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This book is peopled with unforgettable characters. A retired chief of police who doesn’t play by the rules, a broken down military man, a battered wife who gets a second chance, an SAS captain Silas trained in martial arts as a boy, a cafe owner with a heart of gold, and a visiting nurse who takes an intense interest in Silas.

There is also a collector of early muskets who always experiments with them, a street kid Silas rescues, an old hunter who never misses, a Croatian mountain dog, the dishonoured head of a motorcycle gang, and AA members who will do anything to be useful again.

Silas will always be a policeman. He’s taken early retirement, but he keeps a close watch on his small town, and everything that goes on there. It doesn’t help that the chief of police who replaced him is a career man, and the two clash whenever Silas wants to get things done.
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One of Silas’ boundary posts had been snapped off at ground level, and the adjoining section of fence scraped clean of batons. They had ended up hard against the next post along. Some of the batons were cracked across at bumper height, and that told him the full story. Silas surveyed the damage with a practised eye.

He didn't need someone to tell him what had happened here. Drugs and alcohol, and inexperience, had been at work again. He checked for tell-tale signs on the gravel road. The uneven surface gave up a photo print of the event, and his police experience told him exactly what had happened.

Tiny grooves showed where small stones had ground across the tires as the driver jerked the steering wheel right, realising his speed was excessive for the tightening curve of the corner. Then there had been a slow shudder as the rear of the car started to swing out. 

The driver had let go of the wheel – Silas could see the exact moment when the distorted rubber released the tension in it – but the back of the car was already in loose stones on the side of the road. 

Fighting now to keep any semblance of control, the driver had corrected hard left as the front of the car spun right. Silas smiled to himself. That would have been a very disorienting experience. 

Then the correction had caught, flinging the vehicle the other way. At the last minute the driver had seen the fence post rushing at the front of the car, and hit the brake pedal without thinking. The last set of marks on the road told that story. Then the car had hit the fence in a perfect position to do the driver an incredible amount of damage. 

Silas surveyed the side of the road carefully. There was no sign of blood in, or near, the ploughed up ruts and scattered gravel. The driver might even have been wearing a seat belt. Silas wondered if having a seat belt on was a good thing. A spell in hospital might have given the driver time to think about his driving skills.

He sighed. It was hard to let go of a lifetime in law enforcement, and that, he figured, was why he hadn't. Matt Prentice was the Inspector at Tokoroa now, Silas’ old stomping grounds.

The top position had been Senior Sergeant when Silas headed a smaller team there fifteen years ago, but Silas’ home had always been in Tawhiti. It was a satellite town, less than a quarter of the size of Tokoroa. Any police presence in Tawhiti was sporadic, and largely a publicity exercise to reassure the honest.

The town itself was 14 km from Tokoroa on a dead straight, two-lane, sealed road that climbed pine and pumice slopes toward Rotorua. The only choices once you reached the centre of town were a poorly maintained country road turning left onto the Mamaku plateau, or a goat track turning right toward Horohoro. The right hand option was not attempted by anyone without 4WD capability; at least not by anyone in their right mind. Silas’ property was just out of town on the way to Horohoro. 

He looked at the damage to his boundary fence once more, and decided there was little point in calling it in. What was one community constable at Tawhiti, on shortened week days only, going to do about it?

He was wondering if he had an old post that might replace the broken one when he felt a mechanical vibration in his shirt pocket. He touched his pocket absently, then remembered he was carrying his cell phone. It vibrated again, and he lifted the dark, rectangular device from his pocket. He turned the vibrate function off before looking at the bottom of the screen. A small icon was flashing gently, trying to look unobtrusive, but it conveyed its message clearly enough. He put the phone back in his pocket. The damage to his boundary fence would have to wait. 

Turning abruptly, Silas covered the distance to his driveway in moments, long strides eating up the distance. Then he climbed the two strips of concrete to his house without slackening speed. Once in the largest, and nearest, of his sheds he removed his overalls and woollen jumper. He figured he was going to need complete freedom of movement in the very near future, and the summer afternoon wasn’t cold. 

A short length of fine-grained white baton slid into a recess along the side seam of his trousers. The baton had been carved to his specifications from a length of Indonesian hardwood. It fitted his hand perfectly, grooved and scored so it would stay in place in a scuffle. It was as heavy, and did as much damage, as something metal to the same dimensions. 

The baton was his back up plan. He hoped he didn’t have to use it, but he was pushing 60 now. It was a cautionary step he wouldn't have taken in his earlier years.

Silas looked around the shed, at its unlined tin walls and concrete floor that was starting to pit in places. Every piece of wall and tabletop was crammed to overflowing. A recess between two work benches was full of gym equipment. It was not enough to be fit, sometimes he had to have a little extra in the tank. 

Half the stuff along one wall belonged to Craig, a broken down soldier from one too many wars that Silas had taken under his wing. If times were bad Craig slept on a camp stretcher in the middle of his tattered gear until he got his life back together. It was a pity Craig wasn't here at the moment. A well executed pincer movement could panic an opposing force, and Silas might be needing that. 

He flicked his eyes to the end wall. A lot of the hardware stacked there was necessary to keep the 70 acres – he had never got used to hectares – of pine forest behind his house in some sort of order.

Then he ran through a mental checklist he always used when he was about to confront an unknown. A pre 'op' ritual that would decide whether today was a good day, or a very much not good day. 

Deciding everything was in order, he left the shed for the belt of native trees behind the house. He followed a tidy gravel track through mottled green walls of alternating straight and crinkled leaves – matipo and broadleaf interspersed with lemonwood – and came out in the endless, undulating expanse of the central plateau pine forest.

It wasn't long before the track petered out, leaving the ground bare and uneven. The starkness of the forest was softened a little by drifts of pine needles, though the only colours were washed out shades of brown. The pumice was soft underfoot where it had been scoured from banks and blown into drifts, and brittle where it had compacted in sheets over millennia. 

He started to climb toward a low ridge that dominated the back of his property. A step broke away beneath a too-careless foot, and he dropped lightly to one knee, looking across at a two meter cliff face that reached down into one of the gullies. There was so much history embedded in that layered wall, and he wished he had the skill to read it more fully, but he knew enough.

This land had been blown out of the volcanic vents that were now Lake Rotorua and Lake Taupo. Those eruptions must have darkened the skies for months, bitter ash in the rain and electricity walking the earth in sweeping, violent bands. It must have been a grey, broken landscape then, even at midday. The only colour would have been lurid splashes conjured by lightning and more volcanic explosions. 

Everything would have died. If not from poisonous gases and lava bombs, then starvation when the grasses withered and the plant eaters moved on. Silas pushed his own personal vision of an 'end of days' from his mind, and concentrated on the steady rhythm of the climb.

He crossed a gully at an angle. It told him he wasn't far from his goal now. He looked back at the ribbon of green along the gully floor. There was no water in it. Rainfall soaked immediately into the pumice depths, emerging as springs far away on the Waikato plains. Each gully bottom was a continuous rope of spongy humus colonised by mosses and sub-plants, bound together by roots and scattered with old leaves. It was a water train surrounded by a desert. 

Silas looked up, and saw the distinctive markers for the top of the ridge loom out of the trees ahead. Two massive puriri trunks stood at the highest point and bulked against the sky. They were already old when the pines around them were being planted. On the other side of those trees was a hollow, a brief dip before Silas' property came to an end. And that was where the problem was.

He had set the electric eye more than a week ago, when he'd found a patch of half-grown cannabis. It hadn't been hard to work out where to conceal the eye. There was only one track in, and it came through the pines from the forestry road in the commercial plantation next door. It wasn't a track in the ordinary sense, you understand. Just a few scuffs in the pine needles on the forest floor, a mark or two on low banks where something heavy had brushed past, and the thin semicircle made by the edge of a sneaker sole. 

But it told Silas the track had been there for months, and it was being regularly used. Now the suspect 'gardeners' were back, and the electric eye had done its job. It had reported to his computer, which had wified the information to his cell phone. Technology was the least favourite of his interests, but he knew tools that might be useful when he saw them. 

Cannabis was everywhere these days, and as a cop on the beat he had often turned a blind eye to it. But unfortunately for someone, this particular combination of greed and stupidity had occurred on Makarska land. That meant it had to be firmly – yes, firmly – dealt with. At least it meant that in the Makarska rule book, a rule book that had been reinforced by every owner of this land across six generations. 

One of Silas’ ancestors had settled the low, sloping valley when he arrived from Croatia. His first name had been unpronounceable by the immigration officers at the port in Wellington, and he became Kuchek from Makarska, the city of his origin. Silas' great-grandfather had made the holding legal during a period of confusion at the end of the New Zealand land wars. It had been a highly irregular transaction with a rebel chief, Silas knew that much, but his ancestor had been close-mouthed about his dealings.

His grandfather had tried to farm the land, but the cattle sickened from the ‘bush sickness’ common at the time (later found to be a cobalt deficiency), so he had planted it in pines. Silas’ father, Mercantile Makarska, had eventually owned four general stores, and cemented the Makarska place in local history. But they had all been much more than that. As some unfortunate trespassers were about to find out.
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Silas took in the scene ahead of him as he swung down through pine trees toward the hollow. The cannabis plants in the middle had been caged against possums, and two skinny young white men were checking for holes in the mesh and repairing damage. They had on the common adolescent uniform of T-shirts and jeans. 

The nearest one had gone with the standard black, complete with a rip down one side, and the other had a bright logo on his chest against a two-tone tan background. None of the clothing was by any standards clean. They were no more than eighteen, boys really. 

A smaller youth was resting on a bank behind them, and he looked much younger. Silas hadn't seen a scrawnier, more underfed specimen for a long time, but this one had a bit of jungle sense about him. He was aware of Silas’ approach well before the others looked up. 

An older man, late thirties maybe, appeared to be the leader of the group. He was kneeling, with a backpack in front of him. Silas guessed it contained fertiliser, a few gardening tools, and the repair kit for the cage. 

The leader was much bigger than the others, and his skin was some shade of brown Silas didn’t recognise. The man’s features didn’t look local either, and faces were something you got to recognise when you lived in the same area all your life. He had on army camouflage pants in shades of green, and a long-sleeved grey sweat top with a hood that was down. 

There were no prison tattoos on him that Silas could see, which surprised him. If he wasn't with the Tokoroa gangs, what was he doing here? Silas wondered uneasily if some alliance by the gangs with an outside group wasn’t the reason. That was never a good thing.

The leader looked up as Silas descended, and stopped short, his eyes calculating a response to the situation. He looked Silas over, seeing an older man in good shape, lean muscle defining his shoulders and his hands big and open in front of him, brown hair shading to patches of grey. He was tall. 

His shirt was thick and long-sleeved, old forestry issue, and his pants were made of a workman’s heavy cotton. His colours were bush colours, browns and greens. Two steps in native forest and he would have disappeared.

“It’s a good day for a bit of tending of the crop,” said Silas conversationally, coming to a halt in front of them. The two by the cage looked nervously at each other, and the small one eased off the bank and sidled further away. Smart kid, thought Silas. The big one looked blankly through the newcomer, as if he wasn't worth the time or consideration.

"You din't see nothin', old man," he said bluntly. "Keep going and don't you ever comes back to this place."

He lifted his chin and sneered down his nose, one side of his mouth lifting. "You don't want trouble, do you?"

He waited, but Silas didn't reply.

"You hear me?" he added, more aggressively.

It wasn't a question, it was a statement of intent.

"Problem is," said Silas, resting one hand under his chin and tilting his head on one side, like this was an everyday problem, the sort they would find a solution to any time now, "this is my land. If the law finds dope on my land, they'll sell the property from under me."

"Din't you hear me?" said the big one, the slight coffee colour to his skin still niggling at Silas' mind. The intruder was making no attempt to disguise the growing impatience, and easy violence, in his voice. "Now piss off afore I roll you." 

Silas decided to change tack. The two younger men were looking nervously around, and he addressed his next comments to them.

"You two pakeha think you're going to get anything out of this? You're the little fish, the ones that get burned when it all goes wrong." He paused. "Got no previous, have you?" he said, waiting for a reply that did not come. 

"Thought not. Regardless of what they tole you, you aint gonna be patched, or paid, and they won't bail you out if you need help in the future. The gangs pushing drugs hereabouts are brown, brother, don't you know that? They look after themselves, not you."

He found himself dropping into street talk from the poorer areas of Tawhiti and Tokoroa. He knew that way of speaking well enough from years on the beat. It was one way of getting him down on the same level as these twats, get them to hear what he was saying.

The big one pulled a long skinning knife from inside his sweat top. He waved it threateningly.

"You asking for this, you pile of shit? Why don't you piss off, or perhaps you wants to come get acquainted with my li'l friend here?"

Silas straightened up. The knife was a problem. He doubted it was sharp – hell the big, dumb idiot didn't even appear to have a sheath for it – but knife wounds took a while to heal. It was an inconvenience he didn't need, and he didn't need an infection from the dark and blotched blade. There was always a chance of damage to both parties in a knife fight. But most of all he found himself offended at a soldier of fortune who didn't take care of his tools of war.

"I guess I should tell you," said Silas quietly, "before things get messy. This is Makarska land." One of the younger men muttered something to his mate, but Silas didn't catch it. The big one looked unconcerned.

"Yeah, I heard stuff about them," he said. "Father and son, hunnert years or more, right? Well that was a long time ago, and they din't come up against nobody what was any good. That's what I think." He emphasised the last few words by hawking deeply and spitting on the ground.

"I think it's time you had an accident, old man," he said, and stepped forward.

Silas was as surprised as the others when the smallest member of the group spoke up.

"We're on this guy's land," he said stubbornly. "You din't tell us that. You said we was in Kinleith forest. This aint right."

The big one lifted the knife a little higher, as if he was unsure whether to slap the boy or stab him. Scrawny or not, the boy puffed himself up and stood his ground defiantly. He lifted his head.

"We can dig up what we got here and go," he continued. "The price for leaf is half what it is for head, but it's still a worthwhile haul."

"Sounds like a good plan," said Silas smoothly, even though he knew he couldn't let it go at that. He wanted the leader, at the very least the leader, behind bars. 

School kids who experimented with dope mostly grew out of the habit, but there were always some lives eventually destroyed by dependency, and the profits gangs made selling to the young and the stupid financed other criminal activity.

The big man suddenly charged, holding the knife close in but pointing it out in front of him. Silas registered the fact he was up against a practised knife fighter, and that surprised him. It was something rare in this area. The big man tensed his shoulders for the thrust to come. Silas stood his ground. Timing was everything.

The fact Silas didn't try to throw himself to one side took the big man's initiative away, forcing him to make his attack earlier than he had intended. Silas turned inside the thrust, hitting the extended forearm hard with the edge of his hand. His opponent flinched momentarily, but the knife came back fast as the man turned. 

Silas slipped out of the way, and got a hand to the elbow behind the knife, but he felt the burn as the blade ran across his side. He was fortunate his woollen shirt had stopped most of it. Then he was dancing sideways as he slid the baton from its sheath in his trousers. When the big man's knife hand speared forward once more, he brought the baton up to meet it in a blur of movement, shattering the bones behind the man's wrist. 

His assailant didn't realise the fight was already over, and came round to stab at Silas' rib cage one more time. Then he noticed the odd angle of his wrist, and the way his knife hung from nerveless fingers. The older man stepped forward and turned within his opponent's arm, his back to his attacker as his elbow slammed into a point just in front of the man's ear. The big man dropped soundlessly. Then there was one man standing and one man down.

"You can help me tie him up if you like," said Silas, rolling his shoulders to release tension as he worked to get his breath back, "and I might put in a good word for you with the Inspector."

The two young men by the cage looked at each other for a moment, then turned and ran as though the devil on horseback was behind them.

Good choice, thought Silas. If big bad bro' here came round and realised they'd helped take him in, their future would be even more bleak than it already was. 

He cut the hood off the big man's sweatshirt with the army knife in his back pocket, and cut it again in a zigzag fashion until he had a good length of material. He rolled the inert form over and bound the man's elbows tightly behind him. It was going to be hellishly uncomfortable for his prisoner when the man woke up, but not as bad as the pain in his broken forearm if Silas had tied him at the wrists. 

Only now did the tall man run his fingers over the burning line along his side. It was shallow, mostly deflected by his shirt. He could tidy that up at the house. Having reassured himself there was no other damage he turned to the big man and probed his assailant's forearm gently with his fingers. 

He'd put splints on a lot of people in his time, and it had sometimes been on bones he had broken himself. Some of his skills had come from necessity, some had been shown to him by paramedics over the years. He made a point of taking such information in and retaining it. It was always handy. 

The big man's forearm looked like it had taken a clean break, which was surprising. Silas had been sure he'd shattered a good couple of inches of bone. This guy was one tough piece of work. 

He finished his cursory inspection and sat down on a bank nearby. There was always a sudden let down after a rush of adrenaline. That was when he realised the boy was still standing to one side.

"You stood up for me, Junior," he said quietly, keeping his eyes on the ground at his feet. He didn't want to spook the boy. Young thugs he understood very well, half-pie decent kids he was a bit rusty on.

"Well, it weren't right," said the boy, eyeing Silas cautiously. The tall man lifted his gaze.

"So you understand right and wrong?" he said quietly.

The boy nodded.

"Why are you with them, then?" asked Silas.

The boy hung his head.

"You know what they do, and how they just use people," said Silas. He was rubbing the point in for a reason. A half-baked plan was forming in the back of his brain, and he hated it when that happened. I'm going to regret this, he thought, and not for the first time in his life. But then, everyone deserved a second chance.

The boy hung his head further. Silas didn't expect an answer. There were reasons for the directions the boy's life had taken. There had been no other options for him, no one to believe in him, a home life that was hell and one he'd left as soon as he could. Silas knew that story well enough.

"You do what I tell you?" he said slowly. Nothing had been said out loud, but they both knew some sort of agreement was being hammered out.

"You police?" said the boy, and Silas nodded. "Was," he said bluntly. 

He could see the battle being fought out inside the boy's head. Everyone in the back streets and dens of the underbelly had told him cops were pigs, but this old man in front of him felt straight up. There would have been few adults he'd ever trusted, but Silas' grandfatherly aspect was playing on some unconscious part of him. 

Silas saw it, and realised with a start he'd never thought of himself as grandfatherly before. He chuckled inwardly. It was turning into an amazing day of firsts. He looked at the youngster again. He seemed to be making up his mind. It didn't hurt that the boy had just seen evidence Silas was more than able to protect him. At last the boy nodded.

"Long as you don't set me up so I take the fall for you," he said suspiciously.

Silas stared him down. "You're out of line," he said, and waited until the boy dropped his eyes. Perhaps he was being a little hard. Complete trust wasn't going to come overnight. But being a Makarska meant something, and the sooner the boy learned that the better.

"And as long as you're not a perv," came next. Silas looked up sharply. The little shit still had his head down, but Silas thought he could make out the hint of a smile. For one brief moment he'd been thinking the boy had crawled his way out of a life of child abuse, paying to belong in ways Silas didn't want to think about. Getting his self-esteem back from that low might have been beyond Silas' capabilities. But this little show of spirit was a very good sign.

"All right," he said, getting to his feet. "We'll just hogtie Dickhead here to make sure he stays put, and then I'll take you down to my place. I'll call the bust in, and find you a feed, but after that you stay out of sight. You were never here, understand?"

The boy nodded. "Waka," he said. "That guy's name is Waka Rangitira."

"Is that right," said Silas slowly. Self-appointed name more likely. As best Silas could make out, that translated as the noble canoe. More than that, the canoe represented the unity and culture of the people, the way forward. Gang members calling themselves the way forward for Maori, he thought. Ye gods. Dickhead was a pretentious prick, and that was being kind. Waka Tahae maybe – canoe thief!

The man who called himself Waka was in the process of coming round as Silas looped his feet together, and hauled them up to his belt. Roping his feet to his hands would have played havoc with his broken arm. Not that one bit of this consideration was apparent to his prisoner. It never was. This sort were always completely self-obsessed. Apparently that was a 'personality disorder' these days. Pity that when the system named something, the powers that be did nothing to fix the problem.

Ignoring the first of what would undoubtedly be a continuous string of profanity and threats from the big man, he led the boy over the ridge past the two puriris, and down under the pines toward his back yard. The boy looked at the blood seeping from the cut across his ribs.

"You going to be okay?" he asked hesitantly.

"Not deep," said Silas. He tried to make light of it. Most people never saw anything a sticking plaster couldn't cope with. He tried to remember that when others were around.

"You got a name?" he said, as they trudged down the slope.

"Gordon," said the boy.

"You what?" said Silas incredulously. Kids these days were all named Zack, or Jorja. At least the boy hadn't tried to give him some poncy gang name.

"How about we call you Short Skinny Dude," he said, trying not to smile.

The boy looked up at him, his feelings clearly wounded.

"That could be your street tag, SSD," continued Silas.

"With like a red, slashed X behind it, and a deaths head in the middle of the D?" said the boy hopefully.

Silas realised that this was getting out of hand. He had to be a 'good influence' on his young charge now. He'd always wondered what people who were a 'good influence' on the young did. Now he was starting to find out.

"Sorry mate, no tags, pisses off the people who own the buildings."

"Is this like, a rule?" said the boy.

Silas' role as a good influence was getting harder by the minute. He tried to work out how he should answer that. He recalled a book called Positive Thinking and Positive People, or something like that. 

He'd not found it very useful, except for one thing. It said the brain doesn't recognise the word 'don't' very well, just the rest of the sentence. A set of rules beginning with 'don't' wasn't all that likely to work. So he had to conjure up some sort of positive goal for the boy to live by. Dammit all. What sort of statement would that be? His mind worked overtime for what felt like forever. Then he finally came up with this.

"What we do, Gords, is try to help people; and to do that, we have to think of what hurts them as much as what helps them. We have to get inside their minds. It's like a Jedi mind trick," – where the hell had that come from - "a way of seeing things. So, tags only help the person who's doing it, and hurts everyone else. And if a guy's tags are any good, why can't he put his work on a board and sell it, or donate it, or keep it and display it?"

"Is that my name now, Gords?"

Silas hesitated. "Yeah, that can be your name for now," he replied. Most of his carefully crafted philosophy of life had gone straight over the boy's head. But Silas figured his young charge would get the idea in time. The boy wasn't slow, that was becoming clear.
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Once back at the house he put some cereal out, which was of dubious age since he never ate the stuff, and opened a can of peach slices before adding a nearly full plastic milk bottle and half a bag of sugar. Marmalade, salami, bread and most of an avocado followed. 

Hell, he had no idea what the boy liked, but it would have to do. He gestured toward the food and Gords pulled up a chair pretty damn fast. Silas smiled. He wondered if any of it would be left when he got back into the room.

Once he had cleaned the bloodied stripe across his ribs he took down his medical kit. Then he dried the area and pulled the edges of the cut together with butterfly strips, before putting an industrial grade cover on his work. It took some time to work his way along the cut. He would also need antibiotics for this one, and he'd be on the receiving end of a needle for a tetanus shot. He sighed. He didn't like being jabbed. 

He packed up his first aid kit and returned it to its place. Then he stuck his head into the kitchen and saw Gords had finished eating. He set the boy to work washing dishes and cleaning up. The boy assured him this was something he knew how to do, followed by much vigorous nodding. 

Lastly he picked up a walkabout phone and went to the opposite end of the house. His first call was to the Tokoroa police station on Logan street. After a brief conversation he was told they would be at his house in fifteen minutes. Then he called the same number, but added an extension that took him through to an info geek in one of the back rooms. It went through immediately.

"Hey up, Speck," he began, "whatcha doin'?" There was a moment's pause.

"Trying hard to avoid you," said a wary voice at the other end. Silas sighed. An outbreak of trouble between the two main gangs in Tokoroa hadn't gone well for Speck. Silas had needed information from charge sheets so he could get some leverage over one of the gangs. His efforts along these lines had kept an uneasy truce in the town for a few years now. 

He didn't have the sort of authority to get information like that legally these days, but Speck had helped him out anyway. Jonny Ngatai – known as 'Speck' within the force for his ability to lay his hands on the smallest detail in the files – had been given a grilling by lawyers on both sides of the case. Why had the gangs suddenly clammed up, why were they privy to information they shouldn't have had, and why was Speck's name being whispered in dark corners?

Silas had warned Speck about keeping his head down at the start of it all, but now Jonny seemed intent on blaming Silas for his hard times. Still, he had to put that to one side. Maybe Jonny was being unfair, but he was an old friend, and a great source of information.

"Don't be like that, Speck," he said, in as conciliatory a tone as he could muster. "We did some good work together on that one, huh partner? You and me, when everyone else wanted to wait until we were bringin' out the body bags?" 

There was silence. Silas and Jonny had been partners on the force when Jonny was new to policing, and Silas was trying to remind him how close they'd been.

"Look up a Waka Rangatira for me, will you," he continued. "I figure he's got gang contacts but he's from out of town. He'll be arriving at the hospital in half an hour, and I want to know everything about him. This guy is working for someone, and I want to know which group in our area is so pally with him."

"No chance you're responsible for his sudden need to visit a hospital?" said Speck, exasperation showing in his voice.

"Look, I really need this," said Silas. "Pull his sheets. Dime to a dozen of beer he targets school kids. He was with some juniors and a cannabis plot when I found him."

Silas waited patiently, but got no reply. He decided it was time to turn up the heat.

"How's that youngest of your sister's, Speck? Still at High School in Tokoroa is she? You want her, or one of her friends, taking the electric puha highway to a wasted life?"

"Piss off, she knows better," said Speck abruptly. Silas had hit a nerve all right.

"I know, Speck, mate, I know," said Silas softly, his words soothing the sudden tension in Speck's voice. "But those school kids all got mums and dads, don't they? And they all deserve a good start to life, right?"

"All right, all right!" bellowed Speck. "Goddamit to hell! Next you'll be reminding me how many times you saved my ass when we were in the force together."

"I wouldn't do that," said Silas, trying not to sound wounded. Speck evidently didn't like being played. Maybe he should have been more direct with him from the start.

"But you can get me a list of his previous before I visit the prick this afternoon?" he urged.

"You're not interrogating a suspect while he's still in hospital?" choked Speck. "The civil rights brigade will have a field day. Particularly when you're not in the force any more. Besides, there'll be an officer on the door."

"Bullshit," said Silas roughly. "You've been sitting at a desk too long. I guarantee you our boy says he fell over in his back yard and broke his arm. Is a gang member going to say an old white man took him out?"

"I guess not," conceded Speck, after a moment's thought.

"And you might be interested to know he hog-tied himself and lay down next to his dope plants hoping an officer of the law would chance by," said Silas mischievously. "He's a very civic minded fellow."

"You didn't!" said Speck, and they both burst out laughing.

"Ah, the old ways," said Speck. 

"Goddamn, the old ways were the best, weren't they?" chuckled Silas.

"Here's your boy now," said Speck, his attention suddenly elsewhere. "Given name Tarek Assoulin. Came into New Zealand age seven with his parents. They had money. Background unclear but origin was probably Syria. Genealogy says that's a Syrian name."

Silas whistled quietly. That explained the colour of the man's skin. Silas hadn't been able to place the big man, but if he had chosen a life of crime his skin tone would have fitted him into the Maori networks easily enough. He was also pleased to find Speck had been searching the data base while they talked. It was good to know their friendship still stood.

"He seems to have been in Auckland initially," continued Speck, "but he's been showing up all over the place since. Not sure who he's with now. We've got him in Rotorua before a stint around East Cape – that's weird - and now you say he's here. 

"He went down eight years ago for lacing aniseed wheels with hash oil, and selling them as synthetic cannabis before the new laws came in. Nothing since."

"It says aniseed wheels?" said Silas.

There was a moment's silence.

"Yes, the sheet's very specific," said Speck. "Why, does it matter?"

Silas shook his head. "Not really, it's just that it's aimed at kids, isn't it. Adults want something they can roll and smoke, or bake maybe."

Speck was silent. Silas had been right on the money about the danger to the local High School kids.

"But I think he's moved on from there," said Silas. "Eight years ago he wasn't very high up in the gangs. He worked the streets and took the risks – and got busted. Since then he's been moving up in the organisations. Trouble is, which organisation. I bet he's moved on from front line selling. He's a problem solver now, a remover of obstacles, maybe a hit man. 

"At least that's my gut feeling now I've seen him in action. He's too high up in the scheme of things to get caught, and that would explain the lack of court time in the last few years."

"So why dirty his hands with a forest plot of dope worth a few thousand dollars on the street?" said Speck.

"I don't know," said Silas, "but it could be some part-time income while he settles in. I get the feeling someone sent him here with a particular task in mind. Nothing else makes sense."

"The Nomads and Black Power in Tokoroa are pretty stable" said Speck, "and pretty hard to infiltrate, and for what? They're not turning over much in the way of cash, basically supplying drugs to their own people and a few hangers-on."

"Could be time for a change," said Silas. "Maybe someone wants to ramp up business and make a helluva lot more money out of the area. But I think we're missing something."

"I can't see it," said Speck, "but I'll read you the rest of the guy's sheet and you can take your time thinking about it."

Silas nodded, though Speck couldn't see him do that. It was a good plan by his old friend. Reading the information off the screen meant no copies had been made, and there would be no links back to Speck. 

Assoulin's charge sheet wasn't pretty reading. Given any opportunity, he loved to include violence in his thievery and stand-over tactics. He thought he was a tough piece of work, and maybe he got psychotic once the adrenaline started flowing. It wasn't a good sign for peace and quiet in the area.

Silas finally put the phone down. He didn't like problems in his community, and this guy was going to be a problem. Even if it wasn't officially his responsibility any longer, it was his area in all the ways that mattered, and it would be as long as he lived in it.

Then something niggled at the back of his brain before coming forward for closer examination. Highway 32. The motorcycle gang that counted Route 32 from Tokoroa to Turangi as their turf had never been much of a law and order problem in Tokoroa, but its members had gotten a bit shady of late. Most of them were older now, and unemployment was high. They mostly sat around their headquarters drinking beer in their spare time, and thinking up ways of making easy money. 

If someone wanted to move into Tokoroa in force, they could, conceivably, 'patch over' Highway 32. But what would it take to do that? In the end he decided it didn't seem likely, and put the idea in the too hard basket.
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​Chapter 4
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When Silas got back to the kitchen, Gords had done a credible job of cleaning up after his impromptu 'brunch'. Silas was quietly impressed, but he didn't say anything. There was a time and place for praise, and he needed to feel his way slowly into the boy's state of mind. 

Silas wondered if Gordon might want to talk about the hows and whys of the journey that had led him to the dope plants in the forest. Perhaps he should 'debrief' him the way he used to with constables under his command. Talk them through events when an operation had been particularly harrowing, make sure they knew they'd been heard. 

Still, the boy seemed more excited about his new surroundings than anything else. Silas put it down to the resilience of youth, though maybe one day he would help him gain some perspective on his life.

It took a while to find out where Gords had been staying. Silas was patient with him, understanding that authority figures had let him down many times in the past. His main interest was in getting Gord's belongings, and in the end it turned out to be an easy matter. A quick trip into Tawhiti where Gords picked up a backpack and a couple of personal items. 

Apparently he'd been staying at the family home of one of the pakeha boys Silas had seen at the cannabis plot. He wondered what sort of 'family' that was, when the children went so far off the rails, but it wasn't his concern. He couldn't save the world, but maybe Gords he could help a little bit.

When they got back to Silas' place he showed the boy round the house, and then the grounds. The big, old villa didn't seem to impress the boy, but Gords was fascinated by the sheds. Power tools held the strongest draw for him, and Silas fell into the comfortable role of explaining what they could do, and how they worked. When he looked at the clock on the wall, it was already time for lunch, and they wandered back inside.

Gordon's earlier feed seemed to have had little effect. He hoed into everything Silas put on the table, though he gallantly pushed the last slice of ham toward the one who had provided it all. Somewhere in the conversation Silas learned that Gords was 13, though the boy was equally insistent he was "nearly fourteen". 

Most of his questions about Gords' past didn't get very far, but he learned the boy had been fostered at some stage and it had "turned to shit" fairly quickly. Exactly when Gords had lost contact with his parents, or parent probably, was not forthcoming. However Silas figured it must have been a permanent break, if CYFs and foster care had already been extensively involved.

After they had finished lunch, Silas sat down with the boy in the lounge, and told him they needed to face up to some hard decisions.

"We have to sort out where you're going to live, mate, and that's going to take some thinking. By both of us."

Gords face fell. He had probably been hoping he would just move into one of Silas' spare rooms. He sat still for a moment, then got up and walked toward the door that opened onto the back porch. Silas thought he'd lost the boy's trust, but Gords turned around and sat in a chair Silas kept by the back door. He had distanced himself from Silas, but he hadn't given up on him.

"I'm too busy, and too set in my ways, to look after you," said Silas, holding up a hand as Gords went to chip in a few words. 

"You'll need to go to school, and I can't be running around after you for that, and I can barely cope with my own washing and cleaning." Truth be told using the washing machine for more than the bachelor's all-colours-in, one load, Saturday wash was something Silas couldn't begin to imagine.

"But," he said, lifting his hand as Gords began another impassioned sentence, "you'll be here every weekend, even if I have to go and collect you myself, except on some days when I'm tied up or out of town."

Gordon went silent.

"Can you handle that?" asked Silas gently.

Gords waited for a bit, then nodded slowly. Silas grinned. "It's those bloody power tools you want to play with. You care about them more than me!"

Then he saw Gords eyes fill with tears, and felt a solid kick of remorse. There was a fine line between camaraderie, and the wounds that had been inflicted on this boy's soul. But he saw Gordon smile as the boy tried to blink back the tears in his eyes.

"That's all right then," said Silas kindly.

He had the boy look through his bookshelves, pointing him toward the sort of adventure stories he had liked at that age. It was an experiment. Could the boy even read at a decent level? 

He didn't look the type to be forever on some electronic gizmo, so he could have acquired some skills that were useful in the real world. Then Silas headed for his study once again.

When he made his call the phone rang for a long time. It was a bit much on top of choosing from three different menus and being redirected once already. Silas was about to hang up when a female voice answered.

"CYFs foster care, Delani speaking."

He introduced himself, and explained that a street kid had come into his care, and he would like to see the boy placed somewhere stable. He was too old and too busy himself, and he was on his own, so he didn't think he would be a good choice.

Delani listened attentively.

She asked for the boy's name, and seemed pleased when she got a proper surname and Christian name. He reasoned that aliases, and multiple family surnames, must be a problem for CYFs.

"Yes, here he is," she said. "Gordon Watts. Last in the system a year and a half ago. Absconded from foster care after two months, and . . . I see he has done that before. Um, we might need to place him somewhere with higher security," she said at last.

Silas could guess what that meant. Institutionalised.

"I doubt it was his fault," said the tall man loyally. "I've seen him under pressure and he doesn't seem to have too many buttons that can be pushed."

"I think we can leave it to CYFs to make that call, Mr Makarska," she said, with the hint of a long-suffering attitude toward the public.

"What, instead of a retired chief of police with 34 years on the force?" said Silas crisply, feeling the anger bubbling up inside him. She must have sensed what was coming though, and was quick to turn it aside.

"No, no. Ah, no, not at all, er, Mr Makarska." she said hurriedly. "I've been scanning the file while we're talking, and he could be a candidate for one of our family homes. He's 13 now, and he would be eligible for a family home until he was 18."

Silas didn't say anything, and she hurried on.

"We own the houses, and the house parents live rent free, and we place as many children with them as fits the space and feels like a family. It seems to work for a lot of the foster children." She ended with a question mark in her voice.

It didn't sound too bad, but Silas had been thinking of someone from Gords own family. Maybe not immediate family – that had obviously not worked out – but aunts and uncles he had known and trusted.

"Does he have any family members that would fit the criteria for fostering?" he asked.

"Ah, just one, Sara Burmee Pelter, an older cousin, living in Rotorua. However she didn't express any interest in the boy when we approached her initially, and I have to say she only just had enough points on our scale to qualify as a foster parent."

There was a long silence. Silas finally decided the boy could determine his own future, and told Delani he would be back in touch in the next few days. He asked that she contact the cousin, and see if Sara would be interested in fostering Gordon. There was a swapping of telephone numbers so either would get straight through to the other, and Silas rang off.

Then he realised he'd missed some important facts. What did these foster parents get paid anyway, and how much of it went to the boy? This time he headed for his computer. A minute later he was reading the information on the web page carefully.

Foster care for 14 and up was just over $200 a week, including maybe $15 for pocket money, then thirty something a week for clothes. The clothing allowance was paid monthly, and Silas wasn't that good with numbers. There didn't appear to be




























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





