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1
Eavesdropping
Dear Mum,
I hope you are OK, and liking it in Taupo. I am writing to you because I have nothing else to do. It’s Friday, and Dad kept me home from school today so we could go to Nanny Wai’s funeral, but he’s been in his office all day. He says that something has come up that is more important.
It’s so typical!
I hope he comes out soon—he said we’d go by two o’clock and now it’s quarter to four already.
I miss you.
Love Mat
Mat Douglas re-read the letter he’d just written, then screwed it up slowly and threw it in the bin. He wouldn’t get a chance to post it anyway. His father would appear soon from his office, and bellow at him as if it was his fault they were late. As if everything was his fault.
He looked up, and gazed out his bedroom window, across Marine Parade and the foreshore, to the sea. Through the open window, the sound of the surf rolled and hissed, muted by distance and the hum of traffic. The wind, cooler than the brilliant sunlight suggested, wafted the taint of rotting seaweed and corrosive salt up from the shingle beach.
Mat swivelled on the chair, his reflection caught briefly in the wardrobe mirror—a slim boy with tousled black hair and a freckled, pale brown face wearing a faded T-shirt and patched jeans. He was 15, in his third year at Napier Boys High School. He looked younger.
He peered briefly out the smaller window beside his bed, over roofs toward the city centre a couple of kilometres northward. Napier Hill squatted protectively above the houses. Movement below caught his eye—the neighbour’s Alsatian, prowling restlessly. Mat grimaced, knowing how it felt. They were both pacing their cages today. The PS2 games were played out, the books beside the bed were already read or boring, and he was sick of the CDs in the small pile beside the player. There was nothing to do but wait.
Turning, he paused to look at a large drawing above his bed. Unlike all the other things on his crowded walls—posters of rugby players and cartoon characters—this was something he’d made himself.
It was a drawing of a pendant—a swirling fusion of two traditional styles—the knot-patterns of the Celts, and the spiral-motifs of the Maori. Both were equally his own. His father was mostly Maori (despite his surname), his mother Irish. Both had left their traces in his face—his hair was black, and tousled like his father’s, and his nose and lips were rounded and full. But his skin was paler, and his eyes a rich green, and sometimes, when his hair caught the light, there was a rich auburn sheen.
The pendant combined a koru and a Celtic knot, halved with a lightning-shaped line dividing them. He had drawn it in a deep green, the colour of pounamu, the precious greenstone he wished he could have used. But the original was in wood, carved from a lump of kauri. The Celtic half hung about his mother’s neck. The koru half was somewhere in a drawer in his father’s bedroom.
Beside his bed was a photograph—he was two years younger, and smiling broadly, flanked by Mum and Dad.
They were in Australia, at DreamWorld—their last family holiday before all the fighting, and Mum leaving.
She lived in Taupo now, hundreds of kilometres away. He’d hardly seen her since she’d moved out, thirteen months ago. It seemed longer. His father said she’d had a nervous breakdown. Mat could only remember her crying all the time. She’d gone to live with her sister in Wellington for a while, before taking up a teaching job in Taupo, and his father was given custody.
Below him, Mat heard his father finally emerge from his office and head for the kitchen. He was probably making himself another coffee. Since Mum had gone, he seemed to live on coffee and cigarettes, but he’d put on weight regardless, and he worked too hard, late into the night.
Surely it was time to go? It was Friday and his father had picked him up from school at lunchtime. They were supposed to leave at two o’clock for the funeral. A Maori funeral, a tangi, usually took three days. This one was beginning today and Nanny Wai wouldn’t be buried until Sunday, after many speeches and prayers, and lots of food and drink. His father had taken a phone call from a client just as they were starting lunch. He’d been working hard on something ever since, while Mat sat around waiting, and fidgeting. He gave a heavy sigh, pulled on a sweatshirt, then headed downstairs. Surely it was time to go…
He made his way downstairs, his eyes adjusting to the dimmer light. Since his mother left, his father couldn’t be bothered opening the curtains, and the house was draped in shadow. Apart from Mat’s bedroom, everywhere was gloomy.
The air was damp, musty, and thick with cigarette smoke. Downstairs, the kitchen was empty, but a rich coffee-smell masked the reek of dirty dishes in the sink. Mat grabbed a biscuit and slouched toward the office.
Inside the gloomy room was a desk and chair, with a PC the only source of light against the curtained shroud of gloom. His father was there, a tired-looking man with greying hair and a thickening waist. The glow of the monitor streaked his deep brown face, making his worry lines look like crevices. The floor was mostly hidden beneath a pile of manila folders and randomly strewn papers. A certificate on the wall—the only decoration—confirmed that Tama Ranginui Douglas had a law degree.
‘Hi, Dad.’
‘Hiya,’ replied Tama Douglas, blinking and looking at his watch. Then he looked closer at Mat and his eyes narrowed. ‘Go and get changed. You’re not going to Nanny Wai’s funeral dressed like that.’
‘But Dad, everyone else will be in worse than this…’
‘Maybe—but you won’t be. You’ll be dressed in your suit, just as I will be. Now get to it.’
‘But Riki said…’
‘Nothing intelligent, I’m sure. Now, off you go!’
Mat opened his mouth to complain again.
‘Wiremu Matiu Douglas—go!’ snapped Tama, and Mat felt any desire to protest freeze inside him. His father was too scary to argue with these days. And there was no Mum to take Mat’s side.
‘OK.’ He went up to change, knowing he’d almost certainly get pushed over and sat on by any number of boys from school who’d be there and think nothing was funnier than mussing up Tama Douglas’ boy. Even Riki would laugh, and he was Mat’s only real friend.


Ten minutes later, sitting on the bed tying his laces, clad in a black suit that was too short in the legs and too tight around the shoulders, Mat heard his father come upstairs to get dressed. ‘About time,’ he muttered. He pushed his father’s bedroom door open and went and sat on the unmade bed. His father was knotting his tie, and the drawer beside the bed was open. Mat peered inside and saw the wooden koru pendant he’d made. He fished it out.
‘You could wear this,’ he suggested. But his father just shook his head with a frown. Mat sucked his top lip, and slowly returned the pendant to the muddled drawer. ‘Is Aunty Hine OK?’ he asked, but his father had a faraway look and didn’t reply. Mat was about to ask again when the phone rang in the office downstairs.
Tama Douglas gave a start, muttered something and hurried out to answer it. Mat watched him leave, then on impulse he reached back into the drawer and picked up the wooden koru. He’d made it when he knew his parents were having problems, and he’d wanted to show them they were two halves of the same whole. Nanny Wai had helped him. But while his mother had loved her half, his father barely looked at his, and never wore it. That hurt. The pendant wasn’t made to languish in a drawer. He took it out, put it over his head, and tucked it inside his T-shirt. If his father wouldn’t wear it, then he would. Feeling somehow strengthened by the weight around his neck, he followed his father downstairs.
Tama’s voice sounded oddly high-pitched. ‘Certainly…I’ll put on the speaker phone. Put it through,’ he was saying, nervously. It was enough to make Mat pause, and he slipped closer to the office door, which wasn’t completely closed. He knew listening to other people’s conversations was bad—especially his father’s, but somewhere along the line he’d stopped caring. He could remember the exact moment he stopped respecting his dad’s privacy. It was when he realised his father lied.
He’d always known his dad was tough—a lawyer who represented gang-members. But Tama told him only a few of them were truly bad, and even then it wasn’t their fault they were rough. They just hadn’t had a good upbringing. It was society’s fault. Tama was representing people society had wronged, not protecting people who’d done bad stuff. Mat assumed his dad only represented the innocent, or at least if the people he represented had done bad things in the past, this time they weren’t guilty, and the cops had just picked on them because they were too lazy to find the real crims. So if Tama was impatient, intolerant, or demanding, well, that was because he had a tough job.
But Mat had seen Riki’s cousin Willy, who was bad by any definition, smash a car window with a crowbar, drag a girl out the window over jagged glass and kick her in the stomach while she lay bleeding on the curbside—and Tama got him off the charges. His mother had argued with Tama, who had bellowed and slapped her, and Mat too when he tried to intervene. He’d lain in his room crying, and still had the red imprint of Tama’s hand on his cheek next morning.
Mum had kept him home from school and from that time he was on her side. But when they split up, he’d still ended up living with his father.
Tama was always expecting him to be something he couldn’t be, grilling him on what he did at school, demanding to know why he got poor results in maths and science, why he only excelled at art, why he couldn’t make one of the top rugby teams. And ever since his parents had split, keeping Tama happy was getting harder.
His mother had always been easier to please. Tama always said Mat was too much like her, too soft and sensitive.
Maybe, but Mat could be stubborn too. And he knew where he got that from…
Something else made Mat listen. Sometimes, on rare occasions, he would suddenly feel an urge to do something unexpected. It was almost like a voice in his head, telling him the right thing to do. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, he knew he should listen, and do what it said. He called it his ‘instinct’, and he was listening to it now.
His father settled into his chair, and hit the speaker phone button. ‘Tama Douglas.’
‘Kia-ora, Tama,’ rumbled a deep voice. ‘This is Puarata. We need to have a korerorero. Are you alone?’
Mat drew back, as his father suddenly glanced up at the door. Tama Douglas had gone very wide-eyed. Mat had never seen his father look so…frightened.
‘I’m alone,’ said Tama. ‘Apologies, I was expecting to talk to Ms Kyle, as usual. There’s only my son here, and he’s upstairs getting changed.’
‘Your son,’ rumbled that voice. ‘You have a son? You must introduce me to him tonight.’
‘Ah, certainly,’ Tama Douglas sounded far from certain though, and Mat found himself hoping he would most definitely not meet this deep-spoken man. His voice was low and resonant, as if the man was an opera singer who could make a whole theatre shake when he hit a low note. He sounded old, but strong, and Mat almost felt he could picture him. He’d have wiry grey hair, a deep moko, and burning eyes that demanded obedience.
Mat slowly put his eye to the crack of the door. His instinct was speaking to him, sending a clear message. He had tried to explain it to his mother, and she’d seemed to understand. Right now it felt as if he should listen, even though he’d be in big trouble if his father caught him. But, as Riki always said—the first rule of crime is don’t get caught.
So he wouldn’t get caught.
Puarata rumbled on. ‘Now, the documentation of ownership, you have it?’
‘Yes, of course, the certificate of ownership for the bone tiki is in my briefcase.’
‘And you have shown it to a third party. An expert third party?’
‘Yes. I had the museum curator view it this afternoon. He thought it was completely genuine—I have his statement with me.’
‘Excellent. Now, listen, my friend. I want you to greet me when I arrive. The protocol of Kahunui requires that I be invited onto the marae, and the elders will be hostile. You must invite me. Your standing in the community will weaken any opposition to my right to attend.’
Tama Douglas paused. Mat could almost feel him recoiling. ‘Is that wise? It may harm my standing long term if I openly support you.’
The deep voice paused, then returned slightly cooler, heavy with unspoken threat. ‘Your support will become apparent soon enough. You cannot maintain an appearance of neutrality in these matters forever, my friend. Nor can you avoid conflict with some of your people. But you will find my name opens more doors than it closes. I am not without influence, especially in the cities.’
Tama Douglas nodded to himself.
‘Regardless,’ Puarata resumed, ‘I will claim this thing, and then return to my home. You will be able to smooth things over, and what people will remember is that you are not someone to trifle with. That you have a powerful friend.’
Tama didn’t look reassured.
‘Wai-aroha possessed this tiki of mine for a long time,’ Puarata continued. ‘But it belongs to me. If you did not support me, you would be asked to oppose me. Some of the kaumatua and kuia remember me, and old Hinemoa is not as senile as she pretends. She already suspects you know me. It is better to be bold, and make a strong stand, than to have a secret dragged out of you.’
Mat watched his father pause, and drum his free hand against his thigh as he sat there. He didn’t know why, but he found himself wishing his father would assert himself, and refuse this man whatever it was he wanted. But Tama bowed his head, and nodded. ‘I’ll get you in. I’ll meet you at the gate. When will you arrive?’
‘We are nearing Napier from the north. It will be an hour or more before I arrive at the marae. And you?’
‘About half an hour if I leave in the next few minutes.’
‘Good. See you soon, my friend.’ The way Puarata said ‘my friend’ made Mat shiver, but beneath that fear was a tight coil of anger. Because as far as Mat was concerned, the tiki his father and this Puarata were talking about should be his.
The connection was broken. Mat drifted noiselessly back to the stairs, then pretended to be walking down as Tama emerged from his office.
‘Come on then,’ he said. ‘Time to go.’ He made no mention of the phone call, and Mat didn’t ask.


Tama Douglas’ deep green Mercedes purred past slower cars, as they journeyed south. The eastern sky darkened toward evening, and they lost sight of the sea as the road swung inland. They crossed the rivers—the Tutaekuri and the Ngaruroro, and rolled through orchard country. Skirting Hastings, they joined the main highway south. The sun dipped toward the hills as the faint cloud took on a pinkish hue.
Mat tried to imagine what kind of man Puarata was. Tama dealt with gang-members and criminals for a living, so he wasn’t intimidated easily. Puarata must be pretty scary. But mostly he thought about Nanny Wai-aroha.
He’d only met her once, and no one ever seemed to speak of her. He’d been visiting his Aunty Hinemoa—who was actually a great-aunt—his dad’s mother’s sister. He’d gone with his mother, on a day Tama was in court. Hine and Wai were best friends, and Wai was visiting Hine. He only knew that Wai had been sick—locked away in some institution for years—never acknowledged by any of the family except Hine. No one said so, but he got the feeling even Tama didn’t know where she was. She’d been a frail little woman with wide staring eyes and scarred wrists. Her smile had been sudden, and pixie-like, and when Hine made her laugh it was a strange, tinkling laugh. She’d seemed, well…a little mad, as if she were fourteen years old still, despite her old body. But Mat remembered that afternoon. It was the afternoon he found out what he was good at.
He’d been bored, sketching patterns on pad paper, feeling frustrated because the things inside his head wouldn’t come out right. Wai-aroha had watched him. She’d told him he had talent that just needed to find a way to come out—like a stream blocked by a fallen tree. She’d picked up a pencil, made a couple of small changes to his sketch, and there in front of him was the design he’d been visualising. A koru and a Celtic knot, intertwined, the drawing that was now on his bedroom wall.
‘It would make a good carving,’ she had remarked. ‘Do you like art?’
He’d nodded mutely.
‘When you find what you are good at, you find why you are alive,’ Wai said, before she walked away, as if she had forgotten him already.
Mat had stared at the drawing, feeling a flush of trembling excitement. Already he could see how the two pendants would fit together, expressing something so powerful to his parents they would stop fighting, and remember they loved each other. And more than that, he had a new vision of himself. Instead of a dismal future working in an office, or labouring, or driving a truck or something like that, he began to see himself as an artist—drawing, carving, making things people admired. That vision was still inside him.
Wai had hugged him when he left, her arms thin as gnarled twigs. She’d shown him a pendant she wore, carved from bone. A hei-tiki—a man-shaped pendant. An ugly thing, but she had clasped it as if it was a holy relic.
‘When I die, Matiu, you should have this tiki. Maybe you’ll know what to do with it. Because I don’t.’ Her eyes had welled up with tears, and she’d turned away into Hine’s arms and sobbed like a child. Soon afterwards Hine had driven Wai away to wherever it was she lived. He’d never seen her again, but Mat still remembered how confused and embarrassed he’d felt.
So the tiki was rightfully his, whatever Tama and Puarata were cooking up. But how was he supposed to make them see that? He had no idea. And the way Puarata sounded made him feel almost too scared to try.
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Puarata
They drove some time in silence, until Tama Douglas decided to practise his courtroom skills by dissecting Mat’s most recent school report card. As if Mat was an opponent in court, Tama Douglas built up a head of steam with his questions. Gentle first, until his eyes glinted dangerously, his voice became sharper, his probing more intense. He started with the ‘results’ (the only good one was in art), then built up to ‘effort’. Mat wasn’t trying hard enough. Why not? Didn’t he understand that education was a privilege, that it would enable him to rise among his people? Did he want to be just another Maori drop-out? Mat didn’t finish his maths homework. Didn’t he understand his future was at stake? And why had he dropped out of the rugby team? Why were his best marks in art, of all things? What use was that? That was the past—his people needed men who would embrace the future. Didn’t he understand how much more he could earn in law, or accountancy, and how rare and therefore valued these skills were among Maori?
Mat squirmed in the passenger seat and tried to explain himself. It was only Year 11, he was only 15, these things didn’t really matter. And what was the point in flogging yourself in subjects you knew you’d drop in sixth form? Why not concentrate on what you were good at? And why get yourself killed playing rugby in the meantime, he nearly added, but Tama Douglas had played for the Bay when he was younger, so he mumbled something about injuries. Mum had understood.
They had left behind the sea and the vineyards, and were in farming country. At Te Hauke they followed a narrow road toward the sea again, toward Kahunui, the tiny settlement where Nanny Wai would be buried. Winding through parched hills, they began to follow slower cars, and Tama Douglas was distracted, concentrating on his driving. By the time they reached Kahunui, he was tapping impatiently on the steering-wheel, muttering to himself.
Kahunui was little more than a dozen houses clustered around the marae, a run-down pub and a service-station-cum-store. The houses were timber, the paint mostly gone, and the wood bleached silver by the sun. The corrugated iron roofs looked rusty and most of the windows seemed to be broken. The sky was darkening visibly and the air much cooler as they crawled behind a line of vehicles, all heading for the marae gates. Beside the road there were abandoned cars, mostly old and decrepit. Mat wasn’t sure how closely he was related to Nanny Wai—maybe she wasn’t even a relation—but funerals always attracted lots of relatives who were so distant it was sometimes hard to know the connection. ‘Cousin’ seemed to pretty much cover it.
Kahunui marae was in a wide flat valley flanked by low hills. It was small and simple—a carved red-painted arch led through a fence into a large open space, before a wharenui, a meeting house, painted cream with more red carvings around the entrance. Seen up close the red paint was peeling, but the carvings were expertly done—strong swirls and vivid snarling faces. At the very top was a tiki figure, similar to his carving. ‘You think it belongs to you?’ it seemed to sneer down at him. ‘Take it if you dare.’ On the lower, eastern side of the road was a stretch of pasture leading towards hills that were already brown, even in early summer. The winter had seen an unseasonal drought, and even the marshy low patches looked as if they’d turn to dust by Christmas. Cars spilled out of the car park and were parked on the side of the road for a kilometre either side of the gates.
Finally they reached the entrance and were waved through when they were recognised. Tama’s car was the biggest and newest in the car park, and a place had been set aside for him. His arrival drew a mixture of resentful glares and reserved smiles. Mat had always known his father had enemies as well as friends. He just wished those enemies didn’t send their sons to Napier Boys High.
As he got out of the car, Tama put his hand on Mat’s shoulder. His big face reasserted its usual pugnacious glare.
‘Don’t think I’ve forgotten what we were talking about.
That school report is nowhere near good enough.’ He straightened, and they looked around them.
A line of visitors to the marae were inching forward, to where half-a-dozen women stood, of varying ages, one as young as twelve by the look of her, the eldest grey-haired. They wore a motley mixture of traditional Maori woven clothing, and everyday Pakeha clothes. When the latest batch of visitors were within the gates, as one they began a wailing chant. There were words, but Mat didn’t understand them. He seldom felt embarrassed that he didn’t speak Maori well—he hadn’t wanted to learn it at all—but this was one of those times when he wished he knew it better. The song was a karakia, a greeting song, but a sad funerary one. The visitors were silent, flies buzzed about them and cicadas chirupped noisily, and the hum of cars still arriving provided an uneven backdrop to the melody. Mat shifted uncomfortably, but knew better than to not pay attention. There was an array of elders watching the new arrivals, and Mat knew they would give any disrespectful kids a clip around the ear if they felt it necessary.
After the karakia had finished on a long mournful note, the visitors were led along the line of elders, who murmured kia-ora to each person, and bent forward to press noses in the hongi—the traditional Maori greeting. Mat found himself pressing noses with an array of dark wizened faces, some rheumy and shaking, some hard-looking and grim, most smiling and warm-eyed. He followed his father and noticed the respect and deference they all gave him, and felt a little pride in that.
When they reached the end of the line of elders, they were free to mingle with everyone else. Tama tapped Mat on the shoulder. ‘I need to see some people. Don’t go far. I want you to meet someone. Be back at the gate in twenty minutes.’
‘OK,’ said Mat, as he slid out of his father’s grip. He could see Riki standing by a fence on his own, sucking on a stem of grass. He slouched over in his direction. His dad called something after him, but Mat pretended not to have heard.
Riki was a lanky dark-skinned youth, the same age as Mat but a head and shoulders taller. He took nothing seriously and the teachers either loathed or despaired of him, but he always looked after Mat when it came to the big stuff.
Riki pushed his wavy long hair out of his eyes and grinned. ‘Hey, Bro.’
‘Hi. What’s happening?’
‘Nothing much. You’ve missed all the wailing and singing. Most of the guys are down by the back field, helping open up the hangi. You hungry?’
Mat’s mouth watered. The thought of fresh hangi food was enough to set a huge rumble off in his belly. Then he paused. ‘I should, you know, go and see Nanny Wai.’
‘Oh yeah. I’ll come along if you like. Make sure you don’t faint.’
Mat looked to see if Riki was teasing.
Riki had a determinedly serious look on his face. ‘Dead bodies can do that for some guys, eh. They get the jitters and start shaking, then—whomp—they just pass out.’
Mat decided he was being teased. ‘Uh-huh. Anyone in particular?’
‘Some of the girls.’
Mat frowned, ‘I can handle it, I’m not a girl.’
‘True,’ nodded Riki. ‘Although you play rugby like one,’ he added slyly.
Mat flicked him a rude finger, they grinned at each other and sauntered off toward the meeting house.
The entrance to the main meeting house, the whare runanga, was lined with carvings, like gargoyles on old English churches, there to protect from evil spirits. Somehow, in the odd light of this cloudy, sun-streaked day, they tingled with energy. Elders hunched past, greeting each other gravely, casting warning glances at any teenagers making a noise. These elders would have known Nanny Wai. Mat ducked his head, and shuffled into the meeting house beside Riki.
Inside it was dimly lit—a long rectangle with central pillars and carved panels in red and black. Stylised images of gods and serpentine taniwha with leering eyes and twisted claws crawled over the pillars. A low moaning funeral song, a waiata tangi, filled the hall, lending it a weird, ghost-ridden feeling. The air was musty and damp. The carvings seemed to blink and turn as Mat looked at them. The waiata came from an old woman, huddled in a richly feathered cloak, sitting beside the central pillar. But what drew Mat’s eye was the casket, on a table at the far end, where people gathered about the blanket-covered body of Nanny Wai. Mat swallowed a sour rush of spittle in his mouth. He’d seen dead people before, at other funerals, and he could never explain to himself what it was that he didn’t like about them. Maybe it was the emptiness, where life had been. Maybe the thought that death was somehow contagious. Or perhaps it was that one day he’d be like this too, laid out on a slab. He shivered involuntarily, wondering where that thought came from.
Mat and Riki shuffled through the old people to the table. Mat saw Aunty Hinemoa standing beside the head of the table, her hand stroking Nanny Wai’s hair. She was short and plump, and always talked in a sing-song way, as though whoever she was addressing was six years old. He always felt embarrassed around her, felt she hadn’t noticed he’d grown up now, but she was kind. He remembered the dark voice of Puarata saying Not as senile as she seems, and was suddenly worried for her. He forced himself forward, while Riki hung back, uncomfortable with the solemnity. Aunty Hine smiled gently as he blinked back tears, and looked down at the still form of Nanny Wai.
The first thing he noticed was her skin. It seemed waxy and false, empty of the vitality it had held. The impish smile was missing, the one that had made her seem like a girl trapped in an older, frustratingly frail, body. He blinked a sudden stinging tear, wanted to blurt out that this wasn’t her, that they’d made a mistake. But it was her, her eyes closed but so clearly not sleeping. So clearly empty. So clearly dead. He bowed his head, and tried to remember a prayer, but could only remember the ‘Hail Mary’, so he murmured that.
When he looked up, his eyes fell upon a pale bone tiki on Nanny Wai’s breast. He remembered his father’s conversation with the dark-voiced man, and heard once more, almost as if she were speaking now. When I die, Matiu, you should have this tiki. Maybe you’ll know what to do with it. Because I don’t.
He looked around. The old ones had drawn back, whispering among themselves. Riki was a few feet back, his head bowed. He coughed then looked at Aunty Hinemoa.
‘A man is coming, Aunty Hine. To take the tiki,’ he managed in a throaty whisper.
She had looked softly at him as he began speaking. ‘What man, Mat?’
‘I think his name is Puarata.’ He saw her flinch. ‘He spoke to Dad on the phone, and I heard him.’
‘What did you hear, boy?’ asked Aunty Hine, with an uncharacteristic sharpness.
‘I heard them talking about claiming a tiki. About having legal papers. I think they mean this one. The one Nanny Wai said I would have when she died,’ he added with a lift of his chin.
They both looked at the tiki. It was crudely shaped, and lacklustre. He’d seen beautiful tiki in museums, or worn by important Maori elders—greenstone tiki that held an inner light, with smooth, sinuous curves. Some were wearing them today. He wondered what was so important about this one, which seemed so ordinary…though something about it seemed old—very, very old. He realised with a sudden intuition that it was made of human bone and wondered whose bone, and why it had been chosen.
Aunty Hine breathed softly, frowning. ‘What would he want with it? Wai never spoke of it having any great value. Minnie might know…but she’s not well…’ her voice faltered, as though a sudden fear had struck her. She looked uncertain, the way his father had, and Mat felt suddenly that everything around him was inside a fragile egg, and there was something outside, something he’d never been aware of, that could smash its way through the shell at any second, and change everything. It was like the feeling when his parents had separated, the feeling that a warm, snug blanket he’d grown so used to that he’d forgotten he was wearing it had been ripped away. Aunty Hine’s eyes danced around like a trapped thing, but then she seemed to draw something, some inner strength, from the carved figures on the walls, and she let out a long breath.
‘Thank you, child. You have done well. But he cannot enter here uninvited.’ She stroked his cheek and whispered, ‘And yes, Wai did want you to have it. She said so quite specifically. But you must keep it secret.’ She reached down, and tucked the tiki under Nanny Wai’s dress, where it was invisible.
‘Why don’t you spend a moment alone with Wai-aroha, paying your respects,’ she said aloud, and then turned away, blocking him from the view of the rest of the hall with her plump body. She began to speak in a low voice to a frail old man standing beside her, whose name Mat knew he should remember but couldn’t.
Mat turned back to the casket, and hesitated, and then almost of its own volition his hand snaked out, slid under the fabric of the dress, brushing the cold flesh, and twisted around the tiki, lifting it out. It felt oddly warm in his grasp. Strangely, it didn’t seem to have been knotted properly, as he didn’t even need to lift it over Nanny Wai’s head. He slipped it into his pocket. As he looked up, he flinched, felt eyes like knives on him. But when he looked around, there was no one looking, not even Riki. Only the eyes of the carvings, that seemed to bore into him. Feeling dazed and strange, he stumbled past them, and out of the hall.
‘What was that all about?’ whispered Riki.
‘I’ll tell you in a minute,’ Mat whispered back. He glanced at his watch. ‘I should get back to the gates.’
Riki nodded. ‘Let’s go, man. This is way too heavy, y’know.’
The late afternoon sun seemed dazzlingly bright after the heavy gloom inside. Riki was oddly solemn, and they pulled their shoes on in silence. Riki looked at him oddly, but before he could pull the tiki out and examine it, there was a stir at the gates. He saw his father waving impatiently to him. Beyond his black-suited father he could see a dark car with blackened windows pulling into the crowded parking lot, and a curious crowd beginning to gather. He felt a tingle of something like fear, and his hand sought the tiki in his pocket, squeezing it softly.
He hurried toward the gate.
As Mat joined the gathering crowd, he felt a ripple running through the gathered watchers. There were all sorts there—old people, children, tough-looking men in rough clothes, even patched gang-members—but none seemed immune to the chill that fell as the newcomers disembarked from the black cars.
First came men in black suits. Maori, but dressed like bodyguards. There were eight of them, barely distinguishable from each other, looking out of place, but menacing, as if they’d just stepped off the set of a Hollywood thriller. His father grabbed his shoulder and pulled him forward, and he was suddenly painfully aware of eyes flickering toward him, and a quick muttering directed at Tama. Then a woman stepped from the last limousine, and everyone turned and drew a quick breath.
She had short blonde hair, and a hard-faced coldness in her manner as she glanced around. Her short dress was brilliant red, and better suited to a nightclub than a funeral. She was clearly Pakeha, but had a small woman’s moko on her chin, worn like some fashion accessory. A low hiss of indignation rose among some of the women, then died as her eyes swept over them. There was something about her, a menacing aura you could almost touch, but then a darker figure rose behind her, and drew every eye. Mat knew instantly this was the man whose voice he had heard.
He wasn’t as tall as his bodyguards, yet somehow he seemed to tower over them. Clad in an immaculate black business suit, his face was adorned with twisting moko that highlighted his strong jaw, and lent a menacing frame to his glittering eyes. His silver hair caught the last rays of the sun, and was washed with red. Mat heard an old man breathe ‘Puarata? But he is too young. He should be dead by now…’
One of the elders, crotchety old Ranginui Hirini, stepped forward. ‘Puarata! You are not permitted here.’ Ranginui was an old man, and his voice seemed thin and weak. The blonde woman scowled, spoiling the glacial perfection of her face, but the silver-haired Puarata smiled, without humour.
Mat’s father stepped forward. ‘That is an old quarrel, Ranginui. Mr Puarata is here, as a cousin of Wai-aroha, to mourn his old friend.’ He turned to Puarata. ‘As a member of the marae council, and chairman of the iwi trust, I welcome you to this marae.’ A low hiss ran around the gathering. Mat felt conspicuous at his side.
‘Puarata was no friend of Wai-aroha, Tama.’ Ranginui snapped. ‘He has been forbidden from this place, and every other marae in this area. That is our kawa, our custom. He may not enter.’
Tama Douglas frowned. ‘I know of that. But I also know why—for a quarrel that happened forty years ago between Mr Puarata, and old Mac Hirini who is dead now. No one even remembers the reasons for the quarrel. Why would you deny a man the chance to farewell his kin? That is against everything we believe in.’
A couple of the elders muttered agreement at this, and nodded their heads, but Ranginui flared angrily. ‘You show your true allegiances, Tama Douglas. You live in a different world to us, since you began your legal career. You do not understand. Hirini was a tohunga, a wise man, and he banned Puarata.’
Tama flushed. ‘That is a quarrel for another time. This is about whanau, about iwi, and about grief for the loss of kin. Your arguments belong to another age.’
‘As do I,’ interjected Puarata in a deep melodious voice that made Mat shiver. ‘My time has long past, and I am near to the grave. I knew Wai-aroha well in her youth, but lost touch when she was…ill. I would pay my last respects to her, in peace, and without acrimony.’ He stepped toward Ranginui, and without effort seemed to dwarf the old man. ‘I have been invited by friends among you, and I would enter. But only if I can do so without conflict. Give me your consent, Ranginui. The welcome of such an honourable kaumatua would mean much to me.’
Though the words sounded polite, Mat felt a subtle threat behind them. But the people around him nodded, as though they agreed, that yes, the best thing was to bury whatever had caused this argument. It was odd. Only the elders seemed to know who this man was, but one smiling stare about the sea of faces had them all entranced. It all sounded so reasonable.
Old Ranginui stared up into the tattooed visage above him, and seemed to wilt. He dropped his head, and nodded, colouring, and then turned away. But Puarata wouldn’t let him go so easily. He clutched his shoulder, and thanked him in a rich, smug voice, and made the trembling old man press noses with him.
Kia-ora, everyone was saying, and smiling as though something good had just happened, that would benefit them all. Mat wondered why he and old Ranginui seemed to be the only ones who disagreed. He clutched the tiki in his pocket tightly, until its sharp edges almost cut his fingers.
The bodyguards closed in, and Puarata released Ranginui. He turned toward Tama Douglas. His dark eyes swept over the crowd and then he turned, as if dismissing them, and they all drifted away, as though without Puarata’s attention, they had no reason to stay.
‘Tama, my friend,’ purred Puarata, extending his hand like a king offering a subject an opportunity to serve. Mat cringed as his father took the offered hand, smiling.
‘Kia-ora, Mr Puarata. Welcome to Kahunui.’
The silver-haired man nodded in a satisfied manner. ‘It is good to be here.’ He stepped slightly aside and waved the blonde woman forward. ‘This is my associate, Donna Kyle. I believe you have spoken on the telephone? Donna, this is my legal representative, Tama Douglas.’
The woman touched Tama’s hand briefly, but neither spoke nor smiled, her eyes hidden behind black sunglasses.
Puarata turned and looked down at Mat. His smile broadened, even as his eyes narrowed. ‘And this must be your son, Tama?’
Tama patted Mat’s shoulder. ‘This is my son, Wiremu Matiu Douglas.’
‘Wiremu,’ purred Puarata. His eyes were dark, nearly black, and they had a strange lack of focus, as though he was looking straight through Mat’s head. His hands were cold but smooth, and his breath carried a hint of rot as he bent down. ‘How old are you, Wiremu?’
‘I’m…I’m fifteen, sir.’
‘You must be at high school.’
‘Y-Yes, I’m Year Eleven, sir. Fifth form.’
‘And what are your strengths at school?’
He leaned closer. Mat was agonisingly aware of the tiki, burning in his pocket, and it was all he could do not to flinch. He felt as if his theft was written all over his face, and the old man’s questions seemed like an elaborate trap. He sensed his father’s anxiety that he’d embarrass him, and that made him cross.
‘I like art,’ he replied, a little defiantly. He felt his father’s hand tense.
‘Indeed…’ said Puarata, leaning closer. ‘That is commendable, Wiremu. The imagination is where true power lies. If you can imagine something, you can make it real, don’t you think? Without imagination, we are blind.’
‘I guess so…I guess.’
Puarata reached out a hand, and Mat froze. The fingers that brushed his neck were cold, as they pulled the wooden koru into the light. The chilly eyes narrowed slightly, and the lined faced creased into a sort of smile.
‘Did you make this, Wiremu?’
Mat suppressed an urge to correct the man. Let him call me Wiremu if he wants.
‘Yes, sir.’
Puarata examined it with interest, as though the carving had some special significance. ‘There is power in your art, boy,’ he said softly. ‘I could teach you much. I too am a carver.’
Mat didn’t know how to reply. The old man straightened. ‘Good to meet you, Wiremu.’ He looked at the blonde woman, Donna, waving a hand at Mat as though displaying an especially good exhibit. ‘An excellent young man,’ he declared. ‘We must talk more, later.’
Donna didn’t even look at Mat, but she scowled, and Tama’s hand was still tight on his shoulder. Puarata flexed his hands, and the smile left his face abruptly.
‘Come. I wish to pay respects to my old friend Wai-aroha. ’
He turned and strode toward the whare, trailed by Donna and a pair of black-suited bodyguards. Mat stood numbly, and barely heard his father bend to his ear and whisper, ‘Off you go. I’m going to be busy for a while—go and get some food.’ Then he hurried after Puarata.
Mat stood a moment, and slowly let out his breath. Tama hadn’t even mentioned the wooden koru. Didn’t he care that Mat had taken it? He seemed like a stranger, a puppet dressed in his father’s flesh. A puppet whose strings Puarata held. His lips trembled slightly.
Riki appeared at his side.
‘That is one scary dude, bro. What did he say to you?’
Mat shrugged. ‘He asked about school.’
‘School?’
‘Yeah.’ Mat frowned. ‘Dunno why.’ He put his hand into his pocket and felt the tiki. It was oddly hot to touch. ‘C’mon, let’s go.’
‘Go where, man?’
‘Come on!’ Mat walked toward the whare, then stopped when he saw two burly bodyguards waiting outside. The others must have gone in. People had gathered again to watch and listen, but seemed intimidated; even the gang-members were hanging back. But his father, and these menacing new arrivals, had all gone inside, where Nanny Wai lay, her neck now empty of the tiki. Mat fingered the ornament in his pocket, and felt a surge of fear. What would happen when they found the tiki was gone? He hurried toward the crowd, Riki trailing behind.



3
The tiki
Mat scurried around the back of the crowd, and up the side of the whare runanga, leaving behind the crowd of people at the front. Riki followed, a puzzled look on his face. They slipped in a back door, into a storeroom. He tried the handle. There was no one around, and the sun chose this moment to kiss the hill-tops. It would be dark in minutes. Shadows leapt from every corner of the building. The pale green paint of the door was peeling and the handle was rusty, but it opened quietly. Riki pulled it closed behind them as Mat pressed his ear to the opposite door. He put a finger to his lips, as Puarata’s voice rolled through the walls…
‘I have come to pay my respects to my old friend, Wai-aroha. ’
Aunty Hine answered in a voice Mat had never heard, clear and strong. ‘Wai-aroha would not have welcomed you, Puarata.’
‘Perhaps. But grief brings people together.’
Mat pressed an eye to the keyhole. The main hall of the whare lay beyond the door. His view wasn’t good. The keyhole was small and the light in the hall was dim. The table with the silhouette of Nanny Wai’s casket filled his view, and Aunty Hine’s back. But he could see the face of Puarata, looming beyond the table, his eye-sockets black like a skull.
‘Grief? I do not believe you grieve for Wai.’ Aunty Hine stepped toward him. ‘Why are you really here? And Tama, what are you doing with these people?’
Mat heard his father speak up, and felt a quiver of shame. ‘I have been commissioned by Mr Puarata to assist his recovery of a precious artefact, that belongs to him.’
‘Wai had nothing that belongs to him.’
‘According to these documents, Miss Wai-aroha Terakatini has possession of a traditional bone-carved tiki, made by Mister Puarata, and lost by him some time ago. He has reason to believe this tiki is the one widely observed as being worn by Wai-aroha.’
‘She had it for years. It was hers,’ retorted Aunty Hine.
‘It was not,’ Tama snapped back.
‘Listen to yourself, Tama,’ cried Aunty Hine. ‘Helping this, this…old mad man steal from your whanau!’
Mat’s father stepped into view. His face was flushed and angry. ‘This is not robbery. My client is the rightful owner and you’ll save yourself a lot of grief by handing it over!’
‘You can’t snatch the belongings of dead people!’
‘This artefact belongs to my client!’ shouted Tama.
Mat flinched, and his stomach clenched. He nearly straightened and grabbed the door handle. But then Puarata spoke again.
‘Be calm, Tama.’ He stepped in front of Tama and confronted Aunty Hine, his hands spread wide, his voice smooth and almost soothing. ‘This wrangling is disrespectful to the dead. We should not argue here. Of course we could wait, and argue in court instead, but in the end, it will be mine. Because I made it, and I lost it. I knew Wai had it, but I could never find her. And why? Now I find it was because she was locked up in a mental institution, and no one except her father and you knew where. Hidden away with my tiki around her neck for thirty years. I even know why she was locked up, now. But for years it has been a mystery. Where was Wai-aroha? Overseas? Married and under a different name? Dead? Be assured, this thing belongs to me. It will be simpler if you just hand it over.’
‘No!’
‘Hinemoa.’ His voice became silkier, and somehow even scarier. ‘Hinemoa, this thing will be mine. It is calling to me. Look at me, Hinemoa…’ His hand reached up and stroked the air beside Aunty Hine’s face. ‘Look at me…’
The silver-haired man leant closer still to Aunty Hine, and though Mat could only see her back, he could feel some sort of conflict—he saw her tense, clench, then heard her sigh, and sag. She nodded, swaying slightly.
Mat’s hands clenched and unclenched. His breathing felt horribly loud, and when Riki moved he cringed in fright of discovery.
Puarata stepped past Hine, and put his hands on Nanny Wai’s breast. He pulled the neck of the blouse aside, then started suddenly, his face contorting, his teeth suddenly flashing, as he whirled about.
‘Where is it?’ he snarled.
Mat saw Aunty Hine turn, her face blank, and he had a sudden flash of danger. He straightened. ‘Come on,’ he whispered at Riki. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
Riki pushed the back door open and they slipped out.
There was still no one around. Mat led them away from the whare, into the shade of the line of pines on the back fence-line of the marae. Sandflies darted around them, and a cow looked at them disinterestedly from the other side of the fence. The sun was all but gone.
Riki looked at Mat as if he expected some visible sign of madness.
‘What’s going on, man? What’s pissed off the scary dude?’
‘I’ll tell you in a minute…can you drive?’
Riki stared at him. ‘Yeah…but I don’t have my licence.
If we get stopped by cops I’d be in for it, man.’
‘Do you only do what you’re supposed to do?’
Riki scowled. ‘No, I do what I want. Tell me why I should go for a drive.’
Mat looked him in the eye. ‘Did you hear what was going on in there?’
‘Yeah, but I didn’t understand any of it. The scary dude—whatsisname?’
‘Puarata.’
‘Yeah, him. Seemed pretty pissed off about something he wanted that old Hine said he couldn’t have. An’ your dad seemed kinda pissed too.’
Mat nodded bleakly. ‘Puarata came to get something. He got Dad to write up the papers to make it legal. It’s a tiki, made of bone, that Nanny Wai used to wear.’
‘Yeah…so?’
Mat took a slow breath and then let it out in a rush. ‘I’ve got it.’
Riki stared. ‘You’ve got it? Why?’
‘I don’t know. Mostly because Nanny Wai said I should have it when she died. But if I just stood up and said that, no one would believe me. But this will sound kind of weird—I think I should have it. I’m meant to. And I’m sure that Puarata getting it is a bad thing.’
‘Why?’ repeated Riki. ‘Are you nuts? The guy has hired suits and fancy cars and looks like the Maori Godfather. You don’t want to piss off someone like that, man.’
Mat looked around. He pulled Riki toward the gates. ‘Come on. Where’s your old man’s car?’
Riki stopped. ‘You are crazy! Where do you wanna go anyway?’
‘Dunno, Taupo, I think. I’ll go see Mum.’
‘Taupo? That’s 200 ks away! I’m not gonna drive you to Taupo!’
‘You don’t have to. Just get me to Napier, and I’ll hitch a ride.’
‘But if you run off, everyone will know you’ve got it!’
Mat sucked his bottom lip. ‘Yeah, but what else can I do?’
‘I dunno. Chuck it down a hole, come back for it later. But if you run off, you’ll just draw attention to yourself.’
Mat considered. It seemed to make sense…but his instinct was screaming at him to run. He shook his head. ‘Nah, we’ve got to go.’
‘We? Oh alright! Come on. But only as far as Napier. I’ll grab Dad’s keys, and meet you at the gates.’ Riki hurried away.
Mat stared after him, then made his way through the crowds of people, heading toward the gates. He felt giddy, the whole thing seemed foolish. And yet, he knew what he had to do. Over his shoulder, he could see people still gathered about the whare, and that the two bodyguards were still there. He walked briskly away, trying not to break into a run, and headed for the gates.
When he reached the gates there were the three black cars, waiting like steel panthers. Beside each stood a suited man, muscular, menacing. They all looked at him impassively as he walked past. He felt a heated flush of guilt crawling over his face, forced himself to walk out and onto the verge, which was packed with a mass of vehicles pressed against the side of the road. He found a mound of grass on the south side of the gate, out of sight of the bodyguards, and slumped to the ground, staring up at the sky, trying to find excuses for his father.
Jeez, Dad, why are you helping that horrible man? Couldn’t you have stood up to him? He patted his pocket, the lump of cord and bone that was the tiki. Everything felt so unreal. I’ve stolen something…I’m a thief… and yet, it seemed the right thing to do. Nanny Wai hadn’t wanted this man to have the tiki—he felt sure of that. Somehow his instinct…his intuition…told him the tiki was precious, and this man had to be kept away from it…
What should I do? Should I just bury it…but they’ll figure out it was me… he felt himself sweating, a small wind chilling his damp forehead. The grass smelt dry and the air smelt damp, the dewy chill of evening. His mouth tasted sour, and he could feel a sting behind his eyes. Jeez, Dad…
He suddenly felt a strange pulse of heat from the lump in his pocket. The tiki was throbbing somehow, and he put his hand against the pocket, and looked toward the whare.
A movement caught his eye. A man was emerging from the crowd, a couple of hundred metres away. An outlandish man…huge and muscular, shaggy black hair falling about his shoulders, naked but for a flax skirt about his waist, and a huge green-black stone club glistening in the half-light. It was a mere, like the old-time Maori warriors used. His face and arms and chest were knotted with moko, great flowing sweeps of dark patterns, and eyes that seemed to harbour their own light. But no one was looking at him. It was bizarre—he was huge, dressed like a traditional Maori warrior—every person in the place should have been staring open-mouthed at him. Yet no one seemed to even see him…as if he was invisible. And he was hunting for something—his eyes were flickering everywhere, searching, as he walked closer. Mat felt suddenly, horribly afraid. He rolled into the deepest clump of grass, and buried his face. Loamy earth smells surrounded him, and dry stalks of grass scratched his cheeks and nose, but he dared not look up.
Then he heard the scrunch of footsteps in the gravel. A step, and then another, closer, and closer. Coming from the gates, closer, and then stopping.
‘Mat?’
It was Riki.
‘H-Hi, I’m here…did you get the keys?’ Mat pulled himself to his knees and crept to the side of the car, ignoring the scraping on his knees and hands. Riki stood above him, looking puzzled.
‘Did you see the warrior?’ Mat demanded to know. ‘The guy in the grass skirt, with all the tats? And the club?’
Riki slowly shook his head. ‘Nope.’
‘You must have seen him. He’s huge, and has a massive great club, and a grass skirt.’
Riki shook his head. ‘You’re weird, Douglas.’
Mat peered toward the marae. The man was gone. But the bodyguards by the cars were still there.
‘C’mon, let’s go.’
Riki took a breath. ‘OK. Don’t mind me saying this bro—but you’re freaking me out. You’ve flipped, cuz. Totally. Flipped.’
‘Whatever. Let’s go—where’s your dad’s car?’
Riki peered into the gloom, looking south. ‘Down this way a bit.’
They walked down the roadside. There was no traffic, and the gloom was settling in the valley like a shroud. Mat kept glancing back at the gates, and the lights of the marae. No one seemed to be following, but there were plenty of people moving around by the whare. He tried to imagine the scene—maybe his dad was arguing with the elders, while Puarata swaggered among them. Finally, Riki slapped the bonnet of an old Ford.
‘Here we go, man.’ He opened the lock and got in, then leant across and opened the passenger door. Mat slid in, to find Riki staring at him with serious eyes. ‘Do you know what you’re doing, Mat?’
Mat took a breath and leant his head back. ‘Maybe. I dunno. Not really.’
Riki shook his head. ‘Explain it to me. It’s not too late to go back and sort this out. I don’t want to see you in the crap, man. What’re you doing this for?’
Mat quickly told Riki about the phone call, the false ownership papers for the tiki, how the tiki was really his. And that he had taken it.
Riki looked at him sympathetically. ‘Wow man. I always thought your old man was a pretty good sort.’
Mat grimaced. ‘He mostly is. But, y’know…his job…’
Riki nodded. ‘Yeah. Bloody lawyers, eh. So, what do you wanna do?’
‘I want to see my mum. And…I dunno…ask her to get the tiki to someone who can stop this. Make it right.’
‘And she’s in Taupo?’
‘Yeah.’
Riki whistled softly. ‘That’s like, nearly three hours’ drive.’
Mat nodded. His friend laid his head back against the head-board of his seat, then leant forward again. ‘S’pose we better get going then.’
Tears stung the back of Mat’s eyes. ‘Thanks man.’
‘Hey, I’m not promising Taupo…definitely Napier and then we’ll see, OK?’
Mat nodded. It all seemed unreal.
Riki pulled out the choke, gunned the engine, and wrestled the Ford out onto the highway.
As they drove past the gates, Mat stared at the black cars. Half-seen in the gloom, a huge figure stood among the bodyguards, talking to them. As the car passed, his head turned toward them, and a flicker like twin points of silver flashed beneath a curtain of tangled hair.



4
Flight to Napier
Mat looked at his watch. It was nearly seven o’clock in the evening, and they were passing through Stortford Lodge, mingling with the northbound traffic on the fringe of Hastings, heading to Napier. There hadn’t been much to say since leaving Kahunui. The night was clear and the roads busy, but no black cars had appeared behind them. Mat had one eye on the rear vision, but mostly he just sat there, his mind in a dazed whirl. Images filled his mind—his father’s face, Puarata’s piercing eyes and the way he purred as he stroked Mat’s pendant—There is power in your art, boy. I could teach you much—the waxen face of Nanny Wai and the coldness of her skin—the warmth of the tiki and the way it pulsed—the huge warrior and his silvery eyes…He let it all slip away, gazing into the empty darkness, until it gave way to house lights and street lights.
They took the Pakowhai Road and rejoined the highway north of Clive, crossed bridges over the Ngaruroro and Tutaekuri Rivers, and surged onto the stretch of coastal road that became Marine Parade, the pines arrayed like sentinels watching the sea. Napier Hill sat squat in the distance to the north, studded with lights. On the seaward end the port lights beamed out across the water to the line of spray that marked the reef.
There was a legend about the reef, and a girl called Pania who had drowned there, lured out by the pipes of the sea-fairies. There was a statue of her in the gardens on the Parade. But long before they reached that part of the Parade they turned off into the ‘home patch’ as his father liked to call it, the southern Marine Parade, right on the main road.
They turned into the driveway, tyres crunching in the loose gravel. The house was dark, and empty. Mat looked up, swallowed, and as the car lurched to a halt, he sat a moment, almost bewildered by what he was doing. He shook himself.
‘Come on, we gotta hurry.’
‘OK, man.’
Mat got out unsteadily, stumbled to the front door and fished around for the emergency key in the garden. It was in one of those false garden stones that had been all the rage one Christmas. He turned the key, then punched the security alarm code into the panel beside the door. It bleeped three times and went silent. He turned on the foyer light.
‘Hey,’ said Riki, peering over his shoulder. ‘Cool joint.’ Mat realised with a slight start that Riki had never been here—Dad didn’t approve of Riki’s family.
‘Thanks—wait down here.’ He rushed upstairs to his room.


He turned on the lights, and gazed around numbly. It all seemed so comfortingly familiar—the smells, the pictures…‘Come on!’ he berated himself. He grabbed his kitbag, dumped his school books, and began to shovel in clothes.
‘Grab some food from the fridge,’ he shouted downstairs. ‘And a drink.’
‘Yo, man!’ Riki shouted back.
Pocket-knife…undies…sweat-top…bathroom stuff—he dropped his kitbag and ran to the bathroom, grabbed a toothbrush and some toothpaste. Seeing himself in the mirror reminded him he was still in a suit. He ran back to the bedroom and ripped it off, climbed into jeans and a T-shirt, then threw on a windbreaker and a beanie. Downstairs he heard Riki calling.
‘Got some ham and cheese and a couple of colas, dude. Want some chippies?’
The thought of food made him salivate. ‘Sure,’ he called back.
Back to packing—a torch…what about sleeping stuff? He had a sleeping bag, but it was stored in the garage. They could get it as they left. He couldn’t think of anything else. Hefting the bag, he started down the stairs, when the phone rang.
‘Don’t answer it,’ he yelled as he sprinted downstairs. Riki was coming out of the kitchen, carrying a shopping bag full of food and drink-cans.
‘Don’t answer it!’ Mat repeated.
‘Chill, man,’ Riki drawled back. ‘I ain’t gonna answer it.’
Mat ran into the office, where his father had a digital phone—a number showed up on the lit panel. ‘It’s Dad—he’s calling on his mobile.’ The phone ring echoed oddly in the silent room.
Riki had followed him in. ‘That ain’t good, dude. It means he’s missed you. Realises you ain’t around. That is not good! Hopefully he’s still back at the marae, though. I was thinkin’—if we rush, I think there’s a late bus to Taupo from the train station.’
The phone stopped ringing.
Mat looked at Riki, throat dry. ‘You won’t change your mind and drive me to Taupo?’
Riki hung his head. ‘Hey, I want to, man. But the car is nearly out of gas, and I ain’t got no money. And if my old man realises I’m gone, they’ll know I helped—if I hurry back, I’ll have only been gone an hour, and you’ll be away without a trace.’
Mat swallowed. It was fair—and better than anything he could think of.
‘OK. We better get going.’
Mat followed Riki out the door, dropped his kit and turned to lock up, dithering over whether he should go into the garage for his sleeping bag or not. Nah, I’ll be sleeping at Mum’s tonight. Then he heard the phone again, and jumped. He put the key in the lock, when the low purr of a car engine made him turn, his heart in his mouth.
It was his father’s car, gleaming in the streetlights, the windows up and dark, full of menace as it glided to a halt across the driveway, blocking the way out. Riki had stopped beside the Ford, and the bag of food spilled from his hands to the concrete with a rustling thud. Mat gripped the doorway and stared. He’s my dad. He’ll forgive me. I haven’t done anything. Not really…
The driver’s door opened near-side, and Tama Douglas stepped out, pocketing his cellphone, his face twisted. ‘Mat?’ he shouted at Mat. He strode forward, glaring now at Riki. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he demanded. Riki backed away, hands lifting, surrendering.
‘Hey, man, be cool. I’m just helping my bro.’
Tama raised his fist as he closed the distance. Behind him, the back door of the car opened. Donna’s face was so pale it seemed to glow, her sunglasses still on her face and her mouth a violent streak of scarlet. From the passenger door, on the far side of the car, Puarata appeared, his silver mane of hair glowing in the streetlights, his lips curving over white teeth.
Mat opened his mouth and screeched ‘RIKI, RUN!’ and jerked the front door open again, his free hand snatching up his kitbag. ‘RUN!’
Over his shoulder he saw everyone pause momentarily, then everything blurred into violent action.
He saw Riki half-turn, his mouth open to yell something, when Tama’s fist swung in a huge arc that smashed into the boy’s jaw. Riki collapsed, his eyes rolling back into his skull as he fell backward. Tama Douglas roared down at him then glared at Mat. Over his shoulder, Mat could see Donna beginning to flow toward them, her mouth opening and hand dipping to a slit in her dress. It was a gesture he’d seen on so many American cop-shows that his mind formed the word gun even as he staggered backward and clawed at the door.
Puarata called him, his voice low yet clear. ‘Wiremu…Wiremu…’ and the sound seemed to tug at him, like a web of sound that could snag him if he let it. The old man’s gaze was commanding, insistent, his words echoing inside Mat’s skull as if they originated from within his head. ‘Be still, boy,’ they commanded. The tiki in his pocket went hot, and a roar of blood in his ears drowned Puarata’s words. He staggered backward, and gripped the edge of the door. His father lunged toward him in slow-motion. He saw a flash of metal in Donna’s hand and felt a surge of fear.
‘WIREMU!’ shouted Puarata.
But I’m not Wiremu…that’s just what Dad calls me…I’m MAT! He slammed the front door and pressed the lock. The door shuddered as Tama smashed into it a second later.
‘Mat! Open this door!’
Mat turned and ran…down the hall to the washroom, and out the back door. Behind him he heard another crash, and then a metallic rattle…Dad’s got his keys…and then he was out the back door and running hard, for the back fence, swinging the kitbag straps onto both shoulders and vaulting the fence in one movement, even as the back door opened behind him. He stole a glance and saw his father—but the fury written on his features as he turned on the porch-light was something so alien Mat didn’t even think of stopping—he ran.
Over the back fence was the neighbour’s vegetable garden—Mat ran through it, stumbling over rows of cabbages and carrots, past the wooden garage, and along the side of the house. Ahead a streetlight lit the pathway. He heard his father shouting and saw curtains open in houses on either side, glimpsed pale, wary faces as he sped by. Then he was on the street on the far side of the block. Left was south, right was north, ahead was inland. He hesitated for a second, then ran to the right, toward the centre of Napier, a few kilometres away.
He ran a block and chanced a glance back. The street seemed empty, and then he saw a dark shape step into the streetlight. It was Puarata, his hair still glowing with fox-fire, and his whisper reached across the distance between them effortlessly, as though he were murmuring in Mat’s ear.
‘Mat…I know your name now…your real name…bring it back, Mat.’
Mat turned and ran, whipped along by his fear.
‘Mat. You can’t escape me…don’t make me hurt you, Mat…’
He ran on, shaking his head to get that horrible voice out of his head.
‘Mat…Mat…bring it back to me!’
A car went past, and a woman with a frightened face slowed, peered, then sped away. Mat ran across the road, threw a look over his shoulder. Puarata hadn’t moved, but a blur further away caught his eye. His father’s car was turning a corner into the street. Oh no! He turned and ran harder, hearing the car slow and stop then speed closer. It’s picked up Puarata…gotta get off the road… He saw an alleyway on his left and spun into it, nearly slipping as he skidded in gravel, and then plunged into the dark. Behind him he heard the car pull to a halt, much closer than he’d thought, and a door opened then slammed again. He heard a slap of feet on stone, as if his pursuer were barefoot, and redoubled his pace, turning right between two houses, leapt a fence and careered down a driveway, onto another road. The footsteps seemed dreadfully close and when he glanced back, he saw a hulking shape emerge from the alley, hair flowing behind it.
The warrior, the monstrous figure he’d seen at the marae.
Where did he come from? He wasn’t in the car!
The warrior’s breath sounded like massive bellows, like a bull snorting before it charged. Terror made Mat’s feet fly, his heart slamming against his chest. His breath began to steam in the cold night air. His vision blurred with tears, and he seemed to feel huge hands clawing out to grab him—he leapt a low garden fence onto someone’s lawn then hurdled onto a car and over another fence into another property, hearing shouts from the house and something huge slam into the car a heartbeat behind him. He couldn’t look back without falling so he went on, back to the street and then another side-street and into a school yard, and he could see the lights of the railway station ahead. He heard footfalls behind him again—though no sound of breathing—and ran through the playground—pelting along as fast as he had ever run. His T-shirt clung, sodden with sweat, to his back and the kitbag bounced crazily…
A massive fist smashed into the back of his shoulder and he stumbled, flailed and fell. The world lurched, and the ground slammed into his face. He ploughed into the dirt and a burst of pain exploded around his nose and front teeth. He tasted sweet metallic blood and his nostrils filled up in a rush that choked him. His hands clawed the dirt as he tried to rise, and he heard a low chuckle above him. He gasped for breath and tried to jerk away, but another hand grabbed his shoulder and the world spun, until he was on his back, looking up through blurred vision at the shimmering stars. They were blocked by a massive head, streaked with light from the streetlamps.
Up close, the warrior stank like rotting meat, and his breath was cold and hideous. His teeth were yellowed and his eyes bulbous like a fish. His tattooed face split into a savage smile and he reached down. Thick fingers coiled about Mat’s throat, shockingly cold and brutally strong, and squeezed. The other hand pawed at Mat’s pockets. He growled something guttural, and laughed.
Mat opened his mouth to scream, but he couldn’t get enough air, could only gag and flail at the massive fist holding him. The warrior pushed his free hand into the jacket pocket, and pulled out the tiki and the koru together in a tangle of cords.
‘No…’ Mat choked on the blood streaming down the back of his throat.
Suddenly a girl’s voice yelled something from only metres away.
The warrior straightened at the first words, his eyes bulging and the smile melting from his face. His fists unclenched and he dropped Mat onto his back, the two pendants landing on his chest. Mat clutched them, and rolled away, his eyes piercing the gloom to see who had interrupted.
The warrior stared at a girl, a Maori girl, maybe sixteen, standing a few metres away, with flowing black hair, blazing eyes and a graceful moko on her chin. For a second the warrior stood, his brutish face made stupid by indecision, and then, unbelievably, he lurched backward. His hands went up as if protecting his eyes and he stumbled away as if she were the most terrifying thing he had ever seen, and as she raised her hand and opened her mouth again, he gave a sudden howl, and ran off into the darkness.



5
Pania
Mat scrambled up and turned, watching the girl, incredulous. She was barely taller than he was…how could she…
‘Hi,’ she said, with a sudden smile.
He gaped at her, as blood dripped down his face.
Her face wore a smile beautifully. Her hair was a gorgeous flow of ebony, gilded silver by the streetlights. Mat blinked and shook his head—the moko he’d thought he’d seen on her chin wasn’t there after all. I must be seeing things, he thought. He found himself trembling after the shock of the chase, and its strange ending.
She stuck out her right hand, and for an instant the moko on her chin was back. He jerked away in fright.
‘Hey, just saying hi, kid. You OK? I don’t think your nose is broken, so press up here until the bleeding stops.’ She indicated on her own nose where she meant.
He stared at her, then looked back over his shoulder. He nodded mutely, doing as she suggested, while at the same time he used his other hand to wipe away the smeared blood and dirt from his face.
‘C’mon,’ she said, after a few minutes, when his nose had stopped. ‘If you want to get away from that ugly brute, you better come with me.’
Mat looked at her, and then back into the dark, half-expecting the warrior to reappear. ‘But…but…how did you?’
The girl smiled. ‘He was always just a bully—as soon as someone stood up to him, he was off. But he might come back, so we better go.’
Mat’s head whirled. ‘But he…do you know him?’
She beckoned anxiously, a frown creasing her features. ‘He and I go way back. Come on, let’s go.’
He fell into step with her, and she led him through shadows into another alleyway. ‘Let’s take a short-cut,’ she said suddenly, looking at him with an enigmatic smile. She led him down another path he’d not noticed. Tree branches reached out of the night as they passed, and the lights of the city seemed dimmer. At one point he caught a glimpse inside a window, and was startled to see a woman in a long dress playing a piano by the light of a gas-lamp, while she gazed out the window. She seemed to see him momentarily, and then he lost sight of her. He heard the sea again, caught a waft of salt air.
He stopped, puzzled. Where was he?
The girl looked back at him and turned. ‘Come on, Mat. We have to hurry.’
It was weird, he didn’t know this alleyway…couldn’t even place exactly where they were…shouldn’t they have crossed another street by now?
‘Where are we?’
‘Not far from the Parade,’ answered the girl. ‘Come on!’ She took his cold hand in her warm one, and pulled him along. He followed, his panic subsiding into vague trust of this nice girl, who even knew his name.
They stepped out of the alley and found themselves on Marine Parade. Mat’s house was somewhere a couple of kilometres to his right, to the south. From the south, Napier starts as a line of houses, including Mat’s, and then motels, and on the seaward side, tourist attractions: the Aquarium, Marineland, fun-parks, a mini-putt, some gardens, all side by side right to the base of Bluff Hill. The parade itself was a four-lane road, two lanes on either side of a row of palms in the centre median, all hung with fairy lights as though every evening were Christmas.
A small knot of Friday-night revellers smelling of laughter and beer wafted by as Mat and the girl paused, waiting till they passed. The girl looked around and sniffed the air.
‘All clear,’ she said. ‘Are you OK?’
Mat took a deep breath, his nose finally clear again, and tried not to think of the terrifying warrior. Or the whispering Puarata. Or the horrible look on his dad’s face, as his fist smashed into Riki’s face…Riki… He pushed down his fear, and nodded slowly.
‘Good. Come on,’ she smiled, nodding. ‘They won’t catch you when you’re with me,’ she added seriously. ‘I know the safest paths.’
She led him through a break in the traffic to the palm trees on the median, then they darted over to the seaward side of the Parade, and found themselves in a playground.
They struck the Parade just to the south of the tourist attractions, went under an arch commemorating the turn of the millennium and down to the shoreline, where breakers crashed onto the shore, and hissed through the gravel. The beach was stony—small grey pieces of shingle worn smooth by the pounding waves scrunched underfoot. A chill wind blew off the water, redolent with salt and spray. Mat’s jacket became damp and stiff and his back began to sweat where the kitbag pressed against him. The girl walked alongside, her hair tousled by the sea breeze, her lips forming a wordless melody. He could see her teeth shining, reflecting the fairy lights of the Parade. Two boys throwing stones into the water stopped and gazed at her as they passed. Ahead the lights of the Soundshell gleamed, and beyond that, the port. Window and street lights on Bluff Hill loomed further back, like a huge burial mound.
‘Did you know that warrior guy?’ Mat asked, eventually.
The girl didn’t answer.
‘Because,’ said Mat, ‘it was weird, him running off like that, when he’d caught me and…’ He pulled out the tiki and waved it at the girl. ‘Have you seen this before?’
She stopped, reached out, but stopped short of touching it, and her soft brown eyes grew sad.
‘No. But I think it is very special…I think you should look after it carefully, Matiu Douglas.’
Mat flushed, and put the tiki around his neck, and knotted the cord, then slipped it beside his pendant inside his T-shirt. He looked at the girl curiously. ‘I don’t remember your name.’
She laughed, a tinkling sound. ‘That’s because I haven’t told you.’ She held out her right hand, just as she had after she’d scared the warrior away. This time, Mat took it in his. ‘My name is Pania.’
‘Pania…like the girl in the reef?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Oh…cool.’
She laughed. ‘Where are you going, Mat?’
‘I…um…I need to get to Taupo…but I don’t know how…I was heading for the station, but that’s too far away now. And these people are…’
‘Chasing you? Don’t worry, I’ll help.’ She seemed to consider. ‘They will have thought of the station by now. Your best chance is to go to friends.’
Mat tried to think of someone who would help, but anyone he could think of would probably tell his father where he was. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed that Tama was everywhere, knew everyone he knew…
‘I don’t know anyone else I can go to.’
She grinned. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll find new friends you haven’t even met yet.’
Just then, a whispering began again in his head…Mat…Mat… a cold shiver rippled over his skin.
Pania frowned and hissed, ‘Shush,’ and the whispering stopped.
He stared at her. ‘How did you…’
She looked back at him. ‘How did I what?’
‘Errr, nothing.’ He tried to think some more, but it was hard. This girl was so…distracting.
‘Well,’ said Pania eventually, ‘if you can’t think of anyone, perhaps you should hitch-hike to Taupo tomorrow. As long as you’re careful, you’ll be OK.’
Perhaps if he slept on the beach, and then in the morning walked to the north side of town and got a ride…he could be in Taupo before midday. ‘What do you think?’ he asked.
Pania looked thoughtful, while making circles in the gravel with her right shoe. Eventually she said, ‘I think if we walk round the port together, and you walk far enough tonight, come morning you can get a lift before they figure what you’re doing, and you’ll be ahead of them.’
He thought for a while. ‘I guess so. I could go round the port, and cross the bridge at the Iron Pot, then go out along Westshore Beach.’
Pania nodded. ‘If I were you, I’d go as far as the Esk River, then cut inland, and try and get a ride from in the Esk Valley. It’s probably further than they’ll think you can do, which is good. And you’ll be off the roads, where they’ll be looking for you.’
The walk around the Bluff Hill to the Iron Pot would take at least an hour, then it was about ten kilometres along the beach from Westshore to Bay View, and then a couple of kilometres inland to the Esk Valley. ‘I don’t know if I can get that far in one night.’
‘You could, but you’d be dead on your feet come dawn. If you sleep somewhere along the way, you could walk most of it in the daylight and get a ride around mid-morning.’
‘Which makes it more likely they’ll spot me if they’re watching that far north…could I sleep at your place?’ He blushed as he asked.
Pania laughed. ‘Not possible, sorry. I don’t have a car either, before you ask.’
‘I guess it’s walking then,’ he sighed.
‘Yeah, I guess it is. Come on. When we get to the Soundshell, I’ll slip into town and get something for you to eat.’
They walked on, and once they were just past the Soundshell, Pania led Mat back up from the beach, and sat him in the glow of an illuminated fountain. Every few seconds the fountain’s pattern, and the colour of the lights, would change, sending a watery curtain of crystals dancing merrily into the air. Deep red, a luminescent green and a rich purple each played for half a minute then changed to another colour. Mat had been here many times before, with Mum and Dad, eating fish’n’chips and watching the water play. Pania led him to a seat beside a bronze statue of a beautiful, bare-breasted Maori girl, reclining on a rock. The statue of Pania of the Reef.
‘Wait here, and you’ll be safe,’ she smiled. ‘My namesake will guard you,’ she added with a laugh, then skipped away toward the city lights.
Mat’s eyes followed her until she was out of sight. There were couples wandering past, gazing at the fountain. A hundred metres south was the Soundshell, where kids on skateboards, who should have been home by now, were zooming around. The fairy lights in the pines waved in a gentle sea breeze. He looked at the statue. There was a plaque on the rock. He read it idly.
Pania of the Reef
An old Maori legend tells how Pania, lured by the siren voices of the sea people, swam out to meet them. When she endeavoured to return to her lover, she was transformed into the reef which now lies beyond Napier Breakwater.
To perpetuate the legend the thirty thousand club presented this statue to the city—1954.
He thought the girl looked a bit like the statue. For a moment he imagined that…but, nah, she’ll go to Napier Girls High and watch dumb telly programmes like any other girl…still, weird, though.
Pania returned with a burger and milkshake each. They took them down to the beach, and ate and slurped as they walked beside the waves.
‘What school do you go to? Girls High?’ he asked between mouthfuls.
Pania shook her head. ‘No. Do you go to Boys High?’
‘Yeah.’ He told her about school all the long trudge around the port lands—about art, and what he liked doing, and even about his parents. It felt odd, to be talking to someone about everyday things after such a strange day. He never got around to asking Pania about herself; she always seemed to answer his questions with questions of her own. Behind the port, they had to return to the road, and cross the bottom of Bluff Hill. Empty seashore north of the port gave way to a park where teens still played on the swings and shouted to each other, though it was gone nine o’clock. The air was getting colder, and Mat was shivering.
‘You should change into a dry T-shirt,’ Pania advised, so they stopped at the toilets in the playground, and he went inside the Mens, went to the toilet and changed. When he emerged, Pania was talking to a tough-looking Maori man, but she said something that made him laugh, and he wandered off chuckling to himself. Then off they went again, past the Iron Pot shops, and around the fishing-boat docks.
The Iron Pot is an inlet area north of Napier Hill. Fishing boats come and go, and the yacht club marina is further along the channel. Warehouses line the south side of the channel, most renovated into pubs and restaurants looking out over the water. On the north side, around one hundred and forty metres away, stood well-lit waterfront properties at Perfume Point, at the south end of Westshore. Mat walked with Pania past the restaurants, with tables of laughing people. The smell of food and drink carried from the open windows.
Mat was feeling tired. He glanced at his watch—it was after nine o’clock, and he’d been walking or running since he fled home a couple of hours ago. Pania still stepped lightly as if at any moment she might break into a dance. They walked through the playground on the verge of the seashore, where groups of teens huddled about the play equipment, smoking. They went around into the old port area, where the fishing boats still tied up, passed an old wooden building that had once been Napier’s Customhouse, and rounded a bend that took them right to the wharves. The sea gleamed darkly before them, one or two metres below. Across the water, maybe 90 metres, were houses; to their left, a marina, and beyond that, half a kilometre away, the bridge they had to cross.
Mat knew his way around this area fairly well. Once the inlet reached the marina, the water flowed under the bridge, and then broadened into a wide tidal estuary, behind Westshore and Pandora. The bridge carried the only road north, which then curled in behind Westshore, out to the airport, then Bay View. Beyond that, it forked, offering either the trek over the ranges to Taupo, or the twisting road up the East Cape to Wairoa and Gisborne.
They trudged on, with a tingle of apprehension. Anyone going north would cross the bridge—they had little choice—and if Puarata had guessed where he was bound, the bridge would be guarded.
By the time they were within a few hundred metres of the bridge, Mat could see his worst fears had been realised.
They stopped in the shadows. A black car was parked on the near side of the bridge, and a dark-haired man in a suit was pacing beside it, hunched a little, holding one hand to his head—as if he was talking on a cellphone. He finished, straightened, and stood on the corner of the bridge, staring at the cars that passed, heading north.
‘How am I going to get across? He’ll stop me, as soon as he sees me.’
Mat and Pania had slipped down to the water’s edge. Across the inlet, barely 90 metres away, was the north shore of the Iron Pot. But the man on the bridge had a complete view of the entire inlet and the bridge.
Pania frowned slightly, running her fingers through the gravel. ‘We could go back, cut inland and go around the inlet. But that’ll take hours. Or we could swim across.’
Mat reached out his fingers and laced them through the water. ‘It’s freezing—we can’t swim!’
‘I could—I’m a good swimmer.’
‘Well, I’m not…and all my clothes would get wet—how would I get my pack across dry?’
She thought for a moment, pulling at her hair. ‘I know—wait here,’ and then she was gone, slipping away toward the wharves.


Mat had waited for ten minutes, and was beginning to fidget. The wind was getting up, and the air was even colder. The man on the bridge had lit a cigarette, and it glowed like a red eye, just the length of a football field away. The noises from the bars and restaurants grew louder, music and shouting. A smell of dead fish and rotting seaweed hung about the water’s edge, like the smell of the warrior’s breath.
‘Hey, Mat,’ whispered Pania, from behind a trailer boat. Mat went over to her, shivering at the chilly air. She looked pleased with herself, showing him a small pile of shadowy objects. He picked up the top one—a grey plastic bag, big enough to fit his kitbag. Underneath was a life-jacket, and a towel.
‘Where did you get these?’
‘I nicked them, dummy. Come on, get your jeans and coat off, and put them in the bag.’
He blushed, and she giggled.
‘Come on, silly. I’m going to have to do the same,’ and she pulled her jacket off, revealing a black crop-top T-shirt over the swell of her breasts, and then she bent to the button of her jeans. Mat felt himself colour, and he turned away quickly. He fumbled with the coat button, and then pulled it and his jeans off, and stuffed them into his kitbag. He heard Pania snicker behind him.
‘You ain’t got much tan for a Maori boy. You look like a skinny Pakeha.’
He felt his cheeks go hot.
She handed him a life-jacket, still chuckling. ‘You know how to fit one of these?’
‘Sure,’ he answered crossly. ‘Dad’s got friends who own a yacht.’
He snatched it from her and pulled it over his head, then pulled the straps tight around his chest. Pania began packing the kitbag into the plastic bag. ‘I’ll carry this,’ she said. ‘We’ll need to go back a bit, so the guy on the bridge can’t see us in the water. We’ll go back to where the wharves start.’
Mat nodded, unable to think of anything beyond how cold the water had felt, and the strangeness of what he was about to do. ‘Are you sure there’s no other way of doing this?’
‘Heaps,’ she answered. ‘But none we can do now. Coming?’ She turned and glided into the dark waters. Mat swallowed and scampered after her.
They entered the water where the wharfs began. Only a few metres away cars were pulling out of the car parks. The man on the bridge had been joined by another figure—slim, with blonde hair. Donna, Mat recognised with a small shudder. She’s got a gun. He clenched his fists, to stop his hands from shaking. Pania slipped out of the darkness, and into the rippling water. Her hair fell all the way to her waist, and she seemed to flow into the water like some elemental spirit, as if she were one of the Sea People of the legend. When she turned to see what he was waiting for, only her face caught the light, and the rippling of the water seemed to catch on her chin. Momentarily it seemed as if the moko he’d thought he’d seen when he first met her was there after all. He shook his head, trying to banish the strangeness that was swallowing everything he knew, and stepped into the water.
It was painfully cold, and got deep much quicker than he expected, and he nearly panicked when his feet lost the bottom, but Pania was beside him, with her hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s not far, Mat. Come on—don’t kick hard, and keep your feet under the water so you don’t splash. You’ll be fine.’
And he was fine. He felt a warm sense of trust course through him, and he lay backward, let the life-jacket support him, and gently kicked toward the far shore. The stars were out, but it was the dark of the moon. The water was inky, and the surface rippled with the reflected lights from the streetlights and restaurants. He glanced to his right and could see the bridge and the two figures. Neither looked their way.
Pania flowed beside him, dragging the bag, which she was keeping almost entirely out of the water. Her face reflected no effort, only serenity and a sense of fun, as though this was a game and she was winning. ‘Not far,’ she whispered. ‘They’ve not seen us. Don’t look at them again. The blonde one has the eye.’
Mat wondered briefly what she meant.
After the initial shock, the water wasn’t that cold, and the stars danced above. It seemed that if he stopped to listen, he would hear music—not the pounding beats from the bars on the wharfs, but something older, melodic, chanting…something not carried in the air, but rising from the sea. Something that called…He shuddered and kicked harder, making a ripple and a tiny splash. Pania frowned but said nothing, as she side-stroked alongside, towing the bag. Then suddenly they were clambering over slimy concrete blocks and onto the grass verge behind a fence. The wind rose again, frigid against wet cloth and skin, and they both shivered. Pania led them away to the right, toward the point, and a bush that grew beside the road in a horseshoe shape, almost a perfect changing-room. Hidden in the middle of the protecting screen of foliage, the bridge was out of sight, and Mat felt a sudden sense of relief.
‘Get your wet stuff off,’ whispered Pania. ‘Give it here.’ She pulled the kitbag from its plastic protection, and pulled out dry clothes. ‘See, your stuff is all dry. Did you bring a towel? Yes! Here, dry yourself off.’
Mat grabbed the towel and wrapped it around his shoulders, then peeled his undies and T-shirt off, too cold and wet to feel self-conscious. The two pendants on his chest clicked together briefly. Oddly, both still felt warm. He towelled hard at his skin, then pulled the fresh clothes on. Pania wrung his wet gear out, then stuffed it in the front pocket of the kit. She was dripping wet, dressed only in a wet crop-top and underwear, but she wasn’t even shivering.
‘If you walk along the seashore, no one will see you. Don’t stop for anyone, and only cut in when you strike the river outlet. OK?’
Mat nodded, wishing she were coming with him. Once he’d finished getting dressed, they walked together down to the water at the south end of Westshore Beach. The bridge was out of sight, back around the point. There was sand and beyond the small breakers container ships waited offshore. To the south, Bluff Hill blocked the city while to the north, houses arced around the bay—Westshore, and then a gap, to where the houses of Bay View twinkled like earthbound stars in the distance, some eight kilometres away. Further still, lights near the pulp-mill at Whirinaki, and then darkness. The Esk River came out near there. About 10 kilometres away, maybe more. Starlight caught the foaming waves, all around the Bay, creating a white line that marked the edge of the land. He had to go north, away from the light and into the darkness. He checked his watch. It was nearly ten. He should start. But he felt awfully alone, and afraid.
Pania put an arm around his shoulder and pulled his face into her shoulder. She was about as tall as his mother, and his face pressed into the nape of her neck, where it fit perfectly. Her crop-top and hair were wet, but her skin was warm.
‘You’ll be OK,’ she whispered.
He nearly burst into tears, but gritted his teeth and fought the urge with all his strength, even though he was nearly paralysed with fear—for Riki, and for Aunty Hine. Fear of Puarata, Donna, and the warrior. Fear that his mother would never hold him again. And fear that his dad would never be his dad again.
He became conscious of Pania murmuring in his ear, whispering in Maori, words he didn’t know. He felt a sense of shame that he couldn’t speak his own language. He tried to speak, but Pania shushed him gently.
‘You’ll be OK. Just listen. You’ve been brave, and you will be again. Everything seems strange, because you’ve stepped into a world you didn’t know existed. But it was always here, waiting for you. Aotearoa. It’s light and magical, but it can be dark too. Just like your world. It’s like a river, and when you put one foot in, the current won’t let you go. You just have to swim. It would be better if you knew more of tikanga-Maori, your culture. But you will learn. You just have to be brave, and believe in yourself.’
‘What should I do?’
‘You can still go to Taupo, as you planned. But remember, they know where your mother lives, so you must be careful. Puarata is strong, and he won’t give up.’
Mat went still, those words echoing in his skull. They know where your mother lives. Of course they did! How could he be so stupid? Fear for his mother threatened to unleash another wave of tears, but he blinked them away, angry at himself. ‘But then…what can I do? Where can I go that’s safe?’
Pania stroked his head. ‘I don’t think you should go to your mother. They’ll be watching her. There’s a place in Waikato, a pa near Maungatautari, on a bend in the river. There is a man there, a tohunga, called Hakawau. He can help you. Go to him.’
Mat nodded, though when he thought of not seeing his mother, something inside him refused. He said nothing. Pania gave him another squeeze then stepped away from him, held both his shoulders. ‘If you hear the whispers again, don’t listen to them. Just take hold of the tiki, or even your koru, and say ‘Shhh’. As if you were making a baby go to sleep. OK?’
Mat frowned slightly but nodded. After a night of such strangeness, this sounded like perfectly good advice.
‘One more thing. If you’re in trouble, take hold of the tiki, picture a Maori warrior in your mind, and call out for Toa to help you. OK?’
Toa?
Pania smiled. ‘This is important. You hold the tiki, picture a Maori warrior in your mind, and call out for Toa. He has dark curls, and is very handsome.’ She smiled at this, and stroked his cheek.
‘Is Toa his name?’
‘No,’ she replied. ‘It is what he is. It means warrior.’
‘Oh.’ The way she said it made this warrior seem frightening.
‘You’ll be fine,’ she told him. ‘I’ve got to go now, Mat. But you’ll be fine, and maybe I’ll see you when you get back.’
A lump rose in his throat. ‘I…I’d like that,’ he managed, desperately wanting to hug her again. But she stepped away.
‘Off you go now,’ she said. ‘Good luck!’
She turned, and walked down to the water’s edge. When she turned, the moko on her chin was back.
‘Who are you?’ he asked her again.
She turned. Her skin caught the light, gleamed dully like bronze. She smiled coyly. ‘I’m Pania, of course. Silly!’
Then she turned and dived silently into the sea. It swallowed her like an open mouth, and from that mouth came that half-heard chanting again…Mat backed away, then turned and ran, along the wave line, where the beach was darkest.


For half an hour he felt bursting with energy, striding along the shore, almost feverish with his need to get away from the lights behind him. But around eleven the energy left him, and he felt the weight of tiredness, like a massive blanket on his shoulders. He began to stagger, and his eyelids began to drag him down. He left the dark houses behind, and walked the empty beach between Westshore and Bay View. Occasional cars roared unseen on his left, beyond the embankments, on the highway. He wondered if any contained Puarata and his accomplices. Or Dad. To his right, the sea churned sullenly. Once a gull swooped above, as though it couldn’t sleep either, then disappeared out over the waves. The tiredness got worse, until he began to feel dizzy. Each step seemed to take more effort than the last. It was as though all that he’d seen and done was bleeding him of energy.
He remembered dimly that somewhere above him, on the embankment that protected the low-lying inland from the sea, and bore the railway north, there was an old gun emplacement—a rough and dirty concrete thing half-buried in the gravel. It had been made for the Second World War, when the threat of Japanese invasion had seemed real, and there’d been rumours of Japanese submarines in the waters of Hawke Bay. He’d looked at it once—its walls were covered in graffiti, and it stank of urine and rot. Maybe he could sleep inside? Just for a while…
He turned away from the shore, and began to clamber up toward the embankment. The gravel scrunched, loud in the darkness and silence. He looked up and froze. Nearly yelped in terror. There was a massive man-shape there, still as stone, with one red eye glowing from the middle of his head. He gasped and tried to back away, when the shape spoke.
‘Ullo? Someone there?’ A match flared, and Mat found himself staring at a stubbly, rough face, with a kindly smile. The red eye shrank to nothing more than a cigarette. He was a soldier, but not a modern soldier. He wore a khaki greatcoat and lemon-squeezer hat, and an old rifle over his shoulder. Mat stumbled backward, his brain refusing to take all this in, tripped, and fell backward.
‘Hey, Mike,’ he heard the soldier call. ‘There’s a lad out here.’
The soldier’s boot crunched closer, and he bent over Mat, who had no energy left to run. He held the lit match over Mat’s face. It lent the soldier’s face a ruddy glow.
‘Hey, lad, you OK?’ Another soldier appeared beside him, thinner, with a small moustache. He was also wearing an out-of-date uniform. Maybe they belonged to some military re-enactment society, Mat thought dazedly.
‘He looks dead-beat, Wally,’ the new man commented.
Mat felt a sense of panic as they both bent over, but as they touched him, he felt a strange welling of sound rise from the waves behind him. Entwined in the sound of the waves was a girl’s voice, singing, something like a lullaby. A wash of dizzying lassitude made his head spin. He barely felt the two soldiers as they carried him into the warm, and wrapped him in blankets that smelt of camphor and grease. He hardly tasted the steaming cocoa they poured down his throat, or heard the rough but soothing words. Instead he felt as if he was in a tumble-dryer, slowly spinning into a soothing cradle of comforting, all-embracing sleep.
A calloused hand tucked a tin water-bottle into the crook of his arm.
‘That’s for tomorrow, laddie. You have a nice wee kip, now,’ he heard Wally say, and then everything floated away.
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Kelly
The first thing that came back was taste. His mouth felt dry and sour, as if he hadn’t brushed his teeth for days. Maybe he hadn’t. Then came smell. Sea air, and wet concrete. He opened his eyes to a bright glare. His body ached everywhere. He was wrapped in his coat, propped against the side of one of the gun emplacements, in the approach path to the airport. A gull landed beside him and shrieked in annoyance. He shook his head groggily, and the memories of yesterday flooded back. The gull flew away.
The tiki…Dad, Riki…Puarata! He crouched beside the emplacement, and looked cautiously around. The highway was humming with Saturday morning traffic. He glanced at his watch—7.11 a.m… the sun was well up. The beach was empty but for an old woman strolling a few hundred metres to the north.
I’m going to the mouth of the Esk River, then I’m going to cut inland along the river banks, and hitch a ride to Taupo…I’ve got to see Mum…and go to Maungatautari Pa and see some tohunga.
Seriously weird.
He looked around him. He had a dim memory of two men wrapping him in blankets, but there was only his kitbag and coat. He picked the coat up and a plastic water-bottle fell out. He frowned at it, picked it up. It was full, and still had the plastic seal around it. But he remembered Wally tucking an old army-issue water-bottle there. He almost left it, but then he shrugged to himself, broke the seal, and had a drink. Then he brushed his teeth, rinsed his mouth with some more of the water, re-packed, and set off north.
The old woman he’d seen in the distance peered curiously at him as he passed by. She was Pakeha, with a woollen shawl and straggly grey hair. She wished him good morning, and peered thoughtfully after him as he passed. Gulls whirled above, swooping into the waves. Once an aircraft roared overhead, coming in for landing at the airport. Then he was level with the first houses of Bay View. He went past a Maori man fishing, trudging on as the day heated, and the wind grew stronger. The sea breeze was chilly and he was glad of the coat, despite the sunshine. By lunchtime, his belly was growling, and he wished he had the food Riki had taken in his pack. That set him to wondering what Riki was doing, and where his father was. Had anyone phoned his mother? Maybe if he knocked on someone’s door, he could ring her? He felt a sudden surge of apprehension at the thought, and dropped the idea almost immediately. It felt wrong, and he decided he needed to trust his instincts.
By noon, he had left Bay View behind. There was a strip of beach houses to his left, and he met a few more old people, walking dogs. All of them stared, and one asked his name. ‘Riki,’ he lied, without knowing why, and hurried on.
He reached the river mouth. The Esk was more stream than river, but he remembered some good swimming holes. Here at the coast the river cut through mounds of smooth shingle and flowed into the waves. He drank some more water—it was half-empty now, but the river water would be drinkable—and began to walk upstream.
It became impossible to stay dry, without getting tangled in willows, or running into fences. An hour of splashing and wading saw him crossing a bridge under the highway. He approached it cautiously, but there was no black car sitting in wait, no suited men leaning on the parapet smoking. He’d reached a fork in the highway—the bridge was the route for those going north, past the pulp mill, to Wairoa or Gisborne. A few metres short of the bridge was the turn-off to Taupo, but Mat didn’t go that way. He knew the river followed the Taupo road, paralleling it through the Esk Valley basin, and it seemed safer to join the highway somewhere away from the fork.
In the broad area beside the bridge, a car was parked, and a family picnic laid out. His stomach rumbled. A large group of Asian adults and children watched him curiously, but said nothing. He walked on past the vineyards, feeling hotter now that he’d left the coast. Sandflies buzzed about, and a fantail began to follow him, snapping at the insects he’d disturbed. He wished he had something so plentiful to eat. The air carried the scent of growing things, but it was too early for grapes. He settled for drinking more, and refilled the bottle from the river. The river water carried a silt tang, but was cool and sweet.
Once out of sight of the bridge, it was as if he’d left the world of people. The willows muffled the distant sounds of cars on the highway, which moved away from the river, until hundreds of metres separated Mat from the road. The land between was filled with grapevines and high grass, but the banks on the river steepened and soon he forgot about the outside world. He was trudging and sloshing down a winding corridor of willow, the sky was a narrow bank of blue above and the only noise was the splash and chortle of the stream, and the song of birds and cicadas in the trees. Dragonflies darted about him, and the breeze ruffled his hair gently. It was hard to remember he was being hunted.
He made slower time than he’d thought he would, with fallen logs, tangled willow that occasionally overhung the stream, and deep pools, all slowing him down. He fell more than once, so that he was constantly wet below the waist. Several times stones slid into his trainers, and he had to stop and shake them out. He grew tired, and sick of the effort.
He heard the strange whispering just once. His name, whispered hungrily, barely audible yet chilling. ‘Mat…Mat…where are you? Answer me, boy…or it will go badly for you and your parents…’
Suppressing a brief tremor, he pulled out his koru, pictured a baby in front of him, shushed it, and the whispering went away. He shook his head, to dispel the faint echo of that hissing voice, and then it was gone. A sense of unreality momentarily overtook him. Nothing made any sense any more…and yet it did…Puarata was real, and so was Pania. What she had told him had worked, and he had done it. With his own imagination, he made the voice go away. He felt a small surge of satisfaction. Feeling better for this small triumph, he pushed onward, and was beginning to think about where to leave the river and chance the road when he heard a dog bark, and seconds later someone called out to him.
‘Hey!’
Mat stopped, cringing. The voice came from a sunny-faced girl, maybe eighteen years old, slightly plump with short red hair, in a dirty blue T-shirt and shorts. Her skin was pink from the sun and her nose freckled. At her side was a big golden-brown Labrador with bright eyes and a drooling tongue. It barked again, tail wagging.
‘Hey, you OK?’ the girl called again.
He felt a small pang of worry, wondered how best to answer.
‘Yeah,’ he replied, trying to sound nonchalant. ‘Just, y’know, hiking.’
The girl leaned against a tree trunk. She had a water-bottle in her hand. ‘Uh-huh.’
‘Is something wrong?’ Mat asked, wishing he sounded more casual. ‘This isn’t private land is it?’
The girl shook her head. ‘Nah.’ She tossed a glance back over her shoulder. ‘Eskdale Park.’
‘Oh.’ He was further into the valley than he thought. He looked at his watch. Nearly half-three. ‘Well, better get going,’ he said, turning away.
‘Wait!’ the girl called.
His heart began a slow painful beat, and he felt new beads of sweat forming on his forehead. ‘What?’ I wonder what she’d do if I just ran?
‘I just wondered if you wanted a bite to eat. And to see the fair.’
‘What fair?’
‘There’s a fair back in the park.’ She indicated the area back through the trees behind her again.
‘No thanks.’ He turned again, took a few steps.
‘Are you that runaway kid?’
He froze, and then began to think seriously about running. ‘What runaway kid?’ he called over his shoulder.
‘The one on the radio. Wiremu someone…that you?’
Uh-oh. ‘No.’ His voice sounded squeaky.
The girl took a step toward him and he took three quick ones back. She stopped, raised both hands quickly, palms out. ‘Don’t worry!’ she said quickly. ‘It’s OK, y’know. I used to run away from my folks heaps when I was your age.’
He stopped backing up, and stood there, wondering what to do. The Labrador trotted up to him and nuzzled his hand, as though trying to persuade him to like the girl.
She had a friendly face—none of Puarata’s oily power, or Donna’s hardness. She looked like someone who laughed a lot, and her T-shirt had a clown on the front, which decided him. Bad guys didn’t wear clown T-shirts.
‘OK, maybe I am.’
She hesitated, then said ‘Umm…I’m Kelly.’
‘Mat.’
‘Hi Mat…not Wiremu then?’
He shook his head. ‘That’s my first name—but I prefer Mat.’
Kelly nodded. ‘I’ll call you Mat, then. You hungry?’
Mat nodded.
‘I’ve got some food in the car. Nothing healthy, just chippies and stuff. That OK? You want to wait here, and I’ll bring it down.’
‘OK.’
Mat watched her out of sight, then splashed to the bank and sat on a fallen log.
The Labrador nuzzled him again, wagging its tail. He ruffled the dog’s neck, and looked up as Kelly reappeared from the trees, her hands full of packets.
‘Hey, Dog,’ she called, and the Labrador bounded toward her, barking happily. She laughed as it shouldered her legs, nearly knocking her over. ‘Don’t know whose it is, the silly mutt. Showed up this morning when I arrived for the fair, and no one seems to own it. Seems to want me to adopt it.’
‘You going to?’
‘Nah, I’ll leave it behind when it’s time to go.’
The Labrador looked at her with such a hurt expression that they both laughed, and Mat felt a sudden lifting of tension, though he still watched the girl cautiously.
As if trying to entertain them both, the Labrador barked happily and cavorted about.
‘I think he’s adopted you!’ laughed Mat.
‘He’s certainly turning on the charm, aren’t you, boy?’ Kelly sat down beside Mat, just out of arm’s reach, and put a pack of chippies on the log. Chicken-flavoured. Mat’s stomach rumbled.
‘I’m out of fizzy, sorry,’ said Kelly apologetically.
Mat reached out cautiously and took the chippies. The Labrador nuzzled his hands, and he gently pushed him away.
‘Mine, doggy,’ he told it, opened the packet, took a handful and stuffed them into his mouth hungrily. Kelly pulled out a small mirror, and some pots of face paint, from her waist pack.
He munched chippies, which tasted as good as any meal he’d ever had, and watched her apply a pale foundation to her face.
‘Whatcha doing?’ he asked between mouthfuls.
‘My make-up. I’m a clown. I’m on again shortly at the fair.’ She grinned. ‘Kelly the Magic Clown, that’s me. I do magic tricks and silly klutzy clown stuff. Cool huh?’ Mat twisted his mouth dubiously, but nodded.
‘I think the dog wants to be in show-biz too.’
‘Has he joined in your act yet?’
‘Nah…in my lunch-time show he was more interested in chasing an old woman’s poodle!’ She laughed, an infectious laugh, and Mat felt himself relax.
‘What’s the fair?’ he asked.

‘Just a country fair they have out here sometimes over spring and summer. Food stalls, crafts, and sideshow freaks like me. Its pretty low-key.’
Mat nodded.
‘So,’ asked Kelly, looking more closely at him. ‘How come you’re on the road, Mat?’
Mat considered a moment. ‘Just gotta get away, y’know,’ he said, hoping she wouldn’t press him too much.
Kelly nodded slowly. ‘OK. Don’t need to know. Where you going, Mat?’
Mat frowned, shrugged.
Kelly nodded again, and then pulled out a tiny transistor radio from her bag, and turned it on. They listened to a commercial, then right on half-three a news bulletin. At the end of it, there was an extra announcement.
‘Napier Police ask the public to be on the lookout for Wiremu Matiu Douglas, of Napier South. He is fifteen, part-Maori, around one hundred and fifty-five centimetres, of slim build, with black hair. He is believed to be travelling north, perhaps on the Napier-Taupo Road. Please report any sightings to Napier Police Station.’
Mat felt the colour drain from his face.
Kelly watched him, then slowly reached down and turned off the transistor.
‘Where are you going, Mat?’ she asked again.
‘Taupo.’
Kelly looked down and patted the Labrador. ‘I used to run away, two or three times a year. Mum and Dad used to get drunk all the time. Got sick of it.’
‘My parents have split. Dad got custody.’ 
Kelly nodded. ‘Your mum live in Taupo?’
‘Yeah.’
They sat silent for a while, while the dog nuzzled among the empty chippie wrappers, tail wagging hopefully.
‘So…you wanna ride to Taupo after the show? I’m going that way.’
Mat stared at her. He felt suspicions rise, but then subside. No reason to believe her, to accept her offer without questions…but it felt right. ‘Why would you help me?’
‘Because I’ve been where you are,’ she said softly, her eyes faraway. ‘If a kid needs to see his mother, nothing in the world should stand in their way.’
Mat hugged his stomach and thought about that. She sounded OK, he should be safe. ‘OK. I’ll come with you. Thank you.’
‘Thanks yourself,’ she said.
‘What for?’
‘For trusting me.’ She stood up. ‘Wanna see a magic show?’
Mat hesitated. There would be people there…
‘They’ll be looking for someone on their own, not someone with friends,’ Kelly said. ‘Just leave your kit in my car, and tell anyone who asks that you’re my brother. It’ll give you a chance to grab some more food. Some of the stalls still have sausages.’
The Labrador barked happily at the word ‘sausages’, and it was as though someone has wafted a sizzling sausage under Mat’s nose.
‘OK,’ he said, swallowing saliva.
The fair was pretty low-key, about twenty stalls, mostly doing food, and the craft displays had been pretty much cleaned out. Most of the hundred or so people who were there were sitting on rugs enjoying the sunshine, while kids ran around squealing. Kelly’s car was a genuine old Volkswagen Beetle. ‘Used to be Dad’s,’ she told him. ‘I had it repainted.’ Mat had guessed that already, because it was purple, and each lurid green door had a cartoon clown. Kelly tossed him some coins to buy a sausage, then put Mat’s kit in the back. She settled in front of her mirror to finish her make-up. A fat man with a megaphone waddled up and peered at her, then went away bellowing that Kelly the Magic Clown was nearly ready for her last show.
The VW was rigged with a banner tied between it and a tree, to form a kind of backdrop. A painted Kelly in clown suit beamed from the tatty-looking canvas. Mat grinned, then went looking for food. He bought a sausage, and some coconut fudge—which he didn’t like that much, but it was all that was left. No one took any notice of him as he sat down in the grass beside the VW, except the Labrador, who he decided to name Fitzy, for no particular reason other than it seemed to fit. Fitzy had caught scent of the sausage, but there was no way Mat was giving him any! It was only a blackened sausage with a dab of tomato sauce and some white bread, but for now it eclipsed any meal he’d ever had. He savoured every mouthful while Fitzy watched him with mournful eyes. He finished it with regret and got to his feet, wishing he had more money, but didn’t feel he could ask for more from Kelly. He pretended to look at the craft stalls, but it was mostly dried flowers and pot-pourri, and some fairly amateur pottery.
He settled on the grass to wait, when the megaphone blared, and a pink-and-white-clad clown with a frizzy purple wig bounded out from behind the banner, carrying a little plastic trumpet. Kelly merrily tooted, then hollered ‘Hey kids, it’s Kelly!’
A three-year-old nearby burst into tears.
‘Oh deary-dee!’ exclaimed Kelly, while its mother stalked up glaring. Kelly shrugged and darted up to a six-year-old girl and produced a fake-looking flower that collapsed when the girl took it. She looked about to cry too. Mat rolled his eyes and lay back.
Kelly bounced up to a man and did the old ‘look what’s behind your ear’ magic trick (an egg, as it happened) then cartwheeled past Mat. Fitzy took this as a sign to play, and began yapping and chasing. Kelly began fleeing the dog, which started a family group laughing, and gradually a small crowd, maybe thirty, began to gather.
Mat decided after a while that Kelly was quite good. She had a knack for mime that raised a few laughs, and was quick and agile in her tumbling. Eventually the squalling three-year-old calmed down enough to giggle at the flower, and Fitzy settled down beside Mat. Kelly seemed about to wrap up, when Fitzy suddenly stiffened and growled at something in the direction of the car park and the highway. Mat was laughing at Kelly, but the laugh died in his throat when he turned and looked.
Donna Kyle was walking toward him, barely forty metres away. She was clad all in black leather, and her eyes were hidden behind her ever-present sunglasses. Even the stiffening wind couldn’t ruffle her hair. Her mouth looked like a bloody gash.
Mat froze, and then began to stagger to his feet, Fitzy rising too and beginning to snarl. The pale woman doubled her pace, a sneering smile playing about her red lips.
‘Mat…’ she breathed, and then she said something else, something inaudible that crackled like an electric shock inside his head, and suddenly he was seeing stars, dizzy and reeling. A man looked at him, puzzled, slightly concerned, and then he heard Donna saying, ‘Ah, there you are darling, it’s time to go now.’
Before he could clear his vision she was close, blocking out the sun. Fitzy backed away, tail down, whimpering, as she reached out with painted claws to seize his wrist, and all he could do was stand there and try not to vomit. She smiled like a snake.
In a flash of pink and white Kelly cartwheeled between them. Donna stepped back involuntarily, and Kelly pirouetted, and announced loudly, ‘And now! Da-didee-da-da-DAH! Kelly, the incredible Magic Clown, will perform a magic trick! A supa-dooper magic trick! Hurrah!’
The small crowd obligingly went ‘hurrah’, and Donna, suddenly the centre of attention, pulled back. Fitzy backed under the VW and glared at her. Kelly grabbed Mat’s hand and raised it in the air. ‘Kelly the Magic Clown will make this boy disappear! Yes! See this amazing trick! Come one and all!’ She pulled Mat toward the VW. ‘Come one, come all, to my stage!’ she cried out, then muttered under her breath, ‘Who’s the woman?’
Mat half-turned.
‘Don’t look at her’, Kelly hissed. ‘She’s looking for you, right? Just nod or shake.’
Mat nodded.
‘Fine,’ said Kelly. ‘The dog doesn’t like her and neither do you. That’s good enough for me.’ She turned again at the banner, and beamed around the crowd. Mat saw Donna take a stance behind the gathering, her arms folded and lip curling.
‘Oh, you are such lucky little petals,’ Kelly told the crowd. ‘You’re going to see my favouritest trick, the piece of resistance, as the French would say! The cool bit at the end. I, Kelly the Magic Clown, will now, before your very eyes, make this boy vanish. And if you’re really lucky, I’ll make him come back! But only if his parents want me to!’ she added with a wicked smile that drew a laugh.
She pulled out a floppy wand, and circled around Mat, making extravagant passes, all the while muttering under her breath, ‘I’m going to cover you with a cloth. When I do, roll under the banner, then under the car, and head for cover. Go to the river, go upstream until you reach a bridge, and hide under it til I come. Got it?’
Mat nodded. His head was clearing, and he was beginning to shake. It was all he could do not to look at Donna, and not to run.
‘What’s your name, deary?’ asked Kelly, then without waiting for an answer, called out, ‘This is Stevie, everyone! Are you ready to disappear, Stevie?’
Mat nodded. Kelly produced a large purple cloth, and swirled it about him, all the while shepherding him toward the banner, where she suddenly called ‘Abra-Kadabra-Alakazam!’ and draped it over him. By hooking it to the top of the banner, she ensured it didn’t touch him, so his outline wouldn’t be visible. He dropped, rolled backward in one move, and was behind the banner and out the other side of the car. Then he just ran, pelted through the trees to the river and splashed along it. Behind him he heard laughter, and then Kelly leading a chorus of ‘O Stevie, where are you?’ at the top of her voice. He suppressed a wild laugh and panted on, picturing the look on Donna’s face. For a moment he didn’t care that his shoes were wet again. Even stumbling into a hole and going over his head didn’t quell his exhilaration at having escaped. He rose and threw a look backward, but the riverbed was empty of anything but him. Still he didn’t stop, running on around bends and over driftwood, until he saw the bridge Kelly must mean. It was a single-lane span with deep grass beneath the arches. He ran to it as though it were shelter from a rain storm, and threw himself into the grass and mud underneath. He lay there panting, as his heart pounded in his chest. After a while he looked at his watch. It was nearly four-thirty. Still gasping for breath, he was cooling and soon began to feel cold and wet. The dry grass prickled, and the wind cooled him quickly until he was shaking. Twice cars drove over the bridge, but nobody stopped. The wild flowers and grass smelt rich and damp, and the clouds spilling over the sky took the sunlight away. He took off his T-shirt and wrung it out, then pulled it back on. It didn’t seem to help. His teeth started chattering, and he began to worry, when another engine sounded, coming from the highway side, closer, until it pulled to a halt beside the bridge. A door creaked open, but Mat was already on his feet. The engine was too noisy to be one of Puarata’s sleek machines. A dog barked and he laughed as Fitzy bounded up and launched himself, knocking him over backward. He tumbled to the ground as Kelly ran up.
‘Oh Mat, you should have seen her face! She screeched blue murder at me, and everyone else was laughing. What a bitch! And she tried to make out she was your mother, and no one believed her. She even went looking for you down by the river, calling out “Stevie darling” at the top of her lungs. I nearly wet myself!’
Mat pushed Fitzy off him and looked up and down the road. They were alone.
‘So where is she now?’
Kelly laughed again. ‘She’s back at the Park, trying to start her car.’
Mat looked questioningly at her.
Kelly sniggered. ‘Isn’t it awful? While she was down by the river, some dreadful person stole the spark plugs!’ She dug two plugs out of her pocket and hurled them into the river.
Mat looked at her with round-eyed admiration. Fitzy licked his face, and he suddenly felt a tenuous happiness, as though, just maybe, he might escape from Puarata after all.
He patted the Labrador. ‘I’m naming him Fitzy,’ he told Kelly.
‘Good name. Hi Fitzy, you wanna come to Taupo with us?’
The Labrador barked. Kelly hugged him, then stood up.
Mat looked at her. ‘You’ll really give me a ride?’
Kelly just shrugged. ‘Sure. I’m going that way. Might as well give you a hand. Anyway, I didn’t like that woman. What a bitch!’
Mat swallowed. ‘Thanks,’ he said solemnly.
Kelly waved a hand airily. ‘Come on, we better go. She was cellphoning someone when I left, and she didn’t look very pleased.’
Mat sobered quickly. He wondered where Puarata was. Was he ahead or behind?
Kelly turned the car and they rattled down the road to the main highway. There was no traffic in either direction, and they turned right onto the highway, and headed north. A sign said 172 kilometres to Taupo. Mat took a deep breath, and twisted in his seat so he could look both forward and back. Fitzy licked him again, and Kelly turned on the radio and started to sing.
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The summoning of Toa
Kelly’s Volkswagen soon reached the hills that bordered northern Hawke’s Bay, and began to climb unsteadily. Afternoon gradually faded toward evening, and when the first few cars to zoom past turned out to be ordinary travellers, Mat began to relax. The farms were fewer, and more of the land became wild tussock or deep shadowy pine forest, growing darker by the second as the sun dipped toward the top of the hills. Occasional glimpses behind them revealed a great expanse of tangled low hills, and beyond was the sea, grey-green in the gathering gloom. Napier twinkled like a fallen star on the coast, then vanished behind the ridges and rolling hills.
Occasional hawks circled above, seeking foraging rabbits in the gorse and scrub. Dirty white sheep milled peacefully, and cattle trudged toward milking sheds. The land seemed to be slowly falling asleep. The radio signal became faint and crackling, so Kelly turned off the radio, but continued to hum snatches of tunes under her breath. Fitzy had long since crawled into the backseat and was staring out the back window, as though he too knew where the pursuit was coming from. There was still at least an hour of daylight left but Kelly turned on the car lights to make them more visible to oncoming traffic. The little Volkswagen growled and snorted as it fought the hills.
The clicking of the pendants about his neck caught Mat’s attention, and he decided it was time to have a closer look at the tiki. He pulled it out from under his T-shirt and held it up in the remaining light. The sun was hung just above the hills as they drove toward it, the sky turning a deeper purple.
‘What’s that?’ Kelly asked.
Mat thought a moment, trying to decide how much he should say. He decided to be cautious—he didn’t want Kelly to think he was a thief.
‘It’s a tiki. Old family thing. I think it’s made of bone.’
‘Bone? Spooky!’
‘Yeah, I guess…’ He ran his fingers over the smooth surfaces, pried at the patterning with his fingernails. It was an ugly thing, he decided. The eyes looked fierce, the tongue poisonous, the clutching claws grasping and evil. He closed his eyes, tried to picture the person who made it, but nothing came.
‘Toa,’ he whispered, but nothing happened. The tiki felt cooler than it had last night, when it had hung against his chest through a cold night and swim. The bone felt dry, and old, but solid.
He felt hot meaty breath on his cheek—Fitzy was peering over his shoulder, as though at any moment he too would have something to say about the sinister little ornament.
‘That dog is nearly human,’ said Kelly. ‘He’s got his eye on everything.’
Mat smiled, and stroked Fitzy’s neck. He then pulled out the koru as well.
‘Another one?’ asked Kelly.
‘I made this one, for my dad. It’s a koru.’
‘Like on the Air New Zealand jets?’
‘Sort of.’
She glanced over. ‘That’s pretty good. You really made it yourself? Wow!’
Mat smiled. He told her about carving at school, his favourite part of art. Kelly told him she’d done her own banner, and her teachers had told her she should learn real cartooning.
‘But I could never think of the jokes. A cartoon should have jokes. Pretty useless clown who can’t think of any jokes, huh?’
‘You were funny back at the park,’ said Mat. ‘Really good. I laughed a lot.’
Kelly grinned at him.
Fitzy nuzzled him, then returned to his watch out the rear window. Mat went back to looking at the tiki. Remembering how he’d felt, the emotions he’d put into the creation of the koru, he tried to picture what emotions had gone into the tiki. But all he got was an image of Puarata, frowning, a look of piercing concentration on his tattooed face. He flinched from the image…and then he just knew Puarata had carved the tiki…So it really was his…He shuddered, and wondered whose bones he had used. Perhaps the bones of this ‘Toa’?
‘Toa,’ he whispered in his mind, but still nothing. He stared and stared, and called silently, until eventually he felt foolish, and put it away. What did you think would happen anyway?
‘So, Mat, who was that woman?’ Kelly asked.
Mat had been trying to think up an answer to this question for nearly an hour. The problem was, if he told the whole truth, no one would believe him. He liked Kelly, so he didn’t want to lie—but if he told the truth he’d sound like a liar. And if he lied to make it sound like truth, then he would be a liar. He thought he’d found a good story, though. He took a deep breath.
‘She’s my dad’s girlfriend. I’m running away because I hate her.’
There! Simple, plausible…Riki, who was a brilliant liar, would have approved.
He wasn’t sure if Kelly believed him, but she seemed to accept it at face value and asked no more questions. He was grateful.
It began to get dark. They were past Te Pohue, and the VW chugged up the Titiokura Saddle in second gear, while bigger cars roared past. Every time they were overtaken Mat ducked down to be invisible to the passing vehicle. It was starting to become routine. They roared down the other side, and climbed again, past the cafeteria at Te Haroto. Kelly was singing tunelessly when another car appeared behind. It came up close, and Mat hid again. Kelly glanced in the rear-vision mirror, squinting against the headlights. Fitzy gave a low rumbling growl, and his tail went down.
‘There’s a passing lane coming up,’ Kelly yelled into the rear-vision mirror. ‘Back off a bit mate!’
But the car stayed there, right behind them until the passing lane opened before them. With a sudden roar it drew out and alongside. Mat saw Kelly look across at it.
‘What is it?’ Mat asked.
‘Black BMW, reflecting-glass windows.’
‘It’s them!’
She looked at him. ‘Them?’
‘She’s got some tough guys helping her look for me.’
Kelly glanced across at the BMW and let out a shuddering breath.
‘Oh no,’ she whispered. ‘We’re a long way from anywhere.…’
Mat reached backward and grabbed his pack, pulled it into the front. Fitzy barked at the black car, and then there was a corner ahead, and the BMW eased effortlessly in front. Kelly cursed and looked at Mat. ‘Now what?’
‘I dunno. Where are we?’
‘Umm…I think we’re coming into a gorge—where we cross and cross the same river over and over. The Waipunga River.’
High cliffs seemed to be rearing up on all sides, and the road was narrow and twisty. The speedometer fell. The BMW was in front of them now, forcing Kelly to slow and blocking any attempt to pull alongside again. Mat wondered who was in the car. Donna? Puarata? The warrior? Was his father there? What could they do? Could he run out alone into the hills? He poked his head up a bit, and watched the tail-lights of the BMW. It slowed again, forcing Kelly to slow as well. He glanced at her. She looked shaken and pale, her freckles standing out on waxy white skin.
‘What are they doing?’ Mat asked.
The BMW slowed right down, and an arm appeared from the window, a black-suited arm, that pointed right. They were approaching a right-hand bend, at the bottom of a gully surrounded by steep black hill sides. The river ran to their right, and at the inside of the curve was a dip into a picnic spot.
‘They want me to go into that rest area,’ said Kelly. ‘If I do, we’re sunk.’
Mat nodded, slid the straps of the pack onto his shoulders.
‘If we have to stop, I’ll just run. I’m what they want.’
Kelly glanced across. ‘You’re not going to protect me then?’ she said with a brave attempt at a joke.
Mat swallowed. He felt ill.
‘I’m going to try something,’ said Kelly. She took a deep breath. Mat held his.
Kelly eased the VW across the road toward the rest area entrance, momentarily pulling level with the black BMW. Mat saw that the driver’s window was still down—a dark face looked across at him—then suddenly Kelly slammed her foot down on the accelerator, and tried to burst ahead onto the left-hand side of the road again.
The BMW driver snarled, and his car leapt forward and across. Its bumper smashed into the side of the VW with a sickening crunch, and the VW lurched sideways. Fitzy woofed and tried to scrabble forward. Kelly screamed. The car hit rocks on the side of the road, and then tilted, and nearly rolled. The world lurched crazily. Mat fell right then left and his head smacked the side window. A white light flashed across the inside of his skull and numbing pain throbbed behind his eyes. The car righted itself and lurched forward, then Kelly’s foot hit the brake and it slid and skidded to the right, hitting a tree with a sound like a tin-can being scrunched underfoot. Fitzy clawed at Mat’s leg and landed in Kelly’s lap as she screamed again. The windscreen shattered as a branch punched through, showering them with glass, and the car lurched again, stopped, and the engine cut out. Mat put his right hand to a stinging on his forehead, and it came away dark and wet. His sight seemed blurred, but he made out the flash of Kelly’s face, white and round-mouthed. Falling against his door, he flailed about until he gripped the handle, pulled it and fell out.
He landed on his hands and knees on the dirt and gravel of the rest area. The daylight was nearly gone, the only sounds the rippling stream, and the whine of the BMW reversing into the rest area. He staggered to his feet, heard Kelly sob and a thumping sound, then her door burst open. There was dark liquid all over his hands. When he tried to stand he fell instead.
Car doors opened the instant the BMW stopped. Fitzy barked fiercely, snapped and snarled. Four black-clad figures emerged from the car—Donna, and three men. The men were big and tough-looking. One was tattooed, another bearded and scarred, the third clean shaven with pockmarked skin. Mat looked for Kelly, saw her getting up, and grabbing at Fitzy, but the Labrador shook her off, snarling like a wolf at the three men.
‘Back off you bitch!’ screeched Kelly at Donna.
The blonde woman smiled. The men glanced at her. ‘Get them,’ she ordered coldly.
The men started forward. The tattooed one started for Kelly, while the bearded one moved toward Mat. Fitzy leapt into their path, barking, and dodged Tattoo’s swinging boot. Tattoo cursed, and tried again, this time catching the Labrador on the side and throwing him against the VW with a thud. He barked and leapt again. Kelly was backing from the bearded man, and she pulled a small knife. The bodyguard smirked and pulled a bigger one. Mat felt dizzying fear. Pock-face stayed beside Donna, and groped inside his jacket.
Mat put his bloodied hand to his chest, and seized the tiki. His blood seemed to soak into the pale bone, and it felt suddenly warm.
‘Toa! Toa!’ he called, as Pania had told him. The tiki almost sizzled with heat and he cried out in pain. His swirling mind caught a glimpse of Puarata, frowning as he chiselled a piece of bone. The tohunga seemed to pause in surprise and looked at him, and then he was gone. Instead Mat saw a young Maori, lying still and cold, his temple bloody. He cried out as the young man’s eyes flickered open, then his whole body jerked like an awakening corpse. Mat’s hand seemed aflame and he screamed, anticipating pain. A black flash, like the opposite of light, blazed darkness. He heard Kelly cry out, the thugs bellow in confusion, and Donna gasp. He blinked, and sagged to his knees as a vast store of energy seemed to pour out of him, like electricity or light or water, emptying him as it flowed. He swayed, nearly fainted, and then cried out in surprise.
There was a new figure in the rest area, standing over Mat like a sentinel. He was clad in a feather cloak, with a feather caught in the top-knot of his hair. It was the young Maori he’d seen a few seconds ago, but he was real. Very, very real. He held a long wooden spear in his right hand, and with his left he shrugged off the cloak. But for a small flax kilt he was naked beneath, muscular and smooth. His face was cleanshaven, and handsome except for a long scar on his left temple. He looked down at Mat, and then stepped over him, crouching, both hands now on the wooden weapon—which Mat could see now was a long wooden club—a traditional Maori taiaha.
Donna and her cronies stared in amazement at the newcomer, but Tattoo raised his knife and closed in. Donna reached inside her jacket for her gun. Mat looked down at his hands, expecting to see them blackened by fire, but they looked normal. He tried to stand and nearly blacked out. He slumped again, and watched Tattoo lunge at the warrior like a striking snake.
The young warrior blurred into motion, and the taiaha flashed across and down, cracking over the wrist of the knife-hand. Tattoo howled, and his knees gave way. The taiaha swept back up and the carved handle smashed into Tattoo’s mouth, splattering blood and teeth in an arc as the man collapsed. The young man didn’t look back, but danced forward and leapt at Beard. The suited thug cocked his arm back and hurled the knife at the young man’s chest. The taiaha swept across and batted the knife aside, and then the young warrior planted the club’s head in the dirt and pivoted, so that his foot struck the side of the thug’s head, and knocked him sprawling. Before his foe could recover, the taiaha flashed again, a two-handed up-swing that connected with the bearded throat and the man collapsed thrashing and choking, both hands clutched to his neck.
Donna backed off to the BMW, her sunglasses falling off to reveal pale slitted eyes. She held a small gun but seemed on the point of flight. But Pockface pulled up a squat-nosed weapon and went into a shooting stance. The crack of the gun echoed and the flash dazzled Mat’s eyes. Kelly screamed, and so did Mat. The warrior staggered, then straightened with a groan. Pockface’s jaw dropped and he fired again, and again. The warrior stumbled again, but kept coming, without so much as flinching. The wet sound of the bullets hitting flesh was sickening, but he gave a bitter laugh, and advanced, taiaha poised.
Donna backed away and slid into the BMW driver seat and fired the engine. But Pockface didn’t panic, despite his round-eyed horror. Instead of continuing to fire at the young man, he swung the gun at Mat, and yelled, ‘Stop or the boy dies!’
Mat froze. The muzzle of the gun looked appallingly big. Kelly shrieked, Fitzy barked…and in a blur the taiaha swept up and the gun flashed.
There was a sickening crack as the taiaha struck Pockface’s wrist, an instant before the gun fired, knocking it aside so the bullet ripped past Mat’s head to strike the back of the VW with a thud. The gunman’s hand hung askew, bone piercing the skin of his wrist. He howled, and then the backswing of the taiaha smashed into his jaw and he crumpled sideways.
Donna buried her foot to the floor. The BMW spun and skidded on the gravel, then the tyres bit, and it roared out of the rest area and spun away south. Suddenly the only sound for three long seconds was the trickling stream, and the dying echo of the gunshot.
‘Mat?’ called Kelly. ‘Are you OK?’
‘Yeah,’ replied Mat, staring at the warrior. The young man stalked about the three fallen men, bending over each in turn. Tattoo and Pockface were unconscious, their faces a scarlet mess, but Beard was writhing, horrible gurgling noises rising with bloodied bubbles from his mouth. The young man smashed the hilt of the taiaha into Beard’s temple, and he rolled over, motionless. Mat looked away, sickened, yet relieved. He’d never pictured real fighting as being so violent, and so messy. The computer games he’d played were all so…clean. He crawled over to Kelly and hugged her and Fitzy, and tried to shut the scenes he’d witnessed out of his head.
Everything was still, as if every living thing was drawing breath in one slow frozen moment. But Mat could still hear the fading roar of Donna’s engine, and the wind, and the insects, and the stream. He looked up blinking, not really expecting to still see the warrior. But he was there, kneeling in the dirt and gravel holding a handful of shingle and letting it trail through his hands. He was speaking, softly to himself, in flowing Maori. His voice was clear and musical. The words rolled, and his shoulders were trembling as though he were about to burst. But instead he bowed his head and clenched his fists, and then released them, spreading them wide to the sky as if praying.
Kelly was staring at him open-mouthed, not daring to speak.
The three of them may only have stayed that way for seconds, but it felt like an eternity before the warrior turned to walk toward Mat.
He spoke in perfect English, accented but easily understood. ‘Matiu. I am yours to command.’
Mat looked up at him, in fear and shock. The young man had three messy holes in his shoulder and chest, but no blood came out. The jagged tears seemed to be knitting together even as Mat watched, shaking, trying to pull away. The warrior stopped advancing, held up his right hand, palm outward, placatory. His face was grave.
‘Command?’ Mat was confused.
‘You called me. I am yours to command.’
Mat pulled the tiki off his neck and threw it at the young man’s feet. ‘I don’t want to command you. Here, you take it. Take it and leave me alone.’
The young man shook his head sadly. ‘If only it were that simple,’ he said. He reached down, and made as if to pick up the tiki. His hand seemed to pass right through the pendant as if one or the other wasn’t really there. ‘I am afraid I am unable to even touch it, Matiu.’
Mat disentangled himself from Kelly and Fitzy, and slowly got to his feet. The ground seemed unstable, as though any second it might dissolve. ‘Who are you? Where did you come from? How do you know my name?’
The warrior half-smiled. ‘You know the answers to those questions, or you could not have called me.’
Kelly looked at Mat. ‘What’s he talking about?’
Mat shook his head. ‘Magic. Real magic. Not clown-magic. The real thing.’
Kelly let out her breath. ‘The real thing…oh my goodness…’
Mat looked at the warrior, who had pulled his feather cloak back about his shoulders. ‘You are Toa, and this tiki is made from your bones.’
The warrior nodded. ‘From my shoulder-blade. But you can call me Wiremu, or Wiri. That was my name when I last walked among men.’
The warrior bowed slightly, and then offered a hand. Mat took it in his—it was warm, and strong. And palpably real. Wiri turned to Kelly. He gave her a solemn smile. ‘Kia-ora, wahine. I am Wiri.’
Kelly put out a trembling hand and he took it, and pulled her to her feet.
‘H-hi…I’m Kelly.’
‘Kia-ora, Kelly.’ He looked down at the dog.
‘And this is Fitzy,’ said Kelly, still looking scared.
Wiri raised an eyebrow, then hunched down and stroked Fitzy’s head. ‘Kia-ora…Fitzy,’ he said slowly, with half a smile on his lips. ‘I am pleased to see you again.’
Fitzy looked up at Wiri and they stared hard at each other, as if some silent conversation was taking place. Wiri then nodded once, and straightened.
Mat picked up the tiki. It was still bloodied, and it felt hot to touch. Kelly stared at it. ‘That’s what she wants, isn’t it?’ she asked.
Mat nodded.
‘Wow!’ breathed Kelly. ‘Ohmigod…’
Wiri looked at Mat. ‘I have many questions, Matiu. I’m sure you and Kelly do too. But I think they will have to wait. Puarata is near…you know who he is, don’t you?’
Mat nodded.
Kelly looked at him, mouthing ‘Who?’
‘Later’, said Mat.
‘Let’s go then,’ said Wiri.
Kelly turned to the car, and then gave a hiss of despair. ‘Oh no!’
Mat stared, and then remembered the one thing he knew about Volkswagens—the engine is in the back.
Pockface’s bullet had pierced the engine, which was quietly disgorging oil onto the ground as they talked.
Mat walked up to the stricken VW and kicked the bumper.
‘Hey!’ protested Kelly. ‘That’s my car!’
‘Yeah, well…’ Mat shook his head. ‘Now what are we going to do?’
They both turned to Wiri. The young warrior pursed his lips. ‘The woman will be calling her friends. If your car cannot take us away from here, then we have to go on foot. And the next traveller to look into this clearing will see them,’ he indicated the prone thugs, ‘and then there will be police on the way.’
Mat stared at him, his mind racing with questions. ‘How do you know about cars? And police? And how to speak English? And how—’
Wiri put up his hand. ‘Later. I’ll tell you later. All you need to know for now is that I have lived for many years in your world and learned much, though that was long ago. And all the time I was in the tiki, I could sense things around me. But for now, we have to move!’
Mat swallowed hard and nodded. Wiri patted him on the shoulder reassuringly. He was perspiring and had a pleasant, salty smell. He felt very real.
Kelly tried the ignition but the engine didn’t even threaten to start. There was more wrong with it than just the oil leak. She thumped the steering wheel. ‘My car! My car! Damn them! Damn that witch!’ she shouted furiously.
Mat heard a noise—another car, coming from the Taupo direction.
‘Kelly! Someone’s coming! Come on, we gotta go!’
Wiri nodded. ‘I think it’s just a traveller, but Mat is right. Come, I know the paths of this land.’
Kelly opened her mouth, but as she heard the roar of a car descending the road toward the floor of the gorge, she stopped, grabbed her keys, and ran to the crumpled front bonnet. She pulled it open, and hauled out a large pack. Mat reached in beside her and shouldered his kit. Fitzy had run down to the stream and was barking urgently, as though urging them on. With one last dazed look at each other, they turned and trotted to the stream, where Wiri was waving his taiaha frantically.
By the time the oncoming car drove past the rest area—and braked sharply as the driver saw the sprawled bodies—Wiri, Kelly and Mat had vanished into a gap in the trees beyond the stream, following Fitzy up a faint trail that took them away from the road, up into the hills.
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Through the forest
They lost the light within minutes. Steep cliffs, overgrown
with native bush, pressed about them. The air was close and cold. Wet ferns clawed at them, pawed their clothes and faces as they passed. Moss covered every rock, every dip in the soil contained a muddy puddle, slimy with livid green growths. The wet earthy atmosphere made every breath heavy, like drinking fog.
Fitzy had come back and was trotting alongside Wiri, as though the dog and the warrior were old friends. Mat was soon tired and breathless. His shoes were wet again, as they seemed to have been all night and all day, and he was staggering and reeling within minutes. It wasn’t just the long strange night, or the terrifying things he’d seen, or the long tiring day clambering through the river valley. When he somehow managed to unlock the secret of the tiki and summoned Wiri, it was as if all energy had flowed out of him, as if some internal battery had used all its electricity, and he felt hollow, the very marrow of his bones sucked away.
Wiri noticed him fall behind, and helped him to the next clearing. Kelly was sitting on a rock, her face flushed. Fitzy woofed softly at her like a nanny reassuring a child, and she patted the dog’s head in answer, looking at Mat with concern. Mat felt a fleeting shame as he sagged down on the ground. Wiri’s arms around his shoulders were smooth yet rocklike in their strength.
For someone who isn’t real, he seems more solid than I do…
They managed another few hundred metres up a barely discernible trail, away from the road, though the cars were still audible. Kelly panted behind them. Occasionally Mat looked back to see her gazing in awe at Wiri. Mat could scarcely believe the warrior was truly there, but couldn’t clear his head enough to think. Wiri led them to a tiny overhang under a boulder. Mat lay panting as Wiri said something and left again, Fitzy with him. Kelly began pulling things out of her pack, clothes mostly, but the biggest thing was a sleeping bag. She helped Mat into it, babbling about how lucky they were that she had it, something about having to sleep on friends’ floors a lot. Mat barely heard, and his eyes fell shut the moment Kelly got him into it.
She woke him some time later. His watch said 11.07 p.m. There was a fire going, and, amazingly, the smell of roasting meat. Mat blinked awake. Wiri was turning a large wood pigeon on a spit, and Kelly was feeding twigs onto the fire. They both grinned broadly when he yawned loudly and stretched.
‘You’re lucky you woke, otherwise you’d have missed out.’ Wiri gave a cheeky wink.
‘Yeah, darn it. Now we’ll have to share,’ put in Kelly.
Mat looked around for Fitzy, but Kelly told him the dog had gone off an hour ago. Mat looked closely at Wiri. If it wasn’t for his clothing, the warrior might have been any ordinary young Maori. He even spoke like one—although his way of speaking seemed slightly odd to Mat’s ears. It reminded him of the way his father spoke, rather than his school-mates. And there was something almost plummy about his accent, as if Wiri had learned English in England. Which had to be impossible.
Fat from the bird dripped into the fire and the delicious smell wafted into Mat’s nostrils. His mouth watered, and he reached out toward the food.
‘Not yet,’ laughed Wiri. ‘Give it a few more minutes, then we’ll eat.’
Wiri had laid a skilful fire—sheltered from wind and damp, and banked with slate rocks. He reached down beside him, and began to load a pile of white wriggling grubs onto the slate, where the heat the stones had absorbed caused the grubs to writhe.
Mat watched in horror. Kelly just shook her head, enjoying his reaction.
‘What are they?’
‘Huhu grubs. Good kai!’
The grubs began to sizzle.
Mat’s stomach contracted in his belly. ‘I…don’t think I’m that hungry.’
‘I’m not touching them either,’ said Kelly.
Wiri raised an eyebrow. ‘I guess you’ll have to starve then. I’m eating the bird.’
They both look aghast.
He laughed. ‘Just joking, eh! Though if we can’t get any grub—I mean food—soon, you might not have any choice!’
Mat hugged his empty stomach and tried not to look at the grubs.


In the end he tried one—he didn’t bite, just swallowed, once he was sure it was totally dead and totally cooked. Over-cooked, in Wiri’s opinion. Kelly had one too, but made the mistake of biting, and dry-retched it back up, which amused Wiri but spoiled Mat’s appetite completely. They had equal shares of the bird—Mat was curious that Wiri ate at all, but saved his questions for later. Wiri brought river water in Mat’s water-bottle and they emptied it in grateful swallows.
Throughout the meal, Mat and Kelly’s eyes scarcely left the warrior. Mat could hardly believe his eyes. I summoned this guy from a carved piece of bone! But, even allowing for the feather cloak, swirling body tattoos and moko, he seemed incredibly normal. His hair smelt of sweat and herbs. Dirt stained his skin, and a small stubble was shadowing his upper lip and chin. He looked around twenty, and the scar on his temple still looked painful. His fingernails were dirty and broken. He looked like any number of young Maori Mat had seen playing rugby, or hanging out around Napier…but not quite. He had an air of capability, a confident way of walking and talking, a calm cheerful look in his eye, that set him apart from anyone Mat had ever met. If he’d gone to high school, he would have been captain of the first fifteen. If he’d been on the streets, he would have owned them, not slunk around as if defeated by the Pakeha world. He reminded Mat of Maori All Blacks he’d seen interviewed on telly, confident young men who were winners.
He opened his mouth, trying to work out which question to spill out first. Kelly had the same look.
Wiri grinned at them. ‘Question time, is it? Who’s first?’
Mat thought for a moment. He didn’t know where to start. He looked at Kelly.
‘Me,’ she said. ‘Because I know absolutely nothing about what’s going on here. If I start, then Mat goes next, you’ll have the picture from our side, and you’ll know what to tell us. Because I think that, although you talk like us, and use some of our expressions, this isn’t familiar territory for you, is it? You had to ask me what year.’
Wiri nodded. ‘You are right. First thing though, is that we should make a promise. A promise that we are going to tell the truth, and the whole truth, no matter how strange.’ He spread his hands. ‘Because, believe me, some of what I have to say will be very strange.’
‘You’re telling me!’ exclaimed Kelly. ‘I’ve just had my car shot up by gangsters then been rescued by a Maori ninja who leaps out of thin air.’
‘You haven’t heard anything yet, wahine,’ replied Wiri.
The fire crackled, and they gazed into it for a few minutes. Kelly’s lips were moving noiselessly, as though she were rehearsing what she’d say. Finally, after a few tries, she began.
‘Well, I was in Napier this morning, and I’d jacked up to do some shows at the Eskdale Park Craft Fair. Over the radio they’d been running these Police notices, about some runaway part-Maori boy, but I’d not really given it much thought. I was down by the river getting some water when I saw a boy who fitted the description walking up the river bed. I’ve run away from home myself, so I thought I was as good a person as any to help someone like him, so I said hello.’
‘Nearly scared me off!’ put in Mat.
‘You’re lucky I wasn’t in my make-up!’ laughed Kelly. ‘Anyway, I got Mat to eat and chat. I was planning to see whether he needed to be talked into going home. But Mat said he was going to see his mother in Taupo, and that sounded fine to me. It’s where I was heading anyway, so I offered him a lift. Then, in the middle of my show, that blonde bitch showed up, trying to grab Mat. I helped out, got him away and, well, things were going good until they rammed us, and…you know the rest. My poor Beetle-Car!’
‘This woman, this Donna Kyle,’ said Wiri. ‘You were brave to come between her and Mat. Very brave. I know her and her type. One of Puarata’s acolytes. They are not the sort of people you cross lightly.’
‘Hard bitch! If I see her again I’ll smack her one!’ Kelly’s bottom lip stuck out defiantly.
‘Be careful of her. She may carry a gun, but she has worse weapons at her disposal.’
‘She still doesn’t scare me!’ maintained Kelly.
Wiri shook his head, chuckling.
When it was Mat’s turn, he told them about the conversation he overheard between his father and Puarata when he’d realised they were talking about Nanny Wai’s tiki. He tried to explain how he’d just known he should take the tiki before Puarata could get his hands on it. Wiri frowned, but Kelly exclaimed, ‘I know just what you mean!’ He managed to talk them through his father supporting Puarata without crying (Kelly came and put her arms around his shoulders), but he wept when he remembered Riki going down, and having to run.
When he spoke about the brutish warrior, Wiri grew tense and angry, and made him repeat his description of the chase. Finally he slapped his taiaha hard, but didn’t interrupt further. He smiled when Mat described Pania. Kelly started to scoff, but stopped at a gesture from Wiri. Mat described the swim across the Iron Pot, and the half-remembered dream of the soldiers helping him. He could clearly remember the long river walk, and the scenes at the fair, without losing his thread. But he found it really hard to describe the unreal moment when the tiki had somehow pulsed into life, and Wiri had suddenly appeared.
‘It was like finding the on-switch, or like waiting in the morning for Dad to start the car, and it won’t at first, but then you feel the engine kind of cough, and then it goes. It was also like when you’re painting and it’s a mess, and you do one line—and suddenly the whole thing takes shape. But it was also like…nah, I dunno.’ He shrugged helplessly. ‘It was like, really weird.’ He finished, feeling totally inadequate.
Wiri smiled. ‘Don’t worry. I don’t know anyone who could describe what you’re describing. You have to have felt it.’
‘Have you?’ asked Mat. ‘Felt that…power?’
Wiri twisted his mouth, his eyes reflective. ‘Not exactly, but something close.’ He leaned forward. ‘It’s late, but I think you’re both wide awake. Wide enough awake for a very strange story?’
Mat nodded. Since the food he’d felt much better, and he knew he needed to hear what Wiri had to say more than he would ever need anything else. Kelly was leaning forward, dark circles under her eyes, but her gaze bright.
‘OK. Please remember that some of this I didn’t find out til much later on, and that I don’t know everything. But some things about this story I know really well indeed. Remember too that I am Maori. We never had writing when I was born, and stories were handed down, and embellished shamelessly, from generation to generation. If my story starts to sound like a legend, well that is because it is legend, but it is also real…’
As Wiri began his story, Kelly and Mat sat listening, initially in semi-disbelief, but the conviction in Wiri’s voice was persuasive.
‘I was born into the Tainui tribe—a small sub-tribe called the Ngati Tautari, in the Waikato. Though Tainui, we were friendly to some of the Ngati Tuwharetoa around Taupo, and were mostly peaceful, and too small to notice. But the tribe no longer exists—at least not in this world…but that’s another story…’
He paused and looked momentarily sad, then shrugged and continued.
‘My father was chief, and our pa was—and still is—on a hill near the banks of the Waikato River, at a place we call Maungatautari. Yes, Mat, it is the same place Pania has advised you to go to. That is not a coincidence! And I must say I envy your meeting the girl of the reefs. You must tell me more of her. If only Wai-aroha could have met her! But I digress—what year was it? I have no real idea, but I think it must have been perhaps 1400 AD. But I don’t know, it is a guess. We did not have Pakeha calendars! Our lives were typical of the time. Not so pretty and noble as storytellers would tell it—but not so bad. We grew crops, and we hunted birds and we fished the river. We fought with our neighbours. We sang and had babies.
‘What was I like? Well, I was a chief’s son, so I had privilege. Others fed me. I only hunted to show off. I fought. I was arrogant, because no one had ever rubbed my nose in the dirt, not even my older brother. People said I was the finest warrior in Aotearoa. That was a song I loved to listen to.
‘By the time I had counted twenty summers—my current age—I had two wives and four children. My father loved me and my elder brother hated me. I couldn’t blame him. I lorded over him at every opportunity. He was a good man, nothing special, but I eclipsed him. Fate was not kind to him.
‘Life might have gone on like this. I would have become chief, and probably been killed in a raid on another tribe. The champions of the tribes used to watch out for each other—to kill a famous fighter in single combat was the greatest glory, and lots of men wanted to be the one who killed me. Who knows? But instead, two strangers came to Maungatautari. One was Puarata. He had all the trappings of a great tohunga, and came from the Ureweras. He had a warrior with him, a huge mountain of a man, with the manners of a pig. His name was Tupu.
‘They were received as guests should be. This hospitality was not so common as the storytellers would have it. We Maori like to talk about some sort of big, civilised, family that existed then, but in reality we were all living in armed camps, and meeting with strangers could be tense and deadly. But honour was also important. That year, we had more than enough kai, and my father wanted to impress this travelling tohunga, so they were welcomed generously.
‘But we soon felt uneasy around them. Tupu was a brute, but Puarata scared people. He had a hidden power that intimidated us all. I liked them no more than anyone. I disliked all tohunga then, even the good ones. I did not believe in their powers—it all looked like lies to control the gullible to me. But Puarata made my skin crawl. He was the first man I ever saw who warranted the term Tohunga Makutu or Black Tohunga. He could freeze bones with a glance.
‘As for Tupu—he was less than dung to me. But people esteemed him, because of his size. Women stroked his arms, exclaimed at how muscular he was. It was inevitable we would come to blows. All the men talked to him about me, told him I was our best warrior. They wanted to see a fight—they didn’t mind who won. If he died, well, he was a stranger, and they didn’t like the way our women looked at him. If I died, well, it was about time someone cut me down to size…But Puarata used the situation for his own advantage.
‘Our tohunga had recently died, and the tribe was nervous without a spiritual guide. Only I was pleased. Puarata told us that if his man won, he would stay, and his powers over earth and sky would give us protection. But if I won, he would leave us and return to the Ureweras, to grieve for his friend.
‘My father thought this fair—but it was a load of tutae! Tutae a tito! Because Puarata knew I could never kill Tupu. Why? Because Tupu was already dead!
‘We squared off. He was big, as you know Mat, but slow. I hit him, again and again. I couldn’t believe he didn’t go down. Eventually I became afraid, because there was no way he should have been still on his feet. But he just kept coming, and inevitably, he caught me. I broke a taiaha over his face, his nose was smashed—he should have been flat on his back, but he just spat blood and teeth, and grabbed my arm, and his massive mere smashed into my skull—here, on my left temple. The blow killed me instantly.’
Kelly and Mat looked at each other with open mouths. Wiri just smiled faintly and scratched the scar on his temple. ‘It was a long time ago,’ he said softly. ‘I’m used to what I am…not dead…not alive…somewhere in between.’
He rubbed his face, and then grinned. ‘So, here I am in front of you! I am dead, but I am alive! How can this be? Well, I have learned many things, and one is that some tohunga are more than charlatan-magicians or humble priests. Some, like Puarata, have powers we can only call makutu—sorcery, or magic, or whatever word best suits you. Puarata took my body. He put my skull inside a wooden carving of a man’s head, and set it above the village gate. He carved my shoulder blade into the tiki that hangs from Mat’s neck. The rest of me he gave to Tupu, who ate me, to gain my strength. I don’t know if he cooked me first…
‘You look horrified…well, so was I when Puarata first summoned me from the tiki. It was some time later, in secret. I couldn’t believe what had happened. But it was true. I was now a spirit, trapped in a piece of carved bone. In fact, I was just like Tupu. When I am out of the tiki, I am just like a normal man. But I cannot be killed—spirit animates me—spirit keeps me going when flesh would give out. Like the bullets that struck me this afternoon—I felt the pain, but they could not remove life when life is not sustained by breath and blood. If I am too damaged, then I return to the tiki. And the tiki itself is indestructible. As you’ve seen, I cannot touch it. In fact, only a tohunga, or a normal living man, can. I am like a genie, to be pulled out of the lamp by the tiki owner, a slave to his command. You might think you couldn’t control me, Mat, but the truth is you could—you just haven’t tried yet.
‘Puarata certainly controlled me, as he did Tupu, and as he soon controlled my village. He caused the wooden head containing my skull to make a horrible shrieking able to kill enemies who came near. Tupu and I he used to kill particular enemies. He enslaved everyone, even those who had cheered his victory. Finally, when all was ruined, he moved on, to the north, taking his Shrieking Head totem with him. Up there, he was finally defeated by another tohunga, Hakawau. That story has, in a garbled sort of way, made it into popular folklore. Hakawau returned to my village to help rebuild it, and it prospered. But Tupu and I were taken into the Ureweras by the fleeing Puarata.
‘We stayed there for centuries. Puarata moved among the Hauhau, and helped them fight the Pakeha invaders. I have fought alongside Te-Rauparaha, and Te Kooti, though neither man knew of Puarata’s true nature or they would have cast him out. Later, when all was lost, Puarata put on European clothing, and took us to Auckland. I was given the name Wiremu during my dealings with Europeans, which is a rendering of the English name William in Maori. Before that, Puarata had stripped me of my first name, and simply named me ‘Toa’. But in this new age he realised he had to adapt. He educated himself, and had me taught also, to better serve his purposes in moving among the Pakeha. Tupu was unteachable. He is still a beast and always will be. But I have attended university in Auckland, and at Massey in Palmerston North. I have lived a half-life, in and out of the tiki, for perhaps as many as six hundred years. I have learned a lot. I know more of the European settlers’ ways than even Puarata, I believe.
‘Because despite his knowledge and power, he has never learned anything but contempt for others. He hates Maori as much as he hates Pakeha. He hates women as well as men. He hates old people and children. And why? I barely know—and I have known him longer than all but one. All I can say is that to him, all others are cattle. Things to feast upon. What he calls friendship is just the fondness you or I might have for a pet or a prized possession. He has made me kill people he called friend, or even claimed to love, at a whim. He is the worst of all men.
‘And Tupu? He is still the same animal that first grunted into our village so long ago. Unkillable. Insane. A beast in human form. I might have still been his prisoner, but for a rare mistake by the Black Tohunga. In 1964 he went south, to Wellington. He was recruiting others of power—people like Donna Kyle, looking for people with imagination and anger, and that certain something he can see in others which marks them as potential sorcerers. I was his bodyguard, obedient to the letter—and only the letter. I had found that when he gave me instructions, I had to follow them exactly—but what he left out of his instructions gave me discretion. What he did not expressly forbid, he could not prevent me from doing.
‘He forgot to tell me not to fall in love. I met a Maori woman at an exhibition in the National Museum for promising young artists. The name she was using was Wilomina Stephenson, but that wasn’t her real name—it was the English name she used when trying to sell her work. In those days it was better not to be Maori. Her real name was Wai-aroha Terakatini.’
Mat sucked in his breath.
‘Yes, your great-aunty Wai, Matiu. But she was in the full bloom of womanhood then, and very beautiful. Like a little bird, with a sharp beak and claws! I will tell you the full story later, but I persuaded her to steal the tiki from Puarata. We had fallen in love in a matter of hours while at the exhibition. She was going to take me away and we were going to live together. It seemed so simple…but Puarata unexpectedly sent me back into the tiki…and Wai-aroha did not know I was inside when she stole it. I had told her too little…and she never learned how to get me out. Even though she held it, and called my name, and even though she dreamt of me…she couldn’t get me out. And I could do nothing to help her…
‘She went mad. Her family put her in an institution, because of their shame at having madness in the family. Only her friend Hinemoa—your Aunty Hine, Mat, kept in touch with her.
‘As for Puarata, I can only imagine his fury! He searched, but Wai had gone into hiding, knowing from what I’d had the chance to tell her that Puarata was a man to be feared. And then the madness claimed her and she was locked away. None of her family knew where, except her father, who died soon afterward. Only Hinemoa knew. Even inside the tiki, I could sense and hear her and Wai talking.
‘The irony was that I had been rescued from my half-life of slavery—but no one knew I was in there, except Puarata, who couldn’t find me! You can imagine my horror. I was aware—being inside the tiki is like floating in a dark place, and I can hear things, and even smell, see or feel some things, but I can’t communicate. I tried! I shouted and screamed and I prayed! For me, an eternity of numb half-existence loomed.
‘I felt Wai age, I felt her madness and despair, and finally I felt her waste away and die. Like a slowly flickering flame. And I could feel Puarata approaching, closing in on me. But to my amazement, it was a boy I’d heard Wai-aroha talk to only once, who plucked me from Wai-aroha’s body in the whare. Even then, even after I sensed the presence of Pania, even then, I never thought you would be able to get me out! Maybe my will helped you? I don’t know! But, here I am!’
Wiri looked at them, and let out a slow breath. He glanced out, at the misty night. Fitzy was lying in the mouth of their little cave, watching Wiri with sad eyes. He must have crept back while they were all engrossed in Wiri’s story. Wiri looked around them. ‘It is time I put out the fire, and we slept. There is still a lot to tell, but you are tired.’
Mat opened his mouth to protest, but he found himself yawning. Kelly just nodded. Mat tried to offer her the sleeping bag, but she shook her head, rolled into her coat and tucked a sweater under her head. Mat’s head was buzzing with questions, but he could feel sleep rising inside him. He looked up at Wiri, who had risen, wrapping his cloak about him. ‘What are we going to do now?’ he asked.
Wiri turned and looked down at him. Something in his eyes reflected his real age. ‘I don’t know, Mat. I would rather you threw the tiki into the sea, with me in it, than have to go back to serving Puarata. I want to kill Puarata, and Tupu, for what they have done to me, and to everyone I loved. But most of all I want this all to end.’ He looked at them grimly. ‘I think I have a plan. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.’
Kelly said she couldn’t imagine how they’d ever sleep after a day like they’d just had, but once the fire had been left to burn low, and they wriggled into positions of relative comfort, oblivion claimed them quickly. Mat thought he woke during the night, but it seemed so much like a dream that he couldn’t be sure.
Kelly was asleep, and Fitzy was nowhere to be seen. Wiri was squatting, the feather cloak still pulled close about him, the taiaha across his knees. Sitting crosslegged in front of the warrior was a strange little being. Naked, squat, with glistening black leathery skin, it was like some grotesque dwarf—plump little limbs ending in three toes or fingers. But its head was bizarre—hairless, with two wide fishy eyes, and a beak nose that hooked over a twisted leering mouth. Its ears were narrow and pointed. What it looked
exactly like was a living version of the figures Maori carvers put on the pillars of meeting houses.
It exchanged words with Wiri in rolling, throaty Maori, with a voice that sounded like nothing human. It smelt rank, as if it had crawled out of a cave. But it nodded obediently at Wiri, then waddled into the bush and was gone.
Really weird, thought Mat groggily, his brain refusing to engage, as he rolled over and closed his eyes again.



9
Taupo
They woke cold and hungry, mouths stale and dry, eyes
encrusted from sleep. Mat’s watch told him it was Sunday morning. Only Wiri looked fresh, though his chin was whiskery and his hair hung lank in the damp foggy air. Fitzy re-appeared, bounding happily about them as though urging them to wake and get on with the day. Low cloud enveloped the hills, making the air cold and damp, and visibility poor. They could still hear cars from the road, but it was out of sight, obscured by the grey-green bush. Wiri covered over the embers of the fire, and Kelly shared out some sweets from her pack. Kelly and Mat cleaned their teeth in a small stream, and they all washed their faces. Fitzy chaffed about, hurrying everyone along.
‘That dog is mad,’ grumbled Kelly.
Wiri led them through the morning, further from the road, climbing alongside a tumbling stream—the Mokomokonui. The going was hard, through very rough country—sheer cliffs and drops and twisted, gnarled scrub over splintered rocks. A faint path wound up through ferny gullies. Wiri told them the Maori war-leader Te Kooti had used it to fight the British, so they had to be careful. This made no sense to Mat but he was too out of breath to comment. Te Kooti had died centuries ago. What could the danger be? Kelly looked just as puzzled, but she was having an even harder time keeping up. Her freckled face was bright red and she was perspiring profusely. Fitzy seemed to be enjoying himself. The Labrador spurted ahead, took side-routes, and bounded back to them with tail wagging.
Wiri seemed just as eager, as though relishing the chance to walk and run. He and the dog frequently went ahead, bouncing on tireless legs while the teenagers struggled behind. Mat revelled in Kelly’s chatty company; between losing his mother and going to an all boys school he’d seldom had a chance to talk with anyone female in the past three years. They generally felt like another species but Kelly was fun, although he couldn’t help noticing her eyes were focused on Wiri.
At least the air was cool, and there was lots to drink. Small rivulets gurgled down the slopes, running into and out of tiny pools before cascading over drops of up to nine metres. Mat reflected ruefully that the journey from Napier to Taupo might only be a few hours in a car, but on foot, it was a much longer journey. When they abandoned the car they still had more than 80 kilometres to go, and now they were tramping through bush-covered hills.
They rested around midday. Wiri told them they’d barely covered four kilometres that morning, which depressed them all. But they slogged on through the afternoon, and found an old tramping hut—Wiri told them it was the Wakeman Hut. The wind had risen by then and blown away the low cloud, but it was still cold and the wind gusted and ripped at their clothing whenever they crested a rise. Kelly and Mat wanted to sleep in the hut, but Wiri was insistent they camped well off the trail they’d been following, in another small cave. Both Kelly and Mat were too tired to talk, despite the questions they had for Wiri, and after gratefully gulping down another wood pigeon Wiri trapped, they both collapsed into a deep sleep and didn’t so much as stir until dawn.
Wiri and Fitzy curled up together and kept watch. Wiri had a growth of whiskers on his chin now, and even he was beginning to look tired.
They struck farmland the next day—Monday—glimpsing distant buildings. They were able to pick up their pace considerably, striding over areas of open ground, occasionally scattering a flock of sheep. Wiri pointed out a high peak among the hills, Kokomoka, wreathed in low cloud, standing some nine hundred metres above sea level. He told them they’d reach it mid-morning tomorrow at their current rate, and after that the going would be easier still, until they hit Kaingaroa Forest. If they could keep on good flat paths, they might make Taupo by Thursday. That night he was content for them to sleep in a modern-looking hut, intended for farm workers or trampers. There was a small larder of tinned food, and they dined well on baked beans and spaghetti. Mat and Kelly both turned down the offer of more grubs. Kelly got the sleeping bag this time, and Mat wrapped himself up in coats. Even Wiri slept.
They travelled north and westward. On Tuesday, they left the ranges behind. Fringing the back-blocks of the highland farms, they tramped through pine forests, skirting the occasional work gang. Several times Mat heard chainsaws and even axes, and voices that sounded English. Once, he heard a rattling sound like very low-powered guns firing a ragged volley, and lots of shouting. Wiri made them hide until the sounds had died away. Toward evening Mat thought he saw something staring back at him from the bushes, but a second look revealed nothing. He tried to ask Wiri about the goblin-creature he had either seen or dreamt about on Sunday evening, but Wiri just laughed. They saw nothing of searchers or pursuers.


Mid-afternoon Wednesday, they heard voices ahead. Mat looked at Kelly, who stared back. Wiri and Fitzy had gone ahead. After a moment of indecision, they crept forward, and saw a strange sight. Wiri was talking to a man on horseback, while Fitzy sniffed about. The horse was a huge brown steed, with rolling eyes and a tangled tail. It shifted nervously whenever Fitzy came near, but calmed when the rider stroked its neck. It was the rider who made them pause in disbelief.
Kelly laughed softly. ‘He looks like an extra from a historical drama on telly,’ she whispered to Mat.
Mat could only agree. The man had the bushy sideburns and moustache of a British regimental officer from a Jane Austen mini-series Mat sat through once, to please his mother. His uniform was black and white, and he spoke in a very ‘hullo guvnor’ Cockney way. But he looked very confident with the horse, and with the long rifle over his shoulder. He was warning Wiri about trouble to the north, which Wiri promised they would avoid. He looked Mat over curiously, and bowed low in his saddle to Kelly before galloping away, to her amusement.
‘Who was that?’ she asked Wiri as he disappeared over a ridge.
‘Local constabulary,’ Wiri answered.
‘Looked more like local drama society,’ Kelly replied. She and Wiri bantered in plummy English accents for the remainder of the afternoon, but Wiri was evasive about the horseman, and where he came from.
That evening, Wiri talked about something Mat found hard to follow. ‘Puarata once told me that every land has a shadow twin. The real land is where people live and die—but the shadow land is where all the things those people believed and remembered still exist. In every country it is different. In Ireland’s other-land there are leprechauns and fairies. In America they see Indian spirits and folk legends. In central Europe the imaginary place is populated by vampires and gypsies. Whatever the people believe most about their land. Do you follow?’
Mat and Kelly shook their heads.
‘Imagine that everything important—the big stuff lots of people know or think or do—creates a recording. Like a television programme. Now, imagine that video keeps playing, over and over, but is constantly being added to as well—with new ideas and beliefs and events, and with the ghosts of the dead. Got it?’
‘Uh-uh,’ said Mat.
‘Nope,’ said Kelly.
Wiri sighed. ‘OK, do you know about the Tarawera eruption, which destroyed the famous Pink and White Terraces? Well, imagine there is a version of New Zealand, in which the terraces are still there—because they are still remembered.’
‘That’d be cool. Can you get tourists there? They’d pay a fortune!’
Wiri rolled his eyes, and Kelly grinned mischievously.
‘Another example is how Mat met Pania in Napier…that was the real Pania. Was there really a Pania? I don’t know. But enough people have believed in her for long enough for her to create an imprint in this special memory world, so that if you go there, you’ll meet her.’
Mat frowned. ‘But I didn’t go there. I was in the real Napier—wasn’t I?’
‘Maybe. Some of what you told me makes me wonder. But someone like Pania can step across,’ said Wiri. ‘She’s a magical being in the stories, which gives her power in the memory land.’
‘So you’re saying there’s a place—a kind of parallel universe, with all the myths of the real world? Like Hercules and Xena and stuff?’
‘Well, it tends to be quite localised. And it is surprising who can show up. As long as enough people think a lot about someone, they tend to pop up. Or a version that’s like the impression people have of them. A famous All Black might be there, though they would need to be dead. I’ve noticed that no one living has a twin in the other-land, which is why Puarata calls it a ghost-world.’
Kelly shook her head. ‘You’re telling us there’s a magical world right next door to ours, and Pania of the Reef and dead All Blacks live there? You’ve been there?
Wiri nodded. Kelly sucked her teeth, then shook her head. ‘I may be a magic clown, but I’ll need to see that one to believe it!’ 


Thursday saw them flitting through pine forests, close to the Napier-Taupo Road. At times they had to cross open land, where the pines had been logged, and the replacement saplings were barely a metre high. They were crossing one such area, more than a kilometre long and twice as wide, when with a sudden, chattering roar, a helicopter rose from a fold in the ground and powered toward them.
‘Get down!’ Wiri pulled Kelly to the earth beside him. Mat dived headlong into a tangle of broken branches and rotting pine needles. Fitzy wormed in beside him, panting into Mat’s face. The chopper roared overhead, slightly beyond them, and was just as quickly gone again, heading northward. They got slowly to their feet when it was out of sight.
‘Was that them?’ Mat asked.
‘It was Donna Kyle,’ the young warrior answered him, rubbing his bristly chin. ‘I could sense her presence.’
Kelly scowled at the thought of the blonde woman, brushing dead pine needles from her clothes.
‘We should stay under cover of the trees whenever we can,’ said Wiri. ‘It will slow us down, but not too much—these are logged forests and they cull the saplings and undergrowth to allow space for the pines to grow. We should still make good time.’
They stared after the chopper for a few more minutes, catching their breath, and then turned to move on.
‘You need a shave, Wiri,’ commented Kelly. ‘I don’t like beards. Especially not up close.’
‘Don’t you? And to think I was growing it just to impress you.’
‘How come you don’t carry a razor?’
Wiri grinned. ‘Puarata forgot to pack one. He made a patu and a taiaha for me, and my loincloth and cloak, but clean forgot about a razor, a gun, or any number of other useful things that hadn’t been invented at the time.’
‘What if you got hold of a gun—could you take it back into the tiki with you and then have it whenever you wanted?’ asked Mat.
Wiri shook his head. ‘No, only the things Puarata enchanted into the tiki at the time he carved it. Have a look at the tiki, and you’ll see them.’
Mat pulled it out, and sure enough, the reverse side of the hei-tiki had a tiny patu in its hand, a long club across its shoulder, and a stylised cloak and cloth. He showed Kelly who declared it was typical of men to forget the practical things. ‘You’re lucky he remembered to clothe you,’ she added.
Wiri laughed, and for a while they joked about useful things Puarata could have carved into the tiki, like guns, razors, food, cellphones, and aeroplanes.
Several times the helicopter swooped low nearby, sending them diving for cover. Wiri remained certain Donna Kyle was aboard, though it never came close enough for them to see. The wind was cold, on the high plain. Hills dotted the wide expanse—old volcanic plugs. They were nearing the heart of the volcanic plateau, steering more or less toward Mount Tauhara, Wiri told them. From the top they could look out over Taupo. ‘But we won’t climb it,’ he added. ‘It is not a good place after dark.’
‘Why not?’ Kelly wanted to know.
‘Patupaiarehe.’
‘Patu-what?’
‘Pa-tu-pai-a-re-he. Maori fairy creatures. White skinned, red haired, and their behaviour ranges from mischief to nightly blood drinking. Just like the Irish fairies, and vampires.’
‘That’s weird,’ said Kelly.
Wiri shrugged.
‘Why isn’t it safe for us though?’ asked Mat.
‘Remember what I told you about the other-land? If you believe me about it being true—’;
‘That’s a whopping big if, mate!’ put in Kelly.
Wiri grinned. ‘OK, point taken. But if you take my word on it—which is the word of a centuries old Maori warrior summoned from a tiki, incidentally—then you might agree that going someplace where blood-sucking fairy-folk might appear is a bad idea.’
‘But how come they don’t appear more often?’ asked Mat.
‘Most people don’t draw their attention. But I’m here, and I’m not most people. The tiki is another reason. It is special. Our passing through this area is waking all sorts of things. If your eyes were less focused on the path in front of you, you might have seen some of them already.’
Mat remembered the goblin-creature at the cave mouth again, and nodded. ‘Like that thing you talked to back on the first night?’
‘Yes,’ Wiri admitted slowly. ‘And some other things not so obvious—like the horseman, for example.’
Kelly looked stunned. ‘But he was so…ordinary…kind of, just dressed funny. Was he really from the other-land?’
Wiri nodded. ‘Some people are more sensitive to these things, and draw the shadow-things out. People like Mat.’
Kelly snorted. ‘You’ll scare the boy!’
‘I’m not a boy!’ retorted Mat. But he began to watch the shadows more closely.
They spent Thursday night in the shadow of Tauhara, eating wood pigeon and a rabbit Fitzy caught. Wiri told them of a local legend, in which the patupaiarehe of Tauhara were troubling the locals, so the local chief and his war party climbed Tauhara, found the fairies sleeping near the summit, and killed them. ‘That probably isn’t the best of stories to tell when we’re so close though,’ he added when he’d finished. ‘It might anger them. I’ll tell you another.’
He told them Tauhara was the place where the tohunga Ngatoro-i-rangi created Taupo-Nui-a-Tai, Lake Taupo, when he threw a totara from the mountain top into the empty basin beneath, and where it landed it pierced the stone and water flooded the basin, forming the lake. The same tohunga was also responsible for the volcanic fires. Trapped in freezing snow on the summit of Mount Tongariro, he called on his sisters back in Hawaiiki to save him. They sent relatives carrying fire to his aid, travelling beneath the ground, surfacing first at White Island, in the Bay of Plenty, before finally reaching him and in the process, bringing the fire and heat that now burnt inside the volcanoes of the region.
Kelly scoffed. ‘That has got to be rubbish! Those volcanoes were around millions of years before the Maori even got here!’
Wiri shrugged. ‘Nevertheless, in the land of myth, anything is possible.’
‘Yeah right!’
‘Well, I’m here aren’t I?’
‘You I can handle,’ declared Kelly. ‘It’s tohunga creating volcanoes to warm their toes I have a problem with.’
Wiri and Kelly argued and laughed late into the night while Mat dozed, wishing he could make Kelly laugh the way Wiri could. He’d not really thought much about girls before, but he liked Kelly, liked her a lot. Only after she and Wiri had stopped talking and she had fallen asleep did he finally close his eyes. Wiri had gone out into the night to stand guard.
Mat woke late at night to see a pale face watching them from the shadows, with cold, ancient eyes and tangled hair that gleamed like blood in the firelight. He yelped in fright, and just as quickly the face was gone. He lay awake, too frightened to speak. Even Fitzy seemed nervous, until Wiri returned to report that all was quiet. Mat spent an uneasy night, though nothing else disturbed his sleep.
Next morning, Mat felt the aching fear he had suppressed in the journey through the hills return. They would reach Taupo tonight, and this almost-safe existence would end. Surely Puarata would be watching Mum’s house? It was Friday, a week since he had taken the tiki and run. Puarata had had plenty of time to surround his mother’s place. It was crazy to go there. And yet, even though he liked both Kelly and Wiri, he really, really, needed to see his mother. She would understand, she would protect him, she would feed and wash him, and hold him close. He needed someone to hug him, take the tiki away, and just deal with it. It shouldn’t be his responsibility. There were grown-ups out there who could deal with this stuff. He was just a kid. Let someone else look after it, so that he could have his parents back.
He woke before the others. Quietly, he slipped away, found a tree to lean against, and watched the sky brighten slowly. A nippy wind was gusting about the tussock and scrub, seeking out bare flesh to slap and sting. He took off his shoes and socks and examined them for blisters. There was some chaffing, but nothing too painful. His legs were stiff and sore, and bruised and scabbed at the knees from repeated falls, but it wasn’t too bad. He felt fitter than he’d ever been. He sniffed the air and looked around. Wild flowers were blossoming, and the bees were already humming. Tauhara towered behind him, blocking the view to the north. A lonely hawk circled away to the south, toward the highway. He watched it until it plummeted behind some trees, diving after prey, leaving the sky empty and lonely. He reached inside his T-shirt and fingered the two pendants around his neck, the koru and the tiki. He pulled them out.
Compared to the ugly tiki the koru looked graceful—it had good proportion, a smooth finish. He still felt proud of it. His mother had beamed and immediately worn her half, the Celtic knot. He longed to see her, and join the two pendants together, to show her how much he loved her. It was as though the other half of the pendant was calling him. He would take her Celtic knot, lock it into the koru, and see her smile. Everything would be alright again.
The longer he looked at it, the more confident he felt that going to Taupo was the right thing to do. He could almost feel the bond between the koru and the Celtic knot, almost hear them calling each other. He felt a deep certainty that going there was right.
He looked at the tiki, which by contrast seemed cold and empty. There was no mistaking the craftsmanship or Puarata’s skill—it was polished and precise, a perfect little grotesquery. He tried to remember the feeling in the moment he had summoned Wiri, but it was hard. He’d been so panicked…but somehow that seemed to make it all come together in his head. I wonder if I can do it again?
Wiri hailed him. ‘You ready to make tracks?’ He had his cloak around his shoulders, and Mat’s kit in his hand. Kelly came puffing up behind him, Fitzy at her side sniffing the air thoughtfully.
Mat sighed softly. ‘What are we going to do?’
Kelly frowned and looked at Wiri, who came and sat beside the tree. She pondered for a few seconds, then said, ‘Well, to me, the best thing would be to go round Taupo, strike the Waikato River, and follow it to…what’s it called—Maungatautari Pa. But that would mean you don’t get to see your mother.’
Mat had known she would say that. He tried to find words that would convey the certainty he felt inside, that going to Taupo was right. He shook his head. ‘I’ve got to see Mum!’
‘Come on, Mat! Think about it! Donna and her friends will be crawling all over the place. You’d go straight into their hands. They’d be laughing!’
‘We don’t know that!’ Mat snapped back. ‘It’s alright for you, it’s not your father helping the bad guys! You can walk out whenever you want!’
Kelly stood up. ‘Well I haven’t walked out yet, have I? And I’ve tramped for days and risked my butt and got my car shot up on your behalf, in case you don’t remember, kid!’
Mat leapt up too, and ripped the tiki off his neck. ‘Well fine! You take it then! I don’t want it!’
He threw the tiki at Kelly’s feet, and stamped away, his eyes stinging. In the back of his mind a voice told him he was messing up, and he tried to force that voice into silence, holding on to his certainty that going to Taupo was right.
‘Baby!’ Kelly called after him. He started running, and ran until he knew that when he looked back he wouldn’t be able to see them. Then he sat down and sobbed. When he finally got himself under control, he heard footsteps. He rubbed his eyes frantically, to hide the salty tears. It was Kelly, and he saw her eyes were also red and puffy. Fitzy was with her, and the Labrador put his head into Mat’s lap, his eyes wide. Mat thought briefly about running again, but Kelly’s stinging ‘Baby!’ rang in his ears, and made him stay, to prove her wrong.
Kelly stopped in front of him, gingerly holding out the tiki in both hands. ‘I’m sorry. Here, this is yours.’
‘It’s not. It’s his. And I don’t want it.’
She took a deep breath. ‘Well, Wiri says that if you don’t take it back, they’ll find us pretty quick.’
‘Why?’
She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I thought it would make perfect sense me taking it, and you going back to your mother. But he says there’s something you were doing I can’t, which is hiding the tiki from Puarata.’
Mat remembered the whispering, and the way he could make it go away. Maybe that’s what Wiri meant? Or maybe it was just a trick to make him stay. He hesitated.
Kelly held it out again. ‘Take it. Please! I—I don’t like it, it gives me the creeps. It’s like…like carrying a spider. Here!’
Reluctantly, Mat held out his hand. When she dropped it into his palm, he felt it tingle, and the surface seemed to have an oily slickness. It whispered to him, inaudibly. ‘Mat, Mat…’ He shuddered, and whispered ‘Shush…’ and then it was silent, and dry and normal again. He let out his breath. So did Kelly.
‘I don’t think you’re a baby,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, I lost my temper. But do we really need to go to Taupo? You’ll be endangering everything, just to see your mum.’
Mat looked down at his feet. ‘I just feel we need to do it. It’s the same feeling I got when I took the tiki. I just think we have to go there.’
Kelly looked at him and nodded. ‘OK, I can accept that,’ she said after a while. ‘I trust your instincts.’ And before he could move she came up and hugged him. He let her briefly hold him, then pulled away, embarrassed.
‘I’ll stick with you,’ Kelly promised. ‘I wouldn’t leave someone in the sort of trouble you’re in.’
Mat felt himself colour. ‘Thanks.’
They turned at the sound of Wiri approaching.
‘Are you sure you aren’t just hanging round because you think Wiri’s cute?’ teased Mat, half-serious.
This time it was Kelly’s turn to blush. 


‘I can’t move more than a few kilometres from the tiki,’ Wiri told them as they walked. ‘Otherwise I’m kind of pinged back into it, like a rubber-band being stretched, then let go. It hurts! And, I’m dressed funny,’ he added with a smile. ‘So when we get to the edge of town, you’re going to need to put me back inside.’
Mat gulped. ‘How?’
‘Don’t worry, that’s the easy part. All you need to do is hold up the tiki and say return while thinking about me going back into it and I’ll vanish.’
Kelly laughed. ‘Ha—sounds just like Pokemon!’ She and Mat laughed, and began calling him ‘Pikachu’. Mat argued that he was more like a Hitmonlee, and he ended up giving Wiri a rundown on the mysteries of Pokemon.
‘This is so bizarre!’ laughed Kelly. ‘Here we are, teaching the Maori ghost-ninja about Pokemon! This just freaks me out!’
They reached the city edge in the evening, walking wearily across a farm paddock. It was after sunset. There was no dramatic transition, just a few houses that became a few more, then became a street, and soon they were ghosting through quiet backstreets. Wiri touched Mat’s shoulder, and pointed to the tiki. They stepped behind a shrub.
Before Mat could do anything else, Wiri reached under his cloak, and unbuckled a thin, sharp-edged bone patu, and pressed it into Mat’s hands. Mat looked at it curiously. It had a curved, ornamental look, and was quite light, but the edge was honed and wicked looking. It also had a leather thong, which he hooked into his belt.
‘Strike with the edges,’ Wiri told him. ‘Protect Kelly. You are the man of the group for now.’ He gave Mat a tight smile. ‘You like her, don’t you?’
Mat swallowed and nodded. ‘Yeah…but…she likes you better.’
‘Is that bothering you?’
Mat thought for a moment. ‘Yes…no…You and her, well, it’s like Mum and Dad…when they liked each other. She just sees me as some sort of little brother…So I guess, she’s all yours, if she’ll have you.’
Wiri looked down at him with a gentle look on his hard-chiselled warrior face. ‘You’re pretty mature for a fifteen-year-old.’
Mat could only shrug. They shook hands, and then, focusing his concentration, he lifted the tiki, to say return, but partway through he burst out laughing. Wiri put his hands on his hips and raised his eyebrows.
‘Sorry,’ said Mat. ‘It’s just that when I went to do it, something in my head went “Pikachu”, and I lost it. I’ll try again.’
He got it at the next attempt; a peculiar rush, and Wiri vanished, still smiling. Fitzy whimpered anxiously. ‘Wow!’ Mat breathed silently. ‘I did it!’ He shook his head, to fight off a momentary dizziness.
Kelly peered around. ‘All clear still,’ she reported, then flicked her gaze around, wide-eyed. ‘Did it work?’
‘Yeah,’ said Mat, feigning nonchalance. He felt a surge of pride, but then wondered if he could summon Wiri again.
‘You can bring him back, can’t you?’ Kelly asked, voicing the question on his mind.
He nodded, though he felt far from certain.
They made their way through the quietest streets. Mat knew Taupo passably well from visiting his mother and earlier family holidays. Her new home was on a side-street, off one of the streets that came off Spa Road, which came off the top of the main street and ran uphill toward a thermal swimming pool complex. He led them on a criss-cross to approach the house from the back. Maybe they could find a way to get across the back neighbour’s section unseen?
They were conscious of avoiding attention. As Kelly said, it would be the easiest thing for Puarata to have the police find Mat, and then have Dad arrive, reclaim the tiki, and Wiri would be back in slavery. And who knew what Puarata and Donna would do to Mat and Kelly to pay them back for the trouble they had caused? They avoided every passing car. When they got to the block containing his mother’s house, Kelly scouted it while Mat waited in the garden of a house with no lights on, trembling in anticipation. He could almost see the Celtic pendant, and hear Mum’s voice calling him home.
Finally Kelly returned, admitting she couldn’t see anyone waiting for them. And there was a light on in his mother’s house, she added reluctantly. Mat felt a surge of relief and a feverish anticipation. Now! He strode impatiently along the street, and turned into the garden path.
The house was small, and old. She hadn’t been left much money from the separation settlement. Dad was a lawyer, and seemed to have the rights to everything. And according to his father, she’d admitted seeing someone else. Mat didn’t believe him.
The door was coated in a thin, peeling layer of white paint. There was dirt and mould around the walls, and dead moths in the porch light. Kelly stood back, holding Fitzy still. The Labrador was whining and kept trying to pull away. Mat glanced at her nervously—he didn’t like it when Fitzy was upset. Just as Kelly trusted Mat’s instincts, he trusted the dog’s. Fitzy looked poised to run, and Kelly kept glancing behind her, as if someone might be trying to creep up behind them. He turned back to the door. He raised his hand to knock, then thought better of it. He tried the handle instead, and to his surprise it wasn’t locked. It clicked as he turned it, and the door pulled slightly ajar. He didn’t like that. It should have been locked. But they had come too far to turn away now.
He pushed the door slightly open, and peered in. A musty smell filled the hall, as though the doors and windows hadn’t been opened for a long time. That wasn’t like Mum either—normally she had everything open, revelling in fresh air and garden scents. He felt a cold fear descend over him, a sudden certainty that he’d been wrong, that he’d duped himself, suppressed his instincts, and listened to his hopes instead. It felt like a trap. He unlooped the bone patu from his belt, and gripped it in a trembling hand.
Turning back to Kelly, he mouthed ‘Wait here’. Then he turned back to the gloomy hall, and the strip of light on the left, leading into the lounge. Taking a deep swallow of the stale air, he crept to the lounge door, and pushed it open.
His mother sat in an armchair, turned sidelong to him, gazing at an empty television screen. Her red hair tumbled down hiding her face. The Celtic pendant was in her hands, the cord looped about her fingers. Mat felt a lump swell up his throat. ‘Mum,’ he choked, his eyes beginning to blur. She turned, a smile slowly spreading across her face. She looked vague, and tired, her face lined as if she hadn’t slept for a long time.
‘Mat. Come here. I’ve been so worried.’ She reached out her hands to him, dangling the Celtic pendant. He felt the koru lift toward it, as though pulled by some magnetic force. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. Somewhere behind him he heard Fitzy whine.
‘Come here, darling. Let me hold you.’
She didn’t sound like his mother. He froze. Her eyes were wrong. They were blue. Mum’s eyes were green. His knees shook, as she rose, her gaze pinning him, her face narrowing and hardening and her hair turning pale and shimmering, her lips twisting. It wasn’t Mum. It was Donna, triumphant, leering at him. ‘We knew you’d come. All those warm feelings we’ve been sending to encourage you. And here you are, called home like a faithful little poodle.’ She held out her hand. ‘Give it to me, you stupid little boy,’ she snarled at him, and he froze, went absolutely rigid in fright, his skin crawling backward as though every pore in his body were trying to escape, if only his limbs would obey him.
She stalked over to him, reached down, and jerked the tiki from his neck, the cord scoring the back of his neck as it broke. She bent down and hissed in his face, the tiki gripped tight in her fist. ‘You are going to suffer for the trouble you have caused, you little sneak.’
Something inside Mat snapped. The terror, like cords around him, went tight then flew apart, and he could move again. His right hand whipped up and struck. The edge of the bone patu slashed the blonde woman’s face, and he heard something crunch. She shrieked, and went down, clutching her nose and screaming. Blood sprayed through her fingers. The tiki flew from her grasp and he snatched it before it landed. He bent over her, grabbed his mother’s Celtic knot pendant and pulled. The string snapped from around Donna’s neck, and he turned to run, yelling to Kelly. But suddenly the door from the passage flew open, and was filled by a furious Puarata. Mat froze and felt his stomach curdle.
Puarata pointed at Mat and bellowed something, his face as bestial as Tupu’s. Half-seen hands closed about Mat, blurred ghost shapes that felt like ice. He fell to the floor struggling, calling for help, beside the writhing Donna. Her foot lashed past his head. But then Puarata cried in shock and pain, and Mat felt the grip of the ghost-hands fly apart. Kelly shouted something from the front door, and Mat leapt to his feet. Fitzy had bitten Puarata in the back of the leg, and the big man had gone down. The dog worried at him, snarling, and Mat darted past him, into the hall, calling for his mother. He dashed down the hall, looked into the bedroom. Empty. He ran back to the lounge. Fitzy was snapping at Puarata’s throat.
‘Where is she?’ screamed Mat.
The sorcerer didn’t answer. With a hideous speed, he reached up and grabbed Fitzy. He threw the dog with dreadful force, and rose. His face was bloodied, his clothes torn. ‘Your mother is mine now, boy. Like your father! Give the tiki to me and I may let you see them again!’
Donna stopped thrashing and lay whimpering on the floor, her face masked in blood. Fitzy had hit the wall beside Mat and slid down it, then dropped his tail and ran. Mat saw darkness gather in Puarata’s eyes, and knew that if he stayed he was dead. He jerked backward as something like a shadow slashed at his face, and slammed the lounge door in Puarata’s face. It shook and a sound like nails on a blackboard came from the other side, and then it buckled from an unseen impact. Mat stepped away from it, legs quaking.
‘Come on!’ called Kelly from the front door. He followed her voice out into the darkness, caught sight of her in the streetlight. Fitzy was beyond her, barking. He ran toward her, trying not to think about what he had just seen. 


They pelted down the streets, hearing cars roar into life behind them. Mat threw a glance over his shoulder and saw headlights flicker on, and Puarata, silhouetted in the light, shouting after them. He turned away, and sprinted after Kelly. Around a bend, then another, tyres squealing somewhere behind. They had seconds before they were trapped.
The tiki was in his hand already—he stopped, raised it, and yelled ‘Toa!’ No blood this time, but he didn’t need it—he had done it once before—he knew the feeling now. The draining effect was less, as the warrior appeared, already crouching, taiaha poised in his hands. His face was cleanshaven again, his jaw set and grim, waiting in the middle of the street as a black BMW squealed around the corner and roared toward him.
Kelly screamed, and Mat yelled as the car bore down on Wiri, but the warrior stayed stock still.
‘No!’ Mat howled, fearing he would be smashed like a toy by the gleaming automobile, but just before impact Wiri moved. Not sideways, but forward and upward, to slide up the bonnet of the oncoming car, the taiaha in his grasp twirling deftly until with a smash, the pointed hilt pierced the glass, Wiri holding it two-handed and stabbing down. Someone inside cried out in agony, and the car shuddered to a halt, hurling Wiri backward. The taiaha came away with him, the tip wet, and blood sprayed over the inside of the windscreen. Wiri used his momentum to back-flip, landing cat-like on the road before the shuddering vehicle. He turned and yelled at Mat to follow, then ran.
Kelly gasped something, and then they were all running, away from another car that approached cautiously, windows winding down. Mat glanced back, saw a gun poke from a window and yelled a warning. A loud crack echoed behind them and a bullet pinged off the road at Wiri’s feet. Fitzy barked defiantly. The first car was still, and one door opened, the passenger dragging the bloodied driver out. Mat and Kelly sprinted after Wiri, and reached Spa Road. To the left it fell down the slope toward the town centre—they ran that way, down the hill, and the cars were lost from sight.
Wiri waited for them just around the corner, and threw his arm around Kelly who looked dazed. Fitzy was further ahead, barking anxiously. Mat shoved the tiki, the koru, and the Celtic knot into his pockets to free his hands.
‘To the river,’ called Wiri. ‘I have an idea.’ He threw back his head and called something aloud, in Maori, in a voice that echoed strangely, incredibly loud yet barely audible, as if the noise were meant for inhuman ears. Wiri’s call was clear and urgent, and afterward he glanced down at them and gave a half-smile. ‘I hope he’s awake!’
Mat stared at him. ‘Who’s awake?’
Wiri grinned. ‘You’ll see!’
They turned to run again, when they heard a bellow, like a wounded bull, from somewhere back amongst the houses. Wiri’s face lost all humour. ‘Tupu,’ he snapped. ‘Come on, run!’
He hung back now, driving them on from behind, covering the rear, as though wanting Tupu to overtake him. They ran down the slope, suddenly mingling with startled pedestrians on the fringes of the shopping area. Fitzy tore ahead, barking frantically, followed by Kelly and Mat, who ran through curious onlookers, brushing past startled shouts and questions. Last came Wiri, whose strange appearance and bloodied skin made everyone stare and shrink back.
They reached the roundabout at the top of the main street, and Mat yelled ‘That way!’ pointing to the right, down a dip to the bridge over the Waikato River, about a hundred metres away. He felt a surge of hope, not daring to question what would happen when they got there. Wiri had a plan. He threw his trust into that thought.
Behind them, Wiri was backing at a sideways jog down the slope. Beyond were two black cars, weaving in and out of the traffic. Somewhere faraway he heard a police siren. But worst of all was the hulking figure running bare-chested down the road, tangled hair streaming behind him. He slammed aside a woman, and someone screamed. A small crowd was gathering, some thinking they were seeing some sort of entertainment. Others recognised the impending violence and drew back, faces pale.
Mat threw a glance back at Kelly and Fitzy. They were nearly at the bridge. ‘Wiri! Run!’ he pleaded.
The young warrior turned, an agony of indecision on his face, torn between the desire to fight and the need to keep his charges safe. His eyes swept the faces of the Friday night shoppers as they stared at the bizarre figures, then danced backward, turned, and sprinted, yelling something in Maori. A flood of perspiration stung Mat’s eyes. He wiped them and ran harder.
Wiri drew level with him halfway down the slope, just as the first car ploughed through the traffic, horn hooting and tyres squealing. A second followed, as the police siren echoed distantly from the direction of the shops. Then Tupu broke through the crowd, leapt a car and tore toward them, his face contorted.
Mat ran harder than he thought he could, straining everything, willing his feet to fly. When he reached the bridge he caught himself on the right-hand parapet, slamming into Kelly. Fitzy was dancing at her feet, barking. Wiri reached them a second later, still shouting, then he turned, danced back two steps and met Tupu’s charge full on.
The big man held a massive stone mere in either hand. The one in his right came round overhead, and smashed aside the taiaha, as his left side weapon whipped around at the side of Wiri’s head. The taiaha blurred and parried again, glancing the mere up and over Wiri’s ducking form, and then the young man swept around his leg and caught Tupu on the knee. The giant should have gone down, knee-cap dislocated, but he only grunted and staggered momentarily, then rained in more blows, knocking the taiaha down and sideways, and a blow smacked into Wiri’s shoulder and threw him against the parapet. He staggered, and nearly fell. Mat yelled and tried to close in, waving the bone patu, but Tupu whirled with hideous speed. His left-hand club flashed around and Mat jerked back, feeling the blow miss by millimetres. Wiri leapt between them again, taiaha flashing down, then spun and cracked Tupu on the arm, but the giant only grunted, and flailed both weapons again, driving Wiri back.
The black cars screamed to a halt. Doors flew open, and Mat glimpsed guns. Kelly called a warning to Wiri, clutching at Fitzy who snarled and struggled to escape her grasp. Passing cars first braked to look, then accelerated away. The siren came closer.
First out of the lead car was Tama Douglas. ‘Mat!’ he shouted, his eyes pleading. ‘Come here! I’ll protect you!’
‘Out of the way, Douglas!’ one of the gunmen shouted. He stepped forward with his gun raised threateningly. Mat flinched and backed away.
Tama Douglas turned, placing himself between Mat and the leading gunman. ‘Get away from my son, you bastard. Whatever Puarata wants, he won’t hurt my son!’
‘Get away, fool,’ sneered the gunman, stepping closer.
‘Dad!’ yelled Mat, as his father lunged at the gunman. As if in slow motion he saw the gun-hand go up and the butt of the gun arc around to slam into his father’s temple. Tama jerked, then he slumped as though falling through water, his eyes going back into his head, blood welling from broken skin beside his left eye.
‘Run…’ his father managed in a slurred voice, falling heavily at Mat’s feet. The gunman kicked Tama aside as he reached out to seize Mat. To Mat’s left Wiri backed up, under the two-handed onslaught of Tupu.
‘Jump!’ yelled the warrior. ‘Into the river! Jump!’
Kelly and Mat couldn’t move, staring at the guns levelling in their direction. An array of dark faces confronted Mat and the patu slipped limply in his grasp, held only by the loop of cord around his wrist. The muzzles of the guns looked huge, metal mouths that could swallow them whole.
Suddenly there was a massive rush of water from behind, and everyone on the bridge was drenched in a huge splash, staggering under the impact of the water. A shrill hiss from a massive throat blasted a rank fish smell over them. Mat and Kelly turned, blinking river water from their eyes, their mouths falling open. Every face in the ranks of gunmen flew upward, shocked and disbelieving. Even Tupu lurched backward in horrified awe.
Like a stupendous snake, an enormous serpent had risen from the river. It defied belief—eel-like with slickly glistening skin and a thick-lipped, long narrow head. Its eyes blazed with a cold shimmer, and its mouth opened over rows of thin, jagged teeth, each as long as a man’s leg. Its head snapped forward, and closed on the first car, as a volley of shots slashed its head and neck. Massive teeth crunched on the car with a hideous screech and then it lifted, two men caught inside. One screamed as the serpent swung and dropped the vehicle onto the second car, the impact shattering glass and twisting metal. As Tupu backed away the thing saw him, and coiled back to lunge. Tupu fell backward and rolled as the serpent struck. Teeth closed a second too late, and the warrior was gone, vanished as if he were never there. Mat glimpsed Puarata holding a pale talisman, shouting something—he’d pulled Tupu away from harm. The serpent hissed sourly, and twisted about seeking new targets.
Wiri seized Mat’s arm, and yelled into his face. ‘I called the taniwha! He won’t harm you! Now JUMP!’
Mat just stared. Wiri seized him in both hands, the taiaha falling to his feet, and then he lifted and hurled. The air rushed past as Mat flew, flailing, over the parapet. Briefly he glimpsed white water boiling about the torso of the serpent as its black scales churned the water, then he hit the surface shouting, and his mouth filled with water. He thrashed in panic, broke the water and his head smashed into something hard. Stars burst behind his eyes, and the black water pulled him down hungrily.



10
The river of Aotearoa
Mat woke with a throbbing ache at the back of his head. It was like a huge clawed hand had gripped the back of his skull and was malevolently squeezing and then releasing, over and over, pumping pain through his body. His eyes flickered open and all he saw was darkness—for a split second he thought he was blind—but then a flicker of bright flame drew his eye, and he gradually became aware of his surroundings.
He was lying in Kelly’s sleeping bag, his head propped on his rolled up coat. There was a fire about a metre away, crackling and throwing up sparks to the gentle wind. Wiri was lying, propped against a rock. Kelly was snoring gently, with her arms thrown around his waist, her head buried in his chest. Mat felt a twinge of jealousy, wishing he had someone to hold onto. Fitzy lay against her stomach, wedged between the two of them like a furry teddy bear. His golden head lay in Wiri’s lap, his big soft eyes reflecting the flames, and for a brief moment he looked older and strangely wiser. Only for a second, then it was gone.
Wiri grinned when he saw Mat stir. He pointed at Kelly and put his finger to his lips, then pointed at a small serving of cooked fish lying on one of Kelly’s plastic plates, beside the fire. A small explosion of saliva flooded Mat’s mouth. He seized the fish and gobbled it down, only pausing to extract a couple of stray bones.
He remembered that at some point on the journey, Kelly had mentioned having some painkillers. He tried a side pocket of her pack and got lucky, washing them down with a long swig of river water. The night sky was starry, and the moon was full, which was odd, because it had been the first night of the new moon only yesterday. But his head felt too tender, and his eyes too heavy, to really care. He rolled over, and went back to sleep.
Mat…Mat… the voice whispered. He held up the tiki and said ‘shush’ but the whispers kept coming. There was something forming on the dark air, hovering above the fire, coalescing from smoke like a ghost. A face, pale and bruised, framed by wispy, red hair, a wooden Celtic pendant hanging below, glowing like a coal.
‘Mum!’ He reached out, but she was just smoke. His hand swirled through her, and she was gone, but another shape formed, a rough-hewn, darker face, under unruly curls of darkness, the should-be cheery face worried…Son, son, come back to me… He went to call, and then hesitated, suddenly afraid…he saw the gunman back at the bridge smash his gun down on his father’s skull, saw him stagger backward and fall in vivid slow motion, his father’s face twisted like a crumpled can and a silver-haired man with a writhing mass of moko leered instead, beckoning, reaching out.
‘Shhh,’ said Wiri, as Mat woke, a cry half-formed in his throat, his skin slick and hot. His heart was thumping hard, painfully fast. It was deep night; the moon hanging above like a silver face, and the stars bathed the trees and river in shimmering light. He took a breath, and forced his shoulders to unclench.
Wiri had disentangled himself from Kelly and Fitzy, and was sitting cross-legged beside him. He put out a hand and wiped Mat’s brow. ‘Hey little brother, it was just a dream. Everything’s OK. You can go back to sleep.’
Mat nodded, but didn’t feel like sleeping. He took a couple more painkillers, and then froze, in the sudden realisation he was wearing new clothes.
‘Did you dress me?’ he asked Wiri.
‘Nah, got Kelly to do it,’ replied Wiri without looking up.
‘Oh!’ Mat blushed.
Wiri laughed. ‘Just joking. I did.’ He put some more wood on the fire, making it flare and crackle. Fitzy and Kelly both stirred, the girl’s freckled face strangely slack, her breathing loud. Wiri glanced down tenderly, and pulled the coat she was under up a little, before turning back to Mat.
‘Well, you missed some of the best bits. You should have seen us go over Huka Falls!’
‘How long have I been asleep?’
‘Out cold, more like. A few hours. We’ve been worried. Kelly says that if you feel any dizziness, lie down. She’s worried about concussion.’
Mat felt the back of his head gingerly. ‘It really hurts. What happened?’
‘Back there? Well, I had called, to the taniwha of Lake Taupo, to meet me at the bridge—’
‘The taniwha! Was that real? It was amazing—it was…huge! Is it still here?’ he asked suddenly, looking at the river with wide eyes.
‘Somewhere close. He usually sleeps underwater. You’ll see him in the morning.’
Mat shivered, somewhere between eagerness and fear.
Wiri chuckled. ‘He’s quite a sight. The old boy has been swimming the lake and the river for years, long before Pakeha came. He’s one of the oldest myths—and so one of the elders of Aotearoa.’
‘How did you make him come?’
‘I didn’t make him do anything,’ Wiri answered. ‘I asked. He chose to come.’
‘Why?’ Mat asked thoughtfully. ‘I mean, you’ve been a slave of Puarata for years. Why would he help you?’
‘You’re pretty smart, aren’t you?’ smiled Wiri. ‘At first he thought I still belonged to Puarata, so he came out of fear. He’s been hurt by Puarata before. But when Puarata realised what I was doing, he tried to send him away. When the taniwha realised I was working against Puarata he decided to help us.’
‘Does the taniwha have a name?’
‘Yes, but I will not speak it—names have power and are not for bandying about. I learnt that much from my time with Puarata.’
‘Does he breathe fire? Can he fly?’
Wiri laughed. ‘Sorry, wrong mythology! Maybe you should visit England, where I’m told the dragons of the British Isles can do both of those things. But this taniwha is a water-creature, powerful and ancient. He listens to the wind, and the waters. He now knows Puarata has lost me, and rejoiced at a chance to strike back. He has promised to take us as far downstream as he can, before he must return to his home.’
‘So we get to ride him again tomorrow?’ Mat asked, feeling both nervous and excited.
Wiri nodded. ‘We are honoured. Even Puarata cannot tame a taniwha. No man can. But he has consented to bear us, to help us on our way. He wants us to succeed. That is very good, as much as I had hoped for.’
‘But what are we going to do now? Go to the pa? And what happened back at the bridge?’
Wiri laughed, held up his hands. ‘Whoa! One question at a time! I’ll get there, little brother. Now, where was I? Yes—we got to the bridge, just in time, and up came the taniwha as I’d hoped. Though he cut it fine he did enough to enable us all to get away.’
‘But the people watching must have…what would everyone have made of it?’
Wiri shrugged. ‘Whatever they saw wouldn’t have been what was there. They probably saw a car-smash and maybe a freak wave. The creatures of Aotearoa do not appear as they really are to those who aren’t part of their world.
‘You were our main problem—you hit your head and went under, but fortunately Fitzy told the taniwha, and he swept you up in his mouth.’
‘His mouth!’ yelped Mat.
Kelly stirred in her sleep, and Wiri shushed him.
‘Yes. Don’t worry, we’ve washed you since! I got Kelly onto the taniwha’s back with Fitzy’s help, just as Puarata arrived and his men started shooting, but we faded out into Aotearoa, and swam down the river, safe and away. I was in a real panic, thinking we’d lost you, until the taniwha twisted around and dumped you onto his back, like a meal he didn’t want.’
Mat shuddered. ‘I was in his mouth!’ he whispered in horror.
Wiri nodded, puckering his lips and whistling softly. ‘You are one lucky guy, brother.’
Mat lay back, and tried to take it all in. ‘So, are we in Aotearoa?’
Wiri nodded. ‘The New Zealand myth-world. See how the moon is full, and the stars look different? When it is light again, you’ll see more.’ He prodded the fire again. ‘And as for what we are doing…well, we are doing as Pania suggested—heading for Maungatautari. We’ll be there by tomorrow afternoon.’
Mat lay back, and sucked in the cold smoky air. ‘Tomorrow…and will it all be over?’ He wondered where he could go, and what he could do. Tears stung his eyes—he tried to pretend it was smoke from the fire. When will I see Mum again? And Dad? Dad tried to help! He realised what Puarata was doing…will Puarata ever give up?
Wiri looked at him sympathetically. ‘I’m sorry, Mat. I think this will only be over when Puarata and Tupu are dead and gone forever.’ Wiri’s face looked hard and merciless, and for the first time, Mat could see the full weight of years in the warrior’s eyes. He tried to imagine centuries of servitude to Puarata, and shuddered.
Wiri put a heavy hand on Mat’s shoulder. ‘Get the tiki to Hakawau, and then the tohunga and I can do what needs to be done. I won’t rest until Puarata is gone, and you can go home safely. I’ll do whatever it takes.’
Mat shivered at the coldness of his friend’s voice. 


He woke to a pale misty dawn. Kelly and Wiri were asleep, and Fitzy was away somewhere. He stumbled yawning to the water’s edge to wash his face. The air was chilly, the river fog clinging about the willows, the slimy stones at the bank dull in the leaden air. Somewhere a river bird called, a solitary sound. Beyond the tiny encampment, the world ended in a sallow white shroud.
He watched the rippling waters, and tried to work out what he should do. The river fog was so thick he couldn’t see the other side and he began to worry that he might not find the camp again. He stood and called for Wiri, then for Kelly. No one answered.
Taking the pendants from his pocket, with a deft flick of his fingers, he reunited the koru and the Celtic knot. They slid together perfectly, and he paused to look at them. He looped them, and the tiki, over his neck, and tucked them into his shirt before rising to go and find the others.
Behind him there was a sudden rush of water, a slurping sucking and a cascading rush. He turned slowly, almost afraid to look. What he saw made his limbs stiffen and lock.
The taniwha looked even larger in the morning light, too large for the river he lay in—a truck could have balanced on his head. Mat remembered what he’d done to the BMW back at the bridge, and had a dreadful vision of those jaws engulfing him. Cold breath hissed from his huge maw, stinking of rotting fish and deep, deep water caverns. His eyes were huge, massive orbs that glistened like giant glass marbles and his hide, dripping with greenish river slime, was pitted and rough hewn. As he uncoiled himself slowly, head rippling side to side, he gave one eye a look at Mat, then the other, the huge head dipping closer.
Mat felt rooted to the stone. If the jaws flew open, he knew he wouldn’t be able to move. He gulped, and tried to find his voice. Somehow he found trembling words. ‘K—Kia-ora. Th-thank you for saving me.’
The taniwha dipped his head nearer, until he could almost have bumped Mat with his nose. His nostrils sucked in wetly, then billowed steam into the cold air and his eyes blinked once, scanning Mat closely, then abruptly he swayed backward, and lowered his head to the riverbank, where he lay, steam billowing with each exhalation. Mat let out his breath, and found he could move, though his knees were shaking so much he could hardly stay upright. He staggered backward, his eyes never leaving those of the massive creature.
The taniwha blinked at him again, and then looked beyond Mat. A series of barks echoed out of the mist, followed by Fitzy bounding into the clearing. The Labrador looked up at the taniwha, which looked back and nodded his massive head. Fitzy whimpered slightly and ducked his head, as if bowing. The taniwha snorted fishy breath over them, then with a gurgling noise sank below the surface and a huge wave broke against the banks.
Wiri appeared out of the mist and put a hand on Mat’s shoulder. ‘Come on. We have to break camp.’ 


They cleaned up their campsite, then Wiri led them back to the riverbank, and called the taniwha. He rose slowly this time, water cascading from his sides in a massive roar, baleful eyes unblinking, but he tolerated Wiri helping the teenagers onto his back. Kelly, who looked tired and scared, cradled Fitzy. When they were secure, Wiri called something in Maori, and the serpent twisted about slowly, before surging into the river current, a huge wake breaking about his head. 


The journey down the Waikato River was a magical experience Mat knew he would never forget. All day they were borne north on the river, past lesser taniwha who rose like crocodiles on an African river to see the monster that dared enter their territory, only to dip and disappear when they realised his size.
‘Waikato taniwha rau, he piko he taniwha,’ murmured Wiri. ‘It’s an old saying,’ he told them. “Waikato has a hundred monsters, at every bend a monster”, though the saying is usually interpreted as referring to all the petty chiefs along the river further downstream.’
On the riverbank Mat saw Maori fishermen, gaping at the massive creature and cursing the waves that smashed their careful nets. He even saw a white girl, in a nineteenth century white cotton frock, who squealed and fled when she saw the giant taniwha.
Several glistening goblinesque little tiki-men peered at them from the bank, squatting like buddhas in the shade of the trees, their eyes alien and unreadable.
Once, unforgettably, a huge flightless bird emerged from the trees to gaze at them. Feathered in a dirty dun hue, it towered at least three and a half metres tall, a moa, the flightless bird that had once stalked New Zealand. ‘I thought they were extinct,’ Mat gasped, realising even as he said it how stupid he sounded—he was in a land of myth, riding a taniwha—‘extinct’ was meaningless here.
Even when there was no strange, mythic creature to catch the eye, it was enough to breathe the air, to see the deep azure sky or the verdant forest shadow to know he was somewhere apart from his world. Every colour seemed more vivid, every scent stronger, the air warmer, the sun brighter yet not harsher. It was as if everything carried its own light, its own healthy, ripe vibrancy, a pulsing living glow that infused every tree, leaf and rock. Even the birds, fish and insects all seemed to carry this extra lustre, as intrinsically a part of this place as the monster they rode.
There was no mistaking this place for the real world, Mat thought. Everything about it was enchanted. He drank in every word as Wiri pointed out landmarks they passed. Initially they were places Wiri had visited, or heard of, but as the day wore on, he began to indicate places where he had played as a child, or hunted as a man. Maungatautari Pa was getting closer. 


Near to dusk the taniwha carried them to the riverbank, and shrugged them off unceremoniously, dumping them in waist-deep water before swirling away in a cloud of muddy water. Fitzy bounded out and looked back at them, shaking water off indignantly. Kelly went and hugged him, whispering in his ears. Mat hadn’t heard her say a word all day, but her expression had been as wide-eyed as his. Mat was soaked, but felt so exhilarated he didn’t mind. His mind was still whirling over the beautiful and incredible things he’d seen. He turned to look at Wiri, but he was staring off into the distance. Mat followed his gaze. There was a cluster of hills to the west, three or four kilometres away.
Wiri put a hand on his shoulder. ‘That way,’ he said. ‘That is the way to my home.’
They peered toward the hills. Kelly came up with Fitzy at her side, her eyes flickering everywhere as if trying to imprint every sight into her memory.
‘Let’s go,’ said Wiri, with uncharacteristic hesitancy. 


They found a trail and walked through close native bush that pressed about them on all sides. The air was cooling, and alive with insects. Fantails darted through the clouds of sandflies and rich leafy smells rose from the manuka, ngaio and karaka. While Wiri sang softly to himself Fitzy ran ahead as though he knew the way.
They came upon a steep climb up a low hill, and Wiri stopped suddenly. A warrior stood with the setting sun behind him, a menacing silhouette. Wiri called out in Maori to the warrior, who seemed startled, and afraid.
‘Toa?’ answered the warrior, in a high voice. ‘Toa?’ Then he turned, and ran.
Kelly looked at Wiri, puzzled. ‘I thought this was your home?’
‘It is,’ said Wiri slowly.
‘He didn’t look very pleased to see you.’
‘He wasn’t. The last time I was here, I was Puarata’s slave. I killed my brother.’ His voice sounded hollow. ‘Here I am now known only as Toa. My original name was taken from me by my father, after I killed my brother.’
Mat felt his good mood drain away, leaving a sour taste of tension and danger.
‘No you didn’t,’ said Kelly quietly.
Wiri looked at her. ‘It was my arm, my blow.’
‘But whose command? You did it because Puarata made you do it!’
Wiri shook his head. ‘I have told myself these things, over and again. But that does not make them real. It was my blow that struck him. Puarata made me do it, you say. But perhaps he could not have done so, if secretly I did not want it to happen?’
Kelly put her hands on her hips and glared at him. ‘Don’t you say that! You aren’t a murderer!’
Wiri met her eyes, slowly shook his head, then turned away. Mat watched Kelly blink, and gnaw her bottom lip. He stared at his feet.
‘Come,’ said Wiri at last. ‘The pa is this way.’ 


Mat had seen models and pictures of pa. Dad had even taken him to a recreated one near Rotorua, but this was the real thing. It was on a low hill, with tiered ranks of upright wooden fences carved into the slopes. More fences, taller than a man, ringed dozens of wooden-walled whare linked by muddy paths. There was a sea of faces at the gates, black-haired and brown-skinned, most of the children half or fully naked. Adults were packed about the massive carved pillars, which were painted in a deep red ochre, the eyes of the beasts inlaid with gleaming paua shell. The villagers were clad in little more than loincloths and thin cloaks, with most of the women wearing bodices, but not all. Mat averted his eyes from their bare breasts, feeling like an interloper in a strange world.
They were stopped at the gates. Before them was an open field, heavily trampled. On either side the people of the pa stood silent. Before them, a rank of warriors, three slightly ahead of the rest. Beyond them on a rise before the main meeting house stood the elders, gathered about the chief like old leaves at the base of an autumn tree.
The three warriors prowled forward, and the middle one, clad in a flaxen skirt came ahead, stopping a metre in front of Wiri, brandishing a taiaha. His muscles rippled and his long hair was caught in a top-knot. His chin was smooth, except for the intricate whorls of his moko. His eyes bulged with aggression. Every gesture conveyed threat, proclaimed challenge.
Mat had seen the ceremonial welcome onto a marae many times. He’d always thought of it as just a load of shouting and posturing and even joked about how long it always took. But this was no empty ritual. This was the real thing.
The warrior was clearly a master of his weapon. It sang as he spun it, smacked as he hammered it into his palm, blurred as he brandished it in intricate patterns, never once less than perfectly controlled. All the while he roared out a challenge, daring Wiri to enter the pa. Kelly and Mat didn’t need to know the language. Each shout, each stare, each lunge, every crouch and slow backward stalking step, spoke clearly of threatened violence. The warrior before them was aching to strike.
After each menacing roar, the warrior took one step back, and Wiri took one forward. Each step forward they were challenged again. Sometimes a question was bellowed, that hung in the air, and each time Wiri answered, sometimes firmly, sometimes sadly, and then he would advance another step. Mat cowered behind him, terrified that somehow Wiri would say the wrong thing, and this boiling sea of hostile faces would break over them and pull them apart. At first only Fitzy took his cue from Wiri, stepping boldly beside the young man, head high. But then Mat heard Kelly swear under her breath, her chin up and her snub nose flared.
Don’t get angry, he silently willed her. Don’t stuff up…
She tossed her head and went to step beside Wiri. Mat seized her hand and held on, even when she tried to jerk free. He shook his head at her quietly. Don’t! Bad move! Let him handle this!
She glared at him, then took a deep, chest-expanding swallow of air, and relented.
Finally the challenge ended, but the second of the warriors, an even bigger man, took the place of the first, carrying a huge pitted mere. With a scarred face and broken teeth he was nearly the size of Tupu. He gave ground slowly, reluctantly, and every gesture he made seemed designed to enrage Wiri, as if daring him to lash out. Then the third took his place, a shorter, heavily muscled man with a long tongue. This warrior crabbed up to them, his eyes seeming to leap out of their sockets, his tongue waggling obscenely. Finally, he drew away, and returned with a green branch. Slowly, every nuance of movement emphasised, he placed the branch carefully at Wiri’s feet. Wiri bent equally slowly, and picked it up, without taking his eye from the warrior. He straightened, the warrior drew away, pacing backward fluidly, and the crowd let out a collective sigh. Mat felt suddenly faint, and squeezed Kelly’s hand.
‘What just happened?’ she whispered.
‘I don’t think they’re going to kill us. I think they’re going to feed us, and let Wiri talk.’
Kelly let out her breath.
Of course, they might kill us right after that, Mat said to himself.
The rangatira, the chief, came forward. He was tall, but past his prime, his belly growing large. He had a mop of curling black hair that was beginning to go grey, and a face made for smiling. It wasn’t smiling now. His cloak was magnificent, a matting of moa feathers, with a ruff of green and white tui feathers. He approached Wiri slowly, speaking softly, and then gestured forward an older man, white haired, with lined face and yellowed teeth, but a straight back and bright eyes. They spoke together, and then addressed Wiri. Mat watched him intently for some hint of what was happening, but couldn’t tell, but he noted they called him ‘Toa’. It didn’t seem to be a good sign. Wiri just nodded once or twice, then said a few short words of assent. The two old men backed away, and the whole crowd murmured. There were no hongis, no greetings. Mat looked around, sensing that while the hostility had been diverted for now, it hadn’t gone.
The mass of people—Mat thought there might be three or four hundred—closed around and herded them up the hill toward a small whare. They were pushed inside by hard unfriendly hands, and then the door was shut. There was no light, no fire, and no food. Outside they heard a babble of voices.
Kelly looked at Mat. ‘Thought you said they’d feed us.’
‘They will,’ said Wiri flatly. He looked tense and tired.
‘Where’s Fitzy?’ asked Kelly. They looked around in the darkness and realised he wasn’t with them. Kelly called out, but he didn’t come. ‘I hope he got away. They wouldn’t…eat him…would they?’ she asked Wiri.
Wiri smiled. ‘I’d like to see them try,’ he said enigmatically.
‘What do you mean?’ asked Mat.
Wiri shook his head, smiling. ‘I’ll tell you later.’ 


Eventually food and drink came—hot kumara and yams, and some fish, with a gourd of fresh water. The food smelt and tasted delicious. There were guards outside, at least two. Kelly tried to ask Wiri about what had just happened, but he seemed tired and unwilling, or unable, to talk, and she gave up. Mat was exhausted—the exhilaration of the journey on the river replaced by fear and uncertainty.
‘There will be a trial tomorrow,’ said Wiri finally. ‘They will demand an answer for my brother’s death. I need to sleep.’ He rolled aside and lay, staring at the walls.
‘But you were going to tell us something about Fitzy,’ protested Mat.
Wiri shook his head. ‘Later.’
Mat looked at Kelly for support, but she turned and lay down, facing the other way. Mat was left to lie between them, wondering about a lot of puzzling things, until sleep overtook him.



11
The judgement of Rata
They were woken by birdsong and the smell of cooking fires. Light crept between thin gaps in the walls of the whare, illuminating the carved wall panels. Mat stared at them, and ran his fingers over the swirling patterns. They were magnificent, but sinister. There were creatures, animal and man-like, and they all had eyes, set with paua, catching the half-light in the hut and glistening, watching him, their scrutiny like a pricklish weight.
Eventually the door was unblocked and food brought in. More fish, some kumara and some water. Soon after they had eaten they were led out to the open space before the gates. Only the warriors came close to them, and none spoke directly, though Mat heard the word ‘Toa’ on every tongue. He wished more than ever that he’d really tried to learn his father’s language. I should have. It’s my language too.
Fitzy hadn’t reappeared and Mat realised he still had no answers to his questions about the dog. Why had Wiri said Fitzy ‘told’ him about Mat nearly drowning? And how had Fitzy ‘told’ the taniwha about him? Where was he from, and how come he knew the way to everywhere they were going? He looked around hopefully for a glimpse of the dog, and then up at Wiri, who seemed preoccupied and unwilling to talk.
The sun had not long risen and the ground was cold, as dampness hung in the air under a misty sky. The whole village had gathered before the great meeting house, with the rangatira looking down from amidst his elders, who murmured advice. The warriors looked stony faced and hostile.
Mat saw boys his own age staring at him, nudging each other. Most were hard-eyed, full of bravado, but one or two looked at him curiously. He saw women and girls staring at Kelly and giggling behind their hands. She heard them too, and tossed her head and glared, causing fresh ripples of snickering. But most eyes were on Wiri. He seemed to have tossed off his sadness and self-blame, walking with his shoulders squared and head erect. He laid his taiaha and patu at his feet. When a warrior glided in and took them away Wiri sat, cross-legged, opposite the chief, and the old man who advised him—a tohunga, Mat guessed. Mat and Kelly and the whole front row of the crowd sat as well, and all fell silent.
‘What’s happening?’ whispered Kelly.
Wiri glanced at her. ‘I have agreed to submit to the justice of the iwi.’ He looked at the chief. ‘To the justice of my father, whose son I have slain.’
Rata, the rangitira, was leaning forward, his face grim and set. He looked like a heavier, older version of Wiri, but there was no fondness as he looked at his son. Mat was reminded of his own father in the way the chief’s mouth twisted—a look of disappointment and disfavour. A look that asked ‘Where did I go wrong?’ and then answered ‘I didn’t go wrong. My son did.’
Beside him the bird-like tohunga was whispering urgently. His face was clever and lively, despite his age. Hakawau. Pania had told him to ask Hakawau for help, Mat remembered. He hoped he would be allowed the chance.
The trial was like nothing Mat had seen before—he’d never been old enough to hear any of the long debates his father attended on marae around the North Island. Wiri spoke first, and was questioned by Rata and Hakawau. Mat heard his and Kelly’s name many times. Afterward, others were allowed to speak. He only dimly understood protocol, which varied from iwi to iwi. Some spoke in order of precedence, some allowed any to speak. Some allowed only men to attend, some allowed women to attend but remain silent, others allowed them to speak. Here, it seemed everyone could speak, and it seemed everyone wanted to. No sooner had one person finished, than three others would be seeking to claim the right. Rata would choose the next speaker, and they would stand and speak before the chief, while the others would subside, some with grace, others muttering, to await the next opportunity.
Even with his limited grasp of the language Mat could tell it wasn’t going well. So could Kelly, who was seething, her teeth set and eyes flashing. All the speakers were angry—glaring at Wiri, some accusingly, some with a fearful wide-eyed look. Fingers were jabbed at him. Two even spat—though they were rebuked by Rata. The first of the warriors who had delivered the challenge the night before came right up to Wiri, his eyes bulging in fury, and when he looked past Wiri at Mat and Kelly, his anger was a living thing that made their skin prickle.
The crowd murmured, and slapped their thighs when they agreed with a point, which mostly happened when the speaker was one of the angry ones.
Mat began to notice Rata only chose a speaker whose approach was more reasonable and less confrontational when Hakawau prompted him. By the time more than an hour had gone, he was feeling angry and afraid. What was wrong with these people? He knew Wiri was innocent. It was obvious. Why couldn’t they all see it? 


Finally there was a small break—Rata wanted water. Wiri turned back to Mat and Kelly, looking strained, but calm. He glanced to one side, where a scruffy young warrior with a curious combination of traditional and settler clothing had just sat down. They exchanged a nod.
Wiri surprised Mat by addressing him in English. ‘Manu. You look like you just woke up.’
The scruffy warrior rubbed a whiskery chin and grinned. ‘I have,’ he replied. ‘What did you come here for, cousin? You know Rata will never forgive you.’
Wiri nodded slightly. ‘I know. But it is time it was cleared up.’ He indicated Kelly and Mat. ‘This is Matiu, and Kelly. Could you sit closer and tell them what is happening? They don’t speak te reo.’
Manu pursed his lips, then shrugged. ‘For you, I will. Rata doesn’t like me anyway,’ and he got up and moved to sit beside Kelly, giving her a broken-toothed smile. ‘Kia-ora, Kelly. Kia-ora, Matiu.’
He was wearing a stained colonial soldier’s jacket that smelt of wood smoke, over a skinny bare chest. An old walnut-handled pistol was tucked in the belt of his knee-length breaches and Mat was surprised to realise that the gaudy scarf around his throat was the red, yellow and black of the Waikato rugby team. Kelly stared too and Manu laughed.
‘I try to get to the rugby in Hamilton when I can,’ he chuckled. ‘The Pakeha have brought many bad things to this country, but the beer is good, and I like rugby.’
Kelly and Mat exchanged a disbelieving look. Mat wondered suddenly how often inhabitants of Aotearoa wandered into his world for the fun of it—or for more serious reasons.
‘Aren’t you a little conspicuous?’ he asked Manu.
Manu grinned. ‘You ever been to Rugby Park, bro?’
Mat shook his head. ‘Believe me,’ said Manu, ‘some of the brothers at the rugby look way more native than me!’ 


The speeches resumed, this time with the benefit of Manu’s comments to help Mat and Kelly understand what was going on. Things were getting worse. A woman spoke about makutu, evil sorcery, finishing with a dramatic demand for Wiri to be killed. Wiri went pale. Manu whispered that she was Iru, Wiri’s younger wife. Kelly hissed, and Mat sucked in his breath.
He pulled the tiki out and tried to work out an escape plan. If he recalled Wiri to the tiki, they could pull him out of the circle of warriors, but then they’d be helpless. And there were at least thirty warriors encircling the ring of people.
The sun was high in the sky. Everyone was perspiring, and the three warriors who had delivered the challenge last night were demanding a resolution. Mat looked at his hand, and began to rub the edge of the tiki into the itchy scabs on his palms. He winced as the edge reopened a cut. He felt blood weep from the cut, and smeared it onto the tiki. It began to feel warm, and to throb slightly, a pulse that mingled with the pain of the re-opened cuts. Closing his eyes, he let the smell of smoke and sweat, the noise of the speakers and the crowd recede, as he concentrated on the tiki.
In a sudden vision he saw Puarata, his face lit by candles, sitting in repose. The dark tohunga seemed to sense Mat and he turned, his eyes glowing red.
‘Shush…’ said Mat, and the vision faded. ‘Toa,’ he whispered. A pale light seemed to form in his hand, that illuminated nothing, cast no shadow, but began to spill from his fingers, and seep through the air, to hover over Wiri, to cascade down until he was bathed in it, like an angel’s halo. No one seemed to react—no one but me can see it,
Mat realised, but then Wiri and Hakawau both turned and looked at Mat with piercing eyes. Wiri nodded.
Feeling like a diver about to leap, Mat stood up. Every face, every pair of eyes, seemed to suddenly swivel and bore into him. The current speaker, a plump man past his prime, stopped and glared. Rata’s eyes flashed, but Hakawau reached across and touched his arm.
‘I ask for the right to speak!’ Mat shouted. ‘I can prove Wiri, who you call Toa, is innocent!’ His voice echoed shrilly. I sound like a frightened little boy, he thought. Which is what I am. His heart was thumping in his ears.
An uproar ensued, and he heard his words repeated, translated into Maori, and the crowd surrounding them began to shout and argue. He met the eye of the chief, and saw curiosity and disbelief. The plump man who had been speaking stalked over to him, shouting and pointing downward. Mat stood his ground.
Manu stood up as well, and drawled something at the plump man that made those nearby grin, but the plump man stamped his foot, and others shouted angrily.
Order was restored by Rata, at Hakawau’s urging. Then Hakawau surprised Mat by speaking in perfect English. ‘It is time for this young one to speak. He has much to tell us.’ His bird eyes sparkled, but his hands gripped his carved walking stick like a talon. He looked like an old hawk, waiting to see whether he would pounce.
Mat looked at Kelly, who stood beside him, her fists clenched. Manu had one hand on the butt of his pistol, though he was still smiling, with the merriment of one who expects a good show. Mat looked down at Wiri, who was still sitting cross-legged, awaiting the tribe’s judgment. The nimbus of light still washed about him. He swallowed hard, then grabbed hold of his anger, and stared at the old priest, who nodded. Rata leaned forward.
Here goes…
‘This is all a waste of time!’
Manu translated a second later. The crowd murmured, and eyes narrowed.
‘Wiri—Toa—didn’t kill his brother! Puarata did!’
Hakawau leaned forward. His voice was soft, reasoned. ‘But we all saw Toa slay his brother, at the behest of his master. Puarata shares the guilt, but it was Toa’s hand that slew his brother. This we saw. This Toa himself has conceded.’
‘But Puarata made him do it. He controlled him. With this!’
He brandished the tiki. Some of the people flinched, and made gestures with their hands. Others stared blankly.
‘This is made from Wiri’s bones. It controls him.’
‘So you say,’ said Hakawau. ‘But if it contains Toa’s bones, then how is it that he sits before us, whole and unharmed?’
Mat clenched his fists. ‘Don’t you know anything? Wiri is dead! Tupu killed him!’
A storm of noise ensued when Manu translated. Some were angry at a white boy shouting at the chief and his priest. Others reacted to the strange claim with fear. Others again were disbelieving. Mat felt horribly out of his depth, but held his ground, his eyes fixed on Hakawau, willing him to believe.
Finally Rata regained enough quiet for Mat to continue, but he looked angry. He thumped the earth with his taiaha, then spoke in a rumbling voice.
Hakawau translated, his voice calmer than Rata’s rumble: ‘Toa has told us all this, but he has no proof we can believe. We all saw Tupu strike down Toa, but he lived, through the healing of Puarata. They became friends, and Toa went to learn from him. To learn makutu. When he returned, he picked a quarrel and slew Mahuta, his brother. His words were poisonous, filled with the evil of Puarata. It was only the coming of Hakawau that drove Puarata away, and Toa with him. We know what we saw. And we saw this man who was my son murder his own brother! So what proof can you give us, Pakeha boy? Or have you finished wasting our time?’
‘No!’ flared back Mat, his hands trembling in fury. ‘I can prove it. Puarata controlled Wiri! He couldn’t help what he was made to do! And I’ll prove it!’
He lifted the tiki, pointed his hand at Wiri, and shouted ‘Return!’
There was a dimming of the light about Wiri, and suddenly he was gone. So were his taiaha and patu, vanished from where they had sat at the feet of Rata. The tiki pulsed and shook in Mat’s hands and he felt a wave of exhaustion that made his knees wobble.
The crowd went berserk. Warriors brandishing taiaha, patu and muskets shouldered forward and surrounded him, while the women and children screamed or gasped and pointed. Even Manu backed away from him, leaving him surrounded by hard eyes and gleaming weapons. Only Kelly stood with him, holding Manu’s pistol, its barrel shaking wildly. Manu stared ruefully at his pistol, a half-smile on his lips.
Hakawau and Rata stepped through the ring of warriors.
‘What have you done, Matiu Douglas?’ asked the tohunga, in a searching voice.
Mat raised the tiki. ‘I have taken Wiri’s spirit back into this.’
Hakawau stared at the tiki, licking his lips.
He’s going to try and take it off me, thought Mat.
But the tohunga turned to Rata, and then walked around the circle of warriors, herding them back and clearing a small breathing space. Kelly kept the pistol swivelling, following the nearest warrior, the one who had spat at Wiri. He glared at her belligerently, shaking off a warning hand from Manu. The scruffy warrior slid a hand into his coat pocket, and went very still.
Hakawau turned back to Mat.
‘So, Matiu Douglas. Tell me about this wonder you have shown us.’
Mat’s mouth was dry. He fumbled for words. ‘Tupu killed Wiri—Toa. Puarata took his shoulder-blade and made this tiki, to keep his spirit in. The person who has the tiki can control him. Puarata made him kill his brother, and other people too. It wasn’t his fault.’
Hakawau nodded. ‘Show me.’
Mat swallowed. ‘I don’t know how. I’ve not tried to control him. He’s my friend.’
Hakawau leaned forward. His eyes softened slightly. ‘That is commendable, Matiu. We do not control our friends. But you must show me, if you are to convince my people that what you say is true.’
‘I’ll try.’
Mat took a step back, and closed his eyes. He pictured Wiri, and called him. There was a rush, another dizzying outpouring from his body, and the warrior was suddenly there, causing another gasp and backing away. His taiaha was cradled in his hands and he turned gracefully on the balls of his feet, keeping all of those confronting him in sight. Only warriors surrounded them now. The women and children and old people were gone, somewhere behind the fighting men. The warriors were wide-eyed, afraid, poised to act, to fight against the unknown in the only way fighting men can. The hands gripping their weapons were white at the knuckles, their chests heaving, sucking air in readiness for action.
‘Matiu,’ said Hakawau. ‘Tell me about this power.’
‘Ummm…it’s hard to explain,’ stammered Mat. ‘I just sort of feel Wiri inside the tiki, and call him, and he comes. It’s like a picture in my head.’
Hakawau nodded. ‘Toa, can you sense what Matiu senses?’
Wiri shook his head.
Hakawau leant forward. ‘Cause him to put down his weapons,’ he whispered, so that only Mat could hear him.
Mat looked at Wiri. He closed his eyes, and sent the unseen light coursing from the tiki, and flowing into Wiri’s limbs, then imagined Wiri dropping his taiaha.
He felt a small seeping of power, then heard a hollow thump as the wooden weapon fell to the earth. He opened his eyes, as one of the warriors snatched it away. Wiri was staring at his hands, then snatched his patu from his belt, and spun, as several warriors poised to leap at him.
Hakawau snapped something, and they backed off. Kelly aimed the pistol squarely at the chest of the biggest warrior.
Mat closed his eyes again, and willed the fingers around the patu in Wiri’s hand to go limp. As he opened his eyes, he caught Wiri’s startled look as it fell. The warrior bent and snatched it up again, looking wildly at Mat. Their eyes met. It’s OK, Mat tried to say with his face. Wiri stared at him blankly.
Hakawau touched Mat’s shoulder.
‘Now, give this thing to me,’ he said in English.
Mat looked at him, slightly dizzy. He tried to see if there was trickery or greed in the old priest’s face, but all he saw was curiosity and a certain sympathy.
He held out the tiki. The tohunga took it, and examined it carefully, as the warriors watched anxiously. He closed his eyes, and whispered something. There was a pale rush of light and Wiri visibly flickered, as if he were an image on a television screen, but didn’t vanish. Hakawau staggered suddenly, grabbing against his walking stick. He opened his eyes and looked around in surprise. He nodded at Mat with something like respect.
‘You are a wonder, Matiu. You can do something this old tohunga could not. But who are you? How do you have this thing that Puarata made? Are you one of his servants?’
‘No! No, I’m not! He’s got my mum and dad! I hate him!’
‘I believe you. I have sensed him, in holding this thing. I felt his hatred and fear of you.’
Fear? Of me?
Hakawau nodded, and handed back the tiki. ‘Oh yes,’ he said quietly. ‘He is afraid. You have mastered his talisman, and escaped his clutches. You have found me. He is most definitely afraid. Because he knows that this talisman could as easily be used against him. He fears what we might do with it. He has much to fear.’
Mat stared at the tiki, then held it out to the tohunga. ‘You should keep it,’ he said to Hakawau. ‘You know about these things. You could find a way to help Wiri, and end Puarata’s power over him. So he doesn’t die. I can’t do it. I’m just a boy.’
Hakawau shook his head.
‘You are more than just a boy, Matiu. This talisman is yours to hold by right. In using it, you have claimed it, and made it truly your own—for another to use it now, you must die, or be removed from it by both distance and time.’
Mat stared at the bone trinket, spinning gently on its string.
‘What can I do? How can I free Wiri from Puarata’s powers? Do I…do I have to kill him?’
Hakawau looked at him gravely, a sudden speculative look in his eye. ‘I believe there is another way. Aiee, yes, there is another way.’ He met Mat’s eyes, and winked. ‘We will talk again later, in private.’
The old tohunga turned to Rata. ‘Toa has spoken truly. He was compelled by Puarata, and a father might find it in him to forgive, now that he is free of that compulsion.’
The chief looked gravely at his son, and slowly, gruffly nodded.
The circle of warriors exhaled, and their weapons lowered imperceptibly.
Hakawau leant forward and whispered in Mat’s ear. ‘There is a thing you can do to free Toa. And only you can do it.’
‘Only me? Why? Why me?’
Hakawau laughed gently. ‘Now you do sound like a boy,’ he chuckled. “Why me?” Why indeed. There is something only you can do. Only you can control the tiki, and hide yourself from Puarata. But come. It is dinner time, and my old belly is craving food.’
Mat was suddenly aware of how hungry he felt. All the stress of the trial, all of the exertion of manipulating Wiri, seemed to hit him at once. Hakawau caught his shoulder as he reeled slightly, and he felt a flow of warmth coursing through him. He felt better, strong, and looked at the tohunga in surprise.
The old man winced a little, then smiled. ‘Come, let us finish this trial, and then we can eat.’ Hakawau spoke to Rata, who proclaimed that Puarata was solely to blame for the death of Mahuta, Rata’s son. The warriors listened and then turned to gaze at him in fear and pity. When his son was slain, Rata had commanded that his murderer be forgotten by the tribe, erased from memory. He now welcomed him back to the tribe, and offered to restore his name.
‘Thank you, rangitira and father. But for the last century I have been known as Wiremu,’ Wiri replied. ‘I would like to be known by that name, for my first name carries bad memories of an unworthy son. And the name Toa is stained in blood. Wiremu is the name by which my friends and companions know me. Please let me remain Wiremu.’
So it was agreed, and Rata embraced him, in a formal gesture. The tribe took this as licence to approach and greet him also, and give their welcome. Most rejoiced. Many came up to him, touching his arms, speaking gently. But the three who had laid down the challenge the previous night did not—the biggest of them shaking his head and staring at the ground.
‘That is Karaitiana,’ whispered Manu. ‘He was Mahuta’s best friend. Six hundred years is a long time to hold a grudge.’
Mat and Kelly stared at Manu, curiously.
‘Is everyone here six hundred years old?’ Kelly asked.
Manu grinned. ‘Yeah. We’re all old fellers here.’
‘How does it feel to live forever?’ asked Mat.
Manu gave a lopsided frown. ‘Dunno. Six hundred years isn’t forever. And…well, I think you’re better talking to the tohunga. I can’t remember much…none of us can…we just…go on…’ He sounded oddly sad. He turned to walk away then looked back over his shoulder. ‘Wahine!’ he said with a grin, ‘I need my pistol back.’
Kelly paused, then held it out butt first. He took it with a nod. ‘I never saw you take it. No one has ever done that to me before.’
Kelly smiled prettily.
‘But,’ added Manu, scratching his stubble, ‘if you want to fire it, you need to pull the hammer back.’ He laughed shortly, and swaggered away.
Kelly blushed, and cursed softly.
‘I thought you were cool,’ Mat told her.
She looked at him, letting out her breath over pursed lips. ‘Thanks. You were pretty awesome yourself.’
Wiri clapped them both on the shoulder, and pulled them into a hug. ‘Thank you both,’ he said. His eyes looked shiny with unshed tears. ‘You have given me back my tangata-whenua, my people. I have my whanau back.’ 


They ate with Rata, and his wives and children, in the largest of the whare: kumara, and muttonbird, wild pig, and eel and fish from the Waikato River. Wiri was guest of honour, the lost son who had returned to the people. Mat knew some of the songs they sang, but the songs sounded alive, and breathing, not handed down. When the warriors stamped and chanted, the ground shuddered, and when the women sang and poi whirled, he felt a stirring inside. He joined in when he could, and sang himself hoarse.
He noticed Iru, Wiri’s former wife, hovered close to her husband, but he didn’t pay her much attention. Wiri was intent in conversing with Rata, but turned occasionally to respond politely to Iru, who would smile warmly at him. Whenever this happened Kelly muttered, her face dark.
Hakawau ate alone, as was customary for a tohunga, but joined them afterward, sitting beside Mat and Kelly. He quickly noticed Kelly’s glares at Iru.
‘Some wife!’ snarled Kelly. ‘One moment she wants him dead, next she wants him back. Cow!’
Hakawau shook his head. ‘You should not judge too harshly. She stayed true to her husband for many centuries. Finally she took another man, but he is dead now, and she is lonely. But Wiri has said he considers her divorced, and free to marry again. She is unhappy at this and wants him back.’
Kelly glared at Wiri. ‘And he never even mentioned his wife might be still alive. I thought everyone he grew up with would be dead.’
This reminded Mat of something he had been meaning to ask. ‘Hakawau, we asked Manu before what it was like to live forever. Well, for centuries. He said we should ask you. I’ve seen children here, and you said that people die. I don’t understand. Wiri told us this place was like a myth-land, and everyone here was like a video recording…’ He trailed off, not sure what the tohunga might think of being called a video recording, or if he even knew what one was.
Hakawau smiled wryly, and bobbed his head. ‘It is confusing, Mat. Let me try to explain it in my words. For I too have travelled in your world, and know something of it…’
He tapped his walking stick thoughtfully. ‘Think of a dream. Think of one dream to which everyone who sleeps contributes. As if every time you and anyone else thinks or imagines, your thoughts are taken, and used to build that one dream. It will be filled with all of the dreams and imaginings of every person. But imagine that it takes time for that dream to assimilate all the thoughts it receives, so that older things linger, and are only slowly replaced. Old monsters and gods linger longer here than in your world. Here lost and legendary creatures can still be found.
‘Imagine also that within the dream, within this Aotearoa, people dwell, dead people, ghosts of the real world living in the world of dreams. We are as old as we desire. We are who we imagine ourselves to be.’
‘Then why are you so old?’ asked Kelly. ‘Wouldn’t you want to be young all the time?’
Hakawau shook his head. ‘I am not the same. I am a dream of the dream. I am the wise man, the tohunga. I am the keeper of knowledge and tradition. I have been dreamt into reality by the dream itself. So was Puarata—he is my enemy, the keeper of dark secrets. He and I have lived longer, seen more, looked deeper, than any others. We will last longer, and we appear as people expect us to.
‘Just as he has steeped himself in your world, and become powerful there, I have become at one with this world. Here I am the master—in yours, he is stronger. Both of us have paid a price. For him, it is mortality—he has had to work great spells and pay horrible prices to keep his life. For me, it is age and my binding to this place—I cannot leave for long, and can never go very far. For me, that has been a small price—because this place, and these people, are very beautiful.’
Mat and Kelly sat silent after that. Finally Mat asked another question that had been nagging at him.
‘You said earlier that Iru’s second husband died. How can that happen if you’re all living in this myth-world where no one dies?’
‘Oh we can die, Mat. A spirit can kill another spirit. Iru’s husband was slain by a taniwha on the river. Others have been killed in battle with other tribes. We still fight each other, here in Aotearoa. This is a place of beauty and wonders—but it is not a place of peace.’
‘So if Tupu and Wiri fight here in the spirit world…’
‘They are different—they cannot be killed, only banished to their respective talismans,’ finished Hakawau. ‘They are two sides of a coin. They will meet again before the end.’
Soon, the singing stopped, and the food was cleared away. Many of the guests went to sleep in their own houses, including the woman Iru, who left reluctantly. At last only Rata, Hakawau, and the travellers remained. The fires burned low as they sat cross-legged on the woven flax mats. Kelly sat beside Wiri, leaning toward him almost possessively. Mat felt tired, barely able to concentrate. The reddish light of the fires lent Rata the aspect of a squat volcano. Hakawau sat beside him huddled in a cloak, as if even with the warmth of the fires, his old bones still felt the chill of the night air.
‘We must make plans,’ said the old tohunga.



12
The fate of Wiri
After ruminating for a few minutes, Rata leant forward. ‘Does Puarata know you are here, my son?’ Rata asked Wiri. Rata spoke in halting English, for the benefit of Kelly and Mat.
‘I don’t know for sure, Father. But he must guess I would come here. Where else would I go?’
Hakawau agreed. ‘Where else indeed? Any other tribe would turn you away. Only here would you have any hope of welcome.’
‘What will the tohunga makutu do, Hakawau?’ Rata rumbled thoughtfully. ‘Will he come in peace to demand the return of his slave, or will he come with a war party of Hauhau?’
Hakawau made patterns with his fingers in the dust. ‘The time for parley is past. He will come with war.’
‘Then we will meet him with war,’ growled Rata. ‘I will send messages to my kin and friends among the Tainui and the Ngati Tuwharetoa. We will meet these Hauhau that slither behind Puarata and make an end of them at last.’
Wiri’s face creased into a hard smile. ‘At last I will have vengeance.’ His words hung in the air.
Kelly pulled away from him slightly, her normally cheery face vexed. ‘But what if you lose?’ she asked, in a low voice.
‘Then we will take as many of them with us as we can,’ answered Rata with a puzzled, affronted look. His forbidding look was clearly meant to silence her.
Kelly was undaunted. ‘And then Wiri goes back to slavery, and becomes Toa again. Mat and I will be dead, and so will everyone else.’
Wiri sighed impatiently. ‘That is what you risk in war. Puarata will not give me up.’
‘But how many of them will there be, compared to what you’ve got?’
Rata pondered a while. ‘With my kin and allies, I could bring more than three hundred warriors to the field of battle.’
‘And what about him?’ Kelly asked. ‘What has Puarata got?’
‘We don’t know,’ shrugged Rata.
‘More than twice that,’ answered Wiri. ‘And not all of them are men. Some are much worse.’
‘So you’ll be outnumbered two or three to one. Excuse me if I don’t lay any bets on us winning!’
Wiri looked exasperated. ‘Would you have us give up? What other choice do we have but to fight?’
‘Exactly!’ said Kelly. ‘What other choice do we have?’
Rata shook his head. ‘Why are we listening to this wahine? What does she know of war?’
Kelly glared back at him defiantly. ‘At least I can count the odds,’ she snapped.
Rata’s brow creased thunderously, but Hakawau whispered something soothing in Maori.
Mat rubbed his eyes to fight off tiredness, and found his voice. ‘If we stay here, then Puarata will surround us and swamp us, right?’
‘We could win,’ disagreed Wiri.
‘But we probably won’t, will we?’
‘We have local knowledge, and the other tribes will not like seeing Hauhau in their lands. They would harry them, even if they did not come directly to our aid. We could win.’
‘But lots of people would die, wouldn’t they? Really die—spirits killed by other spirits, right? They would die?’
‘Yes.’
Mat thought hard. He remembered the cunning look Hakawau had given him earlier, and his words about a plan to save Wiri from Puarata’s clutches.
‘It’s the tiki that Puarata wants. Can we…can you,’ he said addressing Hakawau, ‘can you destroy it, so that Wiri becomes like a normal man?’
Hakawau shook his head. ‘No, to both your questions. I know something of the spells Puarata has used to make the tiki. It cannot be destroyed in any normal manner. And even if it was somehow destroyed, that would achieve nothing except the death of Wiri.’
It was Wiri’s turn to look thoughtful. ‘I remember something…Puarata once punished me, when I tried to defy him. One of many such times. I remember something he said…“You will never escape me, Wiri. You will never rise from the Place of Leave-taking, you will always be mine.” I was afraid at the time, but afterward I remembered these words. They seemed to offer hope.’
Wiri leant forward. ‘Do you know the legend, Mat? Perhaps not—you are distressingly ignorant about your own people…
Mat coloured slightly.
‘…when a person dies, their spirit leaves the body, and journeys north—to the farthest tip of the North Island—Cape Reinga. There, they go to the pohutukawa that grows there, and climb down its roots to a place through which they may enter the spirit world, and so depart this life, for the next. If the tiki was taken to the pohutukawa at Te Reinga, perhaps my spirit would be allowed to finally depart.’
Mat felt his his skin go cold. ‘Depart. You mean, die?’
Wiri nodded. ‘Yes. Perhaps that would work, and no one else would need to die, only me. And perhaps it would drag Puarata down with me, or weaken him fatally.’
They all fell silent. Kelly looked as if she was already regretting her initial objections to the battle plan.
Finally Rata spoke to Hakawau. ‘Counsel me, my tohunga. What do you say to this other plan?’
It seemed to Mat that this was the decision Hakawau had been edging them toward, since his cryptic remarks earlier, but the tohunga continued to trace patterns with his forefinger in the dust for a few more seconds, before he finally spoke.
‘I believe Wiri is correct. If the tiki were cast into the branches of the tree at Te Reinga, his spirit would depart.’
Kelly made a choking noise.
Rata laid a hand on Wiri’s shoulder. ‘If you so wish, my son. We will fight to defend you, we would fight to the last. But if you choose instead to make the journey to Te Reinga, we will aid you as best we can.’
Wiri looked at the ground blankly for long silent minutes as the fires crackled and sputtered lower. Finally he looked up. ‘It is not my choice.’ He looked at Mat. ‘Only three people here can touch the tiki. None of the people of the tribe can. And while only Hakawau, Kelly and Mat could bear the tiki to Te Reinga, only Mat can conceal it from Puarata.’
Kelly bit her lip. ‘There must be another way…one that won’t kill you?’
Wiri and Hakawau both shook their heads.
‘I cannot see another way,’ said the tohunga. ‘And I am too old, and too tied to this place, to make that journey. I wish that this were not so.’
Wiri looked at Mat. ‘And you are just a boy, Mat. We cannot ask this of you.’
Mat looked back at him, his head swirling with too many thoughts and emotions to think properly. ‘You don’t have to ask,’ he heard himself say as if from a great distance. ‘I’ll take the tiki.’
‘Even if it is a journey to my death?’ pressed Wiri.
Mat nodded, blinking back stinging tears.
Wiri let out a long slow sigh. ‘So it comes to this,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘A journey toward death. What did Peter Pan say in that English story? To die will be an awfully big adventure. Perhaps that is what I want. To finally die.’
‘No! No!’ gasped Kelly. She looked at Wiri with wounded eyes. ‘You can’t!’
Wiri looked at her sadly, shaking his head. Kelly leapt to her feet and stood over him, her face deadly white.
‘No! There must be another way! You can’t die, you stupid man!’ Then she suddenly went bright red, burst into a howling sob and ran out into the darkness.
‘Wait—’ Wiri sprang up, looked at Mat helplessly, then ran after her into the darkness. Rata and Hakawau murmured as though in pain. Mat stared after them but they didn’t return before he stumbled to a new, larger whare that had been set aside for them, and fell asleep.
They spent three days at the pa. The days were bright, though rain fell each night. The river was like a silver ribbon below, the land rolling and green. Wiri spent the days with the warriors, practising with weapons, and helping them clean and prepare a waka, a huge war canoe, for the river.
Kelly moped tearfully for a day, but then woke with a fixed determination in her eyes, and rummaged about her pack until she pulled out her clown costume. She sat before a small mirror painting a sad smile onto her face, and put on a show for the children. She was soon very popular, and spent much of each day pursued by naked laughing children, begging her for more tricks. ‘Kalleee,’ they called, and she would sigh under her breath, then turn beaming, and perform again.
As for Mat, he found himself mostly in the company of Hakawau. The people remembered his actions at the trial, and regarded him with apprehension, as though he could make them disappear if they displeased him. At first he quite liked feeling dangerous, but after a while it became lonely. Hakawau noticed him moping, and came and took him around the hill fort. After poking their heads into all the buildings, and touring the perimeter, they finally sat on a grassy rise, Hakawau pointing out landmarks with his carved stick.
They could see many kilometres in all directions—north to Rainbow Mountain near Rotorua, south toward Taupo, and the mighty mountains of the Volcanic Plateau—Ruapehu shrouded in cloud, Ngaruhoe smoking menacingly, and Tongariro hulking like broken rubble. To the west they glimpsed Mount Taranaki, gleaming white in the shimmering azure sky. They looked pristine, remote, untouchable, strangely larger and more beautiful here in the myth-land of Aotearoa.
‘Will you show me the tiki again?’ Hakawau asked finally.
Mat pulled the tiki and the koru knot out, disentangled the cords, and handed the tohunga the bone carving. He held it for a long moment, then gave it back with a shudder.
‘It is an old and evil thing. I can feel its maker when I hold it, whispering.’
Mat shivered too. ‘Sometimes I can feel him calling me, but Pania told me how to make it go away.’
Hakawau pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘Few could do that. You are a rare boy, Matiu.’ Then he saw the koru knot, and his thin bird-face creased into a deep smile.
‘Ahhh,’ he said, ‘now this fills me with joy. Did you make it? It is a precious and good thing!’ He took the koru knot from Mat, smiling as he pulled them apart, and then reunited them. Mat told him how he made it, and why, and Hakawau bobbed his head approvingly. ‘I can feel these two calling to each other, Matiu. You have made something strong…you have a rare talent. A very rare talent. Treasure this thing—it has a power, to bring two worlds together. Use it well.’
Mat smiled, feeling a warm glow of quiet pride at the old man’s words.
Hakawau looked away north, and began to talk about the road they must take.
‘Soon, you must leave. North of here, you will follow the river, until you reach Hamilton. We have friends there, among the Pakeha settlers. There is a captain who may be able to take you north to Auckland. From there, you will have to use your wits. Your biggest disadvantage is that Puarata may guess where you are going. We will try to pretend you are still here, but he will not be fooled for long, and there is little we can do to protect you once you leave our tribal lands. But, against that, you have learnt how to hide yourself from his mind. Use your wits, and you will be able to slip through.’
‘What do I do when I get there?’
‘At Reinga, there is a lighthouse, and beyond that, a bluff, overlooking the point. From the bluff, you will see an old battered pohutukawa. That is the place of departure. Toss the tiki into the pohutukawa and the power of the place will do the rest.’
Mat looked at the old man, only just brave enough to ask the next question.
‘Must Wiri die?’
Hakawau nodded sadly. They watched Wiri, far below, moving lightly among the warriors milling about the waka.
‘He died years ago, Matiu. This will give him peace, and his soul safety. I know it will be hard, but it must happen.’
‘I wish Puarata could leave him be. I wish…’
Hakawau shook his head, and looked away to the east. ‘Even now, Puarata is massing his Hauhau friends in the Ureweras. These tribes are our enemies. They outnumber us, and have guns, purchased during the wars. They are hardened from long wars with the settlers. For the sake of this village, you must stay ahead of them. If you elude Puarata, and free Wiri, you will deal a crippling blow to Puarata.’
Mat put his head in his hands and sat for a while. Hakawau reached up and ruffled his hair. His voice softened a little.
‘Life is never fair, Matiu. Not in your world. Not even here.’ 
One evening—the last before they must leave—Mat and Kelly were sitting on the same grassy rise with Hakawau, when Wiri climbed up from the milling warriors below to join them. At his side bounded Fitzy, wagging his tail. It was the first time they had seen him since they arrived at Maungatautari. Kelly gave a cry and leapt up, smothering the dog with hugs. Fitzy looked exceedingly pleased with himself and after submitting to Kelly’s attentions for a minute came and rubbed himself against Mat until he laughed and stroked his back.
‘Fitzy is weird. It’s almost like he can talk. And the way he looks at you, sometimes I’m sure he’s listening to everything we say.’
‘Yeah,’ said Kelly. ‘He’s a great dog, sometimes I even think he’s smarter than me.’
‘Indeed,’ agreed Hakawau with a knowing smile. ‘It is time that was explained.’
Fitzy walked over, and lay down beside the old man, placing his head on Hakawau’s thigh. The tohunga looked at Wiri. ‘This tale is yours to tell.’
Wiri nodded, and then gazed out into the darkening sky. ‘It was a long time ago,’ he began after a while. ‘Puarata had taken me to the Ureweras. It was before the English settlers came—before even the first white man saw these islands. The Maori had settled the coastlands, and penetrated in small numbers to the Volcanic Plateau. But the wild lands were dangerous places, and we believed them infested with spirits and goblins. We gave them many names, and imagined them in many forms. As is the nature of such beliefs, the creatures of folklore populated the ghostlands, and became very real here in Aotearoa. Each iwi knows them by different names, so I will use the names of my people. The tall, pale-skinned fairies we call patupaiarehe. Their seaside cousins we named ponaturi. The small earthy goblins are taipo or tipua. The spirits that inhabit the earth we call kehua, and we call the shapeshifters turehu. But there are many, many fairies and goblins, as different as one man to the next.
‘At this time, Puarata had been driven from the north by Hakawau. He took Tupu and I deep into the Ureweras, to a secret place, of caves and darkness. There were patupaiarehe there, with cold skin and hungry eyes. There were tipua and kehua who bowed and scraped around the tohunga makutu, and served him. It was a lair of dangerous beings, spirit-creatures, all unfriendly to man.
‘There was a pa nearby, which the patupaiarehe preyed upon, feasting on the blood of captured women and children. The pale ones are cowardly, guarding their lives jealously and taking no risks. Puarata came to a deal with them. I would hunt for them, so they need not risk their precious skins. I hated them. Puarata sometimes let them feed from me, as a special favour. They said my blood was especially nourishing. I could do nothing—I was Puarata’s slave. He made me serve him, which I hated. He made me fish for him, in the still, icy waters of Lake Waikaremoana. He made me hunt for him, in the treacherous and tangled hills of the Ureweras, where you can lose a trail in seconds. You can plummet down a pothole and be lost in an eye-blink.
‘I learned quickly though, and was soon a legend among the people—they told stories of how the “ghost-warrior” would steal children. Those stories were true. If I was ordered to do something, I had to do it. I had no choice. If I resisted, or tried to disobey, then something inside me would rise and take over, forcing my limbs into whatever action I had been ordered to do. Many times I tried to resist—to let the child or woman escape so the patupaiarehe could not feed on them—but each time it was as if I had no will—my instincts would take over, and I would find myself bearing an unconscious person back to our cave. I grew to hate myself, and Puarata more.
‘Puarata walled me about with rules, to prevent me misbehaving. “Do not harm the patupaiarehe.” “Do not fight with Tupu.” “Do not run away.” Many rules, to prevent me harming him, his servants, or his plans. At first I was without hope, he ruled every moment of my life and no matter what I did, he was in control, forcing me to do whatever he wanted. He tried to turn me into another Tupu, making me do terrible things I will never speak of, evil deeds designed to break my defiance, and make me a willing accomplice, like Tupu. Then something happened to give me hope.
‘One morning Puarata went to the lake and while climbing Panekiri Bluff he saw a turehu—a shapeshifter. He wanted to capture it, but turehu are cunning tricksters and he knew it would be no straightforward hunt.
‘First, he travelled south, to the coasts, and found paua shells. Then he went south to Ngati Porou, and traded for some pounamu. Then he went north, among Te Arawa and traded for quartz. When he returned he locked himself away and created a magnificent necklace. He carved clever, faceted beads, alternating paua, pounamu and quartz, each bead a miniature masterpiece—this one a taniwha, this a manaia, this one a hei-tiki—each tiny and intricate. It was beautiful beyond words, because Puarata knew turehu love bright things, and like to steal them. But he had woven spells about it, curses to ruin the wearer’s magic and draw harm to them. Then he gave it to me, with these instructions:
“Go to the lake, and leave this necklace high on the bluff of Panekiri. Hide yourself nearby. Should anyone find this thing other than the turehu, knock them senseless, and throw their body from the bluff. When the turehu finds the necklace, capture it, and bring it here.”
‘I did what Puarata commanded. On a fine, windy day, I placed the necklace on a rock, at the very pinnacle of the bluff, and lay in wait. Fortunately no villagers came, so I was not obliged to murder anyone. Instead, a great gull circled, lower and lower, until it swooped down, and alighted on the rock. Its claws stroked the necklace, and there was a blur of movement. Instead of a bird, a little goblin-man was there. He was dark-skinned, with short twisted limbs and only three fingers on each hand, and three toes on each foot. His hairless skull was large and his ears pointed.
He crooned over the necklace, and he put it on, making admiring noises.
‘At once, I felt the compulsions of Puarata and rose from my hiding place to strike the goblin down. It shrieked, and tried to leap into the air, and transform itself into a gull again, but I was too swift and seized it in my hands. It wriggled and squirmed and tried to bite but I was too strong. I began to carry it down the bluff, to take it back to the caves.
‘After a while it realised struggling was hopeless—it couldn’t change shape with the necklace on, and I was too strong for it in its normal body. So it went still, and began to talk to me instead. “Who are you?” it asked.
‘I found that I could answer—Puarata had not forbidden me to talk with my prey. “I am Toa, servant of Puarata, the tohunga makutu.”
‘ “Ah,” said the turehu. “Did the tohunga makutu enchant this necklace to capture me?”
‘Yes,’ I answered.
‘ “He must be a great sorcerer.”
‘Yes,’ I replied bitterly.
‘He asked many more questions, about who I was and why I was helping the tohunga makutu. When he realised I was a slave of his dark magic, the turehu asked me more about what I could and couldn’t do, and whether I hated the tohunga and wished to be free. As we came closer to the caves, he became desperate.
‘He begged me to let him go, but the compulsions on me were too great. I could not. But turehu are clever, and he began to seize on every word I spoke, trying to twist it to see if he could bend and break it.
‘ “You were commanded to bring the turehu ‘here’ were you not?”
‘Yes.’
‘ “Were you forbidden to remove the necklace?” the turehu asked.
‘I stopped, and shook my head.’
‘ “Then do so.”
‘I held him, because I was still under compulsion to hold him. But with one hand I tried to remove the necklace. I could! He sighed in relief as it was removed. Then he grinned at me, his black lips pulled back over tiny pointed teeth.
‘ “What am I?” he asked me.
‘You are a turehu.’
‘He changed shape, even as I held him. He became a gull and beat at me with his wings. But still I hung on.
‘He stopped and spoke, in a voice made strange by the beak. “I am a gull, now,” he said. “I am no longer a turehu.”
‘I shook my head. “You are still turehu, even in gull-form. ”
‘He hissed in frustration, even as I continued toward the cave.
‘He became a dog such as the Maori brought with them to Aotearoa and bit me on the arm. But still I wouldn’t let him go. I could not. My orders were still clear.
‘He tried fish, and nearly wriggled away. He tried bat and nearly clawed and flapped clear. Then he tried eel, and when he wriggled, his slippery skin was nearly too hard to grip. Just as I got a grip he became a lizard, and off came his tail, and he leapt free, leaving the tail in my hands. I fell to my knees, knowing that a terrible punishment would await me, but feeling strangely satisfied, that this creature had escaped Puarata.
‘The turehu took bird-shape and flew to the branches of a tree, where it went back to its natural goblin-shape and looked down at me. “I am too smart to be held by the coils of a tohunga and his puny slave,” it said.
‘I am glad,’ I said. ‘You should flee now, because Puarata is coming.’
‘The turehu looked, and saw Puarata indeed coming, wrathful that the turehu had escaped my grasp. The turehu fled, but before it did, it told me three things. Firstly, it told me that it could see my spirit was unbroken by the tohunga, and that because I still resisted the tohunga it had been able to find a way to escape. Secondly, it told me it would try to find a way for me to also escape the bonds of the tohunga. Finally, as a token of friendship, the turehu told me its name, even though it knew that if Puarata found it out from me, it might provide Puarata with a way to capture him. I will not say that name, except that it is long, and begins with Whiati which sounds similar to Fitzy, the name he planted into your head, Mat, when he first met you.
‘So it was that the turehu escaped me, and in doing so, gave me back hope that Puarata could be thwarted, and one day I could escape. Puarata punished me, and it was years before I made even a little headway in escaping from him, but I now had hope, thanks to the turehu.’ 


Mat looked at Wiri, and then at the dog.
Kelly coughed, and said. ‘Weird story. If it wasn’t for everything else we’ve been through, I’d laugh at you.’
The dog sat up, and its mouth opened. Instead of a bark, it spoke in a throaty, awkward voice that made Kelly and Mat jump. ‘I can prove it to you easily enough, wahine. Would you like to see my true form?’
Kelly edged away, shaking her head quickly. ‘No thanks.’
Mat looked at the ‘dog’ curiously. ‘I think I’ve seen you already, that first night in the cave after we escaped Donna.’
Fitzy nodded and leaned forward. ‘I like this dog-shape. And people tend to ignore me, which can be handy. If Puarata had realised who I was back at Taupo he’d have beaten me into pulp.’
‘Should we call you Whiati?’
The dog shook his head. ‘I like Fitzy.’
‘OK.’ Kelly wiped her brow. ‘I can tell you one thing, though.’
‘Yes?’ The turehu looked at her curiously.
‘That’s the last time you sleep cuddled up to me.’
It snickered. ‘Aww, c’mon, I’m just a cute doggy! I can keep you nice and warm at night!’ It grinned, and looked around at the others.
Kelly looked at Mat. ‘I liked him better when he just barked. Don’t know about you, kiddo, but this whole thing would freak me out if I stopped to think about it.’
She got up and walked away. The turehu went to follow her, but Wiri called him back.
‘Well, you go and make sure she’s OK, then,’ the turehu told the warrior.
Wiri stared after her. ‘I don’t think she wants to talk to me.’
‘Well, then,’ said the dog, and he bounded after Kelly, barking. At first she looked as if she might run, or tell him to go away, but then she slowed, and with the turehu trotting protectively beside her, they walked on until they were lost from view.
Hakawau looked at Wiri. ‘She cares for you, the Pakeha girl.’
Wiri nodded. ‘Ever since we reached our decision, she refuses to talk to me.’
Hakawau nodded. ‘It is hard for her. Hard for you both. Because what she feels for you…you also feel, do you not?’
Wiri nodded mournfully.
Mat got up and walked away. He didn’t want to hear the rest. Ever since he had met Wiri, he had felt a sense of kinship, as if the warrior were an older brother, watching over him, guiding him, laughing with him. He didn’t want to think about losing him. It didn’t seem fair. He’d wanted a brother most of his life. Now that he’d found one, he was going to lose him again, one way or the other.



13
The road north
Leaving the pa next morning was almost too sad to bear. The women sang, the warriors laughed and cheered, and the lucky ones chosen for the waka strutted with bravado and merriment. Manu was among them, a soldier’s cap pulled down over his eyes against the sun’s glare.
Iru burst into tears when Wiri rubbed her nose in farewell, and tried to cling to him, to Kelly’s disgust. Rata farewelled them each individually, and finally unbowed to embrace Wiri warmly, to show he was truly forgiven. The tribe cheered at this very public reconciliation.
The children waved cheerfully at Kelly, who was back in her travelling clothes, and she waved back, smiling.
‘Haere Ra, Matiu,’ said Hakawau to Mat. ‘Farewell, and good fortune. Haere Ra, Haere Ra.’ He clasped Mat’s hands, and pressed his nose to Mat’s. Mat felt tears sting his eyes, and blinked.
‘Thank you. Goodbye,’ was all he could manage.
They climbed into the waka, which held a dozen warriors, plus Mat, Kelly and Fitzy in the stern amidst gourds of food, and a pile of blankets. The dog-shaped turehu looked about him disdainfully, and then climbed to the rim of the waka. His form seemed to blur and stretch in a way that defied all nature, and then he was a massive gull, that squawked, rose slowly into the air, and swooped away.
‘That is so weird,’ said Kelly. ‘I’ll never get used to it.’
Mat could only nod in agreement, as he watched the turehu skim the waters, flying northward, blazing a path for the waka to follow. 
The journey on the river took two days. They were travelling north with the current; although it was only gentle, it helped, and the warriors were strong and tireless. Though Wiri was at the front, in the place of leadership, Manu was directly in front of Mat and Kelly, and kept them entertained with stories about the places they were going through. He told them about the warrior Hatupatu who had fled through this area from the Bird-Witch. They asked him about turehu, and he told them many stories of turehu, ponaturi and patupaiarehe.
‘Some of the shapeshifters are OK, like Whiati or Fitzy or whatever you call him. But others are wild and mean. Then there are the ponaturi, who are fairies of the seaside, and look more like people. They are wild and dangerous, but not always evil. Sometimes they fall in love with a human, and lure them away. That is what happened to Pania.
‘The patupaiarehe are plain scary—pale and pretty, but they’ll kill you without blinking. If you see one, run! Though I’ve heard they sometimes take a fancy to a man and keep them to play with…until they get bored.’ He grimaced thoughtfully. ‘Wiri has seen them. I stay well clear, myself.’
He also told them about the wars with the settlers, without great anger, as though it were a sad thing that was inevitable. ‘But I still get angry. And it will get worse. I have seen the world as it will be, remember. I know that this is a war that will be lost.’
‘How come you can get into our world?’ asked Mat.
Manu shrugged. ‘It isn’t so hard. There are places where the two run together, and if you know how, you can move across.’
Mat thought about that. He even got out the tiki and tried to visualise his own world, but it was too illusive—he didn’t know how to imagine it right, and nothing happened, so he put the thought aside.
The warriors laughed and sang as they paddled. Wiri led them in both, and they clearly had grown to both like and respect him. ‘He is more than he used to be,’ commented Manu to Mat quietly one afternoon. ‘Before Puarata took him, he was sullen and jealous of his brother. He used to brag loudly and was quick to criticise. But he has matured. He is calmer, and happier. It is sad that he is going to his death.’
He pulled his cap down over his eyes, and was silent for a long time. 


They slept on shore, watched over by guards who took turns to sleep. Fitzy had flown ahead and after reporting on what he had seen to Wiri, flew off again, this time as a ruru, an owl, circling eastward and southward through the darkness, to check for pursuit.
That night Wiri told them of how he met Manu again.
‘This was the second time I was able to resist Puarata’s will. It was much later, and the Pakeha had come. The land was changing—both the real land, and also the shadowland. Puarata was afraid that the white men would weaken his powers—especially the missionaries. Belief in this new god would weaken belief in the old gods, and the myths and legends that gave Aotearoa its power—power he needed to work his magic.
‘He went to the chiefs who had pledged to fight the newcomers, and placed himself at their service. So it was that I fought in the Land Wars. I fought in the Waikato, until Puarata was seen for what he was and made to leave. I fought in the Ureweras, I fought with Te Rauparaha, and Te Kooti, and I was forced to eat human flesh whilst fighting with the Hauhau.
‘One day I was told to join a war party that was planning to ambush a patrol near to Opepe, not far from Taupo. It was 1869, and there was a squad of soldiers, with a native guide, camped near some huts—they were quite unwary. The history books say that the guide betrayed them, and left them to die. But there were two guides. One was in league with Te Kooti, and did indeed betray the party. But the other was Manu, who did not.
‘Our tribe had faded into the myth-lands centuries before, and never died, or got older or younger. Hakawau caused this to be, so that we would not be slain in the wars between Tainui and Ngati Tuwharetoa. But this did not make us entirely safe, and the coming of the Pakeha changed the ghost-world. When he realised the coming of the Pakeha was weakening Puarata, Hakawau decided we should aid them. There was another reason as well—he foresaw the power of the white people, and knew they could destroy us all in the end. Rightly or wrongly, he decided the more a tribe resisted, the worse would be their plight. So he sent our people out to seek peace.
‘Unbeknownst to me, Manu was near Taupo, assigned to the force at Opepe. I was still Puarata’s slave, and though I hoped for release, it seemed impossible.
‘The plan was simple. The guide would slink away to guide Te Kooti’s men back to the troopers. We would stroll in seeming friendly, and then attack. There were no guards and the few soldiers who were suspicious were soon killed. A few escaped naked into the wilderness—they had been washing their uniforms in the stream.
‘My orders from Puarata were to help kill the Pakeha, thinking only Pakeha would be present. He was wrong—there was one Maori captured—Manu. I burst into a hut and struck down a soldier with my taiaha. From behind me there was the click of the hammer of a musket being pulled back. A voice said in Maori “Don’t move, or I’ll shoot.”
‘I spun, swinging my taiaha. A Maori clad partly in a trooper’s uniform was behind the door. His bullet took me in the chest and knocked me off my feet. He began to reload, thinking me dead, but I got to my feet, bloodied, and prepared to kill him. It was Manu. We stared at each other. I hadn’t seen one of the tribe for hundreds of years. I thought them all dead.
‘For Manu’s part, he knew of me—Hakawau had told them I still lived and fought for Puarata. The tribe believed I had turned towards evil and Manu thought I would kill him. But my orders were only to kill Pakeha. The turehu had shown me I could resist Puarata by finding gaps in my orders. I had found such a gap. So I let him go.’
Manu nodded. ‘He let me go. I ran hard, to escape Te Kooti’s men, but I didn’t go far. I tracked this group, and saw Toa—Wiri—again. I managed to spend some time with him, enough for him to tell me his situation. I went back to Hakawau, and told him. Hakawau told me I wasn’t to speak of what I’d learnt to anyone. But I knew there must be some way to free him. I even tried to steal the tiki, but I failed and was nearly caught by the tohunga makutu. Puarata shifted after that, and I couldn’t find him again.
‘So it was a wonderful thing, that night when I saw you all arrive at the pa, but we had to be sure Puarata did not still have control of Wiri, and it wasn’t a trap to capture the pa. So that’s why you all had to be locked up and put on trial. I didn’t like it, but Hakawau insisted.’
Wiri grinned. ‘No hard feelings, bro. After what I’d been through, just being home felt like luxury.’ 


That night they were undisturbed, though Mat saw a moa in the distance, before it was fully dark, and deep in the night he fancied he heard a rush of many wings, as if a massive flock of birds were surging overhead. Perhaps they were the birds of the Bird-Witch, seeking Hatupatu for their mistress. Perhaps they were hunting for Wiri.
The next day they met a small sailing boat, with settlers leaning from the gunwale, smoking and chewing. They eyed the waka suspiciously, and one made a great show of displaying his musket. They looked curiously at Mat and Kelly, but didn’t call out. After that the warriors were quieter, and Manu checked his pistol. 
On the afternoon of the third day, Fitzy returned, swooping to alight on the waka and shifting rapidly into dog form again. Both Mat and Kelly were hesitant at first, but he capered about them until they laughed and hugged him. He then went to the front to see Wiri, and barked eagerly as they paddled into Hamilton, for all the world an eager, playful dog.
Mat had only ever been to Hamilton once before, and that Hamilton belonged to his world, to the future. This Hamilton was a small town, of white painted houses and picket fences, of men in brown suits and waistcoats, with hats and bushy whiskers, a town of women in bonnets and billowing skirts, of horses and carriages. Black-uniformed soldiers of the Royal Constabulary were everywhere. There were Maori, dressed shabbily in European clothing, with downcast, defeated faces. Several were missing limbs. It was noisy, with shouting vendors and the hammering of construction, the rumbling of cartwheels, the constant buzz of talk, and the barking of dogs. But to Mat and Kelly, used to the hum of cars and trucks, the noise had a hollowness, as though it were a thin veneer over the deep quiet of the bush.
Waiting to meet them at the docks was a smiling young officer, with sideburns that made Kelly giggle under her breath. He greeted Manu like an old friend, and they conversed in laughing tones about the latest rugby scores, each agreeing they must get over ‘Yonder’ again soon for a beer and a game. Manu introduced Wiri, Mat and Kelly. The captain was a Londoner named Timothy Spriggs, an emigrant to the colonies. He was a gangling, comic fellow compared to the muscular warriors, but topped them in height by at least 30 centimetres. He had a long sabre at his left hip, and his coat had gilt-embroidered insignia on the shoulders.
They farewelled the warriors solemnly—each offered to come further with them, even to Cape Reinga, but Wiri declined. Only Manu would be coming further than Hamilton, as only he knew the ‘real’ world well enough to fit in, as it had been decided they would need to cross over at some point, to speed up the journey. Wiri’s eyes were sad as he rubbed noses and embraced each man, then watched them paddle away.
Spriggs’ voice was light and cheery. ‘Righto then chaps, let’s get underway. You men, bring that carriage up, and the young lady and gentleman can hop in. I say, young lady, you’ll want to get into some proper clothes. Don’t want to draw too much attention, now do we? You too, young lad, young Mat. My wife’ll get you togged up properly. How’s that then, eh?’
Listening to him made Mat feel breathless. He climbed into the carriage while the horses fussed, and Kelly, Wiri, Manu and Spriggs crammed in after him. Fitzy squeezed in at their feet, looking displeased at the lack of room. The carriage lurched, and they were underway.
Spriggs told them he would put them up at his house that night, then they would take the carriage north. He had arranged leave to visit Auckland and from there he had friends who could help get them further north.
‘But we’ve got to be careful, Wiri me lad. Manu tells me you’re on the run, so to speak, and I have to tell you we’ll be going through some road-blocks and security checks as we go. I’ve already seen a notice come through to my commander asking me to watch out for two young folk on the road. Seventeen-year-old girl, short-cropped red hair, freckles, name o’ Kelly. Also a fifteen-year-old boy, part-Maori, small build, name o’ Wiremu Matiu Douglas. So there are folks will be lookin’ out for you, sure as eggs.’
Mat and Kelly looked nervously at each other.
The captain reached down and went to pat Fitzy. The turehu leant away slightly, until Spriggs bent and offered him his hands to sniff. ‘Hello, me old matey. What’s your name?’
‘You can call me Fitzy,’ the turehu answered. Spriggs leapt back as if he’d been bitten.
‘My God!’ he exclaimed. ‘I thought that dog spoke to me!’
Fitzy yapped happily at him.
Spriggs scratched his ears, and shook his head. ‘Well, I must be hearing things. Fitzy did you say?’ he asked Mat, obviously believing it must have been Mat who had spoken. ‘Righty-ho, then!’ He smiled at the others. ‘Don’t worry, We’ll get you up to Auckland, safe as houses.’ 


When the carriage stopped, they were bundled out into a back street, and up to the back door of a small white wooden house, with high ceilings and wooden floors. It was the classic colonial cottage. At the door they were greeted by a plump woman who beamed when Spriggs planted a peck on her cheek.
‘This is Amelia, the light of my life.’ He introduced the two warriors and the two young people with flourishing bows, and then Amelia took over. With a firm glint that belied her soft appearance, she sent Mat and Kelly off to choose garments, whilst she clapped hands to summon a young Maori girl servant, who she sent to the kitchen to prepare more food for the evening meal.
‘We have been expecting you, but not until tomorrow, so we have extra food, but not yet cooking, so I will have to get back to the kitchen. Meantime, you two strapping young men,’ she addressed Wiri and Manu, ‘can prepare a tub. Because, no one here is eating until they have washed!’
Kelly got to bathe first, in a stone-floored washroom at the back of the house. Amelia stood guard over the door to ‘preserve the poor girl’s modesty’, all the while calling instructions to the Maori girl in the kitchen. ‘And don’t over-boil the peas, Sylvia!’ she shouted, before muttering to Mat that it was a shame that no one had invented electricity yet. ‘It’s so frustrating, knowing that it’s coming. Makes you feel the lack of it, so to speak.’
Mat nodded sympathetically, struggling to get his head around the concept of waiting for a known future.
Fitzy sidled up and whispered, ‘Can you get her to give me something to eat, Mat? I’m starved. Some cheese too, if you can get it. I love cheese, and milk too, if there’s some to spare.’
Amelia happily gave Fitzy some meat, when Mat asked, but said she had no cheese to waste on a dog. The turehu muttered to Mat about this ‘shabby treatment’ even as he wolfed down some offal and settled on a bone. ‘You better save me some cheese from your plate tonight,’ he warned, ‘or I’ll bite someone!’
Once she was washed, Kelly scampered out, wrapped in towels, her white legs flashing. Wiri and Manu whistled cheekily, until Amelia drove them away. Then it was Mat’s turn. The tub was already soapy and grimy, and growing cooler, but Wiri and Manu brought in more hot water in a pail from the kitchen, and poured it in, causing the tub to warm deliciously. Mat ducked under, then scrubbed at himself with a hard brush. He ran the grainy sand-soap through his hair, and rinsed. Wrapped in a towel, he made his way through the cottage to a room Amelia had set aside.
A set of clothing roughly his size was laid on the bed. Rough-spun cotton breeches and a white shirt, a brown vest, and a tartan cap. He laughed, and pulled the clothing on over his last pair of clean modern underwear. The rest of his clothing was gone, presumably to be washed. He pulled the outfit on and admired the cap in the mirror, trying different poses, imagining himself as Tom Sawyer or Huckleberry Finn. He put the tiki and koru knot back around his neck and tucked them under his shirt again. As he fondled the koru knot, he thought briefly about his parents, but they seemed a world away.
He looked around the room, at the large genuine antique—no, not antique, modern—hand-carved furniture, with lacy place mats and silver heirloom hairbrushes and combs. It felt like a set in a museum display, yet everything looked everyday as well—in context.
He wandered out to the dining room, and waited, examining the pictures and souvenirs above the mantelpiece. There was a manaia—a seahorse—carved in whale-bone, and a wooden sailing ship model. He picked up the manaia, wondering if all carvings had power here, but felt nothing. He replaced it, and examined a picture of a stern man with a long bushy beard brooding over the fireplace. There was a small silver etched name tag on it—Colonel Horatio Edward Spriggs, 1789-1834, it read. Mat wondered how time was tracked here.
‘Ah, Mat darling,’ said Amelia, poking her nose in the door. ‘You look splendid, dear. But we don’t wear caps indoors, sweetie. That’s Timothy’s father. Ghastly man! But we mustn’t speak ill of the dead, must we? Could you be a darling and get some firewood from out the back, and light the fire? There’s a good lad! Thank you!’ Then she was off again, calling commands to her husband.
By the time Mat had found the firewood, brought sufficient through, and lit the fire (with, of all things, a plastic cigarette lighter), Manu and Wiri had joined him, sipping whiskey from crystal glasses with Captain Spriggs. They were both washed, and dressed in European clothing, with their hair pulled back in pigtails. Both were clean shaven. They were talking movies and politics in a strange conversation that veered from nineteenth century colonial Aotearoa, to twenty-first century modern New Zealand. Mat was given a glass of lemonade. It was real lemonade, not fizzy but a lemon squash with a heady, semi-fermented taste. He listened to them talk while Sylvia came in and set the table under Amelia’s direction. Neither of the Maori warriors seemed to think it worthy of note that there was a Maori servant, though Mat found himself embarrassed on their behalf. He was trying to work out how to say something about it politely, though the serving girl seemed happy enough with her role, but Kelly came in, and his mind leapt to other things. The conversation stopped and Mat’s jaw dropped.
Amelia had found Kelly a beautiful green velvet dress, laced with fine white brocade. She’d also loaned the girl some pearl earrings and a necklace, that set it off perfectly. Kelly walked self-consciously, and went bright red as everyone stopped to look.
‘My dear,’ gushed Amelia, ‘you look wonderful!’
Captain Spriggs went over and seized her hand, and kissed it. ‘I say, you look absolutely smashing, m’dear. Absolutely lovely.’
Kelly stared at the ground. Wiri and Manu looked at each other and grinned, then both bowed deeply to Kelly, and Manu kissed her hand. Then Wiri murmured something that made Kelly giggle and look up into his eyes for so long that Amelia coughed politely.
‘Well, it must be dinner time, I think,’ she said meaningfully. ‘Everyone?’
Dinner was mashed potato, over-boiled peas, and a juicy leg of lamb with mint sauce. It was strangely ordinary after the food at the pa. Spriggs brought out a bottle of Hawke’s Bay chardonnay bottled last year, in another odd mix of the modern and the past-present. Mat remembered to pocket some cheddar for Fitzy, but soon found the conversation began to drift away, leaving him feeling detached, alone amidst the happy buzz of laughter and warmth. Kelly was laughing aloud at Captain Spriggs’ outrageous comments, Manu hooting with glee every time Wiri and Kelly looked at each other.
Matt drifted into a reverie, wondering where his mother was, whether she was alone and scared. And Dad…Dad! Abruptly he stood up, looking down at the others, feeling young, and exhausted. Wiri looked over at him. ‘You OK?’
Mat nodded, hoping to be strong enough to make it true.
Amelia got to her feet. ‘Well, I think it’s time you got to bed, young man. Off you go. Make sure you wash your hands and do your teeth. I’ll check, mind!’
He soon drifted off to sleep. If Amelia came back to check on him, he didn’t hear. The last thing he knew was that Fitzy had come in, and taking his natural form, the little goblin was going through Mat’s pockets looking for the cheese. 


Next morning, they took to the road. Kelly wore something much more practical, but to her disgust it was still a dress. ‘I haven’t worn skirts since I left school,’ she complained. Mrs Spriggs has also given her a white bonnet, to disguise her short hair. Mat wore the same clothes he’d been given the previous night. Their regular clothes had been washed and dried overnight in front of the fire, and were neatly folded into their packs, safely stowed under the carriage seats.
Mat sat up front, beside where Captain Spriggs would drive the carriage. The Captain farewelled his wife with a courtly kiss on the cheek. She became quite teary, urging him to keep his head down, and hurry home quickly. She also fussed over Mat and Kelly, and made them promise to visit again. She hugged both warriors, and particularly Wiri. ‘Don’t you think about dying, young man. You think about life and living.’
Fitzy had taken bird form again and flew ahead. Mat envied the turehu its flight, as the roads were slow and uncomfortable to travel. They were muddy, despite the good weather, and there was a constant stream of soldiers and settlers moving south. ‘The government has arranged the release of more land in the Waikato. The settlers are moving in, looking for land to farm,’ Captain Spriggs explained.
Mat tried to remember his history lessons. ‘Didn’t the government drive the Maori off the land. Wasn’t there a war?’
Spriggs nodded. ‘There is a war, Mat me lad. Governor Grey has declared all the lands south to Huntly are Crown lands. He’s cut some deals with some of the tribes, and is bullying the rest. They ain’t takin’ it lyin’ down, and some of them have got themselves some guns, so this ain’t going to be no stroll for the troops.’
‘That’s not right, is it?’
Spriggs shrugged. ‘No, it probably ain’t. It’s just the way of it though. The Queen wants this colony to be productive and defendable, so we must make it so. Otherwise, well, we may as well just hand it over to the Frenchies, eh lad?’
‘But can’t you do it without having a war?’
Spriggs frowned. ‘Well, thing is, the war happened in your world, so it will happen in ours. Nowt a fellow like me can do to stop it. Just got to ride it out. I don’t like it, and it isn’t right, but what can you and I do about it?’
Mat sighed. ‘Nothing I guess. I just wish…’
Spriggs nodded. ‘Aye, lad, me too. Me too.’
They stayed in hotels as they travelled north. Twice soldiers stopped them, travelling through the ‘Fencibles’ districts. These were armed militia settlements, so named because they were ‘defensible’. At first, the soldiers all knew Captain Spriggs well and weren’t suspicious, but the further north they came things became more tense. There was one close call, in which a suspicious Colonel demanded Spriggs’ papers and eyed Wiri and Kelly coldly for long moments. Afterward, Wiri asked Mat to be returned to the tiki, saying he was too conspicuous. Mat agreed, but doing so made the party feel jittery and anxious—despite Mat’s assurances that he could summon Wiri in an instant.
Manu took over the reins, acting as a servant. Kelly became Spriggs’ ‘niece’ to anyone who asked, and Mat was his ‘boy’—his lackey and valet. They stayed in the carriage, and Kelly was tense without Wiri. Fitzy had come back and in dog form had run outside for a time, but he stayed in the carriage more frequently the further north they travelled. The houses were becoming more numerous, the roads better and busier. It rained one day, turning the road to muck, and travel became slower. The view had become limited to a narrow strip of buildings alongside the road since they had climbed the Bombay Hills, then descended into South Auckland. The atmosphere became tense in the carriage, each stop for security checks more fraught. Mat was hidden under the seat at one, while Captain Spriggs introduced his niece to a hard-voiced, unfriendly-sounding officer.
‘Damned irregular, Spriggs. All leave has been cancelled, that’s what I heard. There’s going to be a push down south, I hear. Into the King Country. That’s where you should be, not playing chaperone.’
But eventually he waved them through. Spriggs was relieved afterward.
‘I think we’re going to be fine,’ he said. ‘If we can get past Major Oakden, we can get past anyone!’ 
It was evening when they rolled into Auckland, past places that in the future would be sprawling suburbs—Manukau, One Tree Hill, Mount Eden, and into Newmarket. They descended toward the sea, intending to make their way around the harbour. The water was choppy and grey. Fleeting showers of rain could be seen across the water, toward Devonport naval base and the North Shore. Mat was riding in the carriage with Spriggs and Kelly. The turehu was in dog form, sitting beside Manu on the driver’s platform. They could hear Manu singing above the rattle of the carriage and the thudding of the horses’ hooves. He had a pleasant voice, singing a mixture of old Maori chants and country ballads from the sixties and seventies. Kelly giggled every time she recognised a tune.
‘I can’t believe you know that song,’ she would call. ‘Wichita Lineman! Do you know my parents, you relic?’
Mat was heartily sick of travelling by carriage. They bounced, they rocked, they were noisy, and their wheels got caught in ruts. The views were terrible, there was no stereo, and worst, he decided, no air conditioning. By day’s end they were all sweating and the air was ripe inside the small boxlike space. Several times he was travel sick, and the worst part of that was having to hang his head out the window. The hostels they slept in were usually crowded and poor quality—they had to split up, and share with strangers, which made Mat very uncomfortable. Often they weren’t able to bathe.
He was really looking forward to arriving in Auckland. Captain Spriggs had assured them he had contacts, and they were going to the home of a solicitor who would look after them well, and see them onto a ship sailing to Russell in the north.
Mat had hidden his watch in his pocket when they started to encounter checkpoints on the road—now he fished it out as they bounced down the sloping road to the harbour. It read 5.11 p.m. There were wooden ships dotting the harbour, but not the multitude of white yachts he remembered from holidays in his own time. The wind was swirling the trees beside the road. To his left, out the other window, they were passing large rich-looking houses, with wonderful views out over the harbour.
‘I’ve heard that a place up here will set you back millions in your world,’ Spriggs commented. ‘They certainly cost a few quid here, I can tell you.’
Mat didn’t pay much attention. He had an awful headache, and had the window handle in his hand in case he needed to throw up. His stomach was churning with a familiar feeling of impending nausea. Kelly didn’t look any better.
‘Are we there yet?’ she moaned. Her face looked ghostwhite, a perfect match to her bonnet, which she had put back on now they were in an urban area again.
As if in answer, they slowed, and turned left, away from the harbour, and into a short driveway that wound past roses and trellised climbers. A pleasant waft of flowers came through the windows. Kelly sighed thankfully. Even Spriggs looked relieved. ‘I’ll be looking forward to a good mattress tonight, I don’t mind saying,’ he commented.
Mat nodded fervently. He’d slept badly in the hostels and felt worn out.
When the carriage lurched to a stop, he pushed the door open and stumbled out, landing on hands and knees. The grass was wet, but blessedly solid and still. He stayed there on hands and knees, gasping down an urge to vomit. The feeling passed after a few seconds, and he felt the cold wind chill his sweating face.
Someone coughed discreetly.
Embarrassed, Mat looked up at a plump young man with immaculate black sideburns and close-trimmed hair, watching him with an anxious face. ‘Is the young sir alright?’ he asked, with a reedy voice.
Mat flushed red and lurched to his feet, which made his head spin. ‘Yeah, sure, I’m cool.’
‘Cool?’ The young man looked around in puzzlement. ‘Er, yes, it has turned a little chilly.’
‘Oh, no, I mean, I’m OK,’ explained Mat. ‘Right as. Fine, y’know?’
‘Are you then? Good. Jolly good!’ The man nodded briskly.
‘Excellent. Ah, Spriggs, how are you, old chap?’
Spriggs had climbed down unsteadily, waved at the young man and helloed, then reached in and helped Kelly out of the carriage.
Spriggs turned to the young man and shook his hand. ‘Hello Forbes, nice to see you again. Are you well?’
‘I’m well, Spriggs. Very well. Though it has turned a bit chilly. Your young friend here was complaining that it was cool a moment ago.’
‘Forbes, this is my niece, Miss Kellyanne Gaffin. Eldest daughter of Amelia’s eldest sister’s sister, you know. Kellyanne, this is Simon Forbes, barrister and solicitor, educated at Oxford. Fine fellow.’
‘Charmed, Miss Gaffin. Delighted to make your acquaintance.’
Mat looked at Forbes curiously. Though he might be ‘charmed’, he looked as pale and ill as Mat felt. He was white, and little beads of perspiration were forming on his upper lip; his hand was damp and clammy when they were introduced. The servant who came to help with the baggage also looked frightened, and Mat began to look around him.
The house was large, with white timber and a tiled roof. All the curtains were drawn, though one was stirring faintly in the nearby left wing. Behind him the gardens were damp and overgrown, and looking back at the road, he noticed a pair of soldiers standing opposite, smoking nonchalantly, but leaning on muskets.
He had a sudden feeling they shouldn’t go into the house. He recognised the impulse immediately—it was his instinct—his warning bell—the same one that had gone off when his father had spoken with Puarata, and when the tiki had lain before him, and he’d pocketed it. But it had failed him in Taupo…he wavered in an agony of indecision, turning back to the others. Manu was smiling at the porter, trying to get him to take an extra suitcase. Kelly was holding onto Spriggs’ arm as Forbes led them to the door. Their voices sounded oddly close yet distant and distorted, like a bad recording. He looked up at Fitzy, who was still on the carriage, sniffing the air and looking around warily. He realised the turehu felt it too, this sense of peril. The horses shifted uncomfortably and all turned to look first at him, and then behind him. He saw curtains rustle in a window where the windows weren’t open, as if someone had parted them to peek, then dropped them again.
It’s a trap! It’s all a trap!
He opened his mouth to speak when a thick arm wrapped around his shoulders from behind and he was wrenched off his feet. The arm was black-sleeved, and a stench of tobacco blew over him as a scratchy voice spoke in his ear. ‘Shut it boy. Move and you’re for it.’ A cold metal circle pressed against the back of his neck.
Mat stopped struggling immediately, tried to go limp, and send his hand creeping into his shirt, seeking the tiki. As if in a slow-motion dream he saw the doors of the house fly open and black uniforms flooded out, armed constabulary led by a red-bearded officer with a scowling face.
Fitzy barked and tried to leap in front of the soldiers, between them and Kelly. A musket swung and caught him about the head with a sickening crack, and he was tossed aside, going limp as he rolled into a crumpled heap in the gravel. Kelly opened her mouth and turned to see Mat caught. She turned to Manu, her eyes panicked. Manu was reaching for his pistol, shouting something at Mat.
‘Get Wiri!’ But the servant beside him swung the suitcase in a blurring circle and smashed it into Manu’s chest, sending him flying backwards. Two soldiers leapt onto him as he hit the ground, fists bunched and swinging. Kelly screamed and spun wildly, looking at Mat helplessly.
Spriggs stood immobile, his normally cheery face gone slack, his eyes on his friend Forbes.
‘I’m sorry, old chap,’ said Forbes, looking at his feet. ‘They knew you were coming. There was nothing I could do.’
A soldier rammed his musket butt into Spriggs’ belly and the captain collapsed choking, his boots thrashing in the gravel. Kelly took a step toward him when another soldier grabbed her shoulder. She spun and raked her fingers over his face, shrieking. Two more grabbed her, and one flung a chokehold over her neck while putting his hand over her mouth. She thrashed at them with legs and arms, and Mat heard the dress rip as she was borne to the ground.
A woman slid out of the door, clad in black, colonial style. She wore a dark bonnet, over a hard lean pale face, that was disfigured with purple bruises. A thin scab ran from left to right cheek, across the bridge of her nose, which was crooked. Both of her eyes were swollen in purple and yellow bruising. She looked like a walking corpse.
It was Donna Kyle.
Mat snatched at the tiki.
‘To—’
Something heavy smashed into the side of his head, and everything exploded in light and pain. He tried to hold the thought of Wiri, almost saw his face, shouting to him, but Wiri’s mouth turned into a black hole that swallowed him down into darkness.
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In Donna’s house
Fitzy lay motionless on his side. Kelly was screaming as the guardsmen tore her clothes and skin. Manu lay bloodied and broken. Spriggs was choking on the ground and Donna was laughing, her mouth full of yellowed teeth that grew more and more pointed with every piercing gale of malicious joy…
Mat woke from his dream gasping, spluttering cold wet water, and for an instant thought he was drowning, that Donna had cast him into the sea. But then his head cracked against a hard wooden floor, and a fresh wave of pain surged through him, almost causing him to black out again. The blow that had knocked him out had been to the side of his head, just in front of his right ear. It felt swollen and raw. He shifted slightly, and felt ropes tighten around his wrists and ankles. Light tried to prise open his eyes, and someone was hissing at him. ‘Wake up! Wake up, you little pig!’
He reluctantly opened his eyes, and blinked them into focus.
Donna’s face pressed into his. She looked ghastly, her face a mass of swelling and bruising, cut in half by the slash Mat had made with Wiri’s patu in Taupo. Her nose had obviously been broken and the green moko on her chin was scratched and dripping blood, as if she’d been tearing at it. Her eyes were blazing. ‘Look what you’ve done to me, you little maggot! Look at me!’
He stared up at her in terror.
‘You have caused us so much trouble, you and that girl, so much trouble. And you are going to pay. Oh yes, you are really going to pay…You’re going to wish I’d killed you. You see my face? I’m going to make you pay a hundred times over for every mark. I’m going to give you pain and ugliness for the rest of your short miserable life.’
Mat tried to turn his face away, his stomach boiling with acid, his mouth filling with a wave of bile that was surging up his throat. He was in a tiny wooden storeroom, empty of anything except him, with only one door. Where was everyone else? He remembered what he’d seen before the blow on the head, and felt a clammy fist tighten in his belly. What if they were all dead?
Donna’s cold hand clamped on his chin and pulled his face back. ‘Don’t you look away. You listen to me!’ Her fists grabbed his jacket and pulled him to his feet. She was horribly strong. Her eyes were bloodshot and her breath reeked of coffee and cigarettes. ‘Help me or the girl dies. Understand? She dies in agony.’ She pulled him to her. ‘I’ll pour kerosene onto her face then light it, unless you help me. Do you understand? I’ll burn her face off.’ She shook him like a doll. ‘So will you help me or do I burn her?’
Mat nodded frantically, with no idea how he could help, but desperate to protect Kelly.
Donna dropped him to the floor, slamming his head into the wooden boards and sending a new blackness flickering over him. She panted, looking sick and feverish, and he had a sudden intuition. She’s terrified of something…‘I’ll send someone to clean you up, and then you will come to my study. If you don’t cooperate, the girl burns.’
She turned and stormed out, slamming the door behind her, leaving him in darkness. 


He wasn’t alone for long, but it was long enough for the nausea to subside, long enough to take stock. The tiki was gone and so was his koru knot. His pockets were empty—at least they felt that way when they pressed against the floor. His shoes were gone, but he was still clothed like a settler boy. Kelly must be still alive, if Donna was to be believed. What about Spriggs, and Manu? What about Fitzy? Was the turehu alive or dead? Where were they? Were they alive? He felt a wave of helplessness, but fought it. I won’t give up! I won’t! He remembered the look on Donna’s face. Why does she need my help? And what is she so afraid of? She has the tiki…she wants my help…why does she need my help? She has the tiki…shouldn’t she be giving it to Puarata? Where is Puarata? I can use the tiki…can she? She wants me to help her to use the tiki! Why?
Where is Puarata?



The door opened, and a fat soldier with a bulbous nose, who stank of sweat and tobacco, stomped in. Mat remembered the smell and guessed it was the man who had hit him. Big-Nose lifted him effortlessly, one massive arm under his belly, and carried him out of the tiny storeroom, carelessly smacking Mat’s shoulder against the door frame.
Big-Nose carried on down a hall and into a bathroom. It was a modern bathroom, with a shower, a bath and a toilet, and carpet in pale yellow. A rubbish bin sat beside the toilet, and the bench was littered with women’s make-up and grooming accessories.
Showing no surprise at these modern surroundings, Big-Nose dropped Mat and bent over him, unknotting the ropes about his wrists and ankles. Blood surged back into his feet and hands, making them tingle painfully. The soldier prodded him with his boot.
‘Clean yourself. You have fifteen minutes.’ He folded his arms across his belly and leant against the door.
Mat glared at him. ‘Can I have some privacy?’ he asked bitterly.
Big-Nose shook his head. ‘Just get on with it, you skinny little half-breed.’
Mat felt a surge of hatred. But he turned the shower on, then peeled his clothes off, his hands shaking, feeling scared, and embarrassed, and so angry he could almost scream.
It was terrifying to be naked in front of the brute, and it was a relief to step into the shower, and be hidden by the curtain. For a minute he stood there, letting the water wash over him, and the steam envelop him. For a minute he let himself go, just a little, just enough to let some tears come, to let his helpless despair well up and be washed away.
He lent forward, and groped downward to the left for the shampoo. As he opened his eyes, he saw the rubbish bin, which was empty of all but a few fingernail clippings, stained with bright-red polish. This must be Donna’s house.
They must have shifted us while I was unconscious. How long have I been unconscious? Where are the others?
He washed his hair, and soaped his bruised body. Everywhere seemed to ache. He felt sore and tired, and desperately wanted to lie down, crawl into a ball, and wish everything away. But I can’t do that, he thought. I have to save Kelly, and Wiri, and everyone else.
‘Hurry up,’ growled Big-Nose.
Mat felt a surge of fury. He thought of the nail clippings, and wondered if he could pocket the nail scissors Donna had used. Perhaps if he could get the soldier to leave…He climbed out, trying to form a plan. There was a towel, and he used it to dry himself, conscious of the soldier watching his every move with piggish eyes. He dressed. ‘I need to use the toilet.’
Big-Nose grunted. ‘Then do it.’
Mat glared at him. ‘I don’t want you watching.’
‘Too bad. You ain’t leaving my sight, boy.’
Damn! Mat turned away, and opened his breeches to use the toilet. What could he do? He tried to keep his head still as he scanned the bathroom with his eyes. But he couldn’t see the scissors, or anything he could use as a weapon. He looked down again in despair, staring into the rubbish bin, at the nail clippings that lay on the bottom, like little shards of bloodied bones. Like bones…
A new plan jolted into his mind.
He finished with the toilet, half-turned, then feigned nausea. He sank to his knees, and coughed into the toilet bowl. He felt Big-Nose take a step toward him, then snort in contempt. He made himself retch, and at the same time, shielded by his body he put his right hand into the rubbish bin, and picked up some nail clippings. He managed to get four, and slip them into a pocket, before Big-Nose hauled him to his feet.
‘Wash your face,’ he growled.
Hoping desperately for a chance to pay Big-Nose back, Mat did as he was told, then allowed himself to be pushed down the hall, past two doors, and into a large room.
It was an old-fashioned drawing-room, dominated by an impressive oak desk, clear of everything but an ink pot and quill stand. Behind the desk was a leather-bound chair. The floor had an Indian rug, patterned in maroon and black. A television sat in the corner to the left, and a stereo on a shelf above. Both were lifeless. Both walls were lined with books, some with old-fashioned bindings, others modern paperbacks. A line-up of glossy magazines was arranged on one shelf. There were two windows, both curtained and shut. The only light came from a chandelier high above the desk, lit with electric lamps.
Donna sat at the desk in the leather chair, her battered visage gazing fixedly at the tiki in her hands. She had changed into modern clothes; a black blouse and jeans. ‘Leave him here, and wait outside,’ she ordered Big-Nose brusquely. He nodded, shoved Mat into the room, and closed the door.
‘Sit,’ ordered Donna. Mat shuffled timidly to the nearest chair. She sat again, and picked up the tiki, waving it at him. ‘How? How is it that a little rat like you can make this thing work, when I can’t, and I’ve dedicated my life to the occult? How is that?’
Mat shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he answered truthfully.
She leant forward. ‘Is there a secret word? A spell?’
Mat shook his head.
‘Nothing? You’d better tell me, boy. Or it will go very badly for your friends.’
Friends…maybe the others were still alive!
Something must have showed on his face, because Donna scowled. ‘Don’t get too excited. The captain and the native are in a lock-up, and you’ll never see them again. The girl is here, though. Right here, where I can do whatever I want…and she definitely won’t like what I want to do to her.’
Mat swallowed. He slipped his right hand into his pocket, to the small pile of nail clippings. He found the biggest one, and pressed it to his palm. ‘Why do you need to know?’ he asked in his firmest voice. ‘Aren’t you going to give it to Puarata?’
‘That’s none of your business!’ Donna snapped. ‘Just tell me how to use it.’
Mat took a deep breath. For his plan to work, he needed Wiri to be out, but not controlled. It was a risk. He could be handing control of him to Donna forever, but he couldn’t think of another way…
‘Alright,’ he said, ‘but you have to show me Kelly first.’
Donna glared at him. ‘Just do as you’re told, maggot!’
Mat stared back defiantly. She slammed her fist onto the desk and hissed. ‘Corporal!’
Big-Nose opened the door.
‘Bring me the girl!’
While they waited, Donna went to the window to her right—Mat’s left—and opened it. He saw streetlights, and far in the distance, the lights of the Auckland harbour bridge. We’re back in the real world, he thought with a jolt. But what about the soldiers?
Donna muttered to herself, and pulled the curtain, then opened the opposite one. Mat stared, at darkness lit only by a guttering gaslight, and a line of carriages winding past below, led by settlers with flaring torches. Aotearoa!
His mind whirled. Somehow, Donna’s house existed in both worlds at once…and she could walk between them. He stirred excitedly, new plans forming, but first they had to find a way to escape. He looked at the desk. Donna held the tiki, but his wooden koru knot still lay on the desk. He bridled at the thought of Donna’s cold hands touching it.
Big-Nose appeared at the door, dragging Kelly by the feet. She was tied up, her dress ripped and her legs grazed. He left her in the middle of the floor. Kelly looked up at Mat, her eyes round and frightened. There was a cream-coloured gag wrapped around her mouth. She tried to speak, but all that came out was furious hissing and grunting.
‘Leave us,’ Donna told Big-Nose. ‘Don’t touch her,’ she added to Mat.
She stalked around the desk, holding the tiki in her bloodless hands.
‘She’s still alive and if you don’t want to see me correct that oversight, then you’d better do as you’re told. Now, tell me how to make this talisman work!’
She stopped in front of Mat and glared down at him, her ruined face ablaze with a strange mix of fear and greed. She was much taller than him, and though skinny, he’d already felt her strength.
Mat looked at Kelly, who shook her head.
Mat tried to send her a reassuring look with his eyes, then looked back at Donna and nodded. ‘I could show you,’ he offered.
Donna sneered. ‘No you won’t. I’m not stupid. Tell me.’
Oh well, worth a try…
‘Come on! Puarata is coming. Here! And if you think you’re badly off with me, it will be so much worse with him.’
Mat heard the fear in her voice. She was literally shaking, her voice becoming shrill.
‘You don’t know what it’s like to serve Puarata. You don’t know what he does to me. If you help me, I’ll set you free, set you both free. All your friends. But you have to help me.’
Her battered face looked suddenly naked, and Mat could read everything about her: the greed for power over others, the desire for money and status and magic, that had led her to Puarata. He read her fall into his grasp, and her hopeless fear that now, there was nothing left but a life of eternal servitude to a pitiless master. And he read her desperate hope that by gaining mastery of the tiki, and the spirit of Wiri, somehow she might win freedom.
He clenched his right hand into a fist within his pocket, and gouged the biggest nail clipping into the same cuts he’d opened when he last used the tiki. He felt a sting, and the flow of blood. He felt a pulse in his hand, and a slickness flooding his palm, bathing the nail clipping. ‘All you need to do is picture him, and call him by his name, Toa,’ he said to her. ‘And blood. You need your blood on the tiki.’
Her eyes narrowed, and almost glowed. ‘Blood,’ she purred like a vampire. ‘Blood, of course it would be blood!’ She went around the desk, and opened a drawer. Mat closed his eyes, and concentrated on the nail clipping, and on Donna. He felt that same pale nimbus of light he had used to control Toa at the trial begin to form, but it was smaller, paler. He pulled the rest of the nail clippings into his palm, felt the light strengthen, and go questing outward.
Donna was cutting her palm, with a silvery knife she’d drawn from a carved leather sheath in her desk drawer. She rubbed the welling blood onto the tiki, her face avid. ‘Toa,’ she crooned. ‘Toa…come to me.’
Kelly was writhing on the floor, trying to reach Mat. He stepped away from her, so as not to lose concentration.
His small pulse of power threaded unseen through the air, toward the chanting witch. He could feel the pressure of Donna’s chanting, and the swelling of the aura of the tiki as it prepared to release Wiri, but it was constrained by the fact that he, Mat, was the tiki’s wielder, not the witch. He could allow or refuse it to happen. But for now he let her pour more energy into the working, let her drain herself. Finally, when he saw her skin go slick and her hands tremble, he released the power in the tiki.
Donna cried out, a sighing, releasing exclamation almost sensual in its intensity, and she sagged against the desk. Wiri poured slowly from the tiki, a glow, a darkness, a solidifying shadow that painted itself on the air. He was in his feather cloak again, his eyes round and appalled. He flexed immediately to strike, but Donna was faster. She straightened, shrieking a torrent of guttural words. Cords of darkness leapt from the tiki, and wrapped about Wiri, catching his whistling taiaha, snagging his arms and legs. He toppled against the desk, crashing into it. Donna stood above him, her eyes triumphant, her face splitting into a leering, skull-like grin.
‘I’ve done it! I’ve done it!’
Mat struck. Not a blow—it wasn’t violent. It was an infiltration. The nail clippings—these discarded pieces of Donna Kyle—gave him a path into her mind, and just for a second, he was inside her. Even as he felt the nail clippings flare and consume themselves in his hand, he slid past the exultation and the malice, past fleeting memories of a murdered father and a poisonous mother, past a dark, bestial creature that pinned her down in the darkness, to the spark of cold will. He slapped it, stunned it, and felt her howl in dread. Then the link was gone, and he staggered, drained and nauseous. His eyes flickered open.
Donna’s face had gone momentarily slack, her eyes glazed and her hands limp. Her head turned slowly toward Mat, a look of disbelief on her face, and then she was struggling to regain control. It took her only a second to become aware, but she was already too late.
The bonds of shadow fell from Wiri like a frayed spiderweb, and he swung the taiaha in a furious arc, bellowing a war cry. Donna’s arms came up to protect her face. The blade of the taiaha passed straight through the tiki to smash into her forearm, and break it with a hideous crack. She screamed and fell, sagging against the desk, fighting for balance. The tiki fell from limp fingers to clatter to the floor. She tried to rally even then, pain-glazed eyes searching the floor for the talisman, but a second blow smashed into the back of her head, slamming her forehead into the desk, and she slid limply to the floor.
As Mat ran around the desk, he heard the door crash open behind him. He looked up as Big-Nose burst in, a gun in his hand. Others were coming behind him, led by the red-bearded officer who had overseen their capture.
Wiri leapt the desk and soared to meet them, as Kelly rolled to one side.
Mat reached under the desk and grabbed the tiki. Donna’s face was bloodied, and blood was seeping through the hair at the back of her head. He had no idea whether she was alive, and cared less. The tiki was warm in his hand, but cooling fast. He straightened to grab his koru knot, one eye on the fight at the door.
Wiri slammed the point of the taiaha into Big-Nose’s belly, then caught him with a fist under the chin as he doubled over, a blow that made the big man fly backward, arms spreading and legs buckling. Another man came through, levelling a musket. Wiri’s taiaha blurred and knocked the barrel upward even as it fired, and then he kicked the soldier in the stomach. Even as the soldier doubled over, the taiaha cracked down on the back of his head and the soldier flopped limply to the floor. Wiri ducked low, as Red-beard, who had been calling orders from the hall, finally stepped through, his sabre slashing at Wiri’s throat.
The fight was brief and lightning fast, the blows instinctive. Red-beard slashed twice, fierce slices that would have cut Wiri in two. He ducked the first, and parried the second on the taiaha. The sabre caught in the wooden shaft momentarily, just long enough for Wiri to wrench the taiaha’s pointed hilt around and spear the officer through the stomach. His eyes went round and flat like saucers, and he sagged backward against the door frame, a piteous moaning escaping his mouth. Mat gagged.
Wiri stepped away, jerking the taiaha from Red-beard’s wound, his face grim. He snatched up Kelly in one movement, slung her over his shoulder fireman-style. Mat looped the koru knot and tiki over his neck and grabbed Donna’s knife and sheath. Then he pulled open the desk drawers, and had just found a bunch of keys, when he heard cars braking hard on the gravel outside, and flung open the curtain. Sleek black shapes slid to a stop on the driveway outside.
‘Puarata’s here!’ he yelled.
Two black BMWs disgorged muscular, dark-suited men. One looked up and saw him, pointing and yelling even as he drew a gun. Mat leapt away, and ran to the other window. His heart sank. The garden was filling with constabulary, the fiery torches they were waving giving their faces a ruddy, demonic glow. He jerked back and ran to join the others at the door, as a bullet shattered the first window and lodged in the wall.
‘Out the back!’ he yelled.
Wiri went first, carrying Kelly, who was struggling furiously. They ran down a corridor leading away from the front, to where it finished in a white door. Mat went last, and locked the heavy wooden door behind him. He shouted ‘Hello!’ along the corridor to his left as Wiri kicked open the white door and leapt through. Mat was about to follow when he heard a weak muffled call in reply. He tore along the corridor, even as windows smashed in the office. There was a door on the right, reinforced with metal, with a heavily barred peep-hole. He pulled it open—Manu and Spriggs were there, tied and gagged—Spriggs was unconscious but Manu was trying to yell around the gag. ‘Mnnhhh—gggrrn…’ His jaw worked frantically, his eyes bulging at the effort.
Mat looked at the bunch of keys, trying to see which would fit, when the door at the end of the corridor opened, and a soldier stumbled through. Mat threw the keys into the cell then ran, yelping for Wiri.
He tore around the corner, the soldier right on his back. Wiri was in the corridor holding his patu—the space was too narrow for the taiaha—and Mat ducked and rolled through his friend’s legs. The soldier roared around the corner behind him and met the full force of Wiri’s fist—as his legs splayed forward his head flew back and he slammed into the floor, already out cold. Wiri wrung his fist in pain as he backed up. There was hammering at the office door.
The white door they had fled through wasn’t the back door, it led to a modern garage, with a gleaming red Toyota RAV4 four-wheel-drive. There was no other exit but the closed metal garage door. Mat whirled to snib the white door locked, then threw open the driver’s door, while Wiri tore at Kelly’s bonds.
‘There are no keys in the ignition,’ groaned Mat. Kelly pulled her hands free and tugged at her gag, while Wiri worked her feet free. She pulled it down to her chin, and yelled, ‘Don’t worry, I can start anything. Get my legs free, dammit!’ she screeched at Wiri. He tore the rope away and she leapt past Mat into the driver’s seat.
‘Nice wheels,’ snarled Kelly as she peered under the steering column. ‘Being a bitch obviously pays well.’
Mat suddenly remembered how the two BMWs had spun across the driveway, blocking all exit that way. Maybe there would be enough of a gap to get past? But what if they were still trapped?
‘Come on, Mat, get in!’ yelled Kelly, as Wiri ran around to the passenger side. Kelly was bent under the steering wheel, pulling and fiddling with the wires to the ignition. Mat pushed a box against the door, when suddenly a musket ball blasted through the thin door and pinged off the four-wheel-drive. He yelped and backed toward the vehicle, his mind racing. Kelly swore at something, then sat back and pumped her right foot, twisting at the ignition with her right hand. The engine coughed, then roared to life, making the vehicle shudder powerfully.
‘Come on, get in!’ yelled Kelly, as she gunned the engine.
Mat stared at the four-wheel-drive, consumed with a new thought.
I could—
‘Come on!’ Kelly screamed. Wiri was already around at the passenger door, looking across at Mat, his anxiety plain.
Mat threw open the door to the back seat, and leapt in, but his mind was racing ahead. He pulled his door shut, even as he gripped Donna’s knife and pulled it out.
Kelly revved the engine, while she sought the remote control to the garage door. Something slammed against the house door and it rattled, but the box held it shut. Mat opened the palm of his left hand, and slashed it with the knife, yelling as he did so. Wiri looked back at him anxiously. The garage door began to tilt upward. The engine roared. Voices shouted from the house. One sounded familiar, but he blocked that thought out, concentrating on what he was trying to do.
Mat grabbed at the pendants about his neck with his right hand while smearing blood onto the car seat with his left.
He felt the power he wanted surge from the talisman in his right hand, rush through his chest and out the other arm, to gush from the wound in his left hand. Blood stained the seat but he didn’t see it—what he saw was light. Power. Energy. It poured out of him, and flowed through the vehicle even as it began to roll forward, even as the gears worked, as Kelly cursed, and Wiri called to him. He threw his mind back, to the sensations he’d felt at Taupo, at the river when the coming of the taniwha had ripped a hole in reality and he’d fallen through, into Aotearoa. He reached for the essence of Aotearoa, his memories of the look of the sky, and the smell of the ferns and the earth, and the taste of the kumara, and the singing of the people of Maungatautari pa. He called wordlessly, inside his mind. And it heard him—he reached for it, and it pulled him, and he pulled at it, and suddenly he felt a burning incandescent connection, and he knew they were there…now.
The RAV4 roared from the garage, and Kelly spun the wheel to follow the driveway right, realising too late she was accelerating straight into the two BMWs strung across the driveway. She opened her mouth to scream, even as Mat opened his eyes and sagged backward, completely drained, and incredibly peaceful.
Men with guns leapt aside, and trained their weapons, when suddenly they froze, and stared…and then they were gone, and Kelly cried in shock as the two BMWs vanished, replaced by a small row of constabulary with muskets and sabres, who dived aside as the RAV4 roared through them, and out onto the dirt road.
Wiri whooped joyously, as Kelly fought the wheel, and they roared down a darkened road toward the colonial city of mythic Auckland, and their enemies fell behind them, scattered across two worlds.
Mat smiled in satisfaction, and looked cautiously down at his hands. The left fell open, to reveal a scar that looked clean and already old, as though seared close by the heat of the energy that had flowed through it. He opened his right hand, and felt a momentary twinge of surprise.
He had expected it would have been the tiki he gripped, but it wasn’t. It was his koru knot. It looked dark and felt very cold, as if the blood has somehow seeped into it. He held it up and switched on the cab light to examine it and whistled softly. It was his koru knot, but it had changed.
It was no longer wood. It had become greenstone.



15
Ninety Mile Beach
What happened back there?’ asked Kelly, as she drove a winding dirt road through the hills west of Auckland. The city was well behind them, as was the panic they’d caused by blazing through the streets in a loud, monstrous gleaming metal vehicle. Mat vividly recalled glimpses of wide-mouthed faces, and panicked horses dragging carriages into collisions with market stalls and hitching rails and wagons. He hoped no one had been seriously hurt. At one point mounted men with pistols had galloped after them, but they’d been left far behind.
The downside of being on this side of the two worlds was that there was no harbour bridge. They had been forced to drive out west, and circle north, to travel around the inner edge of the Waitemata Harbour. The roads weren’t too bad, but they kept coming upon surprised travellers on carriages and horses who pulled aside in alarm and disbelief as they roared past. ‘Fortunately,’ commented Kelly at one point, ‘we’re in ‘mythville’, and they can’t radio ahead to set up road-blocks.’
Mat wondered whether Puarata could do something very like that. One thing was certain: Puarata could travel faster on the sealed roads of the real world than they could here, on the dirt roads of Aotearoa.
‘Mat,’ said Wiri next morning. ‘You still haven’t told us about last night. How did you move the whole vehicle from one world to the next?’
Mat lay back sleepily. They had driven for two hours before tiredness and poor roads had forced them to pull over and sleep. It wasn’t because the four-wheel-drive couldn’t handle the roads, but the signposting was so bad they kept getting lost, until Wiri suggested they try again in better light. Before they slept, Mat had told them he’d seen Timothy Spriggs and Manu, captive but alive, and tossed them the keys. This news had cheered them all up, though it was by no means certain their friends could have escaped. It was dawn now—he looked at his watch and saw that it had stopped some time earlier. He had no idea what day it was, and only a vague impression of time. The night’s sleep had been good, though. Even cramped into the backseat of the RAV4, Mat had slept like a log, he was so drained. He was hungry now, seriously hungry, as his dad would say. ‘If you feed me I’ll tell you,’ he said groggily.
Wiri laughed. ‘Fair enough—Kel, can you pull into the next farmhouse we see?’
Kelly looked at him, frowning. ‘Is that wise?’
‘Wiser than starving,’ replied Wiri.
Kelly nodded reluctantly. ‘OK. If you say so.’ A few minutes later, she pulled off, and took the car up a long driveway to a large wooden farmhouse.
Farm dogs came rushing out, barking furiously, as they purred into the yard. The horse hitched there rolled its eyes and shied away, and chickens scattered. The rough shed to the side of the house had so much machinery it spilled out into the yard—all of it looking like exhibits Mat had seen in museums, but none of it rusty and old like the museum pieces. Another reminder that the world they were travelling in wasn’t static, but fluid, and alive. He recognised a butter churn and a horse-drawn plough, both gleaming and new. Some sort of pre-electric washing machine was on the porch with pieces scattered about, as though they had interrupted its repair.
As they stepped from the vehicle, a voice rang out over the barking dogs. ‘Don’t move! Don’t move or I’ll shoot!’ The voice came from a man in rough cotton overalls, standing at the door. He cradled a musket in his hands. An array of young faces lined the windows, staring curiously.
Wiri raised a hand, and smiled. ‘Kia-ora. May we stop here and buy some food?’
‘Not until you tell me what on earth that thing you’re riding in is,’ called the farmer.
‘It’s a four-wheel-drive,’ replied Wiri. ‘From Auckland.’
The farmer considered that a moment. ‘From Auckland, you say?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Ahhh…no telling what they’ll come up with next, is there?’
He lowered his gun, and studied them. ‘You look as if you’ve all been dragged backward through the blackberry. If someone had asked me, I’d have said you were up to no good.’
Wiri shrugged apologetically. ‘We’ve had a run in with some unpleasant people, and are now planning to leave them far behind. But we find ourselves without food or water. We would not expect to come inside, and we would pay well.’
‘Would you just? Well, this is a good place this, and we’re hospitable folk, but I’d need to know a bit about you before I let you into my house. Who are you, and where are you from?’
Wiri nodded. ‘That’s fair enough. My name is Wiri, of the Ngati Tautari of the Waikato.’
The farmer nodded. ‘Winston Bailey. From round here. I own pretty much all the flat land you can see.’
Mat glanced around. They were on a slight rise, and he could see a lot of countryside.
Wiri indicated Kelly and Mat. ‘This is Kelly, and Mat. They’re from the Hawke’s Bay, around Napier.’
Bailey’s eyes narrowed a little. ‘You’re a long way from home, all of you. What brings you up this way?’
‘We’re travelling north,’ replied Wiri.
‘North, is it? Tell me about these people who’re after you.’
Wiri told him briefly that they’d been attacked by thieves. The farmer might talk slowly, but he was no fool and asked a lot of questions, always seeking names, and nodding when he got one. Finally he leaned his gun against the door, and stepped down, offering a hand to Wiri.
‘So, you know Tim Spriggs, do you? Good man, that, for a Londoner. He was posted up here last year—made a pretty good impression. If you know Tim, that’s good enough for me. You can call me Win.’
A troop of children and young adults burst from the house to examine the newcomers and their strange vehicle. ‘Some new-fangled thing from Auckland,’ Win explained, and the elder ones nodded. It seemed that Auckland held some mythic place in their mind as a source of all things weird and wonderful.
Win’s wife appeared, took one look at Kelly, and practically dragged her inside.
‘Totally indecent,’ she declared. ‘Your petticoat is showing, dearie, and oh, look at that tear! And what on earth have they done to your hair?’
Mat began to laugh, until she looked at him. ‘And you, dear! What a mess. You can come too!’ 
They were washed, fed and darned back into a semblance of order, though Win’s wife, whose name was Clara, despaired of Kelly’s short-cropped ginger spikes.
‘That’s awful, dearie,’ she said. ‘Fancy them cutting your hair off. Probably to make some fancy wig for an Auckland belle,’ she sniffed, while Mat smirked at Kelly.
Kelly’s dress proved beyond repair, so she was offered a new one, but instead demanded men’s clothing, to Clara’s horror. Eventually she threw up her hands. ‘What young women want these days is beyond me!’ she declared, and flapped out, muttering.
The children—there were seven—climbed all over the RAV4, and the dogs leapt all over it too, as though claiming it for themselves. Kelly looked sadly out the window, and Mat knew she was wondering where Fitzy was. It was still hard to think of the turehu as being other than the faithful dog who had befriended them. Either way, the little goblin was their friend, and part of their group.
A breakfast of eggs and bacon and fried onions, served with buttered griddle cakes and mugs of milk, filled their bellies. Win Bailey wouldn’t hear of being paid.
‘We’ve more than enough. You keep your money, and just remember to give my regards to Tim Spriggs when you see him.’


They drove away several hours later, waving cheery goodbyes, as the seven children stared after them. The dogs followed them to the gate, yelping happily. They saw Win Bailey wave from his porch, and then turn away, rubbing the back of his neck, his mind no doubt already switching to his tasks for the day. They drove north through some of the earliest European-settled land in Aotearoa. As such, it was initially more tamed than the Waikato, with large established wooden manors, stone fences and old churches. The roads were busy, and everyone stared as the RAV4 rolled past. Kelly took care to go slowly past the horses, so as not to panic them. Twice they were caught in the midst of herds of cattle being moved on the roads, herded by horsemen and yapping farm dogs. The cows watched their vehicle as placidly as they watched anything else.
At one point Kelly fiddled with the stereo, and to their utter amazement, picked up a radio broadcast. It was Aunt Daisy, a famous radio personality Mat could remember his father talking about, who’d been big in the fifties. So they listened to good-natured discussions of household tips, bargains and recipes for an hour or so, before the hills closed in and they lost reception.
‘This place is weird,’ commented Mat. ‘One moment we’re in a village from pre-European times, then we’re in 1860s Auckland, then somewhere in the early 1900s, and now we’ve got radio. Freaky as.’
Wiri shrugged. ‘This is a land of myth—recent legends as well as ancient—you have to be ready for anything!’ 


Their only concern was petrol. The tank had been just over half-full leaving Auckland, and by midday it was nearly empty. Kelly wondered out loud where they could get more. Wiri turned back to Mat.
‘Which brings us back to the question of how we got here in the first place. You ready to tell us yet, brother?’
Mat scratched his cheek. ‘OK. I’m just not sure, that’s all. It’s hard to describe. I tried to use my imagination to kind of tune in to this jeep thing in the same way I get you in and out of the tiki, and when I did that controlling stuff on you at the marae. That’s what I did to Donna, using some of her fingernail clippings I found in the bathroom.’
‘I remember reading about witchcraft during my brief goth phase,’ said Kelly. ‘They reckon witches use hair and nail clippings to do magic.’
‘Guess it must be true, then,’ Mat said. ‘Anyway, when we got to the RAV, I realised we were going to be trapped, unless we got back to Aotearoa, so I thought if I tried to…ummm…tune into the jeep, then push it into Aotearoa, we’d go with it, and end up with an advantage.’ He spread his hands. ‘And we did.’
Wiri and Kelly looked at each other and shook their heads. ‘You’re way out there, Mat,’ said Kelly. ‘You scare me.’
Wiri looked at him thoughtfully.
‘Hey, I’m still me,’ said Mat. ‘It was just an idea that worked.’
Wiri looked at him for a long time, so long that Mat felt uncomfortable, then winked. ‘Well done. You surprise us, all the time. Do you think you can do it again?’
‘Yeah. I mean, I think so. It just kind of knocks me out, that’s all. I feel really zonked afterwards.’
‘Well, if we want more petrol, we’re going to have to get back to the real world soon,’ commented Kelly.
They drove in silence a while.
‘I hope Fitzy is OK,’ Mat said finally. ‘And Manu, and the Captain.’
Wiri let out a slow breath. ‘So do I. Manu has a knack for getting out of scrapes. And I’m sure they wouldn’t do anything serious to the Captain. Too hard to cover up.’ He put a hand on Kelly’s shoulder. ‘And I’m sure Fitzy is OK. That little fella is harder to kill than a cockroach.’
She leant her cheek on his hand momentarily, but didn’t reply. 
The second transition, back to the ‘real world’ (though one seemed as real as the other now), was no easier for Mat. In fact, it took longer, and was more difficult, as he struggled to visualise his own world. Finally, it was the koru knot itself that triggered the change—he pictured it slowly changing from greenstone to wood—and when he opened his eyes, dizzy from the loss of vitality that performing this ‘magic’ demanded, he was dazed but unsurprised to be looking at a tarseal road. The road was empty, and the paddocks alongside, though in farther fields he could see flocks of dirty white sheep. He looked down at the koru knot. It was still greenstone, despite the change in worlds. He remembered that pounamu was considered powerful by Maori, and felt a tremor inside.
A nearby signpost proclaimed they were 12 kilometres south of Wellsford. They found a service station on the south side of the town. Wiri, in his eye-catching feather cloak, was left in the RAV4 as Mat poured the petrol, while Kelly bought a pile of biscuits, chips, Coke and chocolate. Mat managed the shift back to Aotearoa, but two such shifts proved too much and he fell asleep almost immediately.
When he woke, it was night time. The sun was down, and the only light was the dashboard. He had woken to the sound of sobbing, and opened his eyes, blinking. Wiri and Kelly were holding each other, the girl’s head and shoulders shaking. Wiri was murmuring something. Mat contemplated going back to sleep, but his stomach was rumbling. So he yawned loudly, and stretched instead. The two young people pulled slowly apart. Kelly didn’t look back, but rummaged for tissues in the glovebox.
‘Hey, brother. You OK?’
‘Sure. Just hungry. Where are we?’
‘Good question. I’ll show you on the map, after we’ve had something to eat.’ He handed backward some Coke, and a packet of chips.
They all ate, then turned on the cab light, and Wiri pulled a road map from the glovebox.
‘We’re just south of Kaitaia,’ he said, pointing at the map. ‘Look, just here. From Kaitaia north, the land becomes very narrow, only a few kilometres wide, and only one road north. It’s narrow and winding, even on the real world side. Here, in Aotearoa, it is very difficult. We can do it better than most, in this vehicle, but a simple road-block could stop us. One way would be to just drive up openly, in the real world, and trust that Puarata can’t touch us in front of witnesses.’
Mat shifted nervously.
‘But,’ continued Wiri, ‘if he really wants to stop us, witnesses won’t put him off. He can escape into Aotearoa as easily as we can. And he might even have asked for police assistance, claiming that the so-called missing boy from Napier has been spotted. By the time the police have slowed us down, he could arrive and take over the situation.’
Kelly rubbed her eyes. ‘So, what do we do?’
Wiri smiled at them. ‘Well, there is a highway that’s used every day, that bypasses the main road, for most of the journey. Here!’ He jabbed his finger at the map. ‘Ninety Mile Beach. It goes all the way along the west side of the narrows, all the way to here, opposite to Te Kao. If we go that way, we can cut inward, and hit the road again—hopefully behind Puarata’s watchers.’
They stared at the map.
‘That’ll take us to about twenty kilometres south of the cape, won’t it?’ asked Kelly.
‘Yes,’ replied Wiri.
‘Which side should we be on?’ Mat asked. He could still feel the draining effect of the last two shifts, and the thought of doing another one…
‘We’ll stay on this side for now. Until we can get closer to the cape, and see what’s waiting for us.’
What’s waiting for us, thought Mat weakly. It wasn’t an encouraging thought. He leant back.
‘Get some more sleep, brother. We’re going to drive some more, try and get through Kaitaia about midnight. That way, we’ll avoid any watchers picking which road we take from there.’
Mat nodded. Despite the food and drink, he felt weak, as if he were recovering from a dose of flu. He stroked the cool greenstone of the koru knot, and let his mind wander. His mother’s face drifted past his eyes, murmuring encouragement. His father too, united in concern for him. ‘Be brave, son,’ they said together. He took the thought down into sleep. 


He awoke at dawn, jolted by the movement of the RAV4 as it left the road.
‘Ahipara,’ said Wiri. ‘We’re at Ahipara, where the tourists can access the beach. And now, we’ve only eighty-eight kilometres, or fifty-five miles, of sand and we’ll be nearly there.’
‘Fifty-five? I thought it was ninety—as in “Ninety Mile Beach”?’ said Kelly.
Wiri chuckled. ‘That’s Pakeha counting for you. Ninety Mile Beach is only eighty-eight kilometres long, which is actually fifty-five miles in the old imperial measurement.’
They were at the bottom of a gentle northward curve, and the sun was rising into a cloudless sky. The air was warm, and the shadows on the beach lifted with each passing second, revealing a golden expanse that disappeared into a haze to the north. The beach was wide, with the sand close to the edge of the ocean firmly packed. When Mat set out, he’d been looking at the Pacific Ocean from Hawke Bay in the east, and now here he was, just a few days later, hundreds of kilometres to the north, and looking westward at the Tasman Sea. Kelly pushed her foot down, and the RAV4 surged down to the water line. The beach was clear and unspoiled, and empty as far as the eye could see. Wiri whooped as they picked up speed, and Mat felt an urge to yell. Only Kelly looked grim, her mind no doubt where it always seemed to be—looking ahead with dread to the moment when Wiri’s spirit was thrown from this life into whatever lay beyond. Wiri tried to involve her, to make her laugh, and often did, but she always lapsed into an ever-more painful silence. But she drove them on, and after a while Mat realised it was just about the bravest thing he’d ever seen. 


The day was as blue and clear as the morning suggested, but the beach wasn’t empty. They surged past fishermen—some Maori, using primitive-looking nets and gourds, some European, waving cheerily holding elaborate modern lines. Mat wondered briefly at the number of people and goods that seemed to flow between the two worlds. But mostly he wondered where his mother was, fingering the pendant, chewing his nails, trying not to let his eyes sting with tears.
‘Sometimes people cross over, without ever realising,’ Wiri said. ‘This land is so beautiful and unspoilt in some places it’s never really separated into New Zealand and Aotearoa. In some special places it’s one and the same.’
Mat liked that thought. ‘If I get out of this alive, I’m going to explore them both.’
Wiri nodded. ‘You do that, brother. You do that.’ 


The beach was a thin strip of paradise. The dunes banked higher and higher on the right, and Mat half-wished they could pull over and play. The thought of sliding and rolling down the mountains of sand was wonderful.
Out to sea, they glimpsed huge creatures—sea-taniwha, or maybe whales—crashing amongst the waves. Inland, a massive tuatara, as big as the RAV4, watched them hum past from the crest of a dune. Gulls swirled above, diving for fish. They seemed the same as any from his own world and Mat wondered if they flew in both worlds.
He looked up, and noticed an even larger gull swooping toward them on the landward side, coming from the northeast. He stared for a few seconds, then grabbed Kelly’s shoulder. ‘Stop! Stop!’
‘Wassup?’ Kelly asked as she braked.
He pointed, as the RAV4 lurched to a halt in the sand. They got out, as the gull banked, and called, ‘Kia-ora, my friends!’
‘Fitzy!’
The turehu landed with an ostentatious flourish of his wings, and immediately took goblin form, waddling across the sands, grinning broadly. Wiri swept him up in an embrace, and after some hesitation, Mat joined them, and found himself carrying the turehu in his arms like an overgrown toddler. Kelly looked at them oddly, still obviously disturbed by the turehu’s fluid form. But he was heavy, so Mat held him out and dumped him into her arms. Fitzy threw his stubby arms about her neck and kissed her cheek. She flinched slightly, then kissed him back, and he beamed over pointy teeth. He looked highly excited, and desperate to tell them where he’d been.
‘Finally found you all! I’ve looked everywhere, and then when I finally realised what you were doing I was a long way behind. You’re doing well, but the tohunga makutu is ahead of you.’
‘What about the others?’ asked Wiri. ‘And how did you escape, little man?’
‘Man? Don’t call me a man! I am more than a man, in every way!’
Kelly looked at Mat. ‘I still liked him better when he was a dog.’
Fitzy folded his arms. ‘Do you want to know what happened or not?’
‘Just tell us,’ urged Mat impatiently. ‘Did you see my parents? Are Manu and Captain Spriggs OK? How did you escape?’
Fitzy threw up his hands. ‘OK, OK. Put me down, little wahine,’ he told Kelly.
‘Who are you calling little, squirt?’ retorted Kelly as she dropped Fitzy onto the bonnet of the RAV4. He sat there like a Buddha, and blew her a kiss. ‘I know you love me really, Kelly darling.’ Then he beamed at them. ‘I have news, my friends. Three items of good news, and three of bad news. The bad news first. Donna Kyle is laid out cold in hospital and won’t be joining us for the remainder of this expedition.’
‘How disappointing,’ remarked Kelly. ‘The bitch is still alive.’
‘You can’t have everything,’ said Fitzy lightly. ‘Second bit of bad news—those two trouble-makers Tim Spriggs and Manu are alive, and have had to leave the hospitality of Miss Kyle.’
Wiri let out a sigh of relief.
‘And finally, the third piece of bad news is that by taking this detour, you’ve missed a welcome party Puarata had planned for you near Kaitaia.’
‘What a shame,’ grinned Kelly.
Fitzy took a deep breath and became more solemn. ‘However, the good news is also bad. When Puarata realised you had evaded him he immediately drove north and is waiting for you at Cape Reinga.’
Wiri nodded. ‘That isn’t unexpected. What else?’
‘I flew near the cape and noticed strange lights in the sky, including a huge rainbow, so I think Puarata is planning an even bigger celebration to greet your arrival. And finally, he has your parents with him, Mat. I think he’s intending to threaten us with harm to them should the tiki not be returned. I am sorry.’
They absorbed that in silence. Mat felt bleak despair. How on earth could they get the tiki to the pohutukawa now? How could any of them get out of this alive? It seemed hopeless.
Kelly looked at Fitzy. ‘Couldn’t you fly the tiki up, and toss it into the bush yourself? You have a much better chance of sneaking through than we do.’
Fitzy shook his head regretfully. ‘I have the same problem as Wiri. I can’t touch the tiki. It has been made so that only living humans can touch it.’ He passed his hand through the pendant to emphasise the point, his fingers not even snagging on its thong.
Kelly looked disappointed. ‘Why don’t we just go somewhere else,’ she suggested. ‘They can’t wait up there for us forever. We could come back when the chase has died down.’
‘We could,’ agreed Wiri. ‘But by then my village will have been destroyed by Hauhau, and Puarata will have time to bring more of his allies north. He has other apprentices besides Donna Kyle. They will be coming to him, and once they join their powers to his, he will be able to break through Mat’s screening of our whereabouts, and we won’t be able to hide. And our heading for Reinga was at least unexpected this time round. It will never be as easy again. I am afraid that it is now, or never.’
Fitzy bobbed his head in agreement. ‘I have felt them coming up the island behind us, sniffing us out. Things of the myth-lands that move slowly, but are deadly if they catch us. The Bird-Witch. Patupaiarehe. All allies of Puarata, summoned to his aid. If we wait, they will be on us. There is a malevolent storm following behind. Pause, and we shall be engulfed.’
Kelly put her face into her hands. Wiri put a hand on her shoulder but she shook it of and walked away, down to the sea. Wiri watched her, flinching at the miserable look on her face, before turning back to the turehu.
‘Did you see how Puarata has arranged his forces at Reinga?’
‘I saw a little,’ the turehu replied. ‘I couldn’t stay long or I would have been noticed. But I saw something which gives us hope. He has had to spread forces over both worlds, because he doesn’t know in which world we will come. In the real world, he has Mat’s father, held by gunmen, supervised by one of his apprentices.
‘In Aotearoa, he has more apprentices, and has tied Mat’s mother to some sort of power totem.
Mat felt his legs tremble, and Wiri put an arm around his shoulders. He held onto the warrior gratefully.
Wiri’s face hardened. ‘We must move onward, and make what plans we can.’ He called to Kelly, who came back looking pale and red-eyed, but she took the wheel of the RAV4 again, and with Fitzy in dog form in the back with Mat, they drove on along the beach toward the north. Midmorning they reached the northern end of the beach, and realised they were going to have to turn inland.
‘Look for a river mouth,’ Wiri said. ‘A stream winds inland, back to the main road.’
They found it soon afterward, and stopped to eat. Mat didn’t feel hungry. Soon he might have to shift the RAV4 again, maybe more than once. The final showdown was coming. Puarata was waiting with Tupu and Puarata’s other followers. His parents were hostages, weapons to be used against him.
‘Let me tell you of the cape,’ said Wiri, after they had all eaten. ‘I’ve never been there, but I have listened to all the legends and stories and read about it, hoping it was my salvation. It is a wild place. The road climbs and dips through dense bush, until it comes to a high ridge. In New Zealand there is a tourist centre, restricting access. No such thing exists in Aotearoa, but people still don’t go there. It is a haunted place, where the dead depart. It is sacred, tapu.
‘You then go north, to a rocky headland, which in New Zealand holds a lighthouse. From there you can see where the oceans meet. The Tasman Sea flows from the west, around Cape Maria van Diemen, and collides with the Pacific Ocean, which is higher, and the two break against each other like a wave. You can see the line of spray, a white line where the spirits of the two oceans contend, far out to sea.
‘From the lighthouse, it is a short walk to the Place of Departing, which is the same on both sides—but only on the Aotearoa side will you see the spirits, as they drift pale and lost, ever northward, until they find the pohutukawa, the fire-tree that opens the gate to the next world.’
They looked north, and Mat squinted. Somehow the light was refracting, forming a huge rainbow in the clear sky. Puarata, he thought. Puarata is waiting for us, and he is prepared. 


They drove warily inland along the stream, until it hit the main road. It was little more than a dirt track. The bush was thick and damp, the air still and humid. Wiri got out and ran a little way south, peering down the track. Then he went north toward the cape, and did the same, returning ten minutes later, while Kelly and Mat waited tensely. ‘No one,’ he said tersely as he got back into the RAV4. Kelly looked across at him with wet eyes, and leaned over quickly to kiss him on the mouth, then pulled away. Mat took a deep breath, and looked out the window, fighting back a sudden stinging in his eyes.
They sat there for several minutes, without a word, until Mat couldn’t stand it any more. Even Fitzy looked uncomfortable. The turehu was in his goblin shape, staring out the window. ‘Can we go now?’ he asked, desperate to get underway.
Kelly looked at Wiri. ‘First, can I ask just one last thing. Please?’ Her voice was low and serious.
Wiri nodded.
‘We won’t have time later, and I need to know. Tell me about Wai-aroha.’
Wiri looked at her, and then at Mat. ‘Are you sure?’
Kelly hesitated, then nodded firmly.
Wiri closed his eyes, looking tired, and as ancient as Hakawau. ‘Puarata took me to Wellington, in 1964, in July. Winter time. It was cold and wet, and the wind was enough to strip your clothes and freeze you naked. We had been there before, to study, and for Puarata to mix and mingle with powerful men of your world—Maori politicians, Pakeha businessmen. But this trip he was looking for recruits.
‘He had taken several apprentices over the previous decades. Most were not strong enough to cope and ended up dead. Some, like Donna Kyle, have proved worthy. He recruited her around 1960. There are others, not many. Most failed.
‘He looks for artistic talent and anger. The artistry shows imagination—it is vital that a sorcerer can imagine things, and imagine them richly, so those things can be brought into being. Puarata used to make them imagine fire, and try to use that visualisation to make real fire. This was after he had given them ointments and potions that would either kill them, or make them into a sorcerer. The potion was distilled from the blood of the fairy folk—from patupaiarehe and turehu. The drinker’s body would either accept the potion, or die. Donna lived, as did others. Most didn’t.
‘There was a young artist he believed had potential—a mean-spirited little man called Francis Scoreson. Puarata told me to get close to him if I could, to ascertain his demeanour. He arranged for me to be introduced to Scoreson. Puarata himself was too busy with the politicians, so I was on my own. I was still rebellious, looking for ways to escape. I’m sure he sensed this, because he gave me very tight instructions. I couldn’t mention him, I couldn’t talk to others unless I had to, I couldn’t talk about myself, I could do nothing that would arouse suspicion. I was fenced in with “do nots” but for once, this worked in my favour.
‘Scoreson was a nasty piece of work, but didn’t have the degree of talent Puarata required. But one of the other artists did—Wilomina Stephenson, who was of course, Mat’s relative Wai-aroha. We met at a party—everyone was sooo polite, pretending we weren’t Maori and we spent a lot of time together. Her art was amazing—very expressive, quite troubled. But she was too pure of heart for Puarata. I reported her skill to him, as I had to. He changed his attentions to her, but wasn’t so thorough with his orders, as he was in a hurry. He left some gaps, which I saw I might be able to exploit.
‘I was pretending to be a buying agent. When she asked questions, Puarata’s orders forced me to be evasive and she became increasingly frustrated with me. I was…drawn to her…she was attractive, very lively and animated. She found my half-answers annoying. Finally she told me to either tell her who I really was, or leave her alone.
‘This was the chance I’d been waiting for. She had directed me to tell all or leave her alone, but under Puarata’s orders, I was forbidden to do either. Two orders that directly contradicted each other. I was forbidden to do either…but could not do neither…I must have swayed and nearly fainted, which drew strange looks from the other partygoers…I nearly blacked out…but when I recovered, I found I was freed from either restraint. Suddenly I could talk to her!
‘I convinced her to leave the party, and found a quiet corner of a bar on Featherston Street. I told her what I could. My true story was too fantastical to be believed. I told her instead that Puarata was blackmailing me. That he had stolen my family’s fortune and ruled my life. That I could be freed if he could be separated from a bone tiki he wore about his neck. It was evidence, I told her, that would allow other property to be returned to my family.
‘It wasn’t the most watertight set of lies ever told, but Wai-aroha believed me. I think she wanted to believe anything I said. She was swept up in my story—I was a young well-dressed Maori man, handsome and intelligent. We talked about her art. She talked about past boyfriends who had hurt her. We talked with our eyes…
‘Was it love? I don’t know. It felt like it, for both of us. We kissed. She promised she would get the tiki. I told her, once she had it, that if she thought of me, and held the tiki in her hand, I would come. It sounds ridiculous now…we were speaking words of love, and to her, it was just something lovers said. I warned her about Puarata, that he was a dangerous gangster. She said she would hide from him, even if she had to leave her art-world name behind her. We parted slowly, gazing back at each other as we separated, making promises…
‘I returned to my rooms. Puarata and I had been staying at the Saint George Hotel on Willis Street, the grandest place in town. I had one room, he had another. He would let me have a room so I could study modern life, so I would be more useful to him.
But that night when I returned to the hotel, he was angry. He had found that I had left the party with Wai-aroha and realised something had happened that affected his control of me. He began to question me, demanding answers. I thought the game was up, and that I had placed Wai-aroha in deadly danger. But we were interrupted. A Minister of the Crown arrived, anxious to speak to this influential East Coast Maori leader. Puarata was distracted. ‘You will keep,’ he said to me. I thought he would send me to my room, but instead, he banished me back into the tiki. This was a disaster.
‘I could sense much, as I lay trapped inside the tiki. I heard Puarata and the Minister talk and joke. They drank whiskey, and talked of electoral boundaries. They made plans that would benefit them both. Then, the Minister became drunk.
‘One of the effects of the potion that conveys sorcerous powers is that it gives the sorcerer a taste for blood, just like the fairies whose blood the potion contains. When the Minister was asleep, Puarata drank some of his whiskey-tainted blood, and fell asleep, drunk and satisfied. I lay upon his breast in the tiki, helpless, praying that Wai-aroha would not come.
‘But Wai-aroha came after midnight. She had gone to my room first and found it empty. Then she stole into Puarata’s room—the door wasn’t locked. She saw the two men sleeping, but didn’t lose her courage. She took the tiki, with me inside, and crept away. I was free, but I was still trapped.
‘She was as good as her word. She left the name of Wilomina Stephenson behind, and took refuge with Hinemoa, her cousin. She hid, and then she waited. But as time passed I felt her go from joyous expectation, to doubt, to fear. She heard stories from Hinemoa of people looking for her and held the tiki in her hands as she called for me.
‘But she didn’t have the knowledge. She didn’t have enough power and training to release me. Sometimes she sensed me, in her dreams. I was calling to her, hoping, praying that somehow she would work out how to get me out. But she never did. And over the years her hold on reality cracked, and she went mad. Hinemoa tried to cope, but Wai became suicidal, and had to be sedated and locked away. Only her father knew where she was, and when she was institutionalised, he hid her memory.
‘I felt her age and die, and I could do nothing. Perhaps I will see her again, if I walk the paths to the spirit world. I hope so. So I can explain, and apologise.’
Wiri looked at Kelly. Both had tears running down their cheeks. ‘Did that tell you what you wanted to know?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know,’ replied Kelly, her lips shaking. ‘I’m not sure what I wanted to hear. But thank you. I’m so sorry, how it all turned out…’
They sat in silence for a long time. Finally Fitzy stood up on the backseat. ‘Hey, kids. Sorry to spoil the moment, but we’ve got to move or else something nasty is gonna come down that road and we’ll be in big trouble.’
Wiri and Kelly looked back him, and nodded. Kelly started the RAV4 and swung onto the trail to the cape.
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Cape Reinga
The road had faded to a dirt track, and the light was becoming shadowy. From somewhere, clouds had begun to gather, to the north, in the direction they were heading. When they topped a rise, the sight was even stranger. The sky ahead was blue, but the rainbow they had seen before arched over the cape, from east to west, and beyond it was shadow and darkness, as if it was a gateway into a storm.
Mat was watching out the window, trying to think ahead to what might be awaiting them, when Kelly suddenly braked, crying aloud. Thrown against the back of the seats before him, he looked forward, in time to see a pale shape drift into the forest. Kelly was shaking.
‘There was a woman! Did you see her? I nearly hit her!’ she said, her hand to her mouth.
‘Don’t worry,’ said Wiri. ‘She is only a ghost.’
Kelly raised an eyebrow, and swallowed. For a second she looked like she might scream, but she let out her breath and grinned. ‘A ghost! Was that supposed to be reassuring?’
‘Well, you can’t kill her any deader,’ said Wiri lightly. ‘Let’s go on, wahine.’
Kelly gripped the steering wheel and blew out a deep breath. ‘Ghosts!’ she exclaimed with rich sarcasm. ‘Ghosts! Right! Fine! See them every day! Hey everyone—I see dead people. Must be my sixth sense. No worries, mate! Let’s just do it!’ Her voice rose with every word, to a tone verging on hysteria.
Wiri just nodded. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘We’ve left normality a long way behind.’
Kelly took another deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘Yeah. The things we do, eh?’
The RAV4 roared back into life, and bounced up the next slope. They passed under the arch of the rainbow, and into a darkening sky. It was as if they had driven from morning to twilight in the blink of an eye. The ghosts became more common, pale shreds of people drifting back and forth, as though lost. Behind them the rainbow still stood, and the bright day receded as they drove on. It was like looking from inside a darkened tunnel, toward the light. But ahead, the day was darkening. They crested a rise, and saw what Puarata had prepared for them. 


Only half a kilometre ahead a shifting, half-seen knot of transparent pale shapes seethed, heaving, toward the cape and then boiled backward, like a sea that tries to break over a sea-wall and is repulsed.
The breakwater holding them back was a line of earth, which had been dug across the narrow strip of land that led to the pohutukawa. Mat could see the tree itself beyond, teasingly close. The wall was manned by ranks of small warriors—kehua goblins. They had dark skin and strange, bird-like faces, and brandished mere and taiaha. Before the kehua were six robed and hooded humans, gathered about a tall, heavily carved totem. The creatures on the totem had paua for eyes; the totem was daubed in red ochre so that it gleamed as if dripping blood. Something about it seemed alive, even from that distance. Kneeling, tied to the foot of the totem, was a small woman with a tangle of red-brown hair hiding her bowed face. She was slumped, semi-conscious at best. Mat recognised his mother with a tightening in his stomach. Above her, towering over his apprentices, was Puarata.
Mat looked at Wiri. ‘What has he done?’
Wiri looked at Kelly, then answered Mat. ‘He has created a barrier, to prevent the dead from escaping this world.’
‘Why?’ Mat thought for a second, and then answered the question himself. ‘Because you can’t escape. Unless I take you back into the tiki and carry you through. And that would leave just Kelly and me against all of them.’
Kelly scowled. ‘Let’s just run them over.’
Wiri shook his head. ‘See the earthworks? Even the RAV can’t get over that.’
‘I wonder what’s on the real world side,’ said Mat.
‘Couldn’t be worse,’ said Kelly. ‘Can you get us over, Mat?’
Mat closed his eyes, held the koru, and tried to wish them back to the real world. But at once he felt something hammer at his consciousness, and gasping, opened his eyes. ‘I can’t do it!’ he panted. ‘Something stopped me.’
Wiri looked up and back at the rainbow arch. ‘Ah…so that is the purpose of the rainbow gate. He has made this place his own. You cannot shift out of it.’
Kelly looked behind them. ‘Let’s go back. We could try again on the other side of the rainbow.’
Mat looked at Wiri. The warrior seemed about to nod, but when they glanced back, it seemed that dark clouds were gathering behind them, in the south. He peered through narrowed eyes. ‘I don’t think we can. We’re out of time. Something is coming. We have about half an hour before we’re trapped. We have to try now.’
He looked down the slope to the waiting tohunga and his minions, only one hundred metres away. One of the apprentices, a plump balding man who looked like an office clerk, was stumbling down the earthworks holding a handkerchief aloft.
‘It seems they want to talk,’ observed Wiri, his voice flat. ‘That’s Benjamin Platt. I remember him from before Wai stole the tiki. He fancies himself as Puarata’s right-hand man, but he’s second rate.’
Platt stepped confidently to within a few metres. He was sweating in the stifling air, but spoke to Mat with oily contempt. ‘The master wishes to trade with you, boy. Give him the tiki, and you’ll have your mother back, and the right to return home safely. I’d advise you to accept. The alternative is death, and my master takes the tiki from your corpse.’
Mat stared up at the man helplessly and Platt sniggered. ‘Don’t wait too long, boy. Or we’ll kill you anyway. Just for fun…’ He looked down contemptuously as Fitzy whimpered, and crawled forward. ‘Ha! Even your dog seems to know his master.’ He bent down, oozing smugness. ‘Here, doggy…’
Mat held his breath.
‘Come here, mutt,’ purred Platt. Fitzy crawled up to him, and licked his fingers. He laughed.
And Fitzy changed.
It began with his legs. They twisted backward and upward, even as his abdomen distended. It was as if a shiny ball of darkness was swallowing the dog from within, even the dog head fell backward into the ball of darkness, and more legs sprouted and then it leapt onto the apprentice. A spider the size of a cat clung to his face, its legs caught about the gleaming bald head, huge fangs poised above each of the man’s eyes. Platt gave a half-shriek, then whimpered and nearly fell.
‘Steady!’ hissed the turehu in a sibilant whisper. ‘Stand up straight. If you move I will kill you. Understand?’
Platt let out a soft whine that sounded a little like assent.
‘Good…now stand still.’ The spider shape slowly shifted, shrinking as it crawled in behind Platt’s neck. As the man’s face was uncovered, Mat saw a look of naked terror. His eyes were nearly rolled back in his sockets, and his skin was grey, his lips nearly blue. Fitzy hissed at him. ‘Now, slime…I am behind your neck, hidden in the hood of your robe. Bear in mind that the amount of poison I can pump into you will kill you in seconds. Understand?’
Platt nodded weakly. His balance wavered and there was a sudden stench and a patch of wetness on the front of his robe. He had lost control of his bladder, and was trembling so much he could barely stand.
‘Cowardly scum,’ continued Fitzy in the same chilling whisper. ‘You are going to walk back, with me in your hood. You will not betray my presence. You will act as if all is going well. Otherwise I’ll kill you for fun and we’ll think up a new plan.’
‘If you kill me the master will kill the woman,’ said Platt in a weak voice, attempting bravado.
‘Perhaps,’ agreed Fitzy. ‘But that won’t help you, will it?’
The attempt at defiance collapsed, and he nearly fell at Wiri’s feet.
‘Let’s go,’ said Wiri.
Fitzy made Platt walk before them, shouting ‘they agree, master, they agree’ in a quavering voice. They followed him, heads down.
‘What are we going to do?’ asked Kelly quietly.
Wiri thought for a moment, then replied in a low voice. ‘Fitzy, go for Puarata to distract him, but don’t get too close. I’ll try and grab Mat’s mother. Mat, you stay back. Once we’ve got your mother out, they lose their bargaining chip and it becomes a fight instead of a hostage situation.’
‘What should I do?’ asked Kelly.
‘Stay out of trouble.’
‘Not a chance,’ she replied grimly. 


They got to within a few metres of the waiting tohunga and his apprentices. Puarata looked like an ancient king, his hair around his face like the mane of a lion. His face was set, his eyes triumphant. About his shoulders was a deep green cloak of tui feathers, and in his hand a pounamu mere, intricately carved. Beside him his apprentices looked pale and insipid, but each was cold-eyed, and full of sneering malice. Behind them, on the earth embankment, boiled a host of goblin faces, gesticulating fiercely, with hands and faces.
‘Well Matiu. We meet again. You have caused me some problems, boy. I was right about your potential. If you join me, I could make you great. Very great indeed.’
Mat glared at him, not trusting himself to speak.
Puarata laughed. ‘I see you are too consumed with disappointment and anger to reply. You need not…yet. But think on it, and I will call you again. Never forget that I know where you live, boy.’
The tohunga turned to Wiri. ‘My prodigal son. My Toa. It is good to have you back.’
Wiri didn’t reply, and laid a hand on Kelly’s shoulder to restrain her.
Puarata turned back to Mat. ‘Give it to me, Matiu. You have lost. I have won. Give me the tiki.’
Mat nodded, his eyes on Platt and the spider, visible from behind on the back of his neck, unseen by his master and the other apprentices. The bald man came to within a few feet of Puarata, then suddenly his hand slapped at the back of his neck and he half-turned, his mouth flying open to screech a warning. ‘Mas—’ With a gurgling cry his arms suddenly spread wide, as Fitzy buried fangs the size of fingers in his neck. Puarata and the five apprentices turned toward him, eyes going wide, their mouths opening, their hands moving, as Wiri blurred into motion.
His taiaha appeared in his hands as he leapt, and smashed a grey-haired woman to Puarata’s right to the ground with a sickening crunch. He spun like a dancer, his foot catching Puarata in the chest and throwing the tohunga backward. Puarata staggered, and snarled, and the four remaining apprentices jerked into movement like puppets. Behind them the kehua squealed and gibbered. Their ranks parted and Tupu appeared atop the earthworks, bellowing.
Platt had collapsed screaming, spittle and blood spurting from his mouth, quivering until he went rigid. A snarling reptilian form erupted from his hood and darted through the apprentices toward the totem, where Mat’s mother crouched. As a male apprentice—a horribly ordinary red-haired man—reached toward her, knife in hand, the turehu sank his teeth into the man’s wrist, and the knife fell. Kelly darted forward, snatched the blade and slashed at the knots tying Colleen Douglas to the totem. Wiri smashed another apprentice aside—a pencil-thin girl with bloodshot eyes and scarred arms. Mat heard bones splinter as she fell motionless, and the others fled back up the slope, screaming, into the ranks of advancing kehua.
Puarata had rolled away, out of reach, his eyes ablaze. Tupu roared like a bull, and charged down the slope. Wiri paused half a second, caught between a desire to strike again at Puarata, to fight Tupu, or to grab Colleen Douglas. He chose the latter, swept Colleen up in his arms and staggered backward. Kelly came up behind him, waving the knife and snarling like a wildcat, slashing about her to create space to retreat. It seemed an inadequate gesture—there were seconds to spare before Tupu and kehua reached them, and they were engulfed…Mat stared up at the totem, then almost in a dream he lifted the knife he had taken from Donna Kyle’s office, and plunged it into the right eye of the totem.
With a burst of rainbow light, a massive concussion threw him through the air like a toy. Roaring filled his ears like a huge bell, like a massive wave, and he spun dizzyingly, to plough into the earth feet from the edge of the ridge, fifteen metres from where the totem had stood.
He looked about, dazed. He couldn’t hear, and blood was pouring from his nose. Wiri and his mother were lying nearby. The warrior was getting to his feet, but his mother was limp, unconscious. Kelly was on her face in the dirt six metres beyond them, but moving gingerly. Fitzy was nowhere to be seen.
He looked back at the totem. It stood, but it was split in two, and blackened as if a fire had half-consumed it. About it were strewn the fallen apprentices. Puarata was staggering to his feet, as was Tupu—the kehua had been blown backward like twigs.
Something pale swam past his eyes. Something transparent, shaped like a woman. It was the ghost they had seen on the road to the cape. She was moving toward the tree, unimpeded now by the totem. Other pale shapes followed her—Puarata’s forbidding was broken.
Wiri could get through now…he could fight… 


Puarata rose with blood spattered across his face, and bellowed aloud in words Mat couldn’t follow. He saw the pale ghost-figures ripple, then something swept them backward. Wiri was swept aside, as if some hidden mind were tearing at his flesh, ripping pieces of him into the winds. Mat got to his feet, yelling, expecting to be blown aside but there was no wind that affected him, only a ghost-wind that flowed from Puarata and ripped into the phantoms as they gathered, tearing them apart like cobwebs in a storm.
Mat saw the ghosts, and Wiri with them, re-form a hundred metres further back. Kelly was bent over his mother’s prone form, and he stumbled toward them, helping move her away to safety. Fitzy flowed to his side, in dog form again, blood soaking one flank. In the distance, on the earthworks, the kehua were regaining their feet, and Tupu also, shaking his massive head.
‘That was well done, Mat,’ panted Fitzy. ‘But we’ve got to do more. They’re about to attack.’
Mat turned to face their enemies, trembling with fright. They had freed his mother, but there was no more time. The kehua were gathering themselves to charge, Tupu rousing them for the fray. About them ghosts boiled ineffectually, repulsed by Puarata’s power. His mother lay unconscious, limp as a broken doll. He looked back toward the RAV4. Maybe they could run? But the darkness was sweeping in from the south. He heard an engine roaring, something coming near. Wiri’s eyes were blazing with suicidal desperation. Kelly’s looked blank, in shock, as if everything she had seen was now too much to bear. Puarata was on his feet, roaring, and the wind behind him grew, slashing at the pallid forms of the ghosts that massed about Wiri.
A car skidded close to them and the doors fell open. It was Manu and Captain Spriggs. Their faces were grim, but they had weapons. They turned, and helped another man from the car. Tama Douglas.
Mat gasped. His father’s face was swollen with mottled bruises, purple and livid red. One eye was nearly closed and he moved with awkward discomfort. But move he did, yelling defiance at Puarata, then falling upon his unconscious wife. Tears stung Mat’s eyes and he turned. Winds tore from Puarata’s hands, and the kehua massed behind the tohunga makutu, baying for blood.
A hand touched his shoulders. He had fallen to his knees without realising. It was a ghost, pulling him to his feet.
It was Hakawau, the tohunga. ‘Come, Mat,’ Hakawau said. ‘It is time to lead the haka. It is time to fight.’
Mat looked around him. At the ghosts. They were warriors, Maori and Pakeha. Some carried mere and taiaha, others bore muskets and swords. Many were ordinary men and women from the modern world. They were pale, transparent, but they saw him. The air was deathly cold. He shuddered, and looked up, at his enemy, at Puarata looming above, spitting rage. He looked at the spirit of Hakawau. ‘Are you dead?’ he asked.
‘No,’ answered the tohunga. ‘But I am with you, as a spirit. I am here.’
Mat turned, and looked down the line of ghosts, who were staring up at the tohunga in confusion and dismay. He let himself go then, let his senses flow into the ghosts, until he could feel them, feel their lost, sorrowful pain, feel their hunger to leave this world, feel their anger at being thwarted, and feel their strength.
Behind him he heard the storm snap and howl, but he didn’t look back. What would be, would be. He went into a crouch, slapped his thighs, and felt the mana of the warrior flow into his being. He wondered if he would remember the words, but they flowed from his mouth as naturally as breathing.
‘KIA MAU.’
He shouted alone at first, and then Wiri and Manu joined him, leading the call to battle.
‘RINGA PAKIA.’
The Maori among the dead replied in a sibilant hiss. ‘PAKIA PAKIA.’
The Pakeha dead looked about them, and from the memories of their lives—of seeing the haka on a marae, or classroom lessons, or watching it on television before a rugby test—they found the words and actions.
‘PAKIA PAKIA,’ they all repeated now, a hundred chill voices, and they slapped their thighs in time. Mat could feel an energy building from them, and he looked up at the kehua, saw them waving their weapons defiantly, but he sensed a sudden uncertainty among them, and felt a terrifying thrill.
Wiri stalked before the ranks of living and dead.
‘WAEWAE TAKAHIA KIA KINO,’ he called.
As one they all stamped their right foot and replied. ‘E KINO NEI HOKI.’
Wiri grinned ferociously, and shouted the famous words.
‘KA MATE! KA MATE!’
‘KA ORA KA ORA,’ they yelled back at him, Pakeha and Maori spirits together answering the call.
‘KA MATE! KA MATE!’
‘KA ORA KA ORA.’
And then they all joined in one voice.
‘TENEI TE TANGATA,
PUHURU HURU,
NANA I TIKI MAI,
WHAKAWHITI TE RA.’
Down the line, Mat saw Manu, his fox-like face blazing, teeth bared. He saw Timothy Spriggs, caught up in an alien culture he didn’t understand, but a battle fury he embraced instinctively. He saw Kelly, howling out her fury with her red hair blazing like some Irish war goddess. He saw his father, his battered face and aching body forgotten in the heat of the dance. He saw his mother raise her head and look, through the ghosts and the living, at him, and she nodded. She smiled dazedly.
He turned to face the foe. He felt himself swell, and seized the tiki in his left hand. It swelled like a ball of light, and in his right the koru knot also, so that it too burst like a flower of might, becoming twin patu, of bone and pounamu, light as a feather in his hand, gleaming with a trail of white and green light.
‘ARA UPANE ARA UPANE,
ARA UPANE KUPANE,
WHITI TE RA.’
He shouted, ‘HE!’ with the others, and they ran toward the earthen wall. There was a blur beside him and suddenly Wiri was running there, virile and strong.
‘Ah, brother, it is good to be here,’ he called to Mat, a grim smile on his lips. He raised his taiaha and sprinted ahead.
A look of baffled fury mottled Puarata’s face, and his chanting faltered. He screamed for the kehua to advance, but the goblin men stood their ground, bracing to meet the charge. Their pupils widened and their shoulders hunched, and they looked about them to see the lie of the land. To check the lines of retreat.
‘What’s the matter?’ yelled Timothy Spriggs. ‘Don’t you fancy it anymore, you scum?’
Manu raised his hand and emptied his pistol into the frayed ranks of the goblins, then tossed it aside and raised a trooper’s sword. They smashed into the kehua lines.
Before Mat a goblin raised a club and Mat swung, his greenstone patu shattering the club of the goblin, and then slamming into the goblin itself, and it flew apart like clay. Wiri swept his taiaha in a roundhouse swing that shattered three kehua in one blow. Puarata was shrieking as he fell back through the ranks of his own fighters, who were giving ground all along the line. Spriggs and Manu were slashing with blurred blades, and the kehua were shrieking, turning to flee, their stomach for the fight wavering. Kelly and Mat were carried away with the moment, lashing out with abandon, forgetful that anything may strike back. And few did. The fear that had struck the goblins when they charged had dissipated their resistance. They parried, they cowered, and they fled, all along the line. And where a ghost clawed at them, they fell howling, clutching at the wounds and screaming as if their very soul had been torn. As perhaps it had.
The remaining apprentices tried to mass at the top of the rise, chanting, arms spread wide, invoking power. But their voices were lost in the winds, and their words swept away. The fleeing kehua smacked into them, knocked them down, tore at them as they tried to flee, and the flight became a rout.
‘Tally ho, Mat!’ yelled Spriggs as he and Manu swept up the slope. Tama Douglas swung a rifle, breaking a kehua with the butt. Mat felt a joy that was near to bursting. He heard Kelly yelling at him, and turned to see her, a few yards away, scaling the rampart with a bloodied club in her hands.
‘Go Mat! Go! Do it!’
He remembered himself, remembered the tiki, and even as he did, it reformed itself from the patu shape he had given it. He scurried to the top of the earthworks, Wiri bounding to his side, and together they looked beyond to the cape itself. Kelly reached them a second later and the three of them gazed at the final challenge.
Beyond the earthworks the ground fell, and then rose again to the lip of the cliffs. They were taller here, more forbidding than in the real world, and the pohutukawa at the edge of the cliff held a subtle vortex woven into its branches, that sucked and pulled at the air. The air was pure and clean as if it had just rained, and crackled with electricity, the light twilight, the red blooms of the tree swirling and pulsing like spiralling galaxies.
Waiting before the tree was Puarata. A final dozen kehua were snarling at his feet, but Mat could sense the uncertainty of their threadbare defiance. Puarata held another bone tiki in his hands, and it flashed bone-white as Tupu materialised at his side. The bestial warrior snarled even as he came into being, a mere in either hand. Wiri answered, and exploded toward him, whirling his taiaha as he came to meet his foe. Tupu swung even as Wiri ducked and rolled, and slammed the taiaha into his legs, so that Tupu crashed to the ground. Wiri was up faster and he swung overhand, his taiaha hammering down, even as Tupu raised a mere, and the two weapons met with a resounding crack. The taiaha splintered even as the mere shattered, and Wiri staggered back, tossing aside the broken taiaha. He pulled out his patu, as Tupu roared and stood, swinging as he came. His mere was a green blur as it arced around, and it caught Wiri’s weapon and smashed it aside, then his fist caught Wiri and threw him onto his back, half-stunned, but already moving. Tupu bent and struck, missing Wiri’s head by inches as he rolled aside, and cast about for a weapon.
‘Wiri!’ yelled Mat, and he threw the koru patu, just as Tupu stood again and bellowed. Wiri leapt over a knee-cap shattering swing and caught the koru patu in one movement, then used it to block a shattering blow. The weapons chimed together and Tupu staggered back, blinded by a burst of green light, as his mere split apart. Wiri caught him a glancing blow to the head, he lurched back, then launched himself at Wiri, arms spread wide to engulf him.
Faster than sight, Wiri went backward, his feet thrusting upward. Tupu howled as his momentum took him over Wiri, flying through the air, to slam into Puarata. The tohunga’s face suddenly widened, and in reflex, he raised Tupu’s tiki, mouthing words to protect himself, already too late. The two men went down in a stunned heap, then Tupu faded, pulled from existence in the flash of thought. Puarata floundered furiously, deprived of his champion by his own hand, beginning to rise, already trying to bring the warrior back. For an instant, the way was clear. Mat ran forward, past him, and burst heedlessly through the scattering kehua, who shrieked and fled when suddenly faced with Tupu’s disappearance, throwing themselves from the ridge and into the sea, rather than face these powerful foes. Before him was the weathered rock of the point, and the twisted, battered form of the pohutukawa. The vivid red flowers coloured the drab landscape, shining on his face, lighting the path to the land of the dead. For a second it all froze in his mind. The pohutukawa. The tiki. The fallen tohunga makutu, trying frantically to rise. Wiri, his eyes bright as a prayer. And then his arm went back and he threw the tiki and watched it sail, in slow motion, arcing through the air, toward the tree.
Behind him he sensed rather than saw Kelly, fallen to her knees, her mouth open in a cry of loss. His father, rifle raised, staring down at the chaos in disbelief. His mother, calling his name. Manu, and Spriggs, paused in the very act of striking at the retreating goblin men. The ghosts, chill eyes on the pohutukawa, seeking the gate to the next world…and the gateway opened.
Flame welled from the tree, and blossomed into a tunnel of fire, bending the air and the light and the fabric of the world until the air rippled and ripped. It swallowed the tiki, and Mat heard Wiri cry out, as if in pain. Then the ghosts were streaming past, a cold rush of cloud heaving with voices calling Mat’s name, calling out to God, calling out to loved ones. Wiri got to his feet, staggered as the ghost-wind poured through him, and suddenly he was rising, swept, blown along before this soul-wind.
‘Wiri!’ Mat called, realising too late that this was their last moment, and they hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye. The warrior raised a hand, his mouth forming words he had no time to speak. Kelly screamed, from back on the earthworks, and Wiri was gone, blown into the rift in the air. Vanished. More spirits flew past, and then the gap began to close, like a wound healing. The wind subsided and the tongues of flame became flowers again, the red tongue-like blooms of the pohutukawa.
‘Wiri!’ Mat called again, but he was gone. Tears streamed down his face. He turned back, to look at the earthworks. The goblins were gone, all of them slain, or fled. The ghosts were gone, apart from one pale being who flowed down the slope toward him.
‘Haere Ra, Matiu,’ said Hakawau. ‘You have done well here. I hope we will meet again, but you will excuse an old tired man if he leaves now, for rest. Haere Ra.’ Mat watched blankly as the spirit of the tohunga faded away to the south, gone in seconds, winking out of sight, seeking his body far away in Maungatautari Pa.
He looked up at the line of people standing on the earthworks. His father was holding his mother in his arms, a sight that made a sudden music swell in his chest. Kelly was on her knees, face in her hands. He saw Spriggs and Manu clasping hands, smiling. He began to stagger back toward them.
Suddenly all of the faces turned to him, and eyes widened, jaws dropped, even as he sensed a cold shadow fall on him.
Puarata had risen, his face gaunt, blood on his temple from where Tupu had collided with him. He was choking on spittle, his mouth opened as though struggling to enclose the teeth that seemed to sprout in his maw. His eyes were livid, his face twisted in hideous fury. He roared, and reached for Mat with taloned hands.
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Back from the dead
Do you think the loss of a trinket is enough to destroy me, boy?’ snarled Puarata. ‘I am still here, and you will find out how much strength remains in me!’
Mat heard his mother scream, and Kelly calling, and bullets ripped past him, striking Puarata’s chest, but even though he staggered at the impact, the tohunga makutu didn’t flinch. There was no blood, just a tear in his flesh. He laughed, raising a claw to slash, and Mat could think of nothing. All he could hear was a small voice in the back of his head saying, ‘Well, you tried…’
A shaft of wood erupted from Puarata’s chest, and he suddenly staggered, eyes widening in disbelief. The pointed handle of a taiaha had pierced him from behind. Both hands flew to the spike, and his knees buckled.
‘No!’ he choked, his voice cracking, and Mat leapt away as he slowly pitched forward, onto his face. A metre of polished wood was sticking from his back.
Even as he fell he looked up, and reached out, but Mat jerked backward, out of reach. The earth seemed to boil, then dozens of clay hands reached out of the soil, and pulled his body downward, until it was swallowed by the earth at Mat’s feet. The taiaha was all that was left, jutting from the earth.
A young Maori warrior plucked it from the ground, a thoughtful look on his face.
‘Wiri!’ yelled Mat, his eyes lit up, and he leapt at him.
Seconds later Kelly was there, sobbing and holding them both. Mat rubbed delirious tears away. All I seem to do is cry, he thought furiously, but then his parents wrapped him into their arms, and there were more tears.
He pulled away, feeling a heat from the light of the pohutukawa. A tunnel hung in the air, an entrance to the spirit world. A woman stood watching him. She was young and old, with thin bird-like features, and a rippling curtain of black hair. She held the curtain of fire open and her hand reached through. ‘William! Wiremu!’
It was Wai-aroha.
Wiri stood and turned. Kelly clutched at his arm.
The warrior stood, frozen. He looked about him, at the windswept cape, and the debris of the fight. He looked at Mat, and Kelly, and his friends. He looked at Fitzy, the turehu sitting like a malicious child on a rock. And then he looked at Wai-aroha.
It was as if a cord of light bound them. She called him again, and he wavered, looked down, and then across at Kelly, who had fallen to her knees again, her face upturned and pleading.
‘Do I have a choice?’ he asked, his voice lost as a child’s.
The bird face went still. And then it nodded, slowly. ‘Ai-eee. My love. My Wiremu! You have a choice.’ Wai-aroha’s face was bereft.
Wiri fell to his knees, and clasped Kelly to his chest. He kissed her, then stood shakily. He walked toward Wai-aroha, standing in the tunnel of fire. Her eyes kindled with renewed hope, then she shook her head. ‘My love, my love. You have the chance to live. To have the life you should have had. And I can wait here forever.’
‘But…’
‘You must stay, my love. You must live.’
‘Then I choose…I choose life,’ he choked out.
‘Ai-eeee. So be it. Be happy, my love. I will wait for you. I have all of forever, to wait…’ And then she was gone. The fires flickered and vanished, and the wind stopped, as though the whole of creation had drawn breath. And then it exhaled… 
They regathered their possessions, and made a fire at the top of the headland. Manu and Timothy were drinking a bottle of scotch they had pulled from their car, and laughing softly. Wiri and Kelly were wrapped in each other’s arms, whispering. Tama Douglas was tending to Colleen. The sight filled Mat with warmth. Fitzy had taken dog-form, and was lying in Mat’s lap, looking very contented. Mat had a water-bottle in his hand and was sipping it slowly, looking out at the starry night.
‘That was a terrible thing to do to a taiaha, bro,’ Manu told Wiri, the merriment in his voice undermining his serious face. ‘It’s not a spear, bro, it’s a club. You don’t throw the bloody thing! You’ll give us all a bad name. Make these local tribes think Ngati Tautari don’t know how to fight properly.’
Wiri laughed, and ate a mouthful of fish.
They had added logs after the cooking, making a bonfire. Spriggs had bought some vegetables, fish and crayfish from a local fisherman, and he and Manu had built a hangi. Puarata’s rainbow was gone, and with it the dark clouds. The afternoon had been vividly blue, and the evening was balmy.
Mat was sitting stroking Fitzy, who apart from a scab on his head, seemed none the worse for wear. His parents were talking softly, casting long shadows on the dunes. Each wore the greenstone pendant Mat had made for them, the koru and the Celtic knot. Mat’s neck felt oddly naked.
Wiri was sitting with the men, Kelly curled in a crook of his arm. She hadn’t let him go since he came back from the gateway.
‘When I went into the paths to the spirit world, I could look back and still see everything,’ he’d told them earlier. ‘And I seemed to have a choice. I could go on, and join the spirits on the way to the next world, or I could return. And when I saw Puarata rise, I chose to return. Although, I think I’d already decided by then to come back…
‘You gave me back my people, at the trial,’ he told Mat. ‘Now, you’ve given me back my life. One more time to live. I think I’m mortal now, so I have sixty-odd years. And I’m not going to miss a second of it,’ he added, gazing at Kelly.
Mat listened to Manu and Spriggs tease Wiri again about the taiaha, and about Kelly, and heard Kelly join in, throwing their jibes back at them until they were all laughing. Fitzy woofed happily, and his parents came to sit with him, one on either side. Together they watched the sun go down. 


Manu and Spriggs had used the keys Mat had thrown them to escape, and fled into old Auckland in the confusion at Donna Kyle’s house. They had found a place where they could get into modern Auckland, stolen a car, and followed Mat north as fast as they could, not daring to come too close to Puarata, but hoping for an opportunity to intervene. ‘Which we did,’ concluded Spriggs. ‘In the nick of time, and right on the money.’
Dad looked at Mat. ‘I was a prisoner of the gunmen Puarata had hired. But two gentlemen…’
‘He means us,’ put in Manu, his hand on Spriggs’ shoulder.
‘…these two gentlemen caught up with us north of Whangarei at a petrol station, and fair beat the crap out of Puarata’s men. I didn’t know what was going on until they said they knew you, Mat. But I’m very grateful.’
Mat looked at his father. It was hard, thinking back on how things had been, and how his father had sided with Puarata. He was glad Tama had finally realised Puarata was the enemy and not his own son…but he still felt hesitant.
Tama Douglas saw his hesitation, and seemed on the verge of trying to justify himself, but Colleen whispered something and he fell silent.
Mat looked at them both, and wondered if this ordeal really was over.
‘I’m sorry, son,’ said Dad, finally. ‘I let myself be blinded by Puarata, and suddenly, he seemed to own me, and I couldn’t think anymore. All I seemed able to do was whatever he wanted. And all the while I could see everything I was doing wrong, then and in the past, as though Puarata were showing me a movie of my life, running in my head, showing me every stupid thing I’ve ever done. Like throwing away my marriage. And making my son fear me, and hate his own heritage. I don’t know how to apologise. Can you forgive me? Either of you?’
Mat nodded, a lump in his throat.
Mum looked at him. ‘You can’t take away what has happened, Tama. But maybe I can forgive. I can…think about it. It’s all very easy making promises at a time like this, but it’s not a simple thing you’re asking.’ She looked at Mat, her face clouded. ‘You hearing this Mat? It isn’t simple. Nothing is simple.’ She turned to Tama, and her face softened a little. ‘But we can try.’
They looked at one another, and then slowly Tama drew Colleen into a bear-hug. Mat felt a fierce surge of hope. They pulled him into the embrace, and he buried himself in it. 


What will I do now? Mat thought, much later, staring at the dying fire. There is so much out there. Two worlds to explore, each separate, each entwined in the other. Koru and Celtic knot. Myth and reality. Maori and Pakeha. Mother and father. New Zealand and Aotearoa. Each a part of the other. Where do I start?
He leant against his father’s shoulder, felt his mother grip his hand.
I will start here.
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