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Prologue — Mimir’s Well
NORTH SHORE, AUCKLAND, SIX YEARS AGO
Twelve-year-old Evie van Zelle loved cards and games, and knew dozens of card tricks. She’d been superstitious all her life: wouldn’t cross the path of a black cat, go under a ladder or step on cracks. Every morning she’d shuffle a random card from the deck beside the bed and wear it in her top pocket — low-number cards meant not much would happen, but the big cards meant big stuff. Hearts for friendship, Clubs for family, Spades for school work, and Diamonds for money. She didn’t tell anyone, of course; not because she was embarrassed about it — to her, it was as natural as breathing — but in case telling someone distorted the outcomes.
That morning she drew the Joker, which always meant bad things. She worried all day at school and was scared even to go outside at lunch break, shutting herself in the library instead. Her friends, and she had lots of them, kept filing in to plead with her to come outside and play. When she wouldn’t budge, most of them simply stayed with her, laughing and joking to cheer her up. Evie was always at the centre of things, always surrounded by laughter and dozens of tiny dramas — some people are planets, but others are suns, the centre of the circle that everyone orbits around.
Evie’s father was Dutch and her mother Norwegian. They had given her a Dutch name, Everalda, but all her school friends called her Evie. She had a sunny face, a snub nose and cascades of brown hair. She tanned easily, so much browner than her parents that they joked that she must be part-Maori, with much mock finger-wagging at each other. She loved to run and cycle. An only child, she never went without — Dad’s building company gave them comfortable lives on Auckland’s North Shore. Tears were reserved for dead pets and skinned knees. She always got what she wanted for Christmas and birthdays. Life was a hazy summer that stretched on forever. Until that day, the day she drew the Joker — and something really bad happened.
When the bell rang for home-time, Evie was part of a cluster of girls giggling and jostling as they swarmed out the gates and into parents’ cars or onto bicycles or simply off down the footpath. She was biking home, just a ten-minute ride. By the time she was weaving her way down Walter Street, her mind was already on the biscuit jar waiting at home. The black car that passed her slowly was just another car; she felt none of the warning instincts she’d always had growing up, of when certain people were not to be approached or when a floor was slippery or the traffic too dangerous. She barely registered it at first. But then it slowed, and the passenger window came down. She felt the first chill of danger.


The driver peered at her. Evie glimpsed blonde hair, a hard-faced woman leaning across the passenger seat. She had a Maori moko on her chin even though she was Pakeha.
‘Excuse me,’ the woman said in a cool and terse voice. ‘Is this the way to Spencer Terrace?’
Evie nodded warily as she braked her bike and planted her feet. She was careful not to come too close. Spencer Terrace was where she lived. ‘You take the next right and then the second left.’
The woman smiled. ‘Thank you, Everalda.’
She stared at the woman’s face, wondering how she knew her name. Then instinct took over. Evie threw herself into motion, thrusting her top foot downwards and kicking off. Her bike leapt forward as she surged away from the car. It roared after her.
She jerked the handles and swerved onto the footpath, pedalling furiously. Dips and ramps made by the driveways slowed her, but it was only three more doors to the house of her mum’s friend Molly.
The black car swerved across her path into a driveway and braked. Evie tried to turn, but her front wheel struck the car and buckled. She flew into the side of the car, her face striking the side window and smearing down it. Her knees and shins were barked as she struck the concrete and sprawled in a tangle of handlebars and pedals, crying aloud in pain and fright.
A door opened, fast footsteps crunched the stonework, and then the woman was above her, pinning her down. A thousand terrors imprinted by her parents froze Evie’s mind. The woman clamped a hand over her mouth, then said something, and a kind of electricity fizzed through Evie’s bones. Light swirled, the ground fell away, and Evie felt herself falling into something spongy and wet, still held tight in the woman’s grip. All was suddenly, shockingly, silent. No distant traffic hum, no gulls calling. Silence.
‘Open your eyes, girl.’
She could not help but comply, especially when she realized she was lying on soaking long grass instead of concrete. Her bicycle was gone, and so was the woman’s car. Trees crowded above them both.
She looked up into the eyes of her captor.
The woman had a narrow skull, blonde bobbed hair, and the most intense eyes Evie had ever seen. A face made for scowling regarded her with a cocktail of emotions which Evie could not comprehend. There was triumph, dread, bitterness … and many other things too hard to recognize. The woman was skinny but strong, and smelt of expensive perfume and sweat.
‘Don’t be afraid, girl,’ the woman rasped. ‘I will return you to your home, very soon.’
Evie didn’t believe her. But she sucked in air and steeled herself as the pain from all her bumps and grazes hit her. Blood crept in burning trickles from her knees. She looked around her, breathed in the rich damp air. All about her was bush, a tangle of flax and kowhai, and buzzing sandflies swarming to her blood. A small stream gurgled by, not ten feet away. And the sun looked strange, as though it had a carved face.
She began to tremble.
The woman gripped her chin, pulled her gaze back. ‘Do not be afraid — I’m here to help you,’ she said in a low, hurried voice. ‘You have a Gift, Everalda. I’m here to enhance it, to make it stronger.’ She pulled the Joker from Evie’s pocket and showed it to her. ‘Do you know what this card meant?’
Evie shook her head.
‘It foretold my coming to you,’ the woman told her. ‘It predicted the change I will bring. But ordinary playing cards are too imprecise; they limit you. You are ready for more, girl. You are ready for better tools, and sharper sight. My name is Donna Kyle, and I am here to make your life better.’
Evie didn’t believe that either. But she stayed perfectly still, because she was too terrified to move and the woman’s cold hands were horribly strong. The woman’s raptor eyes pierced Evie through, as if she could see right inside her.
The woman Donna knelt beside her and stroked the cuts on Evie’s knees. With a stinging burn, the skin seemed to sear shut. Evie gasped in alarm, but the woman gripped her chin. ‘Quiet,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘Do you know the story of the Norse god called Odin, Everalda?’
Evie shook her head.
‘He was called the All-Father, the chief of the gods of the Norsemen, the Vikings. He was said to have gained the ability to see glimpses of the future, like you can, only much more clearly.’ Her voice had an odd, hollow tone, as if she were both sceptic and believer. ‘He was, after all, a god.’
Donna stroked her left cheek. Evie wondered if she was to be freed or killed. The woman had to be insane, babbling about make-believe things. And where were they? Where was the street? Where was her bike? How could she get away?


The blonde woman went on. ‘Odin knew that a great danger faced his kindred, but not the nature of that peril. He knew he needed more information. He needed to know the future so that the gods would not be overthrown. So he went to a magical place, called Mimir’s Well. Mimir was a witch, and she gave him prophecy, so that the gods might be able to save themselves. A great gift, don’t you think?’
Evie nodded mutely, seeing that she was expected to.
‘I’m going to give you the same Gift, Evie. Well, in truth I’m going to enhance it in you, for the Gift is already there.’ She leant over her, her thumb tracing a pattern on her cheek, her face filling her sight. ‘Would you like that, Everalda?’
The young girl was too frightened to do other than nod.
Donna sucked in a deep breath, as if steeling herself. ‘I do not mean you ill, Evie, I swear. But this is necessary, if either of us is ever to be free.’
What does she mean?
Donna’s face tightened. Her thumb lifted, right above Evie’s left eye, blocking out half her sight. Her nail was long and sharp. Her face tightened slightly, the only warning Evie got of what came next. Then she gouged downward brutally. Her thumbnail pierced the eyeball and blood sprayed over her hand. Evie screamed all the way into sudden, merciful oblivion.
 
Evie awoke to burning pain, her left eye socket throbbing. She could feel her right eye jerking about in panic, too filled with tears to make of the world anything but a blurry murky smear, like a window in a rainstorm. And the pain was awful … She felt herself falling into unconsciousness again, and some part of her hoped not to wake.
But wake again she did, although who knew after how much time. Evie was wrapped in a blanket in that same clearing, lying on her side. When she touched the left side of her face she found a bandage tightly bound about it.
‘It hurts,’ she heard herself moan. ‘I can’t see.’
‘Hush, child. Pain is fleeting. Your eye will heal and see more clearly than ever before, though not in the way it used to.’ Donna took Evie’s left hand and pulled it away from the bandages. ‘When Odin went to Mimir, she demanded a sacrifice from him in return for the gift of prophecy. She demanded his left eye. Some Adepts require a sacrifice to open their powers fully. You are such a one.’
Evie was in too much pain to understand the words, or why this woman would do such a hideous thing to her. She sobbed quietly, wanting only her mother and father to hold her and make her better.
But the woman would not let her be. ‘Listen to me, Everalda. I will take you back to your world soon. People will think that you have had a fall and hurt your eye. For a while it will be sightless, but you will see things through it at times, important things that you would otherwise not have seen. You will learn how to interpret those visions in your own way. Every seer’s gift is unique to them, though some tools are universally used, like tarot cards. It will come to you naturally, girl. You are a born seer.’
‘I want to go home.’
‘Of course you do, child. And I will take you there now. But remember this: if you try to tell anyone about what has happened here, you will find you can’t; in fact, you will find yourself beginning to choke and pass out. This prohibition extends to writing about the experience. Do you understand? You will never speak of this to anyone.’
Evie nodded mutely.
‘In time you will be grateful, Evie. And you will see me again. I will visit you at times and ask you questions when I need the insight your Gift will bring. You might think me cruel right now, but, believe me, I am your friend.’ She stroked Evie’s cheek. ‘You will help me to be free, one day.’
Then she murmured something, and the world fell away again.
 
Evie awoke to hospital beds and operations, white-faced parents and weeping classmates. She had fallen on her bike and poked her eye on a shrub, they told her: she was lucky to be alive. Some Good Samaritan had saved her life. When she tried to tell them otherwise, she almost asphyxiated. She never tried again.
As promised, she saw Donna Kyle occasionally. Perhaps once every six months, always when she was alone. At times she felt the woman watching her, glimpsed her across a park, or in the street, staring at her. Later, Donna began to visit her, asking for tarot or palm readings — skills she made Evie learn, buying her books on the subjects. At times Donna brought other people, who seemed subservient to her. Evie hated them all. They were callous and sarcastic, condescending and jealous. Sometimes they brought objects for Evie to hold and give opinions on. But most often it was tarot or palm readings, always about themselves, and what might be coming next. Evie was too frightened to lie to them. They would know.
It changed her — how could it not? Her left eye had been blinded, and now was milky-white and ugly. She went through an eyepatch phase and then on to sunglasses. Her loss of depth perception put paid to ball sports and cycling, though she tried to compensate by running. She became more sombre, and her friendships changed. Some girls left her alone, others became closer. She left school after Year Eleven, having never attained the marks she knew she could have. With no other skill or talent, she opened a booth in Victoria Park Market using a loan from her father. Everalda: Fortune-Teller, the sign said. She was good, uncannily good, when she wanted to be. But she also learnt to moderate her predictions in case they scared the punters away, turning her blind eye from the bad things she foresaw, and not talking about them. She was scared to be too accurate and become some kind of public freak show.
She told no-one what had happened. Even though a year or so ago, just after her seventeenth birthday, Donna stopped coming. At first Evie thought it coincidence, but gradually she began to hope that some richly deserved bad thing had happened to the woman. She was still unable to speak of her, but, as the months dragged by and she heard nothing, Evie began to hope that she was, finally, free.






Summons
NAPIER, NOVEMBER
Matiu Douglas wiped the sweat from his eyes with his sleeve without breaking stride, and tried to up his pace. Fifteen metres ahead and loping gracefully, his best friend Riki Waitoa continued to leave him behind. They’d matched pace all the way down to Bluff Hill from Mat’s house at the south end of Marine Parade, and all the way around the hill, but on the home leg Riki had suddenly grinned. ‘See you at home, bro,’ he’d chuckled, and then he was away.
Bloody long-legged greyhound! Mat gritted his teeth and drew deep, sucking in the air and pouring everything he could into regaining ground. The evening offshore breeze whipped at his hair and his breath came in gusts. And still Riki pulled away.
Mat felt a moment of temptation to use certain skills he’d acquired to rejuvenate his muscles. But he let the desire pass: that would be cheating. He struggled on. By the time he got home, a full minute behind his friend, he could barely speak.


‘Aw, man, I reckon you’re getting slower,’ Riki teased, as they lay panting on the front lawn.
‘You’re bloody half rabbit,’ Mat grumped back at him ruefully. ‘I thought your fitness would go off, after the rugby season finished. I thought you’d be straight into the beers again.’
Riki grimaced slightly. ‘Yeah, me too,’ he admitted. ‘But then I figured if I stay off the booze until after the exams, I might get better marks, y’know. No hangovers on exam morning.’
‘How’s that working out?’
‘Yeah, good. We’re — what — halfway through the exams now? I reckon I’m going OK.’ For Riki to be taking anything except rugby and taiaha classes seriously, let alone school work, was a major turn-up. But Mat wasn’t altogether surprised. He and Riki had been through a few hard situations together, some harrowing times that had changed their attitudes. Life was fragile, and you had to put in the hard yards to get through. Although Riki still looked the same — skinny, unkempt and carefree — he worked hard on fitness and self-defence. Now even education had crept onto his radar, to the utter astonishment of his teachers, friends and family.
Mat, who had a mother who was a teacher so had no choice but to study hard, was halfway through the same exams, of course. They were going fine — Level 2 NCEA and he felt like he was aceing it. His parents weren’t having to nag him too much, and they’d about got over the fact that Art was his thing, and that he wasn’t going to be a lawyer like Dad.
The front door opened, and a thin woman with red hair came out, carrying two glasses of real home-made lemonade. ‘Back already, lads!’ Colleen O’Connor, Mat’s mother, trilled in her soft Irish accent. ‘That was quick.’
‘That’s cos we’re super-athletes,’ Riki explained, taking a glass gratefully.
Mat smiled up at his mother as he took his glass, and revelled in the first gloriously soothing mouthful dancing on his tongue. ‘Thanks, Mum.’
‘My pleasure, love. Where’s Tama?’ Colleen asked. ‘We’ve got to go soon.’ Mum was down from her Taupo home to go with Dad to the funeral of a lawyer they had both known. She was staying in a hotel. Mum and Dad still seemed no closer to reconciliation, something her presence here at the former family home threw into sharp relief.
Colleen looked down the driveway and gave a faint smile. ‘Ah, here he is. I better get another glass, then.’
A broad shape staggered down the asphalt to collapse panting onto the lawn beside them. For a full half-minute Tama Douglas lay as if dead, except for the laborious rise and fall of his chest. ‘Am I still alive, or is this hell?’ he groaned.
Riki snickered. ‘It’s Napier, Mr D. Heaven on Earth.’
‘Can’t be Heaven if you two are here,’ Tama replied. ‘Must be Purgatory.’ He eyed Mat. ‘Why did I marry a skinny woman, so she could breed a greyhound for a son?’ He winked at Colleen, who raised a sceptical eyebrow.
‘Yeah, you shoulda married a big lady,’ Riki said, ‘and then had some lard-arsed prop forward son that you could outrun.’
‘Hey, I was a lard-arsed prop!’ Tama protested. ‘Don’t diss the front-row union!’
‘I, for one, am grateful to be born just the way I am,’ Mat put in, looking at his mum.


‘Wait ’til you’re being left behind by your own children, son — then you’ll understand,’ Tama told him. He looked at Colleen. ‘I suppose I’d better shower and get ready.’
The two adults went inside. Riki looked at Mat. ‘Hey, bro, your mum and dad getting it on again?’
Mat pulled a face and shook his head. ‘Nah. She’s just down for the funeral. This lawyer guy Dad knew dropped dead. He was like eighty or something and still working. Mum had met him at dinner parties and stuff so she came down.’
‘Shame for your dad to lose a mate.’
‘Royston Belsworth.’ Mat gave a wry grin. ‘Actually, Dad was terrified of him. He reckons Roy used to rip shreds off him in court. He was the chief prosecutor, and they came up against each other all the time. Dad said Roy could peel paint with his voice when he got worked up. He used to totally shit himself when he came up against him.’
‘Sounds hilarious,’ Riki grinned. ‘Still, good that he’s going to the tangi, eh? You going?’
Mat shook his head. ‘Nah. Dad says he can’t trust me at funerals after the last one.’
Riki laughed aloud. They both knew exactly what Tama meant: the last funeral Mat had been to was his Nanny Wai’s tangi, and Mat had stolen a bone tiki and ended up being pursued half the length of the North Island by the most evil tohunga makutu in two worlds. A repeat of that wasn’t an attractive proposition. He’d been fifteen then. Now he was nearly seventeen, but he’d changed immensely: he was a trainee tohunga ruanuku (or ‘Adept’, as his mentor Aethlyn Jones preferred to say), and could do things few others could. He had met a goddess, faced death and evil, and seen secret places in a secret world. It showed sometimes in his eyes, in his bearing and his maturity. Only a few months ago, he and Riki had fought patupaiarehe and warlocks in Rotorua, and freed the legendary tohunga Ngatoro from imprisonment in a secret lair of evil. All that they had been through in the past year lay at the heart of their new maturity. Sometimes it was a struggle to care about things like school, sport, TV, movies, and even girls when there was so much more to worry about. This world was hard enough, but Mat could journey at will to another world: magical Aotearoa, the Ghost World.
‘So, have those concert tickets we ordered arrived?’ Riki asked, changing the subject.
Mat grinned. ‘Yeah, absolutely! We’re going to the Green Day show, man! Second Saturday of February, in Wellington. Wiri and Kelly are going to put us up. Cassandra’s confirmed: she’ll drive down from Gizzy and pick us up on the way through. Has Damien confirmed?’
Riki grinned. ‘Sure has! The Dame’s got some big fencing tournament on in Auckland the week before, but he says it’ll be over by Thursday and then he’ll come down.’ He tsked. ‘Dame still hasn’t forgiven us for not calling him up that last time we were in Aotearoa. He was gutted when I told him about it.’
‘He shouldn’t be: we could have all been killed,’ Mat replied in a low voice, checking to make sure his mother wasn’t eavesdropping on the conversation. The less his folks knew about some of what they faced in Aotearoa, the better. Both knew of the Ghost World, but knowing of it and experiencing it were different things.


‘Yeah, when I told him that, it just made him more envious.’
Mat laughed softly: that sounded like Damien. The four of them were going to get together in January here in Napier, and he was looking forward to that more than anything. Although they all had other friends, the bond Riki, Damien, Cassandra and Mat shared was unique: they had been to Aotearoa.
The two friends lay on the grass soaking up the sun, letting the breeze dry their skin. November had been windy but warm, promising a hot summer to come. Traffic rolled in the distance, and gulls called as they glided by. The neighbours’ children were crying over something, and Mat could even hear the clip-clop of a horse out on the road—
A horse?
He sat up just as a rider turned into their driveway. His horse was big, a shaggy brown beast of a creature, wide-eyed and skittish, with soaking-wet, sweaty flanks. The rider was tall and straight-backed, and clad in a long leather coat and broad-brimmed leather hat, like a drover. He had a sabre and musket among the bags strapped to his saddlebags.
‘What the heck?’ Riki breathed as he saw the man. The boys stood warily.
‘Greetings,’ the rider called formally. ‘I’m seeking one Tama Douglas.’
Mat frowned. Why would someone like this want Dad? ‘You must mean me. I’m his son, Mat.’
The rider peered at him, then fumbled into a saddlebag, coming out with a thick envelope with a handwritten address on the front. ‘No, lad. It says “Tama Douglas” here. I’m a courier, sent by the governor himself.’


The governor? Mat looked at Riki, and then back at the house. ‘Um … I’ll get Dad. Do you need anything for the horse, sir? Water or something?’
‘Aye, water’d be nice, thank you. We’ve ridden long ways today. My name’s Baisley. Jonah Baisley, from Akarana.’
‘Akarana?’ Mat asked.
‘Akarana is Auckland, in Aotearoa,’ Baisley replied. He swung out of the saddle and stroked his horse’s nose. ‘I’ve been on the road two weeks. My horse would be grateful for some feed, too, if you have it, young sir.’
‘Er, we don’t have horses ourselves, sir, but he is welcome to the lawn.’
Baisley shrugged. ‘I understand. I’ll get him housed tonight, once I’ve delivered my message. I can collect your father’s response tomorrow.’
Mat nodded, wondering what on Earth — or Aotearoa — this ‘governor’ might want of his father. He hurried inside. His mother was in the kitchen, battling the usual stack of dishes. He crept past the door: she would flip if she knew there was a courier from Aotearoa outside.
He found his father in his room. He’d just pulled on his best trousers, but his belly wasn’t quite contained by his belt, and he still looked hot and bothered.
‘Dad!’
Tama looked up. ‘Son? What’s up?’
‘There’s a man on the front lawn with a message for you.’
Tama raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, bring him in.’
‘I can’t — he’s from Aotearoa.’
Tama’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What?’
‘He says he’s got a message for you from the governor. I think he means Governor Grey.’
‘Governor Grey? But he’s been dead for …’ Tama’s voice trailed away. ‘Oh.’ He pulled on a white shirt. ‘Does Colleen know he’s there?’
Mat shook his head. ‘Not yet.’
Tama put a finger to his lips. ‘Best we keep it that way. I’ll be out in a minute. Can you take him round the back without Colleen seeing him?’
‘I dunno — he’s got a horse — but I’ll try.’
Two minutes later, Tama slipped out the back door, taking in the sight of Jonah Baisley and his old-time gear with an incredulous shake of the head, but he composed his expression and strode forward, shaking the courier’s hand and accepting the envelope. He opened it and read, while Mat and Riki watched with bated breath. Tama looked more and more troubled as he took in the contents of the letter. Then he looked up at Baisley: ‘And this is really from Governor Sir George Grey?’
Baisley gave a small bow. ‘The same, sir.’
Tama shook his head. ‘Good Lord.’ He ran his right hand through his damp hair. ‘You must understand that all this is hard for me to take in. I mean, Grey is dead.’
Baisley inclined his head sympathetically. ‘I know. I’m “dead”, too, if that helps, sir.’ He winced. ‘Though I guess it won’t much.’
Tama rubbed his face. ‘Not really.’ Then he flinched as the back door opened and Colleen stormed out.
‘What’s going on? Who are you?’ She glared at Baisley, taking in the old weaponry and harness with something like dread creeping over her face. ‘What do you want with us?’


Mat took his mother’s hand. ‘He’s a courier, Mum — he’s got a message for Dad.’
Colleen’s hand clamped onto his like a vice. ‘He’s from … that place … isn’t he?’
Mat nodded as gently as he could. ‘Yeah.’
Colleen stared at Baisley and then at Tama. She’d been kidnapped and taken into Aotearoa by Puarata for a short time last year, until Mat and Wiri had freed her. She’d also had her house in Taupo attacked by goblins only two months ago. The experience had been terrifying, and she now lived in dread of ‘that place’, fearing it could rip her family apart again. ‘Well, we don’t want whatever it is, you hear me! Tell him, Tama!’
Baisley glanced at Tama. ‘Is that your reply, sir? Only, the governor was most insistent that you be appointed.’
Tama groaned. He looked at Colleen, and then at Mat, clearly thinking very hard. Then he turned back to Baisley. ‘I’ll consider it. Come here tomorrow evening and I will have an answer.’
Colleen O’Connor swore under her breath, words Mat had never heard his mother use before.
Baisley bowed. ‘Very well, sir.’ He tugged the reins of his mount, waved to the boys, then led his horse around the house. The sound of boots and hooves faded into distance. Mat knew of several nearby gates between Aotearoa and this world — the good people of Napier would not even notice Baisley’s coming and going.
Colleen pulled her hand out of Mat’s, and stalked towards Tama. ‘Well, what is it?’
Tama looked down at the letter in his hand with a stunned look on his face. ‘It’s a request for my professional services. Apparently Donna Kyle wants me to represent her at her trial in February.’
 
Mat was still awake when his dad got back from the funeral. Riki had gone home. He had allowed himself to hope, just a little, that Mum might have come back too, that by some miracle his parents might have patched things up. But after the shock of the courier’s message he supposed that was pretty unlikely.
Two months ago, Aotearoa had reached out to him for the third time, dragging him into a conflict between the dead Puarata’s surviving warlock disciples. They had been seeking Puarata’s secret lair, the place which had provided him with the overwhelming mystic powers that had permitted him to dominate Aotearoa and even manipulate the real world for centuries. Te Iho — The Heart: any warlock who gained dominion over it would become as powerful as Puarata had been.
Donna Kyle was one of those warlocks, and Mat’s most dreaded enemy; a woman who had been Puarata’s lover and would-be heir. But in the final conflict between the warlocks, confronted by the prospect of being forced to serve her hated father, Asher Grieve, she had capitulated, enabling Asher to be captured. This had not gained her clemency, however: she had been sent north to face a trial for witchcraft and myriad other crimes, with the prospect of public execution. And now Tama Douglas, defence lawyer, had been asked to represent her.


Mat didn’t know what to hope for. The look on Donna’s face as she had surrendered still haunted him. He had pitied her then. But she had been the right hand of Puarata for half a century. Who knew what crimes she had committed? He’d been told that, in Aotearoa, Governor Grey had sworn to see her hang. Maybe it was what she deserved.
Tama poured himself a Scotch and slumped into a lounge chair opposite Mat. ‘Hey,’ he said tiredly.
‘Hey, Dad. How’d it go?’
‘Well, that old bugger Belsworth is buried. I guess I’ll miss him.’
‘What’re you going to do about the letter, Dad?’
‘I dunno.’ Tama pulled the letter out of his breast pocket and unravelled it, then passed it to Mat. ‘Here, tell me what you think.’
Mat smoothed open the letter, and read it carefully.
To Tama Douglas, Esquire
Barrister at Law
At the request of the accused, Edith Madonna Kyle, you are hereby commissioned to act on the said prisoner’s behalf in the case R v Grieve & Kyle, to be heard at the High Court, Akarana, from 12th February of the coming year, Judge J. S. Williams presiding. Payment of 200 sovereigns is tendered as your retainer, plus expenses. The Crown requires confirmation of your acceptance or otherwise by return courier.
Right Hon. Sir George Grey
Governor of Akarana and the North


Mat hadn’t known Donna Kyle was ‘Edith Madonna’. At another time he might have laughed. ‘Two hundred sovereigns?’ he asked.
Tama sipped his whisky and winced a little. ‘Sounds like peanuts. It’ll probably vanish like the fairy gold in Colleen’s Irish tales.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘That’d make her laugh.’
‘I guess Mum isn’t too happy about this?’
Tama barked out a short, bitter laugh. ‘That’s an under-statement. She told me if I do it, then don’t expect to ever speak to her again.’
Mat swallowed. ‘So you won’t do it, right?’
And let the governor hang Donna Kyle, who saved us all.
Tama didn’t speak for a moment, and when he did, he answered with a question of his own. ‘I guess Kyle asked for me because of you?’
It wasn’t something Mat wanted to think about. ‘I s’pose.’ He had not told either parent much about what had happened at Te Iho.
‘Why would she ask for me?’ Tama persisted. ‘If anything, I’d have thought she would want me well out of it, after what she’s done to you before.’
Mat bit his lip. ‘Uh, she probably thinks I’ll persuade you to try and save her. In Rotorua, back in September, she … uh … could have won. But she threw away the chance deliberately.’
Tama raised his eyebrows. ‘Why would she do that?’
‘She hates her father, and she knew that winning was going to hand all the power to him. And … I think — I’m not sure — that she was sick of it all.’
Tama’s eyes narrowed in concentration. ‘Sick of it all?’
‘Yeah. The killing and lying and all that shit.’


‘But, from what you’ve told me of her, she doesn’t seem the surrendering type.’
‘She did, though. Wiri said he’d speak for her,’ Mat added glumly. Dad sounded interested, which would be just like him. Tell him he couldn’t do something, and he redoubled his efforts. It was a family trait.
Tama pursed his lips, fingers tapping on the whisky tumbler. ‘Wiri said that? His opinions matter in Aotearoa.’ He was silent for a long time. Mat was scared to move in case his dad asked him any more questions.
Don’t do this, Dad …
Eventually Tama stood up, in one abrupt motion. ‘You go to bed, Mat. I’ll see you in the morning. I just have to check up a few things online.’
 
Next morning, Mat crept downstairs at seven. He had an exam that afternoon: History, which was fast becoming his most useful subject; the most relevant to Aotearoa, anyway. His dad was still at the computer, smoking (he’d supposedly given up), with the empty whisky tumbler beside him. He had bags under his eyes. When he saw Mat, he yawned. ‘What are you doing awake, son?’
‘It’s morning, Dad! What are you doing still up?’
Tama blinked at his watch. ‘It is? Good grief!’ He stubbed out the cigarette, and yawned again. ‘So, how much do you think 200 sovereigns comes to, Mat?’
Mat shrugged. ‘Dunno. It’s old-time money, so it might be hard to cash.’
Tama shook his head. ‘No, there’s a market, through collectors. Face value is the gold price plus a bit for rarity. I’ve done the maths. Mat, the fee of 200 sovereigns comes to nearly $100,000! That’s several times my normal fee. It’s enough to wipe the rest of the mortgage. It’s ridiculous money.’
Mat groaned to himself. No Dad, no! ‘Like you said, it’ll probably just vanish. Some stuff doesn’t translate from Aotearoa very well.’ Not that I think gold is one of those things. ‘There are other lawyers, Dad.’
‘Wiri will testify. I’ve asked him about it. I called him after you went to bed.’ Tama fixed Mat with a look. ‘You’ll have to take the stand as well.’
Mat gulped. ‘No!’
‘Certainly. You were a witness at the crucial moment, when she reneged on her old life and came back to the light. Wiri told me all about it. Your testimony and his might prevent her from being hung. You’d be crucial.’
‘But … I hate her! I can’t stand her! She deserves to die!’
There, I’ve said it.
But do I believe it?
‘Mat, she might be guilty, but deserving of death? Most civilized countries don’t have the death penalty anymore. The real victory will be having her sentence reduced, and I think we can certainly argue she deserves that. You must testify.’
‘Dad, you can’t do this! Mum will kill you! You’ll never get back together with her if you do it!’ Mat sucked in his breath, suddenly scared he’d said too much, that Dad would fly into one of his famous rages. But he couldn’t unsay it now.
Tama took a long time to reply, and when he did, his voice was sad but determined. ‘I don’t think that’ll happen anyway, Mat. Too much has happened. And in the meantime it seems to me that you owe Donna Kyle a debt. We all do. Wiri said as much, and he was no more willing to speak well of her than you are. I will represent her, and do my best. Even if it does mean going to Aotearoa and dealing with worse than Ranginui Puarata.’
Mat opened his mouth to argue the point, then closed it again. Dad had made up his mind. He never changed it afterwards. Not if all the judges and lawyers in Creation argued against him. ‘Dad, Governor Grey has sworn to hang her.’
Tama nodded, seemingly energized rather than deterred by the warning. ‘I can use that fact to create a moral imperative towards clemency.’
‘Mum won’t let me go! And I’ll be at school!’
‘You will take the stand if summonsed, son. It’s the law!’ He invoked the word ‘law’ the way a priest would say ‘Bible’.
If reason doesn’t work, try obstinacy.
‘No! I won’t! I’m a minor and you can’t make me!’
 
The note was pushed under his bedroom door half an hour later.
To: Matiu Douglas
In the name of the Crown and the Judiciary, I, Tama Douglas, summon and subpoena you to bear witness in the case R v Grieve & Kyle in Akarana in the week commencing 12 February. Your transport and accommodation will be handled at my expense. Failure to attend will result in legal proceedings for contempt of court.
Tama Douglas
Defence Counsel for Kyle, E. M.
Mat stared at the letter, and then checked the calendar on the wall. The Green Day concert was 17 February. If the case took more than a week, he would miss the concert — it was the final insult. He pulled his door open and hollered down the hall: ‘You can’t summons me, Dad! I’m your son!!!’
His words echoed down an empty corridor.
‘You’ll make me miss the concert! You can’t do this!’
No reply. He slammed his door and threw himself on the bed, trembling in rage and frustration.






The warrior
AUCKLAND, FEBRUARY
Observe. Do not intervene. Report to me.’
It seemed simple enough. Mat slouched along amidst the press of people streaming towards Mt Smart Stadium, with Ngatoro’s instructions, delivered by cellphone a quarter of an hour ago, echoing through his mind. Sunshine blazed through the vanishing cloud, and the air was steamy from the evaporating puddles. It had rained all morning but was clearing now. Dad had given him tickets to the Warriors’ pre-season rugby league game to try to mollify him. Mat wasn’t really a league fan, but it seemed churlish to refuse. It was only a warm-up, so the seating was ‘first in, first served’. Yet, despite it not being a competitive fixture, there were still several thousand people pouring into the ground, all buzzing about the new season. He couldn’t care less, but Ngatoro’s terse call had changed that. When centuries-old semi-mythical wizards give you an order, you obey.
It was the second Sunday in February, he was in Auckland, and it was the day before the trial began. Mat’s seventeenth birthday had come and gone, and so had Christmas. Tama Douglas had been shuttling between Auckland and Napier for the past four months, preparing for Donna Kyle’s trial whilst keeping up his other cases. In Auckland there had been people from Aotearoa who had taken him to Akarana to interview the imprisoned Donna Kyle. Mat didn’t like the way Dad talked about Donna. A formidable woman, he would say, with far too much admiration.
It had been the most wretched Christmas ever. Cassandra had visited for only a couple of days, as her father was taking her to Hawaii at short notice — her dad was a computer guy with heaps of money but no organizational skills. Riki had ended up spending most of his time in Gisborne instead of Napier, and Damien had gone up there with him. And then, before Mat knew it, the holidays were over, and Riki was back, glowing because Cassandra and he were now an item. It seemed like everyone in the world had a girlfriend except Mat. Even though he knew Cass and he had little in common, Mat had been pinning a few hopes on her. After what they’d shared, Mat had thought she and he might get together, but apparently she fancied Riki. He was still hurting a little over it, despite never having really been her boyfriend as such.
And of course Mum and Dad weren’t talking, and he and Dad weren’t really speaking either, so all in all it was dire. Even training with Jones (who was on the mend after his near death in September) in Taupo hadn’t cheered him up. Dad had obtained permission to pull him out of school for the trial, telling the principal nothing about the true circumstances, of course. They flew up to Auckland on a Friday and checked into hotel apartments on Customs Street. Now Tama was off in Akarana again.
‘Mat!’
He turned, a slow smile spreading over his face. Damien Meilinck was leaning against a pillar outside the stadium gates. Damien was in Auckland for his fencing tournament, so they’d made plans to meet up. Mat hoped to get out and see some of Damien’s bouts when he wasn’t required at court. And Dad had promised that if the trial was over quickly he’d get Mat a flight to Wellington in time for the Green Day concert.
‘Hiya, Damien!’ Mat ran an eye over his friend, who was a foot taller than him, with shaggy ginger hair and a freckly pale face. Damien was putting on muscle about the shoulders and chest from all the fencing and a bit of weight training. He no longer looked like a strong wind would see him blown out to sea. And his taste in clothing was becoming more flamboyant: today he was clad in a tie-dyed purple T-shirt with an American Indian chief on the front, and a patchwork jacket that went past his knees. ‘You been buying at the op shop?’
Damien struck a pose. ‘You like? It goes with my new philosophy on life: all things to the max! Speaking of which, let’s go get some rations.’ He thrust a programme into Mat’s hands. ‘Check out the cover, man! It’s your old flame!’
Mat looked at the glossy magazine front, and sucked in his breath. Indeed, his very-short-term girlfriend Lena was on the cover, wearing a bikini and draped over the muscled frame of one of the Warriors players. His Lena, the girl he’d met and kissed in Gisborne just over a year ago, and not seen since. The girl who’d become a taniwha. Only part-time, though: she looked all woman on the programme cover. He whistled softly. She looked … gorgeous … made-up, toned, her long, blonde hair a mane of silken beauty. No wonder the Warriors player with her looked so bloody smug.
‘Wow!’ was all he could think of to say.
‘Wowzer indeed!’ Damien commented. ‘Apparently she’s in the Warriors cheerleader squad this year. Freakin’ hot, yeah? You still got her number? Gonna give her a call?’
‘No way.’
‘Aw, come on! She liked you!’
‘She sold me down the river, nearly got me killed, turned into a sea-monster, and told me never to contact her again — as I recall.’
‘Yeah, but apart from that … You should let bygones be bygones, man. Anyway, she’s probably eaten all her friends by now, so she might be lonely.’
Mat brandished the programme. ‘Does she look lonely?’
‘No,’ Damien grinned. ‘She looks hungry.’
‘Another reason not to call her. And speaking of hungry …’ Mat led Damien firmly towards the food stalls.
They bought some hyper-expensive and very average fish and chips and a cola each, then found some seats in the North Stand, just below a huge group of Samoans who were singing and dancing to entertain themselves, Island melodies flooding down the banks of seats in waves. The Warriors drummers were setting up behind the dead-ball line, and the PA was making team announcements.
‘Hey, congrats on the Merit pass for your NCEA, by the way,’ Damien said. ‘Good work.’
Mat ducked his head. ‘Thanks. You, too.’ Damien had only got Achieved, but he didn’t seem to care. ‘Apparently I was considered for Head Boy,’ Mat added, ‘but this guy Mike Tollison got it, which was fair enough, seeing as he actually wanted it whereas I didn’t.’
‘What, you got nominated for Head Boy on the strength of a Merit pass? Your school must be rubbish!’ Damien pulled a mocking face.
‘No, you dork! I got nominated because the teachers thought I had … I dunno, whatever they look for in Head Boys. Heaps of guys got Excellence passes from Boys High, man, don’t you worry.’
‘Your dad was Head Boy in his day, wasn’t he?’
‘Yeah. He said I shoulda tried harder for it.’ Mat grimaced. It had been just another of the arguments that had marred the summer break. He leafed through the programme in a desultory fashion, in case there were more pictures of Lena. Then he stopped, and stared.
‘What you looking at?’ Damien asked, peering over his shoulder. Mat showed Damien, whose eyes widened. ‘Is that …?’
‘It must be. Jeez, no wonder Ngatoro said to keep my eyes open here.’ The article was a one-page piece on a prospective new major investor in the Warriors, a property developer known as Sebastian Venn, a name Mat and Damien both knew. The article described Venn as an American entrepreneur of immense wealth who lived in Remuera. There was even a photograph, of a portly man with thinning pale hair and a deep tan. For all the world he looked the quintessential international man of money. The article about his potential investment in the Warriors was written up as the forerunner to great things.
But Mat and Damien knew another story: Sebastian Venn had been one of Puarata’s disciples. After Puarata’s death, Venn had used his business skills to seize the vast wealth of Puarata’s real-world empire, whilst capturing his power bases in Aotearoa. He had fought off the challenges of John Bryce, Donna Kyle and others to consolidate himself as the prime magus of Aotearoa, at least in the North Island. He’d been unaware of the showdown in Rotorua at Te Iho, in which the death or capture of several rivals cleared his path to dominance further. He was now the greatest threat to peace in Aotearoa, and evidently so confident he felt he could emerge from the shadows in the real world, too.
Damien whistled softly. ‘Jeez, man. I wonder if he’s here, in the stadium.’
Mat glanced up towards the executive boxes. ‘If he is here, he’ll be up there, in the “gods”.’
‘We should go and warn the owners that he’s a crook.’
‘I’d love to. But Ngatoro said I should just observe.’
That stopped Damien in his tracks. Mat talking to legendary tohungas still took a little getting used to for everyone around him. ‘So! You watch much league?’
Mat shook his head. ‘Not really.’ He knew the Warriors played in the Australian league competition, and had the reputation for being brilliant but inconsistent, capable of beating or losing to anyone. ‘You?’
‘Yeah, it’s a cool game. I reckon the Warriors are in for a good season.’


The PA system blared as the teams emerged, and the crowd — possibly as many as ten thousand — rose and cheered. The stadium was a great arena, but it seemed a little ghostly when only a quarter full. The sounds echoed off the roofing and swirled about them. Mat and Damien munched chips and watched as the game kicked off. The visiting Australian team were the Sydney Roosters. Neither team began with much urgency, except when one particular Warriors player got the ball — and the intensity would lift from both sides.
‘Who’s our number 4?’ Mat asked, taking an interest despite himself. The young Warriors player had a spiky haircut with spiral patterns shaved in, and was built like a tree, lean and straight and muscular, but swift and sharp too. He was clearly at least part-Maori, and his golden limbs were heavily tattooed. When he ran, he invariably beat his man. He was already bloodied by some ‘afters’ with the Australians, who seemed to be singling him out.
‘That’s the new guy,’ Damien replied, ‘Byron Kikitoa. They reckon he’s going to be the next Sonny Bill Williams.’ Damien frowned a little. ‘Last year he put one of the Roosters’ junior players out for life — broken neck. The judiciary decided it was accidental, but the Aussies believe it was deliberate. I reckon they’re all after his head today.’
Mat leant forward. It seemed that Byron Kikitoa was using the aggression of the Australians against them, drawing them out of position, then popping a pass. It resulted in a Warriors try. As the home crowd celebrated, the duped tackler threw a punch at Kikitoa. Kikitoa ducked effortlessly, and laughed in his opponent’s face before joining the mêlée of celebrating players. There was something intensely dislikeable about the young man’s demeanour.
‘What a pass, man!’ Damien enthused beside him, oblivious to Mat’s reaction. Then he pointed towards the sidelines. ‘Hey, look!’
The try had brought the cheerleaders out again. Mat and Damien had missed their pre-game routine, so it was the first chance they’d had to spot Lena. Mat let out his breath as he saw her, clad in a skimpy skirt and a bodice of sequinned silver and black, dancing and twirling, blonde hair swirling. Cheers echoed through the ground and the music from the PA thundered.
‘LENA!!!!’ shouted Damien, leaping to his feet and waving. ‘OVER HERE!!!’
The girl’s head flicked about and she seemed to see them, then spun away in time to the routine. She didn’t look their way again, except for a brief glance back as she regained her seat.
‘She saw us, man!’ Damien crowed.
‘Yeah,’ Mat agreed glumly. He opened the match programme. It told him that Byron Kikitoa was only eighteen, but he’d been the star of the Junior Warriors’ last few games after appearing from nowhere. He was regarded as a future superstar. But even the programme admitted to a dark side, noting the way opposition players always seemed aggravated by his ‘attitude’. One team-mate was quoted as saying, ‘Byron, he’s a killah, bro.’ In the context of the story, it sounded light-hearted, but it made Mat wonder.
The next time Kikitoa got the ball he allowed the tackler to get him, but left his knee just ever so slightly high so that it caught the tackler in the chest and left him winded and clutching his ribs painfully. Kikitoa snickered as he backed away. The referee strode up, seemingly about to reprimand him, then stopped, the warning left unsaid. Something unseen passed between them that made Mat’s skin prickle.
He’s using makutu.
By half-time Mat had seen three more subtle acts that might have been the use of magic on an opponent or official. Mat spent the half-time deep in thought while Damien went for more food and drink. The cheerleaders were out again, but he ignored them determinedly.
‘So, what do you reckon?’ Damien yelled above the PA as he returned with a burger each. ‘Byron’s cool, eh?’
‘I reckon he’s a filthy cheat,’ Mat growled below Damien’s hearing.
The game resumed, and the Warriors conceded a try when someone dropped a high ball. For a while afterwards the Roosters pinned them back, until Byron Kikitoa took a pass and set off on a weaving run from beneath his own posts, breaking out alone, chipping the ball over the converging defenders and then being tackled without the ball. The ref blew for a penalty, as Kikitoa came up pushing and shoving, dodging a punch and jeering at the tackler, as if egging him on.
Which was exactly what he was doing, Mat realized. It was all happening close to their position, and he saw it all. The big rugged-looking Australian’s face contorted in fury, and he threw a senseless punch. The blow caught Byron Kikitoa in the face, but Mat felt a small wave of power ripple out from the young Warrior, a cushioning of the blow. He still fell theatrically, and the referee came straight in with a red card for the Australian. Kikitoa got up smirking.
The bastard played with that Aussie’s mind … He’s using magic to augment his game, right in front of the whole world, and no-one realizes …
From then on, the ‘friendly’ game became a war. The Roosters players threw themselves at Kikitoa at every opportunity, and he danced away. Every tackler, though, was met with a subtly raised elbow or knee, or an oh-so-accidental clash of heads that left Kikitoa unharmed but his opponent writhing. Mat saw the way he threw tiny little blurs of light into the faces of tacklers just before contact, causing them to position poorly for impact and come out battered. As the Roosters’ discipline failed, their organization faltered, and the Warriors ran in four more tries. By the time the final whistle blew, the crowd was exultant, baying for blood and tries in equal measure.
Mat simmered with rage.
The powers of an Adept or a tohunga were a gift — Mat fervently believed that. Yes, he could choose to do the same things he saw Byron Kikitoa doing, but he didn’t. It was cheating — no, worse than cheating: it was immoral. Sport was supposed to be a fair contest. What Kikitoa was doing was worse than if he took performance-enhancing drugs or bribed officials. And to hear him acclaimed as the next messiah by ten thousand people was galling.
When the final whistle blew, Mat forgot himself. He leapt over the seats in front of him and onto the pitch. He had no plan, just a boiling sense of injustice and anger.
‘Mat?’ Damien called after him in surprise, and Mat heard his friend chasing him through the crowd. All about, others were flooding onto the playing field to congratulate the players, get autographs, or simply experience what it was like to be on the hallowed turf, to be at the heart of the stadium. Mat swept through them, heading straight for Byron Kikitoa.
He didn’t get there first, of course. There were children sprinting ahead, screaming for attention. Mat was jostled and pushed back as he joined the scrum about the Warriors’ new star. The press of fans moved forward, and Mat got within a few yards, as close as he was going to get. He projected his voice straight to Kikitoa’s ears. ‘I know what you did, makutu!’
The Warrior’s eyes sought Mat’s. For a split second, he saw fury and power there, and also fear. Then a mask of contempt came down over the young man’s features. ‘What did you say, shithead?’ Kikitoa stormed through the press of children, knocking two over, and all at once Mat found himself eyeball to eyeball with him, breathing in a cloud of hot sweat and liniment. He steeled himself to stand fast as Kikitoa put a hand on his chest. ‘Piss off, loser!’ Kikitoa snarled. The player shoved hard, and Mat found himself catapulted backwards through the crowd. The sky tilted and he was on his back in a thicket of legs and staring faces.
He sat up angrily. ‘I know what you are!’ he shouted back, into the press of bodies. Then a security guard stepped in and kicked him in the belly. He could have stopped it if he’d expected it, but he hadn’t, so next moment he was clutching his stomach and vomiting his cheeseburger onto the pitch in a crowd of unsympathetic strangers. ‘Piss off, white boy,’ a big Islander hissed at him, his eyes glazed over as if someone else were directing his actions. Which might well have been the case, Mat realized as he gasped and crawled away.
By the time he got to his feet, there were police moving in. Damien helped him up. ‘Mate? You OK? What happened?’
Mat swallowed an acrid mouthful of bile, and straightened painfully. ‘The bastard!’ he groaned.
‘Who? What happened?’
Mat didn’t answer. His eyes sought Byron Kikitoa. The young Warrior was backing off through the crowd, signing autographs among the dozens of fans now clustered about him. The security men were still around him, and the one who’d kicked Mat was watching menacingly.
Then a tall blonde cheerleader slipped into the press about the young league player, and kissed him.
 
‘Byron Kikitoa?’ Ngatoro’s voice rumbled down the cellphone.
Last year, Mat had made mental contact with Ngatoro, and that link had been instrumental in rescuing Ngatoro from Te Iho, Puarata’s lair. Now such contact was much harder, but instead they could meet in person, or talk on the phone. It seemed weirdly normal after what had gone before.
‘Yes. He’s using makutu to mess with his opponents, and hurt people.’
‘Hmmm. Kikitoa,’ Ngatoro rumbled. He seemed far more focused on the name than on the deeds. ‘And Venn is buying a stakeholding in the club. It can’t be a coincidence.’
‘Do you think Kikitoa works for Venn, or is even his apprentice?’ Mat asked.
‘Perhaps, Matiu. But it’s also possible that another is involved. Toa means “warrior”, as I’m sure you know: Kikitoa — “Kiki’s warrior”.’
‘Kiki?’ The name rang a small bell with Mat, now that he thought of it.
‘Kiki was a tohunga makutu from the earliest days of New Zealand. Tamure and his daughter slew him, but he was reborn in Aotearoa. They say Puarata and Kiki were rivals, but Puarata was the master, so Kiki hid lest he be slain.’
‘Or was hooked up to Te Iho,’ Mat added.
‘Or that,’ Ngatoro agreed, in a sour voice. Ngatoro himself had been imprisoned in Te Iho too long for the mention of that place to be pleasing. ‘You will recall that when you freed me last year, we also released an old man and a young woman: that was Tamure and his daughter.’
Mat remembered the two tohunga whom Ngatoro spoke of. Even in repose both had had an imperious quality that was not easily forgotten. ‘Do you think Kiki is back?’
‘Quite possibly.’ Ngatoro ruminated for a few minutes before speaking again. ‘You were asked not to act, Matiu. It was foolish to reveal yourself to Kikitoa. You may have brought danger upon yourself and yours. Take care for yourself and those close to you.’
Mat hung his head. ‘Sorry. I was just so angry.’
‘I understand, but you must not allow your judgement to become clouded with emotion.’
‘Yes, master.’
‘Good.’ Ngatoro went on, ‘Take care. Keep your wits about you.’
A question he’d been wanting to ask popped into Mat’s mind. ‘Master, is it right for Dad to defend Donna Kyle?’


Ngatoro was silent for a few seconds. Then he replied. ‘It is right that all people have a chance to defend themselves. Apart from that, it is up to society and what it deems to be just. Justice is what society wishes it to be, Matiu. It changes from age to age. A punishment contains elements of atonement, correction and vengeance. Among the tangata whenua, there is a thing we call “utu”. It is based upon balance, of reciprocation of like deeds with like: of kindness with kindness returned, and of evil with revenge.’
‘Like an eye for an eye?’
‘Similar. But in a positive way, too. Good for good, ill for ill.’
‘If it is an eye for an eye, where does Donna Kyle’s surrendering fit on the scales? I mean, it did stop Asher Grieve from seizing Te Iho.’
Ngatoro again thought for some time. ‘Matiu,’ he said at last, ‘if it were only about “an eye for an eye”, then she would have to be blinded many times over. But the fact she rescued us all by her actions at the end — yes, that does matter. If the courts of Akarana are just, this will be weighed and taken into account. You should not feel ashamed to defend the apparently guilty. They, too, have their tale.’
It sounded like something Dad might have said. ‘Thanks. I guess.’ Mat had never liked the courtroom scenes on TV and at the movies: they always seemed full of hidden pitfalls and emotional cruelty. He was absolutely not looking forward to his turn in the stand.
‘Be honest, and do not let the lawyers twist your words, Matiu. It is what they are best at, so be careful.’ Ngatoro always seemed to know what Mat was thinking. ‘You will do well.’


‘Uh, thanks.’
After they had hung up, Mat stared about his hotel room. It was after nine o’clock at night. Damien was at his own digs and Dad was with Wiri, preparing his final case notes somewhere in Akarana. Mat hadn’t gone there yet, but he would tomorrow. It felt weird that his dad was spending more time in Aotearoa lately than he was. Ironically, he was worried for him.
He thumbed through the list of contacts on his cellphone. He still had Lena’s number programmed in. It was tempting, but she had not looked happy to see him and Damien. And she had kissed Byron Kikitoa …
He put the phone down, and went to bed.






The limits of justice
AKARANA, MONDAY TO WEDNESDAY
Mat stared at his father, impressed and intimidated in equal measure.
To Mat, Tama Douglas was ‘Dad’, a strange amalgamation of friend, mentor, role model, rival, and despot. Someone who vanished for large chunks of his life to a place called ‘the office’, or even to ‘the court’, places Mat never saw or even thought of. At home Tama was slobbish and informal, jocular and occasionally dictatorial. He drank and smoked and shouted at the television, especially during the news and, of course, when rugby tests were on.
Here in the courthouse Tama was someone else entirely, a person Mat didn’t know, could scarcely even recognize. Well-dressed, professional, polite and formal. Strong-willed and quick-tongued. An orator. A speaker for those who needed defence from the hand of justice, whether justly or not.
Mat felt somewhat proud, somewhat awed. This was his father, a star in his own galaxy. Nothing, it seemed, could throw Dad off-balance. Not even the appearance of Royston Belsworth QC, recently deceased, as chief prosecutor — although Mat had seen Tama blanch and curse under his breath when the cadaverous (even in the afterlife) opposing lawyer was announced.
‘Your Honour,’ Tama said, ‘my client has repeatedly asked her gaolers for an improvement in her conditions. Her cell is subhuman! The whole gaol is! By modern standards—’
‘Modern standards do not apply,’ interjected Belsworth sarcastically. ‘This is Akarana, not Auckland,’ he said, as if he’d been here all along.
Mat could see the back of Donna Kyle’s head at the extreme left of the defendants’ booth. Her father, Asher Grieve, was sitting beside her, although she seemed to be going to great lengths to avoid looking at him. When seen together, they looked alike — both had a lean, arrogant cast to their faces, and pale hair that fell in a similar way, though Asher’s was long and Donna’s short. But while she was bowed and broken-looking, Asher sat tall, unrepentant and sneering.
As if she sensed Mat’s gaze, Donna turned slowly and looked at him. Her eyes were black, and so were the circles beneath them. The moko on her chin seemed more pronounced. She had not seen the sun for months and was very pale. She half-nodded at him, but did not await a response before her eyes shifted to Wiri, then away.
Mat glanced across at his friend beside him. Wiri was listening to the lawyers, his expression distant. The scar on his temple was the only flaw in his handsome, timeless face. It had been his death-wound, before Puarata resuscitated him as a deathless slave. Now he was mortal again. His wife, Kelly, and their young son were in Wellington.
A newspaper from the real world lay between them — the headline on the back read: Kikitoa routs the Roosters. Mat yawned as the court ‘action’ unfolded slowly … very slowly … before him. He’d been up since five o’clock that morning …
 
Mat was woken by the jangling alarm clock. He showered in a stupor, changed into old-time clothing, and then joined Tama for a breakfast of yoghurt and toast. Wiri was there by six, resplendent in a colonial-era black jacket and white cotton shirt, looking composed and capable.
‘Hey, Mat, how was the league?’
‘Crap.’ Mat told Wiri about Kikitoa, and his friend listened with growing anger at Mat’s description of the young player’s antics. ‘We need to do something about him,’ Mat finished with a growl.
‘First things first. Are we likely to be called today, Tama?’ Wiri asked Mat’s father.
‘No telling,’ Tama replied. ‘Normally witnesses aren’t allowed in court except during their testimony, but those rules seem not to apply here, so I’d like you to come, and get a feel for the place.’
Tama left soon after, to be with Donna for her transfer to court, while Wiri stayed with Mat, to get him to court on time. They climbed up from Queen Street to Albert Park, where Wiri touched a carved symbol on a tree three times whilst grasping Mat’s shoulder. In the blink of an eye they were in the same park, but everything else had changed. Auckland was gone, replaced by older, smaller buildings. Distant hills that had been packed with houses were now farmland or forest. The air tasted different, and the colours seemed more vibrant.
Aotearoa.
The High Court was a huge red-brick building that had been modelled on an English castle, right up to having a tower and mock battlements on the façade. All the window and door frames were white, and, as he and Wiri stood outside in the drizzle, Mat grudgingly had to admit that it was pretty impressive. In the modern world there was a futuristic-looking annex that looked kind of out of place, but in Aotearoa the building was in its original state. Mat and Wiri joined a large crowd outside the court. The gathering was growing by the minute, with top-hatted gentlemen arriving in carriages and street urchins crowding about, ragging the guards. The atmosphere was a strange mix of menace and celebration: two of the most hated and feared of Puarata’s warlocks were on trial, and the crowd wanted a spectacle — and a hanging. To die in Aotearoa was to die forever.
Wiri touched Mat’s shoulder as the most ornate carriage yet arrived, surrounded by soldiers. The men in the crowd doffed their hats, peering at the tall, dapper man who emerged. He had a high forehead and a lofty manner, his whiskers were trimmed and his hair gleamed with pomade. The governor, Sir George Grey; New Zealand’s most famous pre-democracy ruler and, by whatever machinations, the current ruler of the northern reaches of Aotearoa. Grey shook a few hands, and then he was gone, surrounded by acolytes and hangers-on.
‘He wants her dead,’ Wiri warned Mat in a low voice. ‘He won’t be terribly friendly to those who might thwart that desire. Including ourselves.’
Mat nodded, trying to maintain his cool as his body began to swelter despite the morning chill.
Wiri touched his sleeve. ‘Come on, let’s get in. The prisoners were brought in at dawn. Your dad will be inside already.’
The guards read their papers — each stamped Witness for the Defence — with unfriendly eyes. Old-fashioned cameras flashed as men in brown cloth caps, court reporters, swarmed about them shouting questions.
‘Are you Matiu Douglas?’
‘What is your relationship with Miss Kyle?’
‘An interview, Mat? A sovereign for an exclusive!’
‘Wiremu, how does it feel to be human again?’
Beyond them the hostile crowd rumbled. ‘Hang the bitch, and any who speak for her!’ someone shouted, a sentiment it seemed everyone shared. It was a relief to get inside intact.
After that, it all seemed to take forever. Jury selection. Challenges, recesses, private words in the judge’s chambers. The judge, Joshua Strange Williams, turned out to be a thin man with a high, nervous-sounding voice, but a firm and polite manner. He looked like someone who could be bullied, but, when Belsworth tested him, quickly proved he wasn’t. Wiri said Williams had presided over the hanging of Minnie Dean, the Dunedin baby-killer. That didn’t make Mat feel any better about being there. Lunch break had to be taken in a tiny room out the back, to keep them from the press. Tama came in briefly. ‘Be ready: you could be called this afternoon,’ he told them.


So they sat all afternoon on the edge of their seats, as arguments and counter-arguments were wrangled over matters of jurisdiction, validity of written testimonies and the like. And then all of a sudden it was over for the day, without them being called. Mat sat dazed as everyone began to leave.
Asher Grieve turned, and fixed him with his eyes. I’m going to get out, and I’m going to come for you, those eyes said, as the guards led Grieve away. His superior manner was such that even the guards feared to manhandle him. They had no such fears of his daughter, though, shoving Donna Kyle along callously. Her expression barely changed, but Mat could see the way she clenched herself, refusing to give way to anger. The part of him that empathized with the underdog felt pity. He looked away.
Dad didn’t join them for dinner, back in Auckland. Mat struggled to find his appetite, nauseous with unreleased tension. Wiri didn’t press, and, after the food had settled, took him down to the squash court in the basement of their hotel, where they bashed a ball around for a while to work off their energy.
‘So, how’re you doing?’ Wiri asked him as they changed.
‘Scared shitless,’ Mat admitted.
‘Don’t be. Just speak up, don’t say any more than you need to, keep your temper, and stay cool.’
‘The crowd outside will lynch her if she’s not sentenced to hang anyway,’ Mat observed.
‘They might try,’ Wiri nodded. ‘But that isn’t our concern. We’re just here to tell what we saw. The rest is up to the judge and jury.’ He patted Mat on the shoulder. ‘Don’t sweat it, Mat. You’ll be fine.’


 
On Tuesday afternoon, Tama called Wiri to the stand and took him through what he had seen at Te Iho. They dwelt on Donna’s refusal to consume the heart-blood that would have fuelled her magical energies and enabled her and Asher Grieve to seize that magical place as her own. The court heard him out in stony silence, apart from mutterings in the gallery at his sympathy towards Donna Kyle. Mat was just thinking that this testifying business might not be so hard when Tama handed Wiri over to Royston Belsworth QC for interrogation, and it all got ugly.
‘Wiremu … It is just “Wiremu”, isn’t it? No family name, such as civilized men would have?’ Royston Belsworth asked in a condescending voice.
‘I have been known by other names,’ Wiri admitted.
‘Hmmm … Such as “Toa”, as you were known when you served Ranginui Puarata for five centuries or more? Or how about the false legal name you use in New Zealand?’ A murmur went around the courtroom, and several people shouted abuse from the gallery; ‘Hang him, too!’ seemed to be the main sentiment.
‘I am Wiremu, son of Rata, of the Ngati Maungatautari,’ Wiri stated.
‘How many men did you torture and murder at Puarata’s behest, Wiremu?’ Again the hostile clamour rose, causing the judge to demand silence.
‘Objection!’ Tama shouted. ‘The witness has been pardoned by Governor Grey himself! Everyone knows the circumstances of his service to Puarata.’


Governor Grey did not seem to appreciate his name being invoked by Tama. His expression darkened.
‘Objection sustained,’ the judge replied grudgingly. ‘The witness is not on trial here, Mr Belsworth.’
‘Your Honour,’ Belsworth bowed slightly. ‘So, Wiremu … What is your relationship with the defendant, Miss Kyle?’ A lascivious murmur rose from the gallery.
‘There is no relationship,’ Wiri asserted firmly. ‘We were both subject to Puarata for a time; that is all.’
‘I have heard that you and she used to dance for Puarata’s entertainment,’ Belsworth proclaimed in a loud voice. The gallery erupted with abuse directed at Wiri, who shook his head dismissively.
‘Order!’ shouted Judge Williams.
‘Objection!’ shouted Tama.
‘Lying prick!’ shouted Mat rashly.
Belsworth turned his aristocratic gaze upon Mat. ‘Wait your turn, child,’ he sneered. He turned back to the judge. ‘I merely seek to establish whether we can trust a word this witness says, Your Honour.’
Tama rolled his eyes. ‘Your Honour, even if this were true, it has been established before the governor himself that this witness was under compulsions of sorcery and makutu whilst in Puarata’s service. The governor was quite prepared to accept that and pardon his service to Puarata on that basis.’
‘Can a man truly be compelled to do something he doesn’t, in some small way, want to do?’ Belsworth countered.
‘Your Honour, this is absurd! Unless they have concrete proof to back these insinuations, could the prosecution make a major change of policy and stick to the facts?’ Tama’s voice dripped outrage and sarcasm at once. Mat felt like whooping in support. Go, Dad!
Judge Williams nodded emphatically. ‘I concur, Mr Douglas. The facts, Mr Belsworth, if you please?’
Belsworth lifted his nose slightly. ‘Mr Wiremu, I refer to your statement, in which you claim to have bargained your way out of a tight spot on Mokoia Island in return for a promise of aid should the defendant Miss Kyle surrender to the authorities. Is that so?’
‘More or less,’ Wiri replied.
‘So your statement was obtained under coercion?’
Wiri opened his mouth to reply, then shut it again. ‘No,’ he answered, eventually. ‘I am here by choice. We never reached agreement, but I was moved to volunteer testimony by Miss Kyle’s actions subsequently.’
Belsworth moved to face the jury. ‘You were moved, you say?’ He smirked at the nearest juror, a hog-like man who’d laughed loudest at all of Belsworth’s remarks. ‘What parts of you were moved the most?’ he enquired in a slimy voice. ‘Your head, or your heart? Or something a little lower, perhaps?’ The fat juror beside Belsworth guffawed, as did his fellows.
‘Objection again!’ Tama was on his feet. ‘This sort of conduct would not be tolerated where I— would not be tolerated in any court, Your Honour!’
‘Then go back where you came from,’ growled the big juror. ‘Mr Fancy-pants Modern Man.’
Judge Williams hammered his gavel several times. ‘Mr Douglas, you are not in your world. You are in my court. My world. Pray do not forget it!’
Tama gritted his teeth. ‘Your Honour.’


‘And as for you, Mr Belsworth, I expected better of you, sir! This is a gentlemen’s court, and I will not have the attorneys resorting to such tap-room humour. Am I understood?’ Judge Williams looked like no-one’s pushover now.
Belsworth wore a put-upon face as he bowed. ‘Your Honour, I merely sought to establish the witness’s motive in speaking in support of a woman whom the whole world knows — and which she does not deny — to be a sorceress, murderess, traitor, kidnapper and liar. No gentleman would ever speak for such a one. Which leads one to wonder why any man would speak for her. If not carnal, could his motives be venal? Does he hope for reward from John Bryce or Sebastian Venn, perhaps?’
The gallery began to seethe again as it processed these suggestions. ‘Hang him, too!’ someone yelled again, and another called out, ‘Hey, Guv’nor! What did he pay you for the pardon?’
Bang! Bang! Bang! went the judge’s gavel. ‘I will clear the court if this constant clamour does not subside!’ He glanced at Governor Grey, who was peering up into the gallery as though trying to see who had shouted at him. The crowd went reluctantly quiet.
‘It would seem to me that Mr Wiremu is a most un trustworthy witness,’ Belsworth resumed. ‘As you have said, Your Honour, this is a gentlemen’s court, yet here is this savage, this pardoned killer given unnatural longevity through darkest makutu, speaking out for one of his own. Whether by greed or lust, he binds himself publicly to her. He claims he saw mercy in her demeanour, there at the end in Te Iho. Mercy? From Donna Kyle? Impossible, I say! Impossible, and therefore untrue. I put it to the jurors that this man’s evidence is either compelled — as apparently all this man’s own crimes were — or mistaken.’
He raised a hand to forestall the gallery from making more noise in support — he clearly didn’t want this session to end when it was going so well for him — and jabbed a finger in the air. ‘This witness is not on trial — this time — but his evidence is dubious at best.’
He smiled as the gallery restrained themselves to a ripple of applause. He bowed to them, and turned back to his seat. ‘No more questions, Your Honour,’ he said airily, and sat among the junior prosecutors, ostentatiously accepting handshakes from his colleagues.
Wiri was sweating and trembling as he sat down beside Mat. Their eyes met briefly: Wiri’s were blazing with repressed fury.
A bailiff stood. ‘The court calls Wiremu Matiu Douglas.’
Mat felt like he was about to be sick. He stood on legs that felt like those of a newborn colt, and tottered forward, clutching onto each bench for support, then gripped the side of the podium. He took two deep breaths, and looked across to his father.
‘Take a sip of water,’ Tama told him. He did so, and felt a little better.
Mat had to swear an oath on a leather-bound Bible, and then Dad took him through his own experiences, similar but different to Wiri’s. He felt he got through it OK.
Then it was Belsworth’s turn. ‘Hello, Mat,’ the prosecutor said in a falsely friendly voice. ‘I understand you prefer that name, yes?’


He nodded back at the man sullenly. Condescending creep.
Belsworth half-turned away, then whirled and jabbed a finger in Mat’s face. ‘What did you shout at me during your friend Wiremu’s testimony, Mat?’
Mat felt himself go bright red. ‘Lying prick,’ he muttered. Someone laughed.
‘A little louder, please.’ Belsworth posed attentively.
‘I said “Lying prick”, sir,’ Mat gritted out. The whole gallery alternately laughed or hissed.
‘Ah, children,’ Belsworth said, parading across the front of the jury. ‘In their world, things are so simple! So black and white. People are good, or they are evil. Lawyers are bad, obviously. Policemen are good, priests are saints and rugby players are gods. No shades of grey. Nothing to miscomprehend. No nuances to consider.’ He turned back to Mat. ‘How old are you, child?’
Mat straightened. He saw Tama give a warning shake of the head, and Wiri pat the air downward, mouthing ‘Stay cool’. He took a deep breath. ‘I’m seventeen, and I’m not a child. Sir.’
‘Mmm. Just so. And you were — what? — sixteen, when the incidents you have related so well occurred? … Did “Daddy” coach you on what to say?’
Mat clenched his teeth. ‘No. Sir.’
‘And just so we’re straight here: you are the only son of the defence attorney?’
‘Yes, sir.’
Belsworth smiled about him. ‘Do you know what crimes this woman has committed, Mat?’
‘Objection!’ Tama stood up.


‘Overruled,’ the judge said quickly. ‘Her crimes are what we are here to explore.’
Mat looked at his father, who nodded shortly to him, and then sat down again, glaring up at the judge. ‘I know she’s done some bad things,’ Mat answered.
Belsworth barked out a derisive laugh. ‘“Some bad things”,’ he mimicked. ‘Good that you’ve been listening, Mat. This woman you’re here to support is like a one-person apocalypse. Whole townships have been razed at her command, here in Aotearoa. She has corrupted good men and manipulated evil ones. Yet you seem to think that one ambiguous act during a defeat represents some kind of moral cleansing?’
‘I didn’t say that!’ Mat retorted without thinking. ‘I don’t think she shouldn’t be punished!’
Tama put a finger to his lips. Mat swallowed, and fought for composure.
‘What do you think should happen to her, Mat?’ Belsworth asked, quietly. ‘After all, isn’t this the woman who has pursued, struck, and even tried to kill you?’
‘Objection!’ Tama snapped.
The judge leant forward. ‘Overruled. The witness will answer the question.’
Mat swallowed. ‘I … don’t know.’
‘Come now. I understand you’re something of a hero, Mat,’ Belsworth said. ‘These last few months since I came here I have heard nothing but praise for you. A young man of talent and courage. Puarata’s bane, some name you! Surely you have some views on what her punishment should be?’
Mat looked across at Donna Kyle. Her eyes bored into his, her expression just as he remembered it in that fatal moment at Te Iho. Heartsick and beaten, placing her last remaining hope in him, the blind faith of a child.
Beside her Asher Grieve snickered, and drew his finger across his throat. Mat had to fight down the urge to raise his hand where Mahuika the fire goddess had placed nails of fire, and blast him to charcoal. He closed his eyes, locked out the faces of both father and daughter, and sought the calmness within that fuelled the gentler aspects of his powers. ‘I am part-Maori,’ he said aloud. ‘We hold that restorative justice is possible, and natural. If she … the defendant … hadn’t given up that day, her father would have won. He’d be a new Puarata. She’s done bad things, but she also did one good thing. That should be remembered.’
Belsworth looked at him pityingly. ‘Playing to the gallery, are you, Mat? Trying to appear noble, for your “fans”, perhaps? Restorative justice … Ha! The erratic and uncoded principles of the natives do not concern this court. This court is concerned with facts and evidence and consistency before one universal set of laws. You are just a child, coached by your father to try to give weight to his flimsy defence of this self-confessed diabolist. We forgive your ignorance and your youth, but this court should give your testimony no credence.’ He turned away, lordly and dismissive. ‘I have no further questions, Your Honour, except to question why we allow juveniles to testify at all.’
More applause from the gallery, while Mat teetered back to his seat and slumped there, shaking like a leaf. He glared at the back of Belsworth’s head and seethed.
The session wrapped up after that, to his immense relief. Wiri put a hand on his shoulder and led him away, while Tama stalked over and exchanged some terse, low-pitched words with Royston Belsworth.
‘That was the worst thing ever,’ Mat told Wiri outside the back of the High Court, away from the crowds. He couldn’t stop shaking. ‘What gives him the right to abuse people like that?’
‘His job, Mat. He’s there to get under our skins, and reveal the truth. Wait and see what your father does if he thinks any of Belsworth’s witnesses are lying or hiding the truth. It’s a tough job, but necessary.’
‘He didn’t have to enjoy it so much.’
Wiri smiled ruefully. ‘No. You’re right, it wasn’t pleasant. But we’ve done our bit now.’
‘So what happens next?’
‘The trial continues. It is a foregone conclusion, of course — the charges themselves are not contested, but we have to go through the motions of hearing evidence and testimonials to establish guilt. It’s not how it would happen in our world, but the laws here depend on Governor Grey’s moods. What your father is really fighting for is some degree of clemency for Donna Kyle. Whether that comes about is out of our hands now.’
‘I know, I just feel so … mad! That Belsworth! I could just … Arghhh!’ Mat made strangling gestures.
‘Yeah, I know.’ Wiri stood up. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here. Looks like you’ll be able to fly south on Friday and get to your concert after all, eh?’
Mat stood, forcing himself to think of more pleasant things. ‘Yeah. The whole gang’ll be there.’ Including Riki and Cass being all sweet on each other, he thought morosely.


Wiri read him like a book. ‘So, Riki and Cassandra, eh?’
‘Yeah.’
‘You OK ’bout that?’
Mat pulled a face. ‘Yeah, I guess. I mean, I can’t understand half what she talks about — bitrates and torrents and CPUs and stuff — but she’s pretty cool.’
Wiri gave him what Mat tended to think of as an ‘old person’ look. One full of rueful memories. ‘If things are right, they work out. If not, they don’t. That’s the wisdom of five centuries talking.’
‘That’s all you learnt in five centuries? You should have paid more attention.’
 
The trial ended on Wednesday afternoon. It all happened quickly, as if the judge, or the governor, had lost patience. Tama Douglas summed up with a plea for clemency for his client. ‘The woman before you was taken at the age of eight by a man steeped in evil, and moulded to his desires. For sixty years he shaped her, no less in thrall than Wiremu, who was bound to service by sorcery. With Donna Kyle, the bounds were less tangible, but just as strong. Coercion and punishment. Threats and promises. Yet despite this she withheld her blow, and in doing so saved us all. Yes, all of us! It is not too much of a leap to say that were Asher Grieve to have seized Te Iho, Akarana itself might have fallen in time. Perhaps she has saved all Aotearoa. Yes, she has done wrong in the past, but when the moment of truth came, she sacrificed her own gain for all of us. If we spill her blood, it will be martyr’s blood!’


His speech was booed roundly from the unruly gallery, but Mat looked at his father with new eyes. He’d never have envisaged such words in his father’s mouth. He still wasn’t sure that he agreed with them, but they made him proud.
They were all for nothing, though.
‘Guilty as charged,’ was the jury’s verdict, and their recommendation of capital punishment for both Asher Grieve and Donna Kyle was no surprise. No-one had spoken a word for Asher Grieve anyway, and he had no defence lawyer — had refused one, in fact.
Judge Williams delivered the hardest blow.
‘I find in this matter no reason for clemency. I sentence both prisoners to death by hanging, this coming Monday.’ He rapped on his desk with the gavel. ‘That is all. Thank you, everyone: this case is closed.’
The court was cleared in minutes. Asher Grieve was led away smirking; Donna went with her head bowed, not looking at anyone. Belsworth came to shake Tama’s hand, which his father accepted, although Mat wished he’d punched Belsworth instead. Mat himself felt stunned, numb — not with surprise, but because this whole ordeal had been for nothing. All the stress and anger and fear, for naught. If this was justice, it seemed a hollow thing, and it gave him no peace.
The cheering crowds outside did not seem to agree, though.






I wish to see you
AUCKLAND, THURSDAY
Hey, we could get our fortunes told,’ Damien exclaimed, pointing at a gaudy sign over a curtained-off booth. ‘Everalda: Fortune-Teller. Weird name! Reckon she’ll be the real thing?’
Mat shrugged, and shook his head. The idea of having his fortune told by some charlatan was too depressing to consider. ‘They’re mostly fakes, Jones reckons. This market is just a tourist trap.’
The two boys had the afternoon off, and after doing Queen Street had wandered over the hill to Victoria Park Market. The market was housed in a ramshackle brick building near Freeman’s Bay. It had once been a rubbish collection and incinerator facility, and an old kiln still stretched into the air like an obelisk. Now it housed shops and stalls, most of them souvenir related. Neither boy was really in the mood for shopping, but Mat had found a couple of scarves he thought his mum might like, and one that might make a good peace offering for Lena.
Wiri and Tama were off trying to lodge an appeal, and Damien’s fencing tournament had finished the day before. Damien had been pretty happy to finish seventh out of twenty-three. He had a new motorbike and was planning to leave tomorrow afternoon, over-nighting at home in Dannevirke, then pushing on to Wellington on Saturday morning for the concert.
‘So, you gonna ring Lena?’ Damien asked.
Mat scowled. He’d been putting this off. He pulled out his mobile, steeled himself, and rang Lena’s number. It was answered after seven rings.
‘Hello? Mat?’ Her voice was crisp, distant.
‘Hi, Lena. How’re you?’
‘I told you not to call me.’
‘I just wanted to see how you are.’
‘No, you’re checking up on me.’
‘Yeah, that too. You shouldn’t go near him, Lena. He’s …’
‘He’s what? Bad? Dangerous? I might like that.’
‘No. He’s a dirty cheating thug is what he is,’ Mat found himself snarling. ‘No-one should go near him, let alone you.’
‘It’s none of your business, Mat. I’m going to hang up now.’
‘Wait!’
Silence — but no click and dial-tone.
‘What?’ Her voice was impatient, and infuriating.
‘Could we talk? Please! It’s important.’
She sighed, and he really thought she’d just say no, but instead she said: ‘Where?’
He heaved a sigh of relief. ‘How about midday tomorrow, in Albert Park?’


A long pause. ‘Alright. But I’ve told you before, Mat: it’s my life and I won’t have you or Jones or anyone else meddling with it.’
She hung up before he could reply. He stared down at the phone, then slowly pocketed it. That hadn’t gone so badly, all things considered. How is it that in a country of four million people I know only two girls, and neither of them wants to go out with me?
Damien gave him a questioning look. ‘Well?’
‘We’re going to catch up tomorrow.’
‘Good on ya, mate.’ He looked about him. ‘What’s this market like on the other side?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘You know, in Akarana or whatever they call it? Shall we have a look?’
‘I don’t think we should go there, man,’ Mat replied. ‘Akarana is bedlam, nothing like Gisborne or Napier — heaps of people, and if they recognize me … Well, there were guys at the trial shouting about lynching anyone who spoke up for Donna Kyle.’
‘Aw, c’mon, who’s gonna recognize you?’
‘I was on public display for three days. Lots of people could, and it only takes one.’ He looked at Damien steadily. ‘You’re not going to stop nagging me on this, are you?’
‘Nope.’
Mat rolled his eyes and sighed. ‘OK. But at the first sign of trouble we’re out of there. Deal?’
Damien grinned. ‘Of course.’
Mat glanced about them, and then they headed towards the back of the market building, and found a place out the back where no-one was around. ‘You know how it goes,’ he sighed, gripping Damien’s shoulder. Damien did the same to him, his face eager. Mat closed his eyes, reaching inwards for that small coil of light, the one kindled a year ago during his flight from Puarata, and built and tended by Jones and Ngatoro since. It built inside his mind, and then pulsed, sending a tingling feeling through him as he reached for that rich, fragrant otherness that was Aotearoa.
His nose was immediately assailed by possibly the worst smell he’d ever encountered. He and Damien were standing in the midst of mound after mound of rubbish each taller than their heads. Thick black smoke was swirling about them, and crowds of men were wheelbarrowing more rubbish through the slush towards the big brick furnace.
‘Arghh!’ someone gurgled behind them. They spun, in time to see a young man backing away from them, his eyes wide with shock at their sudden appearance. He tripped and sprawled into a mountain of rubbish, shouting in alarm and fear. Every man there turned at the cry.
‘Jeez!’ shouted Damien, ‘Let’s get the hell outta here!’
Mat and Damien pelted away, zigzagging through the rubbish heaps while people shouted after them. The smoke in the air was pouring from the big kiln, but being driven down by fresh sheets of rain coming in off the harbour. Mat glanced back, but there was no pursuit. They slowed to a walk, crossing the cricket field across the road and heading back towards the city centre. No-one paid them any special attention. Mat was in fairly nondescript modern clothing, but Damien was in his patchwork jacket. Mat persuaded him to turn it inside out so that the black lining was on the outside and he therefore didn’t stand out quite so much. After that, they blended right in. They sauntered down to the harbour as the rain cleared, and the sun broke through the cloud.
‘Man, look at this place!’ Damien looked about him cheerfully, at the old timber houses and the horse-drawn carriages. There were even very early cars, and red trams plied the main streets. On the harbour they saw tall-masted sailing-ships. ‘Isn’t it amazing? Check out those old-time cars!’
Mat glanced upwards. The Sky Tower was gone, of course, and in fact there were few buildings taller than three storeys. No power lines either. He saw women in bonnets and bustles fussing past them towards Queen Street, and businessmen with sideburns tipping their hats to each other. Newspaper boys hollered out headlines, and rough-looking groups of youths were loitering on the street corners. An old Chinaman peered curiously at them, and spat a wad of tobacco into the churning mud of the streets. Just like Auckland in the real world, Akarana was a hive of activity.
The strangest thing was the way that every few minutes, a ripple seemed to run through the city, causing some buildings to vanish and others to take their place. Sometimes the change made the city more modern, other times less so. It was as if every incarnation of the city was trying to compete for attention. Yet these waves of time didn’t touch them or the other people at all, just washed around them. It was disconcerting, but they got used to it.
‘It makes you think it should all be sepia-coloured, like an old-time photo, eh?’ Damien said. He peered at a cluster of young women gliding past, like a flock of swans in their white bonnets and full-length cotton dresses. ‘Must take these babes hours to get dressed in the morning.’
Mat shrugged — he had absolutely no experience of colonial women’s attire.
‘Excuse me? Are you Matiu Douglas?’
The two boys turned. A young Maori woman, very dark-skinned with thick, long black hair that fell to her waist, was standing about six feet behind them, wrapped in a body-length feather cloak. She was barefoot on the muddy verge of the road. An older Maori man of middling height with iron-grey hair caught in a top-knot stood a pace behind her, also wearing a cloak.
It took a moment, and then Mat recognized them, from the rescue at Te Iho: Tamure and his daughter. Which meant that both were tohunga ruanuku. He cautiously nodded.
The girl seized Mat’s right hand and knelt in the mud. A stream of Maori words spilt from her lips faster than Mat could follow, while the man seized his shoulder, tears spilling down his carved face. All Mat could do was stare and restrain the urge to run away.
The young woman — a girl, really, no more than his own age — eventually looked up, and slowed her words. ‘I sorry. My English no good. You speak Te Reo?’
‘Uh, not well,’ Mat said apologetically. Mat had spent most of his life actively resisting his Maori side, and increasingly found himself regretting it, but learning Te Reo was proving hard, slow work, and he didn’t trust his skills yet. He wished Riki were here. ‘Please, don’t kneel,’ he added, embarrassed.
The girl straightened completely in one graceful movement, so that she was eyeball to eyeball with him. She had ancient eyes set in a handsome face, and a regal bearing. ‘This my father, Tamure.’
Mat bowed. ‘I am honoured, sir.’
The tohunga nodded gravely, seeming to understand the sentiment if not the words.
‘My father has no English, Matiu Douglas,’ the girl told him. ‘He thanks you with all his heart. We both do.’
‘It was my honour.’ Mat hated praise almost as much as criticism. ‘Er, nice to meet you, uh …’
‘I am Aroha,’ she offered.
‘Most people call me Mat.’
‘Mat,’ she repeated. She stepped right up to him and pressed her nose to his. Her breath was warm and smelt of cloves. The sudden intimacy was alarming, but he knew better than to pull away. ‘You saved our life. We are in your debt.’
Mat reddened. ‘Oh. Yeah … ah, no! I was pleased to help. An honour. There’s no debt!’
‘You are good man. My father write to yours, if I please?’
Her voice echoed, seemed to resonate faintly as she spoke, and in her eyes were flecks like stars and galaxies. For a frightening second she seemed far more than a girl or even an Adept.
What was that …? ‘Uh, sure. OK.’
She smiled broadly, her face inches from his. She had big lips with delicate moko carved into them, and eyes that bored into him. ‘Then, haere ra, Matiu. For now.’ She stepped away, and she and her father bowed in unison, then turned and walked away.


Mat stared after them, wondering what he’d just agreed to.
‘I guess you’ve got a fan club,’ Damien chuckled, nudging him. ‘She looked pretty serious.’
‘Yeah,’ Mat agreed in a worried voice.
‘Nice-looking chick, in an “untouchable queen of all creation” kinda way.’
‘You think anything in a skirt is hot.’
‘Not just skirts, man. Feather cloaks, hot-pants, trouser suits and bikinis, too. All chicks are cute.’ Damien poked him again. ‘Aroha … nice name. And her dad’s gonna write to yours.’
‘Yeah. That’s what’s worrying me.’
 
Tama Douglas met Mat in the hotel room with an envelope in his hand. ‘Mat! I’ve been trying to call you all afternoon. Where have you been?’
‘Out with Damien.’ He eyed the envelope in his father’s hand suspiciously. I only just met that Aroha chick; surely this ‘writing to Dad’ thing can’t have happened already …
‘The network said your phone was turned off …’
‘Really? Weird, huh?’
‘Were you in Aotearoa?’
‘Us? Nah.’ Damien shook his head vigorously. Tama eyed him suspiciously, then handed Mat the envelope. It was already opened.
Mat peered at the unmarked envelope, then reluctantly pulled out a single sheet of folded paper. It was handwritten, and what he read made his skin prickle.


Matiu
I wish to see you. I understand you leave tomorrow evening. I ask that you visit my cell just before 9 a.m., Friday. I know there is no reason you should want to, but please come anyway. Think of it as a dying wish.
Donna Kyle






Gaol
AKARANA, FRIDAY MORNING
The crowds outside the gaol on the corner of Victoria Street and Queen Street were dozens deep, as soldiers in black uniforms with muskets shoved a path through. The shouting and catcalls of the people blurred into one loud roar as Mat and his father were hustled inside. Red-faced women and whiskery men bellowed threats. Old men with lined faces and gaps in their teeth spat. Handfuls of mud flew out of the packed masses and splattered Mat’s jacket and trousers. It was a relief to burst through hastily opened doors and into a chamber full of soldiers. They were all officers, who peered at them with hard, unfriendly faces.
Mat wiped at his clothing crossly. ‘Haven’t they got better things to do with their afterlives?’ he glowered.
Tama laid a protective hand on his shoulder, and flashed him a warning look. ‘Stay cool, son.’
‘You’re to see the guv’nor first,’ an officer told them, pointing to a door on the right. ‘Go on in.’


They entered a large room, dominated by a large desk and the smell of damp. There were two men inside. Mat recognized Sir George Grey, Governor of Akarana and the North. His high forehead was accentuated by a receding hairline, which like his thick moustache and sideburns was light brown. He was of lean build, and clad in a black three-piece suit. A top hat sat on the desk behind him. Mat recalled that in his life Grey had taken the trouble to learn Te Reo, but that he also had a reputation for high-handedness and duplicity — though the story changed depending upon who told it. Some blamed him for the Land Wars; others blamed his superiors back in England. The man radiated a stiff formality bordering on distaste as he greeted Tama curtly, then turned to Mat.
‘So this is the young tyro, eh?’ He offered no handshake, instead indicating the other man in the room with a faint nod. ‘This is Captain William Hobson, my Lieutenant-Governor of the Far North.’
Hobson looked up with a pained expression. He was a thin man except around the belly, and his flat, moon-shaped face looked shockingly tired. When he moved, it was awkwardly, as though he’d lost full use of his left arm. He sagged into his uniform as if it were three sizes too big. The dark pouches under his eyes and thinning mop of lank hair made him seem old and unwell. His greeting was unintelligible, his demeanour unimpressive. Hobson had been New Zealand’s first governor, but here in Aotearoa he seemed subservient to Grey.
‘Not in good health, our William,’ Grey went on callously. ‘But it was him or no-one. Hobson’s Choice, if you like,’ he added with a cruel laugh. ‘He’s travelled down to witness the executions.’
Hobson peered at Mat with bleary interest. ‘The witch has asked to see you, young man. Why?’
Mat shook his head. ‘I don’t know, sir,’ he replied honestly.
‘Well, I don’t like it,’ Grey said coldly. ‘You “Adepts” seem to think that because you can break the laws of Nature you have the right to break the laws of men.’
‘I don’t believe that, sir.’
‘Then you’d be a rarity, boy. Your sort are like a little club. I’ve had enough of Aethlyn Jones and his cronies trying to manipulate me.’
‘I’m not interfering, sir. My father said it would be a kindness to visit her.’
Grey glanced at Tama. ‘Your father has spent too much time with that woman. I suspect she has used her wiles upon him, hmmm?’
Tama flushed. ‘Not at all, sir. We have been strictly supervised throughout my briefings with her, as you know. My client merely wishes to thank my son for his testimony, that is all.’
‘Much good it did her,’ Grey commented coldly. ‘You know of course that I have sworn her demise, and I will see that through, Mr Douglas. What I want is surety that your son won’t cause trouble during his visit.’
‘Of course not,’ Tama said, glancing at Mat, who nodded his agreement emphatically.
Grey sighed heavily. ‘Very well. I will allow the visit. Dying wishes can’t be denied, it is said. Such things hold weight in this place, you understand?’


Mat nodded mutely. Hobson stared dazedly, slurping some dark caramel-coloured fluid from a tumbler. He looked halfway to drunk and it was still early morning.
Grey peered doubtfully at Mat. ‘This Aotearoa, it is an afterlife, of sorts, as I’m sure you know.’ Then he added, ‘Perhaps the afterlife, but not for all who die. Those with a great attachment to this land seem to gravitate here. For myself, I died in London, yet my spirit found its way here. What does that tell you, eh?’
Mat thought about that. It did indeed speak volumes for Grey’s affinity for New Zealand. Despite himself, he was impressed.
Grey went on. ‘You might think such a place as this would not require governance, but of course it does. In any gathering of mankind, organization is required, and leadership. To the natural leaders fall that role. I came here as governor in the name of Her Majesty Queen Victoria. I did my best by this place then, and I do the same now. Some criticize, but what do they offer in my place? Hmmm? I’ll tell you: weakness. Weakness is dangerous at any time, but especially when vermin like Venn, Bryce, Grieve and Kyle are running loose. It is my vigilance that confines these people to the wild places, and lets ordinary folk here live out their existences safely. I come down hard on those who cause trouble. Do you understand, young Adept?’
‘Yes, sir,’ Mat muttered.
‘Bit o’ time in the navy would do t’ boy some good,’ slurred Hobson.
‘In the military, most assuredly,’ Grey agreed. ‘My father died fighting Napoleon, you know.’ He eyed Mat suspiciously, as if he’d like to open up his head and examine all his thoughts at first hand. At length he sighed. ‘Very well. Mr Douglas, you will remain here; the warden will take the boy through.’ He rapped on the door, and a burly, bearded gaoler answered. ‘Take the boy to her, Mitchell.’
Mat was led past the stairs, through two sets of iron-bound doors, stopping at each as the warden unlocked them carefully. Then it was down a long corridor and around a corner, walking between cell after cell full of rough-dressed women with tangled hair and filthy cotton dresses. The stench of slop buckets and sweat hit him in a warm, wet wave, and when they saw him a cacophony of screeching taunts met his ears. ‘Witch-friend!’ was the only half-polite thing he heard — the rest was obscene abuse. Hands reached out, snagging his clothing, pulling at his hair. He had to jerk himself from grip to grip, until Mitchell, the warden, flailed an arm and battered them away.
‘Drunken harlots the lot o’ them!’ Mitchell shouted, his hard face unsympathetic. He led Mat around a right-hand turn and another bank of cells, including one that was completely empty but awash in foul liquids and brown lumps of faeces, as if it were the dumping ground for every slop bucket in the gaol. ‘That’s de witch’s cell,’ Mitchell guffawed. ‘She’s waitin’ in the far room for ye. Don’ worry though, we hosed her down afirst!’
Mat put a hand over his nose and staggered onward. She’s been here for six months! Hanging will be a mercy to her, he thought, aghast.
Mitchell stopped him at the door, as the uproar reverberated about them, and pulled Mat close to him. He reeked of whisky. ‘Lad, if you be wantin’ ta go in thar alone, it’ll be extra coin. Two shillin’s; three if yer dab it up wit’ ’er.’
‘What?’
‘Y’know!’ The gaoler made a rude gesture. ‘So, let’s be havin’ yer.’
Why am I doing this? Although he had no desire to be alone with Donna Kyle, he also had no desire for this repulsive man to be standing over them both, so he pulled out three dollar coins and thrust them at the man. ‘These do?’
Mitchell beamed. ‘Aye, sure dey will. You be havin’ a good time in dere, y’hear?’ He leant towards Mat, the smile on his face vanishing. ‘One last thing. You might’ve heard that she’s been infected with fairy blood. You know what that means? It means she’s just one mouthful of blood away from turning into something that kills to live. So don’t you go feeding her any blood of your own, will you? One drop is all it’ll take. She’ll turn into one of those patupai-whatsits. Then we’ll have to lop her head off, straight away. Understand?’
Mat nodded mutely, filing the information away.
Mitchell unlocked the last door, shoved Mat through and locked it. The clamour fell to almost nothing, a distant squall. Abruptly it was just Mat, and the woman sitting in the chair in front of him. Donna Kyle.
She was clad in rough overalls. The cloth was stained and soaking, and her hair was wet and awry. She looked like she’d not slept in days, her pale face as brittle as chipped crockery. Her arms were behind her back, and Mat realized that she was handcuffed to the wooden chair. ‘You came,’ she said flatly, studying him.
Mat found he had no idea what to say, so he said nothing.


‘What time is it?’ she asked.
Mat glanced at his watch. It usually stopped whenever he went from Aotearoa to his world or back, but he knew these days to re-start it immediately, so it was probably right. ‘About four minutes to nine.’
‘You’re sure? Your watch is accurate?’ She looked down at her wet overalls. ‘The other prisoners throw their slop buckets over me when I sleep. Don’t come too close; I still stink of it.’
He tried not to breathe.
‘They think they can get away with it because I’m going to die anyway.’ Her expression was at once bitter, contemptuous and malevolent. Mat was reminded of exactly why he feared her, despite the pity that had recently curbed that dread. She looked up at him. ‘I don’t suppose you want to unlock these damn cuffs?’ she asked.
No way! ‘I don’t think I’m allowed to.’
‘You’ve got to stop doing only what you’re allowed to do, Matiu Douglas. The meek don’t inherit anything. Especially not in this place.’ She looked about her uneasily. ‘That pig Mitchell is watching us through a peephole, by the way. Top right corner.’
Mat glanced up, made out the hole, then looked away. ‘What do you want?’
She looked at him carefully. ‘Come here. I need to whisper something to you.’ He cringed inwardly, but did as she said. The stench of human waste clung to her, but, more than that, she radiated an intensity that scared him. It was hard to come so close to her, but he put his ear to her mouth.
‘Thank you,’ she whispered. ‘Listen carefully. In a few minutes there is going to be an explosion. It could happen right now! It will kill us both, unless you protect us. So shield us!’
Mat stiffened. ‘But … how?’
‘Act! I’ll tell you how I know if we live.’
Shit! He quickly threw up a warding about himself, one Jones and Ngatoro had shown him, a protection against fire and earth. The air was instantly crackling with energy. Donna murmured against his neck, intimate as a kiss. ‘Yes, yes, that’s it. Jones taught you well.’ His skin crawled at the tingle of her breath. ‘Keep shielding us both.’
‘I—’
With a sudden double KRUUMMMMPFF, the building shook, and dust and smoke filled the air. Mat felt plaster from the roof batter his shield, while he wrapped his arms about the witch and threw everything into protecting them both. Darkness blossomed across his sight, a hot, dusty blackness that swallowed them. Outside their tiny haven, he heard a cacophony of screams, of agony and terror, and then silence.
He choked, calling air to him, trying to filter it. Long seconds passed in which he gasped, wrapped about Donna, who was herself wracked by violent coughing. A fresh din arose, but this time it was a mixture of cries for help, shrieks of pain, and then, suddenly, the rattle of gunfire.
The back wall of the cell fell in, a slew of shattered bricks falling about their feet like a landslide. Donna’s chair tipped backward and broke apart. Mat landed on top of her, trying to gulp in a wave of cleaner air from outside. Smoke swirled through the huge hole, lanced by sunlight, a gust of air clearing his visibility.


A horse whickered close by, and through the torn wall a rider appeared, looking over the muzzle of a pistol. The man took aim at Mat. ‘Where’s the witch?’
‘Keep him busy,’ Donna whispered from where she lay beneath him in the rubble, below the man’s sight. She rolled into a foetal position, straining to pull her cuffed wrists under her buttocks and legs. Mat looked at the rider, utterly confused as to what he should be doing.
The rider nudged his horse closer and saw Donna, even as she pulled her arms under herself so that they were clasped before her.
‘Boy! Get out of the way!’ the rider shouted, trying to line up a shot at her. Mat stared down the muzzle and wondered if he was going to be shot down shielding his worst enemy.
Then came a voice that froze his blood. ‘Daughter!’
Asher Grieve.
‘Daughter! Come to me!’
More gunfire erupted, and suddenly the rider outside the gap jerked and crumpled; his horse reared and then bolted away, carrying the stricken man from view.
Mat hurried to the gap, slithering over the mound of bricks. Donna came after him. He couldn’t think what to do. Was this a gaolbreak? Should he arrest her, or help her?
They struggled through the scattered bricks and onto a small bare patch of earth. To his right, the wall was half-demolished about a small crater of tossed earth and smoking rubble. Then someone loomed out of the smoke.
‘Daughter!’ It was Asher Grieve, barely twenty feet away, a ragged shape in white, supported by a man in a warden’s uniform.


‘Is she dead?’ shouted someone else from somewhere in the smoke — an American. Sebastian Venn?
Mat’s heart pounded as he raised his hands, kindling fire on the fingernails Mahuika had given him and hurling it at Asher Grieve. Mahuika’s nails made the action as natural as breathing. He wasn’t fast enough, though. Asher took a step backwards and sideways. Mat’s burst of fire followed Grieve, but instead struck the warden Asher had ducked behind. The warden went up like a bonfire. Mat’s jet of flames clung like tar, bursting about him and wreathing him in fire. He fell, writhing and shrieking in utter agony.
No! I didn’t mean …
Asher Grieve darted around the side of the building and was gone. But Mat only had eyes for the man he’d set alight. With an inchoate cry, Mat lurched towards the soldier, dampening down the flames, desperate to undo what he’d done. Too late. Charred skin and raw flesh appeared amidst the smoke. He tried to beat at the flames, while beside him Donna bent down and picked up a fallen musket. Mat saw the movement too late. As if in slow motion, the butt of the gun hammered into his temple, and the lights snapped out.






Post-trauma
AKARANA, FRIDAY
Throbbing bursts of pain scraped at the inside of Mat’s skull, while at his feet a burning man dripped melting flesh as he begged for mercy. Then water splashed over his face and washed the ghastly visions away.
‘He’s waking, Guv’nor.’
Mat opened his eyes to a world of blurred shapes in black and brown and white. Jarring noises overrode distant cries of pain. Then a cold voice cut through the noise.
‘Open your eyes! Tell me what you knew of this!’ George Grey blared at him.
Mat tried to remember, to make sense of all this … the explosion … Asher Grieve … fire pouring from his hands, that awful fire …
‘Sir—’
‘Don’t “Sir” me! Speak! Speak, damn it!’
Mat was in the front office again, on a wooden chair with Grey towering over him. Hobson was drinking whisky like it was sacred. Beyond them a clutch of officers watched, hands on guns and sword hilts. Distant cries of pain seeped through the walls.
The memories came reluctantly. ‘There was an explosion, while I was in the cell with Donna Kyle. She hit me. That’s all I know.’
Grey pounded the table. ‘There’s more! How did you come to be alone with her? How did you get outside? Who burnt the warden? Who put a ball in his brain? Where is Donna Kyle now? Where is Asher Grieve? Who set the bombs?’
‘I don’t know! I don’t know anything!’
‘Damn it, boy, I’ll have the truth if I have to beat it out of you!’
‘Sir,’ put in a man in a medical coat, with thick-rimmed glasses and a straggling beard. ‘The boy has concussion from the skull-trauma. He should be given time to recover.’
‘There is no time, Doctor! Asher Grieve and Donna Kyle are loose!’
‘The constabulary are mustering, sir. The fugitives went south, we know that. They’ll run straight into Von Tempsky’s irregulars south of the Bombay Hills.’
‘Von Tempsky, pah!’ Grey spat. ‘Insufferable glory-hunter! Venn’ll just buy him off. That’s if they’ve not gone to Auckland — for all I know, they’re already jetting off to Venn’s lair in the Ureweras!’ Grey straightened. ‘When I want your opinions on non-medical issues, I’ll ask, Doctor. Now, out!’
The next half-hour was worse than the questioning at the trial. Grey was furious. He shouted in Mat’s face, he cursed and pounded the desk, and even threw things. But he never actually struck Mat, despite the dozen or so times it seemed he would. Mat could tell him little, and wanted to reveal less: he could hardly tell the man he’d been told of the bomb and done nothing but protect Donna. He still didn’t understand properly why he hadn’t. There had been no time to think, just to act. And the memory of burning that warden was harrowing, even though the man had been helping Asher.
As if sensing Mat’s omissions, Grey kept pressing him, demanding more, his temper rising inexorably, until Mat feared he would never be released. Then Wiri and Tama burst in. ‘Governor!’ his father shouted, while Wiri shoved an officer aside and stood protectively over Mat. ‘Control yourself! This is my son!’
‘And I’ve no reason to trust you either,’ Grey retorted.
‘Then trust this.’ Tama slammed a wedge of papers onto Grey’s desk. ‘These are copies of Donna Kyle’s confessions to me. After she was sentenced, she revealed hidden caches of information. This includes data that implicates Sebastian Venn in corrupt financial practices in our world. I’ve sent it anonymously to our police, and there is already a warrant out for his arrest.’ He came to stand between Mat and Grey. ‘Would I do that if I was collaborating with Venn?’
Grey faced him, rigid and quivering with anger. Then, abruptly, he turned away. ‘Why would she not have fed this data to police earlier, when she was free and at war?’
‘She still hoped to win, then claim his assets as her own.’ Tama dusted down Mat, and examined the swelling on his temple with concerned eyes. ‘The death sentence removed her motivation for secrecy. Would she have confessed this to me if she was planning on being rescued by Venn?’


Grey clenched and unclenched his fists. ‘Possibly not,’ he conceded grudgingly.
‘My son is foolish and reckless at times, sir, but he is not in league with Donna Kyle or her ilk.’
Grey glowered at him, then nodded abruptly. ‘Damn this! Damn you all. If there is nothing else you can tell me, then go. Get out of my sight!’
Tama and Wiri led Mat away in silence. Outside, the crowd had been herded away from the bombsite. Wiri was able to lead them to a building next door that contained a gateway back to the real world, through an unused cupboard. They emerged into the untenanted floor of a Queen Street apartment. ‘You OK, chief?’ Wiri asked softly.
Mat took a few tentative independent steps. ‘Yeah, I think I can manage.’ He felt utterly spent, dead on his feet.
‘Tama, you’re due to see that detective in Auckland to confirm those documents in quarter of an hour. I’ll see Mat to bed. Damien’s waiting to keep an eye on him, and I’ll join you at the station.’
Tama nodded, then hugged Mat. ‘Being your father is a trial at times, son,’ he muttered. ‘Good thing I’m handy at trials, eh?’
Mat squeezed his dad back, battling tears.
The next few minutes were a blur, and then a huge soft mattress enveloped him.
 
Mat woke up to find himself in his underwear beneath a thick quilt, in his hotel room. Damien was slumbering in the armchair, his mouth half-open, rhythmically snoring. Damien’s fencing bag was on the floor with a pile of motorbike leathers. Mat blinked and sought the alarm clock. Its glowing orange LEDs read 13:17, which befuddled his tired mind until he realized it was on twenty-four-hour mode. Seventeen past one in the afternoon. His head was throbbing, but a thought surfaced.
Lena! Our date!
He thrashed about, leaning half in and half out of the bed, fumbling among his clothes until he found the pocket with his cellphone. He rang repeatedly, but Lena’s phone was apparently off. He groaned, rolled over, and was asleep again in seconds.
When next he woke, the room was shadowy but not fully dark, as if it were late afternoon. He could see the silhouette of someone sitting up in the armchair, and Damien’s snoring had stopped. The alarm clock now read 16:02. Just after four. He sighed, and tentatively sat up.
The figure in the armchair stirred. ‘About time,’ said Donna Kyle.






Rude awakening
AUCKLAND, FRIDAY EVENING
Holy crap!’ Mat exclaimed, leaping backwards and falling off the other side of the bed in a tangle of sheets and quilts and legs. Then, fearfully: ‘Damien?’ The light blazed on, and he saw Damien lying on the floor beside the door, unmoving.
‘He’s fine,’ Donna said in an atonal voice. ‘He’ll wake when I permit him.’ She had a gun in her hand, a flintlock. The cuffs were still about her wrists, although the chain linking them was broken. She was wearing Tama’s raincoat over her prison overalls but still smelt like a sewer.
‘How did you get here?’ Mat asked, buying time.
‘There are many gateways, if you know where to look. Now get up, and get ready.’
‘Ready for what?’
‘To hunt my father.’
‘What …?’ Mat blinked at her, dazed.
She sighed. ‘Must I explain everything?’ She waved a hand, ‘Dress as I speak, boy.’ She nudged Damien with a foot, and he groaned. ‘Get up, you.’ Damien sat up and looked about, bewildered, then saw Donna and backed up against the door.
Mat slowly stood, letting the sheets tumble away. ‘I could burn you like I burned the warden,’ he warned.
She met his gaze levelly. ‘Yes, you could. Or you could overpower me and take me back to Grey so he can hang me. What’s stopping you?’
Mat sucked in a deep breath, trying to think. ‘How did you know about the bomb?’
Her lip curled. ‘One of their accomplices tipped me off.’
‘Why would they tell you about it?’ Damien asked.
Donna grimaced, then shrugged. ‘Because I gave something in return,’ she replied in a bitter voice.
Damien winced in distaste. ‘Why did they try to blow you up? Grey was going to hang you anyway.’
‘Because my father likes to be the one taking the actions. He wanted to be the cause of my death, not Grey. More fool him. When I realized what was planned, I did two things. First, I told Tama Douglas some incriminating secrets about Venn, enough that if he goes back to your world he’ll be arrested. And then I asked Mat to come and see me, so I’d be warded from the explosion. Father fears you, Mat, and rightly so.’ Her voice held a challenge as she said the last words; it prickled him. She was manipulating him, he knew it, yet her praise made him feel stronger.
‘Mat saved us both, as I’d hoped, then drove Father off.’ She looked at Mat. ‘I had to hit you then, of course. You wouldn’t have let me walk away without lengthy explanations.’ She shrugged indifferently. ‘Anyway, if I am the one to bring back my father’s head, they will have no choice but to pardon me.’
‘You shot the warden I burned …?’ Mat asked weakly.
‘He needed to be put out of his misery, don’t you think?’ she replied sarcastically.
Mat swallowed. He saw Damien peering at him at this last exchange, and his first thought was to avoid the subject, but he suddenly felt that it was important not to. ‘Dame, I burnt a man alive this morning, at the gaol. He was Venn’s man, but …’ He felt his voice catch. Damien nodded, his face ashen.
‘You’re too soft-hearted, boy,’ rasped Donna. ‘Now dress! Hurry! You and I need to collect a few others and then move quickly if we are to recapture my father.’ She eyed Damien. ‘What about you? Are you any use?’
Damien straightened. ‘I was at Waikaremoana last summer when we screwed things up for you and Bryce,’ he answered evenly.
Donna’s eyes narrowed. ‘You were the lanky clown with the sword?’
‘Not how I’d have put it, but yeah.’
She nodded slowly. ‘Alright, you’re in.’
Mat groaned. ‘He’s not coming with us.’
‘The hell I’m not!’ Damien retorted. ‘I’ve got your back, man. All the way.’
‘No! This is too dangerous.’ Mat looked at Donna. ‘Tell him.’
‘It’s his life. Now hurry up, before your father gets back.’
He dressed under her cold gaze, a little self-consciously, and stuffed spare gear into shoulder bags. As he did so, his airline tickets spilled onto the floor. He was due to leave for the airport shortly. Well, that wouldn’t be happening. Mat mentally kissed the Green Day concert goodbye, and carried on. He had brought his taiaha with him — the one stained in the blood of Te Iho. But he’d left his feather cloak, the flying one gifted to him by Kurangaituku the Birdwitch, back in Napier. He wished he hadn’t. ‘What about Wiri?’ he asked.
‘Not yet,’ Donna Kyle replied.
‘We need him,’ Mat replied.
‘I said: not yet.’
‘Could I remind you that you’ve got no power here,’ Mat snapped. ‘Ngatoro locked up your magic to make you safe to imprison.’
‘And yet somehow I’m still in charge,’ Donna replied acerbically. ‘It must be a girl thing.’ She stood. ‘If you’re both ready, then let’s go.’
She led them out into the corridor and down the stairs, all the way down to the basement and then out the in-ramp for cars into a backstreet behind Queen Street. The sun was westering, but thanks to daylight saving still high in the sky. ‘Where are we going?’ Mat asked.
‘Victoria Park Market,’ Donna replied. ‘We need to pick up someone.’






Fortune-telling
AUCKLAND, FRIDAY
Everalda van Zelle took the Devonport ferry every morning from her parents’ home on the North Shore across the harbour to central Auckland. From there it was a twenty-minute walk; well, ten minutes really, but she liked to veer off-route to grab a takeaway coffee from the trailer-vendor outside Britomart. Then she could sip her drink while trudging west along Fanshawe Street, before cutting across Victoria Park to the market. Evie opened her stall sometime between nine and eleven, depending on how well she had slept the night before. She lived at home, so her costs were low — it tended to kill her love life, such as it was, but at least she could afford drinking money.
‘Hello, Evie!’ Mrs Hong would always call, even if serving from her Chinese goods booth, and she’d always say ‘Hi’ back — that was the limit of Mrs Hong’s English except when cutting a deal. Sometimes Carly the tattooist would swing past with a smoke to share as she set up.


It was always slow at first — it seemed people didn’t like to deal with mystical things too early in the day. After lunch, though, things usually picked up. Tourists would come through, nudging and jostling each other into her booth. She’d do their cards, or maybe palms, and if there was something big going on for them, try to talk them through it without freaking anyone out. Including herself.
In truth, she felt more like a social worker than a seer. If she watched a person carefully, reading the clues Sherlock Holmes-style, she could learn enough. Add it to the type of question they asked, and she’d usually got half their life story and an idea of what they wanted to hear — people generally came to her to hear what they wanted, not some unknown future. Her main challenge was then to fit the cards to their story, not the other way around.
Today Carly didn’t make it over, but Ted from the smoke-shop filled her ears with gossip, mostly about Carly. Evie didn’t pull a customer until after two, a Brit guy travelling alone who looked uncomfortably at her eyepatch (she was back on patches at the moment, after Carly opined that they were sexier than sunnies). The guy’s cards were a mess, but as she wasn’t really trying, that didn’t matter. What was clear was that he didn’t want to go home; he wanted to stay on with some chick he’d met in Hamilton. She gave him some waffle about ‘seizing opportunities’, and hoped he got the hint. Then old Aggie Joyce came in for her weekly feel-good session, handing over a fifty for assurances that her dead husband was happy. (Evie didn’t know why, but she had a feeling that ten-year-dead Jack was fine, somewhere.) This was what she did, really: told people what they needed to hear, and left them feeling relieved, and resolved. It was like being a psychologist, but less well paid.
Just occasionally she met someone where the cards or palms told her a lot more. Too much more — rushes of visions and impressions that blazed into her sightless left eye with cruel clarity. On those occasions all she could do was suck in air and hold steady until the moment passed, and then see what she could make of it. She was half-expecting one such experience today, because that morning she’d drawn the Queen of Spades from her bedside deck. She’d never lost that habit. Spades no longer signified school work: they meant work, the visions themselves. The Queen of Spades was an ominous card.
‘Hey, Evie, y’up for coffee?’ Carly poked her head through the curtain, all bushy black hair and shiny metal bits. Her bare, muscular arms were tattooed in bright koi-carp and Chinese dragons, every inch. ‘My shout.’
Evie smiled up at her and yawned. ‘Hey, gorgeous. Hell yeah! If I’m gonna get through the late night tonight I’ll need a double shot.’
‘Back in five, honey!’
Carly was back in three minutes as it happened, with two double espressos and a brownie for herself. She was getting a bit of a tummy on, but didn’t seem at all concerned. Carly worked for a guy called Blitz who owned the parlour and took a twenty per cent cut for rent. Everything else was paid through her own books. Nice arrangement, Evie always thought.
‘How’s the ink biz today, Carly?’
‘Hnnh. Blitz is doin’ up this fascist dork in heavy metal tats, even though he looks like a strong wind’d blow him across the harbour. Git.’ She sniffed. ‘Slow day for me; just this one chick wanted a butterfly on her ankle. Who gets flutterbyes these days? Jeez.’
Evie sighed sympathetically.
‘All I ask for is a challenge,’ Carly went on. ‘And a massive tip. Or some weed under the table.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘How’s your day?’
‘Slow. Just two so far. Need four to cut even.’ She fiddled with her eyepatch, which was sitting awkwardly.
‘Here, let me,’ Carly offered, putting down her coffee and reaching across, lifting away the patch (a new one with black velvet and gold Chinese embroidery that Mrs Hong had given her) and tightening the straps. She’d seen Evie’s milky-white left orb so often it didn’t rate a second glance anymore. ‘There. That better?’
‘Uh-huh, suppose so. Still feels awkward — I’m thinking of going back to sunglasses.’
‘We’ve had this discussion a hundred times, Evie. During daytime, sunnies make you look blind, and after dark they make you look like a fashion victim. Whereas the patch makes you look mysterious and mystical. Guys like that.’
‘What do you know about what guys like?’
‘Huh, I get hit on by guys all the time, trying to convert me. Yick. I know what guys like, I tell you. Stick with the eyepatch, honey. You coming out tonight?’
‘Umm, dunno. Like, all your girlfriends are, well, dykes … It puts me at a disadvantage.’
‘Are they hitting on you?’
‘Not really. It’s just … we only go to gay bars. Spot the out-of-place person!’


‘Heaps of breeders go to gay bars. Not all the guys are gay. Try chatting up the badly dressed ones.’
‘Whatever.’ Evie rolled her eyes good-naturedly.
‘Anyways, you’re coming out with us tonight, right? Ted might come — he’s sweet on you.’
‘He’s thirty-something! And he’s keener on you than me.’
‘Pity the fool. Hey, gotta go, Mister Three O’Clock is due any mo.’
They downed their coffees like they were vodka shots, theatrically toasted each other, then Carly was gone. Evie sat back, waiting for someone to decide they needed their future unravelled and were prepared to part with cash for the privilege. To pass the time, she picked up a book (the fifth in sci-fi queen CJ Cherryh’s ‘Foreigner’ series) and headed for galaxies far, far away.
At five the curtain was tentatively pulled aside and a tall ginger-headed galoot in an outrageous knee-length jacket stepped in. ‘Welcome,’ she said brightly, putting her book down. Then the curtain was pulled aside again, and a young part-Maori boy stepped in. Her skin quivered as if she were naked in a wind tunnel. There was something about him, some radiation of energy that she’d felt only when in the presence of Donna or one of her stronger acolytes. Oh no, she groaned inwardly, fighting for composure. ‘Um, sorry, I only see one person at a time.’
Then another person stepped into the suddenly crowded booth, and pulled the curtain across behind her.
‘Hello, Everalda,’ said the person she least wanted to ever see again in her whole life.
Donna Kyle, her own personal Queen of Spades.


 
While Evie tried to compose herself, the newcomers looked her up and down; the two boys with obvious distaste, and Donna Kyle with a kind of possessive malice.
‘What do you want?’ Evie stammered.
‘What do we need one of these frauds for?’ the part-Maori asked in a cutting voice, while his eyes measured her. ‘We don’t need her,’ he concluded dismissively.
‘Everalda is no fraud,’ Donna said in a low voice. ‘I know what you are doing, but belittling her isn’t going to change my mind. She’s coming with us. Everalda, close up and come with me.’
Evie hung her head, hiding behind her curtain of frizzy blonde tresses. Her back was pressed to the walls of her booth; she wondered if she could create enough fuss that Ted or Carly would come.
‘Evie,’ Donna repeated, ‘I said: close up, and come with me.’
Evie bristled. She’d so hoped this woman had left her life. ‘Why?’ she asked, testing the boundaries.
Donna Kyle glowered, as if the notion that a lesser being could question her was a foreign one she’d never got used to. ‘Because it is required.’
The tall white boy stretched a hand towards her. ‘Hey, we’re not going to hurt you.’
She shrank from his grasp. She’d had to touch these ‘warlocks’, as they liked to call themselves, before. It was like letting a giant slug crawl over her skin while sordid images flashed through her blind left eye and into her brain. ‘Don’t touch me!’ she spat.


To her vague surprise, this one retracted his hand apologetically. Usually they seized her gleefully, knowing what they were subjecting her to. Perhaps he was new.
Donna Kyle stepped in front of her. ‘Evie, I’m here to help you. If you do something for me, I will restore your eye.’
Evie felt her jaw drop. Restore my eye! The thought was enough to make her weak at the knees. Not just for the 20:20 vision, but for what else it implied. To be free of this damned curse. Free to get on with life … She stared at the blonde witch, not sure whether to believe. The witch was clad in an overcoat and what looked like workman’s overalls, which totally reeked. ‘Do you mean that?’
Donna nodded. ‘I do.’
‘I’ll hold her to it,’ the part-Maori boy put in, making Donna Kyle scowl. The tiny interaction surprised Evie, hinting at hidden tensions between them.
To be free … She sat down, picked up her tarot deck, split the Major Arcana off and fanned out a quick and dirty three-card reading. ‘Girl—’ Donna began, then shut up, as she realized what Evie was doing.
Evie thought to herself: PRESENT / INFLUENCES / GOAL, flipping the top three cards over in turn. In the present slot she’d drawn The Magician, reversed: weakness, wrong use of skills … OK, I guess that’s hard but fair …
Influences — The Tower: sudden change, disruption … Ominous, but not all bad …
And the future — The Devil, inverted: Jeez! … Release from bondage … Her heart thumped and her mouth went dry. The reading seemed clear, and when she wanted a reading to be clear, it usually was. She stood up: ‘Alright. I’m coming.’


She took the Queen of Spades out of her top pocket and left it on the table, replacing it with a full playing-card deck. She hummed and hah-ed for a few seconds over a stack of tarot decks, eventually selecting the Rider-Waite deck (a touch obvious, but a good general tool when she didn’t know what she was getting herself into) and slipping it into the inside pocket of her leather jacket. She added a velvet bag of Nordic rune stones. She pulled her jacket over her hippy-dippy sweater, and checked herself in the cracked mirror. A tanned face marred by the patch. One solemn haunted eye, and a cascade of rippled gold hair. She pulled a determined face, and turned off the booth light.
She says she will restore my eye, and I’ll hold her to that!
Evie stepped from the darkened booth into the market. The three warlocks were waiting for her outside. She held up a finger, and then went into Blitz’s parlour. Blitz was piercing some guy’s nipples, which made her wince. Carly looked up from where she was hunched over an Asian man’s shoulder. ‘Hey, Carly, I gotta close early. I might be gone a few days. Can you look after the booth, make sure the Hongs don’t let it out to someone else?’
Carly blinked, and put down her stylus and came to her. ‘Sure, babe. You OK? Something happened?’
‘Just got to do something. Family stuff.’
Carly peered past her, out into the market crowds. ‘That’s the blonde bitch who used to come past and bully you, innit?’
Evie nodded. ‘Yeah, but it’s OK. She’s taking me to an eye clinic down south.’
Carly raised her eyebrows sceptically. ‘Pull the other one, Evie. What’s going on? Do you really want to go with her?’


Evie bit her lip, and nodded.
Carly took a heavy breath, then pulled her close, squeezed her and kissed her cheek. This caused three or four metal piercings to jab Everalda in various places. ‘Come back safe, girl.’
Everalda nodded. ‘I will.’
She felt Carly’s eyes on her back as she walked away.
‘I still don’t understand what we need her for,’ the part-Maori was arguing as Evie rejoined them. Evie eyed him curiously. He didn’t seem the type Donna had brought to her stall before, and nor did the ginga. They seemed too … well, soft and humble. Her usual acolytes were brash, and eager to bully and look tough. These two seemed the opposite.
‘We need her to track them, Mat,’ Donna replied as they veered towards a clothing stall. She began leafing through the mounds of clothing with a martyred air. ‘Look at this crap.’
‘I have ways of contacting Kurangaituku. Her birds could find Venn in a matter of hours.’
Donna snorted. ‘Kurangaituku can’t keep a thought in her head for longer than a minute. If you’re relying on her favour just because of what happened in Rotorua last September, you’ll be disappointed. I spent a year trying to keep her focused on the struggle and it was futile. She’s more bird than person.’
‘Rotorua changed her,’ Mat replied.
Donna shook her head. ‘She’s unreliable. And Father knows ways to elude her birds.’
‘Then we could scry them,’ Mat insisted. He’d been learning scrying that summer with Ngatoro: the art of seeing things that were far away.


‘Father could block any scrying you tried,’ Donna replied contemptuously. ‘You’re just a half-trained neophyte, Matiu Douglas. And blocking scrying is easy. Any fool can do it.’
‘Then how can she help?’ Mat asked, glancing at Evie. ‘What training does she have?’
Is he so arrogant he can’t imagine anyone doing what he can’t? Evie scowled at him.
‘You’ll see,’ Donna replied. She grabbed a handful of clothes and gestured abruptly at a stallholder, a spotty-faced temp Evie didn’t know. ‘I’ll have these, and five pairs of size-eight knickers. Hurry.’ The witch turned to Mat. ‘You can pay.’ She walked to the changing rooms with the handful of dresses.
Mat raised his eyebrows, but nevertheless handed over the money, emptying his wallet in the process. ‘Is there an ATM here?’ he asked the assistant, who pointed one out down the aisle. ‘Back in a sec.’ He glanced at the tall youth, then at Everalda. ‘This is Damien. He’ll take care of you.’
Evie was left alone with the ginger-haired Pakeha. Take care of me, will he? She glared at him.
Damien thrust a hand at her. ‘Hi,’ he said, tentatively.
She flinched from his hand and stepped away. They weren’t acting like warlocks, but she knew nothing about them. She swallowed, wavering. Then, just before he dropped his proffered hand, she seized it, bracing herself for the sudden wash of intimacy …
A sword, a fencing foil, a white-clad fighter jabbing at him … A soldier on a ledge raising a bayonet and thrusting … A vast eye emerging from stone, and then a flood of dark water … A laughing Maori boy with lank hair and a wide smile: Riki … A skinny, tired-looking mother and a grumpy father yelling something … A sister who carped all the time, but he loved her anyway … Smalltown life in a drowsy country town: Dannevirke … A burning desire for more, always more … Mat showing him and Riki a glowing place where every sense seemed stretched by new smells and tastes and colours: Aotearoa—
She dropped his hand as if it were on fire.
He’s no warlock … He wasn’t an enemy, either.
She smiled involuntarily. ‘Damien Meilinck of Dannevirke. Nice to meet you.’
‘How do you know my name?’ He backed off a step and took a deep breath. ‘Jeez, you people! Can you not do that? Bloody Hogwarts graduates showing off.’
She laughed softly, suddenly incredibly relieved. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to.’
Damien ducked his head. ‘Hey, earlier, we were just trying to put witch-bitch off bringing you. We weren’t really dissing your skills, yeah?’
She let it go. ‘What’s going on?’
Damien glanced about, then hissed ‘Shhh’ as he saw Donna re-emerge from the changing rooms, wearing a form-fitting black blouse and skirt, and a grey hoodie. She was still barefoot, which was her next concern. She led them to a shoe shop.
Mat rejoined them as the witch selected some black trainers. Again Mat had to pay; then they left the market. The foul-smelling overalls were dumped in a bin as they walked towards a taxi rank.
While Donna arranged a taxi, Evie took courage from what she’d learnt of Damien and extended a hand towards Mat, although with much more trepidation — his aura exuded potency. ‘My name is Everalda van Zelle,’ she said.
‘Mat Douglas,’ he replied. They touched …
She reeled under an onslaught of images: A massive Maori warrior chasing him … A tiki carved from bone, the most beautifully ugly thing he’s ever seen … A tall Maori warrior appearing in a glade … A girl with garish hair and a dog that isn’t a dog … That beautiful land she’d glimpsed in Damien’s mind … Donna Kyle’s face, almost vampiric in her ferocity … A wall of goblin-like creatures manning a palisade … The same monstrous eye the visions from Damien had shown, but overlaid with a beautiful girl’s face … A pulsing greenstone heart and an old Maori man with an aura so strong it hurt to look at him … A weather-beaten white man with a pipe … A pale auburn-haired mother and a Maori father arguing … Damien and Riki, laughing … A thin girl with close-cropped hair, her face lit by a computer screen, a smile glinting off her teeth as she looked up—
She pulled her hand away, feeling like an intruder.
He was looking back at her, his eyes like mirrors. He swallowed twice, then whispered. ‘She blinded you … Donna blinded your left eye …’
She backed away. What did he see in me? That had never happened before …
‘How did you do that?’ Mat asked her.
She shook her head. There were far more important questions. ‘Why are you with her?’
‘We have the same goal,’ Mat replied. ‘For now.’
‘You’re hunting someone?’
‘Sebastian Venn and Asher Grieve.’
‘Sebastian Venn …’ Donna had brought him to see Evie once. She spat to get the taste of his name from her mouth, remembering the foul sensation of taking his hand, and the twisted lines on his palms. ‘The American?’
‘Yeah. But Grieve is worse. We’ve got to find them while we can.’
‘Why does she care?’
‘Grieve is her father — but she hates him, more than anyone in the world.’
She glanced at Donna Kyle with sudden insight. The blonde woman had flagged down a taxi. ‘Come! Get in!’ she snapped, opening the front door.
‘Hey, I’m tallest, maybe I should go in the front?’ Damien said, seemingly just to be annoying.
Donna eyed him up coldly. ‘Bringing you was a whim, boy. I could have an equal and opposite whim at any moment.’
Evie sat behind the driver, pressed against Mat Douglas’s side, and for once she didn’t mind the contact. Although she still felt like she was wearing his skin, he wasn’t using the connection to torment her the way the warlocks had. He even knew how to reduce the sharing from his side. His touch and his aura felt good, like a leather jacket that fitted just so, and smelt warm and felt supple and protecting. And he was impressed with her, she could feel it. Which meant that he could sense that she was impressed, too.
Abruptly, pressing up to him didn’t feel like such a good thing. She pulled away.
I’ve just met you, for God’s sake!
He shared a look with her as she edged apart from him, then blushed and stared out the window. She did the same.
As the taxi purred into the traffic heading for the harbour bridge, it felt like the beginning of something big, something life-changing. She thought of her reading, and especially The Tower, the card that concerned itself with change. She was reminded of that Neil Young song, the one about castles burning.
Everything’s going to change. I’m going to be cured … I’m going to be normal again …
Despite the presence of Donna and the implicit danger, she couldn’t wait.






Prophet
AUCKLAND AND AKARANA, FRIDAY NIGHT
Crossing to the North Shore took an hour through the crawling jam-packed traffic. Donna took them to a small hotel, not far from the Takapuna shops. Uncomfortably, she booked a family suite, with two bedrooms and only one bathroom. Again, Mat had to pay, to his growing annoyance — he was having to dig deep into his meagre savings account. Good thing Dad trusted him with an ATM card. He wondered where she’d stowed their cellphones — she’d confiscated Everalda’s phone, too.
Everalda … Wow!
Her touch, and the flood of images and information, had stunned him. It had been so unexpected and intimate. And seeing Donna in that vision had reminded him of her vile past, whatever she was now. To blind someone so coldly appalled him.
He could scarcely take his eyes from Evie now. She was pretty, despite the eye, but more than that he could sense courage and character. It seemed Donna had used Evie for her own purposes, but Evie still seemed … wholesome, an unwilling part of Donna’s world. She did not even seem to know of Aotearoa.
‘I don’t think I need to remind you all that we are all in this together,’ Donna rapped out as she closed the hotel-room door. ‘You might think it would be clever to phone the police, or something similar. You would be wrong.’ She fixed Mat with a stare. ‘I have given your father the information needed to shut down Venn in your world. That means he’ll be forced to move in Aotearoa, and he’ll move fast. Only a small group also travelling fast will be able to overhaul him. That will be us.’
‘How can the four of us deal with Venn and Grieve?’ Mat replied.
‘We will find a way.’ Donna fished into her hoodie and pulled out Mat’s cellphone. She thumbed the keypad, and put it to her ear. He heard it ringing as he watched her, puzzled.
A male voice crackled, one he knew. ‘Mat?’
‘Hello, Wiremu, this is Donna Kyle. I am with Matiu now. I mean him no harm. I want to meet with you tomorrow morning. Come to Takapuna Beach, beside the boating club. Nine o’clock. Come alone, or I won’t show. Bring a large vehicle. Tell no-one.’
She thumbed the connection dead, and looked around. ‘I’ll order in pizza, but right now I need a shower.’ She ran a hand through her greasy hair and sniffed distastefully. ‘Desperately.’ She spun, stalked into the bath room and pulled the door to, not quite closed.
‘Let’s go,’ Damien hissed.


Mat shook his head. ‘It’s a test of trust. She wants to see if we’ll do a runner.’
‘What’s to stop us?’
‘Ourselves. Listen, I think she’s right: only someone capable of moving through both Aotearoa and New Zealand can overtake Venn. I think we’re best to play along for now.’
Damien looked incredulous. ‘Serious?’
Mat nodded soberly. ‘Yeah. If Wiri agrees to help her tomorrow, we should, too.’ He turned to Everalda. ‘What do you think?’
The girl’s one eye blinked, as if she hadn’t expected to be asked for an opinion. ‘I don’t know. Who is Wiri? And why do you talk about “New Zealand” and “Aotearoa” like they’re different places? I mean, what’s going on?’
Damien looked at Mat. ‘She doesn’t know?’
‘I guess not.’ Mat turned to Everalda. ‘I have to tell you some things. They’ll sound pretty weird, but no more so than what you’ve seen in other ways, I suspect.’ She met his eyes cautiously and nodded. He spent the next ten minutes telling her about Aotearoa — the Ghost World with its myriad links to this world, its perils and wonders, sights and sensations. She didn’t freak and she didn’t scoff. In fact, she nodded a lot, as if he were confirming things she already suspected. He then brought her up to date with what had been happening these past few days — the trial and the gaolbreak, and who was who.
He was just finishing when Donna emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam, clad only in a towel. ‘Ah, you’re still all here then,’ she observed lightly. She looked refreshed, but still shockingly tired. Damien’s eyes followed her as she walked into the larger of the two bedrooms and shut the door.


‘If you’re about to say anything like “She’s hot”, then don’t,’ Mat told Damien firmly.
Damien shook his head. ‘She scares me shitless, man.’
‘Good.’
They ordered in pizzas, really tasty gourmet ones from the nearest pizza shop, and washed them down with lemonade. They didn’t really want to talk in front of Donna, who remained silent herself. It was after nine by the time they settled. The women had one bedroom and the boys the other. Mat pitied Evie for having to share with Donna, but at least it was two single beds in each room. He was almost dead on his feet, the blow to his head still aching painfully. The doctor had said ‘concussion’, and he knew that could be serious and unpredictable. People could drop dead hours after such blows from undetected brain haemorrhaging. It wasn’t a good thought.
‘You still think we should do this?’ Damien whispered across the darkened room.
Mat tried to think it through, but he couldn’t. His head hurt too much, and he was exhausted. ‘Like we said before, man, we’re all wanting the same thing, for once. I don’t like it, though. I’d be happier if you stayed out of it, Damien. This could get really dangerous before the end. If something happened to you in Aotearoa, how could I face Riki and Cass?’
Damien’s reply was emphatic. ‘No way! I missed out on Rotorua — I’m staying, man!’
‘But—’
‘No buts! I’m in. I’ve never felt so alive as that night in Waikaremoana. Everything was so vivid, and knowing at any moment that one of those bullets whipping around might hit, that was the mother of all adrenalin kicks! I think about it all the time, Mat. I want to be here, more than anything else — ever.’
Mat lay back on his pillow, and sighed. It was all too hard. ‘OK. Your call. Let’s get some sleep.’
 
Evie laid her head on the pillow, staring across the gloom at the thin blonde woman lying still as a corpse in the other bed. Her mind was whirring as she tried to take in Mat’s description of Aotearoa, ghosts and legends walking an alternate New Zealand! It seemed incredible, yet not so. She could almost picture it: Puarata’s warlocks stalking that shadow-place, like malevolent spiders; ancient tohungas and wizards and heroes living and breathing, and even interacting with this world; long-dead creatures still alive; dreams playing out in the flesh. It didn’t seem quite real to her yet, but seeing would be believing.
And the boy who’d told her all about it loomed large in her mind also. She liked his face, which carried the stamp of both Pakeha and Maori in a pleasing balance. She had sometimes liked to imagine that she herself carried both races in her genes — she had a brown enough face to be part-Maori, and some of the facial characteristics, too — but both her parents were as white as could be. Still, it sometimes amused her to daydream.
She liked Mat’s voice, too, his mature demeanour, and the firmness he showed when standing up to Donna. She also liked the glimpse she’d got of his torso as he’d emerged from his shower, though she was trying not to think too hard on that. She’d had boyfriends since leaving school, but no-one serious. Her Gift gave her heightened awareness of people’s motivations, and that wasn’t a pretty thing, especially when being chatted up in a bar at midnight.
Donna Kyle frightened her, despite Mat having told her that Donna’s powers were currently neutralized somehow — even without those powers, Donna was still an intimidating presence.
Sometime after the bedside clock showed midnight, Evie drifted into a dream. In it she was running through the Victoria Park Market, desperately seeking a safe place, but when she found her booth, Donna was there, waiting to stab a knife through her one good eye.
She woke with a stifled scream in her mouth, blinking at the dim light of dawn.
 
The four of them gathered about the coffee table around seven. All had showered again, so the tiny suite was awash with steam. It felt like there was no privacy, which made the teens feel awkward and tense.
Donna asked Evie to bring her cards out.
‘What is this supposed to achieve?’ Mat asked, apparently still trying to find Evie a way out of this. She appreciated his concern, but she wanted in. She wanted her eye back, and Donna and her Gift gone.
Donna raised a hand with splayed fingers, and began counting them off. ‘There are many ways to track. One: by sight, but that isn’t possible yet. Two: by scent, but even if we had a bloodhound we couldn’t pick up their trail at this stage. Three: we could do as you suggested and acquire extra eyes, like Kurangaituku’s birds. But she is unreliable. Four: modern technology, except that they will be travelling in Aotearoa. Five: logic — appealing but uncertain; one false assumption and we’re lost. That leaves us with magic. Normally one would scry — use our inner sight to trace the person we concentrate upon. But that requires greater skill than the person you are tracking. Mat is more adept at fire than Venn or Father, but apart from that they have the advantage.’
She paused, then pointed to Evie. ‘Then there is Everalda. One thing no-one can hide from is the eyes of the world itself. What appears to us as prophecy or fortune-telling is something more. Everalda, when she reads, is channelling all manner of subtle signals and data from the world about her, into a set of symbols that can be interpreted — the cards. All events leave traces. Everalda is one of the few who can see and read them.’
Mat frowned. ‘So you’re saying Evie can use her cards to predict where Venn and Grieve are going?’
Everalda noted that Mat had used her nickname. It sounded good on his tongue.
‘More or less, yes,’ Donna agreed. ‘Everalda must perform a reading. She has met Venn. I know Father. As I cannot access my own powers to guide and strengthen her, you, Mat, must act as a conduit. Damien will stand watch and ensure that we are not interrupted.’ She looked about the circle. ‘No more questions: we must begin.’ She extended her hands to either side, towards Mat and Evie.
Damien stood up and went to the tiny kitchen bench, where he could see anyone approaching the door. Evie saw Mat take Donna’s hand reluctantly, but his expression was unchanged. Either he didn’t get the rush of impressions she got from touching people, or else he was damping it down. She needed both hands free, so she wiggled to the edge of her seat, and allowed them both to grip her shoulders.
… a wildly tipping car, rolling and hitting a tree … blood and gravel … Donna snarling … A porcelain doll being ripped apart … Mat firing a pistol at a dimly seen shape as a wall of water struck … Donna kneeling at Mat’s feet as fire washed all about them …
She clamped down on the images, blocking them out with every little trick she’d managed to glean, breathing hard, gouging her nails into her palms until the visions cleared. She gulped a deep breath of damp air. These two had a complicated history. They’d tried to kill each other, and they’d saved each other, and even now were stepping carefully, hidden motives and emotions tangling into new patterns.
Too much … She damped down the connection, and focused on the cards.
It took a few moments for her to settle her nerves so that she could begin. She dealt cards, moving intuitively. If someone had asked her what she was doing she wouldn’t have been able to say. But a plan was forming. ‘Sebastian Venn,’ she said aloud. With utmost reluctance she recalled him on his one visit, his arrogant smarm and creepy hands. Then she added Donna’s mental images of the American.
A council room, Venn, Grieve, a dozen others, all dominated by one lordly man. The tohunga makutu: Puarata. A fearsome, terrifying presence who mastered them all.


Her cards began to slap down upon the table, but she closed her good eye to them.
‘Asher Grieve,’ she whispered into the silence, and the flow of images from Donna changed.
A lordly man in antiquated robes, peering through a window … A woman thrashing, pinned halfway up a wall by unseen forces … Casual cruelty and impossible choices … A fatal betrayal … Asher pouring fire which Mat Douglas somehow bent away, while Donna knelt at the boy’s feet with imploring, naked eyes …
She opened her eyes and gasped.
The cards had lifted from the table, and were spinning through the air in a convoluted three-dimensional pattern. The King and Jack of Spades had slipped from her playing deck, and were spinning towards the northern corner of their little circle, while tarot cards were slowly unfolding … She glimpsed The Lovers and the Knight of Swords spiralling slowly, inverting and righting as they spun, impossible to read, but clearly significant. Death, too, although in tarot Death didn’t mean what people thought it did: it was more about change and loss than anything fatal. Initially she struggled, seeing too much, but as she concentrated, it was as if a map of the North Island grew about her feet. The two playing cards, the King and Jack, were winding north …
Mat’s and Donna’s eyes were wide, their faces turning red as if both were afraid to breathe. Abruptly it was too much. The whole thing was frightening her. She’d never done this, never experienced something so overtly unnatural. She exhaled, and the cards collapsed to the table and floor.
‘Jeez!’ exclaimed Damien, goggle-eyed. Even Mat seemed shocked.


‘Did it work, girl?’ Donna demanded, leaning forward.
Evie pulled herself from Donna’s and Mat’s grip, breathing heavily. She felt nauseous suddenly, drained and dizzy. Speaking was an effort. ‘They are going north,’ she managed to pant. ‘Perhaps to the Bay of Islands.’
Donna smiled with satisfaction. ‘Then we shall go to there, too.’ She looked at Mat, with I told you so writ across her face. Evie didn’t like it one bit. The woman was corrosive. Impulsively she reached out and took Mat’s hand. He glanced at her in surprise.
Something reptilian stole across Donna’s face. She stood abruptly. ‘Get packed. We must go to meet Wiremu.’ She jabbed a finger at Mat. ‘You. In private.’ She walked to the bedroom, held the door open and, once Mat was inside, shut it behind her.
Damien looked at Evie with troubled eyes.
 
Mat walked tentatively into the room, wondering what sort of trouble he was in. Donna shoved the door close, and leant against it, with her arms folded across her chest. ‘I want you to keep your mind on our goals, and not on that girl,’ she told him.
He was still reeling from the channelled images and emotions of Everalda’s tarot reading. That was amazing. I’m never going to get her to do my cards, though! Then he focused on what he’d sensed radiating from Donna: envy, that Evie liked him — and something else, a jealous possessiveness he couldn’t fathom.
‘You’re fascinated with her, aren’t you? Of course you are! But she’s mine, Matiu. I found her, I taught her, and she belongs to me.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘She’s completely different to you, Mat. Her skills are entirely passive. And when I cure her vision, which I will do when I no longer need her insights, she will lose it all. All her latent Gift has been channelled into that blind eye, and when I heal it, those powers will fade away.’
His heart was hammering as Donna pushed off from the door and walked towards him, unsure if he should be defending himself. He was somewhat surprised to find he was taller than her, because in all his dreams she towered over him.
‘I recruited her, secretly,’ Donna recounted. ‘Puarata knew nothing of her. Only a few pawns of mine ever met her. I had plans for her, then, but those plans have changed. We will find my father and kill him. After that, I will cure her, and she will go back to Auckland and live untroubled. You will stay away from her.’
Mat frowned. This was so unlike the Donna he thought he knew that he could scarcely credit it. Since when did she care to protect others? ‘Who is she to you?’ he asked carefully.
‘No-one,’ Donna replied quickly. ‘Listen: once this is over, I don’t care what you do, so long as it is nothing to do with her. And right now I need you and her focused on finding my father, not making calf-eyes at each other.’
‘We’ve barely met,’ he blinked. ‘I don’t even—’
‘Save it. I know what I’ve seen,’ Donna snapped. ‘Stay out of her head and let her concentrate on what is required of her. If she screws up, we could all end up dead.’
She whirled and stalked out, barking orders at Damien and Evie.


 
‘Reckon he’ll show? Reckon he’ll bring help?’ Damien whispered.
‘I don’t know. We just have to be ready to follow his lead, I guess,’ Mat replied, just as quietly.
They were huddled around a picnic table at Takapuna Beach, on a strip of grass called Gould Reserve. Warm winds blew in off the sea, and Rangitoto, a dormant island volcano, seemed to float above the teal waters. The three teens were together, while Donna sat apart from them, sitting on the sea wall, staring stonily into space. The morning sun burned down, and the boys wore sunglasses. Evie was squinting, her head tilted so that Mat couldn’t see her patch. Preschoolers were swarming over the sand, and parents with takeaway coffees and ice creams patrolled. A woman was walking her dog in the surf, a yapping terrier. A typical Saturday morning. It felt surreally normal.
Mat eyed Donna, thinking about what she’d said. He could understand the need to stay focused, although every time he caught Evie’s eye, he felt something tug at him. But was there more going on here?
‘I wish we had our mobiles,’ Damien said. ‘Riki and Cass will be wondering where we are.’
They all looked at Donna. Mat sighed and got up, and walked towards her.
‘No,’ she said before he could open his mouth. ‘Not until after we’ve settled things with Wiremu.’
‘My dad will be wondering where I am, and Riki and Cass were going to meet my flight. By now Mum’ll know I’m missing, and she’ll fear the worst. One call, Donna, please!’
She looked up at him. ‘You used my first name. I suppose I should be grateful.’ She raised her wrists, where the handcuffs still rattled. ‘Remove these and I’ll consider it.’
Mat had forgotten them. He sidled up and gripped the metal, let his consciousness explore the locking mechanism, and twisted it. He heard them click open. Her wrists underneath were scabbed and chaffed. She tossed the handcuffs to the ground with a satisfied look. ‘Thank you.’ She gripped his wrist. ‘Now remove the bonds on my power.’ Her eyes burned into his.
He pulled away, unnerved. ‘I don’t know how.’
‘I could show you. My knowledge, your strength. You could do it.’
He shook his head, scared at the thought of her with her full abilities returned. She was already frightening enough as it was.
Something behind him caught her eye, and broke the moment. Mat followed her gaze, and saw Wiri walking towards them from a big 4WD. He was clad casually, but strode towards them like a lion.
‘Wait here,’ Donna hissed. She stood and went towards Wiri.
Mat almost followed, but restrained himself. It was Wiri. He would know what to do, how to deal with the witch. He returned to the others. They all watched the exchange between Donna and Wiri, straining and failing to hear the words, but catching the flow of it from the way they moved. She leant in and he away. He brushed off her hand. Mat suspected, from a number of clues, that Donna had once been in love with Wiri, utterly unrequited.
Eventually the two adults seemed to agree on something, and Wiri came to join the teens. Mat jumped to his feet and hurried towards him. ‘Hey, chief,’ Wiri greeted him. ‘You OK?’
‘Jeez, I’m glad to see you,’ Mat said fervently, throwing himself at the warrior and hugging him. For an instant he was fifteen again, on the road with Wiri and Kelly and Fitzy, defenceless and bewildered. The warrior was the rock on which everything he’d built since rested. ‘It’s crazy, man. She’s making us all go with her after Asher and Venn.’
‘She’s explained. She wants me to come with you and help.’
‘Will you?’ Mat blurted.
Wiri chewed his lower lip. ‘It’s not straightforward, Mat. Grey has sent his men south, following a solid trail. Yet Donna claims that Asher is going north. She says the girl is a seer, and is tracking them for her. Is that true?’
Mat nodded. ‘I saw her doing it. She’s amazing,’ he added, making Wiri’s eyebrows lift faintly.
Donna joined them. ‘Well?’ she asked, her face apprehensive.
Wiri faced her warily. ‘Remind me why I shouldn’t take you back to Governor Grey right now.’
‘Because Venn and Father will get clean away if you do. They’re going north to the Bay of Islands, and no doubt there’s a ship waiting. Then they’ll sail for the East Coast, back to Venn’s stronghold in the Ureweras, and that’ll be it. Grey’s following a false trail. Only we can track them and, between you, Mat and I, we can thwart them.’
Wiri shook his head. ‘Your powers are bound, Donna. Mat against both Venn and Grieve is not a fair fight. It would be suicide.’
Donna scowled. ‘Then we will find aid on the road.’ She took a couple of steps closer. ‘I need this, Wiremu. I deserve a life, free of Father. Free of Puarata! If I bring him back, Grey will have to let me live. Please, give me this chance!’
Wiri glanced at Mat. ‘If we fail, we’ll not be able to show our faces in Akarana or the North again. There will be warrants for our arrest. Grey may even be able to persuade the premiers of Wellington and the Christchurch elders to hunt us down also.’
Mat swallowed. What would Ngatoro and Jones think if their protégé became a wanted criminal? He looked back at Damien and Everalda, who were still on the park bench, watching them intently. Neither was likely to be affected by such a sanction, but they would be safer staying here than joining a mad chase after the two most dangerous men in Aotearoa. He felt honour-bound to have them released from this. ‘If Wiri and I come with you, will you release Evie and Damien?’
Donna shook her head. ‘We need Everalda until we have Father in sight. After that, I want her out of it. As for your friend, it’s up to him.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘Time is wasting. We have a long journey to make.’
Wiri ground his teeth, and then let out a slow breath. He looked at Mat. ‘I’ve only met Damien a couple of times, but I presume if he’s your mate then he’ll be as stubborn as you?’
Mat sighed. ‘More so.’
‘Lord help us … Alright! We’ll do this your way, Donna, and we will see it through. But the first chance we have to leave the girl somewhere safe, we do so. And we involve the authorities if and when I think we need to.’
Donna gnawed her lower lip for a second, then nodded. She turned to Mat. ‘Bring the others. We take Wiremu’s vehicle.’ She stalked towards his 4WD without a backward glance. As if this were some kind of signal, Damien and Everalda hefted the travel bags and hurried towards them.
Everalda cautiously extended a hand to Wiri. ‘Mat’s told me about you. I’m Everalda, but you can call me Evie.’
Mat watched them shake hands, saw Everalda’s eyebrows lift somewhat, even though he thought she had her sensitivity clamped right down, which was wise. Wiri would be hard to read. Wiri smiled at her, and led them back to his vehicle. It was a Toyota 95S Prado, a big eight-seater. ‘Good for on-and off-road, heaps of room, and three-litre so enough grunt,’ Wiri commented. ‘It’s a rental, so let’s hope it doesn’t get shot up,’ he added. He took the wheel, and Donna chose the front passenger seat.
Damien headed straight to the back seats, leaving Everalda and Mat to share the middle row. Evie took the left-hand seat, so that her blind eye was away from Mat. Damien winked at Mat as he stowed the bags. ‘So you can get to know your new friend,’ he grinned conspiratorially.
They wound out of Takapuna, seeking the highway north. It was still only just after nine in the morning. The cars of morning shoppers and parents taking children to their sports fixtures were filling the roads. A wall of cloud was building in the North, but here blue skies held, as they wound their way back to the Northern motorway to take up the chase.






New eyes
NORTHLAND, SATURDAY AFTERNOON
Donna relented and returned their cellphones. Evie texted her folks and then Carly, just <I’m fine at friends home Sun Mon. Sorry>. Then she switched off to avoid getting a call and tirade from Mum or Dad. Mat and Damien seemed to be doing much the same, although it took them longer — perhaps they had bigger friendship circles than she.
After that, silence descended. Evie watched the road a little, but she found her gaze constantly drawn back to Mat, little sidelong glances. Donna and Wiri were arguing in low voices in the front, and Damien seemed to be dozing, sprawled all the way across the back seat.
Mat met her eyes finally. ‘We were all going to the Green Day concert tonight in Wellington, but …’ Mat’s voice trailed off desultorily, then he shrugged. ‘This is more important.’ He sounded nervous, speaking to her. She’d been dealing with the public for a couple of years now, and boys were nothing terribly new to her. She liked him, though, and felt a little jittery, too. Already his good opinion mattered to her. He met her eyes again and asked: ‘So, what’s the story with the tarot and stuff?’
She’d never told anyone about what she could see with her blind eye. No-one except Donna and her people. Mat, she realized, would understand it better than most people, and she was eager to hear his story, too.
So they talked and talked, heads leaning together, their faces large in the other’s gaze, voices and glances intimate. She told him about how she could use zodiac and tarot and palm reading and rune stones separately or in unison, and how that would open up visions in her blind eye. He didn’t scoff or look sceptical, but listened attentively and sympathetically.
She found his story fascinating. He talked about how he’d come to be a part of this strange subculture of weirdly gifted people. His voice held such a longing for this ‘Aotearoa’ that she began to feel a real desire to go there with him. He told her of his and Wiri’s role in the death of the tyrannical tohunga makutu Puarata, after harrowing chases and deadly confrontations in two worlds. It seemed too strange to believe, but she did. Her eye strayed to Donna Kyle. So she had been the lover of this Puarata? How revolting!
She leant towards Mat, and whispered. ‘Do you ever wonder: “Why us?” I mean, where does it come from? It can’t be just genetic, because I swear my parents are rock-solid ordinary.’
Mat grinned. ‘Mine, too.’
Donna turned her head. ‘For some it is inherited, for others it is spontaneous,’ she replied.
The thought that the witch had been listening to everything they said gave Evie a sudden chill. She met Mat’s eye, shook her head warningly and turned away. But she let her hand drift across, and gripped his. He squeezed it gently then let it go, before the adults saw, but the contact left her floating inside.
 
State Highway 1 took them north in broad multi-laned straights, then began to wind after a toll tunnel near Puhoi. The land undulated once they struck the craggy pine-covered heights of the Dome Forest, and the highway roared through Wellsford, Topuni and Kaiwaka, tiny townships that looked sleepy and quietly charming. After topping the Brynderwyn Hills, there were sea views on their right, and islands dotting the eastern horizon.
They lunched at the café in the tourist information bureau on the outskirts of Whangarei. The lawns were lush and green, and Damien joked speculatively about a big bronze statue that looked like an earlobe. Japanese tourists and other sightseers moved in packs, while the gulls descended on uncleared tables.
The trip had been slow, delayed by repeated stops in which Donna made Evie do readings to update their quarry’s position. She did another at the picnic table outside the tourist bureau, though restraining her talents so that the cards wouldn’t fly around and freak people out. The readings were consistent. The King and Jack of Spades cards kept drifting north, leading them on.
‘How will you cure my eye?’ Evie found the courage to ask Donna, when they both found themselves in the restroom of the café. She peered at herself in the mirror, wondering if Mat could see past the patch, and what he saw if he did.
‘You’ll just have to see, won’t you?’ Donna replied coldly. ‘The boy is only fascinated by you because of your abilities,’ she added cruelly. ‘When you no longer have your Gift, he’ll lose interest.’
Evie glared at her, but Donna was not someone intimidated by teenage girls. She stalked away, leaving Evie alone in the restroom, wondering if what Donna had said was true. She reached up slowly, and removed the eyepatch. Beneath it, her milky orb looked bloated and ugly. She tried to picture her face with two good eyes, but she couldn’t visualize it. She lifted her hand to her face, and blocked off the blind eye, but her imagination couldn’t take it further.
Is she right? Will Mat forget me when I’m cured?
She replaced her patch and shuffled back to the others, her good spirits spoiled.
 
‘How’re Venn and his lot travelling?’ Damien, awake again, called from the back.
Wiri replied. ‘In theory they won’t be able to travel in this world without running into police problems. But in Aotearoa, they will be ahead of the news. I’m guessing they’ll have had transport standing by. I checked in before I joined you, and the police apparently almost nabbed them near a private airstrip, but lost them. I’m guessing at that point they will have gone to Aotearoa. They’ll be a full day ahead of us, but travelling slower.’
‘Then we might overtake them?’
‘Perhaps. There are early motorcars in Aotearoa, and Venn was a collector. He may have had something of the sort waiting for him as a contingency plan.’
Mat glanced at Evie. ‘Are you able to tell from your readings?’
She shook her head. ‘No. They’re still north of us. That’s all I can tell. But the runes are saying earth and fire when I ask about their transportation, which usually means a car.’
‘Cool,’ he said softly.
She glowed, but couldn’t help thinking: Does he really only value my Gift? She was beginning to dread the pain she would feel if that were the case.
 
Mat glared at his cellphone again. He’d been trying to ring Lena, to explain why he’d stood her up, but her phone didn’t seem to be on. His guilt grew with every minute, even though it hadn’t really been his fault.
The road ran past the low Mount Parakiore, an extinct volcano, and in the distance its cousin, Mount Hikurangi. It was dairy country, but timber and coal also fuelled the local economy. The traffic was sparse even on the main streets of the little towns that basked in the humid warmth. Evie’s readings seemed to be leading them towards Paihia and Waitangi. It was only a couple of weeks since Waitangi Day, 6 February, and the commemoration of the signing of the treaty that had formally founded the nation. Cynics referred to it as ‘New Zealand’s National Day of Protest’, as it often turned into exactly that. It all reminded Mat of something that had been lurking at the back of his mind. ‘Wiri, that Captain Hobson I met in the gaol, he’s the same guy who arranged the Treaty, right?’


Wiri nodded. ‘Lieutenant-Governor William Hobson. He was based in Australia for a while, and was made first governor of New Zealand, reporting to the Australian governor, hence the word “Lieutenant” in his rank.’
‘He was legless at the gaol,’ Mat said. ‘No wonder the Treaty ended up causing so many fights.’
Wiri pulled a face. ‘Hobson was a navy man, not a lawyer or an administrator, which was what was needed in the new colony. Legal documents weren’t something he had much experience of, or treaties. Afterwards he had a stroke and pretty much lost control of the situation.’
‘Maybe that was the drinking?’
Wiri shook his head. ‘The real Hobson had contracted yellow fever in the Caribbean. That was the root cause of his stroke, and the later one that killed him. The drinking is something his incarnation in Aotearoa has developed. He is not fondly remembered here.’
‘Governor Grey doesn’t rate him,’ Mat noted.
‘Sounds like a loser,’ Damien called from the back.
Wiri gave a little shake of the head. ‘I’m told he was an able enough naval man. He fought pirates in the Caribbean, and was involved in the Napoleonic Wars. This country never saw that side of him.’
‘You’re a sentimentalist, Wiremu,’ Donna Kyle said sourly. ‘Hobson is a fool, and Puarata held him in contempt.’ Her tone suggested she did, too. ‘Anyway, we are coming to the fringes of the Bay of Islands. There is a place where we can walk through into Aotearoa near Waitangi. After that, we may need horses.’ She twisted her head. ‘Do you children ride?’


‘I do,’ said Everalda.
‘Girls,’ Damien grinned. ‘They all go through a “My Little Pony” phase.’
Evie turned her head and poked her tongue at him.
‘So you boys have never ridden a horse?’ Wiri asked.
‘Er … actually I have,’ Damien said, grinning mischievously. ‘I was raised on a farm.’
‘So you had a “My Little Pony” phase as well,’ Mat threw in, making Evie laugh aloud. She’d not laughed the whole journey. It sounded lovely to his ears, tinkling and musical. ‘So I guess it’ll just be me slowing us down.’
‘It’s not that hard,’ Everalda told him. ‘You’ll be fine.’
‘Maybe you two could double up,’ said Damien slyly.
Mat looked quickly out the window to hide the way his cheeks went pink at the thought.
 
At Kawakawa, Wiri took them onto Highway 11, winding north east towards Opua and the coast. ‘The earliest European settlement was in these parts,’ he told them all. ‘Whalers, traders, missionaries. Opua was originally called Newport by the settlers, and still bears that name in Aotearoa. The French were here, and many Americans, too. All trying to trump the English and gain control. Okiato was the first capital of New Zealand — although Hobson renamed it Russell in honour of Sir John Russell, the Secretary of State for the Colonies. The place now known as Russell was named Kororareka back then. The Hellhole of the Pacific, they called it. A lawless den of vice.’
‘Cool!’ said Damien. ‘We should check it out.’


‘I’m hopeful that we won’t go anywhere near it,’ Wiri replied, with a wry smile. ‘It’s the sort of hellhole where “hole” is the operative word. Or it was then. Modern Russell is pretty, but in Aotearoa it’s a dangerous place.’
‘It is probably where Venn is heading,’ Donna interrupted. ‘Puarata had contacts there, and so did Father.’
They followed the coast north from Opua, passing through the coastal settlement of Paihia, a tourist town on Te Ti Bay, the leaping-off point for ferries to Russell and cruises in the Bay of Islands. The sky had cleared as they drove north, and the afternoon sun glittered on rippling waters of deep blue. Gulls called and boats plied the waters. The air was warm and damp, but carried a rich sea-freshness with it, a tang of salt that was cleansing and invigorating.
They passed rows of pohutukawa lining the narrow beach, and pulled into a car park on the shore side, opposite the shops. Mat and Damien leant against the car and watched Donna and Everalda walking towards the public toilets beside a tourist booking centre; Donna was nagging at Evie about something in low, urgent tones.
‘So?’ Damien nudged Mat. ‘What do you think?’
‘About?’
‘Your new girlfriend, dork!’
Mat looked down. ‘I dunno,’ he shrugged, not really wanting to have this conversation.
‘You want my opinion?’
‘No.’
‘Well, anyway … I reckon she’s great. Not as hot as Lena, but five times nicer. And much more your sort than Cassandra.’


Mat put his finger to his lips. ‘The answer is: “No, I don’t want your opinion.”’
Damien just rolled right on. ‘Once we’re through this, you need to stay in with her, man. She’s your kind of girl. Spooky, serious. Like you.’
Is that how people see me?
‘I mean,’ Damien continued blithely, ‘you and Cass: that was never going to happen, man. Chicks like Cass go for guys who make them laugh. You’re not exactly Billy Connolly.’
‘Thanks.’
‘Whereas Evie, she wants someone she can trust and relate to. She’s smitten, man. Totally.’
Mat coloured further. ‘You think?’
‘Absolutely!’
‘When did you become an expert, Mr Desperate and Dateless?’
Damien chuckled. ‘Other people’s issues are so much easier to pinpoint, mate.’ He scratched his ear. ‘Currently I’m into Asian chicks. But they aren’t into me. It’s a problem.’
Wiri, who’d been peering across the waters towards Russell, rejoined them. He indicated the bay with a sweep of the hands. ‘This, more than anywhere else, represents the beginnings of modern New Zealand. The first missionaries built their houses on this strip of land behind us. Henry Williams had his printing press here, churning out pamphlets and prayer books. And across the waters in Russell, the whaling ships used to take on water and provender. The Maori girls would paddle out to the ships. Guns were the big trade item. Muskets for sex. The tribes depended for their survival on getting guns before their rivals did.’


Mat grimaced. It sounded sordid and nasty, not at all the proud history he would rather hear.
Wiri pointed to the north, where a tall flagstaff hung above a low, green headland. A huge New Zealand flag fluttered in the breeze. ‘And that is Waitangi, where the official British Resident, James Busby, had his house. The beach below is where Hobson came ashore in 1840, summoned the Maori tribes, and gained the first signatures on the Treaty of Waitangi. Official British governance began there.’
‘What is this area like on the Aotearoa side?’ Damien asked.
‘Much as it was on the day Hobson came,’ Wiri replied. ‘Tense, rough, and liable to get messy very fast. Hone Heke and Kawiti’s war-parties roam the wilds. The ships that come here are full of dangerous men.’
‘And we’re going there?’ Damien asked, his eyes glittering.
‘We are.’ Wiri looked at Mat seriously. ‘Listen, Mat, this Everalda — be careful: she’s Donna Kyle’s protégé, whatever else she is.’ He raised a placating hand. ‘I’m not saying she’s like Donna, but just remember that Donna may have claws in her that you don’t even suspect. There is something Donna’s not telling us about her.’ He glanced up, and indicated with a nod that the two women were returning. He raised his voice. ‘Are you both ready?’
Donna nodded abruptly. ‘There is a portal near the Treaty grounds. I expect Father to be in Kororareka, but we cannot make assumptions. We need news before crossing the bay.’
‘I could take us over right here,’ Mat volunteered, wanting to assert his worth.
Donna shook her head. ‘People here have seen too much of warlocks and Adepts; discretion is needed. We will use the portal instead.’ She indicated the Prado. ‘Get in.’
They got back into the car. Mat glanced at Evie, who looked nervous. He wondered what Donna had been saying to her while they were away. Nothing good, he figured. A premonition that none of this was going to end well filled his stomach.
‘Let’s go,’ Wiri said from the front. Donna gunned the engine, and they were off again.
Waitangi was only a few minutes further onward, around a small headland. They passed the Waitangi marae, where the chiefs had gathered in 1840 to discuss the English propositions. Wooden carved poles representing each of the chiefs and their tribes were arrayed on the lawn. Beyond it, an old sailing boat with a blue hull had been grounded beside the bridge to Waitangi, and converted to a restaurant. Further on, the inner bay was at low tide, acres upon acres of muddy silt patrolled by wading birds. The Prado cruised past and crossed a short, narrow bridge. To the right and just south of the Treaty grounds was a large hotel complex, but Donna turned left, down a short esplanade, and pulled into a small grove of trees near the gate to a house.
‘The portal to Aotearoa is here,’ she said tersely, turning off the engine.
‘Will the Prado be alright here?’ Wiri asked as they disembarked.
Donna shrugged, and looked back at Mat. ‘When you escaped my house in Auckland last year, you took my RAV across into Aotearoa. Can you do that again?’
Mat frowned. ‘I don’t think so. Ngatoro was helping me, though I didn’t know that at the time, and I think the fact that your house opened onto both worlds helped.’
Donna nodded. ‘That is what I suspected. The gate is only large enough for one person at a time. So, we’ll have to hide this vehicle, otherwise it might be stolen. Has Aethlyn Jones taught you how to conceal something?’
Mat pursed his lips. ‘Not really.’
‘Then I’ll have to show you.’ She turned to Wiri and Damien. ‘Break off some branches, enough to partially cover the vehicle.’ She faced Mat. ‘Since you’ll not free me, I’m going to have to give you the theory; then you’ll have to do the rest.’
He nodded mutely, flicking an eye at the watchful Everalda.
‘Look at me, not One-Eye,’ Donna snapped. She reached up and gripped his chin, to his annoyance. ‘Focus, boy! Are you listening?’
He nodded crossly, stepping out of her grip.
‘Then listen. There are two types of illusion: in one, you trick the mind by giving it false information, telling it to misinterpret what the eye shows; in the other, you trick the eye. The former is easier, but requires you to make contact with the mind, so you need to be present. Obviously, it is the latter we require. We will drape the cut branches over the vehicle, but that will do only so much. You must take the image of them and paint the air until it seems that the vehicle is part of the scenery. That will suffice for anything but close scrutiny — if you do it well.’
He nodded, his throat dry, self-conscious at performing in front of the group, especially Everalda. He calmed himself with an effort. ‘Paint the air?’
Donna waved her hands at the small pile of branches Damien and Wiri had found. ‘Study them. Then take that image, and imprint it above the vehicle.’
He sucked in his breath, then bent, picked up a small branch with a straggling clutch of dead flower heads, and began touching and smelling and soaking up its patterns, twists and texture. Damien and Wiri piled the branches loosely over the roof and bonnet of the Prado, then Mat took the sight and sensation of those branches and began to visualize them, as intensely as he could.
He didn’t get it right immediately, but then Donna’s cold hand clutched his arm, and something flowed from her to him and the technique became clearer. He stroked the air, and the image appeared, and more. He could feel the rough bark, and the prickling of the leaves. With growing excitement he worked, no longer needing Donna’s guidance. He painted not only the branches, but also images of gaps, and the earth below. When he was done he stepped back, panting slightly.
Damien gulped, and reached out, stroking an illusory branch. He gasped and drew his hand back. ‘I can feel it!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’d swear it’s real!’
‘See what I can be to you, boy,’ Donna murmured in Mat’s ear.
 
Evie felt nervy and exhilarated at the same time. Her greatest dread — that Donna Kyle would come and drag her away — had come to pass, but it didn’t seem so terrible now. From the reassuring prowess of Wiri, the whimsical honesty of Damien, and the empathy she felt for Mat, she drew hope. Even Donna was less frightening. And her own new skills were intriguing.


Beyond that was the promise of Aotearoa, and a whole new world. What she had glimpsed when she had first touched Damien and Mat drew her on. A place where legendary people and beings lived and breathed. A place where the little miracle she’d just seen Mat perform was commonplace. And perhaps … she might be able to learn such things, too?
My Gift no longer feels like a curse …
‘Come!’ said Donna, picking up her duffle bag and walking towards a pair of tall cabbage trees — ti ngahere — whose upper branches were entangled into each other like siblings embracing. She tramped purposefully three times anti-clockwise around them, then, at the third pass, simply walked between them. And vanished.
A haziness lingered in the gap, as if light was trapped there.
Evie sucked in her breath, suddenly nervous again. What if we never come back? She found Mat looking at her, and he offered her a hand. She took it shyly, and felt her fears recede.
Wiri looked at their clasped hands, but didn’t comment. Instead he said, ‘Make sure you turn off your cellphones, or the translation might fry them.’
Evie turned her phone off, and Mat did the same. He had a taiaha jutting from one end of his bag. Seeing a weapon brought home further to her that they were going into danger. Together they watched Wiri and Damien walk through the shimmering gap, and vanish. She and Mat were suddenly alone.
She looked at Mat and went to say something, when suddenly he bent his head and kissed her — and everything else left her head.
‘Shall we?’ he whispered in her ear.


‘Yes,’ she murmured back, intoxicated.
They prised themselves apart from each other, and stepped between the trees.
‘Took a while to make up your mind then?’ teased Damien, tapping his watch.
‘Just a few jitters,’ she told him blithely, and looked about her. ‘Is this it?’ she asked. ‘It’s just the same, isn’t it?’
Mat shook his head. ‘You’ll see. We’re now in a place made of wishes.’
She looked about, and gradually the differences stole over her. Yes, it seemed to be just the same field, although the copse with the Prado was gone, replaced by a dark thicket. And it was a windier day here, with the breeze whipping the waves into white horses, a mere few hundred feet west of where they stood. The birds that squawked and shrilled above seemed thrice the number in the world she’d just left. And the fragrance of the sea and the flowers and the leaves was dizzying, as if all her senses had been suddenly amplified. A sense of richness stole over her, and gradually filled her senses.
‘It’s beautiful,’ she breathed.
‘It is,’ Mat agreed. ‘Except whenever I come here, people try to kill me.’
She felt an overwhelmingly strange feeling, which made her turn away from the others, and she cautiously lifted her eyepatch. Immediately she was overwhelmed by a new sense of depth and perspective, which took her a second to comprehend.
Three dimensions … I’m seeing with both eyes …
The sensation took her breath away. She put her hand to her mouth, and stared, drinking it all in. Because it was more than sight: everything seemed richer, fuller, and to trail light through the air as it moved. It was as if she were seeing an echo of where everything had been, and where it would go, a before-and-after trail of images that filled the air and slowly faded out. It was almost painful to take in, like bad 3-D glasses.
‘Evie?’ Mat said, concern in his voice.
She cautiously turned to face him, frightened to show her blind eye, except that it wasn’t sightless anymore. It wasn’t real sight, though, it was something else, because she was seeing his aura overlaying his body, a faint coruscating rainbow of colour. She’d read about chakras and auras before, but had never found them useful because she could not perceive such things; yet now …
‘What does my left eye look like?’ she asked him, scared that he would find it ugly and repulsive. ‘Does it look … milky … ugly?’ she whispered tentatively. It was watering a bit, and somehow it felt like it was filling up with light. It wasn’t a comfortable sensation.
‘There’s no iris,’ he told her. ‘It looks kinda bloodshot … and it’s getting worse …’
Abruptly Donna Kyle stepped between them. She peered coldly into Evie’s face, her aura a dark blue-purple, flecked with smears of crimson, boiling and unpleasant. ‘Seeing more here in Aotearoa, are you? That’s to be expected.’ She glanced at Wiri. ‘The girl’s Gift will be enhanced here, but it will be harder for her in some ways, too.’
‘What do you mean?’ Evie asked anxiously.
‘There was a young boy like you, back in the Seventies, that Puarata brought to Aotearoa. He went fully blind here. You need to wear that patch if you don’t want to risk the same thing.’
No! This new vision she was experiencing felt too good! ‘But—’
‘Girl, you’ll already be feeling the beginning of a headache, yes?’
‘Uh … I guess.’ She winced. That blurring sensation was getting worse. Perhaps Donna was right. She felt her face fall in disappointment.
‘This place is intense,’ Donna went on. ‘It’ll burn out both eyes if you don’t damp it down. Put the patch back on, for your own good. Unless you’d rather go fully blind,’ she added callously.
Evie swallowed. ‘No, I wouldn’t.’ With a regretful sigh, she pulled her patch down again. At once, the pain receded. But the memory of how it had felt didn’t.
‘Right,’ Donna said. ‘We need to find out if Father is here. Obviously I’m not the best person to send scouting, and you young people don’t know your way around. Wiremu?’
‘I’ll go, with Mat,’ Wiremu replied. ‘We’ll cross the inlet and ask some questions in Paihia. There’s a ferry, but the inlet is wade-able at low tide.’
‘We need local clothing,’ Donna replied. ‘If you can be entrusted with state secrets, Everalda and I will tell you our sizes.’ The hint of dry humour sounded odd coming from her. No-one smiled.
Wiri and Mat organized themselves to go. Evie didn’t want to be left with Donna, but could think of no plausible reason to go with Mat.
Damien didn’t look that happy about it either, although more because of the inactivity. ‘I could come, too,’ he suggested.
‘You’re here to protect the ladies,’ Wiri said firmly.
In the event, Mat came back inside five minutes, with a look of real concern on his face. Donna met him, and they conversed under their breaths for a few seconds; then they both came over. ‘Wiri’s in Paihia, at the lower marae. The ferryman told us something has happened at the Treaty House. Something bad.’
Evie could see them all think the same thing: Venn and Grieve.
‘Are there perimeter patrols?’ Donna asked, gazing towards the thick trees that obscured the Treaty grounds, some 500 yards away. The Union Jack fluttered high above the woods. There were several ships in the harbour; trading ships, Donna told them. Further across the harbour, more ships could be made out, clustered about far Kororareka.
After about a quarter of an hour, a wet Wiri waded along the shore of the inlet, carrying a large bundle of clothing. ‘Colonial women wear far too many layers,’ he grumbled. He opened the bundle and gave some to Donna and Evie, before tossing the remainder to Damien.
Donna led Evie deeper into the woods, out of sight of the boys, and without ado she pulled off her blouse and pants, stripping down to knickers — she wore no bra. Donna was skinny, her ribs showing, her breasts small and her belly a hollow. There were bruises on her ribcage and arms, the traces of imprisonment. ‘What are you looking at, girl?’ she sneered, before turning away, displaying a scarred back. ‘Lace me in, then I’ll do you.’


Evie did as asked, then self-consciously undressed down to her underwear and pulled a white-and-black panelled smock over her head. She was uncomfortably aware of Donna’s appraisal.
‘Well, you fill it out well enough,’ Donna remarked.
Evie couldn’t tell if she was hearing jealous praise or measured scorn. She’d not thought too hard about how she looked for a while, since her last fairly disastrous fling with a tourist who’d chatted her up. Basically not too shabby, was how she saw herself. She hoped Mat liked what he saw. Her speculation was broken by Donna seizing her hair, twisting it into a ponytail, then knotting it with a ribbon. ‘Count yourself fortunate you don’t need one of these,’ the witch told her, brandishing a bonnet that would conceal her own distinctive features.
They packed away their modern clothes, then returned to the men. They, too, had changed into the colonial attire purchased in Paihia. The two groups had just rejoined each other when they heard a sudden shout. ‘You there! Stand still!’
A shot rang out. Evie clutched at her chest in sudden fright.
 
Mat spun and stared as a dozen colonial soldiers, clad in rough black breeches and coats and clutching bayoneted muskets, appeared all around them. One man held a smoking musket, having discharged the warning shot.
A sergeant came forward, confronting Wiri. ‘Who are you, sir? What are you doing here?’ His voice was thoroughly English. Then his eyes flickered around the group, took in Donna Kyle’s pale face with its distinctive moko on the chin, and he went pale. ‘My God, lads, it’s the White Witch!’
Every gun was suddenly trained on Donna, every face intent and fearful. She dropped the bonnet she held, and stared about her, her expression a blend of scorn and apprehension.
‘That isn’t necessary, Sergeant,’ Wiri put in. ‘She’s my prisoner.’
‘Your prisoner, sir? How so? Why is she not in chains?’
‘No need. Her powers are bound. She is helpless.’ Wiri walked before the ranks of muskets casually. ‘We found her just south of here.’
‘And you are?’
‘Wiremu.’
The sergeant gulped. ‘The Immortal?’
Wiri gave a small bow in acknowledgment. ‘She is my prisoner, sergeant. My bounty.’
‘Your bounty,’ the sergeant agreed sourly. ‘Who are these others?’
‘Associates of mine. Friends to Aethlyn Jones.’
A mutter ran through the ranks, and the sergeant looked even more disgruntled. ‘The Adept Aethlyn Jones? I see.’ He rubbed his whiskery chin. ‘Please come with me, sir. I must take you to Hobson.’ His voice took on a resigned tone as he mentioned the lieutenant-governor.
‘Hobson is here?’
‘He took the over-night postal carriage, and got into Paihia just after the attack on the Treaty House.’
Wiri’s eyebrows shot up. ‘There was an attack on the Treaty House?’
‘That’s for the governor to relate, sir,’ the sergeant replied. ‘Come along, please.’


They followed the soldiers through the woods, along an undulating path amidst thick native vegetation, before emerging at the rear of a wooden building. It was single-floored with two wings and a cream-painted timber exterior. A thin man with bristling sideburns greeted the sergeant, and Mat glimpsed a thin woman harbouring a cluster of tiny white children in her skirts. They all stared at Donna with wide eyes.
The group was led around the front of the house to where the huge lawn of the Treaty grounds spread. When Mat was much younger, he’d come here (in the modern world) with his parents. It had been a tranquil place, and the knowledge of what had occurred in the past had given it a serene, almost sacred atmosphere. Today, the tranquillity had been destroyed. The lawn was badly gouged, and a large marquee that had been erected in front of the house was torn and wrecked. There were soldiers everywhere, and Maori warriors, too. Both groups seemed equally outraged. When they saw Donna, that anger had a target. In seconds, a wall of faces, dark and pale, gathered about them shouting threats. Mat hovered protectively by Evie, wondering what to do if it got ugly.
The sergeant went inside, and the soldiers and warriors drew closer about, seemingly only constrained from violence by Wiri’s presence. But then the sergeant re-emerged, and led them inside the house to a small room at the front right. The building looked worst from the front. Its windows were smashed and its outer walls were scratched, in some places broken, but it seemed structurally intact. Many of the onlookers tried to follow them, but the officers constrained them. They pressed their faces to the broken glass, listening intently.
In the front room, a dozen men were gathered about a desk. Most were armed. Wiri nodded in greeting to the small man with sideburns they’d glimpsed earlier. ‘Mr Busby.’ The man nodded back, his expression neutral.
The only man sitting was Captain Hobson. Mat saw him look up as they came, blearily trying to focus. He saw the way the soldiers looked at Hobson, too; the disdain at the slurring in his voice. ‘Who issh’t, you shay?’
‘Wiremu the Immortal,’ a thin man with lively eyes replied. ‘He has Donna Kyle.’
Hobson’s eyes bulged. ‘Kyle? She’s here?’ His eyes fluttered about until they fixed upon the witch. ‘Why … why ish she not in chains?’ He lurched to his feet.
Donna Kyle took a quick step forward, causing the lieutenant-governor to step back quickly, falling backwards over his chair and sprawling ridiculously. He scrambled to his feet awkwardly, in the hands of his advisers. Donna cocked a hip, her voice mocking. ‘Oh, my pardon, Captain. I was just going to offer my wrists for cuffing.’
A suppressed titter ran through the meeting house, particularly from the clumps of Maori to the rear of the lines of soldiers, but Hobson flushed angrily. ‘Then weeshh shall remedy that!’ he exclaimed in a fluting voice, pushing unsteadily away from the grip of his aides.
‘Sir!’ Wiri stepped in front of Donna, throwing her a warning look. ‘Might I have a word with you in private? Please!’
Hobson squinted at him. ‘Wiremu the Immortal. I’ve heard enough from you at the trialsh in Akarana.’ He looked at Mat. ‘And thish youth alsho, dammit!’
‘Sir, it is important!’
Hobson drew himself up. ‘In chainsh! Put the witch in chainsh!’ He clutched at his chest, and Mat was worried that he would have some kind of turn — hadn’t the real Hobson died of a stroke?
Donna grabbed Mat’s wrist and hissed in his ear. ‘If Wiremu doesn’t get us out of this, you must.’ Then two soldiers stepped forward and seized her roughly. Whatever the men thought of Hobson, there was no hesitation in carrying out this particular order. She was pulled from the room, while Damien stood protectively over Evie, lest anyone take it into their head that she was Donna’s apprentice.
Wiri turned back to Hobson. ‘Captain, I must—’
The thin, rakish gentleman closest to Hobson picked up the captain’s chair, then dusted at his frock coat. ‘Governor, send this native wretch away. He was as close to Puarata as the witch was. Grey was wrong to pardon him. And we have much to discuss, after these awful events.’
‘Mr Freeman,’ Wiri said, fixing on the man, ‘what I have to say is of great value. Might you at least hear what I have to say?’
Freeman’s eyes flickered at the word ‘value’. He turned to Hobson and bowed obsequiously. ‘Governor, there may be some sense in this. Might I be spared a moment with this man?’
Hobson stared glassily at Freeman, and then waved his hand dismissively. He fell back into his seat, which Freeman had righted. ‘Very well, Freeman, but don’t be long. I need you. What to tell Grey, eh? What can I tell him?’ He looked on the verge of tears.
Freeman beckoned to Wiri, who drew Mat with him, motioning for Damien to stay with Evie. They followed Freeman out the back into a small courtyard, which was empty.
Wiri whispered to Mat, ‘James Freeman is Hobson’s secretary. I’ve done business with him before, when I was with Puarata. John Logan Campbell described him as “the most disgustingly immoral swindling scoundrel in town”.’
Mat looked at the little secretary with narrowed eyes. ‘I see.’
Wiri grinned. ‘Don’t worry, Freeman’s not that bad. Don’t trust him, but hear him out. When it comes down to it, Logan Campbell was “in the club”; rich, politically well-connected, staunchly religious, and a hard man. Freeman was a pleasure-seeking, low-born atheistic opportunist married to a dancer, and most certainly not in the club. I’ve never liked men who criticize others in public. Freeman’s dodgy, but not unreasonable.’
Freeman waved Wiri and Mat closer. His face had a feverishly hungry cast to it. ‘Well, Wiremu! Long time no see, eh?’
‘Nineteen-thirty-eight, wasn’t it?’ Wiri enquired. ‘Hobson seems worse than ever.’
‘Waitangi Day is always a trial for him. He’s got barely fifty soldiers, little authority, and Grey treats him with contempt. Hone Heke is unchecked, Kororareka is still a hive of iniquity, and now this latest mess. He’s feeling wretched, poor fellow.’
Wiri leant closer, surreptitiously pressing coins into Freeman’s hand. ‘What happened here?’
Freeman’s eyes flickered around, then whispered hoarsely. ‘A taniwha attacked the Treaty House, with Asher Grieve on its back. It was slaughter! And Grieve has stolen the Treaty!’
Wiri seemed completely stunned. Mat had never seen his jaw drop as it did then. ‘He stole the Treaty?’
‘It happened mid-morning. The swine didn’t even feel the need to conceal himself. I was in Paihia tending to Hobson, who’d just got in on the postal carriage. He’s still exhausted from Waitangi Day. Your prime minister might think he’s got it tough, but imagine what it’s like for poor Hobson: the chiefs berate him for hours! Anyway, Sergeant Mackie was in charge here, but I can’t blame him, idiot though he is. Asher Grieve on the back of a taniwha — who could stop that?’
‘Did many die?’ Wiri asked in a flat voice.
‘Dozens. Regular soldiers and Maori both. The beast cut through us, and Grieve brought fire and lightning. How did he master a taniwha?’
Wiri glanced at Mat, then back at Freeman. ‘The taniwha must have been young and not bonded to a place, the way most are. Such beings can be enslaved by men with Grieve’s knowledge and skills.’
Or seduced by Byron Kikitoa, Mat thought bitterly.
Freeman winced. ‘I thought we would all die, I swear. And now the Treaty is stolen! I shudder to think what that will mean.’
Mat tentatively raised his voice. ‘Er … what will it mean, actually? I mean, no-one cares about the Treaty anymore.’
Freeman looked hurt. ‘Please, young man! It is our founding document! I myself had a hand in the drafting.’


‘But all it does is cause arguments. And there are copies all over the place. Isn’t the original in Wellington anyway?’
‘This is Jones’s protégé?’ Freeman enquired of Wiri. ‘Listen, boy, it’s not so simple. Imperfect though it is, the Treaty is the spiritual bond of the nation. War was brewing, you see. The chiefs were poised to turn on the settlers, and then there would have been a blood bath. It’s ambiguous and imperfect, yes. But it forestalled conflict, deflected the French, and provided the beginnings of national unity. Here in Aotearoa, it has a spiritual resonance. The copy kept here is the purest copy, if you like. It is the real original, not the one in Wellington. Destroy it, and it is conceivable that all it achieved will unravel. Certainly in this world, perhaps even in yours.’
‘Really?’ Mat glanced up at Wiri, who nodded gravely.
‘The original Treaty must be recovered,’ Freeman insisted. ‘Though how we can do it with half our men dead I don’t know.’
‘Where did Grieve go afterwards?’
‘Who knows? No-one saw. It was a misty morning here — no coincidence, I’m guessing. But I’d not be surprised if he was over the ways …’ Freeman jerked his head in the direction of Kororareka. Then he nudged Wiri. ‘What are you doing with Kyle, eh? I’m not buying this story that you captured her for bounty, either, so don’t try it on me.’
‘She broke out when Grieve did, but separately. You know her, James — she hates Asher more than the Devil hates God. She enlisted me privately to help hunt him down.’
‘Why would she not go to Grey? Ah, no, of course, Grey would lock her up without listening.’ Freeman mused. ‘Wiremu the Immortal and Donna Kyle working together — who’d have thought! I knew she was sweet on you, but I thought you were immune to her.’
‘I am,’ Wiri replied firmly. ‘But in this matter, she’s right: if we don’t hunt down Grieve, he’ll get clean away.’
Freeman nibbled his lower lip, then whispered conspiratorially. ‘I presume you need Hobson to release her? He won’t, you know. Recapturing Kyle is the one good thing he can parade before Grey in this whole mess. He’ll not give her up.’
‘He must!’ Wiri replied. ‘She’s the only one with the insight to find Asher. She’s not been released from her magical shackles, so she has no power. She’s no threat, and for once she wants the same thing we do: Asher Grieve in chains.’
Freeman shook his head. ‘He still won’t do it, old boy. Hobson’s exhausted, ill, and not thinking straight. It’s a shame — when he’s lucid, you get glimpses of a better man. But his whole existence here in Aotearoa is one of ill health. He’s had fifty-seven strokes that I’ve counted in the past century. Would’ve killed someone who wasn’t already dead. On top of that you’ve got the constant belittling and downright abuse from all around him. Only I have stood by him,’ he added, in a self-righteous voice.
‘Yeah, you’re a saint, James,’ Wiri remarked drily. ‘We need Kyle released. I’ll stand parole for her. We can pay—’
‘Won’t do, old boy,’ Freeman shook his head. ‘No can do. anything but that.’ He shook his head regretfully. ‘You’ll be lucky not to face charges yourself. Many don’t believe it was right of Grey to pardon you. They don’t know, or don’t want to know, the truth of your condition, of course, but nevertheless …’ He half-turned. ‘I must attend upon Hobson.’
Mat was looking hopelessly at Wiri when there was a sudden uproar from within the Treaty House. ‘Freeman!’ someone yelled. ‘Hobson’s having another stroke!’
‘Damnation!’ Freeman swore, throwing a look at Wiri, and then running for the building. ‘This afterlife is too much for him!’
Wiri grabbed Mat’s shoulder. ‘What has Jones taught you of healing, Mat?’
‘Um … a little,’ Mat replied doubtfully.
‘Then come on!’ He pulled Mat into motion, as he hurried after Freeman.
Mat followed Wiri back inside, where the whole Treaty House was in an uproar. Soldiers were milling on the fringes, their officers at a loss. The civilians close to the governor’s desk were backing away, their faces showing a range of emotions, from pity to contempt to hope. Only Freeman was with the governor, shouting for aid as he bent over the stricken Hobson.
‘Mat, do what you can,’ Wiri said.
Mat swallowed. Jones had taught him first aid, including how to deal with people having seizures. Ironically, Jones had learnt it himself at a St John’s workplace first-aid course, posing as an electrician. Those lessons filled Mat’s memories as he knelt beside Freeman. ‘Sir, please, I can help.’
Freeman whirled protectively, his expression for once unguarded. Mat read him in an instant: He relies on Hobson for his own status … and he even cares, too. He’s terrified of losing him … ‘Please, sir, give me room,’ Mat said, trying to sound confident. Evie joined him, which filled him with gratitude and pride, but he had to concentrate on Hobson. The man’s face was pasty and slack, his eyes unfocused, his breath laboured. ‘Captain? Can you hear me?’
The man continued to groan, his hand trembling spasmodically as it clawed his breast. ‘Evie, get his cravat off, help him breathe.’
She knelt opposite him, her hands wrenching open the governor’s top buttons. Mat grabbed Hobson’s hands. He was vaguely aware that all about him the men were staring. ‘Better the old fart dies and moves on,’ someone murmured. As if he’d heard, Hobson went rigid, his back arching, his eyes full of dread and pain, and then he seemed to sag and deflate.
‘No! Captain!’ Freeman grabbed Mat’s shoulder. ‘You said you’d help!’
‘Get off me — this isn’t over!’ Mat shouted. ‘Damien!’
Damien shouldered forward, and pulled Freeman away, provoking a scuffle. Mat looked up at Evie. ‘Rescue breathing! Let’s turn him.’ Together they eased the limp governor onto his back, then Mat wrenched a handkerchief from Hobson’s top pocket, put it by his head, and then knelt and began to pump at Hobson’s chest. ‘One … two … three …’ Fifteen compressions in rapid succession. Evie knelt by the governor’s head and bent over his mouth, her ear touching his lips, seeking signs of life. She shook her head.
Shit! Mat put the handkerchief over Hobson’s mouth, sealed his mouth with his own, then blew through the cloth twice, hard. Then more compressions, while all about them people murmured. Freeman struggled in Damien’s grasp, while Wiri kept the press of men at bay.
‘… fourteen, fifteen …’ More breaths, more compressions.


Evie shook her head.
Damn, we need more …
He reached inside, ignited his little spiral of magical energy and extended his senses outwards. The clamour and confusion receded. Gently as he could, he let his awareness enter the glassy eyes of the dying man …
… and embraced the sea, blue-black waters, never-ending troughs and crests, the salty taste of spume and spray. Waves like mountains. Storms shrieking. Calm days of twinkling blue. Gulls wailing. Dolphins in the bow waves. A young man, thin with a straight back, staring out over the ocean, glad just to be alive …
‘Captain Hobson!’
Except he isn’t a captain, yet. Just another young officer, serving his country at sea. The flash of the cannons are almost beautiful in their synchronized blooming, until the shots blast the timbers, tearing the illusion of beauty apart. Splinters fly like shrapnel, the ship convulsing. Screams and choked cries and spraying blood. Ropes and timbers falling. Canvas alight. A bloody forearm flopping to the deck. Shouts from above, orders flying. Life, never so precious as in its ending. The young man strides the sea-tossed deck, relaying commands, danger an abstract thing. Invulnerable, totally alive. In his element.
‘Will! Will Hobson!’
The young man half-hears, cocks his head, then goes on, his sabre waving like a conductor’s baton. Then an older face, ruined by illness and doubt and ridicule, intrudes.
‘That boy is lost to me,’ the dying man gasped. ‘He never came here. He stayed in the Caribbean. Let me die. It is all I want.’
‘Bring him here,’ Mat whispered. ‘He is you.’
‘I can’t. Give me peace.’


‘You are needed, sir.’
‘They don’t need me. They laugh at me. They think me a fool. They want me dead.’
‘Prove them wrong, sir. Come back to us.’
For a long moment, Mat thought it might have worked. It seemed that the younger Will Hobson heard the older one, cocked his head, and reached out … but then nothing. The visions fell away.
Mat exhaled and opened his eyes. Evie was kneeling opposite him, and between them lay the prone, still body of Lieutenant-Governor William Hobson, at peace at last. Freeman gave a wailing cry, falling to his knees. Mat bowed his head, suddenly aware that he was exhausted. He felt a crushing sense of failure.
Evie reached across and took his hands in hers. ‘Don’t cry,’ she whispered. He blinked, and realized that he was indeed weeping. He brushed his face angrily on his sleeve, and nodded thanks to her, for being there.
I thought we’d saved him, for a moment …
He bowed his head.
Suddenly the whole room gasped. Mat opened his eyes to see Hobson’s body fade into transparency, and then it was simply not there.
‘What have you done to him!’ Freeman shrieked at him. ‘What have you done?’
Mat gaped, his eyes going from the empty space where the governor had lain, to Evie to Freeman to Wiri.
‘Sorcery! Sorcery! He slew the governor with sorcery!’ Freeman’s face was wild with grief and condemnation. ‘Kill him!’


Damien stepped in beside Mat protectively, and Wiri stood over him and Evie, measuring the space around them as the soldiers drew back, lifting their muskets. ‘Hold your fire!’ shouted Sergeant Mackie. ‘Take them alive!’
Mat stared about him, trying to see a way he could get them out of this. ‘I’ll take us out of Aotearoa,’ he whispered. ‘Grab hold.’
‘They’ll shoot the moment they see you try,’ Wiri warned. ‘It takes too long.’
Mat groaned. ‘We’ve got to get out.’
‘Shoot at the first sign of trickery,’ Mackie ordered his men, eyeing Mat with a mixture of fear and loathing. ‘Damned warlocks.’
Mat felt sick inside, as he reluctantly discarded hopes of escape for now. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. Slowly, they all raised their hands.
A shout echoed from outside. ‘Sergeant! Sergeant Mackie!’
The whole room went silent. The sergeant threw an impatient look sideways, in the direction of the caller. ‘What is it, damnit?’
‘There’s a new ship in the harbour, sir.’
‘So?’
‘It’s the Rattlesnake!’
‘The Rattlesnake? But that’s Hobson’s old ship!’
‘Yes, sir! They’re signalling, requesting permission to come ashore.’
Mackie looked at Freeman, then every head turned to Mat.
‘What have you done?’ Freeman asked again, in a very different tone to before.






Will
BAY OF ISLANDS, SATURDAY AFTERNOON
Mat held Evie’s hand as they were herded down to Hobson’s Bay. There was indeed a new ship standing off the coast, a mere two hundred yards away. The Union Jack fluttered from the flagstaff. The sails were being furled, and a small rowing boat was being lowered into the water. The shouting of the crewmen carried across the water.
‘Well, I’ll be damned.’ Mackie stared at Mat. ‘Did you do this, boy?’
I don’t know …
They all watched as the rowboat was filled, the last man to board it an erect figure in a large plumed hat and a blue jacket. Someone with a telescope called out: ‘It’s Hobson, alright!’ A few cheered, but most looked on apprehensively.
Mat’s eyes sought James Freeman. The secretary was wringing his hands, muttering beneath his breath in a paroxysm of nervous tension. Whether this was a new, younger Hobson or someone else entirely, the old, ill man Freeman had served for more than a century was gone. Everything was about to change.
Mat glanced at Evie, whose face was awestruck. ‘You called him back,’ she whispered.
Perhaps … let’s see. He peered anxiously forward.
The rowboat plied the waters swiftly, and in minutes was being hauled up onto the beach. The plumed officer leapt from the bow to the shingly beach with easy athleticism and strode forward. ‘Hello, good sirs! What on Earth is happening? We were off Jamaica two minutes ago sailing a sloop. Now I find myself and my crew aboard a frigate — a frigate, by George! — and I’ll be damned if this isn’t Waitangi! What the dickens is going on, eh?’
Freeman gave a sob, and fell to his knees before the newcomer. ‘Captain Hobson!’
The tall captain — he was surely in his early forties, but looked fit and lean — frowned politely. ‘I know you, don’t I?’ he asked, a little uncertainty creeping into his crisply enunciated English.
‘Sir, it’s me! James Freeman, your secretary!’
‘Secretary, eh? Hmmm … I’m not sure I recall …’ He looked about him, taking in the soldiers and the wary perimeter they still maintained about Mat, Wiri, Damien and Evie. ‘What’s happening here? Who’s in charge?’
Freeman glanced at Mackie, then back up at Hobson. ‘Er, you are, sir.’
The captain cocked his head in amused surprise. ‘I am?’
‘Yes, sir,’ Freeman said quickly. ‘You are our governor, the first governor of Aotearoa, as appointed by the Queen. And I am your secretary and aide, sir,’ he quickly added.


‘Queen Victoria?’ Hobson enquired. ‘Does her word still have authority here?’
Freeman gave a small shrug. ‘We think so. Here in the colonies we’re never quite sure who is currently ruling the mythlands of Mother England.’
‘That’s no clearer to we who dwell in the Caribbean, Master Freeman. Last I heard, King Arthur had returned to the throne of Camelot and was claiming dominion over all England, but Henry VIII and Queen Elizabeth I were contesting his claim, and wooing Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army for the fray.’
‘Makes you glad we’re in peaceful Aotearoa,’ Wiri whispered to Mat ironically.
‘Here, you are governor of the North, from Reinga to Northern Akarana,’ Freeman explained.
The names clearly meant something to Hobson. He stood, looking about the circle of faces, occasionally nodding to a semi-familiar face. Mat could only imagine what it was like for him — a ghost pulled from one mythland to another. His eyes strayed across the gathered men, and stopped on Mat with a start of recognition. ‘You, lad. Do I know you?’ An uncomfortable silence descended over the gathering. ‘Well?’ Hobson enquired, with a hint of steel in his voice. ‘Speak up, lad?’
‘He’s the one what brought you here, Cap’n,’ Mackie exclaimed.
Hobson blinked. ‘This boy? I thought I saw you just before we came here … Come here, lad, and explain.’
Up close, this William Hobson was recognizably the same man, but also very different. Younger, with an energy and optimism about him that his older self had lost along the way. Where the older Hobson had been beaten down by illness and stress and failure, this man was unbowed. He had an air of command tempered by an amused eye. ‘Well, lad?’ he asked, looking Mat up and down.
‘Sir, do you know anything of your life after the Caribbean?’ Mat asked him.
Hobson pulled a reflective face. ‘At times I have these vague memories of my latter years. But my heart was always in the Indies, you know. Those were my best days — and what a place! A panoply of all that is good and bad in humanity. Sunshine, beautiful islands, wild women and remarkable men. Gold and treasure. Friends and enemies. What an adventure! Why would I want to be elsewhere?’
‘So you went there when you died?’
Hobson smiled. ‘Who wouldn’t? Though it always seemed to me that some part of me remained in New Zealand, you know. It seems I was right. I must have left all my misery here.’
Well put, Mat thought. All my misery …
‘So,’ Hobson enquired, ‘who are you, lad? Are you one of the native people?’
‘My name is Matiu Douglas, sir. And my father is Maori, but my mother is Irish.’
‘And you are a native shaman?’ Hobson enquired politely. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve seen the like in the Indies. Both before and after passing over.’ He glanced about, sensing the tension in the air. ‘What is going on here? One moment we’re sailing my old sloop — the Whim, you understand, nice enough vessel, a little bit laggardly to windward — and now suddenly I’m in a frigate! I had to check the name on the stern boards to find out which one!’ He had the awestruck tones of a man whose Nissan had just morphed into a Ferrari. ‘The Rattlesnake! Now that was a ship!’
Mat quickly told him about the theft of the Treaty document, and the pursuit of Venn and Grieve. And about Donna Kyle. Hobson took it in quickly, as though he already subconsciously knew all this, courtesy of his older self. Eventually he lifted a finger, cutting Mat off. ‘Alright, young man. May I call you Mat? Good lad, Mat, I think I’m with you now.’ He straightened, patted Mat’s shoulder, then strode up the gentle slope, trailed by his naval aides. ‘Right then. Freeman, await me presently. Sergeant, these four are free to attend me immediately. Bring me this Kyle woman, right away! The rest of you, fall into rank. Inspection in ten minutes.’ He clapped his hands, and smiled about him. ‘Clear the decks, lads. It’s time for action.’
 
‘I am given to understand that you are a dangerous woman, Miss Kyle,’ said Hobson, staring at Donna appraisingly. He was sitting at the desk in Busby’s front room, legs crossed, alert even in repose. An utterly different being to his older self.
He knows nothing of what his other self did here after death, Mat realized. He saw Donna come to the same realization, her eyes flashing at a perceived opportunity. Her bonnet was gone, leaving her looking anachronistic with her modern bobbed hairstyle and colonial dress. Her face was bruised from scuffling with her captors, and her skirts dirty, but she tossed her head and looked at the governor as if she were a queen receiving a courtier. ‘I am very perilous, Governor,’ she said, almost flirting. ‘But I’m not as dangerous as my father, and you need me to capture him.’
Hobson leant back, weighing her words and demeanour. He turned to Wiri. ‘So, Wiremu, let me check that I have this straight. This woman is a condemned witch, under sentence of death. She is pursuing her likewise-condemned father, and you and my young friend Mat here are helping her hunt said father?’ Wiri nodded. Freeman went to say something, and so did Mackie, but Hobson waved them to silence. ‘This Asher Grieve is the greater villain, you say?’
‘Yes, sir,’ Wiri agreed. ‘Miss Kyle has demonstrated repentance and hopes to win a pardon by returning her father to Crown custody.’
‘You must have had a severe falling out with your parent, Miss Kyle,’ Hobson said, his eyes drawn to Donna again, as if he were a compass needle and she were North.
‘He sold me into slavery,’ Donna told him. ‘I burn to bring him to justice.’
Hobson inclined his head. ‘Who can refuse a damsel in distress?’ he asked rhetorically.
‘But, sir,’ Mackie groaned, ‘she’s a condemned witch! Governor Grey—’
Hobson slapped the table. ‘Your Governor Grey is not here! Time is passing, gentlemen, and we cannot await orders. We must act. Apparently I am in command, so I get to choose those actions.’
‘Yes, sir …’ The soldiers looked at each other worriedly.
‘Excellent! Wiremu, you seem a capable fellow, and experienced in the local environment. Where will our enemies be, and in what strength?’
‘Governor, we believe that they will be across the harbour in Kororareka. It’s a trading post for the whaling and trading vessels.’
‘A den of thieves and harlots,’ Hobson commented. ‘I recall it somewhat, with little fondness.’
‘Exactly so, Captain,’ Wiri agreed, with a wry smile. ‘If there is anywhere that Venn and Grieve would have transport waiting, it would be there. The Crown has little control there, and neither do the Maori chiefs. It’s the logical place to find them.’
‘If the Crown has no authority there, how should we approach it?’
Wiri glanced at Donna, then spoke up again. ‘I believe Venn will have agents there, who could arrange a ship south to his stronghold. If you simply sail across the bay, or blockade the harbour, they will all go to ground.’
‘My ship has been plucked from one conflict to another, Wiremu. We need to re-provision, especially powder and shot. And we’ll need more crew — a frigate has need of more sailors than a sloop.’ He still looked utterly chuffed at having a frigate at his command.
‘We can resupply you here in Waitangi,’ Freeman put in, eager to demonstrate his value. ‘And there’ll be plenty of fellows who want revenge for the attack earlier.’
‘We should send agents into Kororareka,’ Donna said. ‘If Father and Venn are there, we can trap them in the port and deal with them. It is mid-afternoon already. We must act soon.’


Hobson took this in gravely, and nodded agreement. ‘Who would you recommend, Wiremu?’
‘Captain, I am known there, and so is Miss Kyle. So, too, Freeman and all the local soldiery. And the local whalers in port will recognize your own men as navy by their demeanour.’
‘That leaves me,’ said Mat quickly.
‘And me,’ Damien echoed.
‘I could—’ Evie began.
‘Not the girl! Not in Kororareka,’ Donna cut in, glaring at Evie. ‘You’ll find yourself kidnapped and given a new job you won’t like,’ she told the girl firmly.
‘I believe Mat and Damien are capable of this mission,’ Wiri said. ‘But I agree about the girl. We’ll find ways for you to help, Everalda, but not this time.’
Hobson gave his assent. ‘What else, Wiremu? I can’t believe you do not have a role reserved for yourself in this endeavour?’
Wiri grinned. ‘I do indeed, Captain.’
‘You’ll need me if that’s going to work,’ Donna told Wiri, seemingly in the know on what he planned.
‘Then I’d better join you both, to ensure the Queen’s interests are upheld,’ Hobson told them firmly, his eyes dancing.
 
Wiri and Hobson rowed until they caught the breeze. Then the small sail of the little boat billowed, and they picked up speed. The hull thrummed as it broke the waves. Mat could see Evie staring after them. She cut a forlorn figure on the stony shoreline of Hobson’s Beach.


This mission isn’t that dangerous, Mat told himself. We’ll be back by sunset.
The crossing of the bay took only half an hour, and sunset was still several hours away when they hauled the boat ashore, a couple of miles south of Kororareka. Mat and Damien each had a pistol in their belt and a scarf about their neck. Mat also had his taiaha, and Damien had managed to persuade Hobson to loan him a sword. The boys had a large sack of grain each, their pretext for coming into town being that they were delivering supplies to a whisky-brewer, Jeremiah Sload. ‘You’ll do fine so long as you’re cautious,’ Wiri told them both. ‘Jeremiah will know if Venn is in Kororareka, if anyone does.’
They pulled the boat out of the water and hid it beneath a drooping willow. ‘See you here again around seven. It’ll still be light enough to see,’ Wiri said before they parted. ‘Be careful, keep your heads down, and go straight to Sload’s house. No heroics.’
‘What are you going to do?’ Mat asked.
Wiri winked. ‘We’re going to get some help from an old acquaintance.’
Mat and Damien nodded curiously, and then watched Wiri, Donna and Hobson turn inland and vanish into the bush. A more oddly matched trio Mat could not imagine.
‘I reckon Hobson fancies Witchy-poo,’ Damien commented. ‘She moves fast, doesn’t she? What are they off to do anyway?’
Mat shrugged. ‘They wouldn’t say.’
‘I hate it when grown-ups keep secrets,’ Damien muttered. ‘So, which way do we go?’


It took more than an hour of tramping before they came into sight of the tiny settlement of Kororareka. By then they were dripping with sweat. The sacks were heavier than they’d seemed when they’d first hefted them, and Mat had to manage his taiaha, too, which was awkward. He had to wedge it behind his neck, held there by the sack. It was horribly uncomfortable. They were swarmed by a cloud of sandflies, and soon by a pair of fantails darting about them, snapping at the insects.
They struck the edge of the township at Matauwhi Bay, which was separated from Kororareka by a headland with a rough and poorly maintained pa atop. A thin dirt trail ran through dense bush a few yards from the shore. Standing off the town was a small flotilla of ships of all sizes and states of repair. Broken-down fishing boats and battered whalers mostly, although there was a low-slung three-master with cannons run out and men swarming over them.
‘I reckon that dark-hulled ship’s getting ready to leave,’ Damien commented, pointing to the three-master, which was being mobbed by rowboats. ‘They’re loading it up.’
Mat followed his gaze. ‘Yeah, but that doesn’t mean it’s anything to do with Venn. We’ve got to get a better look.’
The little headland above Matauwhi Bay obscured the town from view. From the waters, voices carried through the air — female voices — and Mat and Damien had to skirt carefully about a spot where a pile of clothing lay untended, and girlish laughter echoed. ‘Maori chicks swimming,’ Damien exclaimed softly, and Mat had to grab his sleeve to stop him from going closer.
‘Mind on the job, dork,’ Mat whispered urgently.


‘It’s like having a chaperone, hanging with you,’ Damien moaned playfully, but he allowed himself to be drawn away.
They hefted their sacks again, and followed the track inland, climbing for a short distance beneath the broken and overgrown pa walls. A church spire appeared ahead, and they heard European voices shouting. Damien looked at Mat for guidance.
‘We need to go down to the shore. Wiri said this Sload guy lives by the big hotel.’
The first house they came upon was a brothel, where a seedy-looking man was leaning on the gate, chewing tobacco and whittling a piece of wood into what might have been a Virgin Mary statuette. He looked over the boys carefully as they approached. ‘Good day, fellas,’ he drawled. ‘Hefty load ye got there.’
‘Sure is,’ Damien panted. ‘Barley, for Mr Sload.’
‘From Mr Smith of Okiato,’ Mat added, reciting the story Wiri had fed them. ‘And bloody heavy.’ He staggered on, using the sacks as an excuse not to stop and chat.
‘You come on back after, y’hear,’ the man called after them. ‘Some o’ the gals can give you a wash-down, know what I mean?’
‘Sounds good,’ Damien called back, far too sincerely for Mat’s liking.
They staggered past the church, which was scarred with musket balls. A cluster of men was gathered beside the fence, cleaning a cannon. There were men everywhere, the closer they got to the centre of the settlement. Tiny cottages with sailors and soldiers leaning against verandas drinking from kegs of ale. Thumping piano music and a ragged chorus resounded from the upstairs window of a tavern. Barefoot children were swarming about, oblivious to all but their own chasing games. Women slouched about in long dresses with low-cut bodices: European, Maori, Asian, Islander, even an Australian Aboriginal with tangled hair to her waist. But most were Maori girls, clad in a mixture of traditional and European clothing. They eyed Mat and Damien up and down briefly, assessed their wealth, and then ignored them. The streets were just strips of dried mud, and stank of rotting fish and open drains, which steamed nauseatingly in the February heat. A team of horses was dragging a massive kauri log to the docks. It wasn’t all colonial and old-world, either. Mat saw evidence of trade with the real world: an old transistor radio on a fence, with a group of men standing around listening to what sounded like a very old boxing commentary. He saw more than one replica shirt of the Auckland Blues rugby team. There were cigarettes and chewing gum, and even a sleek-looking open-topped classic car parked on Chapel Street. They both stopped to peer at it, as much for respite from their loads as curiosity.
‘She’s a beauty, ain’t she, boys?’ the man polishing it commented, looking them over. He sounded American, which put Mat immediately on guard. ‘Ninety-thirty-seven Oldsmobile, first ever semi-automatic transmission. She can do the Akarana run in under a day.’
How recently? Mat wondered. Is it Venn’s?
‘Sweet,’ Damien said admiringly.
The driver peered at him with a cocked eyebrow. ‘Sweet? That’s not an expression I hear in this world often,’ he observed.


Mat saw Damien flinch. What had been an innocent moment was suddenly steeped in danger. ‘We’ve not been here long,’ Mat told the man. He infected his voice with what he hoped was an echo of tragedy. ‘We were in a car smash in Whangarei, three years ago. Been jobbing across north Aotearoa ever since.’
The man blinked a little. ‘Ah. Sorry to hear that, boys. This is a rough town, so you look out, y’hear?’
‘Thanks. Whose car is that, if you don’t mind me asking?’ Mat responded.
‘Boy, if I told ya, I’d have to shoot ya.’
Mat gave what he hoped was a knowing shrug, and picked up his sack again. He led Damien down to the shore. The Duke of Marlborough Hotel, New Zealand’s oldest pub, was easy to spot, the largest building in the row. A multinational array of girls was leaning from the upper balcony. One waved encouragingly at him.
‘Is that Mr Sload’s place?’ Mat asked the first man he saw. He jerked his head towards a tumbledown shed next door to the Duke of Marlborough. ‘This barley is for him.’
‘I ain’t local, boy,’ the man, a sailor, replied. ‘But it’s a still-house, so if that’s barley, then I’m guessing that’s your place.’
‘C’mon, let’s dump this stuff and get a drink,’ Damien said fervently. He waved at one of the girls on the balcony, and immediately they were all calling down to him. The welcoming calls sounded false and desperate to Mat; the thought of going near them gave him the shivers.
‘Let’s stay on task, man,’ he growled at Damien. It felt like there were too many eyes on them here.
‘Just blending in, man,’ Damien replied. ‘Wouldn’t be natural to not take an interest in the local chicks, would it?’
They went to the still-house shack and knocked. It was opened almost immediately by a man whose tangled grey curls fell over his shoulders and mingled with his beard; he looked like a badly fed gnome. ‘Yargh?’ he spat.
‘Uh, Mr Sload?’
‘Yar. Oo’re you?’ The man’s eyes flickered over them warily. He stank of whisky, as if he bathed in the stuff. Perhaps he did.
‘My friend Wiremu said to bring you this barley,’ Mat said meaningfully.
Sload’s eyes widened. ‘Wiremu!’ His eyes darted about. ‘C’min, c’min.’ He hoiked and spat against his own wall, a phlegm-filled wad that clung to the timbers thickly. Damien wrinkled his nose, then hoisted the sack one last time, swung it through the door and followed it through. Mat went after him, into a chaotic mess of spilt grain, rusted metal cylinders and overturned pails. Amidst it all was an unmade bed with yellowing sheets and piles of clothing. Newspapers rotted on the floor, and the whole of the shed reeked of sweat and urine, old food and whisky.
‘Gross,’ Damien muttered under his breath.
Mat almost gagged on the smell, but went to the back door and prised it open. The back of the house was a tangle of undergrowth and rusting metal machinery. There was no-one lurking.
‘Wishkee?’ grunted Sload, proffering a grimy bottle half-filled with amber fluid.
‘No, thanks. We’re friends of Wiremu. We’re looking for Sebastian Venn and some, ah … associates of his. Are they here?’


Jeremiah Sload stiffened at the name of Venn, and his eyes narrowed as he heard Mat out. He seemed to be making some kind of calculation. Probably whether it’s better to cash us in to Venn or the other way around.
‘D’no,’ the brewer slurred.
Damien snorted. ‘How can you not know? This town only has twenty houses!’
Sload scowled and spat into his own laundry pile. ‘D’no. I’snot seen ’im.’
‘Wiri said you’d know.’
‘Sed rong, din’ee. Don’ bluddy no. G’wask summin elsh.’
Mat sighed. ‘I have money for you.’
Sload looked interested for the first time. ‘Sov’rins?’
‘Yes, gold sovereigns.’ Wiri had slipped him a small purse in case bribes were needed. ‘Now, have you seen Venn? He would have got in last night or this morning. And are any of the ships in the harbour his?’
Sload’s face clouded over, and became cunning. ‘Showus d’munny, den we’kin tork.’
Mat glanced at Damien, then fished out a gold sovereign and showed it to Sload, who looked at it like it was the Holy Sacrament at Mass, before pocketing it again. ‘Well?’
Sload took another swig, farted and scratched himself. ‘Word’zat Vennz downat t’Bish’s place.’ He jerked his head southwards, back the way they’d come. ‘An’ dat’s Bully ’Ayes’s ship oot dar, be’in set fair t’sail. Tyde’zat’ate.’
‘Eh?’ Damien said.
Mat, who’d been listening determinedly and felt he’d worked out the cadence of Sload’s speech, translated. ‘He says Venn may be at the Bishop’s house. Wiri says Bishop Pompallier has a house at the south end of the Strand.’
‘There is a bishop here? In this godforsaken place?’
‘Yeah. Catholic. And Jeremiah says that someone called Bully Hayes owns the ship they’re loading up. They’re likely to sail at eight.’ He turned back to Sload. ‘Who is Hayes?’
Sload spat again, with even greater gusto. The reason for the slimy coating on the lower walls of the interior was becoming clearer by the minute. ‘’kin’ Yankee crook. Frenna Venn.’
‘Friend of Venn’s? OK.’ Mat frowned, then flipped the sovereign at Sload. He looked at Damien, who was regarding Sload with undisguised disgust. ‘We need to verify this. It’s all just hearsay. Venn might be at the bishop’s. Hayes is a friend of Venn’s, but it could be coincidence.’
Damien nodded quickly. ‘Anything to get out of here.’ He headed for the door.
Mat caught his sleeve. ‘Let’s go out the back way. We can’t go to the bishop’s openly, and there’s too many people out on the shoreline.’ He turned back to Sload. ‘Can we go out the back?’
Sload shrugged. ‘Shor. Folks’ll see ya tho. Jus’ act nat’ral, yar? An’ ey’ll no tell nuffin. Kiniva nudda sov’rin?’
Mat eyeballed the ragged little man doubtfully. ‘One more sovereign, if you don’t tell anyone we were here.’
The man grinned, exposing rotting teeth, yellow and black stumps. ‘Shor. No tellin’, ha!’ He put out a wizened little hand, accepting another sovereign reverently, then opened the back door. ‘Bish’s place izunda da hill, sou’fend atown, yar! G’luk.’ He offered a filthy hand. Mat took it reluctantly. Damien settled for waving.


They spent the first minute outside in the back-yard jungle gulping fresh air gratefully.
‘What a ghastly man,’ Damien panted. ‘And the place was a tip.’
‘Needed a woman’s touch,’ Mat agreed wryly. ‘It made even Riki’s room look clean.’
‘I swear there were snot-monsters under the bed, man. What a way to spend your afterlife!’
‘Yeah, it makes you wonder about people, doesn’t it?’ Mat looked about them. They were at the back of the row of houses that fringed the shoreline, but there were more buildings scattered about the gentle slope that rose behind the town. He peered to the south, where a two-storey house could be seen, fringing the bushlands beneath the township side of the headland. ‘I bet that’s the bishop’s house! If we skirt the old church, we can cut back through the bush and come up behind it.’
Damien nodded eagerly. ‘Let’s get out of this place. This “Hellhole” is one hell of a hole, man. Let’s blow it as fast as possible!’
They left Sload’s yard and skirted the back streets, nodding at passers-by as if they belonged here. Away from the frenetic bustle of the docks, with its riot of humanity, there was an air of lethargy about the town. Men lay drunk or asleep in the shade. More than any other place in Aotearoa that Mat had seen, Kororareka seemed tainted by all the worst vices of humanity.
The men fixing the cannon by the church eyed them warily, but no-one challenged them. Such slackness seemed characteristic of this place. They ducked off the track back to Matauwhi Bay, then scrambled through the unkempt undergrowth beneath the pa until they were deep in a thicket of native bush. They quickly found themselves atop a steep bank behind the bishop’s house.
Pompallier House towered above the collection of smaller buildings before it. It primarily functioned as a printing press, tannery and storehouse for the Catholic mission. In the rear were open vats for softening the leather used in bookbinding, and the stench rising from them was like an open sewer. There were strips of leather everywhere, drying in the sun, and discarded tools lying about higgledy-piggledy. A singsong of children’s voices echoed from somewhere out the front; they were reciting a lesson. To the right was a yard full of broken tools of various colonial trades — butter churns, broken-handled hammers and tongs, bellows filled with holes, smashed casks and kegs, and old wagon wheels. There was plenty of cover, although a young Chinese maid was hanging out washing only a few yards below them.
Mat used skills learnt from Jones to dampen their sound as they slipped unseen through the bush, seeking a way down. The sea gleamed in the early evening light, the sun still high in the western sky. It took another two minutes of careful circling before they found a place to drop from the bank above the back of the house. Mat was preparing to spring when a loud, imperious voice spoke from within the top levels of Pompallier House.
‘Monsieur, I protest! I most strongly protest!’ The accent was French.
A low voice replied, beneath Mat’s hearing. He put fingers to his lips, and motioned for Damien to stay still. The Chinese maid was walking away, her laundry basket empty. She disappeared around the front of the house. Mat nodded to Damien, and then began to make his move.
‘La pauvre petite!’ the Frenchman exclaimed above. ‘You must let me help her!’
Mat couldn’t catch any reply, his concentration going into slipping down the bank; Damien followed a second later. They pressed into the space behind a shed, measuring the distance to the back door. Up close, the tanning vats were almost unbearable. Mat made some guesses: Venn has commandeered this building. They’re using the house for something. Something the bishop doesn’t like.
Mat waved Damien to the right as they converged on the back door, a split second before someone stepped onto the upstairs balcony at the north end of the house, barely a dozen feet from where they crouched. Mat saw the shadows of several men. A dab of ash floated down from above, the smell of cigar smoke filling the air. ‘She is wounded, monsieur! You mus’ allow me to tend her.’ The bishop’s aggrieved voice carried down to Mat and Damien.
An American drawl cut through the Frenchman’s protests. ‘Bishop Pompallier, I don’ rightly care as to the little bitch’s condition. She can jus’ learn her lesson, I reckon. So you’ll oblige me by shuttin’ your trap.’
‘Monsieur! I must—’
‘I said shut yer mouth, Pompallier, or I’ll carve you a new one, right under your chin.’
The bishop’s voice fell silent, and Mat heard one set of footsteps go inside. But there were still at least two men on the balcony. Another American voice intruded, older and rougher. ‘Seb, I’ll take the girl off your hands. I could make good coin off her.’
‘She’s not for you. We’re takin’ her south with Hayes.’
‘I don’ see why Hayes should get her,’ the other American protested.
‘Didn’t say he was getting her. Hayes couldn’t handle her any more’n you could. She’s Asher’s toy. Accept it, before it gets you into more trouble than you can handle.’
Mat looked at Damien. They were both scared to breathe, so close to their enemies. The light was growing dimmer as evening came on, but there was nowhere to hide.
‘What’s so special about her, Seb?’ the man asked.
Venn snorted. ‘What’s special ’bout her? Ha! Do you even know what a taniwha is?’
Mat’s heart leapt in his chest. A taniwha!? And then the answer came to him. Lena not answering his calls. Asher riding a taniwha into the Treaty grounds … He put his hand to Damien’s ear. ‘Mate, they’re talking about Lena! She must be here somewhere.’
We have to get her out!
No sooner had the thought formed in his mind than the back door opened and the Chinese maid came through it, lugging another basket of laundry. Her narrow eyes widened as she saw the two boys, and she opened her mouth to scream.






Balor and Maikuku
HOBSON’S BEACH, WAITANGI, SATURDAY EVENING
Everalda sat huddled on a boulder, wrapped in a coat a soldier had given her, feeling useless. ‘Let me come,’ she’d begged Wiri, but he’d shaken his head. ‘It’s too dangerous,’ he’d replied briskly, leaving absolutely no room for negotiation. Even Mat had refused to stand up for her. They were ‘protecting her’ again. It wasn’t fair.
She cornered Donna Kyle before they left. ‘Why is it that all I can do is tell fortunes?’ she demanded in a low hiss. ‘Why can’t I do more? I want to help, but I don’t know how!’
The blonde witch had merely given one of her derisive looks, and said, ‘You use your Gift passively, so what do you expect?’
What does that even mean? All fortune-telling is passive, isn’t it?
So Evie had had to wave them all goodbye like a good girl, and then sit and pray they came back. She was cold despite the setting sun, and frightened to be alone in this world. What if they don’t come back? How will I get home? She imagined some benighted future as the prisoner-wife of a sailor in this windswept empty place populated by ghosts.
One of those ghosts came to sit by her. He was a young man with ginger whiskers and wavy hair half-contained by a cap. ‘Evenin’, missy,’ he said, sounding like an Irishman. Evie was good with accents, from working the markets which drew people from all sorts of places. ‘Can I get you anyt’ing?’
She forced a smile, and shook her head. He’d sat on her left, meaning he could see her patch, and she had to twist her head to look at him. ‘No, thanks.’
He gave a sly smile, and proffered a little flask. ‘I’ve whisky, if ye’d like? It’s a gonna be chilly tonight, I’m t’inkin’.’
She refused again. ‘I’ll need a clear head tonight, but thanks.’
He gave a small shrug. ‘I’m Lewis Ferguson, o’ County Sligo. Folk call me Lew. I’ve got a tannery, over in Paihia. I ain’t a soldier, y’see. Just helpin’ out. T’ain’t much folks here, so you gotta pitch in, like.’
‘I guess,’ Evie replied, not wanting company but not wanting to be rude.
‘If ye don’ mind me sayin’ it, you’re a pretty lass. Are ye spoken for?’
She blinked, suddenly aware that this was a frontier town and probably women were in short supply. ‘Um, sort of,’ she replied, not wanting to sound unprotected.
‘The young part-native boy?’ Lew Ferguson inquired. ‘Someone says he’s t’one put paid to Puarata?’ He gave a small whistle. ‘The whole of Aotearoa owes him a drink, I reckon.’ He pronounced Aotearoa ‘Ow-teh-rower’, which made her smile. ‘I’ve a lass in Opua, what I’m betrothed to, but she ain’t yet of age, so we’re waitin’.’ He sucked on his whisky. ‘’Tis hard to wait.’
She murmured sympathetically, wishing he’d leave. But instead he turned and peered at her more closely. ‘If ye don’t mind me sayin’, your bad eye put me in mind of a story from home. Can I tell it to yer?’
She shrugged uncomfortably. ‘OK.’ She stared across the waters, wondering if Mat was alright.
He looked grateful to have at least something he’d offered her accepted. ‘There’s a lake in me home county, near Sligo, called Loch na Súl. That means Lake of the Eye, in the old tongue. The name came from the tale of Balor. Now Balor was a giant, a Fomorian wizard. He had this eye what could kill folk, just by lookin’ at ’em. He had locked his daughter in his tower, untouched by man, for ’twas said that he’d be killed by his own grandson. He figured lockin’ up the daughter would stop this from happenin’. But of course, one of the Fair Folk came and climbed the Tower, an’ charmed the daughter and bedded her. Nine months on, an’ she has triplets. Balor was furious, an’ he threw the babes into the sea to drown ’em. But the sea-god saved one of the three, an’ he was given the same name as me, more or less: Lugh. Lugh grew up and became a champion of the Fair Folk. When they went to war with the Fomorians, it was Lugh who slew Balor. An’ when Balor fell, it was in Sligo, an’ he fell face-down, so that his deadly eye burned a hole in the earth, that became the Loch na Súl.’
Evie touched her eyepatch uncomfortably.
‘So what do you think o’ that?’ Lew asked her.
His story seemed to have nothing to do with her. If she only had an eye that killed people, she’d not have been left behind while the others went into danger. ‘I think the Irish equivalent of Aotearoa must be a dangerous place,’ she said eventually.
‘I reckon it’d be a nut-house,’ laughed Lew. ‘At least this place has had only one or two wars. The Irish have been hacking pieces off each other for thousands of years. Same as most of the world, I guess. No, I’d rather be here. This is a good place.’
She shivered in the chill breeze, watched the waves lapping the shore, and heard the silence echo on and on. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, it is.’
‘In the big cities round the world, a person is just an ant. But here, an individual means something. Because there’s so few of us. Land almost the size of the whole British Isles with less than a tenth of the people — an’ that’s in your world. Aotearoa is nigh empty. Makes you feel like a king to walk it, you know what I’m saying? Makes you feel like you matter.’
She nodded slowly. ‘I think I know what you mean.’ Although she felt more scullery maid than queen. Donna is a queen, here. Wiri and Mat are like princes. But who am I? She rubbed at her right temple. Despite the eyepatch, her headache was growing steadily worse, the pressure building as if her eye was swelling inside the socket.
‘I’ll tell you another story,’ Lew said. ‘It’s a happier tale, and it’s about this place. White folks call this Hobson’s Beach, for the governor, but the Maori call it Maikuku Bay. This is for a princess of the local iwi, a beautiful maid called Maikuku. Her father was protective, too. He imprisoned her in an underwater chamber, right beneath us. You could only get to it by diving, and sharks guarded the waters. But a young warrior changed himself into a dolphin, drove off the sharks and rescued her. Together they swam in dolphin shape up the river to Haruru Falls, and it all shoulda ended happily. But he leapt the falls and went on, and she couldn’t make the leap. Her weeping at being unable to follow her rescuer led to the name “Waitangi”, which means Weeping Waters.’
If that was a happy tale, Evie wouldn’t have wanted to hear a sad one. But she nodded thanks nevertheless. Lew Ferguson touched his cap, and had another swig of whisky. She stared out across the darkening bay. Behind them, the sun was falling lower, and the air had taken on that twilight gloom. But her mind crept back to Donna’s dismissive comments about her skills: ‘You use your Gift passively.’
But she HADN’T said: ‘Your Gift is passive.’
I’m a fortune-teller — what could be more passive than that? I just read a book that others can’t see, and recite what I find inside the covers. What other way is there to do it than passively? I see possible futures — I don’t create them.
Could I, though? She sucked in her breath a little. Was that what Donna meant?
Her mind drifted back to Lew Ferguson’s story: the one-eyed Balor had foretold his own death, or someone had done it for him. And his eye could kill. And Mat had said: ‘We’re in a place made of wishes.’
What would I wish for myself, if I could shape the future?
‘You look like you’ve got a lot on your mind, lass,’ Lew Ferguson said, making her jump slightly. She’d almost forgotten he was there.
‘I guess,’ she said, collecting her thoughts.
‘Then I’ll be leavin’ yer in peace. Time I got t’ferry back to Paihia, an’ shut up for the night.’
She stood as he did. ‘Lew, thank you. For the company.’ She decided she liked him. He spoke in a far more gentlemanly manner than any guy she’d met at home. ‘Boys today have no manners’, her mother was always saying.
He smiled warmly. ‘T’pleasure was mine, lass.’ He gave a slight bow.
‘You’ll have a good life, Lew,’ she called after him, habits of her fortune-telling asserting themselves. ‘Your wife will make you happy.’
He touched the brim of his cap respectfully. ‘I’m hopin’ so, lass. Goodnight.’
Then he was gone, leaving her with more time to think. Too much time. She felt all at sea, and why not? I’ve been stolen from my normal life, deposited in another world, and left alone while my fate is decided by others.
She fell back on her personal routines, seeking guidance from her craft. She fumbled in her underclothes and found her pouch of rune stones, pulled one out randomly. She looked into her palm at the little carved piece of black agate. The rune was kaunaz, reversed: blocked creativity … Bad. She felt a little wave of hopelessness. It felt like a true reading.
I have no influence, no power, and, once we find Venn and Grieve, they’ll pack me away home. Then Donna will cure me and I’ll never come here again. I’ll probably never see Mat again, either.
And then … normality. Mortgages and bills and mundane jobs and family dramas, a whole sea of ordinariness to drown in.
Is that what I truly want?


She went to drop the rune stone back in the bag, when it occurred to her that if kaunaz was right-side up, it meant the opposite: creativity freed, danger, creative fire, the beacon in the dark.
Wouldn’t that be better?
She stared at the stone in the failing light, wondering what it would have taken to have made the rune stone land the other way up. As the sun fell behind her and the shadows lengthened, her mind drifted, oblivious to all else.
Until steely arms wrapped about her and a huge hand clamped over her mouth. She struggled, tried to scream, but then a line of cold metal pressed against her throat, and she went rigid in terror.






Reckless stupidity
KORORAREKA, SATURDAY EVENING
Mat’s arm shot out and caught the falling laundry basket. Damien caught the little maid about the shoulders, and put his hand over her mouth. Her shriek was silenced stillborn, as he hissed ‘Shhh’ softly. She struggled, but she was like a doll in his grasp. Mat stared, frightened to risk using his powers in case doing so alerted Venn. But Damien did something just as effective. He winked and grinned at the maid. She stopped her struggling, perplexed. She was young and, Mat realized, quite pretty, her black hair tightly coiled beneath a bonnet, her skin dark against the cream fabric. Damien smiled winningly, and gently righted her, still ‘shhhing’ under his breath. ‘Hello, Beautiful,’ he murmured.
Mat grimaced. She’s going to slap him …
The girl smiled back uncertainly. Damien slowly removed his hand from her mouth.
She opened wide to scream again—
And Damien kissed her hard, his mouth sealing off hers, wincing as she kicked and scratched, thrashing about soundlessly in his grip. Mat watched helplessly. Of all the stupid things — and if I intervene, Venn will sense it …
So all Mat could do was watch as the girl stopped trying to escape, and went still again. Cigar smoke still drifted down from above. The bishop had fallen silent and the two Americans were now talking of tides and weather. It certainly sounded like they might be leaving tonight, and therefore that ship loading off the coast must be the one.
We should go … But Lena’s here, and wounded …
Damien tentatively stopped kissing, but put his finger to the girl’s lips, a questioning look on his face. Mat prepared to act if she tried to scream again, but she remained still, her eyes on Damien.
‘Bad men,’ Damien whispered, pointing up at the balcony.
The girl’s face changed. She bared her teeth, and nodded vehemently. ‘Bad mens!’ She tugged down the neckline of her cotton smock, revealing a thick, ugly scar across her throat. ‘Bad bad!’
Someone murdered her here. Mat swallowed.
‘Who?’ Damien demanded, retribution in his eyes. He touched her throat with a trembling finger. ‘Who did this?’
‘Hayes, his name,’ the girl replied. ‘Bully Hayes.’ Her eyes blazed furiously.
Mat edged closer, and whispered in the maid’s ear. ‘Where is the prisoner? Where is the girl with blonde hair?’
Her eyes flickered uncomprehendingly, and then she shut them again, and began to move her lips towards Damien’s, her expression suddenly blissful.
Oh for goodness’ sake!


Damien pulled away, shook his head softly. ‘Later. Find girl now.’ He pointed into the print-house. ‘White girl? Prisoner?’
The maid looked puzzled, then a look of comprehension dawned on her face. She took Damien’s hand and pulled him towards the far end of the building, opposite the balcony. ‘Come!’
She led them around the end of the building to a narrow strip of unkempt grass between the print-house and the fence. The sound of the children was louder suddenly; they were singing now, a chorus reverberating from the rear of a tiny wooden chapel. Mat recognized a Catholic hymn. They crept to the corner and looked down over a tangle of ramshackle buildings that filled the half acre or so of land between the print-house and the seafront. There were men moving among them, but not with any great vigilance.
The girl clutched his shoulder and pointed to the largest of the buildings, just to the front and side of the little chapel. ‘Bishop house. Prisoner there. My mother see her.’ She clutched her own hair, and showed it to Mat. ‘White hair.’
Mat nodded. He slid his hand to the necklace about his throat, where Lena’s jade tear lay pressed against his koru – knot carving. The tear was pulsing very faintly. He let it go again, having no idea whether trying to use the tear to guide him would alert Asher Grieve or Sebastian Venn.
He put his mouth to Damien’s ear. ‘I’ll go first. You follow me in if it goes wrong. Keep the maid out of it. Don’t forget that to die here is to die forever.’
Damien’s eyes glistened as he nodded understanding.
Mat slipped forward, hunched over with his taiaha in his left hand, and glided down the wooden flanks of the chapel, ducking under the tiny windows. The door of the chapel was open, and he saw the backs and dark, tousled hair of the children as they sat cross-legged before a man in monk’s robes. No-one saw Mat as he stole past and onto the back veranda of the bishop’s residence. He heard Damien glide in behind him, then groaned inwardly as he also heard the maid. He slid to the door, conscious that there was nowhere to hide, and he could even see the silhouettes of Venn and the other American on the side balcony of the print-house, no more than forty yards away.
He gently pushed the door open and crept across a tiny kitchen full of ceramic dishes and pots, and all manner of fruits and vegetables and meats hanging from hooks in the roof. A huge oven dominated the space, and another maid, a grey-haired Chinese lady who might have been the other maid’s mother, was kneeling in front of the oven, feeding wood into its furnace. She never saw or heard Mat as he slipped onwards into the house.
Lena, where are you? He touched the tear, felt it tugging towards the left. He found himself in a hall running the length of the downstairs level, until it met an ornate door at the right-hand end, presumably the bishop’s private rooms. But the tear still pulled him to the left. He drew his pistol, but didn’t cock it. Yet.
He crept towards the left-hand side of the passage, where the shadows were deepest. There were two doors on this side. The first one wasn’t locked, and he stealthily opened it and glanced inside. The room was tiny, cramped with two bunks so small a child would have to sleep in a foetal position. It smelt of sweat and spice and was festooned with Asian and European clothing. The servants’ room. Opposite was a cupboard. The floor creaked horribly but he had no choice.
The second door was locked.
He went still, and listened with every sense. There were people moving at the other end of the house, talking tersely. The sea hissed rhythmically outside, only yards from the front of the house. A wagon rattled past, and men were shouting in the distance.
And on the far side of the door, someone was breathing through clenched teeth.
He reached out with the most subtle release of energy he could muster, to caress the key inside the lock, and slowly twist …
In his mind’s eye, a soft-skinned but lined face framed by lank, silver hair came suddenly awake, and turned and looked down at him — just as a plump man with a deceptively affable smile went still, and peered through the timber walls with all-seeing eyes …
Shit!
Mat wrenched at the key with his mind, and the lock clicked. He hammered the door open. Lena was on the bed, clad in bandages and a full-length night-dress. There was no window. He could feel the heat of Asher Grieve and Sebastian Venn’s gaze on them, like beams of laser light. ‘Lena, can you get up?’
She groaned. The sound of shouting carried through the walls. I’ve got about six seconds.
He bent over her, and, although she was taller than him, he drew all the strength he could from inside and around him, and pulled her up to a sitting position, still wrapped in blankets. He sucked in air, bent over her and then pulled her to her feet. She was too tall to carry. He gasped under her weight as he pulled her along with him. She barely reacted to his presence. Her face and bare arms were covered in bruises and welts. He staggered out to the hall, aiming for the kitchen. He had to hold the taiaha in his left hand and support Lena with his right arm. He felt fearfully exposed.
A rough-dressed man with a pistol burst from the door next to the bishop’s room, another behind him. The first man shouted and raised his pistol. Mat pulled Lena behind him without thought, even though it left him helpless under the gun.
A shot blasted out of the kitchen door and knocked the gunman off his feet. The second man’s face widened in shock as he twisted frantically, but a blade lunged out of the kitchen and impaled him through the chest. He jerked, clutching weakly at the blade as he slid off it and sprawled. Damien appeared, jamming the smoking pistol into his belt and sweeping up the one the first man had dropped. He was smiling as if at the best party ever.
Mat staggered towards him, Lena’s weight awkward in his hands, and barrelled into the kitchen. Behind him two more shots cracked, wood splintered, and Damien laughed derisively. The little Chinese maid was clutching her mother in a corner of the kitchen. Mat flashed them a warning look, then stumbled out the back door onto the veranda, Lena clinging to him.
A blast of force struck him, smashing him against the back of the building. Lena sprawled on top of him, knocking the air from his chest. Across the sixty feet between the residence and the print-house, he saw Sebastian Venn on the balcony, his fingers splayed and face livid. Asher Grieve appeared beside Venn, clad in heavy velvet, a silver-tipped cane in his hand. Electricity fizzed along it, building to a critical level.
Asher smiled, and released the lightning just as Damien leapt through the kitchen door, holding his curved sword and a silver tray.
 
Damien could still taste the Chinese girl’s mouth on his lips. He was floating on adrenalin. The hall was filling up with the smoke and tang of black powder, acrid and choking. A storm of fire flew down the stairwell, but he was no longer there. He saw the two men he’d killed lying enveloped in smoke. He felt nothing at all about that — yet. Time for remorse later. He shoved the two pistols — his and that of the fallen man — into his belt, and then brandished the naval sword Hobson had loaned him. Heavy and curved, it was technically a cutlass, a slashing weapon. Damien had learnt to fence with lightweight foils, but he’d played with heavier slashing weapons. I’ll manage.
He backed out of the kitchen, glanced down at where the (gorgeous, utterly beautiful, mysterious, winsome and lovely) maid was comforting her mother.
‘Damien!’ he shouted, pointing at himself and grinning.
She looked at him like he was mad. Then she beamed back. ‘Shui!’
He backed away, grinning, then froze.
A man with a flintlock pistol advanced into the room. ‘Hold it right there, boy!’


Damien did as he was told.
And behind the gunman, Shui eased herself up, gripped a skillet and advanced.
The skillet smashed the gun from the man’s hand.
Lunge.
The point arched through the man’s chest, pierced his ribs and punctured his heart. He fell backwards, his eyes panicked.
Shui’s face was exultant.
‘I love you!’ Damien shouted at her, utterly sincere. Then he heard Mat and Lena cry out behind him, and his heart went to his mouth. He spun to glimpse Asher Grieve on the balcony of the print-house, only yards away. A strange glow was forming about the tip of the cane in his hand. The whole of creation seemed to move into slow motion, but Damien’s brain just kept on fizzing. He snatched up a silver tray, and darted towards the back door as lightning arced from Grieve’s cane.
He flung the tray. Grieve’s lightning seemed to bend towards the flying tray, and exploded about it. In a frozen moment he saw the tray go incandescent, and fly sideways. A shower of sparks cascaded over him. His eyes still dazzled, he landed in front of Mat, and pulled Lena to her feet. ‘Hey, babe.’
She roared like a wild beast, her teeth flashing and her nails lengthening. Yikes!
Fire gathered in Mat’s right hand, and he flung it at the warlocks on the print-house balcony. It burst ineffectually against unseen shielding. More shouting came, from more men advancing amongst the tangle of small buildings, trying to get a line of sight on them. Musket balls cracked and pinged about them. ‘Come on!’ Damien shouted at Mat and Lena.
Mat grabbed Lena’s hand, then jerked away as she slashed at him, her skin going dark and her whole body changing. Bunching and twisting, her night-dress beginning to tear from the corded muscle and sinew swelling inside.
Holy She-hulk, Batman! Damien gave her a wide berth. Mat backed away, shouting at Lena to follow as he threw more fire at Grieve and Venn.
Damien glanced back to the door. Shui was there, staring after him. She was waving at him, as if all the chaos erupting about them was nothing but the soundtrack to the movie in her head. He fell further and irrevocably in love.
‘I’ll come back!’ he shouted, as bullets whipped around him. He took a breath, and sprinted away. From the print-house, he saw Venn jab a finger at him, and felt a wave of force flow towards him, visible like a heat wave on a cold day. He rolled beneath it, heard a window shatter above his head. Mat stormed past him, but Lena’s roar was more distant, though intensifying.
Lena’s gone seawards, like a good water-monster should … He blew a kiss at Shui, then hurdled the fence as more shots flew. Mat was just in front of him, and they tore across the property, trying to vanish from the sights of their pursuers. The headland and its pa loomed above. Glancing back, he could still see the top of Pompallier House. Mat was gasping beside him. ‘Lena went towards the sea! We’ve got to go back!’
‘You kidding? They’ve got guns!’
‘Exactly!’ Mat shouted. ‘Come on!’ He ran to the right, past the last house on the seafront, which lay right beneath the headland, and hurtled across the dirt road.
‘Damned reckless Maori!’ he shouted after Mat, and pelted after him.
 
Mat heard a fusillade of shots somewhere northwards along the waterfront, and a massive splash. His breath caught in fear. Lena! They hit the seashore, sprinted between two pohutukawa and onto the narrow strip of sand.
Four men were about thirty yards to their right, pouring musket fire into the sea, where water was still cascading. Then they saw Mat and Damien.
A man in ship’s officer’s garb, a stout man with a bushy beard and bellowing voice, thrust a pistol in Mat’s direction. The weapon belched, and a ball fizzed past Mat’s ear. The rest of the men began to reload as more pursuers emerged from the houses.
The thrashing sound in the water tore at his conscience. How can we help her? The whole town is roused! It was maybe an hour to sunset, although the skies were still pale and visibility clear. He looked at Damien. ‘We’ve got to go back for her!’
Damien pulled him behind a tree as more shots came. Wood splintered and the air seemed alive with shot. ‘She’s already gone, Mat! She’s in the water! It’s us we’ve got to worry about!’
Mat glanced out at the bay. A large ripple was churning past the nearest ships.
He’s right.
‘She’s going to be the death of us,’ Damien shouted. ‘Stick to Evie, at least she’s quiet. Come on!’


They pelted southwards, splashing through shallows and around the first curve of the rocky headland.
With a roar, the enemy soldiers came after them.
They made Matauwhi Bay about ten seconds before another wave of pursuers swept down the track they’d first taken into the settlement only an hour or so before. The cordon of pursuers fanned out and fired at them, but they made the undergrowth in time and ran on down the track. The pursuers did not give up, though. They spread out in good order and gave chase. Mat and Damien had no choice but to keep running south. Worse, a light sailboat had been launched, bristling with gunmen, and it was surging on a nor’westerly breeze as it overtook them. In ten minutes or so, the sailors would land somewhere ahead, and Mat and Damien would be trapped.
Another clearing opened before them, and as they broke cover Mat saw something that made his hair stand on end. The two boys staggered to a halt, out of breath and suddenly out of ideas.
A Maori warrior, naked but for a flaxen piupiu, and carrying a heavy patu, stood on the other side of the clearing. His face was a mask of moko, his hair caught in a warrior’s topknot. He opened his mouth and roared out a challenge.
A dozen more warriors emerged from the thicket behind him, and charged across the clearing straight at Mat and Damien.






Paramount chief
NEAR OKIATO, BAY OF ISLANDS, SATURDAY EVENING
Wiri led Donna Kyle and Will Hobson through the increasingly tangled and steep paths that led from the water’s edge. His thoughts were on the young men. Mat had matured a lot in the past year, and Wiri trusted him to be responsible; it was Damien who worried him. He prayed Mat’s maturity would keep the other boy’s recklessness in check. All they had to do was get in, talk to Sload, and get out. It shouldn’t be that hard.
His own mission was somewhat trickier.
Behind him, Donna and Hobson conversed in low tones, amiable but challenging. Daring little sallies and ripostes, fencing with each other. Almost flirting.
I need to warn Hobson about her. But there was no time right now. They had to make contact with the man he needed urgently.
‘You’ll always find him near Kororareka,’ Puarata had told him some seventy years ago, during an obscure mission in Aotearoa. ‘He can’t keep away … Hone Heke.’
We need a big war-party, to sweep in and deal to Asher Grieve and Sebastian Venn. Hobson doesn’t have enough men for the job. But Hone Heke does.
Hone Heke had married Hariata, the daughter of the famous and powerful Hone Ringia of the Nga Puhi tribe, making himself a chief of considerable standing, but he was a new man, an upstart in the eyes of rival chiefs. New men are seldom welcome among their new peers. They upset the ‘natural order’. They give dangerous ideas to other would-be usurpers. It didn’t help that Hone Heke was every bit as dangerous as they feared. Cunning, clever, charismatic, moody. He could flash from laughter to savagery in a heartbeat. Occasionally he had allowed Puarata to enter his tribal lands, and even aided him. Other times he’d tried to kill him, and Wiri, too.
Wiri frowned as he remembered the last time he’d been here. That hadn’t gone well. But our need is great.
About ten minutes later, they found a clearing with a pou-kapua, a Maori carved pole, set into the middle. It was daubed in faded ochre, the timber dried out and cracked, but it still had a menace to it. Wiri picked up a rock and hammered it against a boulder, so that the sound cracked and echoed about them. ‘Hone Heke! It is Wiremu! Hear me!’
He called six times, and then sat down to wait.
Hobson looked about him, sweating faintly. He took off his plumed hat with some reluctance, and sat on the boulder. Donna Kyle perched beside him, and threw an enigmatic look at Wiri, as if to say, ‘This man may be my salvation, so don’t get in the way.’


I really have to warn him … if he’ll even listen.
 
A long chuckle rolled out of the undergrowth, and then a ring of warriors stepped into the clearing. Even Wiri had not sensed their presence. They were toa of the Nga Puhi tribe, heavily armed, with a mixture of guns and the more traditional bludgeoning weapons of the Maori. They were lightly clad, their hair tied up. Ready for battle.
It had taken them only fifteen minutes to hear his challenge and gather.
They circled closer, pulling fierce faces, the men posturing before each other, each daring to come closer, to pose more brazenly. With a hungry growl, one stalked up to Donna, his tongue rolling, his eyes drinking her in.
‘At what point do I start shooting?’ Will Hobson enquired coolly, although he was sweating profusely.
Donna Kyle faced the warrior with narrowed eyes, her mouth held as if she were about to spit.
‘Don’t,’ Wiri warned them both. His eyes flickered about, and settled upon a man at the back, in a full-length feather cloak, a battered European hat perched at a rakish angle. His distinctive moko pattern left a diagonal slash of clean skin beneath both eyes to under his nose, lending his face a predatory aspect. ‘Rangatira Hone Heke, I seek your aid.’
The chief’s eyebrows lifted, and he held up a hand, causing his warriors to go still, although their menace was no less. Hone slid forward with his characteristic sideways gait, his eyes narrow. ‘Wiremu the Immortal seeks my aid? My aid! C’est incroyable!’ he added. ‘The man who, when last he came here, slew our tohunga, now seeks my aid. Have you lost your wits, toa?’
The warriors hissed, and a number of the younger, rasher ones inched forward, weapons quivering, faces contorted with ferocity. Wiri pirouetted on the balls of his feet, his mere suddenly in his hand. ‘Puarata commanded it. I had no choice.’
Heke weighed his words with a faint wag of the skull. ‘I have heard this song before, I think. They say Grey heard it also, and gave you pardon.’
‘Let me take his head,’ snarled the largest of the war-party.
Wiri inclined his head in the direction of the speaker, measuring him. A bull of a man, the one who had menaced Donna. He remembered him, too. A feral beast in human form. ‘Any time, Rongo.’
The burly warrior waggled his tongue at Wiri.
‘I didn’t know you cared,’ Wiri told Rongo mockingly. The words made Heke smile. The chief liked clever words, Wiri recalled. He’d talked the other chiefs into signing Hobson’s treaty, just because he could. He had been first signatory.
‘What aid do you wish for, Wiremu the Immortal?’
‘Sebastian Venn and Asher Grieve are in Kororareka. They have stolen the Treaty.’
Hone Heke visibly flinched, his eyes blinking. ‘My tiriti? They have taken my tiriti?’
‘It is so,’ Will Hobson threw in, still holding his pistol in readiness.
Heke looked at Hobson with a puzzled expression. ‘Englishman, are you the son of Mr Hobson?’
‘I am Hobson.’


Heke laughed, demurring. ‘No, you are not he. The governor is a sick, old man, near death. You are a son or nephew, whom I have not met before.’
‘I am Captain Will Hobson, of HMS Rattlesnake. We were battling piracy in the Indies, sir, until we were summoned here by a remarkable young man. I am here to bring this Asher Grieve to justice, and restore the Treaty.’
Heke still did not look like he believed Hobson, but he did not press the point. ‘So my tiriti really is stolen?’ His face contorted. ‘My tiriti. I signed it first. Without my lead, none would have signed!’ He straightened and flexed his shoulders, looking affronted. ‘I shall restore it!’
Wiri exhaled. ‘Thank you, Rangitira Heke,’ he began, but Hone Heke interrupted him with a flourishing gesture that finished with a finger jabbing at Wiri.
‘We shall restore my tiriti, but I have not forgiven Wiremu for his deeds, nor Donna Kyle hers,’ Heke snapped. ‘Rongo, kill him, then the woman is yours.’
Rongo beamed like a child given candy.
Predictably unpredictable. Wiri glared at Heke. ‘We don’t have time for this, Rangitira.’
Heke just grinned. ‘There is always time for love and death, toa.’
Hobson pulled Donna to one side, his pistol still in his hand, while Wiri exhaled ruefully. I should have seen that coming …
‘I hear you are not so “immortal” now,’ Rongo jeered, as he circled, hunched over like a bear. The other warriors pulled back into a loose circle containing the carved pou-kapua, the boulder, and the two fighters. Will Hobson and Donna Kyle were herded to the edge. None dared touch Donna, but the threat was implicit. She stood regally beside Hobson, her hand on his arm.
Wiri sighed, and shed his shirt so that Rongo could not grab it. The Nga Puhi jeered at Wiri’s smaller build, but Wiri knew his own strengths, and they weren’t in pure size. Rongo snarled a ritual challenge, slapping his thighs, hulking towards Wiri like a troll. His grunting voice became deeper, throatier. His eyes rolled back in his skull, and flashed with a lurid inhuman green.
Yes, I remember you, Rongo. They say you have turehu blood. Rightly, it seems.
The warrior was built like a small hill, but when he moved, it was like wildfire. Between two heartbeats he had covered the gap between them, and his heavy patu blurred towards Wiri’s skull.
Wiri swayed aside, felt the wind of the blow, and flashed his own edged mere at the Nga Puhi champion’s face. But Rongo was already ducking under the slash, slamming his elbow into Wiri’s chest. Wiri let the painful impact impel him into a roll that took him out of reach, and he crabbed sideways, slashing and cutting to re-establish distance.
He’s bigger than me. He’s stronger, too. Is he faster? That would not be good …
Rongo leapt onto the boulder, bellowed like a gorilla, and then flew through the air at Wiri. A raking hand sought a grip, to pin him and allow him to batter at will. Wiri darted aside, lashing out with a foot at the warrior’s stomach.
He might as well have kicked the boulder. He fell off the impact, and had to roll as Rongo plunged at him, seeking a grappling hold. His mere gashed Rongo’s shoulder, drawing a line of blood from the tattooed skin. The blood wasn’t red.
Rongo laughed. ‘You can’t hurt me, “Immortal”.’ He leered at Donna. ‘Does the witch give good sport?’ He licked his lips, and charged.
Wiri again had to dart away, sparring desperately on either side of the totem, evading massive swipes of the stone patu that would have shattered his bones or skull had they struck. Rongo roared, knocked the pou-kapua askew with his forearm, and stalked around it. He darted side to side, forcing Wiri into swift evasive movements while regaining his own breath.
Can I win this?
Wiri pushed aside his doubts, and sucked in oxygen, seeking to put the now-askew pou-kapua pole between them again. Rongo followed, baring his teeth. There were far too many of them. The two warriors circled each other warily. Heke’s war-party roared Rongo on, although the rangitira watched with a detached manner, as if this were all just an amusement to him.
All at once Rongo’s patience snapped, and he flew at Wiri.
Wiri feinted right, then swerved back towards the tilted pou-kapua, ducking under a blow and running up the skewed pole, making it tilt further as it took his weight. Rongo roared and followed him, bringing the pole crashing down, uprooted earth flying. Wiri leapt clear, pivoting and kicking backwards. His foot took Rongo on the side of the head, slamming him sideways. Rongo fell on the far side of the fallen pole, cursing.
As he scrambled to get up, Wiri slammed his mere down on Rongo’s wrist.


Bone shattered, and Rongo’s patu spiralled from his grasp. Rongo roared in agony. He went to get up again, slowly this time, blinking as his own patu came flying towards him: Wiri had caught it as it fell from Rongo’s grasp, and in one spiralling movement had hurled it back at Rongo’s face.
The stone club impacted like a rock hitting water. Rongo’s nose splashed blood in an arc as his feet jolted backward, and he thudded full-length to the turf. He groaned dazedly as Wiri leapt the log and straddled him, mere waggling in his hand theatrically, poised to strike if required.
‘Enough!’ Heke stepped in quickly. ‘Rongo is mine to slay, not yours.’
Wiri looked about him, at the rest of the Nga Puhi watching him with bared teeth and twitching trigger fingers. ‘And I am not yours to slay at all,’ he replied, with all the bravado he could muster.
Hone Heke raised one eyebrow, and adjusted his hat. ‘A good fight,’ he commented, as if he’d just witnessed a fine shot in a tennis match. ‘Entertaining.’ His warriors awaited his word, their eyes on Wiri’s slowly fluttering mere. ‘Wiremu, you slew your old master. Do you need a new one?’
‘I have a new master,’ he told the rangitira. ‘Her name’s Kelly.’
Hone Heke laughed shortly. ‘Ah, we are all slaves to our women, yes! My wife Hariata, she is my Sun and Moon.’ He embraced Wiri quickly, lightly, and then laughed again, and bent over Rongo. ‘My poor champion, I think he has learnt a lesson.’ He stood again, and clapped Wiri on the shoulder. ‘Come, we have deeds of greater renown to do. My tiriti must be recovered.’






Fire rune
WAITANGI, SATURDAY EVENING
Everalda went still as a cold blade pressed into her throat. It was too dark to see her captor clearly, but his body was all over her, pressing her down like a landslide, choking the air from her. He was naked, or nearly so, and he lay atop her with all his weight, his whiskery face pressed to hers. He licked her cheek, and chuckled as she squirmed in revulsion.
Another man bent over them, a dark silhouette in the sky. ‘Shanks, is that her?’ The voice was young, with modern intonations.
‘’Tis a one-eyed girl, like Mister Venn said,’ the man on top of her replied. ‘Yes, this is her, Byron my friend.’ Shanks removed the blade from her windpipe and sheathed it, but he kept his hand over her mouth. His body was soaked in seawater. A third man appeared in the corner of her vision, holding a long musket. He was peering warily up the overgrown path towards the Treaty grounds.
‘Bring her to the boat,’ Byron ordered. ‘Hayes is sailing in thirty minutes. Without her, they’ll be blind.’
‘Why not just kill her?’ Shanks rasped.
‘She’s an asset,’ Byron whispered. ‘Venn doesn’t waste assets. He sensed her tracking him. Without her, they cannot follow us. Come on, Shanks; let’s go.’
Shanks didn’t roll off her, though. Instead he hiked her skirts up over her thighs, rough hands scraping her skin while she lay helpless, terrified. Her left eye throbbed and her belly churned.
No … please …
‘Gimme two minutes with her, Byron,’ Shanks grunted.
Byron scowled. ‘Not here, fool! Come!’
Shanks spat in disgust, a wad of spittle that splattered over her face. She heard herself sob. Her brave dreams of using her Gift in some powerful, aggressive way seemed like a stupid joke now. They were going to kidnap her, and who knew what else, and she felt utterly helpless in their hands. Her eyes stung as helpless fury boiled up inside her.
Shank’s stinking breath washed over her as he yanked her to her knees. ‘One sound and I’ll slit your throat, you ugly slag,’ he snarled in her ear. His rough face was burnished copper by the sunset. The tattoo of an anchor adorned one cheek.
I am not passive. I am not a victim.
She fought her left hand free, as her mind reversed the rune stone in her hand. Kaunaz was shimmering in her mind, and the power gathered behind her left eye felt like a swollen pumpkin. She spun it, slowly, shaping it to her will.
The tale of Balor and his deadly eye seethed through her mind.
I can do this … I can shape my future …


She wrenched off her eyepatch as flames billowed from it.
An eruption, a torrent of burning light, engulfed her attacker. He lifted away from her, screaming and clutching his face. The light burned across her right eye’s retina, but she was far from blind. All the world seemed visible to her as she sat up, her left eye scorching the night.
The third man, the one with the musket, scrambled backwards, lifting his long gun and trying to turn it. Like a searchlight her left eye found him, and its fire struck him, too, like the blast from a furnace, hurling him onto his back, a hole in his chest. His gun went off, shattering the night’s silence, but the man sprawled like a broken doll. Shouts broke out from all about the tiny peninsula.
Evie turned to face Byron. He was a young man, heavily tattooed, with a haircut that was close-cropped with patterns carved into the scalp, a modern style. But the pistol in his belt was of this Ghost World, and he lifted it towards her.
She burnt it, so that the weapon went molten and exploded in his hands. He cried in shock and pain, staggering backwards to the water’s edge. She gathered her energies again, feeling them running low as she did, and threw one last burst of fire in his direction. It sizzled across the waves, causing steam to hiss, but he had already plunged beneath the surface.
If he came up again, she didn’t see it. She was still waiting for him to surface, trembling and shaking uncontrollably, when the first of the constabulary found her. Something was running from her left eye, down her cheek. She put her left hand to it absently, and tasted it. Blood. She plastered the patch over it, with hands that shook uncontrollably.
Part of her still recoiled in horror. She thought about how Mat had described feeling after he’d burnt the man outside the gaol — at the time she’d thought him overly sensitive, but not anymore. Another part of her exulted, though, however hard that was to acknowledge.
I am not passive. I am not a victim.






Bloodied waters
KORORAREKA, SATURDAY EVENING
Mat braced himself, but no blow fell as the warriors roared past, shouting their battle cries. Behind them he heard shouts and orders. More warriors appeared, many with guns, which they quickly aimed.
‘Mat!’ Wiri ran from the undergrowth. ‘Get down, you idiot!’
Mat threw himself to the ground, Damien following, as the first volleys from both sides thundered. Musket balls whined above them. Two warriors shrieked and fell. Then the war-party roared as one and charged. Damien rose, sword in hand, and went with them. Mat swallowed, and gave chase.
‘Dame! Wait!’
To his left, he saw Hobson fire a pistol, then draw a cutlass. Flashes of flame and billowing smoke filled the tangled undergrowth. There were two dozen rough-clad Europeans strung out before them, frantically reloading. Mat saw Damien slash at the midriff of one, who folded over. To his right a soldier shot a charging warrior in the face at point-blank range, then went down bludgeoned by the taiaha of a closely following second man. Flames roared to his left, accompanied by the crackling of magical energy. Asher Grieve was there, clutching his walking stick and scowling, his hands shaping darkness and lashing about with it. A warrior screamed and fell, a rope of darkness tearing his throat out. The warriors gave ground fearfully.
‘Asher!’ Mat called, to distract him.
The wizard saw him, and shouted to those about him: ‘Him! Kill the boy!’
Eight muzzles turned his way as a cold bony hand gripped his shoulder … and another mind gripped his … Muzzles flashed, as he tried to do something … anything …
The alien presence in his mind flooded him, not so much with knowledge as instinct. He saw the air ripple about him, as if he was underwater and someone had coated him in an air bubble. Then the volley of musket balls struck the bubble.
And hung in the air.
Then dropped.
Eight lead balls pattered to the ground, while he gaped, his heart almost bursting itself apart. He saw whose hand gripped his shoulder: Donna Kyle’s. ‘What did you do?’
‘Stasis-shield.’ She never took her eyes from her father. ‘What has Jones been teaching you?’
The war-party regrouped, and leapt forward again with a ragged cry. The rank of men before Asher raised their muskets, bristling with bayonets, to meet the charge. The vicious collision of bodies and weapons became a deadly mêlée.


Behind his defenders, Asher Grieve melted into the smoke.
 
Onwards they pressed. Mat had found Damien again, holding his bloody cutlass firmly. One of the warriors was hovering beside Damien with a fascinated stare. Both were bloodied and gasping for breath. ‘Hey, Mat, welcome to the game!’ Damien called, bending over and panting. ‘These guys are Nga Puhi. Hone Heke’s men. They’re going to help us get the Treaty back.’
‘Tiriti,’ agreed the warrior beside Damien.
‘This is Hotu,’ Damien introduced him. ‘We’ve been teaming up on the soldiers. Hotu is nuts in a fight,’ he added admiringly.
‘Is any of that blood your own?’ Mat asked.
Damien shook his head. ‘I’ve had tougher fights at fencing club. Does no-one train these people?’ His face took on a faintly sick cast. ‘It’s almost too easy.’
The warrior Hotu put a hand on Damien’s shoulder. ‘Good fighter,’ he said in a pleased voice. ‘My brother.’
‘Brothers,’ Damien echoed, slapping the Nga Puhi’s back. Mat had never seen Damien look so alive. It worried him, his friend’s love of danger.
Damien glanced across at Wiri and Hone Heke, who were conferring hurriedly a few yards away. ‘What’s next?’
Wiri hurried over, and Mat quickly brought him up to date. Wiri knew the name of Bully Hayes well, and commented, ‘Hayes is slippery as an eel.’
‘Hayes,’ Damien snarled, clearly thinking of Shui and her scarred throat.


‘Lena’s down there somewhere,’ Mat told Wiri.
Wiri took it in with a worried look, and turned to Donna. ‘Are you ready?’
The witch stretched luxuriantly, half an eye on Hobson, who was staring at her with undisguised interest. ‘Isn’t this fun?’ she said. ‘Shall we press on?’
The next half-hour saw them surging from cover to cover, under sporadic but occasionally intensive fire. There seemed to be close to fifty men strung out in the forests, covering the retreat. Not all were recognizably Venn’s, either; many were garrison of the town. Once he saw the British uniforms, Hobson found Hone Heke, and begged a halt to the advance.
‘Chief Heke, these are government men we’re facing now. In fact, you could say that they’re my men. We have to stop!’
‘When they give me my tiriti back, then I will stop,’ the rangitira replied in an implacable voice.
But halt he did, when suddenly a man carrying a huge crucifix above his head emerged from the trees. ‘Messieurs! Cease fire, I beg you! Spare the town.’
Hone Heke spouted a flood of orders that brought his men to a halt. Hobson joined him, and made a disgusted sound. ‘Who’s that?’ Damien wondered aloud.
‘It is Monsieur Antikaraiti,’ Hone Heke grinned mischievously.
‘Bishop Jean Baptiste Pompallier,’ Wiri clarified. ‘He’s French, a Catholic bishop.’
Mat peered down at the man. He was robed for the altar, wearing purple-and-white vestments and a tall peaked hat ornately embroidered. He had a lean Gallic face, wavy dark hair peppered with grey, and an expression of steely determination. Although it had been his house that Lena had been kept in, the bishop had not sounded like a willing accomplice. ‘Why did the chief call him “Antikaraiti”? Doesn’t that mean Antichrist?’
Wiri smiled. ‘Yes, it does. Henry Williams’s Anglicans often produced anti-Catholic pamphlets, calling Pompallier all manner of names, including Antikaraiti. One iwi didn’t know what the word meant. They thought it was some title that Pompallier was entitled to, and began using it to his face. It kinda stuck, here in Aotearoa. Never fails to get a laugh. Except from the bishop, of course.’
Mat looked at Pompallier and decided that laughing wasn’t something the bishop did a lot of. ‘Will Heke stop the attack?’
Wiri nodded. ‘Probably. Heke respects religious people. He left the church untouched when his men sacked Kororareka in 1845.’
Damien pointed out Hobson’s animated arguing with the bishop. ‘What’s Hobson got against him?’ he asked.
‘Being English and Anglican, he probably doesn’t like French Catholics,’ Wiri replied.
‘Good enough for me,’ Damien growled. ‘I don’t trust anything French after Mururoa, the Rainbow Warrior, and the ’99 Rugby World Cup semi-final. But Venn’s going to get away while they argue the toss.’ He flexed his sword-hand meaningfully. ‘If they hurt Shui because of us, I’m going to nail all of them.’
Wiri joined the discussion going on below, while the Nga Puhi warriors chafed, and Donna fretted angrily. Finally the bishop made some kind of gesture of forbearance, blessed the small gathering with a sweep of his hand, then walked back towards the town. Wiri trotted back up towards Mat, while Hobson went to Donna.
‘We’re giving him twenty minutes to get back to the settlement and stand down the troops. Then we will be allowed peaceful entrance to the town.’
‘While Venn and Grieve head for their ship,’ Damien cursed.
Mat glanced over at Donna Kyle, who was tossing her head skyward in fury at the news. Hobson was saying something placating, and then walking towards them. ‘We must get back to our boat, Wiremu,’ he called. ‘We need my frigate. Freeman was under orders to re-provision. We can pursue them at sea!’
Wiri nodded agreement. ‘You’re right, Captain. We can’t do any more here.’
‘What about Lena?’ Mat reminded him.
Wiri pulled a worried face, then looked at Hobson. ‘Captain, Mat and Damien need to enter Kororareka. There is someone there they must find. Heke will give them an escort.’
Hobson considered, then nodded. ‘We will pick you lads up from the docks in Rattlesnake’s longboats and take you out to the ship.’ He glanced up at the setting sun, looked worried. ‘We’ll be about an hour. Do not be late.’
Mat and Damien needed no further encouragement. They snatched up their weapons and headed for town.
 
The reek of gun smoke hung in the trees as the boys made their way towards the town again, shadowed by Nga Puhi suspicious of the ceasefire. There were constabulary at the edge of town, but the bishop was there, standing over the scene like a judge in court.
‘May we approach? We’re seeking a friend,’ Mat called.
The bishop said something to one of the men, who called back, ‘Come ahead, but keep your weapons sheathed and hands in view!’
Mat looked at Damien, who glanced at Hotu, who was still following him. ‘Peace,’ he said to the warrior, who shrugged back. The other Nga Puhi stopped in cover, but Hotu accompanied the boys as they walked into the guns of the soldiers.
No-one fired as they crossed the open ground. Mat maintained a stasis-shield, as best as he could recall how it went, but he had no certainty that it would work. He held his taiaha lightly in his left hand.
‘Phew. I didn’t know I could hold my breath that long,’ Damien whispered.
‘We’re not there yet. They might still lynch us.’ Mat eyed the constabulary and their primed muskets warily. He raised his voice. ‘Our friend was a young woman. She headed for the sea. Did anyone see her?’
Stony silence greeted his question. Then one of the soldiers, a grizzled-looking Scot, spoke up. ‘Bully Hayes’s boys were firing at someone in the bay. I saw the water go red, I did.’
Oh no.
Mat nodded his thanks, and began to increase his pace. He was dreading one of these men taking exception to his presence, and starting something, but it seemed that the fighting had been primarily between Venn’s men and the Nga Puhi. The townsfolk eyed them with hostility, but restrained themselves from doing anything more than that.
The Scot fell in alongside him. ‘’Twas doon by the end of the docks. I’ll show ye.’
Mat let the man guide him, out along a rickety-looking but solid wooden pier jutting out like a finger into the cove. There were townsmen and sailors all along the dock, peering at them. He saw Jeremiah Sload among them, sucking on his whisky bottle.
Mat went to the end of the pier, as the sun painted the western skies crimson. The water went as dark as blood. All activity on the water had ceased, except for Hayes’s barque, already five or six hundred yards away, sails filling. ‘That’s Cap’n Hayes’s boat, lad,’ the Scot said. ‘The folks yer after will be aboard.’ He looked apologetic. ‘We dinnae know they be among us.’
Yeah right.
They had maybe five minutes more of usable light before they’d need lanterns. Mat clutched at Lena’s tear pendant, felt it pulsing faintly, tugging at him as it had in the bishop’s residence. He let the sensation carry him, let instinct lift his right arm, and unfurl his hand.
He peered along his arm, and saw something floating in the water.
Lena!
Mat dived into the water, which was deep around the dock, and thrashed towards the shape, some twenty yards offshore. It looked like a rock, mottled and pitted, with clinging weeds … or a bloodstained beast face-down in the water.
‘Lena!’ He reached her in a few seconds, frantic with fear. She was floating, her long hair a tangle of seaweed, her skin as dark as barnacle-encrusted rock. ‘Lena!’
The water was thick with blood.
Mat grabbed her shoulders and twisted, tried to lift her face above the surface. She was limp and unresisting, a dead weight …
… and then she wasn’t. With a sudden flexing of muscle, she slithered from his grasp and roared, spitting blood in his face. He had a glimpse of huge opal eyes and teeth like barbs, and then she tore free of him and was gone below.
He gulped down oxygen, shaking with fright. A rope splashed into the waves beside him, and Damien hollered, ‘Mat! Was that her?’
He grabbed the rope, and it pulled taut, dragging him back towards the pier. ‘She’s hurt,’ he shouted back. ‘I lost her! She’s alive, though. Maybe being in the water helps. I think—’
His words were choked off as a head broke the surface a couple of yards away. Blonde hair, a pale face with eyes gleaming dully in the last of the sunlight.
‘Mat,’ whispered Lena. ‘You came back for me.’






The chase
BAY OF ISLANDS, SATURDAY NIGHT AND SUNDAY MORNING
Everalda stared out of the porthole while holding a cold compress to the brow of the bedraggled blonde girl on the bunk. Lena, Mat had called her, his face full of concern. She’d been hauled naked from the water, bleeding from a dozen or more holes that were sealing over even now without visible trace. Mat had told her that the girl was also a taniwha. Evie wasn’t sure what that meant, but it evidently gave her some kind of recovery powers, for it seemed she’d been shot many times. Every so often a lead ball popped from a wound, like pus from a lanced boil. It was giving Evie the creeps.
According to Damien, this girl had been Mat’s girlfriend. Sort of. ‘It only lasted a day or two,’ Damien had whispered. ‘Then she tried to kill him.’ The thought didn’t make being in a cabin with her feel any safer.
Evie fingered her eyepatch. Her blind orb no longer hurt, as if letting go of all that energy had released the pressure, but it was slowly building again. The two kidnappers she’d burned had died inside a minute. The other one, Byron, had not reappeared. Mat and Damien had recognized his name. He was a rugby league player, apparently. It all seemed unreal. She hadn’t wanted to tell them about what she’d done, but how could she not? They’d returned about an hour after the attack, and immediately begun loading their things onto the longboat, which had deposited them onto a sailing ship. HMS Rattlesnake, apparently. It seemed an odd name for a British ship.
My life has gone mad—
The cabin door opened, and Donna Kyle stalked in. She peered at the unconscious girl. ‘Is she still under? Good.’
Evie watched the witch carefully. When she’d formed the question she wanted to ask, she spoke it while she still had the nerve. ‘Did you know I could do that?’
‘Burn those scum?’ Donna shrugged callously. ‘We’ve all got the potential, those who are gifted. But did I think you had the guts? No. I had you pinned as a weakling.’
Thanks. ‘But how …?’
‘In a practical sense? Your blind eye is a kind of nexus — a focus for your powers. In folklore, witches often have some deformity that is crucial to their powers. When I blinded your eye it created such a deformity, a channel that your body rejected, which left it therefore a more efficient path for your powers to use. You’ve only ever used it passively, taking in data and interpreting it. But fear and anger enabled you to do more.’ Donna preened slightly, as if proud of this change. ‘How did it feel?’
Evie thought about the burnt men, their faces horribly melted and seared, the stench like half-cooked meat, and the awful sound of their screams. But she also thought about what they’d been going to do to her. ‘It was necessary,’ she said carefully, not wanting to sound anything like the cold-hearted woman before her. ‘I’d do it again.’ Which was true.
Donna smiled chillingly. ‘Excellent. I hate false qualms of conscience. In time you’ll learn a whole lot more about what you can do. You’ll always be bound to your current mode of operation — symbols and that eye of yours — but you’ll come to use them with greater skill and versatility.’ She reached out and caught Evie’s left cheek in her cold right hand. ‘So, will you still be wanting me to restore your eye?’
Evie jerked away, and dropped her gaze. ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted.
‘Good girl,’ Donna purred. ‘You’re coming round. I’m pleased with you.’
‘Why should you care?’
Donna’s face froze for a second, then she tossed her head slightly. ‘Because you’re of more use to me this way. You and I could do much together. We’re more alike than you think.’
Evie stood, stumbling as she adjusted to the rolling motion of the ship. ‘I’m not like you at all.’
‘It’s a compliment, my dear,’ Donna told her. ‘If you go on deck, stay out of the sailors’ way. We’re heading towards the open sea, and it will get rough. The wind is lifting, I can feel it.’
 
Mat sat with his back to the gunwale, the high ridge that walled the deck and provided cover for the sailors when under fire. The ship heaved its way through larger and larger waves. Beside him, Damien gave a groan and clutched his belly. He probably didn’t have much left inside to bring up. Mat was fine: although he’d never really been at sea, he’d adjusted effortlessly — to Damien’s annoyance. ‘If I’m gonna spew my entire guts all over the ocean, you should have the decency to keep me company,’ Damien had moaned between episodes of vomiting.
They were joined by Hotu. The Nga Puhi warrior had elected to come with them, for no reason other than a seeming fascination with Damien’s antics. He never said much, and the sailors seemed to regard him with extreme suspicion, but he kept out of the way while watching everything with interest.
Mat felt like he was on a movie set, a naval drama or a pirate film perhaps. HMS Rattlesnake was a frigate, Hobson had told them all proudly, which apparently meant it was a prestigious ship to serve on. Frigates were the naval workhorses, Hobson had explained: versatile enough to sail in any conditions, fast enough to run down enemies, and manoeuvrable and heavily armed enough to go toe-to-toe with most other vessels. During a war, it was better to be on a ‘ship of the line’ (massive floating gun-fortresses, by the sound of them), but any other time, the best captains sought postings on frigates.
It reminded Mat that New Zealand had been found and settled by a seafaring people — the Maori — and discovered for Europe by sailors. The sea was a major part of New Zealand life. There were few places in New Zealand where one was far from the ocean. Salt really was in the blood of the nation.
Mat and Damien had tended Lena on the docks for an hour until the longboats arrived to pick them all up. Shui and her mother had brought blankets and bandages, and Damien had made all sorts of rash promises to the Chinese girl before they left. Now they were somewhere off Tapeka Point, heading for the open seas. The sun was down, but the twilight left enough sight to discern the shape of the coasts and hills. Hayes’s ship was already out of sight. A stiff breeze was rising all the time from the west, a tail wind once they were at sea, he figured, but night was deepening.
‘Father is manipulating the wind,’ Donna had commented. She seemed brittle but composed, relishing her role as enigmatic villainess. Yet there was an undercurrent of fear about her, as if she still felt the touch of Governor Grey’s noose about her neck.
Crewmen scurried past on arcane missions involving ropes and sails and soundings, and other terms Mat barely comprehended. He watched fascinated as one group under Hobson’s gaze ran a line into the water, then counted out the number of knots that passed through the hands in a half-minute, measured by a sand-filled egg-timer. ‘Ten knots, Cap’n,’ the man supervising called.
Mat looked over to where Wiri stood beside the captain. Hobson met his eye. ‘That’s about eighteen kilometres per hour, young Mat,’ the Englishman called down. ‘A decent rate, but we’ll pick up speed nicely as we clear these islands.’ He glanced eastward, and exclaimed, ‘Oh my! What on Earth—’
Mat followed his gaze. There was some sort of furore on the big hill above the point, north of Kororareka. Torches were waving about and shouting carried across the waves.


Wiri chuckled. ‘Hone Heke is having some fun on Flagstaff Hill.’ He tossed Mat a telescope.
Mat caught the telescope and put it to his eye. He fumbled with the focus until he saw tiny figures gathered about a large flagstaff, its huge English flag already alight as it fluttered in the wind. The whole flagstaff suddenly toppled. Throaty cheers rippled across the waters. Hotu laughed, and waved towards the hill cheerily. No doubt he’d seen that particular scene many times before.
‘He just can’t stay away from it,’ Wiri said in a half-amused voice. ‘He cut it down four times in his lifetime, and again, several dozen times since, here in Aotearoa.’
‘One shouldn’t laugh,’ Hobson commented disapprovingly. ‘It is our sovereign’s flag!’ Then he shrugged. ‘Something to address at another time.’ He peered down at Mat. ‘How is the girl?’
‘Lena’s sleeping, sir. Evie is with her.’
‘And you tell me this girl is some kind of shape-shifter?’ Hobson asked Wiri.
‘She’s just an ordinary girl,’ Wiri replied. ‘But through a complicated matter a year or so ago, she became as one with a taniwha, a water-spirit. Usually such beings are tied to a specific locale, but Lena is free of that, which makes her both more powerful and more vulnerable. That will be why Grieve targeted her. She has great anger. I worry for her.’
Mat was more worried about Evie, in truth. When he’d heard that she’d been attacked while they were away, he’d been beside himself with guilt and anger, wishing he’d been there. He also knew well that killing a man, especially with such a dreadful weapon as fire, was something that could scar you. ‘I might look in on her,’ he said, returning the spyglass.
He caught Wiri giving him a small nod, and Hobson half-bowed. ‘Right you are, lad. Don’t let her fret alone.’
Mat met Evie coming up the narrow stairs from below. ‘Hi. I was just coming to check on you and Lena.’
Her single eye caught the light. ‘Donna is with Lena.’ She glanced back. ‘Can she be trusted?’
‘With Lena, I think so. In more general terms, probably not.’ They looked at each other awkwardly. ‘Um, would you like to, um …’
‘Yes,’ she replied, as if she knew what he’d meant to say. Which put her one up on him.
‘Oh … um.’ He knew absolutely nothing about the layout of ships, but he guessed that a warship probably didn’t have private promenades and luxury cabins for guests to socialize in.
She grinned and beckoned, and led him back down into the ship, past a couple of closed doors, and into a tiny berth with two bunks about two-thirds his body length. Women’s clothing was neatly stacked in one corner. ‘I’m sharing with Donna,’ she said, scowling.
He looked at her uncertainly. ‘Are you OK?’
Evie gave a small shrug. ‘I think so. For now.’
He sat tentatively, having to duck his head to fit. She had her good eye facing him.
‘So, what happened?’ he blurted.
She told him, at first in a matter-of-fact voice, as if it were a story about someone she’d met. About Lew Ferguson’s tale of Balor, and Donna’s taunting, which had all pieced together in her mind in those hideous moments with Shanks. In a hesitant voice, she told him about tearing the eyepatch away and letting rip. ‘It felt good,’ she whispered. ‘Like justice and vengeance, all wrapped up in one.’
He realized that sometime during her narrative she’d taken his hand. His was cold from being above-decks, but hers felt wonderfully warm. ‘Is your eye OK?’
‘Yeah. It stopped bleeding almost immediately. But the pressure is building again. Being here in Aotearoa is overloading it. It’s bearable for now, though.’
It was something else to worry about. He decided to keep her talking, to distract her. ‘How many runes are there?’
‘There are twenty-four Nordic runes. I need to think about how I could use them.’ She lifted her head. ‘You’ll not be able to leave me behind again.’
‘We won’t,’ Mat responded. He studied her face, up close and unflinching. There was something almost familiar about the shape of her face. He wanted to run his hands through her tangled golden curls. He even liked the velvet patch — it lent her face an otherness, a mystery. He really wanted to kiss her. So he did.
She kissed him back, her hands sliding up around his shoulders. She drew him in, reclining half-upright against the wall of the bunk, drinking in the heat and taste, his hands sliding along her arms and about her shoulders. Her breath was warm and her hair smelt herbal and wholesome. He sank against her as the world drifted away.
 
Evie was roused from a floating reverie by a rap on the door. Donna Kyle peered in, an arch look on her face. Mat slept on, pressed against Evie. The kissing hadn’t gone further than that. He was too tired, and shy, to do more. Evie was awake, listening to him breathing. They were fully clothed, but Donna’s gaze made her feel naked. ‘What?’ Evie challenged.
‘We need your skills,’ Donna told her. ‘We must track Father’s ship through the night. Come to the captain’s quarters immediately.’ Her eyes ran over the sleeping Mat, and their dishevelled hair and clothing. ‘Well?’
‘Nothing happened,’ Evie told her.
‘Just as well. Hurry!’ The blonde witch clipped the door shut, and was gone.
Evie stared down at Mat, and gently extricated herself. He looked so cute asleep, but she wanted to let him know she was leaving.
‘Huh?’ he murmured.
‘Shh. I’ve got to go see the captain.’ She brandished her cards. ‘Work to be done.’
He nodded. ‘Uh, I’d better come.’
‘Get some more sleep.’ She thought for a second, about Donna Kyle coming back to find him here alone. ‘But in your own cabin.’
She kissed him again at the door to his own cabin, then found her way to the captain’s quarters. The corridors were cramped and tiny. She dragged fingers through her hair and yawned. Her watch said 10:34 PM. She also wanted to sleep, but was too wound-up. Maybe this would help.
The captain’s quarters were palatial by comparison with the rest of the ship, but still less roomy than her bedroom at home. A table dominated the cabin, covered with a large chart. Wiri and Hobson stood over it, while Donna reclined on a small stool, sipping red wine. ‘Ahh, the temptress cometh,’ she purred.
Evie blushed, and glared.
‘Leave the girl alone, Miss Kyle,’ Hobson told her firmly. ‘She’s been through much today.’
Donna lapsed into abashed silence. Wiri took Evie’s arm, leading her to the table.
Hobson tapped the chart. ‘Miss van Zelle, I am sorry to trouble you, but we really do need your aid. We must track Hayes’s ship through the night. We will have little to no visibility, and ordinarily I would never sail at night so close to land. But where they go, we must. Wiri believes they will make for the East Cape, and we must somehow interpose ourselves and prevent that. Miss Kyle believes you have the skills to aid us.’
Evie glanced doubtfully at Donna Kyle, who nodded curtly in encouragement.
‘Once they make landfall there, pursuit will be impossible,’ Wiri added.
They think I can do this? Evie took a deep breath and tried to think how she could do what was asked. Maybe I can … An idea began to form, based on what she’d done before when tracking Grieve and Venn on land. ‘Do you know anything about their ship?’ she asked, seeking some way to visualize it.
Wiri answered the question. ‘Grieve and Venn are sailing with William “Bully” Hayes. I’ve met Hayes while serving Puarata. He’s American, but he lived in Australia and New Zealand for much of his life. He was a blackbirder — someone who kidnapped people to be pressed into work on plantations — and he was notorious for running up debt while in port, then skipping off to sea to avoid paying. He’s owned more ships than I can keep track of, but the sailors in Kororareka told us he’s on the Rona, which is a barque. She’ll be sleeker than us, but she hasn’t our firepower. She’s built to run, not to fight.’
‘You mean they can go faster than us?’
‘Ordinarily,’ Wiri told her.
‘It’s not that simple,’ Hobson put in. ‘Air and sea are not constant. Winds blow in surges and lulls. Seas can be smooth or rough. Coastal factors affect both. There are hundreds of variables. Identical ships can travel at vastly different rates in the same seas, through different techniques and reading of the conditions.’ Hobson sounded so enthusiastic that Evie was reminded of Pete Montgomery, the TV yachting commentator.
‘But I know nothing about sailing,’ Evie protested.
‘My men will sail the ship,’ Hobson told her. ‘What we need from you is insight as to the shifting of the winds, and the position of our quarry.’
She swallowed, and tried to think it through. At first it seemed too much, but she broke it down to small steps. Can I read the wind strength and direction? Can I predict it? The problem started to take shape in her mind, like some kind of three-dimensional puzzle, always in motion. She would need something to work with … She looked down at the chart — it was a large-scale map of the Bay of Islands and the Bay of Plenty. A pair of tiny wooden sailing ships had been positioned on it. She chose one to be the Rattlesnake and placed it instinctively. ‘We are here.’ Hobson nodded. She placed the other carved ship northeast of them on the chart. It had a blackbird painted on the mainsail. ‘This is the Rona.’ Then she pulled out her playing cards, and dealt nine onto the table without looking at them. She knew already, through years of her Gift, that they were the Two through to the Ten of Clubs. The shape of the Club symbol reminded her of puffs of air. It wasn’t much of a connection, but it would do for what she had in mind. They slid across the table, until she waved a hand and they rose into the air.
She heard Hobson swear under his breath, and felt Donna leaning forward hungrily.
‘The Ten represents the strongest available gust, then Nine, Eight, and so on,’ she told them, making it up as she went, and feeling the cards conform to her will. She dipped her hand into her rune-stone bag and pulled out Ansuz, a rune of Odin the Sky Father, and slipped it inside her eyepatch. The rune seemed to glow inside the darkness of her left orb. She then placed Raido, Thor the Thunder God’s stone, on the chart, to protect them through the oncoming storm. She placed a compass beside it, and found north.
Now …
She closed her one good eye, and lifted her patch. Her vision changed, the shape of Ansuz luminous in the darkness. Then her vision opened up, but it was not normal sight. She could see nothing but the cards and the map, stretching all about her, while the cabin and her companions were gone. The Ten of Clubs was over her left shoulder, but it was spinning, falling … Behind it, ten degrees more northerly, more and more black symbols were writing themselves onto the air. The Ten became the Seven. The Two appeared elsewhere. She began to call out words, but didn’t stop to hear them. Other cards floated about her, changing as she sensed the air movements about the ship. Dimly she could hear Hobson’s voice, taking what she said and turning her words into a stream of orders for his runners to give to the helmsman. She barely noticed, her mind questing ahead, whilst before her, a blackbird flew, darting beyond her reach in lazy swoops …
 
There was singing faintly emanating from the crew’s quarters, and the sound of a fiddle. Rhythmic handclapping sounded, and Mat heard Damien humming along in the bunk above. ‘What’s the time?’ he groaned.
‘Dunno. Nearly midnight. The guys who ain’t actually sailing this tub are partying up.’ Damien poked his head over the side of the bunk, head upside-down and hair flopping everywhere. ‘Let’s go check it out.’
‘No way!’
‘Nah, c’mon. We gotta fight alongside these guys, so best we make sure they like us, yeah?’
Put like that it made sense, but the sudden curious silence when they climbed through the doorway into the crew’s mess was intimidating. Eyes swivelled, smiles froze, words faltered. The fiddle screeched to a jagged halt.
‘Hey!’ Damien struck a rock-star pose. ‘Anyone here know “In the Navy”?’
Mat winced, and began to wonder if they’d re-emerge with all their teeth.
The fiddler cocked his head at them. ‘Do you prefer dressing up as the Indian Chief or the Moustache Guy, pansy-boy?’ he asked in a hard voice.
Damien guffawed. ‘Touché, mate! You got me!’ He walked into the middle of the mess as if he owned it. ‘So, is this the bit where you beat the crap out of us, or shall we all just party?’
Mat saw them weighing it up. Seriously.
‘Nah, it’s the bit where we make you sing,’ the fiddler replied eventually.
‘Then we beat the crap out of you,’ someone added, to much hilarity from the crew.
‘Yeah, if you’re any good, you get out alive,’ someone else suggested.
‘No problem,’ Damien announced. He went up to the fiddler and had a low conversation with him, lots of nodding and questioning looks, and a couple of experimental chords.
Mat waited while eyeing the crewmen about him warily, noting the profusion of scars, tattoos and bulging muscles. One of them measured him up, then thrust a mug at him. ‘Rum, lad?’
He took a sip, and winced. More laughter. ‘Get it down ya, lad!’ the man smirked. ‘It’ll put hairs on yer chest!’
‘Did someone say rum?’ Damien asked, weaving his way over, snatching the mug and downing it. He pulled Mat into the middle of the room. ‘Mat, the fiddler is new here, too; they just took him on at Paihia. He’s a Kiwi, and he knows some modern stuff. So just do what I do, man!’
Mat looked about at the sea of sceptical expressions and almost bolted. But the fiddler struck up a few notes, and Mat realized he knew the tune. I know that! I even know the words …
So he and Damien belted out ‘Whaling’, and ‘Loyal’, and even ‘Six Months in a Leaky Boat’, which had the crew in hysterics. After that it was as if they’d known these men all their lives. They sang along to choruses of the older songs, and got tipsy lessons on dancing the hornpipe. It was three in the morning before the marine sergeant, a brusque and severe-looking man called Thomas Carver, came to quieten them all down.
Mat and Damien returned to their bunkroom humming and feeling a lot better about everything. Mat’s abiding memory was of Damien dancing about the mess like a dervish while the crew cheered him on with thumping feet and clapping hands. He drifted off to sleep with the image etched on his brain.
 
Mat woke again, only an hour later. He remembered the singing and dancing … and what it had felt like kissing Evie. He felt a smile crease his lips. But the warm glow was replaced by worry, as he remembered belatedly that she had gone to see the captain on some errand. He stood and stretched, as much as one could in these tiny rat-hole cabins, then went looking for her. He had to step aside as a runner, a little cabin boy, darted around him with a blinding body-swerve, shouting ‘Three points to port!’ at the top of his voice. Mat stared after him, then staggered on as the ship lurched and timbers protested. He grabbed the door frame and pulled himself into the captain’s cabin as another runner sprinted out.
Evie was standing, eyes closed, her hands moving as if doing tai chi or feeling her way along a passage in the dark. Although the whole ship was being tossed alarmingly, she was rock-solid to the floor. All about her in the air, playing cards were spinning on slow, spiralling trajectories, constantly in motion. From her mouth issued a stream of words: ‘Four ascending at ninety-two degrees … the Ten’s going to sixty-three …’ and so on. It was all gibberish to him, but Hobson was lapping it up, translating the information into a stream of commands, and, at each one, the next in the row of young lads zoomed off to relay the order to the helmsman.
‘Steer a further three to port!’ Hobson snapped, not looking away from Evie. Another lad darted away.
Mat looked at Wiri, then at his watch. It was after four in the morning. ‘She’s been at it all night,’ Wiri whispered. ‘She’s incredible.’
There was a kind of dim glow about Evie’s left eye, and her hair was crackling with so much energy that it was standing on end, giving her a halo that lent her an angelic aspect. Sacred and precious. ‘She is,’ he agreed.
Donna Kyle sat on a stool, staring at the girl with an unreadable expression in her eyes.
 
‘What the hell?’ A silky voice made harsh by surprise intruded on the trance-like state Evie had entered. A face flashed across her inner vision, a lugubrious visage framed by long silver hair, with big shining eyes.
She flinched, and the cards wavered about her.
‘Ah, you must be Everalda, the seer,’ the man said. He was looking down at her as if she were a fish in a glass he was holding. Another man appeared, a plump, smiling face, complacent with success. She knew him — Sebastian Venn. She felt her control waver. Two of her cards fell to the floor.
‘Yeah, that’s her,’ Venn drawled. ‘What’s she doing?’
‘Trying to follow us,’ the first man said in a piqued voice. Asher Grieve, surely. She felt her control waver, the cards beginning to dip to the floor. Grieve smiled contemptuously. ‘Desist, girl, lest I rip your remaining eye out.’
She refused to be cowed. Reaching inside her pocket, she pulled out a tarot card, precisely the one she wished for. The World: completeness, assurance, a symbol of her mastery of this place. I’m the Seer, not they. ‘This is my place,’ she told the two men. ‘Get out!’
There was no struggle, even though she was braced for one. They were simply gone. The fallen cards flew back into place, and she felt the winds outside on her skin again.
I did it! I made them go. She recalled Donna telling Mat that blocking another’s scrying was easy, but it still felt good. There was no time for further self-congratulation, though. ‘The Ten is now behind me, Captain. The Nine is three points left of it, but they’re both drifting north.’
‘Take her ten points to starboard!’ Hobson shouted to the nearest runner, relief palpable in his voice. He must have sensed her inner struggle. ‘They’re making their run southward. Let’s sail up under them!’
She let herself smile, as the blackbird at the edge of her sight darted to the right. She almost felt she could reach out and pluck its feathers.
 
Mat was in the bow with a pale Damien as first light smeared the eastern horizon. They’d been sailing all night. Ten hours at roughly twenty knots. He calculated they must have sailed more than three hundred kilometres, in an arc about the east coast of the North Island, rounding Coromandel in the night and ploughing south across the Bay of Plenty. The night felt like a dream, dominated by his memories of Evie, reading the winds tirelessly as the minutes crawled by. He’d left her an hour ago, too awake to sleep, needing fresh air. Damien had found him ten minutes ago. The lanky teen was splashing cold water over his face, pallid and looking sick, but on his feet. Hotu of the Nga Puhi was beside them, having slept on deck as he’d refused to sleep in the claustrophobic spaces below-decks. Waves were breaking below, sending cascades of spray about them. They were in the lee of the bowsprit — a matronly woman painted gold, one breast bared, one arm pointing forward. She looked so life-like that Mat half-expected her to move.
There was a stir behind them as one of the runner-boys crawled to the top of the stairs and called: ‘Hard south! Hard south!’ The boy lay there, spent, but he rallied enough to add: ‘Eyes landward, Cap’n says.’
The cry was taken up, as sunlight burst over the ocean. To their right, the northern Bay of Plenty coastline brooded, coming awake to a golden dawn, shredded clouds torn by a strong northerly. They were only five or six miles from land. An island lay just aft, Motiti Island, off Papamoa Beach. Mat remembered that Ngatoro had once lived there.
Damien touched Mat’s shoulder: Hobson was emerging from below, his face lined and haggard, as if haunted by his older self. Evie was with him, clutching his arm as if it were a lifeline. Wiri and Donna emerged behind. They all crowded into the afterdeck, where the helmsman was blinking in the sunlight.
A call rang down from the crow’s-nest, high on the mainmast.
‘Ship ahoy, Cap’n! It’s the Rona! She’s level with us, three miles to landward!’
The crew rushed to view their quarry, hollering and waving their hats.
Hobson bowed, and kissed Evie’s hand. ‘Well done, my girl. You’ve brought us right up on them.’
Evie gave a dazed smile, but her eyes sought Mat’s. He threw his arms around her. ‘You’re wonderful,’ he told her, while all about them the sailors cheered.






Naval engagement
BAY OF PLENTY, SUNDAY MORNING
Eight knots, Captain!’
The shout was desultory. All eyes that were not occupied with sailing the frigate were facing forwards, watching the slowly receding sails of the Rona.
‘Well, they’re doing what I’d have done,’ Will Hobson muttered to Wiri.
Wiri nodded in agreement. ‘They’ve played it well. They’ve got a smaller keel, so can go closer into shore than us. They sail better in lighter airs, and the wind is broken close to shore. If we get too far away, they can set their passengers ashore, so we have to shadow them.’
‘Meaning they’re sailing away,’ Mat finished glumly. He peered over the side of the ship, at the water breaking about the prow. There had been dolphins in the bow wave an hour ago, but even they had lost interest. Now there was only the shadowy shore, and the stern of the Rona, to look at. Their quarry had been pulling away over the past few hours. It was mid-morning, and they were losing the race. Perhaps Evie could have helped, but she was exhausted, sleeping below.
Damien touched Mat’s shoulder. He still looked ill, but he was on his feet. ‘Hey, check it out!’ He pointed to where a silvery shape burst from the waters and spread wings like a giant dragonfly. It skimmed the waves for several seconds, then swung across their bow and dived. ‘A flying-fish! Did you see it?’
Mat forced a grin. ‘Yeah. That’s the third I’ve seen. You’ve been too busy chundering to notice.’
Damien was still staring after the flying-fish. ‘Cool! I didn’t know we had those in New Zealand. Is it just an Aotearoa thing?’
‘Nah. You get them in our world. Dad took me fishing once and we saw plenty. If you go night-fishing with a light, sometimes they actually fly into the lamp. It’s hilarious.’
‘Awesome.’ Damien peered forward. A large keel-shaped island was looming ahead, and further out to sea, a distant shape from which a thin plume of smoke was rising. ‘Islands coming up,’ he noted.
‘The big one is Whale Island, and that one further out is White Island,’ Mat replied. ‘It’s a volcano.’ He frowned. Hadn’t Ngatoro been associated with that, too? He wondered if he should try to contact his mentor magically. He didn’t want to waste the energy, though, on what was likely a trivial question. ‘Hey, Wiri,’ he asked instead. ‘What’s the deal with White Island?’
Wiri joined them at the gunwale. ‘Whakaari? I’d have thought you’d know your own boss’s story, chief! Anyway, long ago, Ngatoro was climbing in the mountains around Taupo, only they weren’t volcanoes then. He and his missus were both there, and they were freezing to death, so he called to the fire spirits of Hawaiiki. They answered the summons, travelling underground. They popped up in the middle of the Bay of Plenty to get orientated, and in doing so formed the island of Whakaari — White Island. Then they went down again and ploughed on, popping up here and there right through the Bay of Plenty, leaving a trail of volcanoes and thermal areas, before bursting out of Ruapehu, Ngauruhoe and Tongariro. Ngatoro and his missus were saved, and Aotearoa hasn’t been the same since.’
‘Does anyone live there?’ Damien asked.
‘Not in our time. They used to mine sulphur there, but that got closed down. It’s too dangerous. There’s a crater lake that emits poisonous gases, and sometimes erupts. The last mining operation was wiped out by a landslide. People have died and not been found. There are tourist operations, but they have to be careful.’
There was a stir among the crew as a tall, thin figure emerged from below. It was Lena, clad only in a white shift and a blanket about her shoulders. Her long blonde hair looked flat and greasy, and her face pinched and drawn. But her expression was so fixed that no-one tried to stop her. She came straight towards Mat.
‘What’s happening?’ she asked in a throaty voice. Mat remembered her hideously altered face in the waters off Kororareka. That visage still lurked behind Lena’s eyes.
‘They’re getting away is what’s happening,’ Damien replied morosely.
Lena’s hackles rose as she stared at the Rona. Her eyes were like the moon, silvery and desolate, as she measured the distances, her mouth twisting as if she were fighting the urge to snarl. ‘Can they see us from there?’
‘They’ve had a telescope trained on us all morning,’ Wiri replied. ‘Why?’
‘No reason.’ Lena turned to Mat, and said in a flat voice, ‘I guess I owe you again.’
‘No. Friends don’t owe each other,’ he replied automatically.
The ghost of a smile crossed her face. ‘Still, like I said … I owe you.’
Meaning you’re not my friend.
She turned and crossed to the other side of the ship. They all followed her with their eyes, as did the whole crew. Especially when she dropped the blanket on the deck. Someone wolf-whistled.
‘Lena!’ Wiri called, his voice anxious.
She pulled the shift over her head and leapt smoothly from the deck to the lip of the rail, naked, golden and beautiful, hair billowing free.
‘LENA!’ Mat shouted, starting after her.
She dived, a graceful arc, barely a splash, and was gone.
 
The lookout reported seeing a big, dark shape in the waters, crossing their bow from the seaward side, gliding twenty feet beneath the surface. ‘Goin’ thrice our rate, Cap’n!’ But that was all he’d seen, and that was half an hour ago. It was almost midday. They were cruising in shallow waters between Whale Island and the coast, nearing Whakatane. The Rona was still scurrying along almost a mile ahead, and had tacked onto a southeast heading, clearly feeling they were far enough ahead to chance the open waters again. After Lena’s unexpected departure, Wiri had gone to talk with Hobson up on the command deck. He came back to the bow, looking pensive.
‘Any sign of Lena?’ Mat asked, increasingly worried. The pounamu tear at his throat was burning to the touch.
Wiri shook his head. He looked tired, suddenly, as if the physical youth that was the legacy of his centuries of immortality was wearing off by the minute. ‘We’ve got to get to the Rona before Lena does something stupid.’
‘Can we call a stronger wind?’ Damien asked Mat.
‘“We” meaning me, I presume?’ Mat asked tersely.
‘Well, yeah.’
‘I don’t know how, yet. Jones got me to do little gusts, but nothing like that.’ His eyes strayed to Donna. Perhaps she knew …
‘Donna wants her magical constraints removed,’ Wiri said. ‘She says she can slow the Rona if we trust her enough to free her. Hobson is nervous, but tempted. I’m against it.’
Mat agreed with Wiri. Donna was scary enough without her powers. ‘Only Ngatoro can free her,’ he replied. ‘Right?’
‘Actually, as I understand it, any competent tohunga or Adept could,’ Wiri replied. ‘Meaning you, of course.’
‘Wow,’ said Damien drily, ‘Are you actually competent, Mat?’
Mat punched him on the shoulder. ‘If we overtake them, will we need her in the fight?’ he asked Wiri.
‘Perhaps.’ Wiri sighed. ‘But if we free her powers, she’ll find a way to escape us once it’s all over. And there’s another thing: she’s got that patupaiarehe blood inside her. If she drinks blood, she changes: think vampires and the like. It’ll make her less human, less rational, and possibly give her the strength to free herself regardless.’
‘Why hasn’t she done it already, then?’ Damien asked, eyeing the witch uneasily.
‘Because the transformation will strip her of everything but blood lust. She knows what they’re like, and she’s mortally afraid of becoming one. Patupaiarehe aren’t fashionable TV-show vamps. They’re monsters.’
Mat remembered the blood-fairies he’d battled in Taupo and Rotorua the year before, and nodded. The step from Donna Kyle, witch, to Donna Kyle, patupaiarehe, was not a hard one to imagine. ‘You think she’d do it?’ he asked.
‘If it was that or the noose, yes. Grey took great pains to keep her away from the blood of others while in gaol. He knew the threat it posed. If she’d ever lost hope that her father would hang, she’d have tried to take justice into her own hands, even if it destroyed all she was.’
‘Captain!’ someone shouted. ‘The Rona!’
Mat slammed his spyglass to his eye, and gasped. The low-slung barque had suddenly veered, tilting in an alarming way as her bow swung due east. The cause was a huge black shape that had erupted from the waves behind it, and was mauling the rudder and steerage like a giant crocodile. He saw the thing shake and tear away a whole portion of the back of the ship with its jaws, thrashing and ripping the stern of the stricken ship apart. Wreckage tumbled about the beast with a massive splash. Men dropped from the rigging as the boat slewed about. They all heard a triumphant bellow from an inhuman throat, a sound that rolled across the waves chillingly. Some of the crew of the Rattlesnake began to cheer, almost masking the sudden rattle of gunfire from aboard the Rona.
‘Lena!’ Mat sucked in his breath then yelled: ‘Get out now! You’ve done enough!’
But the taniwha erupted from the water again, slamming down once more upon the broken stern of the Rona. The ship bucked, as if it would break in two. Shouts of fear carried across the waves, along with a furious, squealing roar. Then more gunfire, muzzle-flashes at point-blank range, as the taniwha jack-knifed, its tail bringing the rearmost mast down.
‘Get out, Lena!’ Mat shouted, with voice and mind.
A sheet of flame roiled down the Rona’s deck from the foredecks and washed over the taniwha. It screamed, a sound that carried too much of Lena’s voice for Mat to bear. ‘Get out!’ He felt hands on him, and realized that Damien was restraining him from jumping into the water. ‘Get out!’
The rear of the Rona vanished in a cloud of smoke, and then something splashed off the stern in a tumultuous spray. The Rona lurched on, drifting about to almost face the Rattlesnake. Mat could no longer see the aft section, but he saw men firing into the water. Something huge writhed amidst the splashes, and he saw fountains of blood erupt from dark flesh with each hit. Then the dark shape vanished beneath the waters, and was gone.
The pounamu tear at his neck went cold.
 
Evie awoke groggily to splashing on her face. Donna Kyle was leaning over her, tipping a glass of water over her head. ‘Wake up!’ She pulled the blanket off her. ‘Hurry!’ She was dressed in her modern-world clothing again, the cheap market-stall clothes she had bought, what seemed like years ago, at Victoria Park Market. Had it only been Friday afternoon?
‘What’s … what’s happening?’
‘We’re closing in. The Rona is disabled. We’ll be in range of each other’s guns in ten minutes. Hurry!’ The witch stood, banging her head on the top bunk, swore, and stalked out.
Evie stared after her, as fear replaced tiredness. She threw on clothes, modern clothes that wouldn’t snag on everything if this got messy. Jeans and a T-shirt, and her many-pocketed leather jacket. She hoped she wouldn’t have to swim.
Her mind was whirling with a mental checklist of the runes that she might be able to use. Kaunaz: fire, of course. Thurisa: the thorn, for protection. Feoh: for luck. And Isa: for intensifying any of these. The rest she’d call to mind as situations demanded. Then she pulled out her deck of playing cards and let a few cards leap to her hands as she thought of them. Cards to represent the major players: Hobson (King of Diamonds), Donna (Queen of Spades), Wiri (King of Clubs), Mat (Jack of Hearts), Damien (Jack of Diamonds), herself (Joker) … and on the other side, Grieve (King of Spades) and Venn (Jack of Spades). A few spares for the unexpected. Then she put the tarot in the other hand, Major Arcana on top. She felt like a knight, arming for the fray. Behind her patch, her blind eye throbbed. She was learning to like that feeling of impending explosion. It was almost sexual.
She kissed the Jack of Hearts. ‘Live through this, Mat,’ she whispered, and placed it inside her blouse, above her heart. Then she hurried to the deck.


 
The whole deck vibrated as Hobson shouted, ‘Run out the guns!’, and hatches were thrown open with clatter and crash, and twenty-eight cannon rolled forward. Evie peered down at the long black muzzles jutting out below. The rush the act gave her was incredible. From being a chase, this was now a battle, and the Rattlesnake had bared her teeth.
Mat appeared beside her, his face grim. Damien was with him, flushed with excitement. ‘This is living, brother!’ he shouted, smacking Mat on the shoulders.
Boys! Evie squeezed Mat’s hand. His face was pained. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.
‘Lena went after them alone, in taniwha shape. She’s wounded or dead. She crippled their ship, but they shot her, over and over!’ His voice was agonized, as if this was all his fault.
Oh my heavens. She’d forgotten Lena when picking her cards, thought her too bedridden to be a factor. Or maybe I just hadn’t wanted to think about her at all. She pulled a tarot card from her pocket, the lonely, intense Queen of Swords. She pressed a rune stone — Sigel: the Sun, rune of healing — to the card. A bright light flashed behind her eyepatch, and she almost stumbled. Be safe, she wished. There was the hint of a connection, then nothing. She wanted to reassure Mat that the girl was alive, but she honestly didn’t know if that was so.
The Rattlesnake was closing in on the crippled Rona swiftly. The crew of the fleeing barque had cut free the remnants of the rearward mast, and were improvising some kind of steerage, but they were halved in boat-speed and seemingly had little control. Hobson had voiced the fear that they would make a run for shore, but the offshore winds were instead driving them eastwards, straight towards White Island.
Evie sucked in her breath as a flash and dull boom came from the Rona. There was a splash forty yards ahead of them, and away to the right.
‘They’ve got a swivel-gun amidships!’ someone shouted from above.
‘A popgun,’ the seaman next to Mat muttered derisively.
‘They’re nae gunners, Cap’n,’ one of the officers commented drily.
‘That’s as may be,’ Hobson acknowledged. ‘But they’ve no doubt got a few more tricks to play.’ He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Take us across their bows, Master Smythe,’ he called to the helmsman. He drew his cutlass. ‘Clear the decks for action!’
‘Does he mean us clearing off?’ Damien wanted to know. ‘He better bloody not.’
Wiri hurried towards them. ‘No, it doesn’t mean you, but get under cover. I’ve persuaded Hobson that you’re all valuable if this gets messy, but you need to stay out of the way of the sailors while they do what they’re best at.’
Damien glanced at Mat. ‘Phew.’
‘You’re far too enthusiastic about this sort of thing,’ Mat told him.
‘Please be careful, both of you,’ Evie said to them.
Damien winked, putting his finger to his lips. ‘We’ll be fine, Gypsy-Queen!’ His grin was infectious.
The Rattlesnake was swinging about the Rona now, gliding towards the crippled barque like a shark. Sergeant Carver’s marines, resplendent in red, were priming their muskets. Another shot flew from the Rona’s swivel-gun, whistling through the foresail and splashing into the waves just behind them. The sail lost air, and Hobson was bawling instructions to lower and replace it. Mat peered through his spyglass, trying to spot Asher Grieve or Sebastian Venn. He quickly found the latter, standing beside a squat, bearded man in a captain’s hat, presumably Hayes. The man who had killed Shui.
‘Prime the starboard guns! Chain shot, Master Lane!’ Hobson shouted to his gunnery officer. All over the ship, men shouted and cursed and rattled about, activity masking their nerves, although Mat saw one man lean out of a cannon port and vomit into the sea. He felt a bit that way himself, but it was hard to feel as frightened as he’d been when facing men on a battlefield. The Rattlesnake lent a feeling of invincibility, with its thick hide and spiky guns.
In the bow, Hotu began a haka, slapping his thighs and stamping his feet, his voice carrying above the tumult as the crew readied the guns. Mat felt his blood begin to simmer, his heart to pound to Hotu’s beat.
‘Stand by!’ Hobson’s voice went up in pitch.
The Rona dipped into a trough, almost vanishing from sight. Timing was everything, Mat realized; the pitch and roll of the ship had to be taken into account, and the motion of the target. It was like a slow, deadly dance towards that perfect moment to unleash mayhem. He found himself holding his breath as the Rattlesnake righted, and the Rona lifted on the next swell.


‘Take aim, ’tween wind and water, boys!’
Hotu continued his solo dance, bellowing his challenge across the waves at the Rona. Their quarry came up, her nose piercing a wave with a cascade of spray, her hull rising from the waves then crashing down, leaving the full length of the ship exposed. Mat could see the steersman frantically spinning his wheel, trying to bring her around to port and duck behind Rattlesnake’s trajectory.
‘Fire!’ Hobson screamed.
The Rattlesnake convulsed as every gun on the starboard side blasted its load towards the exposed deck of the Rona. Mat’s hearing went in the concussion of the broadside. The black-powder smoke smothered them, until it was torn away by the winds. His eyes stung, and he wiped at them hurriedly. His hearing returned as deep-throated cheering erupted from the men about him.
Peering forwards, he saw the Rona floundering, dragged in a circle by the collapse of her forward mast. Half the rigging was shot away, her deck a shattered mess. He saw bodies rolling, bloodied and broken. Venn and Hayes were clinging to the helm, and Grieve had vanished.
The Rattlesnake ploughed on, carried past the Rona by her momentum. ‘Bring her about on port, Master Smythe!’ Hobson shouted. ‘Port batteries, prepare!’
Mat flung a glance back over his shoulder, and realized with a shock that Whakaari was closer than he’d thought — the Rattlesnake’s looping course to cut off the Rona had taken her much closer to the volcano. But the Rona was floundering, barely seaworthy.
‘We mustn’t squander the advantage,’ Wiri said tersely, thinking aloud. ‘With cannon and seamanship, we have them. But if we close in too soon, we’re facing Asher Grieve and Sebastian Venn.’ He hurried towards Hobson, presumably to give him that same thought.
The Rattlesnake slowly came about, losing the wind as it did so, out of cannon range again. Mat put his eye to the spyglass, and saw a sight that sent a quiver through him: Asher Grieve was on the foredeck. His hands were raised, as if he were beseeching the heavens, and some kind of dark light crackled about him.
Damien pointed Grieve out to Sergeant Carver. ‘Can you hit him from here?’
The marine commander shook his head. ‘We’d need to be much closer, lad.’
‘What’s he doing?’ Evie asked.
Mat shook his head. ‘I don’t know, but it won’t be good.’ Even as he spoke, something happened. It was as if the very water about the stricken Rona changed. It seemed to take on the consistency of gel, and he could see limbs and faces of human-like creatures, some many times the size of a man, clinging to the hull and propelling it forwards. The faces were beaked and twisted, akin to the kehua goblins perhaps. It was as if a Maori carver had hewn them from melting ice. He looked at Wiri. ‘What are they?’ he shouted.
‘Water-spirits!’ Wiri replied. ‘He’s called up water-manaia! He can’t keep it up for long; even Puarata could not do so!’ He caught his breath as the other ship began to pick up pace again, the water-manaia boiling about it.
‘Where are they going?’ Evie asked.
‘They’re making a run for Whakaari! They’re too far from anywhere else!’ They all gasped as the Rona began to power forward as if propelled by a motor. After the hours of crawling along, it was a shock to see such a burst of speed. ‘Captain, the island!’
Hobson was cursing. ‘Bring her about, Master Smythe. Faster! Run out the port guns! Hard shot. I want them holed!’ The helmsman spun the wheel with blurring hands, and the port-side guns aligned.
‘Prepare to fire!’ the shout echoed through the ship. A trough, backwash from the island, loomed, plumed in smoke, and Whakaari towered above them now, sheer and bleak. The Rona ploughed into the wash, the range lengthening again, but the angles aligning. Three … two … one!
‘Fire!’
The cannons rattled in a sporadic machine-gun burst. Plumes of water erupted about the Rona, but most struck home, bursting jagged holes in the timbers. One splashed through a manaia, and the creature disintegrated into spume and spray. The Rona visibly slewed, a massive crack appearing near the stern, right below the ruined steerage. The barque began to come apart, timbers tearing free, the sails tattered and flapping loose, losing the wind entirely.
But still the Rona ploughed onward. Held together by Asher Grieve’s elementals, without steerage but crashing through the waves, she ran full-tilt at the island, grinding through the rocks to strike the shoreline like a cavalry charge. She grounded upon a small beach and almost rolled over. Mat heard shrieks from the barque’s seamen, and more than one was cast overboard, some into the water, others onto the rocks. But through it all Asher rode the stricken ship, keeping upright as her keel ripped through the rocks. As the Rona broke apart, he flew from the wreckage, landing upon a rock like a cat. He spun and faced the Rattlesnake, gesticulating and shouting.
As one, the remaining manaia swirled about in a foamy mêlée, and swarmed towards the Rattlesnake.
 
Evie fumbled for her rune stones as the wave of elementals flooded towards them. She saw the marines fire into them, but their musket balls splashed harmlessly. Even a cannon was fired, to no avail. Donna Kyle had seized Mat’s collar. ‘You must free me!’ she was shrieking. ‘I can stop this!’
Evie saw Mat waver.
No, don’t free her. Evie sought a way to make freeing Donna unnecessary among her runestones. She drew Laguz: the water stone. It came into her hand reversed — very bad! She had to physically turn it, fighting its resistance, as the flood bore down on them. She could feel Asher Grieve fighting her efforts.
I hold the cards here!
She snarled and threw the rune stone right into the charging manaia. It struck them like an explosion, splashing them apart like a shockwave. Then Mat dived, a smothering rugby tackle that threw her to the deck behind the gunwale, wrapped in his protective arms. A wailing cry arose even as the wall of water and manaia smote the ship, flooding over them. She glimpsed sailors tumbling helplessly over the sides. For three or four seconds she thought the ship would capsize. Then the manaia were gone. It was their furious dismay she’d heard as the rune stone snatched them away. Only water had hit the Rattlesnake in the end, and the frigate rode it out.
I did that, she thought with grim satisfaction. I made the manaia go. Take that, Mr Grieve!
The Rattlesnake righted with a dizzying reversal that cast her against the gunwale, pressed to Mat, as the water still trapped on deck washed back over them, then poured out the ports. She looked up to see who still remained on deck. Hobson and his officers were clinging to the stern, hats gone, shaken and drenched. Wiri was with them. Donna was clinging to the mainmast, her face desperate.
There was no-one by the wheel.
Damien was gone. Jack of Diamonds, she thought immediately, trying to free her hands to find the card. ‘Mat—’ she began, when the whole ship shuddered, amidst the sickening sound of breaking timbers. She and Mat were thrown apart, hurled forward and sprawling helplessly.
They, too, had struck the island.
 
Mat crawled along the deck behind the protection of the gunwale. Evie was OK, lying in shelter a few yards away. But he couldn’t see Damien. Sporadic shots flew about them, forcing the sailors into cover. Many of the marines had been washed away, so no-one was currently shooting back. The men in the water were mostly alive, it seemed. They were calling out to each other as they clambered to rocks in the lee of the grounded ship. Damien was with them, to Mat’s relief. Hotu, also, swimming like a manaia himself.
Meanwhile the crew of the Rattlesnake had bigger concerns. Mat was amazed at their discipline. They were under fire, they were holed and stuck on rocks, with lives lost, yet neither the control of the officers nor the spirits of the sailors faltered. The call from below, ‘We’re holed and stuck fast, Cap’n!’ was as cheery as a ‘How do you do?’
Hobson was on the seaward rail, calling down to a man hanging from ropes, assessing the damage to the hull. ‘Are we holed below the water-line, Master Briggs?’
‘Mostly, Cap’n, but we can caulk it, and seal it from within. Won’t be pretty, but we’ll float ’er!’
‘Thank you, Master Briggs.’ Will Hobson turned back and surveyed the upturned faces below him. ‘High tide’s not until evening, lads. In the meantime, shall we go ashore and have a word to Captain Hayes about this matter?’
If the naval men felt fear, they didn’t show it. Instead there was anger, and the desire to get even. Their ship was damaged, and they wanted a fight. ‘Let’s go get ’em, Cap’n!’ someone yelled fiercely.
‘Let us indeed! Arm the men, Sergeant Carver. Lower the longboat on the seaward side. Get those marines out of the drink, and give them new powder. Master Lane, find us a route through the rocks, and a defensible beachhead. I want the first detachment ashore in ten minutes!’
‘Captain!’ Donna Kyle called out in an imploring voice. ‘Free me — let me fight!’
The deck fell silent as every head swivelled to look at her. To these men, new to New Zealand, she was just another woman. But Hobson knew better. The captain’s eyes went to Wiri, who shook his head firmly.
‘I am sorry, Miss Kyle.’ Hobson bowed formally, then turned away. Donna gave a shriek of frustration, breathing heavily as though restraining violence. When she looked up at Wiri under lowered brows, her expression was murderous.
Hobson issued a stream of orders. Mat marvelled at the man’s ability to keep so many things in mind and at how he made such instant decisions. Whatever the man became in his older years, negotiating the treacherous waters of racial politics in a new colony while battling ill health, on board a ship he was fully at home.
‘He did the right thing,’ Evie said to Mat. ‘She’s not in control.’
‘Maybe,’ Mat said. ‘But keeping her leashed might cost us everything.’
Evie squeezed his shoulder. He looked at her gratefully. She’s no shrinking violet, he thought. She’s a fighter. He felt a surge of pride in her. His first time in Aotearoa he’d been almost helpless, making mistake after mistake, constantly afraid. But here she was, fighting her corner, taking seasoned warlocks head-on, saving everyone’s butt over and again. He quickly kissed her. ‘For luck,’ he said quickly.
She gave him a small smile in return. ‘Be careful.’
After that it was all eyes forward, as the first men, with cutlasses in their belts and pistols primed, lowered the longboat on the seaward side, where it was sheltered from enemy fire. Mat went to the landward rail, huddled behind the gunwale, and peered towards the Rona. Their sharpshooters had fallen silent, and he could see why. They were abandoning ship, struggling through waist-high breakers, guns aloft, onto the tiny strip of rocky land, beneath the almost vertical cone of the volcano. Many were already scrambling up the rocky slopes; perhaps fifteen in all, plus the warlocks. He saw Sebastian Venn shouting orders alongside the squat figure of Bully Hayes. Asher Grieve trudged towards the summit, leaning heavily on his walking stick. Byron Kikitoa was with them, his hands wrapped in bandages. Mat gritted his teeth. I bet it was you who captured Lena — and you tried to take Evie. He tightened his hands about his taiaha.
‘So, you think you can take them on by yourself, boy?’ Donna Kyle hissed in his ear. ‘Your arrogance is going to get us killed!’
‘If I free you, we’ll never see you again.’
‘If you don’t, you’ll never stop them. Do you want to see your friends dead? Or your new girlfriend? Just to prove a point about how brave you think you are?’ She gripped his shoulder, her fingers like talons. ‘Why should you care if I do go free after this? I deserve my chance at freedom, and I deserve the chance to kill my father! I deserve my vengeance. This is what your people would call utu. Give me my chance!’
‘Donna! Leave him be!’ Wiri interposed, his face grim. Donna bared her teeth. For a second Mat thought she might lash out, but she stormed away to grip the mast, glaring down at a fallen sailor, propped up and clutching an arm wound, blood trickling down his skin. Mat could almost see the patupaiarehe blood straining through her veins as she watched every drop fall.
‘What if she …?’
‘I know,’ Wiri nodded. ‘Short of tying her in chains, we can’t prevent that.’
‘Do you think we should free her?’
For once, Wiri’s voice held no certainty. ‘I really don’t know. Which evil is the lesser?’ He hefted a musket. ‘If we can win without her, then all is well. The first boat is about to leave.’ He looked about. ‘Where is Damien?’
‘He fell into the sea. Dame’s a good swimmer. And Hotu is with him.’
Wiri nodded. ‘Alright. Let’s go.’ He jerked a hand towards the beach. ‘The little headland above is called Homestead Point. It’s where the sulphur miners had their dwellings. The docks are a few hundred yards around the shore.’ The island loomed over them, the slope climbing steeply behind Homestead Point towards a high ridge-line a hundred or more yards above. ‘The interior of the island is hollow and flat, barely above sea level. If they reach the ridge-line, they can escape into the crater area. We need to slow them down. Hobson’ll need us, Mat. Coming?’
Evie lifted her head. ‘I’ll come, too.’
Wiri shook his head. ‘Second boat, Evie. The first one is going to be all about guns and muscle. Take the second boat.’ He clapped Mat on the shoulder. ‘Let’s go.’






Landing under fire
WHAKAARI/WHITE ISLAND, BAY OF PLENTY, SUNDAY
The longboat swung from the sheltering bulk of the Rattlesnake. Mat scrambled to the bow, the dark mottled wood of his taiaha reassuring in his grasp. ‘Let me through,’ he called, clambering over the sailors, who squirmed aside as if they realized his intentions. I’m a wizard, to them. They believe in me. The fear of letting them down made his hands tremble.
As they left the lee of the ship, White Island loomed above. From the bow he peered through the spray from the waves breaking over the rocks. The oars bit, and the longboat surged towards shore. There were twenty men aboard, including Mat and Wiri. Four would stay with the longboat as it went back; sixteen would engage the enemy, and hold the beach until the second boat arrived.
If they counter-charge, Hobson’s helpless to help us, or try again. It’s three warlocks against just me … Mat swallowed, and focused on constructing another stasis-shield. A thin bubble of air that stripped energy from all it encountered, ideal against small projectiles — and exhausting to maintain. He was vaguely aware of the Rona’s remaining gunmen fanning out, seeking cover in the rocks above, on a wide front. Musket fire would be coming from every angle. We’re going to lose men, no matter what I do.
The first shots began to crack, muzzle-flashes sparking from above, puffs of smoke. Musket balls ripped at the fabric of his shield, plopping into the water before them, but at the fringes, some tore through. He heard a man at the rear cry out, but didn’t dare look back. The shield drew at his energies like a whirlpool. Bullets ricocheted from rocks and splashed about them. Some struck the hull. Another man shrieked in sudden pain, shouting over and again. ‘Shut ’im up,’ someone growled.
Shots volleyed from behind him, but most were wasted, also susceptible to Mat’s shield. ‘Hold fire!’ Wiri shouted. ‘Hold till we’re ashore!’ The longboat surged suddenly as a wave picked it up, and then they careered between barnacle-encrusted boulders to slew about on a tiny shingle beach. Wiri shouted again. ‘Out! Find cover!’
Behind Mat, the marines erupted from the longboat, leaping into thigh-deep waters, seeking shelter amidst the rocks, or even behind the hull. More shots cracked from above. Blood exploded from the lead man’s chest, and he collapsed in the waves, face-down. Mat’s stasis-shield fell apart amidst a hail of murderous fire, and balls whipped past Mat’s face and slammed into the thigh of the man behind him. The man bellowed furiously, but seized an oar, shoving a rower out to fight in his stead. Mat rose, rebinding the shield, and leapt into the surf, stumbling towards the beach. Two musket balls froze in the air before him, then fell. He dived behind a boulder alongside a bedraggled marine, red coat soaked, musket floating beside him, cutlass drawn.
‘Row, damn it!’ someone yelled, and the longboat men thrashed about, trying to turn the head of their vessel, men in the water behind it aiding them. The incoming fire waned as the enemy reloaded. From the right, though, three of Venn’s men knelt on a small ledge, perfectly placed on their flank to pick off the men in the water. A marine helping the longboat was struck. He stiffened, then dropped beneath the waters without a sound. Mat tried to send a ball of fire roiling up the slope at them, but they were too far away.
‘They’ve got us pinned!’ someone shouted.
Mat searched for some way to intervene, then saw movement above and behind the sharpshooters. It was Damien, cutlass in teeth, Hotu of the Nga Puhi behind him. They must have swum ashore on the far side of Homestead Point. His heart went to his mouth, as his friend crept closer. Then, by some sixth sense, the first of the snipers turned and saw the danger.
Damien leapt, hand flying to the hilt of his cutlass as the musket swung into line.
 
Damien had read somewhere that danger was addictive. He could believe that. What’s the street value of adrenalin? He flew at the nearest sniper, screaming a challenge to put him off. The man’s musket came around, but too slowly. Damien booted it aside and lunged, copybook straight-arm, in and out, wrist strong. The gunman stared down at the shiny steel in his chest, face agape, then folded over and fell down the slope.
Hotu exploded past him, going for the next man, who was only just realizing his peril. He jerked his gun about to block an overhead blow, stone patu slamming against the steel and wood of the breech. But Hotu’s other hand held a bone mere, whose sharp edge ripped out the man’s throat. Hotu roared, and tossed the man bodily down the slope.
Now me! Damien snatched up his man’s musket, which was primed and ready, and fired as the third sniper turned to face them. The man went down in a kicking heap. He and Hotu swarmed onwards, while below them the men of the Rattlesnake cheered. Damien saw Mat and waved merrily, then took the third man’s gun and ran on. The third sniper was still alive, but he was out of the game. And it is a game, Damien thought. An evil game, but fun. He checked the priming on the stolen musket, then followed Hotu up the slope.
 
Evie had found a flat space beneath the Rattlesnake’s foremast to lay out her cards. She put down the Jack of Diamonds again, a Knight of Swords across it: bravery, skill in battle, heroism. She had to fight the tarot card in place — it kept trying to reverse, meaning impulsiveness and foolish mistakes … Stay safe, Damien!
She turned her attention back to Mat, her Jack of Hearts. She laid the Nine of Cups across him: success, victory. She saw the men on the beach fan out, firing upslope. Hayes’s men were backing away from the fray, their leaders already far up the gravel slopes, fleeing towards the ridge. Whakaari was two kilometres wide, a broken cone with a hollow centre. Venn and Grieve seemed to be climbing towards the crest, the lip of the crater.
‘If Father had cards of his own, you’d be in trouble, girl,’ Donna Kyle growled beside her. ‘He is a master of these tricks you are improvising.’
‘But he doesn’t,’ Evie replied. ‘Shut up, so I can concentrate.’
‘You must free my powers, girl,’ Donna snarled, seizing her shoulder. Her nails bit into Evie’s flesh painfully as she pulled the girl to face her. ‘Free me! You must!’
‘I don’t know how!’
‘Do as I tell you!’
‘NO!’ Evie glared furiously at the woman. ‘Let go — I’m trying to help!’
‘Then free me! You must obey me!’
‘Why should I?’
Donna’s face contorted in fury and exasperation. She gripped Evie’s other shoulder, and pulled her face to hers. Her eyes were burning. ‘Because I’m your mother!’
The bottom fell out of Evie’s world.
No. Impossible.
Please, no!
Evie’s parents’ faces swam before her eyes. The tender, loving people who had held her close in their warm and giving hearts for all her life. They were her parents. They were the ones she loved and who loved her, and this evil witch was lying. She is lying she is lying lying lying—
The cards on the deck slid away, out of her control. The livid white face of the witch filled her senses.


It’s not true. It’s all lies.
‘You are not my mother!’ she shrieked back. ‘Leave me alone.’
‘The longboat is on the way back, Cap’n!’ someone shouted from high on the mast.
‘Ready the second shore-party!’ Hobson shouted in response. ‘I’m joining it.’ He looked down at the two women. ‘Miss van Zelle? Miss Kyle?’ He had missed the exchange between Evie and Donna, but sensed the tension.
‘I’m coming,’ Evie told him, breaking eye contact with Donna. She shook free of the witch’s grasp and stood. ‘Don’t touch me, liar,’ she hissed, and backed away, scooping up her cards. When she looked up, Donna had risen also, picked up an abandoned sword, and was stalking towards the longboat.
‘Are you well, Miss van Zelle?’ Hobson breathed, his eyes on Donna and his expression concerned. Evie’s throat was too constricted to reply. Hobson’s eyes narrowed. ‘What was she saying to you?’ Evie shook her head, unable to even articulate the filthy lie the witch had uttered.
The longboat pulled alongside and, from above, the watchman called again. ‘Captain! Sails to southward! She’s a sloop, by the look of her.’
Hobson looked at Evie. ‘Miss van Zelle, are they friend or foe?’
Evie’s eyes went to Donna Kyle’s. She is not my mother. It’s impossible. ‘Uh, sorry, what? Oh …’ She closed her eyes, questing through the maze of runes and symbols that swam before her blind eye. A ship … Who are you?
Her blind eye’s vision swooped down on the incoming ship, and was immediately drawn to an old Maori man standing on the foredeck. A heavily carved Maori kaumatua, obese with thick lips and flabby jowls, his eyes so bloodshot they appeared red except for the dark pupils, bald but for a few thin grey strands, an aura of swirling darkness … then a sudden slap of power sent her sprawling across the deck.
She stared up into Hobson’s face. He looked aghast. ‘What happened?’
Evie struggled to her feet. For an instant she had seen the world through this newcomer’s eyes: the Rattlesnake like a bathtub toy, the men aboard less than ants. Herself just a curiosity to be pulled apart at leisure.
‘Not … f-f-friendly,’ she managed to stammer.
Clouds rolled out of the south like spectres, and seemed to drag the sun into their claws. The light dimmed, and fresh gusts of wind scoured the decks. The King of Swords fell into her hand, upside-down, reversed: signifying an implacable will, bent on ruin.
 
‘One … two …’ Wiri counted slowly, as he peered up the slopes.
Mat could see Hayes’s men waiting, guns at the ready. Carver was pointing them out to his marines, assigning teams to each. Damien and Hotu were pinned down high up to the right, but safe for now. Fewer than a dozen men now faced them, and the longboat was pulling out from the Rattlesnake again. Hobson and Donna were in the bow, and Evie behind them. He prayed to whoever might listen that she would be safe. Her skills were not battlefield skills, and a musket ball could kill her in an instant.


He pulled his eyes back to the front, searching for other, more deadly foes. If Venn or Grieve took a hand in this, then it would be up to him to protect the men. He wished futilely that Jones was with him, or Ngatoro. Those veterans had done this sort of thing before, many times over, knew the tricks and traps.
‘… three …’ Wiri raised his taiaha, pointing up the slope. ‘With me!’ Wiri shouted, sprinting into the open. Behind him, the eight men of the Rattlesnake leapt up, and ran forward. Mat gripped his taiaha and went with them.
‘Covering fire!’ Carver shouted, and the rest of the men spun from their shelter and blazed away up the slope. A ragged fusillade replied, the Rona’s men firing desperately. Two of the charging men spun and dropped. Mat’s stasis-shield caught another three shots before disintegrating. Wiri vaulted a rock and slammed a sideways blow onto a man behind it. Another man tried to fire and went down when a pistol barked from over Mat’s shoulder. Mat rounded a boulder, a sword flashed, and he caught it on the iron-hard taiaha soaked in the blood of Te Iho; it caught the blow effortlessly, and the sword snapped. Mat whirled the taiaha and smashed its haft over the man’s skull. He dropped with a thud, and Mat ran on, panting hard, blanking the way the blow had sounded, what it had done. Fuel for later nightmares. A second man tried to fire at him, but his gun exploded in his hands. The sailor fell to his knees, screaming and clutching his face.
He looked up and saw Damien and Hotu far above, almost at the crest, weapons blurring as they cut down two fleeing sailors. Damien whooped as he swept on out of sight and earshot. Mat glanced left and right, and found the enemy dead or captured, the half-dozen prisoners kneeling, hands above their heads. Three of the Rattlesnake’s men were sprawled on the slope, two unmoving. To die here is to die forever … He sucked in the smoky air and shuddered.
The longboat hit the shore below for the second time, and Hobson leapt into the surf, gesticulating with his sword. Donna and Evie waded behind him, struggling in the surf.
Wiri sent sharpshooters towards the crest of the slope, where a funnel of smoke or steam was jetting skyward from beyond the ridge line, probably from the crater. He trotted over to Mat. ‘The slope on the far side of the ridge is even steeper than this side. It’s virtually a precipice, and drops all the way to sea level. The whole island is hollow on the inside.’
‘Damien’s up there,’ Mat said worriedly. ‘He might have already reached the ridge.’
‘I’ve sent men up,’ Wiri replied. ‘They’ll whistle them back.’
Will Hobson strode up, his face flushed. ‘Fine work, Sergeant Carver!’ he called, then turned to Wiri. ‘Fine work, all of you. But we’re not alone. The watch has spotted a sloop coming up from the south, heading for the island. Miss van Zelle says they are hostile.’
Mat glanced at the pale face of Evie. Who? he mouthed. She shrugged, shaking her head wearily. Her eyes were glazed, shocked. He wondered what had happened.
‘Captain, I’ve been here before,’ Wiri said. ‘If you send men around Homestead Point, you’ll find paths along the shoreline to the docks. They aren’t easy, but they’re passable. We must cut Venn off from the docks on the south side.’
Hobson nodded agreement. ‘Master Carver, take your marines around the point, and secure the docks. Beware the sloop.’
The marine officer saluted, and with more whistles and shouts led a collection of marines and sailors back to the flat outcropping that was Homestead Point.
Mat glanced up at the crest worriedly. ‘We’ve got to find Damien.’
Wiri looked at Hobson. ‘He and that mad Nga Puhi went over the top.’
‘Then we must delay no further.’ Hobson waved an arm, gesturing the remaining men, mostly sailors, forward. ‘If we can command the crest, and Carver can get to the docks, we’ll have them.’ He glanced back at his ship. ‘My worry is that the sloop might catch the Rattlesnake on the rocks.’
‘Then secure her, Captain,’ Wiri advised.
Hobson gritted his teeth, but didn’t waste time in hesitation. ‘Take six of my men and get to the rim. Find Master Meilinck and Hotu. Try to drive the enemy down into Carver’s guns. I must stay in line of sight of my ship. Smythe is refloating her.’
Wiri nodded agreement, then gripped Mat’s shoulder and nodded upslope. ‘C’mon, chief, let’s go.’ He looked at Evie, who lifted her chin defiantly. ‘Head down, girl,’ was all the warrior said. He glanced at Donna’s drawn face but said nothing.
They struggled up the slope, perspiring. The rocky slope seemed to radiate heat, the sunlight vivid and harsh. By the time they crested the rim, it felt like they’d sprinted a marathon. Mat caught Evie’s arm as she teetered, her face drenched in sweat, her hair a sticky tangle. They gazed down upon a primal scene. They were at the western rim of a huge hole, several hundred metres across. Below them the slope was almost vertical, a goat track winding down towards the bottom. The interior was, as Wiri had advised, a vast flat area, white volcanic rock pitted with craters and vents and tiny streams that steamed as they wound right to left, towards the south. The opposite cliffs were half a kilometre away, towering and bathed in brilliant sunlight. The landscape was more lunar than Earth-like, apart from the brilliant sea glittering to the right.
To his left, the blue-green crater lake was wreathed in thick steam. The air reeked of sulphur. The interior of Whakaari was like a forge, a place where worlds were built, the most unearthly natural landscape Mat had ever seen.
Wiri touched his shoulder and pointed towards the crater lake. Mat could barely make it out through the churning steam, but he could see that the waters and steam were both spiralling unnaturally, as if some giant unseen spoon were stirring the waters. Something was building inside the lake. Something very bad. He could feel the energies beating against his soul.
Below them, most of the enemy had reached the floor of the interior. They were taking cover behind rocks and reloading guns. Descent along the same path would be deadly. And there was no sign yet of Asher Grieve.
Mat glanced to his right and saw Damien and Hotu. They were only a hundred yards away, scrabbling along the treacherous crest, on the trail of another enemy party. He saw that Venn was there, descending along the falling ridge towards the south where the docks were, although they were still out of sight from where Mat stood. Venn had only a few men with him, but even at this distance Mat could see that Hayes was there, and so was Byron Kikitoa.
‘Damien!’ he shouted. ‘Wait!’
‘What’s he doing?’ Evie asked aloud, pointing towards the crater lake. Mat caught his breath as he glimpsed through the smoke a robed shape, standing on the very rim of the crater lake, waving his cane.
Donna appeared behind the girl. ‘There is power here. Energy that Father can tap.’ She looked at Mat imploringly. ‘Free me — please! You have to trust me: I won’t run, I swear. Just let me help!’
Mat hung his head. How can she ask for trust after all she’s done? A flash of white caught his eye, away to sea. He squinted, and made out the incoming sloop, its sails full as it sheared through the water. It was maybe twenty minutes away, at most, and coming up fast. The wind had swung around, and he could bet that hadn’t been natural.
‘Mat, you and I need to deal to Grieve. Stick with me. I’ll send others to help Damien.’ Wiri ordered half the men after Damien and Hotu. Then he pointed down the path leading into the crater, where the Rona’s remaining men waited with Hayes. ‘They cannot shoot effectively until we’re within fifty yards. That will take us to the place where the slope evens out. There is cover there. They’ve ceded us the high ground, lads. Let’s make them pay for that.’
The naval men hurrahed vociferously, and began to swarm down the slope. Mat found an instant to wonder how men could be so eager to risk their lives, then found he felt the same way. It wasn’t that he wasn’t afraid, and it wasn’t that he wanted to hurt other people: he just wanted to win.


Wiri jabbed a finger at the shape of Asher Grieve, just visible amid the swirling steam below. They all heard his voice, calling out something like a chant, coming from far below. ‘What’s he doing?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘He’s the danger,’ Wiri said in a low voice. ‘Venn is more businessman than warlock, but Asher is the real deal.’ Wiri touched his shoulder. ‘Can you stop him?’
‘Sure,’ Mat said, not sure at all. He glanced at Evie, who was staring at Donna Kyle. Something passed between them. He was sure it wasn’t good. He touched Evie’s shoulder, to break her eye contact with Donna more than anything else, then ducked his head, stepped off the ridge and joined the column clambering down into the crater.
 
Evie watched the men descend more than a hundred yards down a goat track into enemy guns. It looked like madness. And Mat was one of them.
Donna Kyle waited beside her. She began to speak: words Evie didn’t want to hear, but she had no choice.
‘I realized I was pregnant while alone on a mission, in Nelson. I kept it secret because I wanted to protect you.’
Lies. My mother is a schoolteacher from Auckland.
(But I was born in Nelson, just before my parents left there and came to Auckland …)
My father is a Dutch builder. My father …
Lies. She’s lying!
Evie stumbled after the line of men descending into the volcano.


The descent was vertiginous, the air tugging at her, making every step treacherous. Steam roared up from below, becoming more and more deafening as they came closer to the vents. Some of the men below began to fire up at them, but none of the shots came her way. Yet. She caught up to the main party cowering atop a bulge, a place where an old rock fall had brought down part of the rock face, providing about twenty yards of solid cover. Musket fire began to whip about them. Most of the shot seemed to be caught in a net of light Mat spun before them. The soldiers below became more and more frantic as their fire proved ineffectual. Then, at a shout from Wiri, Mat dropped his shield and the crew of the Rattlesnake returned fire. Then the men about her whooped and pelted down the last of the slope, brandishing blades and guns and shouting like barbarian invaders.
Donna clutched at Evie’s arm. ‘You must believe me: I am your mother! Free me, and I will never leave you again!’
‘Never leave me? Ha! I’d pay you to go away,’ Evie snapped back.
‘They’re going to hang me!’
‘Then die!’
Donna hunched her shoulders and curled her fingers into talons. She looked like a bird of prey, ready to pounce on a rat and tear it in two. Evie backed away. Below them both, the sound of combat boiled up, but she dared not look away from the witch.
Then, from the heart of the island, amidst the vapours billowing from the crater lake, there came a howl that froze them both. Evie tore her eyes away and stared into the wall of steam belching from the lake. A dark shape emerged — Asher Grieve, leaning on his cane. He lifted his other hand and jabbed a finger at Mat and Wiri.
Behind the wizard, something huge loomed from the steam clouds. It was shaped like a lizard, or a dinosaur, and was the size of a small truck. It seemed hewn from burning coals and drenched in boiling water. Laval blood ran from the cracks in its hide. Another joined it, and another. As they shed the steaming waters of the lake, they belched flame from throats like tunnels, lit from within. A sulphurous stench rolled up the slope as they coiled and slithered. More and more boiled into view, some as small as cats, others the size of cattle. Asher Grieve stood among the creatures, untouched by their heat, which was causing the air to ripple, distorting their shapes, his shape, wildly.
Evie’s eyes flew to Mat. He was among the crewmen below. All the enemy crew were either dead or had fled. But how could they protect themselves from these new, terrible creatures?
Donna flowed towards her. ‘Fire-demons!’ the witch shrieked. ‘Release me — only I can save us now!’ She seized Evie and shook her. ‘Free me!’
Asher Grieve’s voice rolled out of the burning air as he pointed his hand towards Mat’s group. His voice carried thinly up from below, crackling with malevolence. ‘Burn them. Burn them all.’
The fire-demons yowled, and began to stream towards the men of the Rattlesnake like lava.






Duel
WHAKAARI/WHITE ISLAND, BAY OF PLENTY, SUNDAY
Thirty yards and closing, thought Damien, as he and Hotu worked their way along the treacherous footing on the crest of the ridge. To their left, the rough and sliding slope fell precipitously away. There was something going on down there, but there was too much steam to be able to make it out.
Ahead, a short, stubby man spun and fired at him. He and Hotu dropped to the ground. Although he’d already worked out that at this range these primitive guns were hopelessly inaccurate, that didn’t mean he fancied getting hit. A pistol ball cracked against a rock and shrilled away. He glanced back and saw that a few of Hobson’s men were trying to catch up. They were still a hundred yards or so behind.
Perhaps we should wait? Nah, bugger it! He rolled to the right, and scrambled to his feet. The bastards are getting away! He lifted his pistol — one shot left — and darted to the next outcrop, gobbling up ten yards in a few seconds, and threw himself down, Hotu at his back. The cluster of enemy below him was in the open, and he had line of sight on Hayes, who’d paused to shout an order. He sighted and pulled the trigger. Shui’s face filled his vision as the hammer fell, and the gun blasted out its load. Hayes spun and glared up at him, while beside him another man threw up his hands as blood erupted from the middle of his back.
Damn!
Then he realized that he knew the face of the man that had fallen.
I’ve just shot Sebastian Venn! Mat, you owe me for this one!
He bolted after Hotu, before the warrior found himself alone. From away below and behind them, the basin of the crater was filled with a cacophony of bestial roars, but he’d passed the point where he could see what was going on down there. Before him the southern bays were arrayed, three tiny inlets divided by two rocky outcroppings. The ruins of a man-made building could be made out, the old sulphur works. Then he wrenched his eyes to the remaining enemy.
Hayes stumbled and rolled partway down the slope, and the remainder of the enemy sailors simply threw themselves from the ridge as Hotu roared and fell among them. In a few seconds two of the Rona’s crew lay bludgeoned, and then Damien was in behind the Nga Puhi warrior.
Hotu launched himself bodily at the next man, his feet slamming into the man’s chest and propelling him backwards into a boulder. The sailor collapsed, winded, as Hotu’s patu smashed into his skull with a pulping sound.
Hayes was trying to stand when Damien placed his sword against the man’s chest, and the American sea captain froze. Their eyes met.


I should just thrust.
Except that every other time he’d killed, it had been in the heat of the fight: kill or be killed.
This would be an execution.
He froze, and then a shadow blurred to his right, as a dark shape bulleted from behind a boulder, and the moment was gone. Byron Kikitoa flashed a taiaha blow at his head. Damien swayed, but already Kikitoa had turned the blow into a feint, pivoting and kicking to Damien’s right knee. It struck home. Damien yelped as his knee wobbled sideways and some internal ligament screamed in protest. He tried to keep his balance, tried to raise his blade to parry, when he saw Hayes’s right hand lift — he had a pistol in his fist. Damien jack-knifed as the pistol roared.
The ball gouged a furrow of skin in his forehead. Hotu roared and leapt at Byron Kikitoa, but all Damien saw was Hayes at his feet, now helpless, and the puckered scar that ran across Shui’s jugular flashed before his eyes. He plunged his blade at Hayes as the American teetered on the edge of the drop. The captain’s arms flailed, and he tumbled backwards over the edge, Damien’s blade merely tearing his shirt — and then he was gone.
Damien watched the man roll down a sixty-yard slope and fetch up against a mound of pumice. Then he turned back, and sucked in a breath as Hotu waded into Byron Kikitoa. The smaller youth whirled away, swiping with his taiaha, but the blow catching Hotu on the thigh seemed ineffectual. The Nga Puhi roared in fury and pursued his foe. Below, Damien saw three of the Rona’s crew converge on Hayes and lift him.


Damn!
He stalked to the fallen Venn and rolled the man onto his back. Lifeless eyes stared in glazed disbelief at death.
Just like that, Mr Warlock. One shot. Bet you didn’t think you’d go like that, eh?
There was a document sticking out of his right breast pocket. Damien pulled it out, and swallowed as he realized it was the original Treaty. He thrust it into his back pocket, hoping it would not get more crushed than it already was. Then he went to help Hotu.
 
The wave of fire-demons stormed down the gentle slope towards them, while Asher Grieve cackled. All about Mat, the sailors fired their muskets, but his mind was far away.
Before he had rescued Ngatoro-i-rangi from his imprisonment in Te Iho, he’d been able to contact the tohunga mentally — in fact, Ngatoro had initiated it. Since then, that contact had been much harder. Ngatoro was no longer in suspended animation with his mind running free, for one thing. He had other cares and concerns, other things to concentrate his energies and psychic attention upon. This made contacting him much harder.
But not impossible.
Mat threw back his head and called with his mind, his voice and his heart, pouring all he could into the act. ‘NGATORO!’
His call echoed out across the island, across the waters, like a wave of sound, reverberating through Aotearoa. ‘NGATORO! HEAR ME! PLEASE!’
All over the Bay of Plenty he heard all kinds of things hearken, faces of men, women and even turehu hearing his call, looking to the sky and wondering.
‘NGATORO!’
All the while the fire-demons poured towards them, seemingly unstoppable.
Evie grabbed Mat’s arm and threw a rune stone at the fire-demons, shouting ‘Berkana!’ Stones rippled as if they were water, and the whole island shook. Her strength frightened him, but not as much as the fire-demons did. Stones rattled and slid on the slope, as the tremor ran through their limbs, leaving the demons wobbling like newborn calves. He saw the wall of fire-demons stagger, and waver …
… and then the ground began to rupture, tearing open in gaping fissures, and new vents exploded all about them. The earth frayed like tissue paper, and steam and boiling water gushed up in streams that shot skyward with a ghastly shriek. Everywhere, even more fire-demons burst out about them. He staggered as the ground wobbled and tipped, grabbed at Evie and tried to shelter her, as the stones that had exploded skyward began to rain down again.
 
Damien lunged, slashed and parried in the space of a heartbeat, as Kikitoa flashed about him, a whirlwind of grace and fury. Jeez, he’s fast! Hotu bellowed in disgust and frustration. It was as if the Nga Puhi was fighting in slow motion compared with the league player. Damien began to fear for his new friend. He was forced to lurch away from a flurry of blows, then watch helplessly as Kikitoa spun and smashed his taiaha into Hotu’s ribcage. The Nga Puhi grunted and staggered.


Damien stepped in front of his friend, moving painfully. His knee ligaments shrieked and he was gasping in the noxious air.
Kikitoa struck a fancy pose. ‘Not so cocky now, eh?’ he taunted.
To the left, Hotu came stalking back, a patu and a mere in either hand, his massive chest heaving. He was panting like a roused bull. But Kikitoa was fast, and Damien bet the little shit would use his makutu, too, just like on the league pitch.
Two on one and we’re outnumbered. We gotta tilt this our way, or we’re in trouble … Where’s our backup? He glanced back and saw that Hobson’s men were still fifty or sixty yards away, struggling over the difficult terrain. We’re on our own …
A plan formed. It started with a lunge, just a feint, trying to fence Kikitoa in, to force him to turn his back on Hotu. He bought it, or at least he seemed to, flitting away like a feather, his back to Hotu.
Hotu swung his stone patu at Kikitoa’s head. It should have brained him.
It would have, if not for the earthquake.
Suddenly the ground was shaking like jelly, and they all staggered. Even as Hotu closed in on Kikitoa, the earth began to shelve, cracks opening and sweeping down the slope. Damien was worst affected. Me and my long legs. He lost his footing on the lunge, a thrust meant for Byron’s side merely grazing his back instead. The young makutu’s taiaha cracked him on the right knee, already throbbing from the strained ligaments.
Arghhh! Damien felt the cruciate ligament snap, and the pain was like electrocution. He lost all balance and control as he let out the agony in one shriek, and the shifting earth rose to meet him.
He rolled over, his sword gone. The ground was literally leaping beneath him. He saw boulders shoved up from the ground, shingle flowing like water. Hotu was flailing for balance on a rock that simply lifted, then rolled, the Nga Puhi going under the rock like a man under a train. His cry was lost in the roar of the earth as it caved inwards.
Hotu! Shit, no!
Damien tried to stand, but it was beyond him. The pain was white-hot and maddening. His head swam with nausea. The air seemed composed entirely of sulphur. He tried to pull himself towards the new edge to the cliff, as Byron Kikitoa turned languidly and strolled towards him. The league star picked up Damien’s sword in his right hand as he came, and grinned malevolently.
Oh, no!
‘Say your prayers, white boy.’
 
The only thing to do was to hold on and hope, as the ground beneath them collapsed in on itself. Mat thought he heard men scream, and all about them he could hear hideous yowls, as dust filled his sight and blackened out the sun. Dirt clogged his nose and mouth, and stones battered his back as he shielded Evie desperately beneath himself, trying to erect shields that lasted only seconds before crumbling. It felt like the frozen moments before a car crash. Crushingly inevitable and deadly. But the thudding of rock on earth about him lessened in a few seconds, and the roaring grew less. He tentatively raised his head. From out of the blinding dust barely ten yards away, a fire-demon erupted from the loose-packed rocks and snapped at a fallen sailor, who had no time to move before flaming jaws bit him in half. Then its eye turned on Mat, as it tried to pull the rest of itself from the ground.
A mind touched his. Matiu?
‘NGATORO!’ he shouted desperately. ‘NGATORO — HELP US!’
In his mind’s eye, it was as if the sun suddenly burst through the clouds. Or as if the sky was a face whose eyes suddenly opened. Two eyes, and a visage carved from the ages. The man who’d latched onto Mat as he fled Puarata, and aided him from a place beyond mortal reach, using Mat as his path back to life. A tohunga with blood on his hands, a hard man who dispensed hard justice. A man who’d once sung a spell of death over a whole war-party of his enemies, so that their blood soaked the shores of Motiti, his island home. A man who could call fire-demons from half a world away.
And, maybe, send them back.
Something pulsed through Mat. All about him, the fire-demons were sucked back into the rocks. A torrent of words channelled through his lips as if he were the plug in a power socket. In his mind’s eye it seemed that two men contended in the sky above him: Ngatoro, and another man, an obese, toad-like man he instinctively knew was Kiki, the tohunga makutu Ngatoro had warned him of. Words flashed like thunder and lightning between them, while his own body, racked by these forces, simply floated free of the ground. He was torn from Evie’s grip, lifted by powers stronger than Nature, mightier than gravity. Below him he heard cries of dismay, and the fluted calls of fire-demons as one by one they were snuffed out.
Whether it took minutes or hours he didn’t know. But suddenly the power discarded him, and he was falling backwards from ten feet above the ground. He struck the dust and gravel, and the air belted from him; he choked and gasped, helpless. Despite this, his senses, still enhanced by his contact with Ngatoro, were suddenly aware of all that were about him. Wiri was unconscious, somewhere off to the right. Evie was with him, her body battered by the falling rocks. Donna Kyle was further upslope, standing over the corpse of a soldier, inhaling his blood and trembling all over.
Asher Grieve was walking across the air towards him, his cane lifted, the silver head gleaming like a lighthouse, his face wrathful.
And far above, Damien Meilinck was fighting for his life.
 
Damien moved, as a coil of shadow darted from Byron Kikitoa’s left hand, flowed along his taiaha blade, and tried to snare him. It meant going over the edge. He threw himself into the void, as the earth finally went still.
The fall opened up below him, a rocky slope still alive with slips and rolling stones, dust billowing all about him. But at least he was out of Byron Kikitoa’s reach.
Then gravity seemed to forget him.
He hung in the air, like a fly in a spider web.
Kikitoa smirked as he lifted Damien’s blade and prowled towards him.


 
Mat’s awareness slammed straight back into his own head, as Asher Grieve came at him. He came to his feet, as his fingernails, the gift of Mahuika, shaped flames in his hand. He hurled the incandescent ball at the advancing wizard. Asher slapped it away contemptuously. ‘You know,’ he laughed, ‘the thing that makes me laugh about you “Adepts” is that you don’t know how to use your weapons to kill.’ He bunched his fist, and jabbed his cane towards Mat. Lightning flashed, and Mat found himself dancing in the throes of electricity that crackled through him and earthed in the rubble at his feet. He felt his flesh go to jelly and his muscles simply give out. He folded to the ground, and all but blacked out.
Beside him, Evie, coated in dust, tried to pull herself free. Her hand spilled a rune stone towards Mat, and he somehow caught it as another bolt of electricity tore through him. The bolt jolted him, but the worst of its energy seemed to be sucked into the tiny stone in his hand. The rune stone crumbled to dust as he stared at it, and he wondered how he was still alive.
It was something which evidently puzzled Asher also. ‘Resilient, aren’t you?’ he grunted in slight bemusement. And lifted his hand again.
I’m dead.
‘Father!’ screamed a voice that echoed down the slope. It was a howl of fury that seemed to come from a throat that was no longer human.
Asher twisted, his eyes seeking Donna. He found her, only twenty metres upslope, coated in dust and blood. The blood was not her own. It was caked about her mouth, sucked from the throat of the dead sailor in her grip. A coil of light blazed on her forehead, a twisty spiral pattern that smoked and puckered, the sigil that imprisoned her powers. It seemed to hold, although her nails grew longer, and her teeth were all wrong. More shark than person. She dropped the soldier, and licked her lips.
She went at Asher Grieve like a hell-fury.
Mat staggered to his knees, beyond being able to aid her. He crawled to Evie, and put his hands under her shoulders. ‘Are you OK?’ he asked.
‘Do I look OK?’ she hissed, testily. ‘Help me up, please,’ she added in a plaintive voice, on the edge of tears. She’d lost her patch, and her left orb was white and pulsing.
Above them, he saw a sheet of lightning slam into Donna Kyle. He saw her skin blister, her hair catch fire, her clothing crisp. But she waded into it. She staggered like a child into a hurricane, but she never took a backward step. Perhaps she should have, for Asher was slowly tearing her apart.
‘Don’t make me kill you, Daughter!’ Asher’s voice was hoarse, almost pleading.
On she went, walking the air, bent forward, claws extended.
‘No, Daughter! Remember who you are!’
Mat pulled, and Evie came out from the dirt with a whimper of pain. She winced as she put weight on her left ankle. Maybe sprained. But she immediately drew another tarot card, a queenly figure enthroned: the Empress … Evie slammed it down onto another playing card: the Queen of Spades. As she did, the two cards burst into silvery fire, and her face was washed in brilliant white light. Her hair billowed about her in a silver nimbus and her face glowed, the way Puarata’s face had glowed in the seconds after Wiri had stabbed him at Reinga.
‘Mother!’ Evie shouted. ‘Be free!’
Mother?
Something ran from the blasted cards to the ragged figure of Donna Kyle. Asher Grieve’s flow of power seemed to falter before the implacable approach of his daughter. The sigil of light on her forehead flared and winked out, and her shield flashed into place. She staggered closer to Grieve. But she was still taking a dreadful battering.
Mat looked at Asher Grieve, and read the wizard’s intentions all over his smirking, arrogant face.
The blood was changing Donna, reshaping her. She was part-patupaiarehe now, part-fairy-creature — which meant that she could be entrapped in fresh bonds, just by using her name.
This is the moment that decides all …
He spoke, an instant before Asher did: ‘Edith Madonna Kyle, I make you mine.’ Donna stiffened, as the torrent of lightning and fire about her slowed, and her father gaped, his thunder stolen, his trick trumped. ‘Kill him,’ Mat added bleakly.
Before Asher could react, Donna was on him with teeth and claws. He did not have time even to scream. She ripped at him, blood fountained, and he went down, her atop, savage and wild. They struck the rubble right beside the pool, she tearing at him like a beast.
Mat averted his face. Evie did the same.


Just as Damien gave a wailing cry from high above them.
‘Damien!’ Mat looked up wildly, as his friend leapt from the rim of the crater, and seemed to hang in mid-air.
 
Black, coiling power from Byron Kikitoa’s palm plucked at Damien, snagged him like fish-hooks, and held him in mid-air. He tried to wrench himself free, but could not move. Below and inland, he could dimly make out a few people amidst the steam and smoke and dust and rubble, could hear shrieking, and see a coruscating light. Go team, he wished silently, as footsteps crunched on the rim.
He twisted, praying he was out of reach. He wasn’t. Kikitoa reeled him in. He reached out and plucked the envelope containing the Treaty of Waitangi from Damien’s back pocket. He flashed a triumphant look, pocketing the document himself. All the while, his magical grip on Damien did not falter.
Leaving Damien helpless.
A million things entered his mind. His parents, his sister. Riki, his best friend. Cass. Mat and Evie … He wished them well. God, but it had been a rush just being here, where danger was a thrill — and what was danger if not dangerous?
Byron Kikitoa placed the blade against his chest.
A lunge, perfectly executed.
The numbing shock of a foot of steel bursting through his rib wall, and all the way in.
The seizure, the shock, the way his body convulsed and his throat locked.
The madly beating pump in his breast, and the way it simply stopped.


Darkness, racing in from the side.
The binding fell from his limbs, and he plummeted.
 
‘NOOO!!!’ Mat screamed in disbelief and shock. All else was suddenly forgotten, as he came to his feet. His exhaustion was still there, but something overrode it, something made of grief and fury. ‘NOOOO!’ He ran along the torn floor of the basin, towards the body tumbling down the slope.
A face swam above him. Byron Kikitoa. The league star raised a sword in taunting salute, and then he was gone. Damien’s body slid to a halt, motionless, coated in dust and blood, eyes open, staring upward, unseeing.
‘DAMIEN!’
It was already too late, Mat knew that. He ran and stumbled and slithered and went on, in a sprint to his friend’s side that never seemed to end. Somewhere out beyond the rim, shots were crackling and cannon booming. Men were fighting, dying, but here there was only the agony of being too late, too weak, too far away when it truly mattered.
He threw himself down at Damien’s side, his mind only just beginning to process everything that was happening. He grabbed his friend, no time to check for vital signs, and reached out for the hard, impervious feel of the real world.
If you die in Aotearoa, you’re gone for good.
The change took everything he had left. It was as if he, too, were dying. He sprawled over the body, alone in the world, tears streaming down his face, praying he’d been in time, praying for strength, praying for forgiveness.
I should have trusted Donna enough to free her.


I should have been with Damien.
This is my fault.
The transition from Aotearoa back to his world was painful, rushed and desperate. His world, with its duller hues and fainter scent, formed about them sluggishly. He pushed on, shouting wordlessly.
When he opened his eyes, he found himself alone with Damien on White Island, caked in blood and dust, his cries echoing off the cliffs. They were alone on the island, unspoilt and arid, a pebble on a sparkling turquoise sea.
‘Damien?’ he whispered at the empty face. He could not tell if he’d been in time. There was no pulse. No breath, just blood welling from his pierced heart.
Mat buried his head in the stones, as helpless fury poured out of him, into the uncaring dust.






Guilt and grief
BAY OF PLENTY, MONDAY
Mat lay on the bunk, staring up at the underside of the top bunk, the one he and Damien had played rock-scissors-paper for. If he were cold or hot, sick or well, if he felt anything at all, he couldn’t tell. Numbness seeped through his entire being, body and soul.
The only emotions he felt were guilt and grief.
He’d returned to Aotearoa as soon as he had found the strength. The enemy sloop was gone, taking Byron Kikitoa, Bully Hayes, and his remaining men. They had found the body of Sebastian Venn high on the slopes. Damien’s shot had taken him in the back, right behind the heart. His followers had simply left his corpse as they fled. Asher Grieve’s body they had burned. Or what was left of it.
If Mat extended his senses a little, he could feel Wiri’s solid presence, helping Hobson refloat the ship. In a hold, the sun-blasted thing that was Donna Kyle lay far from the light, undergoing whatever dreadful ordeal a patupaiarehe endured to recover from being burned black. On deck, Evie was sitting alone, staring at her cards and stones and wondering what else she could have done.
Which was what Mat was doing right now.
He imagined Riki’s face when they told him. How the disbelief would erode the welcoming smile, then turn to sorrow. Could he look his friend in the eye, knowing what he knew, about how he’d let them all down?
He pictured Cassandra’s face crumpling in tears.
How would Damien’s family take it? Jones or Ngatoro or someone would intervene, he knew, hiding the reality. Wiri had told him once that when people from the real world died in Aotearoa, the truth was covered up. They’d go the rest of their lives thinking their Damien had died in some kind of accident.
None of us believed this could ever happen to us. Like drunken boy-racers, we thought ourselves indestructible. Immortal. Damien more so than all of us. He thrived on the danger, never truly believing that it could ever throw at him more than he could handle. Death was for other people.
Mat thought of all the times he’d laughed off his parents’ fears for him, that when he disappeared into Aotearoa he might never come back. This time, he’d taken an amazing friend with him, a friend who would now never return.
Damien, clapping and laughing as he led the singing on the Rattlesnake. Crowing about some victory on the gaming console. Kissing Shui to silence her. Striking a fencing pose. Dancing like a maniac at a party. Too alive to die. Too precious to lose.
 


Evie huddled in a corner of the deck, her hands empty, her head wrapped in a scarf that she’d tugged down over her left eye. It was the best she could do — her patch was lost in the rubble of the crater lake. All about, the sailors were fixing things, never-ending tasks. Wood was being sawed and hammered. Ropes were being tied off, and new sails looped to the spars. The tang of blood was in the air from the open-air surgery the ship’s doctor had had to perform on a string of wounded men. Another eight were dead, sewn into canvas below-decks. One of those bags contained the mortal remains of Damien Meilinck. Mat had taken him across to the real world, then brought him back an hour or so later. Dead.
It was morning. No-one had slept that night. Well, maybe a couple of the crew, exhausted by their labours. For Evie, the nightmare of being awake was trumped only by the nightmares awaiting her if she dared to sleep.
She couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to. The stricken look on Mat’s face was all she saw. She couldn’t make it go away. This whole experience had been a dream. A nightmare. She’d wake up soon.
Whenever she’d had problems in her life before, she’d spread her tarot cards or cast her runes, and found if not answers, then at least something to take comfort in. Some sign of hope, some star to follow. It seemed so childish now. A game to delude the heart into thinking there was meaning, when there was none.
If she could have found the courage to rip her left eye from its socket, she would have. If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out. But she wasn’t that brave.


A shadow fell over her, and Wiri crouched beside her. He didn’t look too good. He’d been dug from the rubble, his flesh a mess of welts and cuts and bruises, and burns from the fire-demons that had tried to rip him apart. His skin was more yellow and purple than brown. One eyelid was almost closed, but his eyes conveyed empathy and concern as they looked into her face. ‘Evie, how are you holding up?’
She wasn’t sure how to answer. Language seemed inadequate for the world of pain she was in. Her bad leg and sprained wrist were the least of her traumas. The worst hurts were inside. ‘I’ll live,’ she whispered.
Wiri accepted her words with a nod that acknowledged her courage in speaking them. ‘Evie, I know it’s a lot to ask, but could you go down and see Mat? He needs someone with him.’
She wanted to shy away from it. To say ‘Why me?’ To plead exhaustion, or pain. She knew Mat was in agony, not physically but mentally. What could she say to make it better?
‘Do you even know what you’re asking?’ she whispered.
‘Yes,’ Wiri replied. ‘Yes, I do. If you go to him, you’re putting it all on the line, and you hardly know him. What he’s feeling now, the intensity of it, will either bind you to each other, or tear you apart. I know this. Love in wartime is the most intense kind of feeling there is. You’re scared of that, and that’s understandable. But he needs someone to pull him through, and so do you. You need each other right now.’
‘But … Do you even know who I am?’ She didn’t, not anymore.


‘Yes, I do. You’re Evie, and Mat needs you.’
I hardly know him … I’m only eighteen … I’m not ready for that kind of relationship … And this place you’ve dragged me into is a nightmare … I’m too scared …
And Donna Kyle is my mother …
Wiri gripped her shoulder. ‘Evie, let me tell you two things. One: I’ve never met a finer young man than Mat, nor a better young woman than you. And two: you both have it in you to make something that Romeo and Juliet would envy. I’ve seen love, and known love. I have love. You and he have the courage and goodness and mutual respect to see you through this, and everything else afterwards, if you have the will to seize it.’
She recalled what she’d been told of Wiri. That he’d been immortal, but no longer was, yet still risked his life for what was right. Even though he was a husband and a father now. Did he even realize how much he risked? How much sorrow he asked others to bear, should they mourn him next?
‘You have a wife. And a child,’ she said flatly.
He nodded gravely, understanding the point she made. ‘I do. But I was needed, here. I did what I could. Kelly knows me. She understands.’
‘Does she?’
‘I believe so. She’s not a stranger to this place, and if she’d been here she’d have been in the thick of it, just like Damien. No magical powers, just guts, willpower and animal cunning. She’s stronger than I am, in here.’ He touched his chest.
‘She must love you very much.’
‘And I love her. The risk of losing someone does not diminish love. It just makes every moment all the more precious. We must always have the courage to love. But we cannot let that love diminish our will to do what is right.’
She swallowed deeply. ‘What can I say to him?’
‘Words aren’t important. Being there is. Now, go. Things are going to get busy on deck anyway. Hobson wants to refloat on the next tide, and you’ll just be in the way.’
He stood up, and offered her a hand. Silhouetted above her, he looked like some kind of Maori war god. A protective god, one who cared for his followers. His teeth shone amidst the bruises on his face as he smiled painfully. She took his hand, let him pull her to his feet.
He never asked her about Donna. Perhaps he didn’t know, yet. No-one but she and Donna.
And Mat.
She went below.
 
Mat didn’t turn his head at the soft knock at his door. Evie slipped inside regardless. She looked grimly determined, like a prisoner facing the firing squad. Her cheeks were streaked with tears.
She was both the person he most needed, yet the one he least wanted to see. But when she came and knelt beside the bunk, her head bowed over him, and whispered ‘Hey’, he couldn’t ask her to leave.
‘Heya.’
‘Shove over,’ she told him, and crawled into the tiny space beside him. He gave ground, so that she was pressed against him, her cheek pressed to his, her right eye against his left, her left arm draped over his chest. ‘Don’t say anything,’ she whispered. ‘Just let me stay.’
‘I’m still me,’ she added plaintively.
He didn’t answer, but he didn’t ask her to leave, either.
 
Evie stared out over the sea as the Rattlesnake crawled through the waters. Mat was beside her. They’d not talked, just slept pressed against each other. When she’d needed to get some fresh air, he’d followed her, a silent shadow. His eyes looked bruised.
The sun was falling towards the western hills.
Below-decks, the crew had run huge oars, like the legs of a giant insect, out of the lower cannon ports, and were hauling on them like galley slaves. There was nothing for Evie and Mat to do. She stared at the coastline, afraid of it, irrationally. Afraid of anything that might happen from this moment on.
‘Master Douglas, Miss van Zelle, I trust you are feeling somewhat repaired?’ Will Hobson appeared beside them, wearing his plumed hat and a fresh uniform. His face looked fresh and energized, although his expression was grave. ‘Please accept my gravest condolences. Master Meilinck was a remarkable young man.’
It hurt just to nod and thank the captain. When Wiri came and hugged her, that hurt too. But not so much. Each little act of kindness made it more bearable.
‘We’ll be in Whakatane–Aotearoa in about an hour,’ Wiri told them. ‘We’ll go from there to the other side. We all need to make some calls, and put arrangements in place.’ His face fell. ‘We shall have to try and find Lena, too.’


Evie pulled the remains of her tarot deck from her pocket, and looked at the first card that leapt to her hand. It was an upside-down Sun tarot. ‘Loneliness, and a clouded future,’ she announced in an emotionless voice. She pocketed the card again. ‘Which is still a future. She is alive.’
‘She has to stop running with the wolves,’ Wiri said, more to himself than to her. He turned to Mat. ‘Donna Kyle is asking for you. But you don’t have to see her,’ he added.
Evie watched Mat grimace, and then nod. She touched his shoulder, but he didn’t look at her. ‘I better do it’ was all he said, walking away.
She almost followed, but Wiri put a hand on her shoulder. ‘He’ll be OK,’ he said softly.
‘He’s not OK,’ she replied. ‘He’s not OK at all.’
 
‘You asked to see me,’ Mat murmured.
The thin shape on the bunk shuddered. It was dark, and he didn’t turn up the lantern. Eyes gleamed from folds in blackened skin. The air was rank with the smell of burnt flesh, pus, and the acrid, iron tang of blood. ‘Ahhh,’ she sighed wetly.
‘Is there anything we can bring you to ease this?’
‘A virgin to ravage and drink dry?’ she rasped.
‘Except that,’ he replied, too tired to respond to what might have been humour. ‘You need blood?’
Her voice was desolate when she replied. ‘Yes, I do need it.’ The faint emphasis on the word ‘need’ told him volumes.
‘Is there any way of undoing what you have done?’ he asked.


‘None I know of.’
She sat up, and her hand shot out and grabbed him. The whole arm was charred, the skin broken, blood and fluids seeping everywhere. She had to be in agony. When she spoke again, it was in a furious hiss. ‘If you had spoken for me, they would have freed me, boy. Your friend might be whole, and so might I.’
‘I know.’
Her hideously scarred face swam out of the darkness. ‘Never, ever forget.’
He turned away. ‘Will you heal?’
She shook slightly, and let him go. ‘Yes, I will heal. But Grey might need to behead me instead of the hanging he had planned. Or perhaps he’ll simply string me up in the noonday sun and laugh as I roast?’ She fell back into the shadows with a painful sigh.
He had to ask. ‘Evie says that you are her mother …’
Donna spat painfully. ‘I am.’ She fell silent, but Mat waited. The rest of the story duly followed. ‘The first time I fell pregnant, I miscarried. Puarata almost beat me to death. He wanted a child. So the second time, I kept the pregnancy secret, and had the child while on a mission. I immediately had the child adopted, and destroyed the paper trail.’
Mat closed his eyes, a revolting thought overriding all others. ‘Then she is Puarata’s child?’
‘Of course she is,’ Donna sneered. ‘I wanted to keep her for myself. I wanted her to grow up free of him.’
A child of Donna Kyle and Ranginui Puarata. A nightmare.
‘You blinded her,’ Mat accused.
‘I empowered her!’ Donna shot back. ‘She was good enough for you before you found out whose child she is. Are you man enough to deal with the facts? Or are you still just a boy?’
He hung his head.
‘I thought so,’ the witch sneered. ‘Tell anyone, and she’ll be a target for both sides. So keep your mouth shut.’
He swallowed and nodded.
Donna sniffed and turned her head away. ‘Leave me.’
Mat swallowed. ‘I have your name-bond,’ he reminded her in an awkward voice.
She turned her ruined gaze back to him. ‘You think I have forgotten? At least while you have it, none other may claim it. But I am not your puppet.’
Mat bowed his head. He didn’t want this link to her, but to release it would free her entirely. He turned stiffly on his heel, and left her to the shadows.
Evie was on deck, wanting to talk to him before she, too, spoke to Donna. But he pushed past her and fled. Her face, which had seemed strangely familiar, was now so easily read. She was Puarata’s daughter, and he could not bear to look at her anymore.
 
After all they had been through, the little motel off Domain Road in real-world Whakatane seemed surreal. Spartan rooms with painted walls, tiny single beds, Formica kitchen benches and squeaky linoleum. Wiri arranged a room for himself and Mat, and one for Evie. Mat and Wiri ate together at a café on the main street, but Evie didn’t join them. Mat was glad. He could not bear to be near her right now. Not now he knew the truth. That she was the child of the two worst people he’d ever met. The thought that he’d kissed her and held her now seared his memories.
If Wiri noticed that he and Evie were avoiding each other, he said nothing. But Mat couldn’t avoid her forever. And there were things that had to be said. After the meal, he screwed up his courage, and went and knocked on her door. She opened it with a timid look. ‘May I come in?’ he asked her nervously.
She nodded solemnly. ‘I need to show you something.’ She walked in and picked up her deck of cards.
‘No!’ he protested. ‘Forget the cards. I don’t want to know what the cards say!’
The cards didn’t save Damien. How can I trust them anymore?
She didn’t answer him directly. Instead she pulled a card from the top of the deck, walked to the wall, and pinned it there. It was called The Lovers, and showed a naked man and woman, Adam and Eve in Eden, a dark angel hovering, and above them all a brilliant sun. ‘Watch,’ she said.
The card slowly turned on the wall, until it was upside-down.
Her voice was flat and sad. ‘Inverted, The Lovers card means a lot of bad things. Failure, separation, frustration. Unwise love.’
He clenched his fist, then reached out and pulled the card back upright. It reversed itself again. It wasn’t gravity — the pin was near the top. It was the card, and the powers that moved it. With an angry cry he ripped it from the wall and flung it away. He ached to hold her, and was frightened to. The way she’d looked as she had protected Donna, the way he’d almost seen Puarata’s face in hers, haunted him.


‘It’s just a card!’ he shouted. He had no idea what he meant. He just wanted to shout.
She flinched, but didn’t waver. ‘It’s you. It’s me,’ she said. She sighed and picked up the card again. ‘You’re angry and you feel guilty. You think I might become an enemy. Well, I won’t. If my ancestry gives me power, then it is power I will use for good. I’ve been raised in love, raised to care about others. The people who did that are my real parents, and no-one else!’
‘That’s easy to say — but I knew Puarata. I know Donna. She won’t let you go! And neither will he! He might be dead, but everyone knows who he was. You don’t stand a chance!’
She took a step towards him, holding out her hands. ‘Mat — please! I need your help to get through this.’
‘Yeah?’ He jabbed his finger at the card in her hands. ‘Well, apparently I can’t help you. Find someone else. Go ask your mother!’
She burst into tears, flung the card away, and stumbled to her bath room. He put his hand to his mouth, and finally heard all that he had said. Of course she needs help! She’s just had the worst kind of shock — and all I do is yell at her.
He went to the bath room doorway. Evie was sitting on the bath room floor, her face turned away, her shoulders heaving.
Say something, Mat, you fool!
But he couldn’t. The faces of Puarata and Donna filled his mind the moment he considered it.
He backed away, feeling like a betrayer. The Lovers lay on the floor as he walked out. He scooped it up, and pocketed it. When he got back to his room, he pinned it to the wall, and watched the way it slowly inverted.


 
DANNEVIRKE, FRIDAY
They gathered in an old farmhouse just out of Dannevirke, near the tiny aerodrome from where top-dressers and light commercial flights came and went sporadically. It wasn’t really a farmhouse; in fact, it was an old bar someone had re-sited but never quite renovated. It had been sold recently to a man with connections to Aethlyn Jones. Jones himself was there, haggard and walking with a stick. It made him look a little like Asher Grieve, though warmer and earthier. He’d brought the sobering news that Hone Heke and other prominent chiefs had given Hobson and Grey until the end of the year to recover the Treaty, or a new one would be written — in blood.
Jones had been handling the necessary deceptions as to the cause of Damien’s death. The Meilinck family were mourning the loss of their son in what they believed was a tragic motorcycling accident. Wiri had gone north with Will Hobson, taking a bound Donna Kyle back to the North for the appeal of her sentence. Hobson had sworn to do what he could for her, so perhaps Tama Douglas’s legal work in Aotearoa was not yet done. This new, more dynamic Hobson would not let Grey push him around so easily, either. Things were going to be tense in the North.
An Aotearoa fishing settlement on the Bay of Plenty coast had sent word of a badly mauled girl seen walking out of the surf on the day of the fighting. And on Thursday, Mat’s cellphone had received a simple text message from an unlisted number: <I’m ok. Take care. L>. It was a relief, although Mat didn’t expect to ever see Lena again.
And as for Evie, she had gone home, taking the deadly secret of her parentage with her. Mat had told no-one. He had kept The Lovers pinned to his wall, but it was still inverted.
Mat was sitting outside at a BBQ table made of heavy timber when a car slid to a halt on the gravel drive. Riki and Cassandra emerged, and hurried to Mat.
‘Hey, bro,’ Riki whispered as they embraced. Cassandra wrapped herself around his shoulders and sobbed. Her hair was still close-cropped, but it was slightly longer to meet school regulations. She looked shattered, as if she’d not slept in days. Mat knew what that was like. He saw that she and Riki were holding hands, and felt a twinge of jealousy, although the emotion seemed petty in the face of so much tragedy.
‘How you doing?’ Riki asked Mat.
Mat hung his head. ‘I’ll come right,’ he said, more to himself than to the question. ‘I just wish I’d been closer when it happened. He got too far ahead. If I’d—’
‘Dame was reckless, bro,’ Riki replied quickly. ‘It was part of who he was. No-one could have reined him in. He told me after he missed out on the scrap in Rotorua that next time he got to Aotearoa he was going to really burn it up.’
Mat gulped down a sob. ‘He sure did. You should have seen him. Leading the singing on the ship. And he snogged this Chinese maid in Kororareka so she wouldn’t give us away. He saved us all when these snipers had us pinned. He was fucking amazing, man.’
The whole story came out slowly. Who did what, when. He thought his voice would crack when he spoke of Evie, but he held it together. He kept her birth secret.
‘If I’d freed Donna, maybe she could have taken on Asher, and left me free to overtake Damien. I got it all so wrong …’
‘Mat,’ Riki replied, his eyes for once completely grave. ‘No-one in their right mind would have freed her. No-one! You can’t blame yourself for this, bro. Damien wouldn’t. We don’t. So don’t do this to yourself.’
They sat in silence a while, until the back door opened and Wiri came out, wearing a dark suit. ‘It’s time,’ he called.
 
The service was held at the Lutheran Hall in Dannevirke — Damien’s family could trace their ancestry to the earliest settlers, who were all staunchly Lutheran. It was packed out; Damien had been a popular boy at his high school, and the pews were full of school uniforms. Teachers and pupils spoke about a larger-than-life boy, a smart young man who wasn’t too proud to play the fool. Someone who gave everything in sport, drama class and anything except actual school work. Someone who made them all laugh. Someone who would be missed. His parents were distraught, his sister a sobbing mess surrounded by her friends. There was a pervading sense of tragedy and waste.
Riki spoke for Mat and his friends, about the summers he and Damien had spent together in Gisborne or here in Dannevirke, and the fun they’d had together. He couldn’t speak of Aotearoa, of course, but the echo was there, and when Mat surveyed the congregation he could pick out the interlopers, dressed in modern garb and dotted among the mourners. Marine Sergeant Thomas Carver had come, and a young Nga Puhi toa sent by Hone Heke to pay his respects. Several sailors of HMS Rattlesnake were scattered among the mourners. All had flown down on a secret charter flight, bewildered and amazed by the experience.
When the pastor gave his final blessing, he spoke of dealing with grief, and the apparent injustice of a young life lost. Justice was the theme playing in Mat’s mind, also, as he stared at the casket being carried away. A different type of justice, one that he burned to mete out upon a list of names he recited inside his heart.
Byron Kikitoa. Bully Hayes. Kiki.
A loss for a loss.
Utu.






Living in twilight
DANNEVIRKE AND AOTEAROA, FRIDAY
They waited in Aotearoa, in an old wooden building where a Lutheran pastor gave regular services for the mostly Danish settlers of the area. Bishop Ditlev Monrad had come here in 1866, a distraught and disillusioned former prime minister of Denmark. His nation had just lost the Danish – Prussian War under his leadership, victims of Otto von Bismarck’s ‘blood and iron’. Monrad was guided by Governor Grey to seek land in southern Hawke’s Bay, and thus the settlements of Dannevirke (named after a wartime fortified border in Denmark), Norsewood and Mauriceville were founded. Monrad himself returned to Denmark, but actively helped populate the new settlements with migrants.
In Aotearoa, Dannevirke was a small group of white-painted houses built about a railroad that vanished and reappeared sporadically. A stockade kept dangerous things at bay, and there was an air of self-reliance. The newcomers were welcomed solemnly, and just as politely relieved of their weapons, ‘to keep the peace’.
It was evening, warm and sultry in both worlds. Jones and Mat had brought everyone across, holding each other’s shoulders tight in a small inward-facing circle.
‘I don’t know if I was in time,’ Mat reminded Riki, whose face held too much hope for his liking. ‘If he was already dead before I brought him across, he’s gone.’
‘I know,’ Riki said, but Mat could see he wasn’t really taking it in. He’d already decided.
If it doesn’t happen, he’s going to break into pieces. And if it does … what? Life goes on. The dead don’t.
Jones hobbled up. He’d nearly died in Taupo the year before, and he still looked ill. He looked about the circle of young faces with a grim expression. ‘Listen to me, all of you. We do not know everything about how this works. Some come here, others don’t. It seems to be about many things: family, places, faith and personality. Aotearoa seems to be just one place a soul may be drawn to. And we’re not even sure he did not die in Aotearoa. So please, do not pin too much of your hopes on this.’ He cupped Riki’s chin. ‘Especially you, my friend.’
He didn’t let go until Riki nodded his assent.
Cassandra put an arm around Riki’s shoulders and sat him down on a bench. Mat watched them, thought they looked good together. It made him feel lonely. He felt Evie’s absence painfully, but there was no-one to blame for that but himself. He’d asked her not to come. He supposed she was back with her family now.
All about him, the others chatted, or just snoozed. It was a ritual of Aotearoa, he was told — if someone connected to this land died in the real world, you kept a vigil. Sometimes they came. Other times they didn’t. Wiri was talking to the Nga Puhi warrior in quiet tones. Jones was talking to the sailors. Mat and his friends huddled together, each sick with anxiety, the tension of waiting eating at them all.
‘Hey, shall we play cards or something?’ Riki suggested finally.
Mat shook his head, sick to the heart of cards.
‘OK.’ Riki leant back against the wall. ‘I just want to sleep, really.’ And wake up to find Damien at the door, his expression added. Mat could see the doubts beginning to erode his friend’s confidence, warring with the hope and desperation of seeing Damien reborn. It gave him an insight into why Aotearoa existed at all. Perhaps people could not conceive of no longer existing, so they created a whole panoply of alternatives to that non-existence: reincarnation, resurrections, immortality, Heaven, Hell and all the rest. And the universe heard that need and provided.
But it hadn’t here and now … not yet.
The night went on forever, crawling by, until the sun came up, piercing the dirty windows in shafts of light that lit the floating dust motes and turned them into solid bars of light. Cassandra was awake, playing chess on her tablet, her face lit by the screen. Most of the men were asleep. Jones was smoking in the corner, talking to Wiri. Both of them looked his way when Mat stood. The movement alerted Riki and Cassandra, who followed him towards the door.
The sunlight was intense, warming, dancing on the leaves, gleaming on the white-painted walls of the township, glistening on the dew. The townsfolk drifted past them, tipping their hats politely but eyeing them with the faint wariness that a close-knit community bestows on outsiders. A gaggle of children pranced past them, on their way to school at the hall down the street.
Riki’s face was utterly desolate. Cassandra took his hand and said, ‘We should find some breakfast. We’re all hungry.’ She pulled Riki with her, down the street towards the local tavern. Mat trailed after them disconsolately.
The tavern was on the corner, the smell of frying bacon and ground coffee wafting enticingly onto the street. They went in and looked for a booth.
‘About time,’ came the voice they most wanted to hear, from a dim corner. ‘Where’ve you been?’
 
After the shouting and the hugging and tears and laughter, they clustered into the booth, crowded up against each other, staring about in disbelief. Damien was clad in jeans and a Star Wars T-shirt, with a sword at his side and a pistol in a leather holster. ‘Dunno where they came from, they were just there when I woke,’ he told them.
‘We waited all night for you, man!’ Riki told Damien.
‘Where?’
‘In the church, of course.’
‘The church. Hmmph. Why there?’
‘Uh … because …’
‘Last place I’d show up! I kinda woke up from this weird dream, and I was under this old tree in my folks’ back yard, in the middle of the night. My sister was looking at me from out the window, and we waved to each other. Then the house faded away, and I thought of you guys, and Aotearoa, and then I was in this patch of woods, all on my own. A morepork swooped over and I got it into my head to follow it. Anyway, I got in just as the sun came up, and came here for a bite.’ He patted his pockets. ‘You guys got any local currency?’
They laughed and joshed their way through breakfast, then Wiri and Jones came in and there was more uproar. By now the townsfolk were gathering, and some kind of informal party began as the community rejoiced in gaining a new son. Food and drink were laid on, music struck up.
Marine Sergeant Carver joined the throng, his grim face breaking into a smile as he saw Damien, and he pulled out an envelope. ‘I was told by Cap’n Hobson to give you this, should you come here,’ he told Damien. ‘He asks you to consider joining the Rattler, sir, as my second. The lads would be proud to serve with you.’
Damien grinned, and adopted a confident air. ‘I’m honoured, Sarge. But you realize I’ll get a lot of offers, man of my talents an’ all. I need to consider my future carefully.’
They all laughed, except Mat who looked away, struck by the underlying sadness of it all.
A future … Is that what he really has? Will he ever grow old? Can he have children here? Is it a future Damien has or an eternal present?
There was so much he didn’t know about how Aotearoa worked, stuff he’d never thought to ask Jones. It’d never seemed important to ask these questions before. Aotearoa had been a place to visit, like a tourist in fairyland, not a place one must stay in.
He saw Riki whisper something in Cass’s ear. She laughed and responded. He saw the way Damien’s face fell slightly, as if he sensed that — no matter the intentions, no matter the love that lay between them all — things would not be what they were. He could never see his parents again, or his sister. Spirits of Aotearoa could not stay long in the real world: Aotearoa called them back. He’d never go to class and graduate and become a grown man. He’d never be more than a peripheral part of their lives. He would never quite belong anywhere but in this place. This Ghost World. Forever.
‘Mat!’ Damien said, his voice cracking slightly.
‘Yeah?’
‘Did you get the number of that Chinese maid at Pompallier’s place? She was cute. Shui! And she fancied me, I tell you!’ What his eyes said, though, was: ‘I might not have the life I thought I would have, but I’ll have something, and I’ll take that. So don’t worry about me. I’ll be OK.’
Mat nodded gratefully. ‘Shui! She’ll be waiting for you, man!’
‘She must’ve been short-sighted,’ Riki laughed.
‘Mate, she was gorgeous,’ Damien insisted. ‘Mat’ll tell you. Eyes like emeralds, and the cutest dimples. And she waved me off the dock with a handkerchief. That’s culturally significant, that is. I tell you, she’s mad about me.’
‘The Spanish wave white hankies at losing football teams,’ Jones put in wryly.
‘Yeah, it is her culture’s way of saying: “Sod off, coffee-breath!”’ Riki guffawed. The table erupted into more laughter, Damien loudest, as if volume could bridge the gaps between his future and theirs.
Outside, the tiny community got on with whatever was important to them, in this strange place called Aotearoa where ghosts were not forgotten. For now, they had the present. Soon they would have to part, to go back to lives in two worlds. Some to the stresses and demands of exams and jobs and lives spent dealing with the future. And others to remain, to deal with dwelling in eternal past.
Two worlds, united by tears, and dreams, and hopes. And a few people of both worlds, bearing the burdens and rewards of each. Holding each other up. Carrying each other through the storms because that’s what friends did. Sharing the pain, and sharing the rewards, too, even when they came hand in hand.
Mat closed his eyes and pictured the faces of those he would hunt: Kikitoa, Hayes and Kiki.
Utu: good for good, ill for ill.
Justice: retribution and punishment.
He felt the strength of both beliefs coalesce inside him. It made him tremble with rage, but he would see it through. They had a year to regain the Treaty and prevent all-out war. A year to make things right again.
In his pocket, above his heart, The Lovers card waited, like a barometer of his heart. Right now it was always upside-down, no matter what way he put it into the pocket. It was hard to think of Evie. He missed her lively, pugnacious and precious face. What would he do if the next time he saw her it was contorted with hatred? Could he face it if she became his enemy?
He exhaled, and tried to expel all his tension and fear. It took a long time for the laughter around the table and the love it voiced to buoy him up. But it did.
Good for good.


 
Evie trudged up the path and let herself in the front door. The man and woman she’d kept waiting anxiously scolded her, but then hugged her close and didn’t ask questions. They seemed to think she’d been off on some idiotic escapade with her girlfriends, or perhaps suspected that some boy had led her astray.
It doesn’t matter, she told herself. These are my parents. Blood may be thicker than water, but love is greater still.
But when she climbed into bed and turned off the lights, three faces circled her like planets. The ruined visage of Donna Kyle, the harsh, intense woman who had given Evie life, and shaped it in devastating ways. And Mat’s face, with his torn soul worn on his sleeve. She wished she could reach him somehow. But she knew they lived now in the shadow of a third unseen presence. A man with a carved face and silver hair, whose moon-cold eyes transfixed her where she lay. Puarata, dead, yet still able to blight them all.
My father …
She turned on the light, frightened. With trembling hands she reached for her tarot, and pressed The Star to her breast. Faith and inspiration. Because she needed to believe.






Epilogue: proposal
NAPIER, THE FOLLOWING WEEK
Mat sat at the kitchen table, his head bowed. It was dawn, and he was in his pyjamas. He’d got in to Napier the previous evening, collapsed into his bed and slept. Now it was dawn.
He raised his head when his father sat down opposite and pushed a glass of water at him. ‘So Mat, what happened?’
Mat closed his eyes. He’d been dreading this. Especially as his mother was sitting on the other side of the table, her arms wrapped about herself and shoulders shaking. Neither of his parents looked like they’d slept. Mum had driven down to Napier the moment she’d heard he was back, driving through the night. Tama had clearly told her what he knew, while Mat had been sleeping. Now it was time to reveal the rest.
He considered lying. And discarded the notion. It would be wrong to be so cruel. His parents loved him; they deserved to know the worst. ‘Asher Grieve and Sebastian Venn are dead. But they stole the Treaty of Waitangi, and some of their followers escaped with it.’
Tama looked at his ex-wife. Colleen looked very pale.
This must be what the parents of soldiers go through.
He had to tell them the rest. ‘Damien didn’t make it.’ His voice sounded dead as it filled the silence of the kitchen. Both of his parents knew Damien now. They both liked him. But more than that, it was proof that Aotearoa could be deadly, and that their son could be next. Mat fully expected a tirade from Tama, or a shrieking ultimatum from Colleen, forbidding him to go there ever again.
Neither said a word. They just stared at him, and then Colleen reached around the corner of the table, and pulled him into an awkward embrace. He breathed in the smell of her hair and perfume, and fought tears.
‘Is it over now?’ she whispered. When he shook his head, she began to sob.
An hour of questions and answers crawled by, while the morning sun rose and sent shafts of dirty light through the gauzy kitchen curtains. Just questions about what had happened from Tama, while Colleen dabbed at her eyes and clung to Mat’s arm.
Mat didn’t have the courage to ask the questions he really wanted to. How do you ask your parents if you are really their child? Was my Gift spontaneous, or do I too have a dark secret? He let them go unasked. They would have to wait.
Finally silence fell, and they just looked at each other with hollowed-out eyes and souls.
Eventually, Tama spoke. ‘I suppose you better see this. It came yesterday.’ Tama pulled a piece of paper from the drawer, and pushed it at Mat. It was handwritten, possibly with a quill or an antique fountain pen, and it was entirely in Maori. A flowing, clean script with firm, graceful strokes.
Mat looked up at Tama questioningly. ‘What is it?’
Tama gave a tiny, bleak smile. ‘It’s a marriage proposal.’
Mat felt his jaw drop. His mother gave a tiny cry and her fingernails almost drew blood on Mat’s arm.
Tama tapped the letter. ‘So, who’s Aroha?’






Author’s Note
This story contains a number of real historical personages. A quick précis of their lives follows, but for more information, look them up online or check out a good encyclopaedia or history book. (Michael King’s The Penguin History of New Zealand is especially good.)
 
Governor George Grey is probably New Zealand’s most well-known governor from our pre-independence days. He had two terms as governor, and was a complex man. He took a great deal of interest in Maori culture, compiling one of the first collections of folk tales. In his first term (as New Zealand’s third governor) he gained considerable respect among settlers and Maori alike through ending the fighting in the North with Hone Heke and the Nga Puhi, and restraining the land-grabbers among the settlers, to some extent. His second term was more controversial, as the British had decided to suppress the Kingitanga movement and flooded New Zealand with troops (at the time, Britain’s largest foreign troop deployment). The Taranaki Wars were brought to a successful conclusion, but Grey lost his job for trying to obstruct the removal of the regiments by his superiors in England, who wanted them back home. After a stint in South Africa, he returned to New Zealand and was elected Premier in 1877. His term as Premier is not well regarded, his style being too authoritarian and manipulative, and, after much conflict in Parliament, he called an early election in 1879 and lost power. He retired from politics in 1890, and died in England in 1898.
 
Captain William Hobson is most well known as the first governor of New Zealand. He was unwell at the time, and died soon afterwards from a stroke. The Treaty was hastily drafted, but nevertheless remains the closest thing New Zealand has to a constitution, vaguely worded though it is. Hobson found dealing with politics and the press far more difficult than the unquestioning obedience of the navy: his term as governor was troubled, and his management of the nation’s affairs weak and muddled. He had, however, been a fine naval commander, serving in the Napoleonic Wars (he was part of the flotilla that took Napoleon into final exile), and having a dashing period of fighting pirates in the West Indies, where he was captured and escaped twice, and fought off yellow fever three times. It was these illnesses that weakened his eventual ability to deal with the governorship in New Zealand.
The phrase ‘Hobson’s Choice’ — ‘this or nothing’ — has nothing to do with Captain Hobson: it comes from a stable-owner in England, Thomas Hobson (1544–1631), who drove a hard bargain.
 


Hone Heke is famous for being a rebel against the British in early New Zealand. He was, however, instrumental in ensuring the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi took place, as he saw the Treaty as being advantageous to his tribe. When the perceived advantages did not eventuate, he rebelled, and repeatedly cut down the flagstaff at Kororareka. During the largest assault, the town itself was almost completely destroyed by fire. Heke eventually reached terms with the British, but died of tuberculosis soon afterwards. He is remembered as a clever and articulate chief, with great personal magnetism, but highly volatile. He remains a hero to some and a villain to others; one of New Zealand’s most colourful characters.
 
Bishop Jean Baptiste Pompallier was the first Roman Catholic Bishop of Auckland. He was a prominent figure in early New Zealand, leading the Catholic missionary effort in rivalry to the Anglican missionaries of the British. The strong association of Church and Crown meant that he was often at loggerheads with the British leadership. He died in France after returning there in his old age, but his remains have since been re-interred in Motuti, Northland.
 
William ‘Bully’ Hayes was a scandalous figure, an American with a reputation for shipping illegal labour and skipping port to avoid debt. He operated in the South Seas in the 1850s, alleged by some to engage in piracy on the side. He settled for a time in Arrowtown as a taverner in the 1860s, later moving to Nelson and Christchurch. He was murdered by a crewman in 1877 in Micronesia.
 


Also appearing in this story was Judge JS Williams, a real-life judge of early New Zealand, who was entrusted with the trial of Minnie Dean, the only woman to receive the death penalty in New Zealand. James Freeman was a real-life personage, too, his reputation somewhat scandalous. Also Tamure, a possibly mythic tohunga of the Waikato, and his daughter (I couldn’t find her name; in the re-tellings I found references only to ‘Tamure and his daughter’, so I went with ‘Aroha’). They are credited with killing the evil tohunga makutu Kiki, who also makes an appearance in this tale. And regular readers will know of Puarata; for newcomers, read ‘The Wooden Head’ legend — and my first novel, The Bone Tiki, of course!
 
The New Zealand Warriors is a real team competing in the National Rugby League, the only team outside of Australia to do so. In no way do I believe they would knowingly let a nasty piece of work like Byron Kikitoa into their team, if they knew what he was really like. Nor would they accept investment from someone like Sebastian Venn if his true colours were known. Go the Warriors!
Everyone else appearing in this story is fictional.






Glossary
There are a few Maori words used in this story and its prequels. Most are explained in the text, but here they are with a definition.
Please note that there are subtle variations of Maori usage in different regions of New Zealand. The definitions, below, are based on those given in PM Ryan’s Dictionary of Modern Maori (Heinemann, 4th edition, 1994; republished as The Raupo Dictionary of Modern Maori, Penguin, 2008).
 
Aotearoa: The traditional Maori name for New Zealand, although it did not assume wide usage until the Europeans arrived. It roughly translates to ‘land of the long white cloud’. In the story I have used the word to signify the ‘ghost world’ of New Zealand mythology, history and spirits.
 
Haere ra: ‘Farewell.’
 
Haka: A traditional Maori dance. We mostly think of it as a war-dance, which is a sub-type of haka called a peruperu and is performed by warriors as a challenge to enemies prior to battle. However, a haka can also be performed in celebration or to entertain, and not just by men. Different tribes have their own haka.
 
Iwi: A tribe or race of people.
 
Kehua: One of the many terms for a fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘kehua’ denotes spirit-goblins that can animate earth or wood, appearing as clay-like goblin creatures. Only about sixty centimetres tall, they are more mischievous than evil, but might be enslaved by a tohunga makutu for evil purposes.
 
Koru: A carved spiral pattern based upon the unfurling fern frond. It symbolizes new life, growth, strength and peace. The koru is a common motif of Maori art.
 
Makutu: Evil magic.
 
Mana: Prestige, or charisma, or honour, or dignity, or all of these virtues; mana encompasses the personal qualities of leadership and pre-eminence within a tribe and people.
 
Manaia: A mythological creature, also a sea horse, and a common motif in Maori carving. In the Aotearoa of this story, I have used the word to denote sea-taniwha, of a more elemental nature than the lake and river taniwha encountered elsewhere in the series.
 
Maori: A Polynesian race that settled New Zealand, probably from around 800 years ago (the timing is unknown and somewhat controversial). They settled primarily in the North Island of New Zealand, and on adapting to the cooler lands, thrived and multiplied until the coming of the Europeans after Cook’s journeys in the late eighteenth century. The nineteenth century saw increasing European settlement and conflict, until Europeans dominated numerically, and colonized the country.
 


Marae: The central place of a Maori community. In a pre-European settlement, it was the central area of a village, and contained the meeting halls and central courtyard where social gatherings and events would occur. In the modern world, a marae is often in the countryside, and will contain a meeting hall and lawn outside for gatherings on special occasions and the funerals of noted community members.
 
Mere: A traditional Maori club, which could come in many forms and be made from stone, bone or wood. The term patu also means club. For the purposes of this story, I have used the word ‘mere’ to denote blunt, heavy clubs which would be used to bludgeon an enemy, and I have used ‘patu’ to denote lighter-edged clubs which would slash an enemy.
 
Moko: A traditional Maori tattoo. Maori have a strong tradition of tattooing and this can cover much of the body, including the face. The patterns and motifs are strongly traditional. The carving of moko was a very painful ordeal, and formed part of the rites of passage of a young man or woman of rank — the more moko one had, the more mana and rank was implied.
 
Pa: A fortified village. Pa were normally found on hill tops, encircled by several rings of wooden palisades and, once guns became widespread, also entrenched.
 
Pakeha: Traditionally, a Maori term for foreigners, although these days it has come to mean New Zealanders of European descent (primarily British, but also Continental Europeans such as Germans, Dutch and Scandinavians).
 
Patu: A club — see ‘mere’.
 
Patupaiarehe: One of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘patupaiarehe’ denotes pale-skinned, red-haired vampire-like creatures, which are dangerous to men.
 
Piupiu: A flax kilt.
 
Pohutukawa: A large coastal tree. Its red flowers appear around December, so it is often called the New Zealand Christmas tree.
 
Pounamu: Greenstone — a jade found in New Zealand, often used for the most precious ornaments.
 
Pou-kapua: A carved ceremonial post.
 
Rangatira: The chief of a tribe.
 
Ruanuku: A wizard; as in ‘tohunga ruanuku’. Unlike a tohunga makutu, a tohunga ruanuku’s magic is more wholesome, and not aligned to evil.
 
Taiaha: The traditional Maori long-club. A taiaha looked a little like a spear with a carved point, but this was deceptive. It was not a spear, and was never thrown. In fact the ‘point’ was the handle, and the thick haft of the weapon was the striking part. It was used more like a two-handed sword, and had a tradition of fighting moves associated with it. In combat, the pointed end was often used to apply the coup de grâce to a stunned opponent.
 
Tangata whenua: The People of the Land. The term can take a wide meaning such as all Maori, or a narrower view such as the people of a certain region. It implies a right to dwell upon that land.
 
Tangi: A Maori funeral, which can last for several days, depending upon the importance of the deceased.
 
Taniwha: A taniwha is generally seen as a protective spirit, associated with (especially) waterways, but also with other natural landmarks like caves and hills. Taniwha commonly appear in tales as giant lizard-like creatures, or massive serpents. They are also associated with great white sharks (mako-taniwha). They are sometimes hostile, sometimes protectors of a village or place.
 
Te Reo: The Maori language. There are many tribal variants around a core language.
 
Tiki (or hei-tiki): A tiki is a carving of a primal human form, usually male. Tiki are worn as a neck pendant, and can be made from wood, bone or stone. They have a great deal of cultural significance and mana, and are often treasured artefacts passed down through the generations.


 
Tipua: One of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘tipua’ denotes small, wiry, pale-skinned, goblin-like creatures, about a metre tall, with primitive weapons, living in wild places and mostly hostile to men.
 
Tiriti: Treaty.
 
Toa: A warrior.
 
Tohunga: A Maori priest or wise man (they were always male), similar to a druid or shaman. The tohunga preserved tales, legends and genealogies, and were the cultural repositories of their people. They were also looked to for guidance in astrology and as intercessors with the gods, and appear in legends as powerful ‘wizards’ with magical powers, some good and some evil. The term can also cover experts in skilled traditional fields like carving, navigation and canoe-making. The term tohunga makutu denotes a tohunga who uses black magic.
 
Turehu: One of the many terms for fairy or goblin in Maori mythology. For the purposes of this story, ‘turehu’ denotes shape-shifting creatures, who appear goblinesque in their natural form. They are mischievous, and might be dangerous if antagonized, but are friendly if respected.
 
Utu: A Maori concept of justice, revolving around dealing with another in accordance to how they treat you — ‘good for good, ill for ill’.
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