

[image: cover]




WAKE


Elizabeth Knox is one of New Zealand’s leading writers. She is the author of ten novels, including The Vintner’s Luck (longlisted for the Orange Prize 1999) and The Dreamhunter Duet, which Stephanie Meyer called ‘like nothing else I’ve ever read.’ Elizabeth was made an Arts Foundation Laureate in 2000 and an Officer of the New Zealand Order of Merit in 2002. She lives in Wellington with her husband, son, and three cats. Visit the author at www.elizabethknox.com




ALSO BY ELIZABETH KNOX


After Z-Hour (1987)


Treasure (1992)


Glamour and the Sea (1996)


The Vintner’s Luck (1998)


The High Jump: A New Zealand Childhood (2000)


Black Oxen (2001)


Billie’s Kiss (2002)


Daylight (2003)


The Love School: Personal Essays (2008)


The Angel’s Cut (2009)


for young adults


Dreamhunter (2005)


Dreamquake (2007)


Mortal Fire (2013)




WAKE


ELIZABETH KNOX


 


 


 


[image: Illustration]



 

 

CORSAIR

First published by Victoria University Press, Victoria University of Wellington, PO Box 600, Wellington

First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Corsair, an imprint of Little, Brown Book Group

Copyright © Elizabeth Knox 2013

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-47211-753-3 (trade paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-47211-792-2 (ebook)

Corsair

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DY

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk



 


 


 


Only one ship is seeking us, a black-


Sailed unfamiliar, towing at her back


A huge and birdless silence. In her wake


No waters breed or break.


Philip Larkin





PART ONE






 


Later, when people talked about the fourteen, they called them survivors. It wasn’t strictly true. All but one arrived after the deadly moment. They came alone or in pairs, some with their heads up and their eyes on the smoke.


Constable Theresa Grey had spent the morning helping break some bad news to a woman in Motueka about her teenaged daughter. It had been Theresa’s job to hold the woman’s hand, which she did, leaning forward, knee to knee, for over an hour. Then the woman’s brother arrived, and the detectives thanked Theresa for her support, and sent her off.


As she drove, her grip on the steering wheel gradually erased the ghostly sensation of that stricken woman’s hands. She began to feel better, to come alive to the drive and the sunny weather.


Then she got a call from the dispatcher at Nelson Central police station. ‘We’ve a mayday from a helicopter flying out of Kahukura Spa,’ said the dispatcher. ‘Four on board. I’ll give the spa a call and get back to you.’


Theresa pulled out, and accelerated. She passed a milk tanker and a Holden Captiva and glided back into her lane. She hit her siren and—because she was looking for it—spotted the smudge of smoke while still on the straight before the cutting that crossed the bluff west of Kahukura Bay. Theresa reached the cutting, and the smudge vanished behind the frothy white screen of apple blossom along the ridge of Cotley’s orchard.


She picked up her radio again and tried to raise the community constable in Kahukura. Then she tried the dispatcher. No one responded.


Theresa was a young police officer, but she had initiative. She figured that if a helicopter got into trouble shortly after leaving the spa, it might try to put down in the clearing around Stanislaw’s Reserve—300 hectares of old-growth forest enclosed in a state-of-the-art predator-proof fence. Sixteen of the world’s 140 remaining kakapo nested in Stanislaw’s Reserve—the rest were on an offshore island in the far south. Theresa’s friend, Belle Greenbrook, was a ranger at the reserve, and rangers carried radios.


Theresa got lucky; Belle answered right away. ‘Belle? We’ve a helicopter down. I’m at the turn to Cotley’s Road and I can see smoke. I’m pretty sure it’s coming from the field above the spa. Over.’


Belle said that she was by the east gate, with her chainsaw, clearing a fallen branch from the fence. She reckoned that, if she cut up over the ridge and ran to the main gate where she’d left her quad bike, she could be at the wreck in twenty minutes.


Theresa dropped the radio and put both hands on the wheel to take the long horseshoe bend. She was aiming for the bypass, which would take her straight to Kahukura Spa. The spa’s driveway would offer the quickest route to the crashed helicopter.


But when she reached the bypass, Theresa saw fire in the far perspective of Kahukura’s main road. She ignored the turnoff and floored the gas. Houses, hedges, churches all poured past her windows while she peered into the seething knot of oily, orange flame.


A woman ran out into the street in front of the car. Theresa braked, and her seatbelt clutched her so forcefully that she was grateful for the padding of her stab-proof vest.


The woman didn’t swerve, or cringe, as the car bore down on her, slid to a halt, and was overtaken by a drift of smoke from its own tyres. She didn’t seem to see the car. She wasn’t screaming, or crying, only fleeing. She was naked from the waist up, and her arms were marked by red notches.


Theresa jumped out and raced after the woman. She caught hold of her. The woman’s skin was cold with shock, and slippery with blood. The V-shaped wounds on her shoulders and upper arms were as much bruised as bloody, and identical, as if inflicted by the same weapon. It looked like they’d been made with one of those can piercers from a standard bottle opener.


Theresa looked about for an assailant, but the only people in view were a couple in the driveway of a house back down the road. They were locked in a passionate kiss, holding each other’s heads. It wasn’t an open-air, mid-morning kiss, and Theresa felt faintly embarrassed. In a moment she’d have to go interrupt them to ask if they’d seen anything. But first she must look after the injured woman.


The woman let Theresa lead her back to the patrol car. Theresa popped her trunk, grabbed a bagged rescue blanket, and used her teeth to tear the bag open. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, ‘I’ve got you. You’ll be fine.’


A dog ran from a property down the road, stopped beside the lip-locked couple, and barked at them. Then it flattened its ears and backed away, trembling.


Theresa wrapped the woman, and ducked her head to meet her eyes. ‘You’re safe now.’


There was a sharp concussion of an explosion in the fire up the road. Theresa flinched, but the woman didn’t react at all. She just stared at Theresa, apparently intent. Only she wasn’t meeting Theresa’s eyes. Her gaze seemed to focus on the air millimetres from Theresa’s skin, as if caught on the tip of each hair—the hair lifting all over Theresa’s body.


Theresa became aware then of sounds below the roar of the fire, and the skirling alarms of trapped and wounded cars. Unaccountable, frightening noises were coming from behind her, on both sides of the street. She heard a hissing, as if someone were busy spraying weeds, followed by a deep flutter, like a wind-baffled bonfire. There were thumps, smashes, a squealing noise, and the sound of someone gasping for breath. But there were no screams, no cries for help.


Theresa glanced again at the couple. Their heads were still pressed together, grinding and working. Theresa saw that their cheeks and necks were smeared and dark.


In the house nearest Theresa a scuffle broke out. Two men tumbled from an open screen door and commenced belting each other, neither of them making any attempt to block the other’s blows.


Theresa told the injured woman to stay where she was. Then she went to the secure box in her car, punched in the code, and removed her pistol. She clipped its holster to her belt. Never before in her professional life had Theresa had to get out her gun.


She hurried into the yard, and tried to grapple the brawling men apart, using her hands and her baton. It wasn’t clear which of the two was the aggressor, but one was taking a real beating, and was bleeding from both ears. He continued to fight, fearlessly and insensitively.


Theresa yelled at them to stop. She tried to haul the stronger man away. His arms were as hard as wood, his body solid, hot, clenched all over and slick with blood—far too much to have come from just his own injuries. Theresa’s hands slithered off him. She lost her balance, and came down hard on one knee.


Once she was down, both men turned on her. Without exchanging a look, they simultaneously ceased hitting each other and began pummelling Theresa instead.


She scrambled away, dropped her baton, and drew her gun. She pointed it, swinging the barrel back and forth between them. ‘That’s enough! Don’t come any closer!’


But they didn’t even glance at the gun. They looked through her, as if she were an obstacle they meant to trample over to get at something promising that lay beyond her, something more worthy of their pitched savagery.


Theresa risked a backward glance. The injured woman was standing right behind her. She had followed Theresa, trailing the rescue blanket like a queenly mantle.


Theresa gasped. ‘Jesus!’ She scrambled to her feet and lunged at the woman, meaning to haul her off, throw her in the patrol car, and flee. That’s what Theresa was thinking: she had to pull back somewhere safe and call for help. Lots of help.


But she only managed a few steps before one of the men barged her. Theresa sprawled on the grass, and the men began to kick her. She pushed the injured woman away from her, and flipped over onto her back. Her boots connected with someone’s legs, and the kicking stopped. Theresa raised her head and held the gun out before her again. From the corner of her eye she saw the empty rescue blanket floating away over the lawn, bundling up the sunlight. The weaker of the two men was in flight, pushing his way through a hedge. But the other had got hold of the injured woman. And they were both giggling—sly, silly giggles. Then the man began to shake the injured woman, violently.


Theresa clambered up. She shouted, ‘Stop that or I will shoot you!’ She issued her warning. She followed her training. But no one had ever told her about the blank bit of human hesitation, of unwillingness, that appeared before her then. A gap between procedure familiar to her, and procedure she hadn’t yet had to follow. She had to act to save the woman. But the idea of hurting the man filled her with a terrible queasiness. It was as if she were about to shoot herself.


Theresa stepped towards the man. Again she shouted her warning.


The shaking continued, and the injured woman’s sweat-soaked hair bounced around her smirking face. Theresa tried one-handed to snatch her free, but the man kept moving like a machine, his limbs greasy and as inexorable as pistons.


In the pause where Theresa ran out of bearable options, she glanced once more at the other man, who was crawling away across the neighbours’ lawn. He was on his hands and knees. But he wasn’t walking on his palms. Instead his wrists were bent inward, and he was moving forward pressing the backs of his hands to the grass.


Theresa stopped shouting. Her breath left her in a grunt. Her arms sagged. Her body was in shock, but a small voice in her mind made itself heard. It said, ‘Who does that?’ Behind her shock a deeply rational and analytical part of her was trying to make her attend to something more important than simply what she should do next. It was telling her that she was in lethal danger, and that her own death wouldn’t be the worst of it. And of course she sought confirmation for her feeling. She glanced at the kissing couple.


They weren’t kissing. Their lips and noses were in red strings and tatters, and still they kept pushing mouth to mouth, their bared teeth biting.


Theresa’s arms came up. She stepped forward, jabbed her gun against the man’s shoulder, and pulled the trigger.


He staggered back, but he didn’t release the injured woman. Instead he used his good arm to grapple her closer, opened his mouth and sank his teeth into her scalp, like someone taking a big bite of an apple.


Theresa leapt at him. She pressed the muzzle of her pistol to his temple, and pulled the trigger.


He was at her feet, his head served on a bed of his own brains. The woman rolled free.


Theresa holstered her gun. She thought, ‘He didn’t look at me. He didn’t even see me coming.’ She picked up the woman, who immediately began to struggle.


‘It’s all right,’ Theresa said. She half-carried the woman to her car, and laid her on the back seat. She leaned on the woman while fumbling at the buttons of the radio. But there was only empty static as she cycled through the frequencies looking for people she knew must be there—Kahukura’s community constable, the dispatcher in Nelson, other emergency services.


The only open channel was to Belle. ‘Tre? What’s happening?’ Belle said, then, ‘There are fires on Haven Road. Over.’ She sounded desperate.


‘Where is everyone?’ Theresa said.


The woman stopped thrashing and began to claw at her own face. Theresa had to drop the radio to catch her hands.


For the next minute Theresa fought to keep the woman still. She spoke to her softly. The woman was making vacant, inarticulate sounds. Blood glistened in the join of her lips. She was gnawing her own tongue.


Theresa cast about for something to slip between her teeth. A sunglasses case might do. She popped the glove box, found the case, and, holding the woman tightly with one arm, she tried to slip the soft plastic between her chomping jaws.


In a nearby house a window shattered. An old man slumped through it, skewering his throat on the shards left in the frame. He moved only feebly while his blood unfolded like a concertinaed red banner down the weatherboard wall.


Theresa reached for her radio again. She held it to her lips and depressed the talk button, but she couldn’t speak. It was as if she were taking a sip of static—putting a pump bottle to her lips and tasting only air. She had ducked down below the level of her car windows. The only people she could see were those near her—the man she’d shot, and that one across the way, still gasping on his hook of glass, and the couple, head to head, slow-dancing on their patch of blood-soaked grass. No one else. Nothing new was happening in Theresa’s ambit, but she was still desperate for things to stop, to pause. She wanted to find herself and figure out what she should do—what she could do.


Theresa dropped her radio and concentrated on the woman. She held the sunglasses case in place, pressing down her tongue. She kept up her quiet reassurances, staring into the woman’s eyes. Those eyes were mad and spiteful; the woman’s nostrils vibrated with fury. Then, all at once, her eyes flicked sideways, and froze. She stopped struggling. Her face went stark, her body stiff.


Theresa pulled her straight, and began CPR. The woman’s mouth was clamped shut, so Theresa breathed into her nose. But the woman seemed to be holding her breath. Her lungs were full, her chest taut. Theresa shouted, ‘Please!’


The woman’s chest suddenly collapsed, and she went limp.


Theresa pumped at her sternum. She breathed into her bloody mouth. But nothing worked. The woman was gone. Theresa gathered her, held her tight, and looked over her bowed head, out the car windows, and through its open door. Looking didn’t help. She wasn’t able to check for danger. Everything was melting. For long minutes everything was melting.


Theresa was startled back into the moment by an explosion. She flung herself off the body and out of her car. She took off, striding away along the centre line, leaving her car with its doors open and lights flashing. She scanned the road for danger as she went. She felt like a nervy animal, rather than an upholder of public order.


There was a garage on fire in one property, and through the open front door of the house Theresa saw a heavy shadow swinging in the hallway. She paused, paralysed not by fear, but by the conflict between that and her sense of duty.


As Theresa hesitated, a cavalcade of runners emerged from a cross street ahead of her. The younger, fitter ones at the front, others trailing. But however spread out the runners were, they were going the same approximate pace, flat out, the group as cohesive as a school of fish. Some were barefoot. One was in pyjamas and a dressing gown. Two bringing up the rear were dragging objects that bumped and bounced along in their wake. One man had a small dog on a lead—no longer alive. The other had a child. He was hauling the child along by his ankle. The boy’s other leg was doubled back under him, his hip dislocated.


Theresa surged forward, gun pointed. She yelled a challenge—a wordless, simian roar.


But then a letterbox lunged at her. She sidestepped, and the box fell as far as it was able to, still attached to its pole, and followed by the body of the man who’d head-butted it out of its concrete footing, the man who had rammed his head into it as far as it could go. The man fell to his knees, hunched over the fallen box as if it were downed prey. He braced his shoulders and continued to push. The sides of the letterbox creaked and bulged, the man’s ears doubled over, and—that resistance overcome—his whole head plunged into the distorted box, passage lubricated by blood.


Theresa saw that the man was wearing a postie’s bright red and yellow uniform, and mail harness, though he’d lost his mail sacks.


He was a postie. A postie posting himself head first into a letterbox.


Theresa’s face went numb. Her ears stopped working. And the two men who’d peeled off the rampaging group were nearly on her by the time she noticed them.


She raised her gun, but wasn’t able to bring it level before the first man reached her. She didn’t remember pulling the trigger, but the gun went off. She didn’t hear the shot, only felt its kick. The bullet went into the attacker’s leg and smashed his thigh bone. She didn’t hear that either, but glimpsed powder burns, parted flesh, wet bone.


The man’s momentum carried him along the road, head over heels. Both he and the recoil knocked Theresa off-balance, and, because of that, the second attacker overshot his mark. He swiped at her in passing, then slowed and doubled back. The maimed man was struggling up, dragging his smashed leg.


Theresa regained her balance and bolted. She’d spotted an avenue of escape, a high boundary fence—one of those double-thickness ones with a flat top. She saw how close to the eaves of its house it came. Theresa scaled the fence, planted her heavy soled boots on its top, and sprinted along it. She made the leap from the fence to the roof, and her free hand caught hold of the ventilation pipe of a toilet cistern. She grappled with her other hand, the gun scoring the coating on the steel roof tiles. Showers of volcanic grit fell past her as she swung a knee up onto the roof. The PVC guttering shattered.


Theresa clambered up to the spine of the roof, straddled it, and pointed her gun back the way she’d come.


Her pursuers had lost interest. They didn’t even linger looking up at her, like dogs that have treed a cat. They just departed, one at the same breakneck pace, though not in pursuit of his group. The other dragged himself across the road to join the postie, who had finally torn the letterbox from its stand and, blinded by it, had blundered into a front garden rockery. The maimed man took the postie’s hand. He did it gently, and for a moment Theresa thought he might lead the postie out of the shrubs, and onto more even ground. But instead the man brought the postie’s hand to his mouth, as if about to kiss it gallantly. He pressed the postie’s fingers to his lips, then commenced to savage them.


Theresa’s spread her knees and dropped her head, shaken by a bout of retching. Everything went black. She was going to tumble off the roof. She clapped her free hand onto the ridge, and her fingernails prised more grit from the tiles. She put her gun down and planted her foot on top of it. Then she held on for dear life, fighting her own plummeting blood pressure. She tried to slow her breathing. ‘I’m hyperventilating,’ she thought. Then she made herself say it out loud. She might not be a police officer armoured with procedure anymore, but she was still a human being, with language.


There were no cries for help. That was the thing. Theresa had seen injuries, aggression, atrocities, self-mutilation, but had heard nothing from any of the victims or perpetrators. Nothing articulate or expressive. No matter how hard she strained her ears, Theresa couldn’t hear anything human.


After a while she gingerly lifted her head. From her vantage point she could see over the rooftops of the houses on Beach Road. She couldn’t see the beach, but further out was a trawler, coming into the bay, trailing a wedding veil of hungry gulls. It was such an everyday sight. Theresa stared at it for a time, resting her mind. Then she scanned the settlement: the billows of smoke, seemingly solidifying in the windless air; her patrol car in the fringe of the haze, lights flashing red, white, and blue. She peered hard at every corpse, checking for signs of life—not because she hoped to help anyone, but only to see whether they still presented any danger.


The postie was on his knees now, so tranquil that he seemed to be at prayer, his hands an offering to the maimed man and his voracity. The dragged child had been abandoned at the end of a trail of gore. And the running people had run on.


A block ahead, just before the road rose and forked for the bypass, Theresa caught sight of a man walking down the centreline. He was carrying a woman in his arms. There was something about the way he was moving, something less absorbed than the people Theresa had seen so far. He had a contradictory look of effort and aimlessness that seemed somehow normal. The others had been energetic and zealous—they’d moved as if they had places to be and urgent things to do.


Theresa stayed still and watched the man come. Once he was close she saw that he was a rangy fellow with thick silver hair and reddened, bright blue eyes. The woman in his arms was bonelessly limp.


Theresa called out to him. ‘Hey!’


He spotted her, then glanced at the patrol car. He had been looking for her. He’d come to find the emergency services.


Theresa called out, ‘Don’t move. I’ll be right down.’


He crouched and laid the woman on the ground.


Theresa slithered down the gritty roof, hung off its edge for a moment and dropped onto the lawn. She strode towards the man and he got up quickly, holding out his hands in a gesture of fearful supplication.


She went briskly past him and waded in among the rocks and flowering shrubs. She went right up to the man feasting on the postie’s fingers, and shot him in the head. Only after she’d shot him did she say to him, ‘Stop that.’ Then, ignoring his victim, she went back to the couple on the road.


Theresa hunkered down and put her fingers on the woman’s neck. The woman’s skin was cool already. She turned to the man. ‘What’s your name, Sir? Mine is Theresa—Constable Grey.’


‘Curtis Haines. This is my wife, Adele.’


‘Are you injured, Mr Haines?’


The man shook his head. He sat down on the road, and pulled his wife towards him so that her head lay in his lap. ‘A woman back there in the antiques shop—she’s dead too.’ He stopped speaking and his throat worked.


Theresa knew she should ask for details. She was scared of the bleak, faraway look on his face—but she’d have to write all this up eventually.


This brief moment of forward planning came to an abrupt end, punctuated by a clang, as the postie collapsed, and his metal-encased head impacted with a rock.


‘Mr Haines, I’m sorry,’ Theresa said, ‘but right now I’m reluctant to hear what you have to say.’


He nodded. He understood.


She unhooked her radio from her vest and put it down on the road to fiddle with its dials.


Curtis Haines said, ‘You have a black eye and a cut on your cheek. You need first-aid.’


‘Maybe later,’ Theresa said, as though he’d offered to buy her a drink.


‘That would be easier if you’d use both hands.’


Theresa’s hand had been clenched for so long that blood had set like mortar between each finger. She laid the pistol down, giving it a little shake to loosen it. With two hands free she was better able to manage her radio. She reached Belle.


‘Oh, thank God,’ said Belle. ‘No one survived the helicopter crash. Where are you?’ There was a forgetful hesitation, then, ‘Over?’


‘Belle, I want you go back into the reserve and lock the gate. Keep out of sight. I’ll be up to get you as soon as I can. Over.’


‘Tre,’ said Belle, ‘what’s going on?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘So—you haven’t got things under control?’


Theresa looked at Curtis Haines. He just stared back, his hands wandering over his wife’s silky grey bob.


Theresa tried to pull herself together. In her best, steely, police officer voice, she said, ‘Just do what I say, Belle. Over and out.’


A truck horn sounded somewhere to the west.


‘I should probably check that out,’ Theresa said to Curtis. Then she routinely attempted once more to raise anyone else. There was nobody. She clipped her radio back onto her vest, got up, and stooped to gather Adele Haines’s legs in her arms. Curtis took Adele’s shoulders and together they lifted her.


‘Shall we use your car?’ Curtis said.


Theresa didn’t want to retrace her steps. For a moment she was lost in blank indecision. She only came back when Curtis spoke. He told her that his car was the Volvo up the road, opposite the hairdresser. ‘If that’s better,’ he said, and she heard the kindness and concern in his tone.


They set out, and he led the way.


Curtis Haines and his wife Adele hadn’t planned to stop in Kahukura, but when they got to the turn for the bypass Curtis spotted an antiques and collectibles shop. Adele was looking at the hairdresser on the other side of the road—Curl up and Dye. She laughed and pointed. Curtis smiled, then waited for his wife to notice that he was pulling over, and why. He waited for her face to light up. He loved watching her face light up.


Adele saw the shop. ‘Thank you, darling.’ She flipped her sun visor down, refreshed her lipstick, and got out of the car.


Curtis changed the CD. He reclined his seat and closed his eyes. He drifted off for a few minutes. It couldn’t have been long, because the CD was only on track two: ‘How High the Moon’.


What woke Curtis was a police car. It blasted past, sirens going. It went about half a kilometre down the road, then screeched to a stop. Its brake lights flashed and flickered. Its siren gave a few further whoops, as though in protest, then cut out.


There was something threatening in the silence beyond the car’s sealed windows. Curtis turned off the stereo and let his window down. After a minute he heard, from somewhere up ahead, a woman shouting, her voice hysterical. Surely not the police officer. Whoever it was sounded as if they were trying to shout the world back into its proper order.


Curtis looked over at the antiques shop and saw that a strange woman had hold of his wife. The woman was younger than Adele, but nevertheless wore spectacles on a chain, as some elderly women do. The spectacles were balanced in the woman’s spray-sculpted hair, their chain flapping against her cheeks as she was wrenched back and forth by Adele, who was struggling to free herself. Adele clawed at the woman’s arms, while the woman held Adele’s jaw open and dropped things into her mouth.


Curtis didn’t know how he got out of the car. Later he remembered the dimpled brass of the shop’s door handle in his grip and the cheery sound of the bell above the door. As it was, he simply found himself at his wife’s side.


It was coins that the woman was posting between Adele’s lips—lumpy coins, not perfectly round. Old coins, of blackened silver and greened copper.


Curtis grabbed the woman and shoved her away. He heard the money fall and roll about on the wooden floor.


Adele didn’t make a sound.


The woman staggered back, then regained her balance and looked about. Her eyes were so wide that Curtis could see the strained pink fibres connecting her eyeballs to her eyelids.


There was a fireplace in the shop—not one that worked, for it was filled with a brass coal scuttle crowded with dried hydrangeas. There was a fire-set on its hearth, and Curtis was worried that the woman would go for the poker. He looked about for a weapon of his own, then saw that Adele was on the floor, struggling, her face blue. She was choking.


Curtis hauled Adele upright. He put his knuckles in under her sternum and pressed hard with his other hand. He pushed. She heaved limply in his arms.


Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.


Curtis pumped and relaxed, pumped and relaxed. He shouted his wife’s name. He tried to use her name to tear at time itself, the seconds that kept passing.


He didn’t even look at the mad woman. He had forgotten her. He wasn’t waiting for the poker to fall, to injure him—he’d forgotten that too. He lowered his wife to the floor and sank down, holding her, rocking her, calling her name. Finally he got up and looked about for a phone. There was one on the wall behind the counter. Curtis ran to it, snatched at the receiver and punched in the emergency number before hearing that the phone was dead. He tried several times, then remembered that Adele had her mobile in the pocket of her jacket. He hurried back around the counter and bent over his wife, searching her pockets. But Adele’s phone had no signal.


The woman was still in the room. She stood, motionless, in front of the hearth. When Curtis looked up from the phone’s display and met her gaze she raised her brows and nodded at him in an approving manner, as if congratulating him on his distress.


Curtis picked up Adele and staggered to the door. Then the woman was beside him. He shrank from her, but she only wanted to open the door for him. Its brass bell chimed. Curtis plunged out into the street. He looked back in time to see the woman collapse. She gave a sigh, then folded and diminished, as if someone had let the air out of her.


Curtis peered up the road at the blue and red lights of the police car. He clutched Adele to him, and headed towards it.


At first he hurried, as if there was something that could be done. Then—because he was a year shy of sixty, and had problems with his right hip—he had to stop and rest for a while. He cradled his wife and stroked her hair. The sun had warmed it, but the skin on her forehead was cool. ‘Darling,’ he said softly.


In the road ahead the air was oily with the heat of fires, and full of flakes of soot.


Holly and her mother had spent the weekend at a family reunion. On the Sunday Holly’s brothers had taken her aside to remark that Kate looked low, and to ask: was that rest home Holly had found really the best arrangement?


Of course it had been Holly who’d had to do everything: find Kate a place, persuade her to move, help her sort her possessions, sell her house.


The rest home Holly found was Mary Whitaker in Kahukura. There were better equipped homes, and better ventilated ones. There were places with fully carpeted floors and larger rooms. These were all more expensive, and closer to Nelson. But Mary Whitaker had grounds with mature rhododendron bushes and magnolia trees. It had daffodils, jonquils, and narcissi sprouting on its damp lawns. It had a veranda around three sides, and a 180° view of Kahukura Bay. Holly had totally zoned out when she first saw the view. The rest home manager had been telling her things about Kahukura—a quiet, tight-knit community—but Holly only stared out to sea, where two separate rainfalls were coming down from livid patches in a wholly grey sky. Thick pillars of shadow—rain, faraway, but still dynamic. She’d thought, ‘I’d come here to die.’


Holly wasn’t keen to tackle her mother about her living situation—which she could do very little to ameliorate, anyway. She doubted that her mother’s subdued mood was depression, but she’d promised her brothers she’d ask. Holly thought it would turn out that it was only a displeased silence, that Kate had a grievance, which Holly would hear about in due course.


It was an hour yet till lunch was served at Mary Whitaker. There was time to take a small detour along the winding gravel road that climbed around the boundary of Cotley’s Orchard and led to a new subdivision, with roads and streetlights, and a billboard with a map of the sections for sale.


Holly drove up to the subdivision. She parked, and they got out to study the billboard and see which sections had sold and which were still to go.


It was a sunny spring day. The trees of the arboretum behind Kahukura Spa were coming into leaf, brilliant green below the sombre bush of Stanislaw’s Reserve.


‘Not a power pole in sight,’ said Holly, admiring the view.


‘Over this side the power cables are all underground,’ Kate said. ‘There used to be pylons crossing what is now the reserve. They moved them, and buried the workings when they had all the machinery up here to dig the trench for the predator-proof fence.’


‘You’re getting to be quite the local.’


‘Well, Holly, it seems people go on chattering about property values and improvements even when they’ve one foot in the grave.’


They watched a helicopter take off from the spa, a sizeable red and white machine.


‘I hate that noisy thing.’ Kate frowned at the helicopter, which, without warning—without any sign of engine trouble—suddenly swooped at the hillside before it, and flew straight into the ground. Its props splintered. The helicopter momentarily disappeared inside a bloom of bright, black-edged fire.


Kate grabbed Holly’s arm. She sagged, and Holly caught her. For the next minute Holly was busy, manhandling her mother to the car, leaning her up against it while she opened the door.


Once she was seated Kate groped for her daughter’s handbag. She produced Holly’s phone and passed it to her. ‘Never mind me,’ she said. ‘I’ll be fine presently.’


Holly punched triple 1. The phone didn’t ring. She looked at its display. No signal.


Holly got in the car and started it. ‘We should go and make sure help is on its way.’ She turned to watch where she was backing. There was only the groomed hillside behind her. Then, without any warning, that view—new lawn and fluorescent pink boundary pegs—snapped closed, like the virtual camera shutter on her smartphone. There was a dark pause, then Holly became aware of her mother’s hoarse shouting, and that she was being shaken.


Kate had one hand on the handbrake. ‘You fainted, Holly. And, honestly, I thought I would too. The car stalled and rolled forward. We were nearly over the edge.’


Holly checked her phone again. ‘We have to go somewhere where we can get a signal.’


Kate gestured at the spa, the town. ‘Plenty of people will have seen the crash. You shouldn’t move till you’re quite sure you’ve recovered.’


They heard another loud impact down in the settlement. A truck blasted through the intersection by the supermarket with the twisted remnant of a motorbike beneath its front wheels. The sparks from the crushed bike were as bright as those from a welding torch. Then the bike’s petrol tank exploded. The truck continued on regardless, surfing on flame, and leaving long flaming tyre tracks. The tangle of vehicles finally came to a halt at the next intersection, where they burned.


Holly and her mother stared at the fire. They waited to see people rushing to help—shopkeepers with fire extinguishers. To see what you would normally expect to see.


There was a thin thread of siren. It came closer, then was shut off. They glimpsed flashing red and blue lights in the smoke at the intersection.


Holly and her mother waited to see more help arrive. Long minutes went by. Tens of minutes. During that time they heard gunfire. But no more police cars, or fire appliances, or ambulances appeared.


Then Holly saw a quad bike moving slowly around the wrecked helicopter, bumbling through thick grass.


She looked back at the intersection in time to see a woman with a stroller walk, apparently calm and deliberate, towards the flames. The woman stopped at the edge of a puddle of burning petrol, and stood for a time in a considering way. Suddenly she began pushing the stroller in and out of it, back and forth, as mothers do to soothe a crying child. The stroller caught fire.


Holly screamed. Her mother was screaming. They clutched one another, and Holly buried her face against her mother’s bony shoulder.


Belle stopped well back from the wreck. She sat astride her bike, shielding her eyes with her hands and squinting into the flames. She couldn’t tell what was blistered metal and what charred flesh. She could smell both every time gusts pushed the smoke her way.


She drove slowly around it, checking to see whether anyone had been thrown clear. But the bodies were all in the helicopter, and there was nothing to be done.


The fire had scorched and shrivelled a patch of meadow; but the grass was damp so it wouldn’t spread. Belle peered through the fumes at the spa, at its rear walls with their pebbled-glass bathroom windows and steel fire escapes. Where was everyone? Her feeling that there should be something happening that wasn’t was almost as disturbing as her feeling that something was happening that shouldn’t be.


Belle told herself that she was mistaken about how long she’d been waiting. Time was dilating, the way it did during a car accident. Any minute now there’d be people all over.


Belle so clearly imagined the arrival of ambulances and fire trucks that she began anticipating TV vans as well. News reports started up in her head. First on the scene was Department of Conservation ranger Belle Greenbrook. . . . A helicopter crash was bound to make the national news. If she was interviewed, rather than say what she’d been doing when Theresa called, Belle decided to mention Boomer, whom she’d been following around for most of the morning. Yes, she’d take a little moment to talk about her favourite endangered flightless parrot, and the dustbowl he was preparing to give the right round tones to his courtship song.


Belle unclipped her radio, and pressed the call button. ‘Tre?’ And then, ‘Over.’ She let the button up; and listened to static. She’d been able to hear the siren as she was coming through the reserve, but she couldn’t now.


Belle moved away from the screen of smoke. She looked down at the bay and at once saw more smoke rising from the town. There were vehicles on fire at the intersection of Haven Road and Grove Street. She heard glass breaking, and dogs barking—maybe every animal in town. And they weren’t just barking; some were howling in pain and terror. The roaring flames of the wreck had masked the clamour of canine hysteria and grief.


Then Belle heard women screaming. The screams were coming from a car parked at the new subdivision. Belle waved, but no one showed themselves. She looked around for the cause of the screaming, and saw what the women had seen.


It was almost over by that time, so it took her a moment to work out that the flame-wrapped upright shape was a human being, still alive, and that there was something in front of it in the fire—


—Belle staggered to her bike and hit her horn. Then her legs gave way and she dropped with a thump into the damp grass, and lay there, incapable, only trying with her mind, not her hands, to tear the sight away from her eyes, the sight of the burning child. It was blinding her.


The screams had stopped, but the car didn’t respond to Belle’s signal. Instead, from out on the water, came a dense, deep blast from a foghorn.


Bub Lanagan was headed in to Kahukura. He had a few snapper for his friend George, who ran the Smokehouse Café. George always kept an eye out for the Champion, and would send someone down to collect Bub’s catch. After that Bub was going to head over to Ruby Bay and see if he could sell whatever George couldn’t use to folks in campervans parked along the beach. The school holidays had just finished, so most of those people would be tourists. He’d have to clean the fish for them. Then he’d use one of the rest-area barbecues to cook his own snapper. He’d crack a beer, then catch the tide into his mooring at Mapua, and call it a day. Bub knew he could just get by like this for as long as it took. Eventually he’d figure out what he should do. Or rather—eventually he’d be able to bring himself to hire someone to help him with the nets; or give up the Champion, and his father’s fishing quota. In the meantime he had this: he had the catch of the day.


It had been five months since Bub’s father had died. He still often caught himself checking behind him so that he wouldn’t step on his dad’s foot or accidentally nudge him into the scuppers or even overboard. Bub’s dad had been a little fellow, five foot eight. Bub was six foot three. The Champion wasn’t a very big boat, and Bub had always had to watch his step around his dad.


Bub cut the engines and coasted in towards the pier. With less noise the gulls suddenly seemed very loud. Bub looked up at them and said, ‘We come crying hither.’ He wondered what poet that was. Shakespeare, probably—Bub’s mum had been a high school teacher, and very big on Shakespeare.


Then the gulls fell silent. Abruptly. Utterly. They left the boat, setting their wings at an angle and sliding away forward, skimming the water. The sea before the Champion’s bow filled with shadows and silver as a thick school of fish sped ahead of her into the shallow water. Bub looked astern, his eyes scanning the sea for whatever had scared the fish. Dolphins perhaps. But the sea behind the boat was empty, and as innocent as milk.


Bub grabbed his gaff, and made his way lightly along the gunwale to the bow. He picked up the mooring line and waited for the trawler to drift closer to the pier.


It was then that he noticed thick smoke billowing up near Stanislaw’s Reserve. The short stretch of commercial properties in the centre of Kahukura obscured his view of the fire itself. It must be quite big. He’d have noticed it earlier if he hadn’t been so busy watching the strange behaviour of the fish.


Actually, now that he was thinking about it, nothing in Kahukura looked quite right. Or—the only thing that looked normal was a guy with a sailboard who had come skimming around Matarau Point about the same time that Bub had brought the Champion into the bay. The sailboarder was now on the beach near the boat ramp. He was zipping his board into its bag.


Bub cast his line around a hawser and used the gaff to pull his boat into the pier. He made it fast. Then he took a more careful look around. His eyes were drawn to the roof of the old bank, and a huddle of people. They looked like a rugby scrum. Their arms were draped over one another’s shoulders, their heads bowed together. As Bub watched, the people suddenly bounced up out of their huddle, high-fived, then all ran directly off the edge of the roof—every one of them, without pause.


Bub flinched. His eyes immediately sought the only normal thing they could find—that sailboarder, who Bub saw was now tussling with two men in blood-soaked clothing.


Bub bellowed. It was a sound of shock, and a challenge.


The sailboarder heard him and broke away. He clapped his hand to his neck and fled, flat out, towards the pier.


Bub jumped onto the pier to loosen the mooring line. He cast off, and ran to the wheelhouse to start his engine. It caught and roared into life. Bub yelled, ‘Hurry!’ at the sailboarder, who staggered, then collected himself and sped up.


He pelted onto the pier, pursued by the bloodied men. Bub let out the throttle a little and nudged the boat close. The sailboarder jumped onto the Champion’s bow and sprawled, catching himself on the guard rail. He used both hands, and his neck began to let loose small rhythmic spurts of blood.


Bub threw the engine into reverse and opened the throttle right out. The boat chugged back, her flat stern making a wall in the water before it. The bloodied men were nearing the end of the pier. Bub shouted to get the sailboarder’s attention, then tossed him the gaff. The sailboarder caught it, but slipped on his own blood and went down on all fours. The bloodied men jumped. One went into the water. The other caught on to the Champion’s gunwale.


The sailboarder swung the gaff and began to poke at the man, while Bub roared, ‘Smash him!’


The bloodied, smirking man began to clamber on board. But the sailboarder had a last adrenaline-fuelled burst of energy and stabbed the man in the face with the blunt end of the gaff, breaking his nose and tearing his cheek open.


But the man simply ignored his injuries. He swung one foot on board. The sailboarder dropped the gaff and began trying to prise the man’s hands free of the rail. The man responded by sinking his already blood-smeared teeth into one of the sailboarder’s wrists.


Bub rushed out of the wheelhouse and ran forward. For the next minute he tried to wrench the man’s jaw open. He pushed his thumbs into the man’s eye sockets, feeling gristly resistance, then wet give. The man would not open his jaws. Finally Bub got his hands around the attacker’s neck and squeezed. He waited for the man to let go—of his bite, of his grip on the guard rail. He waited for sane self-preservation, for a sign of pain or weakness, for the reassertion of what Bub knew very well about the world, even the frenzied world of battle—for Bub Lanagan had once been a soldier. But what Bub expected to happen kept refusing to and, finally, after he’d throttled the man to death he still had to extract the man’s teeth from the sailboarder’s mangled wrist; one tooth, having penetrated bone, remained in the arm after the attacker’s face—its pulpy eye sockets wreathed by broken blood vessels—had slipped beneath the waters of the bay.


The sailboarder had collapsed. The deck was wet with blood. Bub knew he must get up. He must break open his first-aid kit and do what he could for the man. He must stand up and steer the boat, which was still chugging steadily backwards towards the mouth of the bay. He must get on the radio and find out what the fuck was going on.


But before Bub was able to muster the strength to get up, the Champion became sluggish, and then her engine died. For a moment she coasted on across water as flat as that in a bird bath, in air that seemed weirdly airless, like the pressurised air in the cabin of a plane. Then Bub felt something comb through his frame. He felt warm, and numb, and his bones turned to wax. He sprawled, and the last thing he saw was that strangely subdued water slipping by, only a few feet from his eyes.


When Bub came to he found the sailboarder lying against him, as if for warmth. Bub put out a gentle, exploratory hand and touched the man’s head. The man’s ginger dreadlocks were as thirsty as a sea sponge. Blood welled up under Bub’s fingers.


Bub asked the man, ‘What happened?’ He waited for an answer, and for a moment he pretended that the sailboarder was still alive, that he’d managed to save him.


Bub lay on his back, shivering, and staring at his hands. He touched his head. It felt fine, no tender spots. He didn’t know why he’d passed out.


He sat up and scanned the town. There were several limp bodies floating in the water near the boat ramp.


Bub decided to head around the coast and find help. He went back to the cabin, started the Champion’s engine again, brought the boat about, and put her full ahead, aiming for the open water. He tried not to look at the body in the bow. He’d not go up there again unless he absolutely had to. That bit of his boat was a crime scene.


The Champion charged forward, then her engines suddenly gave out and, once again, something combed through Bub’s body removing all his fear, then all his feelings, then all his strength. His legs buckled, his grip of the wheel loosened, and he crumpled to the deck.


Bub had no idea how long he was unconscious. He came to, as he had the first time, feeling perfectly fit and well. It wasn’t like being knocked out, as he’d been once when he was a teenager and had run his motorcycle into a stray cow on a dark country road. Nor was it like climbing out of the grey, chemical pit of a general anaesthetic, or waking from a drunken stupor. He simply came awake. The rising tide had carried the Champion back towards the shore, and out of the influence of—of whatever it was.


Bub decided not to repeat the experiment. He wasn’t going to risk letting the tide carry him right out into that.


From landward there sounded a sharp blast of a horn. Bub scrambled to the wheelhouse to answer it. He spotted the woman in the meadow behind the spa. She was on her knees next to a quad bike, near the first fire. Bub lifted his arm and waved to her. She waved back.


A few minutes later the Champion’s radio made some throat-clearing crackles. Bub snatched it up. He tried not to yell. ‘Champion here. This is Bub Lanagan. Is this the police? Over.’


‘Constable Grey, from Richmond. Are you okay, Mr Lanagan? Over.’


Bub told the cop that someone had been killed. Murdered. Then he remembered what he’d done himself, and for a moment was too perplexed to speak.


‘Mr Lanagan?’


‘There are crazy people,’ Bub went on, then gave a rushed, breathless account of everything abnormal he could see. Eventually he made himself stop, which was a mistake, since he hadn’t got to the thing.


‘Mr Lanagan,’ said the constable. ‘Do you think you could go for help? I’m at the bypass turnoff and heading west on Highway 60. There’ll be help in Motueka. But you should take your boat around Matarau Point and see why no one has come from the Nelson end.’


Bub listened to the constable’s very reasonable request. He stared at the dead sailboarder and whispered, ‘What can I tell her?’ Then, he told her that he was going in to check on his friend George.


The cop’s voice was tremulous, squeezed, wavering in volume. She once again advised Bub to stay out on the water. She said the streets were very dangerous. She talked about possible contaminants.


Bub glanced at the horizon, and saw only the horizon, to the north out to sea a line where one blue met another, and east, Pepin Island, at the end of the long arm of the Richmond Range. There was no water traffic in sight.


Bub’s radio coughed. ‘Mr Lanagan?’


‘I’m here. Can we hook up? Over.’


She screamed at him. ‘Are you listening to me at all?’


‘Look,’ said Bub, and was pleased to hear resolve in his own voice. ‘I’m going to do a quick scout for my mate, George. After that I’m heading over to try to do something about the fire near the petrol station. When I’ve seen to that I’ll come and find you. Over and out.’


She was still protesting when he signed off.


The Smokehouse Café had eleven bodies in its dining area. Bub found his friend George doubled over the deep fryer, his head and arms immersed in boiling fat.


Bub shoved the fire doors open and threw himself out into the parking lot. He doubled over, retching, then sagged, and sat down on the ground. He stayed there for a time, till the wind shifted and a gust of hot, metallic smoke wafted over him.


He got up and went back into the restaurant. He turned off the deep fryer, let the range hood run for a minute, then switched it off too. When he left the kitchen the fat was still singing its elastic song.


Bub knew there was something else he’d meant to do. He leaned against a wheelie bin, breathing in through his mouth and out through his nostrils until he’d pumped the stink of fat out of the immediate air around his face. Then it came back to him—what he should at least try to do.


He set off across the carpark and came out on Haven Road, a short distance from the intersection filled with the now blackened wreck of the burning truck. Though the awnings of a pub near the corner had burned away, the building itself hadn’t caught. But the pub’s collection of folding tables and chairs were on fire, and the fire had communicated itself to the potted box trees on either side of the entrance to the neighbouring real estate agents, and from those had progressed to the wheelchair ramp at the front of the pharmacy. Beyond that, the fringed yellow canvas awning of the local craft gallery was newly ablaze, and the breeze now and then chopped off rags of flame, which drifted across the wide road and fortunately faded before they touched the high shelter of the service station forecourt.


Bub stood for a moment, steeling himself, shielding his watering eyes and watching the progress of the fire. Then he made his creeping way around the burning truck. He averted his eyes from the sight of the charred frame of a baby stroller, and broke into a jog. He hurried into the service station—looked at the blood and bodies near the counter only long enough to check for movement. There was no movement.


Bub found the fire extinguishers next to the smoke alarms and first-aid kits and tow ropes. He took as many as he could carry. He left the service station and dropped the cans onto the road. They rolled into the gutter behind him. Bub peered at the one he held, trying to make sense of its instructions for use. His eyes jittered; wouldn’t move from word to word. There were diagrams, but they didn’t look like the extinguisher.


George’s head had looked like a potato roasted in its jacket.


‘Fucking pull yourself together!’ Bub yelled. He found the trigger guard and flipped it.


Someone came up behind him.


Bub whirled, raised the can, and pressed the trigger. The spray seemed to form a momentary halo around the man’s head, the cloud of particles billowing backwards as if the spray had hit a pane of glass. Then it drifted down to settle on the man’s neck and shoulders. It shone, fizzing white, on his black clothes and black skin. The man’s eyes were black too, and their whites creamy. He looked wary, but not alarmed. He kept his eyes on Bub as he squatted and groped for another of the cans. He located one and straightened slowly, still keeping his eyes on Bub. It was Bub who looked away, down at the man’s hands. The guy activated the extinguisher by touch alone, and stepped past Bub to aim at the awning. The extinguisher released a stream of foam. Bub joined the man. They worked on the awning, exhausted their cans, and fetched more. They put out the ramp, the burning tables and chairs. When they got to the truck, the man went one way around it while Bub went the other. The truck’s tyres and upholstery were still alight. Bub put them out, and finished by smothering the fire under the truck’s gaping hood. When he stepped away from the wreck, the intersection was filled with a hissing quiet. Bub looked for the man. He made a circuit of the wreck. He found the last exhausted extinguisher set neatly upright on the kerb at the base of a power pole. But the man had vanished.


Before Bub went in search of the police officer he wrapped his jacket around his fist, broke the window of a parked car, popped its boot, and armed himself with a jack handle. Then he set off along Haven Road towards the patch of blue light in the smoke.


The patrol car had a body in its back seat. Bub switched off the car’s lights and continued westward. He saw no one alive. After a time he stopped checking for signs of life, stopped looking, because he wasn’t ready to digest what he was seeing.


Bub reached the end of the settlement and slogged up into the cutting. There he found the road partly blocked by an abandoned tanker and a Holden Captiva. He also found Constable Grey, and an older man.


The man was sitting on the open hatch of a Volvo station wagon, cradling an injured woman who was lying in the car. The young police officer was talking to someone on her radio. She was speaking slowly, her voice low and dull. She had a split lip, a black eye, and there were bloody grazes on her chin and hands. ‘I tried it twice,’ she was saying. ‘Both times Mr Haines had to haul me out by my leg.’


When Bub appeared carrying his jack handle, Constable Grey pointed her gun at him. Bub raised his hands and explained that he was the skipper of the trawler. ‘We spoke,’ he said, like someone reminding someone else of an appointment in a more ordinary world.


The person on the radio had heard the flurry and was in a panic. Her shouts were distorted into a series of squawks and pops. Constable Grey handed the radio to the older man, saying, ‘Please try to calm her.’ Then she gave Bub her full attention. ‘Why didn’t you set off out to sea to look for help?’


Bub held up a hand to stop her. ‘Because there’s some kind of engine-stopping, sleep-making thing strung across the mouth of the bay, like a shark net.’


For a second Constable Grey just looked at him blankly, and then her knees folded. She sat down hard on the tarseal. She wiped her eyes with her right forearm, smearing tears which cleared the blood from her auburn eyebrows and made a pale band across her lightly freckled cheekbones.


The older man said to Bub, ‘We hoped it was only local.’ He kept patting the woman as if blessing her over and over. Bub saw that the woman was dead and beginning to grow livid.


It began to rain. Bub put up the hood of his parka. He studied the two distraught people. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll feel safer when I’m back on my boat. You should join me. We’ll leave your car at the jetty.’ He extended a hand to the constable. She took it and let him help her to her feet. Bub put an arm around the older man’s waist and got him up too, then carefully tucked some stray locks of the dead woman’s swishy grey bob back against her head so they wouldn’t get caught in the Volvo’s hatch when he closed it. He looked at the man for approval. The man nodded. Bub fastened the hatch, then took the guy’s arm and settled him in the back seat.


They left the empty Captiva and milk tanker and drove back into Kahukura.


Dan Hale was maybe only half a minute behind the police car when he reached the advisory speed sign before the downhill horseshoe bend. The Captiva and its two occupants had only just passed around the bend ahead of him. Dan shifted gears and pressed his brake pedal, and a tyre on the trailer blew. In his left wing mirror he saw a black spray of shredded rubber leaping in an arc behind the truck. The trailer wobbled and yawed. Dan briefly felt the torque on his cab as the trailer begin to tip—then the tanker hit the side of the cutting and brushed along it, raising dust and rubble. Dan pulled away from the bank, and felt a jerk in his steering wheel as the brakes in the trailer bit before those in the truck. The trailer stayed in line, and the mass of the milk tanker gradually slid to a stop.


For a minute or so Dan sat, his head down on the steering wheel, listening to the hydraulics hiss. When he did raise his head he saw a man in black clothes, with a face almost equally dark, picking his way through the scrub at the edge of the road. The man was carrying something small but heavy, and mysteriously iridescent, like a titanium-coated paperweight. He stepped onto the tarseal and met Dan’s eyes. They regarded each other through the insect-splashed windscreen. The way the man was looking at Dan made him think that the iridescent thing might be a weapon. The look wasn’t murderous, but the man seemed to be weighing something up. Yes or no—said his look—life or death.


Dan broke eye contact to rummage through the rubbish in the pocket of the driver’s door for his steel-barrelled flashlight. But once he had the flashlight in hand, Dan saw that the guy was further off, in the orchard, rising out of a crouch and dusting his palms together. Then he walked away through the apple trees. Dan had the odd impression that the guy had gone around the back of his truck, rather than crossing in front of it. For some reason he’d done that, then had stopped in the orchard to push his paperweight thing into the soil before continuing on his way.


Dan waited till the man was out of sight before starting his engine and trying to reverse the truck back onto the road. And he found that things that were possible a moment before weren’t any more. Not that he believed it, not till the kid turned up and showed him what the problem was.


Oscar Bryce spent the morning of his school-free ‘teacher training day’ shooting people, or setting them on fire, or freezing them solid then smashing them to pieces. The people weren’t technically zombies, but rather Splicers, horribly altered citizens of a failed experimental utopia, infesting a city under the sea.


Since his last upgrade Oscar had been having fun waiting for the Splicers to walk into puddles of water, whereupon he’d hit them with a plasmid, his blue electricity, and they’d fry. Then, when he was in a bridge between buildings, something punctured the glass. The bridge filled with gushing green transparency, and he couldn’t make it to the nearest airlock before it sealed him in to drown.


Oscar decided to take a break. He saved his game and went out for a bike ride to clear his head. He put his earbuds in, selected Homebrew, and biked over to the shoreline reserve. When he reached the stile with its ‘no bicycles’ sign he lifted his bike over it and went on. He knew the walking track would be empty. Earlier or later it would be full of women in calf-length trackpants exercising their dogs. But, late morning, he’d probably be able to pedal the whole distance without encountering anyone.


Oscar swooped into dips and skidded around corners, his tyres crunching on crushed shells. Sometimes he came dangerously close to the bluff, and at one close call he actually imagined his mother sitting alone in his room, on the edge of his empty bed. It was a morbid picture, and uncharacteristic of Oscar.


After his near miss Oscar decided to turn for home. He was going at a fair clip by the time he rode by the beach where he’d earlier seen a group of young men playing with a soccer ball, stripped to the waist in the spring sunshine. As he went past the Backpackers Hostel, Oscar saw the ball abandoned on the beach. Then he spotted two of the young men in the water. They weren’t playing any more, or even swimming, only rolling limply back and forth in the low waves.


Oscar coasted to a standstill. He stared at the bodies and wondered what to do. Should he fish them out? He looked around for an adult, and shouted for help. He saw a lone sailboarder skimming in on the very last breath of wind, and a fishing boat chugging into the pier, pursued by gulls. Adults—but too far away. Then his eyes found someone else, a young man, in the backpackers’ barbecue area, on his knees, bashing his head against the bricks.


Oscar stopped calling for help.


Another guy was lying face down while a girl pounded on him with both feet. That looked like a cartoon.


Oscar hesitated, balancing peril and blame. He shouldn’t just leave, but he didn’t understand what was happening. Plus he was shaking hard. He was a fifteen-year-old, six-foot-five, eighty-kilo noodle, and he probably should run away.


Oscar got back on his bike and rode towards home. But once he was on Beach Road he saw things he would later describe, without further elaboration, as ‘crazy serial killer zombie stuff’.


He turned around and took the road out of town, pedalling as fast as he was able. He tried to phone his mum—but he couldn’t seem to do that and ride at the same time. He was suddenly much clumsier than usual.


Oscar got onto Highway 60 and headed up the cutting, standing on his pedals and pumping as fast as he was able. There was a car pulled over in front of him. The two men in the car—a preppy guy and an Islander—were looking at him in a way that seemed pretty standard. He started making shooing motions at them, trying to tell them they should go back the way they’d come.


The driver’s window slid open.


Oscar didn’t pause. He actually couldn’t make himself stop. ‘Turn around!’ he gasped as he went past.


Behind him one of the men shouted, ‘Hang on a minute!’


Oscar heard the car door open and someone come sprinting after him. They caught up with him, and grabbed the back of his bike.


Oscar dropped his big feet onto the road and wilted, gasping.


‘What’s the matter?’ said the Islander.


‘Let me go.’


But the guy wouldn’t release the bike, so Oscar left him holding it and kept running. He hauled off his helmet and tossed it behind him on the road. He’d warned them, but he didn’t want to explain. He ran as much from that—having to explain—as from the crazy people.


After abandoning his bike, Oscar continued uphill at a steady jog till he came to a milk tanker. It looked as if it had run into the side of the cutting. There was a scattering of rubble around the rear tank, and a gouge behind the vehicle on the face of the bank. The truck was rocking and hopping. It would get so far, then its engine would lose all power—including brakes—and the cab would roll forward again and grind back into the bank.


The tanker driver looked busy, and irritated, and sane.


Oscar stopped by the passenger’s window. He stooped, and clutched his knees to ease his stitch. He tried to catch his breath, then looked at the driver. ‘Sup?’


‘What does it look like?’


‘People have gone crazy down there.’ Oscar heard himself sounding like someone who expects to be disbelieved.


‘Uh huh,’ said the driver, not really listening. He depressed the accelerator again. ‘I’m all clear on this side.’ He jerked his head at the wing mirror by the bank. ‘I should be able to reverse.’ He sounded indignant. ‘I only want to get safely back on the road and roll into Kahukura. I had a blowout. Could you take a look back there for me and see what the trouble is?’


This reasoned problem-solving was a sensible distraction for Oscar. It was a relief to put the crazies out of his mind and set himself the task of helping the tanker driver. The tanker itself was reassuring: massive, high off the ground, a possible fortress against crazy people.


Oscar set off alongside the silver tanks. After a while it felt as if he was trying to climb a much steeper slope. By the time he got to the end of the trailer, he’d begun to feel quite woozy. He stopped by the sign warning overtaking cars about the vehicle’s length. Experimentally, he faced uphill and took a step. He was sure there was something there. Something he couldn’t see.


He came to a moment later. The skin on his chin was smarting. He touched his face, and looked at the blood on his fingers.


‘You fainted, kid.’ The driver was cradling Oscar’s head. His forehead was creased with worry.


‘Um,’ said Oscar, sheepish.


The man took off his sunglasses and looked sternly at him.


‘There’s something there,’ Oscar said.


The man made to get up, and Oscar clutched his arm. ‘No, don’t try it. There really is something there.’ He sat up and fished his phone out of his pocket. He had a message. ‘R u OK?’ It was from his mum, but had come nearly forty minutes ago.


Oscar started to shake again. His hands were clumsy, but he managed to find the three-minute video he’d made of his friend Hester eating a maraschino cherry and knotting its stem with her tongue. He had to prove the something to the driver. If he was right, that is, and his fainting wasn’t the beginning of anything else—like losing his mind.


The truck driver had produced his own phone. ‘This is still telling me there’s no signal.’


‘I’m not trying to make a call,’ Oscar said. ‘I’m going to show you the thing.’ He scrambled up and went downhill a little to search along the side of the road for a stick. He spotted a dog-legged bit of eucalyptus, about a metre and a half long. He picked it up and returned to the driver. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘This video is three minutes seven seconds, right?’ He turned its volume right up so that he could hear his own and his friends’ off-camera hectoring and encouragement—‘Don’t swallow it, Hester!’ ‘Five bucks says she can’t . . .’


Oscar placed the phone on the road and used the stick to push it ahead of him up the slope. He crawled slowly after it till the swarm of colour on the phone’s screen, and the barracking voices, died away. Oscar then used the stick to scoop the phone back towards him. Its display lit up again. He repeated the experiment several times, then sat back and said to the truck driver, ‘That’s why your engine keeps stalling.’


‘So it’s like what?’


‘I don’t know what it is. It kind of draws energy away from things, I think.’


‘Come on! If they had something like this, even I’d know about it.’


‘Yes. But, I mean, they don’t, do they?’ Oscar was waiting hopefully for this adult to restore everything to the way it should be. To do something. To explain. But the driver just kept frowning at him, then after a moment went back to trying to figure out how to get his truck to the garage in Kahukura.


‘No. No. Listen to me. Something weird and horrible is happening down there. People are trying to kill each other. People have killed each other.’ Oscar shouted the last bit so loud he made his ears ring. Then he burst into tears.


When the police car went by, Jacob Falafa pulled in at the gate of Cotley’s orchard. He’d been driving for hours after very little sleep and it was time for Warren to take a turn. But Warren didn’t wake up when the car stopped, so Jacob took pity on his hangover and let him sleep a bit longer.


Eventually Warren gave an adenoidal snort, opened his eyes, and checked his watch. ‘I hope Aunt Winnie won’t think we expect lunch.’ Warren’s aunt Winnie Kreutzer ran a B&B in Kahukura. He couldn’t really pass though without dropping in.


‘We can say we had a late breakfast,’ Jacob said. In fact they hadn’t had any. They’d spent the weekend at the tangi of a former rugby teammate and had got away early. They’d picked their way on stockinged feet through the mattresses on the floor of the meeting house, stopping in the paepae to locate their dew-dampened shoes, and then left the marae before anyone else was up.


‘Winnie will feed us, sole, but I’m warning you, plain toast and jam is against her principles.’


A cyclist appeared, coming from Kahukura, a tall bony kid standing on the pedals and pumping as fast as he was able. He saw them and made some urgent gestures. He seemed to be signalling them to go back the way they’d come.


Warren opened his window.


The boy went past, without pausing. ‘Turn around!’ he gasped.


Jacob jumped out of the car. He loped after the kid and grabbed the back of his bike.


The boy was sweating, quivering, and had the thousand-yard stare. Jacob was a nurse and knew it well. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Let me go.’


Jacob didn’t release the bike, so the boy dropped it and jogged away up the cutting. He hauled off his helmet and tossed it behind him on the road.


Jacob regarded the spinning helmet, then turned around and peered at the sky over the trees. He saw the smoke.
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