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PROLOGUE

Rachel Connor
stood inside the gates of Parliament.

In front of
her, four people lay shot on the ground. She rushed toward them, to
help – to check their pulses – but was shoved away by army
officers.

“Stand
back!” they ordered.

Rachel stared
at them. “I’m a doctor, for Christ’s sake!” she said. “Let me
pass!”

But they shook
their heads. “No exceptions.”

The army were
surrounding the people; ushering them out of the Parliament
grounds, back onto the street. Rachel was pressed back. She almost
stumbled, but somehow kept her footing.

Through the
black gate, Rachel saw a movement behind the army officers. A
suited man was walking to the Hill Street gate.

Joshua stood in
the intersection; Rachel’s heart pounded in fear. He was alone,
isolated out by the army. His white face was unreadable.

“You can’t
kill him,” Rachel whispered to the army officers. “He has committed
no crime.”

“We’re the
army,” an officer replied, “not the police. We act in times of war,
to establish national security.”

“We are not
at war!” said Rachel, and now Joshua’s eyes were on her.

War…

“He’s done
nothing,” said Rachel. “He’s a pacifist, for God’s sake! You can’t
kill him!”

She looked over
the street to John Robertson – the fear in his eyes, but also the
gritty determination.

The Bishop of
Wellington, Mark Blake, was standing in Anglican robes on the steps
of Saint Peter’s Cathedral, watching the crowd.

“Joshua
Davidson killed our people,” said Blake, pointing to Joshua. “He is
destroying our nation.”

Rachel tried to
look to her left, down Hill Street – who was the politician? The
man emerged on the street, opposite the steps of Saint Peter’s,
facing Joshua in the intersection. It was her father, James
Connor.

His face was
taut, his forehead creased with burden. This was the Prime Minister
of New Zealand! This was his nation, going to pot!

“What the
hell are you doing?” Rachel cried out to him. “The army, Dad? What
are you thinking?”

An officer
forced her down to her knees, pressing a rifle to the back of her
head.

“Leave her,”
said Joshua calmly. “No one else needs to die today.”

Rachel’s body
shook hard. She stared at her father – he stared back at her. Then
his eyes shifted to Joshua.

“You are a
curse,” he said, spitting at him, “a curse that is bringing our
people to ruin!”

Joshua faced
him, but did not speak. Confused, Rachel searched his face. He was
innocent! He was good, not evil! How dare Connor accuse him, and
blame him, when Connor’s own actions had precipitated the riot?

“You’re a
bastard!” Rachel shouted out to him. “An incompetent
bastard!”

And now she
felt a blinding, sharp, painful blow to the back of her head.

She fell,
gasping, on her face. Her vision blacked out, though she heard her
father’s voice.

“Stand down,
officer!” he ordered. “I am your commander!”

A hand was on
her head. The pain disappeared, and her vision returned. Confused,
Rachel looked up. Joshua was standing over her, smiling. He reached
out a hand and pulled her back to her feet.

“Don’t argue
any more,” he said quietly to her. “Don’t fight them. You’ll get
yourself killed.”

The Governor
General, Anita Mayes, stepped forward toward her father.

“Right
Honourable Prime Minister James Connor!” she said loudly. “Do you
really think this is legal?”

“The nation
is under threat, Right Honourable Governor General,” Connor
replied. “I have taken the necessary actions to ensure our nation’s
survival.”

Blake now
shifted, on the steps of Saint Peter’s. “Connor!” his strong voice
called out. “Do something! Deal with this man, before it is too
late!”

Connor lifted
his hand toward the crowd, and Tristan Blake stepped between the
officers.

He was carrying
a rifle.

Rachel
swallowed. “Oh my God…”

Tristan’s face
was hard, his eyes distant and far away…

“Tristan!”
she whispered. “What are you doing?”

A lead weight
was in Rachel’s stomach now; a terrible twisting in her gut.

“Oh my God.”
Connor had organised the assassination of Joshua.

A strange girl
was with Tristan, flitting about, dancing.

“Your
majesty!” she said, bowing – and she put an ancient metal crown on
Joshua’s head.

Joshua’s face
turned a sickly shade of grey. His brown eyes fixed on her with
agony. His head tipped back, he clung the crown firmly to his head,
and began to stagger.

Rachel clenched
her fists.

“Kill him,
Connor!” Blake called out. “Do it now!”

“Not yet!”
John cried. “Not yet! It’s not the right time!”

Joshua was
groaning, staggering, trying to keep his footing, his face pointed
up to the sky; his hands still clutching the crown to his head.

Tristan stared
at Joshua, his body shaking.

“Kill him!”
Blake cried out. “Kill him, and we will all be safe! Kill him, and
we will all find our peace!”

“The
scapegoat…” Tristan whispered. “Oh my God – the scapegoat…”

Rachel thought
the rifle might fall from his shaking hands.

“Kill him!”
Blake repeated. “Execute him! Do it quickly!”

“Prime
Minister!” The Governor General cried out. “Our state is a
democracy! We have a Law! We have a court system!”

“To hell
with the Law!” said Blake. “This is about our survival! Our
survival, as a people – even as a race! What are you waiting
for?”

He was staring
at Connor.

Rachel saw
reluctance in her father’s eyes. He didn’t want to execute!

“Do this,”
Mayes declared loudly, “and I will use the powers invested in me to
dissolve the Government! This is not your role, Connor! You are way
out of line here!”

Connor’s eyes
moved over the crowd.

“Let the
people decide!” he said. “What is your decision?”

There was
silence, and then a response.

“Oh, to hell
with it!” someone cried out. “Get it over with!”

“Kill him?”
Connor asked. “How many say ‘Yes’?”

“Just kill
him!” the people cried. “Get it over with! Kill him!”

Others
struggled! Others shouted for his life! Rachel raised her voice,
loud and strong.

“No!” she
cried. “Kill him, and it will all be over! We will never be the
same again!”

Joshua’s eyes
were on her now. He was suffering. His grey face was sweating, and
bleeding! Bleeding…

Tristan stood
before Joshua. Rachel watched as Tristan looked at Joshua’s
staggering form and saw the blood. Tristan’s face contorted. Joshua
was looking at him! His eyes were clouded with pain, but gracious!
Rachel was drawn into his expression. It was love! Tristan saw it,
too; he looked stricken by it! Love.

Joshua reached
out a hand to grasp Tristan’s shoulder, and his body stiffened. He
fell to his knees, his back taut; his face pointing to the sky.

“Father!” he
cried to God. “Don’t hold it against them! They really have no idea
what they are doing!”

Blood dripped
down his face. The crown fell off his head, and now he stretched
his arms out wide.

“Where are
you?” he cried to God, and his face now contorted with terror! “Oh,
God, Daddy – I can’t see you! Darkness! Darkness…”

Rachel’s eyes
filled with tears – she blinked them furiously away. Joshua!
Joshua…

Tristan was
rigid. Dismay flooded his face. Then he stepped back, gathered the
rifle, and fired.

Rachel choked.
Bullets landed in Joshua’s chest; many bullets! They jerked his
body backwards – they threw him to the ground.

She rushed
forward to him. He was lying on the ground, his body jerking with
pain, gasping. She tore away his blood stained white shirt, to find
five bullet wounds – two to each lung, and one to the heart.

“Oh, God,”
Rachel breathed, shaking. “No…”

She reached for
his neck, to his pulse. It was still there, but faint! Fading
rapidly! He was bleeding badly from the chest – gasping for breath,
bleeding from the heart.

Rachel took off
her own jacket, and pressed it into his wounds. Pressure! But she
knew it was useless. His heart had been penetrated, and his lungs!
There was no way he could survive.

He grasped her
hand. Rachel sobbed, as he met her eyes – as he struggled, on his
last breaths.

“It’s
finished!” he gasped. “It’s sorted!” And his face broke into a
sudden beautiful smile.

Rachel grasped
him, crying. “Don’t go!” she said. “Don’t go!”

Peace filled
his eyes – and then his head fell back, and his hand fell from
hers.

He was
dead.

Rachel sank to
the ground next to him. Resuscitate? She crossed her hands over his
chest, and began to pound his heart. But then she felt a hand to
her shoulder.

It was John.
His eyes were filled with tears. He held her gaze, and shook his
head.

“It’s over,”
he whispered. “Don’t try to bring him back.”

She stared at
his face, and began to weep. She shrank back away, from John and
from Joshua’s body. Then she looked at the crowd.

They were
silent.

“Enough!”
cried the Governor General’s voice. “By the power invested in me,
as the representative of the Queen, I now announce that the current
Prime Minister has acted outside of his jurisdiction!

“I am
dissolving Parliament! The Queen will rule directly, until time
permits to allow for an election – until democracy is effectively
established again!”


Democracy...Freedom, choice: they had gone! Fear had ruled –
corruption had acted.

Joshua was
dead.

 


“Dead.”

Rachel jerked
up. Dead. She stared out ahead of herself into the darkness,
clutching a hold of the soft duvet covering her legs. The image of
Joshua’s body was still before her eyes – five bullet wounds, four
to his lungs, one to his heart, bleeding…unstoppable.

He was smiling!
Pain seized her chest as she looked into his brown, lit eyes, while
his body struggled.

“It’s
finished!”

“Don’t
go!”

“It’s
sorted.”


“No…”

His hand fell
away from hers. Peace was in his eyes! Peace, and then death.

“No.”

He was
gone.

Rachel drew
herself out of bed, sinking against the wall, pulling the duvet
instinctively around her. In the bed John stirred, now
uncovered.

“Rachel?” he
whispered, while his hand stretched out to grasp the duvet back
again.

“Can’t,” she
whispered.

“Can’t
what?”

“Can’t accept
it.”

She reached out
to the handle of the wardrobe, and grasped her stethoscope. Tears
filled her eyes. “Can’t save him,” she whispered. “Every time I see
him in my dreams, I can’t save him.”

Now John was
standing in front of her, his new blue pyjamas a little dishevelled
in his haste.

“It’s okay,” he
said, stifling a yawn. “He’s okay.”

“I know you
believe…”

“I saw
him.”

“I know you
believe what you saw.”

“I know the
wounds I touched, Rachel,” he said, his green eyes gentle and
patient as he repeated the same words once again. “I know the
bullets I see and feel.”

And now, again,
he pulled the bullets out, always kept in a pocket close to his own
body – five bullets, deformed and used…five bullets she could not
explain.

“It’s
dangerous,” she whispered. “Dangerous to claim such an
impossibility.”

“I know,” he
murmured. “I also watched him killed; I know the risk. But I can’t
hide the truth, Rachel – such a massive truth! I mustn’t hide
it.”

“I can’t grasp
it,” she said. “His wounds were fatal. I watched him die.”

“I saw him
alive again.”

“I just can’t
bring myself to believe it…”

“I know.”

“I’m sorry.”
Now tears filled her eyes again. Weeping suddenly took her, and she
shook her head and turned away from him, clutching onto her
stethoscope.

“I need to go
to work soon.”

“I know.”

“After we go
down to the waterfront.”

“Okay.”

And she held
the duvet around herself and moved away from him, out of the
bedroom and down the hall toward the bathroom.

 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE: Te
Harinui

Tristan Blake
stood on sand. In front of him, Rau Petera was balancing on one
foot on a rock. Typical, Tristan thought, for a preacher on Sunday
morning. Not bad for an old man, though!

Tristan
grinned, and then looked over the faces gathered around his friend
– Maori, Pakeha, Pacific, Chinese, Indian, and an African face
amongst the crowd of two hundred.

“We’re gathered
today,” began Rau, “because great things have taken place for all
people, right here, in our own land! Right here, in the heart of
Aotearoa.”

Tristan lifted
his eyes across Wellington harbour, behind Rau’s back. Light was
sparkling off the calm water. Rau almost looked alight himself, his
gentle face a brown silhouette surrounded by a shimmering halo.
Tristan rolled his eyes.

“Arohanui!”
said Rau. “Te harinui. I have come to bring you great news of great
joy, for all people. This day I say to you, death has been
overcome! Darkness has been defeated. Light has broken forth, like
the glorious blood red sunrise of a brand new day. Time for a new
beginning! It’s time for a new life.”

A new life.

The eyes were
all watching Rau, brown, blue, green, hazel, some lit up, as his,
and some puzzled. There were four army soldiers watching behind
them, standing just within the retaining wall to the beach. They
were clad in olive green uniform, their arms folded across their
chests, their rifles hanging unused at their sides; their foreheads
creviced in concentrating frowns.

Tristan
resisted the temptation to reach a hand into his own inner jacket
pocket. The weight of the weapon remained by his left side – the
army rifle he had used to shoot Joshua Davidson.

“Joshua is
alive,” called Rau. “I have seen him! I have touched him.”

The soldiers
shifted uncomfortably on their feet. One unfolded his arms to
finger his rifle.

“One thing’s
for certain,” muttered Tristan under his breath to Rau, “you sure
have guts, my friend.”

“I left him,”
said Rau, and his voice cracked, his brown eyes moistening. “I knew
he was going to be shot, and I left him.”

“You knew?”
Tristan stared at him, and now Rau’s eyes found his. “Did you know
who was going to fire?”

“We all shot
him,” said Rau. “We all cried out for his death! We all abandoned
him.”

Tristan felt
his body stiffening, his hands clenching.

“But his
strength was greater than our weakness!” said Rau. “His life was
greater than our desire for his death.”

Tears blurred
Tristan’s vision. He closed his eyes, and then felt a hand to his
shoulder.

“He planned it
this way,” said John’s voice. “He chose to die.”

“But why?”
choked Tristan, his eyes flicking open to watch John join Rau,
perched on the rock. “Why would he do this? Why would he let
himself get shot? Why would he let me pull the trigger?”

Tristan
suddenly felt the tsunami again, deep within, rising up!
Threatening to break! Threatening to take him. John’s green eyes
came to him, even as he spoke to the crowd, his gentle face
unassuming.

“He chose death
so he could overcome it for us,” said John. “Forgiveness! He offers
us forgiveness. He offers us a kind of life which is stronger than
death.”

“Forgiveness?”
choked Tristan.

“He takes our
bullets,” said John. “He takes them into his own body, into the
grave, and overcomes the death of our crimes, so that we can
live.”

“Why?” breathed
Tristan. “Why?”

“Arohanui,”
replied Rau. “The greatest of Love.”

“Grace,”
murmured John, his voice soft, only loud enough for Tristan to
hear. “The grace to accept, and forgive, and change the killer
within us all.”

“Grace,”
whispered Tristan.

“With grace,”
said John, “there is no need for a gun.”

Tristan stared
at his knowing eyes, stiffening again, but then he heard a harsh
expiring breath. He turned to find Rachel standing next to him,
arms folded stiffly across her chest, face drawn and wet.

“Grace?” she
said, her beautiful face almost gagging on the word. “I watched it
all – I was there too! I felt the bullets land in his chest! He’s
dead, Tristan Blake – he’s dead, and you shot him!”

Her voice
lifted loud and strong across the crowd. Horrified, Tristan stared
at her as her words continued to pour out.

“Where’s the
justice?” she cried. “A murderer goes free? An innocent man is
killed, and we all go about our business as if nothing has
changed?”

A soldier was
moving toward them. Instinctively Tristan reached toward his left
inner pocket, but made himself stop.

“You speak of
love?” said Rachel, her eyes moving to Rau. “What about love for
Joshua? I loved him!” Now her body stiffened, and Tristan longed to
comfort her but could find no words. “Does no one else here give a
shit about him?”

Silence filled
the crowd. The soldier approached Tristan.

“Is this woman
bothering you?” he asked. “Any unrest must be contained.”

“No,” said
Tristan, quickly shaking his head. “It’s under control.”

“No violence
will be tolerated.”

“She’s only
speaking the truth.” Pain filled his body.

“If she incites
a riot…”

“Please,” said
Tristan, “let her be. I vouch for her.”

The soldier
held his gaze, and then his shoulders relaxed.

“All right,
Blake,” he said. “Once army, always army.” And he moved away.

Troubled,
Tristan looked after him, then he turned back to find John standing
before Rachel.

Husband and
wife. It still hurt Tristan. Yet there was so much more to this
moment than simply their young marriage. John reached out to take
Rachel’s hand, but she threw his down.

“I can’t,” she
whispered, and John’s kind face contorted.

“He’s alive,”
he said. “That is the justice, Rachel, can’t you see? Death is a
pathway into greater life, if we can only accept it! If we can only
trust beyond the pain.”

“He was the
greatest man I ever knew,” replied Rachel, her face drawn, “don’t
you understand that, John? He put me to shame! He still puts me to
shame, because he loved him!” Her hand flicked out in Tristan’s
direction, and Tristan swallowed. “He loved him, even knowing that
he would shoot him! He loved him, even while he was being shot by
him! When I…all I can do is hate…”

And now she
choked, and grasped the stethoscope hanging around her neck.

“My ways are
sticks and stones next to him,” she cried. “I stumble on, trying to
do good, when he was the Master of all things good, and now he’s
gone! He’s gone! And all I can do is mourn for my own
incompetence.”

Tristan stared
at her, and reached impulsively out to her pain, but now she was
clinging to the stethoscope.

“I have to go!”
she cried. “I have to work.”

And she turned
on her heel and ran away.

Tristan stared
after her. Love! He still loved her! Fiery, passionate, her words
like arrows penetrating to the heart of him with brutal precision;
true precision. A surgeon! She was a surgeon, not a physician!
Applying her steel with scalpel sharp accuracy most acutely on
herself.

In Joshua she
had found the one she had never known she had yearned for, and he,
Tristan, had brutally robbed her of him. Words? Words as weapons?
How could he deny her at least this? He had been army, when she had
been physician. He had won – Joshua had died, despite all of her
training. Rachel had lost the battle.

“I’m sorry,”
said John, and Tristan shook his head, looking at him.

“No,” he said.
“No.”

“It broke her,”
said John, and Tristan closed his eyes. Two hearts shot…

“How can I ever
fix what I have done?” he whispered.

“We killed
him,” called Rau to the crowd, over his head. “But does that mean
everything is over? No! There are still choices to be made, still
paths to take. We can turn back into the right way. Some burdens
are too great to carry alone; some crimes tarnish us from within.
Joshua has taken our bullets into himself – he has taken our crimes
into the grave. Come, take a hold of innocence again! Trust in what
he has done! The living example of a Greater Love: of the Greater
One, beyond us, the One who made us – the One who wants us
back.”

Now Tristan
watched Rau turning toward the harbour.

“The Spirit of
te Atua is like the ocean,” he murmured. “Pure, life giving,
washing us clean.”

Suddenly Rau
was off the rock.

“Who wants to
be made right again?” he asked. “I’ll go first! I failed him! I
abandoned him!” Tears filled his brown eyes again. “Aue te whakama!
Shame! But with Joshua my mana is restored. With Joshua my honour
is restored. Anyone who wants to be made right, follow me!”

And now he was
wading into the water.

“Hey!” cried
Tristan, before he could stop himself. A winter swim? Was Rau
serious? “You’ll catch pneumonia, old man!”

But the Maori
priest didn’t notice. His body was shaking as he waded further in,
until little waves lapped at the belt of his black pants. He lifted
his arms and his face to the sky.

“E te Atua!” he
cried out. “E te Ariki! I failed! I failed! Wash my shame away! Let
me start again!”

And he lowered
his body under the water, until his black curls had totally
disappeared.

Tristan stared
after him. He glanced at the crowd, at the silent army, at John’s
smiling face, and then back at the bubbles appearing in the spot
where Rau’s head had submerged.

“Oh, come on,”
muttered Tristan. “Don’t make me go in there after you…”

But now John
was laughing.

“Come!” he
said, tugging on Tristan’s sleeve.

“No,” said
Tristan, shaking his hand off. “I think I’ll stay here.”

“A bit of cold
water scaring you off?” chided John, smirking. “I thought you were
army!”

“It’s not the
cold I’m worried about!” chided Tristan back, but now John
shrugged.

“Guilt cleared
by an honest heart and a dip in water,” said John. “Who could make
it easier than that?”

“Who indeed,”
murmured Tristan, and John waded into the water after Rau.

“Come!” he
cried out to the crowd. “Now’s your chance!”

Suddenly a
flood of people entered into the ocean.

“No way,”
whispered Tristan, and his eyes blurred, and he blinked the tears
away. They were all dipping under! And yet, he could not! The gun!
The gun in his pocket…

Rau’s head
popped up again over the water’s surface, his face breaking into a
radiant smile. His voice lifted: what was he saying? It wasn’t
English, or Maori…Tristan could recognise a few words of French
from school.

“Que Dieu vous
benisse.” May God bless you.

God…

With pain,
Tristan closed his eyes again. God. He thought of his father, the
Anglican Bishop, stood down for inciting murder…consumed by his
grief at the loss of Tristan’s mother, on the verge of suicide, now
reinstated at Saint Peter’s.

“Dad,” he
whispered. Then there was a movement before him.

“That was
great,” said Rau, and Tristan lifted his head to his dripping
form.

“You’re making
a puddle,” said Tristan, smiling.

“All of these
just might make a wave,” replied Rau, gesturing to the crowd
emerging from the ocean. But Tristan noticed Rau’s body stiffening
and shaking in the light sea breeze.

“Here,” said
Tristan quickly, taking off his jacket and laying it around his
friend’s shoulders. “You’re all crazy.”

“Kia ora,” said
Rau, reaching his clenching hands into Tristan’s pockets, his gaze
shifting over the crowd with concern. But then Rau reached inside
the jacket.

“What’s this?”
he said, and partially drew the gun out of the pocket.

“Oh, shit!”
Tristan started, and now Rau’s brown eyes were on him.

“You’ve still
got this?” said Rau, and Tristan swallowed, trying to avoid his
gaze.

“Well, yeah,”
he muttered.

“I thought the
police…”

“It was an army
job – not their jurisdiction.”

“What?” Rau
asked.

“An army job,”
repeated Tristan. “No one wanted to know, after the mess. No one
followed up on the weapon.”

Rau’s eyes
widened, and he quickly replaced the rifle into the jacket pocket
and returned the jacket to Tristan.

“You should get
rid of this,” he said. “You have no need for a gun.”

“Self-defence,”
said Tristan. “Who knows how mad it’s going to get now we have a
military state.”

“Weapons are
illegal,” said Rau. “Why carry it, unless you are willing to use
it?”

“I’m ex-army,”
said Tristan. “They’ll look the other way.”

“Tristan…”

“I only have it
for defence.”

“It’s
dangerous.”

“So is our
state.”

Rau’s eyes were
fixed on him, even as his body began to shiver. “Did you not hear a
word of what I just said to all of these people?”

Tristan smiled
sadly at him. “I heard every word,” he said. “I assure you of
that.”

“Joshua
forgives you, Tristan,” said Rau, and Tristan stared at him and
then looked rapidly away, blinking away more tears.

“Told you, did
he?” he asked.

“Something like
that,” answered Rau.

“That’s nice,”
said Tristan, and Rau laid a hand on his arm. Tristan hesitated,
squeezing his eyes shut, shaking his head, and then he made himself
look back at his friend.

“Te whakama,”
murmured Rau. “I left him. I did worse than you.”

“Bullshit,”
whispered Tristan, choking. “You don’t know, Rau. You weren’t
there.”

“I did know,”
said Rau. “That’s why I ran away.”

“You have no
idea how it felt: how it still feels, to…to remember shooting
him.”

“He loves
you.”

“I know.”

“He knew.”

“I know he
knew.”

Tristan
frowned, searching Rau’s middle aged wrinkles for wisdom. “It’s a
strange thing,” he whispered, “to be forgiven even in the midst of
committing the crime.”

“The idea is to
change,” said Rau gently, and Tristan swallowed again.

“I am changed,”
he said. “I’ll never join the army again. My reasons were
wrong.”

“I know that,”
said Rau, “and yet the gun…”

“It’s a
lingering thing,” said Tristan. “So much has changed, but
everything, Rau? Can you really expect everything to change?”

Rau’s face
shifted into a gentle smile. “I can,” he said boldly. “I have seen
him alive again after death. For me, everything has changed.”

“And yet not
everything has changed for me, my friend,” said Tristan. “A lot!
But not all. I didn’t see him again.”

“What if he was
here?” asked Rau. “What then?”

“Well then I’d
tell him myself,” said Tristan. “I’d ask him what the hell he was
doing getting himself shot by me…”

Tristan
remembered Joshua’s face, then, in that moment – his brown eyes,
his contorted face, clutching the crown to his own head, on his
knees before him.

“I love him
too,” whispered Tristan. And then, with that sudden painful moment
of truth, he drew his jacket around himself, reached to grasp
securely onto the gun, and turned away from Rau.

“Tristan,”
Rau’s voice followed after him. “The only difference between you
and me is faith.”

“I know,”
Tristan said back. “But that difference represents an entire
different universe.”

“Welcome to my
world,” said Rau, and Tristan glanced back to his beaming face.

“Thank you,” he
said, “but don’t expect me to jump ship quite that easily, I quite
like my universe. Rachel makes a lot of sense to me – I love her
too.”

He tipped his
head to Rau, and then moved away from the sand.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO: The
Hospital

Hardwater
Hospital. Rachel grasped the stethoscope around her neck and strode
onto Ward Eight. She’d better quickly get onto the blood results,
she thought, before catching up with her consultant, James
Lester.

She slipped
past the elderly ward clerk at reception to the crimson work desk
behind, but James was already there, sitting in front of the
computer, quickly tapping on the mouse. Rachel glanced quickly at
her watch and back at his studious form. Eleven-thirty. No doubt he
had pre-empted her at least by three hours.

It was Sunday.
Didn’t he have anything else to do? Rachel had told their House
Officer Fatima to stay home.

“Doctor
Connor,” said James, still fixing his gaze on the results on the
computer as she sat alongside him. “Nice to see you could make
it.”

Rachel grimaced
and shifted slightly.

“Sorry,” she
muttered, and now he grimaced into the screen.

“I’m not
interested in ‘sorry,’” he said, “only in seeing the job done.”

Rachel took in
his slim form, in grey pants and a white shirt. He was
conservative, and yet a little untidy. Rachel reached to grab the
notebook from her white coat.

“What have we
got?” she asked, and James shifted the mouse again to a graphic of
the ward.

“Your
programme?” asked Rachel, surprised, and he nodded.

“Of course,” he
said. “I did it while I was waiting for you. Now it’s the
intellectual property of the hospital.”

“Aren’t we
all,” muttered Rachel, and James threw her a wry smile as he rose
to his feet.

“Come on,” he
said. “Let’s do the ward round.”

And she
followed him into the first room.

 


“Doctor
Lester,” called out the first patient to James. She was a young
slightly overweight woman with blonde curls. “My husband had to
leave! You said you’d be in some time after nine o’clock.”

“And so I am,”
said James, walking up to the bed. The woman frowned intensely as
he reached for her pulse.

“Neurosis,”
muttered James under his breath, and Rachel flushed.

“My fault,” she
said quickly to the woman. “I was keeping Doctor Lester
waiting.”

“Rubbish,” said
James. “There’s never any time for idle banter.”

Now he reached
into his deep right trouser pocket, and pulled out his stethoscope.
Rachel suddenly noticed it was the new model, cardiology grade.

“What am I
going to hear?” he asked. “When I listen to her chest?”

Rachel stared
at the back of his slightly balding head. Three more years! She
would have to train three more years to still attempt specialising
as a Physician.

“You haven’t
told me anything,” she stuttered, and knew he was smiling.

“Examine the
patient, doctor,” he replied. “What do you see?”

Rachel cast her
eyes over the woman’s face. What was her name? Sarah. She was in
her twenties, European, and had a slight flush to her cheeks,
mirroring Rachel’s own.

“I don’t see
anything,” she said.

“Look more
closely,” said James.

Rachel moved
alongside him, next to the woman.

“May I?” she
asked, and Sarah shrugged.

“Why not?” she
said. “Got nothing better to do with my time.”

Rachel searched
her grimace: frustration!

“Sorry,” she
muttered. “We’ll get hold of your husband…”

“Stop
apologising,” said James, “and just do your job.”

Rachel reached
out to Sarah’s hands. Her palms seemed normal, her colour normal,
her nails…Rachel looked more closely. She had fine red lines, at
the tip of the nails.

“Splinter
haemorrhages,” she muttered aloud.

“The heart,
doctor,” said James. “Listen to her heart.”

Rachel quickly
reached for her own stethoscope, placing it in her ears and then
putting the diaphragm on Sarah’s chest. She could hear two normal
heart sounds. She moved around Sarah’s chest with the stethoscope,
but heard no change.

She
straightened, and pulled the stethoscope away from her ears.

“Nothing,” she
said.

“Oh,” he
replied, “those things are useless – use this.”

And he reached
to place his own stethoscope into her ears.

Rachel fingered
the drum, and then placed the diaphragm on Sarah’s chest. Clarity!
She could hear the quality of the heart sounds – terms she knew in
theory were suddenly becoming real!

“Oh,” she
whispered, and she searched for the other positions on Sarah’s
chest, and then, faintly, could hear a soft whooshing noise.

“I think…” she
began.

“Don’t think,
just know,” said his muffled voice.

“…I can hear a
mid-diastolic murmur. I’ve never heard one…”

“Which
means?”

“Mitral
stenosis,” she said, pulling his stethoscope from her ears.

“Of course,” he
said, his voice now clear. “But what else does it mean?”

“Bacterial
endocarditis.”

“And?”

“Rheumatic
Heart Disease?”

“Or congenital.
And?”

“Ah…IV
antibiotics.”

“Yes, yes,” he
said, “That’s not what I’m getting at.”

“Then
what?”

“The
stethoscope, doctor!” he said. “Yours is useless! Stop stuffing
around: get one of these!”

And he reached
to grasp his equipment back again, but Rachel lingered for a
moment, holding his brown eyes.

“Beautiful,”
she said, and he shook his head.

“Not
interested,” he quickly replied.

“Not you,” said
Rachel, hurriedly quenching a smile, “the murmur! To actually hear
it!”

Now his face
lit up in a rare genuine smile. “Thank Christ you could hear it,”
he said, and Rachel shifted uncomfortably on her feet, made a few
notes on the tablet, and followed him on to the next patient.

“This one,”
said James, flicking his finger in the direction of a young Maori
man on the other side of the room. “He’s got an interesting sign,
can you spot it?”

“You know I’m
not a med-student,” said Rachel, and James smiled.

“Moving on from
the Dark Ages now, are we?” he said. “Would have thought a medical
registrar would be able to hear mitral stenosis.”

“The tools,
doctor!” said Rachel, smiling in return. “You said it yourself,
it’s the tools!”

“Then stop
bloody well playing around,” said James. “You have a keen mind,
Rachel – don’t let it atrophy for the sake of sticks and
stones.”

Rachel glanced
down again at the stethoscope in his trouser pocket, and then back
up at his face. His eyes were alert, focussed, but there was
something about his manner… A slight tension in his shoulders, his
movement around the bed a little stiff…he seemed on edge.

“Okay,” she
said quietly. “I’ll look for the signs.”

And she turned
back to the Maori man, reaching out a hand.

“Kia ora,
Tamati,” she said, and his young brown face broke into a smile.

“Kia ora, Dr
Connor.”

“Rachel’s
fine,” she said, reaching for his pulse. “How are you feeling
today?”

“Much better,
thanks.” An IV line was running fluid into a vein on his left
hand.

His pulse was
eighty-four, with normal volume, and regular. She looked to his
face: his colour was normal, and his hydration looked okay.

But his
eyes…there was a subtle sign! The left eye was pointing in very
slightly. She reached out a finger in front of his gaze. “Follow my
finger, and tell me how many you see.” Now she moved her finger in
different directions, to his right, up, down, central, to his
left…

The left eye
couldn’t move to the left. “Two fingers,” he said.

“He has a sixth
nerve palsy,” said Rachel.

“How did he
present?” asked James, and Rachel frowned, looking at the happy
young smile.

“With a
headache,” she said. Shit – an aneurysm, ready to burst.

“Very good,
doctor,” said James. “A lot of people would have missed the sign
without the history. The headache started this morning – he came in
with asthma last night.”

“MRI?”

“We did CT
angiography this morning.”

“A bleed?”

“Small so far,”
said James. “He’s booked in for urgent neurosurgery, the reg is on
her way. But if I’d waited for you for the initial assessment, who
knows what might have happened later?”

Rachel stared
at him. A massive bleed, with her delay, into his brain? Death?
Another death she had failed to avert?

“Oh, shit,” she
whispered. And now, suddenly, Joshua was in front of her – his body
being thrown back, bullets to his chest, bleeding. Now she was on
her knees at his side, pressing her jacket desperately into his
wounds to stop the bleeding.

She ran. Away
from the room, away from the patient, she fled down the corridor
into an unused single room, and hurriedly shut the door.

Joshua was
grasping her hand! His face, smeared with blood, was breaking into
a smile.

“It’s
finished!” he said. “It’s sorted!”

“No!” cried
Rachel. “Don’t go!”

His hand was
falling away from hers – dead! He was dead.

Resuscitate?
She hovered over his penetrated chest with her hands crossing over
each other in readiness. Resuscitate?

“Don’t
resuscitate,” said John. “Don’t try to bring him back.”

“Resuscitate,”
begged Rachel. “Oh, please, let me resuscitate him.”

And she sank
down against the wall, wrapped her arms around her head, and
cried.

In the distance
she heard the sound of the door opening and closing again.

“What the hell
was that?” said James’s voice over her. “What just happened?”

“Post-traumatic
stress,” confessed Rachel into her arms. “A flashback! I’ve got
PTSD.”

James laughed.
“You’ve got PTSD?” he said. “I’m the one who’s been in the
army!”

Rachel lifted
her head in surprise to look at him. “You’ve been in the army
too?”

“Sure,” said
James, shrugging, crouching himself down next to her. “A few years,
in the Middle East.”

“Peacekeeping?”
asked Rachel. “Like Tristan Blake?”

Now she was
seeing Tristan, standing there with his rifle, staring at Joshua on
his knees before him. Tristan looked white.

“You know
Tristan Blake?” said James, and Rachel swallowed.

“I wish I
hadn’t known him,” she said. “It would have been easier.”

“What would
have been easier?”

“Watching…” Now
she wrapped her arms around her head again, hiding her face in her
knees, and began to rock. “Watching him shoot Joshua Davidson.”

She closed her
eyes tightly, but the memory was still vivid in front of her
eyes.

“I remember,”
said James’s voice. “You tried to save him.”

“Not a chance
in hell,” whispered Rachel. “Two bullets to each lung, one to the
heart. Tristan was a very efficient killer.”

“It was
necessary,” said James. “I’m sorry, but it was necessary.”

Rachel felt her
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