hesitated. Evidently the people here had seen enough of warlocks in action not to want to be caught between two Adepts.
‘Mister Bryce,’ Mat called boldly. ‘You call yourself enlightened, but since when is it enlightened to steal, bully, displace or kill? Since when is it even natural?’
‘It is natural for the strong to subjugate the weak!’ Bryce shouted back. His followers cheered.
‘So now you speak of subjugating!’ Mat retorted. ‘What happened to “elevating”?’ A murmur of agreement ran about the fringes of the crowd, and he felt a moment of connection to them. It gave him strength. Before Bryce could start up again, he turned to the people gathered below, those who had heckled or merely listened resentfully to the warlock. ‘People of Dunedin, I don’t pretend to be one of you. I am from the north. I am part-Maori. And also part-Irish. But I am exactly like you: I am a New Zealander! My great-grandfather was in the Maori Battalion, fighting for the Empire Mister Bryce seems to think still rules this place.’
That brought a cheer, and Bryce looked flummoxed. The crowd murmured. ‘Who are you, boy?’ called Cargill, staring at him intently.
For the second time in two days, Mat had to stand before strangers and give his lineage. It still felt hard, but even more rested on it now. He doused the fire on his fingertips, so that he didn’t seem too intimidating, and lifted his head. Be proud of who you are. ‘My name is Matiu Douglas!’ he shouted across the Octagon.
‘The boy who brought down Puarata!’ the thin man at his feet said excitedly. His words flashed across the plaza, mouth to mouth, ear to ear. Mat saw Cargill smile grimly at those around him.
‘I am Matiu Douglas, son of Tama and Colleen. I am of two cultures and two worlds. I live with that balance all my life. I am here to tell you that the time of John Bryce is over!’
His words, clear and high, rang through the Octagon, echoed from the tall buildings, and rippled through the massed men of Dunedin-Aotearoa. Before Bryce could respond, he pressed on, though he could still see the skinheads aligned to Bryce moving warily closer — until they encountered a rank of men, anchored by the thin man Mat had spoken to, who braced themselves in a line. Imminent violence filled the air. But if he let that distract him, he’d lose this chance.
His words came from many places: his parents, his school teachers, his tutors Jones and Ngatoro, from TV and newspapers. From inside him too, where he’d been percolating them without realizing. And from the heart. Especially that.
‘They say that for evil men to prosper, it merely needs good men to do nothing. I see a lot of good men here,’ he shouted, waving a hand to encompass the crowd. ‘And I see one evil man!’ he jabbed a finger at the steps of the town hall. ‘We’ve been idle for too long! Our country outlived Mister Bryce’s ideas decades ago. Most of you have lived in that New Zealand! You’ve grown up not just with Maori and Pakeha alongside each other, but with Islanders, Eastern Europeans, Chinese, Indians, people from everywhere. It’s still your country!
‘I’ve just come from Arrowtown, where brave Pakeha, Maori and Chinese forced Bryce to flee like the coward he is. He’s built his whole reputation on bullying a group of people at Parihaka who’d sworn away violence. Where is the mana in that? Where’s his precious superiority?’
His hand swept the Octagon again. ‘But you know all that. You’re grumbling and heckling because you know he’s talking bullshit. You’re not the only one who thinks so. I know you’re afraid of him. I know you’re frightened to be singled out.’ He pointed to Bryce and the men around him. ‘I can bet those men with Bryce right now aren’t any more convinced than you are! They don’t believe his dead philosophies either: they’re just frightened of him, that’s all. Like you are.’
The men in top hats looked at one another uneasily. And at Bryce. The former Native Minister was in a growing fury, his face turning purple, his mouth working as he sought to interject. Mat didn’t let him, addressing himself to those dignitaries surrounding his enemy.
‘I know how it has been for you: Mister Bryce came here with frightening powers. He’s built up fears in your mind, then promised to save you from them. But those fears were never real. There are no Maori chiefs plotting invasion. Your so-called “Protector” has been like a one-eyed man in the kingdom of the blind, making himself king! He was the only Adept here, and therefore all-powerful. But Mister Bryce, you’re not the only man who can see any more. I’m here, and I have two eyes!’ He kindled fire in his hand again for emphasis.
A hush fell over the crowd at this direct challenge. All eyes went from him to Bryce and back again, awaiting a response from ‘The Protector’. Bryce glared at him furiously and their eyes met. Mat could see the man recalling how Mat had survived his deadliest strike, his death-wish, at Arrowtown, and how it had failed.
‘Silence!’ Bryce shrieked over the crowd’s babble. ‘I have told you that this boy is a known criminal! He’s a fanatic, and I have one of his accomplices.’ He clicked a finger, and one of his henchmen hauled a prisoner forward, hands bound behind his back. Mat swallowed: it was Riki.
The crowd fell silent; even the pushing and shoving below Mat’s vantage point died down as the attention of everyone focused on the town hall steps. A shudder ran through the gathered people, and Mat realized that they’d seen this scene before.
Bryce must kill people in front of them, to cement his power.
His eyes locked on Riki’s, across the thirty yards or so. His friend was unbowed. His face was pummelled, his left eye swollen, but he grinned over a split lip. ‘Hey, bro,’ Riki called. ‘Nice speech. The rest of the gang here?’
One of the guards cuffed Riki about the side of the head. ‘Shut it, you.’
Bryce had visibly regained his composure and confidence. ‘So, Matiu Douglas,’ the warlock shouted. ‘This is how we do justice here. This criminal has been sentenced to death. You know how I’ll do it!’ The crowd fell silent, and his words echoed about the plaza as he let his threats sink in. ‘Surrender yourself, Douglas, and I may show clemency.’
Mat looked down into the crowd at Cassandra. Her face had gone white, but her eyes were vividly furious. She shook her head, but Mat had no idea what she was trying to convey. Before he could ask, Bryce spoke again. ‘Well, boy? Will you condemn your friend, or will you surrender yourself to my justice?’ he demanded with relish. He leant forward eagerly, framed by the dragon-lamps, both hands on the railing.
Mat looked out over the crowd. A few seconds ago, they had been with him, willing him on. Now, he could feel them pulling back, disassociating themselves from him and the hope he’d offered.
In the past months, during the infrequent times he and Jones had managed to get together, they’d been working on something new: mental communication. He’d been fumbling with it, but had made progress. He stared at Riki, willing him to hear the silent words he sent. Bro, he’s going to try and kill you with a word, to prove his power. It’s like voodoo: he uses your own fears against you. Resist, and you’ll live.
He saw Riki’s eyes widen.
Can you do that, Riki? Or do I surrender to him?
Riki blinked, then turned to Bryce and stuck his chin out. ‘Hey, Baldy: do your worst.’



The desire to live
Riki’s mind reeled at the enormity of what he’d just said. But there was no time to dwell on it. The crowd gasped at his defiance, and there was a recoil that ran through the gathering as some people shoved and others pushed, the struggle centring upon where Mat clung to the Robbie Burns statue. Riki wanted to search the crowd for Damien and Shui, and whoever else Mat had brought with him, but his gaze clung to Bryce as the man smiled in grim satisfaction.
‘Riki Waitoa,’ he said in a grave voice. ‘I sentence you to …’ he stabbed a finger at him, ‘… die.’
The effect of Bryce’s magic hit him immediately. His heart tripped, a double beat that was painful, as if someone had reached inside his chest and squeezed. But other blows struck him at the same time. His throat constricted and his windpipe shrank, making him gasp. But these were only the physical strikes. The worst attacks were psychological.
You’re a waste of space, Riki Waitoa. You’re just another ant on this rotten piece of fruit we live in. Just another meaningless life squeezed from your mother’s body. The words stabbed at him, poisoning his thoughts with suicidal desolation. You’re alone, Riki, abandoned by everyone. Where are those you love? Surely not Matiu Douglas: he’s just allowed you to die.
His heart tripped again, an agonizing double thump, and he began to lose air. He could feel Mat trying to send him one of those mind messages again, but he couldn’t hear whatever it was he was trying to say. He tried to cling to what Mat had told him, but his heartbeat was faltering, his lungs were emptying and he really, really felt like he was dying.
Bryce’s mental voice drilled into his head. You’ve got no air and without that your heart’s going to stop and then it’s all over, leaving your friend looking like a weak, double-dealing fool. You are failing, and that will bring ruin to him as well.
Riki tried to breathe, tried to keep standing, but his knees began to waver and he staggered.
No-one cares, boy. You are dying and no-one cares.
Bryce’s face filled his sight, his expression going from studied concern to satisfied triumph.
Then two things struck him at once: one, that Bryce had been on tenterhooks; he’d not been certain this would work. That doubt gave him strength. And two: a voice cutting through the swirling noises and reaching his ears.
‘Riki, hold on!’ Cassandra shrieked across the plaza.
Cass! Cassie was here! Her face, grinning wickedly at him over some secret joke only he and she got, filled his mind. With that came the way she smelt, the way she tasted, the way she moved. The way they pretended it was just a fling when they both knew better …
Riki planted his feet and made himself resist, but not as he had been. His heart suffered another double thud, but he ignored that, concentrating utterly on loosening the muscles that were making his own windpipe close. It’s not Bryce, it’s me … I’m killing myself … But I don’t have to …
Bryce raged at him. ‘Damn you, boy, I said DIE!’
The trick was to relax in the face of panic, not to struggle but to let it all wash through him. So that was what he did. Like grass in a hurricane, he let it all go over the top of him, bending instead of breaking. He felt Bryce’s attacks flow past, leaving him dazed, but standing. He sucked down a glorious mouthful of air, and sparks went off in his brain.
He braced himself for more, for another blow — but none came.
I’m alive!
He met Bryce’s eyes. ‘So, Baldy,’ he said with his most insouciant grin, ‘what else you got?’

Below Mat the crowd heaved in excitement and horror, the thugs at the front distracted by Riki’s struggles. Mat was desperate to act but he couldn’t see how. Mahuika’s fire would kill innocents and probably leave Bryce untouched. Nothing he could do would carry him fifty feet across their heads to him. He tried desperately to call into Riki’s mind again, but couldn’t reach him.
But just as Riki seemed to be failing, he straightened. He said something low to Bryce, and flashed his most irritating smirk: the one that set his teachers’ teeth on edge. Bryce looked set to explode. He whirled about him, his face apoplectic. ‘No! I have the power of life and death!’ he shouted. He stabbed a finger at a heckler. ‘You: die!’ But his voice was broken, his conviction gone.
The man he’d chosen stared back up at him, his expression going from panic to utter relief. All about the man, others took courage. The knot of supporters surrounding Bryce seemed to shrink as the crowd surged forward.
‘No!’ Bryce shouted. He singled out others in the crowd and screamed at them. ‘Die! Die! All of you, I command you to die!’ His eyes were bulging and his arms waving frenetically. But the self-belief was ebbing from his voice.
Cargill shouted aloud in triumph, and the good men of Dunedin, repressed for so long, surged forward.
Mat dared to think that Bryce was beaten. But ‘The Protector’ pulled a pistol from his vest and waved it about him maniacally. The crowd paused, as others drew weapons also. Bryce snarled and turned towards Riki.
Abruptly Mat realized what he had to do. He leapt from the statue towards the town hall, pulling magical energies about him with all his skill and strength. A man below him flinched and shouted in alarm as Mat plummeted towards him. But Mat never saw the man’s next reaction, because by then he was falling through a shimmering swirl of colour — and landing in modern Dunedin, in the Octagon, on a wintry afternoon. There was a stiff wind blowing and a weak sun shining behind the clouds, a dull glow that limned the stark empty branches of the trees. A Japanese girl gaped at him, her camera dropping from her hands. A tall man in a green windbreaker stared at him as he landed and sprinted towards the steps of the town hall. ‘Hey,’ the man exclaimed weakly, as Mat pelted past him. A car honked as he threw himself ahead of it, already shifting again as he ascended the steps. ‘Hey!’ the man in the coat called again, but his voice was lost in the silence between worlds as he faded from sight, and Mat exploded back into Aotearoa.
The Ghost World opened for him again in a roaring silence that filled his skull. He lurched dizzily to the steps, finding himself between two of Bryce’s acolytes, inches from Bryce’s gun. His hand shot out and he smacked the barrel of the pistol upwards. The gun belched flame and smoke, and the ball ripped into the wooden doors of the town hall. Bryce shouted in fear and disbelief, staggering back. All about them, the council men in their top hats were gaping. A guardsman tried to draw a pistol, but Mat threw himself at the man’s hand. The man was full grown, bigger and stronger than him, but he was still stunned by Mat’s sudden appearance. He tried to bring his superior size to bear, to force Mat back, but Riki spun and drove his knee into the man’s crotch. The man bellowed weakly and sagged to his knees.
Mat wrenched the man’s gun out of his hand and turned with it, as Bryce fled down the steps.
Mat tried to follow him, but suddenly the power recoil from two rapid shifts from world to world hit him like a stiff-arm tackle. He reeled and clutched the stone railing. He tried to raise the gun, but he was seeing double.
There were people everywhere below him, a full-scale riot breaking out. He could just make out Bryce amidst a mass of his supporters as they shoved their way ruthlessly to the left, angling towards the side of the town hall and George Street. He tried to think of some way to intervene, but he’d used all that he could in such short succession. When he tried to aim, he couldn’t get a clear shot, and it felt wrong to fire into a group when he couldn’t be certain of his target. Damn!
‘Untie me, someone!’ Riki shouted. Mat turned and saw that his friend was now being supported by two of the council men. As if to demonstrate new allegiances, they unknotted the ropes anxiously. As Bryce’s men fled the Octagon, men from the back were flowing forward to take their place.
Someone waved his hat and cheered, his face flushed with excitement. ‘A Douglas! A Douglas!’ one of them shouted. ‘Jamais Arriere! A Douglas!’ He had a deep roaring voice and it filled the Octagon. ‘He’s a Douglas from Lanarkshire, I be thinkin’! He’s me kinsman! We’re with ye, laddie!’
Cassandra burst through the crowd and up the steps, darted between the men holding Riki, seized his collar and kissed him on the lips. That she was dressed as a boy did nothing to allay the alarm among the council men.
‘Hey, nice moves, Mat,’ Riki said, next time his mouth was free. Cass gave him a thumbs-up, then smothered Riki again.
Mat just looked at them, trying not to let his knees give way. ‘That,’ he panted, ‘was way too close.’
‘Tell me about it.’ Riki glanced to the left, as the last of Bryce’s men fought a rearguard action at the head of George Street. Beyond the roar of the crowd, car engines were suddenly revving violently. Tyres screeched and the motors roared away, while those left behind were overpowered. Cheers throbbed through the Octagon, but Mat could only feel despair.
‘Bastard got away again,’ he moaned. He shivered involuntarily, his body temperature oscillating wildly, leaving him simultaneously sweating and shivering. He’d never made two shifts so close together. And I don’t think I’ll be doing it again in a hurry. But he’s getting away.
He looked up as a bulky figure climbed the steps and put a hand on his shoulder. It was William Cargill. ‘Master Douglas, are you alright?’
‘How is he, Captain?’ someone shouted from below.
‘Captain?’ Mat asked weakly.
‘Oh, I fought in the wars, a way back,’ Cargill replied. ‘Breathe deeply, lad.’
‘Which wars?’ Mat panted, his mind wandering. He swayed, and would have fallen if Cargill hadn’t caught him.
‘Napoleonic.’ Cargill held him up until a doctor scurried up the steps. ‘Now, lad, let’s just be sure of ye.’
Mat gratefully let them lower him onto the tiled steps. Riki and Cass came and sat with him, both hugging him in relief. Either they were shaking badly, or he was. But sitting down was helping.
It was some minutes before he felt well enough to move. He let the doctor fuss over him, taking his pulse and checking his pupil dilation. His heartbeat was slowing, and he was getting his normal body temperature back too. His breathing slowed, but his mind began to speed up again. He looked up and saw that Captain Cargill was watching him. ‘Where will he go?’ Mat asked.
‘Bryce? He’s taken up residence in Larnach Castle,’ Cargill replied, in disapproving tones.
Mat saw Cassandra smile to herself. Yeah, you were right. ‘Where’s that?’
Cargill stretched an arm, pointing southward. ‘On the far side of the harbour, on the peninsula four miles from here.’
About seven kilometres. ‘What are the roads like?’
‘Not good at this time of year,’ Cargill replied. ‘The hills are full of snow right now, and the castle is right among it. Though Bryce usually keeps it clear for his own use.’
‘Will they make it?’
‘They will, I warrant. Bryce has his ways.’ Cargill clapped him on the shoulder. ‘The question is: will he come back with more men?’
Mat eyed Cargill. ‘He’s vulnerable right now. And he still has the Treaty.’ He took a deep breath. The strain of two rapid-fire shifts between the worlds of the living and the dead was aching deep in his bones. ‘I’ve got to go after him.’ The imperative to act was overwhelming. We’ve got him on the run. I can’t let him recover. I’ve got to stay on him.
‘That’s madness, laddie,’ Cargill replied. ‘Recover. You can’t go after him. We’ll deal with this. We can muster a militia, go after him in strength. You taking him on alone is suicidal.’
‘He’s right, Mat,’ Riki said. ‘You’d be mad to go after him.’ He looked up at the sky. ‘And there’s a storm coming. Look away to the south.’
Mat stared up at the skies, saw the black clouds rolling. To him they were a symbol, of what would happen if he let Bryce get away. He’ll come back with more men and take his revenge. There was enough strength in his legs now to move again, but little else.
Abruptly, his eyes were drawn to an unexpected face in the crowd. Hope returned. Without warning his friends, he leapt from the steps and lurched through the people, waving frantically.
‘Mister Pearse! Mister Pearse!’



Larnach Castle
Richard Pearse stood among a cluster of men, chatting animatedly over what they’d just seen. When they saw Mat coming through the crowd to them there was a ripple of spontaneous applause for this boy who’d faced down Bryce. But Mat had no time for that. ‘Mister Pearse, where is your aircraft?’
Pearse stared at him, then smiled. ‘See,’ he told the men about him. ‘I told you I’d met this lad. Well spoken, young man,’ he added warmly. The other men clapped Mat about the shoulders, adding their praise. Mat glanced behind him and saw Riki and Cassandra scurrying up, their faces anxious.
‘Mister Pearse, I need you to fly me somewhere, urgently.’
Pearse blinked, then glanced south. ‘Well … there’s a storm coming, lad. Only a fool’d fly in that mess, and my Bessie ain’t good in foul weather.’
‘Bryce is getting away. No-one else can get me to Larnach Castle in time.’ He thought of trying to get back to the real world, retrieving his cloak and flying, but quite apart from the fact he had no strength to make one more shift, let alone two, he doubted he could fly in such a wind as was beginning to build. But he was sure Pearse could. ‘You’re my only chance of catching Bryce while he’s weak. Please, sir.’
Pearse frowned, then nodded reluctantly. ‘Having just said only a fool would fly today, now it seems I’m agreeing to do just that. What manner of fool does that make me?’
‘Right now, my hero,’ Mat said fervently, as Riki and Cassandra arrived, demanding to know what was going on. ‘I’m going after him,’ Mat said flatly.
‘We’re coming too,’ Riki said instantly.
‘Not on my Bessie,’ Pearse said, raising his eyebrows. ‘I can carry two at a pinch, but not in weather like this.’ He shook his head and tapped Mat’s shoulder. ‘I can take this lad, no other.’
Riki scowled and Cassandra looked exasperated. Then the girl stuck her chin out. ‘Get us back to the car, Mat. We’ll drive instead.’
‘I can’t,’ Mat admitted. ‘I’m exhausted. That’s the problem.’
‘Then you shouldn’t be going after him, bro,’ Riki said seriously.
‘I’ve got to. Time’s wasting: he’s getting away.’
They kept up a running argument as Pearse led him to the lawn outside Dunedin’s massive and eye-catching railway station, where his aeroplane was roped off and surrounded by curious admirers. They cleared a way eagerly, keen to see the craft fly again. Mat found a spot to cling to, behind Pearse’s seat, all the while trying to convince Riki and Cassandra to let him go.
‘I can do this,’ he told them. ‘He’s on the run; he won’t expect me.’
Riki shook his head. ‘If Jones was here, he’d stop you, man.’
Mat stared at his friend, and then realized: Riki didn’t know about Jones. He saw Cassandra take Riki’s hand and whisper in his ear, saw Riki’s eyes well up. But then Pearse was thrusting goggles at him, and the engine roared into life. Riki’s face was the last one he focused on, then suddenly the aircraft was in motion, roaring down an improvised runway that was a hard-packed dirt street. Faces became a blur, the wind dug into his exposed skin like icy knives, and suddenly they were lifting, bobbling into the air and careening almost sideways as the wind took hold. A building loomed up, but Pearse shouted and somehow coaxed enough lift and power to avoid smashing into the red-brick façade, and swung Bessie into the wind. The crowd below cheered, and then they were off, roaring nose down, barely twenty yards off the ground, narrowly missing the clock tower at one end of the station before clearing the harbour and heading out over the waters.
‘Have you got enough fuel?’ Mat shouted in Pearse’s ear.
‘Never seem to need any,’ Pearse replied. ‘The old crate just goes on demand.’ He laughed. ‘Faith can move mountains, but Bessie can fly over them! She can handle a wee storm.’
As he clung to the back of Pearse’s seat, Mat could feel his core temperature plummet. His fingers went raw and then numb. He thought longingly of the feather cloak, which always felt like wearing a sleeping bag. But all he could do was hang on as they dashed above the waves, the spray whipping into their faces and smearing their goggles. White-horse waves galloped across a dark plain. The canvas wings shrieked as they fought the mounting gales. But they were soon over land again, on the south side of the harbour and seeking a gap in the cliffs, seeking the castle hidden amidst the forested heights.
They rode an updraft in the lee of the hills, rising like a bird. To their right, the hills were pure white except for the blackened pines; below them one black strip of road snaked along the ridge. ‘Bryce keeps the road clear no matter the weather,’ Pearse shouted. He jabbed a finger to his right. ‘Look, there they are, coming up Highcliff Road!’
Mat followed his pointing finger and saw three big, old-fashioned cars powering along the dark ribbon that cut through the snow. The vehicles had their headlights on and billowed smoke and fumes as they roared along the heights. ‘So, where’s the castle?’
Pearse swung about and they slewed across the sky as the wind tore at them, but the miraculous craft somehow did exactly what Pearse wished, zigzagging haphazardly towards a snowy bulk set amidst tall trees. ‘There she is!’
‘Did Bryce build it?’
Pearse shook his head. ‘Stole it, more like. William Larnach had it built, in the 1870s and ’80s. Then he shot himself. Tragic history, lad. Been a nursing home, a station for soldiers and an asylum in its day.’ The pilot had to shout above the wind and the engines, and still Mat had to strain to hear. ‘They say it’s haunted, and that Bryce cast out the ghosts when he took possession.’
From above, the snow-crusted pile of stones looked as grim and foreboding a place as any Mat had seen. It was set in large wooded grounds just off the summit of a hill. But the air was full of crystals and flakes, and visibility was fading. It was time to land, before they crashed.
‘Where can we put down?’
Pearse looked around, then pulled a face. ‘Laddie,’ he shouted, ‘I don’t rightly know. There ain’t no place to land up here.’
Oh shit. Mat peered about. ‘What about those fields?’ he asked, pointing to a white, flat expanse.
‘No chance! Those drifts are at least four feet deep. Oh, I could get down, but I’d have to wait ’til the spring thaw before getting off again.’
Mat felt his heart sink. He hadn’t thought of that at all. Then he had a simple, obvious idea. ‘Take her in low, but don’t land. I just want a closer look before we leave.’
Pearse shot him a glance but did as asked, taking Bessie on a wide swing then levelling off into the wind, gliding above the fields adjacent to the castle grounds.
Mat gripped his shoulder. ‘Mister Pearse, you’ve been awesome! You’re a legend, and all New Zealand knows you were the first one to fly!’ He gave a final squeeze. ‘Don’t wait for me.’
‘Oh, I don’t know what I did was really fly so much as …’ Pearse began modestly, then he suddenly realized Mat’s intention. ‘Hey—’
Mat grinned, and let go.
The two-second drop to the snow took an eternity, then he was enveloped in a cloud of frozen snowflakes. He rolled instinctively, tumbling into a thick drift of snow that cushioned his landing effectively enough. He struggled to his feet, coated in white but with barely a bruise on him. Pearse’s aeroplane swung about and roared overhead. Mat waved, to let him know he was alright, and saw with relief that Pearse wasn’t hanging about. The pilot put the nose of the tiny craft low, turned north with the wind howling at his tail, and in seconds vanished, roaring away as fresh snowflakes obliterated him from sight and sound. Silence closed in, except for the moan of the wind and the distant growl of car engines.
Mat exhaled a thick plume of steam and began to struggle through the snow. He stumbled from the fields, striking solid earth in the lee of a line of snow-shrouded trees. The world had turned black and white, and the air was bitterly cold. He soon lost feeling in his feet, and only kept his hands warm by sliding them into the deep pockets of his jacket. The inner pockets were full; the bulky patu and pistol pressed against his sides, comforting him with their solidity. He clambered over a wire fence among the trees, and crept through the bushes until he got his first proper look at the castle.
From the front, Larnach Castle was a dark bulk, barely lit by a few lanterns swaying in the wind. The light of those lanterns caught the swirling snow flurries that danced in eddies about pools of illumination. They lit a scene of fairytale splendour. Glittering snow lay all about, encrusting the trees like diamonds in a woman’s hair. Amidst it all sat the castle. It wasn’t as Mat had imagined. He’d been thinking of a fortress, but instead it was a stately manor house with a stone exterior. It rose over what appeared to be at least three storeys to a small square turret encrusted in ice. The front doors were only accessible via steps that climbed past stone lions to a grand entrance overlooking the front gardens.
There were men there, at least a dozen fanning out about the property, all of them armed with guns. Mat watched them as he huddled into his jacket. They might have seen Pearse’s aeroplane. They may know I’m here. Bryce’s Rolls-Royce was parked before the castle, gradually being swallowed by the snow, except for the bonnet, which had enough residual heat to repel the icy blanket. There were lights coming on inside, and he could dimly hear orders being shouted. He wondered what Bryce’s plan was for this circumstance — if he even had a plan. He’d probably never envisaged being attacked here.
Mat stole through the shadows, seeking a way in. He chose to go left, ducking down narrow paths between garden beds, the bushes mostly leafless and spindly, coated in ice and with no foliage to hide him. He crept to the edge of a tiny lawn where a cluster of statuary was arrayed — they seemed to be themed around Alice in Wonderland. It seemed appropriately surreal. But there were men in the back courtyard, mere yards away, and he couldn’t see a clear way inside. He could hear them talking, see the clouds of steam as they exhaled and the glow of their cigarettes gleaming like red eyes in the darkness. The wind was like a funeral choir, singing mourning dirges and laments.
If I attack them, I’ll lose the surprise factor. To get the Treaty back, I have to give Bryce no warning.
He backed away, to the lee of a tiny shed. He was bitterly cold now, so cold it was debilitating. He had to do something soon, or he’d be doing himself serious harm.
There had to be a way to overcome the guards silently, or to evade them entirely. And though he was recovering, he felt a long way from being ready for a fight. I need help.
Then he thought of a way he might find the aid he needed.
He crept right back to the edge of the gardens, so that the bulk of the house was almost lost in the flurrying snow. He found a tall tree, an oak maybe, but who could tell in this darkness? He tentatively reached out with his bare right hand, pressed frozen fingers to the wood while holding on to his interlocking pendant with the other, and drew upon his slowly recovering powers. He didn’t try to do anything dramatic: he simply let that power seep along his fingers, the sensation a burning one like slowly immersing cold toes into a hot bath, then let the energy flow into the wood. It seemed that the entire night fell silent, as he sought others, from the castle’s past.
He felt at once the sadness that hung about the place, the sense of distance from the vibrancy of the city, the isolation and sorrow. He focused in on it, hunting memories. After a slow, almost imperceptible answering pulse, the whole world seemed to shiver and exhale. The weather and the light and the temperature changed with each heartbeat, and the castle with it. Then, all at once, he felt like he was spinning, and the whole world with him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the bronze statue of Alice, staring at him, as he vanished down a rabbit hole of swirling light.
The house and gardens grew both younger and more dilapidated before his eyes, like watching a time-lapse movie of the place running backwards on high speed. The tree shrank beneath his touch, growing smaller while the house fell backwards into decay and emptiness. As the moon and sun raced each other west to east across the sky, the house became crowded and empty, over and again. Khaki-uniformed men mingled with white-clad nurses. Old cars roared up the drive and then vanished and were replaced by horse-drawn carts. The rose-bushes devolved from full bloom to stem to cutting. Spring followed summer and autumn followed winter. The tree he touched became a bush that became a shrub that became a tendril which wriggled into the earth and vanished. And shadows formed about him that didn’t change, though the rest of the world did. One of them looked like Alice. He quelled his powers, and rose to face them.
There was a circle of people around him, white men and women dressed in colonial garb, all staring with expressions of guarded curiosity. The men were whiskery-faced and lean, the women delicate-featured with their hair severely tied beneath bonnets. Beyond them, others watched, people of every period he’d traversed: soldiers and nurses in old uniforms, and gardeners and staff of the house from earlier times. But at the forefront was a semi-circle of people, in expensive-looking colonial-era clothing, with the hidden bond of family hanging over them.
Mat straightened. He felt dizzy, yet curiously refreshed, as if he’d just drunk icy water from a very pure stream. He cautiously faced the man in the centre of the gathering, a stout middle-aged man with hollow, sad eyes. The youngest girl held his hand, and was staring up at Mat with round eyes.
‘Mister William Larnach?’ he guessed, addressing the man.
‘I am he.’ Larnach’s voice carried overtones of Scotland, but was clear and calm.
The younger man beside him, a taller and more delicate-looking version of his father, stroked his boyish moustache. ‘Who the dickens are you?’ he exclaimed.
‘Matiu Douglas,’ Mat replied. They gave no sign of recognition.
‘We saw you appear, but we couldn’t reach you,’ said a pretty young woman with soft brown curls, who stood at the young man’s side. ‘You’re trespassing,’ she added, her curiosity at war with her disapproval. Two older women with the stamp of sisters nodded emphatically.
The young Alice-alike tilted her head, staring. ‘This was our home,’ she said. ‘We want it back.’ Her words were taken up by all those about them: the nurses, the soldiers, the stablehands and gardeners. ‘We want it back.’
They saw me and stayed with me. They followed me through the rabbit hole. Mat kept his eyes on William Larnach. ‘Mister Bryce is inside your house, sir?’
The younger man broke in, brows knitted in anger. ‘That he is.’ He looked like he’d like to spit, but was too much the gentleman. ‘He’s locked us out.’
‘We were all drawn here again after we died,’ Larnach told him. ‘We found a new peace,’ he added dourly, glancing at the young man and woman beside him, as if there were some matter between them that had taken a lot of forgiveness. ‘But Bryce’s men came and took it. We have all died twice now; we are the ghosts of ghosts. We cannot move on, nor can we stay in the place that is ours.’
Mat blinked, took it in. More people left in Bryce’s wake. These people were like those of Parihaka, linked to another cycle of sorrow that Bryce perpetuated. Perhaps I can help them all. ‘I need to get inside without being seen or heard.’
The circle of people looked at him and at each other, murmuring like wind through leaves. Then the young girl stepped forward, looking up at Larnach. ‘Daddy, I know a secret way,’ she said with a pleased smile. ‘I used to creep out on summer evenings.’
‘Did you just, my dove?’ Larnach said, the native coldness in his voice softening when he spoke to his daughter. ‘Did you indeed?’
‘Will you show me?’ Mat asked her.
The girl looked from Mat to her father. ‘Please, Daddy, may I? They won’t see us.’ She giggled cheekily. ‘You never did.’
Larnach grunted, love for his daughter conquering the annoyance that flashed across his face. ‘Of course, my sweet.’
The girl stepped forward and took Mat’s hand — her touch was ephemeral, barely felt — but she pulled him along with her into the gloom, as the other ghosts faded from view. She took him right around the house, and as they walked the skies changed and the light too, and suddenly he knew that wherever he had been, he was now back in present-time Aotearoa. Bryce’s guards were everywhere, stamping through the snow with their guns and heavy coats.
The girl touched his arm and pointed. ‘See, there?’ she breathed in his ear. ‘There’s a tree that overhangs the ballroom roof, where you can climb up and then creep along the roof to the drawing room window and around to the lower roof at the rear. The window to the bedroom never closes properly.’
‘Where will Bryce be?’
She shrugged, pressed a finger to her lips, and began to fade from sight.
‘Wait, what’s your name?’
‘I’m Kate.’ Her teeth were the last thing to vanish, as if she were the Cheshire Cat.
Alone again, he glanced left and right, then took a deep breath and began to move while his energy remained. He found a dark place in the shadows to climb onto the roof, then slithered along the roof line silently, while the guards below marched to and fro obliviously. From there it was far from easy, with ice making the way treacherous, but he had skills ordinary people didn’t have: he’d recovered just enough energy to call heat to his fingers and the soles of his shoes, melting the ice from wherever he had to grip. The window was indeed partly open, stiff but movable, a heavy sash window that slid on well-made grooves. Within a few seconds, he was inside the castle, the window closed behind him.
He drew the pistol from within his jacket, primed and cocked it, then slipped out of the tiny child’s bedroom. He found himself on an upstairs landing, above stairs that descended in an anticlockwise spiral into the house. Minimal lighting illuminated wooden walls, old paintings and faded Eastern carpets. A wall clock ticktocked loudly through the otherwise silent house. No, not quite silent: he heard the sound of music wafting up from below, scratchy and archaic, something old and forgotten being played on a gramophone. He followed the music down the stairs in the dark. On the ground floor he found the source of the sound — a closed door with light dimly gleaming from behind it. He tried the handle, his every sense alert.
The door was unlocked. It opened onto a short passage, lit only by a square of flickering light from a doorway a few feet ahead and to the left. The same room that had been visibly illuminated from outside. He crept to the edge of that patch of light and inhaled softly, poised to move, a thin stasis shield wrapped about him in case he was, even now, in the sights of some marksman.
From inside the room came a scratching sound — a pen on paper, faintly audible beneath the music. Some long-dead singer crooned a lament to love lost, the soundtrack to a Victorian romance. When it ended a man sighed from somewhere inside, and the scratching stopped.
‘Who’s there?’ John Bryce called.
Mat took a deep breath, raised the pistol and opened the door.

The room was a drawing room or some such, wide and long. A piano sat in one corner, a gramophone perched atop it. There were stag- and pig-head trophies on the walls, between the long heavy curtains. Light came from small lamps on the walls and a central chandelier. Bryce was seated at a big desk at the far end of the room, which faced the door Mat had used to enter. It was the only door. The former Native Minister was seated and had been writing, but now he held a gun. He didn’t seem surprised. ‘You again. I swear, boy, you are the devil incarnate.’
Mat barely heard him. There was a fireplace, and in it a piece of parchment lay burning. He stared at it, then darted forward, tried to wrench it out. It fell to ashes in his fingers. ‘The Treaty … You bastard.’
They stared at each other over the barrels of their guns, their stasis shields flickering, distorting vision subtly. ‘Yes, boy. I’ve burned your precious Treaty. Misbegotten document that it was.’ The former Native Minister looked broken, a cracked eggshell of a man, empty and brittle. His eyes were downcast and circled in darkness. Haunted. But there was a glimmer of defiance in his manner as he glowered back. ‘So, you’ve come to bring me to justice, have you?’ he asked bitterly.
Justice? I suppose. Mat swallowed and found his voice. ‘If you surrender, I’ll take you back to Dunedin for trial.’
Bryce shook his head. ‘That won’t happen, boy,’ he replied brusquely. He bunched a fist. ‘I’ve been too high to fall so low. They won’t put me on trial. I’ll stay the course.’ He lifted his chin proudly.
Mat tightened his grip on the pistol and readied himself. Twenty feet — one shot to block, and then he’d be on him. He slid the patu out, into his left hand.
‘How do you like my castle?’ Bryce asked him.
‘You stole it, like you stole everything else.’ He took an experimental step forward, to see if Bryce reacted with violence. The tension in the air bit deeper than the cold.
‘Will Larnach built it,’ Bryce replied. ‘He called it “The Camp”. Thought he could be happy here, with his pretty third wife, so much younger than he. But then the banks collapsed and with them his fortune. Then he found out that his young wife was having an affair with his son. The scandal and shame were too much. He shot himself in the Parliament Buildings in Wellington.’ He glanced about him. ‘I see him, some nights. He haunts this place. They all do.’ There was a shudder in his voice.
‘They’re outside right now.’
‘And they can stay there,’ Bryce sneered. ‘Remember when we met before in Waikaremoana, boy? I told you that I was the insane ghost of a sane man?’
Mat nodded, measuring the distances, readying himself for action.
‘You have to understand how it was for us, back then. The Maori Wars were fresh memories. At that time, there were more British troops stationed in New Zealand than in any other country, even India. We were frightened. The Maori had been defeated, but never totally. More and more settlers were flooding in, demanding land. Land was the lifeblood of the colony. Any backing down would be a show of weakness our government could not afford. And the passive resistance of Parihaka was in its way worse: if they had fought openly, the settlers would have felt threatened and rallied to our cause. But Te Whiti’s passive resistance made our actions look like tyranny.’
‘It was tyranny. I’ve got no sympathy for you,’ Mat said. ‘You were the government’s fist.’
‘I was,’ Bryce agreed. ‘Hall and the others made the decisions; I carried them out, and carried the blame for them too, in posterity.’
Mat stabbed a finger at Bryce. ‘Don’t you try and escape the blame for what you did.’ He stepped forward another couple of paces, on the balls of his feet, quivering with suppressed tension, ready to act. He was almost beneath the chandelier.
‘It was the age of colonialism, boy. Do you think the French or the Americans or any of the rest acted any differently? They were harder on their colonies. Did anyone die at Parihaka?’
‘Not that day. But for years afterwards. Families were split apart, lives ruined. And that’s not even counting what you’ve been doing here in Aotearoa ever since.’
Bryce sighed and cocked his gun. ‘You don’t understand what it was like, boy. I woke from death with a new power that came as easily as breathing: I could kill with a word. You have no idea what it is like to wield such a power. From a hated and shunned man, I became a figure of fear.’
‘You allied yourself with Puarata.’
Bryce shrugged. ‘A new life and new circumstances dictated new rules. Only Puarata could withstand my death-wish. He needed someone to be his hand in the south, and my connections and my new skills made me the logical choice. We both benefited from the alliance. I was loyal, when many of his cabal were not.’ Bryce stuck out his chin. ‘I’ve always been loyal to my masters. I have done wrong, Master Douglas, but in life I was not an altogether evil man. Death changed me.’
Mat eyed Bryce’s gun. He was going to have to risk a bullet, and there was the worry that Bryce knew some way to defeat a stasis shield. He waited watchfully.
‘When I heard your words this afternoon,’ Bryce said, ‘I knew that the end was coming. I’d felt it coming for years. Each new year, men I knew pass onwards into the night, and I am left with fewer and fewer who think as I do. The liberals grow in number, year by year,’ he noted bitterly. ‘That is why your words resonated with the crowd, and mine did not. When your friend overcame my spell, my power was broken.’ Bryce lifted the gun. ‘The time has come to leave this place and find a new path. Had you waited until tomorrow, I would have been gone.’
‘You’re not going anywhere, Bryce.’
‘We’ll see,’ Bryce snarled, and made a brutal hand gesture towards the ceiling above Mat’s head.
Something cracked. Mat knew instinctively what it was and threw himself sideways as the chandelier fell. He rolled clear a split second before the mass of glass and metal crashed down, breaking floorboards and pulling the carpet with it. Dust billowed and wood splinters flew. A few were caught in his stasis shield, which Mat held before him even as he rolled sideways.
Another spell crackled from Bryce’s mouth and the stasis shields between them vanished. They lifted their guns simultaneously and fired as the former minister rose to his feet, his face contorted in frustrated fury.
Bryce’s shot punched through Mat’s jacket, gouged a furrow in the skin of his left side, a bare few inches from his heart, and imbedded itself in the wall behind. Mat clutched at his side and looked up, momentarily helpless.
Bryce stood swaying, his left hand clawing at the air. Then his smoking pistol dropped from nerveless fingers. A bloody hole in his forehead bloomed as he swayed, then slumped back into his chair. His head pitched forward to strike the desk. Blood began to pump across his papers.
Mat looked away, fighting an urge to be sick. But he made himself look again, so he would not forget this. He went to the desk and tugged the bloodied parchment from beneath Bryce’s head. It seemed to be some sort of confession, addressed to the people of New Zealand. An admission of guilt. A request for understanding, but not forgiveness. Mat pocketed it. Cargill can have it, if he wants.
His legs abruptly felt weak, and he went and sat in an armchair, staring at Bryce’s corpse. The wound in his side burned and he could feel blood pouring into the fabric he pressed to his ribs.
If this is the afterlife, what comes after?

No-one came. Throughout the house, silence reigned. But from outside, Mat could hear distant shouts of fear, and more than one frightened cry from the guards. Then silence, a watchful waiting silence, descended again. When he pulled open the drapes over a window, he saw Larnach and his family outside. Waiting to come back in. Their boots now left prints in the snow, and their breath steamed in the frigid air.
He left the drawing room and went into the main body of the house again. He walked through old rooms filled with quaint antique pieces of china, and walls with oil paintings of hunts and foreign places. His breath frosted in the cool stillness. At the front was a gallery with beautiful timber flooring and thick glass panes overlooking the front lawn. Below, on the snow-covered grass, the Larnach family waited. Larnach held his young daughter’s hand as she waved shyly up at Mat. The two sisters walked in Larnach’s wake towards the steps, the younger couple holding back, looking at each other warily. Then William Larnach looked up at him with diamond-eyes, and led them between the two stone lions and up the steps.
Mat went to the front door and opened it. The newcomers flowed up the steps and into the house, like air inhaled into empty lungs. All about him, lights came on, and the shadows were washed away by golden light. From the drawing room the piano tinkled into life. Mat wondered, if he went back there, would Bryce’s body even be there, and the chandelier fallen? Or would the room be restored, to just how it had been?
Larnach appeared at his shoulder. ‘Thank you, lad. You have done what we could not. We will always be grateful.’ He eyed Mat’s torn side. ‘Let me have someone see to your wound.’
‘It’s nothing, really,’ Mat said, though the near miss was only now making him tremble. Hell, that was close … ‘I should go.’
‘Not in this weather, lad. You need rest and hot food. Stay.’
Mat knew he was intruding, that the man and his fractured family really just wanted to be alone. He remembered what Bryce had told him about Larnach and his family, and his death. But he was feeling increasingly dizzy with some kind of post-shock lethargy. ‘I … perhaps for a while.’
‘We are grateful. You’ve given us back a chance to find happiness, when in life we never could.’
‘I hope you can, sir,’ Mat replied.
‘Aye, perhaps we will. But you know, son, there is no pain like that a family brings.’
Mat thought of his own parents and their painful ongoing battle with separation. He felt he knew what Larnach meant.
The man inclined his head and extended a hand. ‘We settlers were not gentle to your people when we came. Reparations are never enough. Sometimes only time heals.’ This last thought seemed addressed as much to himself as to Mat.
Little Kate appeared at Larnach’s side and grinned up at Mat. ‘Can he stay, Daddy?’ she asked eagerly. ‘Please. It’s been so long since someone nice was here.’ She seized Mat’s hand, her grip now warm and solid, not the cold barely-there thing he’d held earlier. ‘Please stay.’
William Larnach chuckled. ‘Who can refuse her, hmm?’
Mat smiled. ‘Who indeed?’



Epilogue
How do you like your coffee?’ Mat asked Cassandra, as he took the orders.
‘Strong and black,’ she giggled, stroking Riki’s shoulder. ‘Like my man.’
Mat rolled his eyes and looked at Evie. ‘Dare I ask?’
‘Um, with a bit of milk.’
Cassandra smirked. ‘Like her man.’ Evie punched her on the arm. ‘Hey! Peace!’ Cass made an ‘I surrender’ gesture. ‘Come on, Mat is kinda milky for a Maori.’
They were in a café overlooking the Octagon, full of everyday people with everyday concerns. Friends laughed and children shrilled, and the staff weaved among them with trays of drinks and food. A pair of office workers was huddled over notepads discussing recruitment policy amidst the cacophony. Just another Wednesday morning.
Mat had slept in one of the guest bedrooms at Larnach Castle, returning to modern Dunedin the next morning. Riki and Cass had been mildly furious with him for ditching them so abruptly and leaving them stranded in Aotearoa. But Dunedin-Aotearoa was in a celebratory mood from the events earlier, and the news Mat brought of Bryce’s demise had really set things off. Cargill and the town councillors had requisitioned barrels of beer, and the women and children had come out too, to dance jigs and reels in the Octagon to the sound of the pipe and the drums. Ding dong, the wicked witch is dead. Riki, Cassandra and Mat joined the celebrations, dancing and drinking and laughing at each other’s inability to do the local dances. Mat was in a muted mood after what he’d seen, and his bandaged ribcage throbbed, but his spirits lifted to see the celebrations.
As soon as he’d returned from Aotearoa, Mat had made a couple of phone calls. The first was to home, but he’d got no reply. Nor had his dad answered his cellphone. A little worried, Mat had called his mother’s house in Taupo.
‘Hello?’ said a male voice.
Mat blinked. ‘Dad?’
‘Mat?’ Tama Douglas’s voice rose. ‘Mat? Are you alright?’
‘Uh, yeah.’ Mat swallowed a sudden lump in his throat as he leapt to about a dozen conclusions at once. ‘What’re you doing at Mum’s place?’
‘Waiting to hear from you,’ Tama growled, though the relief in his voice was palpable. ‘Keeping Colleen company. Where the hell are you? You promised to call!’
‘Uh, yeah … sorry, but we were mostly … you know, on the other side.’
‘Hmm,’ Tama rumbled. ‘We’ve been worried, boy.’
‘Sorry.’ Mat ducked his head, though his father couldn’t see him. ‘It’s been all on, Dad.’
They talked for a while and he spoke to his teary mum too, before he began to run out of credit, and he still had another call to make. He promised them he was fine, and swore he’d phone again tomorrow. Then he tried Evie, and found her already en route to Dunedin. Goldston had shown her a portal to the real world, and she was well enough to rent a car and drive. She’d arrived about an hour ago.
‘Are Damien and Shui okay?’ Riki asked.
‘Shui’s wound is still serious, and Damien didn’t want to leave her behind. He told me they’d be in Arrowtown for a while,’ Evie told them. ‘He said they’d make their own way north, once she’s recovered.’
‘Glad she’s out of the woods, and it’s good that Damien is with her,’ Riki said. Then his face fell. ‘I had wanted to see Dame again, properly.’ Riki had also rung home earlier to reassure his family he was okay. He still wasn’t sure what to tell them: unlike Mat’s parents, Riki’s knew nothing at all about Aotearoa, and Riki wanted to keep it that way.
‘Damien said they’d call into Napier on the way north,’ Evie told him. She looked pale and pensive, and Mat could tell that every time she looked at him, she remembered Aroha’s claim over Mat’s soul. He felt the same way. The coffee tasted bittersweet.
‘And the Treaty?’ Riki asked Mat.
Mat glanced about him. He’d not mentioned the Treaty to anyone last night. He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘Bryce burnt it.’
Riki whistled softly. ‘What does that even mean?’ Cassandra asked.
‘Jones and Wiri both thought that the Treaty binds Aotearoa spiritually, and forces the people to seek peaceful solutions. Without it, there could be war.’
‘Then we’re in the shit, aren’t we?’
‘I guess. But Bryce is dead. So if there is a war in Aotearoa, it will probably only affect the North Island.’ He shrugged, unsure what to think. He almost said ‘Jones will know what to do’, then remembered: his mentor was dead. He blinked back tears. Evie put a hand on his arm and squeezed, but when he thought how much he wanted to reach out and hold her, it didn’t help much. He wiped his eyes and looked away stoically.
Outside, people came and went. A tall blond guy with an Indian girl on his arm, laughing over some joke only they knew. A Maori man with a white wife walking their toddler, each holding one hand as the child bounced between them happily. For an instant they were Mat’s parents, and he was that child. Two girls walked past hand in hand, chatting animatedly; a Japanese youth with pink hair was juggling oranges, busking for money; a Hari Krishna acolyte was handing out pamphlets with a broad smile. There was a tolerant harmony here, an acceptance of difference that John Bryce and his contemporaries would have struggled to recognize. Modern New Zealand: diverse, open, heading in all directions at once, trying to be all things to everyone. Many worlds, bumping against each other, a creative destruction, forging a billion new worlds from the wreck of old ones. Not perfect, far from it. Forgetting much, learning more. Confusing and incoherent. Beautiful for all that.
Kiki has the Wooden Head. Byron is going to try and take Aroha for himself and I’m pledged to stop him, though it means I can’t be with the girl I really want. The Treaty has been destroyed and there’s going to be a war in Aotearoa that might rip apart the real world too. But this litany of his fears didn’t shake Mat too much: he’d got through things that had appeared worse before.
He turned his head away from the window and watched his friends. Riki and Cassandra seemed to be in some kind of post-trauma fervour, wrapped up in each other. Maybe it wasn’t just a fling after all. He hoped so: they looked good together as they stood up.
‘We’ll give you kids some time on your own now,’ Riki said with a knowingly parental air.
‘Don’t run out on us again, you,’ Cassandra warned Mat, wagging a finger. She winked at Evie. ‘We’ll be in the park when you’re done.’
Mat waved them off, then he and Evie ordered more coffee and sat quietly for a while, just looking at each other. Eventually Evie spoke up. ‘So, I understand I owe Aroha and you for the fact I’m still here.’
Mat dropped his eyes. ‘Yeah.’ There didn’t seem much else he could say.
‘I’m grateful,’ she said. ‘Truly, I am. Dead isn’t as much fun as living.’
He shrugged. ‘I’m sorry I dragged you into this.’
‘Huh. Who divined what was going on and showed up at your motel in Nelson?’ Evie rubbed her good eye. ‘Listen, Mat, I get it: Aroha needs a man, and you’re it. And it’ll be the right thing for the world. Some things are bigger than what one-eyed fortune-tellers from Auckland want. I’ll stay out of the way, I swear.’
‘Love just happens,’ he said thickly, unsure which girl he was talking about. ‘It’s not something that can be turned on and off.’
She nodded, and made a visible decision to choose one meaning over the other. ‘It can grow,’ she replied. ‘Once you’ve spent time with her, and shared things …’ She choked a little. ‘Maybe then?’
He blinked back tears. Their eyes met, and something like understanding passed between them. No, you’re the one and always will be, that look said. A dangerous look.
They both wrenched their gaze away.

Hemi woke from the strangest dream, his hands gripping the wooden bedposts with all his strength. Because the wood was solid and real, when nothing else seemed to be.
He clambered to his feet and looked about him. The little hut was full, his mother and father beneath a blanket on the solitary bed, his brothers and sisters all about him on sleeping mats. He’d not seen them all together since … he could not remember when. I’m dreaming this, he thought. But they woke too, and for a time there was only laughter and tears as they greeted each other. He hugged his brothers, slapped them on their backs. They all looked just the same as they had that first and last morning, in 1881. Before the soldiers came.
Eventually they went outside, and found the whole of the village had returned. People sang and prayed aloud, in thanksgiving. Some had recollections of falling asleep in their holding cells and waking up here. Others could remember nothing at all. Only Turi and Huia were not with them. Turi’s fate left a shadow across his joy. For Huia, he felt only hope.
The people of Parihaka gathered in the field before the gate, where they had greeted the soldiers. But as the mist burned away, and the sun lit them in gold and rose, no soldiers came. Bryce kohuru was dead and gone. The rays of the sun felt like balm as it shone on them and through them. It left a path of light, and the Prophet led them onto that path. They joined hands again and followed, singing songs they’d all but forgotten. He looked back once, and saw Parihaka vanishing behind him, a dark mote in his eye that he blinked away.
Ahead of them two figures formed, coming to greet them. One was a stately young Maori woman, with glowing dark hair and eyes of greenstone. Hemi did not need to ask to know that she was Hine-titama, the Dawn Maiden. With her was Huia, come to greet them and take them home.



Author’s note
This is the fifth book in the Aotearoa series, and if you’ve been following the series you’ll know how the mythos of this series works: the Ghost World is an afterlife that collects the souls of those tied closely to its history, and those who feel passionately about the land (for good or ill). This means of course that some of the characters are real people. Both William ‘Bully’ Hayes and John Bryce fall into this category, though the incarnations of them found in Aotearoa are their ghosts, and altered by their after-death experiences. Both are far more evil in Aotearoa than history remembers them — I plead artistic licence! Richard Pearse and William Cargill, Samuel Goldston and Ah Lum, and the Larnach family, are also historical personages, hopefully represented here faithfully to what I have read of them.
Kiki and Puarata were mythic characters of folklore, because myth comes to life in Aotearoa. They are the villain characters of separate legends, and may or may not have been based on real persons.
Parihaka is a real place, and John Bryce’s government-sanctioned invasion of the pacifist village is one of the most shameful events of our history. New Zealand’s discriminatory treatment of the Chinese immigrant miners is another stain on our past. Thankfully, we have come a long way on the continuous and endless journey to be one nation, diverse but unified. Though we are, of course, and always will be, a work in progress.
Larnach Castle is a fabulous place, steeped in romance and tragedy. I can’t imagine anyone visiting it without being impressed, and the restoration work has been a gift to the nation. I always think of it when I hear ‘Rolling Moon’ by Dunedin band The Chills (‘Show us a castle and show us to their lair’).
Did Richard Pearse really fly first? I like to think so: it’s a great story of a genuine Kiwi pioneer.
Thanks for reading this far! See you in the next (and final) instalment of the Aotearoa series.
David Hair
Wellington, September 2012



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 Raupo 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.
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.
Hongi: A traditional Maori greeting where the two participants rub noses. They are thereby symbolically ‘sharing breath’, and the visitor becomes one of the people of the tribe for their stay. The god Tane is said to have created woman by moulding her from clay and then breathing into her nostrils, and thereby gifting her life.
Iwi: A tribe or race of people.
Karakia: A prayer-chant.
Kaumatua: An older man; an elder.
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’.
Kohuru: A murderer.
Kuia: An old lady.
Makutu: 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.
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.
Marae atea: The open area in front of the wharenui, or meeting house, on a marae.
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.
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’.
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.
Pounamu: Greenstone — a jade found in New Zealand, often used for the most precious ornaments.
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.
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.
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.
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.
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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