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“The longer a case remains unsolved, the greater the chance there will be another murder.”

Retired police officer Silas Makarska is in his forties and living on a pension half his old salary. He looks after the widow of a close friend killed in the line of duty, and is fiercely supported by his new girlfriend. The rest of his life, however, is a non-event.

Trouble builds quickly, and Silas cannot ignore the many cries for help. The old case of a murdered tourist and her family, who need answers, returns to haunt him, and then a local hunter disappears, followed by another. 

Shot at, threatened, driven off the road and his car set on fire, Silas hides the people he cares about at an unlikely friend’s motel. Then he uses his ‘death’ as a smokescreen to fight a bent lawyer and a criminal mastermind. This is a new kind of policing, with a hard edge he hasn’t experienced before. Using his friends in the police force, and his ‘eyes and ears' – the Alcoholics Anonymous organisation – he unravels the truth behind recent events.
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Silas Makarska was 22 when he joined the police force at Tokoroa, and the station quickly became a second home for him. He rose to become a detective sergeant through hard work, and a certain amount of smarts that he had been born with. Those were good years, but then a chain of events destroyed his life.

A good friend in the Tokoroa police force, Ian Findlay,  died in the line of duty leaving a wife and two teenage children. Less than a year later the station got a bad boss, a career jockey who didn’t care anything for the men and women on the beat.

Silas went to the station commander eight months after the commander had been appointed to Tokoroa, sure that he knew who had killed a Norwegian tourist on their patch. He laid out a cast-iron piece of detective work, but was told he didn’t have enough evidence for the police to move on it.

It wasn’t about evidence, though. The whole station knew that the commander was all about cutting back on the time and money available for case work, while he made a name for himself in the media and eyed up future promotion. Silas was in touch with the woman’s family back in Norway, and the commander’s decision left them distraught. His inability to help them find justice was too hard for him to bear, and a week later he quit the police force.

When he took stock, a few months later, Silas found himself in his mid-forties, with a police pension half of his old salary. He was also looking after Ian Findlay’s wife Mereana and her two boys, who definitely needed a man in their lives.

Ian’s death had started as a domestic call out. It was first listed in the call centre as a de facto wife and baby held hostage in a rented house. No one knew the man had a firearm, and he hadn’t shown up in a search as having a firearms license. But when Ian walked up the front path, trying to defuse the situation, the offender barged out of the house with a hunting rifle in his hands. Ian had been unarmed, as was standard practice in New Zealand, and his death had left a huge hole in Silas’ life.

There were a lot of things Silas tried to think of as belonging to another life, another incarnation of himself, one that existed in a different time and a different place. The trouble was, he still lived in the same area, and those events had happened a few short years ago. Each day was a struggle to get through memories of unfinished business, and not compare his life with happier moments. The time he spent with Mereana and the boys though, was a balm to his soul. It meant he was useful to someone again.

Eli was now 19, and a chippie with a building firm, but Devon was only 16, and still a handful. Silas had hauled him out of trouble several times already, and he made a point of checking in with the boy regularly. With a firm hand guiding him, Devon was starting to get somewhere with his life – or so Silas had thought at the time.

He had an old villa just out of Tawhiti, on the edge of the volcanic plateau in the centre of the North Island. He had done it up himself in his spare time, and maintaining the house and block of land that came with it was another way he could feel useful again. Tawhiti wasn’t far from Tokoroa, and the morning run to work at the police station – down long slopes of pumice country now planted in pine trees with patches of native forest – had been a great start to his working day.

Mereana would occasionally have time free from her housecleaning round, and Silas hadn’t really settled to anything after his sudden departure from the police force. They would regularly go for a drive in the area, and end up at a coffee shop. 

It was a friendship that was valuable to both of them, and it didn’t go any deeper than that. She was still grieving, and he was unsettled, too young to be retired and too old to train for any other line of work. At least, that was what he told himself.

Silas would never have thought that something so strange could start with a Sunday drive, but it did. He had an old Mitsubishi Outlander, something else that he liked to maintain to a high standard, and he had taken Mereana out for one of their leisurely drives. They were coming into the little township of Tawhiti again when she laid her hand on his arm.

Silas had slowed the Outlander coming into town, and now he slowed it even further. Mereana had a good eye for interesting things for them to look at, and he wondered what it was this time.
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“Stodge wants to talk to you,” said Mereana, waving at the veranda of a ramshackle old house on her left.

“There’s someone with him,” she added, squinting to make out who it was.

Silas looked up as he approached the driveway leading to the house, and saw Stodge in front of a big picture window, one hand raised, waving them in. The old man was upright, but he looked too low to be standing on the veranda. Silas wondered momentarily if he was kneeling. 

A slim figure stood behind him, similarly diminished. It was a woman, with long blonde hair, and she was much harder to see. Silas rubbed his eyes as he changed gears on the Outlander, wondering why the woman looked so faded in the afternoon light.

Then Mereana’s hand tightened on his arm. He looked at her face, and saw something there he had never seen before, and didn’t want to see again. He braked the Outlander to a stop, and she took her hand off his arm. Silas looked back at the veranda, but there was no one there now. The two figures had, impossibly, vanished in less than a heartbeat. It was enough to make a coldness settle over his heart.

“Stodge is dead,” said Mereana abruptly, and her voice caught.

“There was someone with him,” she managed, a moment later. “A young woman, with blonde hair, tall, and wearing a red coat. It was made of some kind of thick, fluffy material, and it didn’t have sleeves.”

“A puffer vest,” said Silas, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. He was no expert on women’s clothing, but Ella Brekken had been wearing a red puffer vest on the day she was murdered. There was no way that Mereana could have known that. None of the photos in the newspapers had shown Ella wearing the vest in which her body had been found. 

The Norwegian tourist had gone missing on the edges of the Kaimai Ranges, not far from Tawhiti, and Silas was sure that he knew who had murdered her. The death had occurred shortly after Ian was killed, and normally the two policemen would have worked the case together.

Maybe that was why the failure to bring the offender to justice had hurt Silas so much. It was the one murder that still haunted him, especially when he hadn’t been able to convince the station commander to take the investigation further.

Mereana looked back at him. “You didn’t see anything, did you?” she said hopefully.

“No, nothing,” he quickly replied. He wasn’t going to open up that one, immense, failure of his past for anyone. And certainly not on the strength of a vision supposedly brought to them from beyond the grave. If he didn’t admit to seeing it, maybe the vision hadn’t existed.

Mereana had Maori blood in her, reflected in her black hair and light brown skin. Her mother, and grandmother, firmly believed in the dead among the living, and she had inherited the ability to see such manifestations. Ian had told him about the many things that his wife had seen, when others hadn’t, and he claimed that the information she provided was nearly always right. Silas had no background in which to place such supernatural events, and simply avoided the subject when he was with Mereana.

“A pity,” she said, looking away. He could see the disappointment in her face. “I don’t want to see dead people,” she said. “In fact I would give anything to be free of the ability, but if other people saw the visions as well, I’d feel better about it.”

Silas smiled, and patted her arm. “You’re not insane,” he said, smiling, “and that’s the official police position on the matter.”

She didn’t bother to remind him he was retired from the police force now. Instead, she took her cell phone out of her purse.

“Rhonda?” she said, a few moments later. “You haven’t got anything on a Ernest ‘Stodge’ Graham, local resident of Tawhiti, have you? It would have come in today.”

Silas could hear the duty officer at Tokoroa Station faintly. Rhonda had been a godsend when he was a detective there. She was a warm and concerned front for the police force when she was on the phone, and she had the experience to see that reports went to the right person, with the right degree of urgency, as they came in.

“Nothing?” said Mereana reluctantly. She paused, but there were no further comments. “Thanks Rhonda,” she said, “I appreciate it.”

Technically, reports that came into a police station weren’t available to the public, but Mereana and Rhonda had been raising babies at the same time, and Mereana was a constable’s widow. She was allowed some leeway.

“You don’t mind if we stop, do you?” she said, as she opened the door of the car. Silas shook his head. As she walked away, to alert the neighbours on either side to look out for Stodge, he rolled the car forward and parked it in the driveway. Then he let out a long sigh.

There had been times he thought he was going mad in the last few years, with nothing to do, and now something like this was happening. He had thought retirement would take the pressure off him, but it hadn’t been the panacea he had hoped for.

At one stage he had gone to a counsellor. One session with her had been enough. She had started talking about unresolved issues, and Silas had found his own way to resolve them. He had decided to bury his ‘issues’ even deeper, where people couldn’t see them, and comment on them. The problem was, doing that was making things worse.

Then he wondered if Stodge had died of natural causes and was lying inside the house, but he figured Mereana would have known that. When he realised what he was saying, he almost slapped himself. Now he was taking her visions seriously! 

Then he remembered the puffer jacket, and his heart sank. He couldn’t explain that, no matter how hard he tried. 

There were too many deaths in the last few years, and he couldn’t forget them, and now, maybe, Stodge had been added to the list. It gave Silas an uncomfortable feeling that things were about to get worse, and that feeling was about to be proved right.

He dropped Mereana off at her place in Tokoroa, and then drove the short distance back to Tawhiti and his villa. He had barely got something out of the freezer for his dinner later when the phone in his living room rang.

“You better come down to the station and take the boy’s statement,” said Senior Constable Dave Tarrant, an old friend of Silas’.

“We’ve arrested him as an accomplice to murder,” added the senior constable, and Silas felt his stomach sink. He knew that Dave meant Devon, and he immediately felt guilty, as if he had failed the boy in some way. 

But then he stopped himself. Why did he think the preliminary investigation by the police had got it right? Maybe Devon had a reason for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

But accomplice to murder?
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I told them I wouldn’t speak to anyone but you, Silas, because I knew you’d give me a fair hearing. After this they can do what they like with me. I’ve been stupid, I know that now, and I’m sorry. Sorry I let you down too, man. You’ve done so much for me.

No, I’m fine. Well, considering. Ha ha, ha ha ha, eh? Yeah, it’s not funny, is it. 

How’s mum taking it? Sure, I would expect that. Always admired her courage, should have told her so more often.

Yes, I understand the constable here has to be present. Yes, I give consent for this interview to be taped. Not really an interview though, eh? Just want to get this off my chest.

Yeah, in my own time. Thank God you’re here, Silas.

Oh, my full name is Devon Alexander Findlay.

Well it started when Eli got taken on as a builder’s chippie. After a year he moved out of the house and into a flat with some mates. He finally had a bit of money to spend, and his life was going somewhere, you know? But I was year 12 at school, and going nowhere. 

Study has been a lot harder this year than last, and the only place I’ve been shining is on the rugby field. It felt like all I had to my name was a tag – Devon ‘Basher’ Findlay, for some good blind side flanker work – but I was beginning to see that a name like that was more of a hindrance than a help in the real word.

Barnsey – Joseph Barnes – left school two years ahead of me, and the more depressed about my life I got the more I hung out with him. Two losers together, right? Come on, you must be thinking that. Yeah, well, I compare myself to him, even if you don’t.

He had these ideas how a poor man might get ahead in the world, and in the end I listened to him. So that was where it started, Silas, in my heart. You always said people’s problems start with a bitterness of the heart, and now I can see what you meant by that.

Barnsey said I could become part of the Devil's Outlaws Motorcycle Club if I did a job for them. They always find work for their members, and a man’s never short of a dollar, that’s what he said. He told me he’d done a few jobs for the Outlaws already, and things were looking good for him now. You know the Devil's Outlaws bought a house off the end of Papanui Street, right? Found a way to fiddle it past the district council. The council would have stopped the Outlaws from buying it otherwise.

My job was to drop a match inside the Royal Theatre on Campbell Street. That old dump hasn’t been used for years, right? Hell, the side door wasn’t even locked! Yeah, I should stop laughing at that, I suppose. 

Barnsey said the Outlaws would set me up with an alibi if I was unlucky enough to be spotted near the place, and the deal itself looked sweet. Hell, it’s an eyesore, right? I told myself I was doing my civic duty, like what you talked about sometimes with Eli and me. The duty of the citizen in a healthy society and all that. Um, I think I was full of civic shit, Silas, when I think about it now.

So on the Thursday night, that was the eighteenth, right, I turned up at the back of the theatre around midnight, like we arranged. Barnsey and some older dude were there, and we slipped through the side door and went around to the back of the stage.

Yeah, I wondered why they needed me when they could set the place on fire themselves, but it was like a test or something.

When we got to the back of the stage, there was an old man lying on the floor. He wasn’t moving, and there was a lot of blood on the side of his head. I backed up real quick, because this definitely wasn’t part of the deal. 

Then this other dude said I had nothing to do with bumping the old guy off, so what was my problem? I was just there to burn the Royal down. He said the dead guy had got in the way of someone he shouldn’t have, and the Devil's Outlaws had seen to it that he got what was coming to him. I figured the old guy on the floor was some criminal who had tried to put one over the Outlaws, and maybe it was justice. Pretty harsh, but I figured he’d got himself into this.

Barnsey said did I want to be in the Devil's Outlaws or not? He said one day the gang would be able to put up the Outlaws logo at that house off Papanui Street, and establish a proper headquarters. When that happened they would need lieutenants to run the show in the South Waikato, and those of us who got in at the start would be sitting pretty.

He promised that the Outlaws would look after me if anything went wrong, but it didn’t seem like there would be any problems. A fire in an old wooden building late at night might have been the electrics, or maybe vandals, but a lot of people around here would be pleased to see the old place gone. Make way for the new, and all that. If the cops did manage to identify the dead guy, I reckon they’d be pleased another criminal wasn’t around to bother the public.

So I lit the match. The curtains on the stage went up in minutes, and we had to hurry to get clear before the fire was spotted. Then it was congratulations all round, and I headed home and told mum the movie had been lousy. That way she wouldn’t ask me any questions about where I’d been.

But someone saw me a few streets over from the theatre, heading away from the blaze, and reported the sighting. The police brought me in and kept questioning me about the fire, but what could they do? A young man out for a walk late at night? That could be a quarter of the town. 

Then the Devil's Outlaws didn’t come forward with an alibi, and Barnsey said just shut up and keep my head down, or I’d really be in trouble, and I wasn’t having that! I might be stupid, but I wasn’t going to be used.

Yeah, I know there wasn’t a body in the rubble afterwards. Yeah, I know it couldn’t have been burned up completely by the fire. No, I’m not making this up. 

Goddammit! I need you to believe me on this one, Silas! I don’t know anyone else who knows how to get at the truth, and you’re the only one who might believe me anyway. I had nothing to do with that body, the one that wasn’t there later. Shit! You know what I mean. But that’s the truth, and I swear it, so help me God! 

Yeah, I know. I’m not helping the situation by getting angry. Sorry.

No, I’ve got nothing to add. No, there’s nothing I want to change in what I said.

Hey, you think I can forget that old guy with blood in his hair? He was lying there like a waxwork dummy, cold and creepy. You think I can sleep at nights? Why the fuck do you think I came forward? I’m not playing with you about this!

Yeah, I know you will. Thanks, Silas. Get to the bottom of it, man. I feel like it was me that done it, killed the old man, you know, because I didn’t stop it or something. Sure, I know I couldn’t have saved him, but it doesn’t stop how I feel.

Yes, you can stop recording now. 
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“What do you make of that?” said Silas, once Devon Findlay had been led back to a holding cell. He pointed toward the squat electronic device that lay on the table beside him, the one that now contained the boy’s confession. It sat like a question mark on the table between him and the officer who had ‘officially’ conducted the interview.

Asking Dave Tarrant for his opinion was a courtesy, really. Silas had handled all the criminal investigations in Tokoroa in his time, a police station too small to have its own detective branch, and his rank of detective sergeant back then would have trumped Dave’s rank of senior constable today. But Silas had left the police force more than a year ago to take early retirement, and Dave had stayed on. Silas didn’t have any jurisdiction in Tokoroa Police Station now, and it had only been Devon’s refusal to talk unless Silas was present, that had got him into the interview room.

Both of the men had detested Marcus Billingham’s approach to leadership when he came down from Auckland four years ago to take the top job as inspector. Billingham had made all sorts of changes, but they hadn’t made any difference to the police on the front line. Tokoroa Police Station had gone ‘online’ for heaven’s sake, but there hadn’t been enough money for bullets for target practice. Even though new weapons regulations had changed how the officers were to use and store their firearms.

After two and a half mercifully short years, Billingham had gone on to be District Commander for Waikato, based in the Hamilton Central Station. To the men in the interview room, he was a career jockey who had done more harm than good in his time with them. 

But Dave had played the long game, and put up with Billingham’s third-rate leadership. The man had eventually gone, and Dave’s patience had been rewarded. Silas, still hurting from Ian Findlay’s death, and then taken off a murder case he knew he could solve, had quit. Plenty of people had told him he had an impulsive streak, and his actions at that time were certainly more evidence of it.

Dave swung his chair around to face Silas. Dave was a strong man just starting to run to fat, bulky next to Silas’ tall, lean frame.

“The boy could have invented the body inside the theatre to distract us from his little act of arson,” he said. “He might think we’ll go easy on him because we need his help in a murder case, one that he knows will evaporate in time through lack of evidence.”

It was an interesting theory, and Dave was right in one respect. Every confession the police looked at contained additions that were there to make the confessor look justified in his or her actions, or innocent of everything except being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Most of the changes were minor, nothing too easily checkable, but a body, now missing, wasn’t a small change meant to distract. Not in Silas’ mind.

“The police do have a missing persons report that matches Devon’s description of the body,” said Silas. Stodge’s neighbours had put in the report two days after Mereana had asked them to look out for the old man. It had been upgraded to an investigation by the end of the week.

“Yeah, but the timing’s off,” said Dave. “The boy didn’t mention any signs of decay on the body, but the old theatre was burned down ten days after the missing persons report was filed. Why would anyone kidnap an old man, and then kill him ten days later?”

Dave was right about the time delay. Murders hereabouts tended to be spontaneous, not premeditated, followed by a clumsy attempt to hide the body. But something from Devon’s account of the incident at the theatre had stuck in Silas’ mind.

“Not if the perpetrators had access to a freezer,” he said. “Notice how the corpse spooked the boy? Sure, it was probably the first dead person he’d seen, but his reaction seemed like more than that to me. 

“He said the body looked ‘cold and clammy’, and I think I know why. If the body had been taken out of a chiller, the face would have been covered in condensation from the air around it by the time Devon got there. The chiller would also explain the ten day time lag.

“I’ve seen bodies after they’ve been frozen and thawed out, and the process accentuates the veins under the skin so they come up as a web of blue lines. I think the old man might have looked like one of your comic book vampires about to rise from the grave. It would have spooked the boy all right.”

Dave acknowledged Silas’ point with a curt nod. It was possible. He was about to say that maybe the boy felt bad about the old man’s death – the last part of his confession – because he’d been involved in it. But he knew Silas had been helping Mereana raise Devon, so he closed his mouth again.

After a while he said, “so you think his confession’s a reliable account of what happened?” 

Silas hesitated. He knew his opinion wasn’t going to be on the form that recommended further action, Dave’s opinion was.

“Do you think the boy was telling the truth?” he asked, parrying Dave’s question with his own. 

“Yes, I would have to say I do,” murmured Dave slowly. “Going by my gut instincts. But that’s what’s so odd. Nothing else fits.

“The boy says the old man got offside with ‘someone he shouldn’t have’. How? He wasn’t moving in any powerful circles. And why hire the Devil’s Outlaws for the hit? Sure, I can imagine them taking a contract killing, but the old man wasn’t into methamphetamine, home invasion or prostitution, and I can’t imagine the Devil’s Outlaws moving too far outside their areas of experience.

“You knew Stodge Graham,” he continued, looking across at Silas. “If it actually was him in the theatre, do you know of anything he might have done that would get him into trouble like this?”

“No,” said Silas slowly. “He stuck to himself mostly, drank a bit, and did a lot of deer hunting. He’s been known to go out after deer in all weathers and stay out for days, so the old man was tough. I can’t think of anything else he was involved in.

“And there’s no body, Silas,” said Dave, with an air of finality in his voice. It was enough to tell Silas what would be in the report. No further action on the body, and juvenile court for a boy from a good background who had no previous convictions. 

Silas wasn’t convinced it was the right call, all the same. There was much more than what Dave saw in Devon’s confession, and Stodge would want him to follow it up. There was every chance the death of an old man who kept to himself, with no unusual circumstances, would gather dust as an unsolved case, and that wasn’t right in Silas’ mind. 

That glimpse of Stodge on the veranda of his house in Tawhiti, beckoning Silas in, still burned the tall man’s soul. He kept telling himself it was a product of stress, and his growing restlessness these days, but telling himself these things wasn’t working.

He had lied to Mereana about it too, which he couldn’t remember doing before. It felt like he was turning into someone he didn’t want to be. Maybe solving Stodge’s murder, as he was fast becoming sure was the case, was the only way to redeem himself.

His mind started to tease the case apart as Dave rose from his chair, on his way to write up his report. Silas’ old investigative skills, having lain fallow for so long, had come to life again. If Stodge hadn’t been directly involved in anything that led to his death, then the old man must have been indirectly involved.

That meant he had heard or seen something he wasn’t meant to. Killing him for something that minor seemed over the top though, if it was all the old man had done. 

Stodge, my old friend, he wondered, what did you get yourself into? And Dave was right. Where was the body?
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Silas and the two women looked around Stodge’s living room. It was – surprisingly for an old man living alone – clean, and generally tidy. Especially if they discounted the boxes and assorted items stacked along one wall. Stodge had called himself a ‘collector’, and Silas figured the other rooms in the house would be piled high with the rest of his ‘collection’.

The tall man had travelled the short distance into Tawhiti on a rough gravel road from his block of pines in the hills behind the village. Mereana had climbed the 14 km from her home in Tokoroa on a dead straight, two-lane, sealed road through poor farming land and plantation forestry. She had known before Silas did that Stodge’s sister had arrived in Tawhiti, and gone to help her settle in. 

It was typical of Mereana, and even though she was struggling to come to terms with Devon’s problems she still had time to help someone else. She had managed to get Devon transferred to home detention until his trial date in four weeks time, with Silas’ help, and that had lifted some of the weight off her shoulders.

Silas had never heard Stodge talk about a sister, but Mereana’s summons to meet up at Stodge’s place reminded him of the fierce efficiency of the small-town grapevine, distributing news and gossip as soon as it became available. He already knew that the sister’s name was Emily, she lived in Dunedin, that a taxi had picked her up after a bus had dropped her in Tokoroa, and she would be staying in Stodge’s house for a while. She had also, apparently, taken some time off work.

“Did you know my brother well, Mr Makarska?” Emily asked, looking around the room sadly. Silas figured she had already accepted, after two weeks, the fact that Stodge wasn’t coming back.

“Off and on for a long time,” said Silas warmly, “and please, I’m Silas to everyone in Tawhiti.”

Emily nodded, and took a seat in the armchair opposite the television set. It would have been Stodge’s favourite chair. She ran her fingers along the worn fabric, as if she could pick up some reminder of her brother’s presence. Mereana and Silas shared the three-seater next to the armchair.

Emily stirred herself, and belatedly offered them some tea, as if pleasantries could be dispensed with when her world had just been mauled by news of her brother’s disappearance. Mereana and Silas declined.

“Why do the people hereabouts call him Stodge?” she asked suddenly. Her head snapped up as she did so, and Silas wondered what she did for a living. She was clearly used to asking direct questions.

“Oh, that,” he said. “He collected everything, and never really settled to one or two areas of collecting. He seemed to know an awful lot about every type of collectible, to be honest. His collection was a strange mixture, a ‘stodge’ of so many unrelated things mixed together, like leftovers in a pudding. The folks around here didn’t mean any disrespect by the name.”

She nodded, as if this was reassuring to know.

“Well,” she said, “his name is Ernest, Ernest Graham. Rather old-fashioned perhaps, but then I’m Emily Graham, so that tells you something about our parents. Ernest is 16 years older than me, a mistake by our mother. She didn’t marry the man. 

“Ernest always looked after me when I was a young girl,” she said, her voice trailing off, and Silas saw her blink back tears.

“Mereana says you used to be in the police,” she said, recovering, and looking at Silas. He nodded. “I’m a legal secretary at a small firm,” she continued, “and we work with the police sometimes. I’m a solo mother, one child, and the two of us are doing okay. Ernest and I just drifted apart over the years, and then there’s the distance from Dunedin to Tawhiti.

“No need to kill him for his, ah, collection, in case you’re wondering,” she said, smiling ruefully.

Silas smiled back, his eyes twinkling. Mereana must have told Emily that he used to be an investigating officer. If anyone thought he was wondering about Emily having a part in Stodge’s disappearance, she had deftly caught the serve and fielded it back to him. He liked her immediately.

“My brother’s story is one of riches to rags,” she said quietly, staring out a window into the distance. Silas said nothing. He had always found that good listening skills encouraged people to talk.

“He did well at school,” she went on, “and there was no doubting he was a natural scholar. Then, in his last year at High School, he had his first manic episode. Others followed. He was soon diagnosed as bipolar, and the medication back then had some unpleasant side effects. Continuing with academic study was out of the question. 

“Then, in his middle years, he managed to dig himself out of the mood swings and the constant unemployment. He used his brains to keep track of how he was doing each day, and took steps to centre himself again when he needed to. 

“He eventually stopped taking the medication, replacing it with a very rigorous self-discipline. He never took on anything stressful, so he never achieved much in the eyes of the world, but I would call him a success story, wouldn’t you?”

Silas found himself nodding in agreement. It was a great lesson about not knowing who someone really was. He watched as Emily’s eyes travelled slowly around the room, lingering on the stacked boxes, and he sympathised. If Stodge were dead, it would be her job to dispose of a lifetime of collecting before she sold the house.

Mereana stepped in to make arrangements for Emily’s stay in Tawhiti. She offered to ferry her to the supermarket in Tokoroa some time in the afternoon, and help her with anything else she might need. A neighbour had already invited Emily to dinner that evening. The neighbour had found a couple of unpaid bills in the mailbox, and Emily would take care of them when Mereana took her into Tokoroa. 

Stodge’s sister had a week off work, and then she would be returning to Dunedin. Mereana suggested that she and Silas return the next day to help out, and then Silas found himself asking a question he would have asked in his police days.

“Did Ernest say or do anything unusual in the weeks before he disappeared?” he asked. Emily hesitated, then shrugged her shoulders.

“I would normally consider this private,” she said, “but I guess that’s not important when he’s gone missing. 

“There was one thing. Sometimes I wouldn’t hear from Ernest for months, but lately he’s been in touch every other day. I wondered why, and eventually he told me he could help my daughter, Eva.”

Emily looked around the room again, gathering her strength. It seemed this was not an easy topic for her.

“Eva was in a car crash when she was six, and I was driving at the time. I survived fairly well, but the crash did a lot of damage to the bones in her face. The doctors said they could restructure the area, but it would have to wait until she finished growing. 

“She’s sixteen now, but hospital budgets keep getting cut these days. I’ve been worrying she’ll get the most basic of treatment when the time comes, or none at all.

“Ernest finally stopped hinting that things might be looking up for me a few weeks ago, and said he had all the money I would need to make Eva look normal again.”

She glanced across at Silas and Mereana. Silas in particular would want to know where Stodge could possibly get so much money from.

“He said, and I quote, ‘the money is all arranged, we just have to sit tight and wait now.’ 

“I’d already told him how much it would cost to have it done privately. Close to a hundred thousand dollars, spread over three operations and a year of follow up work, but that made no difference to him. He insisted he would soon have the money.

“It didn’t seem like one of his manic episodes, but it’s hard to tell sometimes.”

Silas filed the information away in his brain under motivation. Many a person had been killed for a lot less than that.

“I would like to know what happened to Ernest,” she said, “and if you can help me with that, Silas, I would be eternally grateful.”

Silas hesitated. His main interest in Stodge’s disappearance was getting Devon’s sentence reduced. The more he knew about what had happened at the theatre, the more persuasive Devon’s defence lawyer would be. 

Mereana looked at him pointedly. She had been making suggestions over the past year that he needed to get back into some sort of investigative work. This would be ideal, from her point of view.

“I could pay some of your expenses,” said Emily, who seemed to have made the judgment that Silas had been good at his job – which he had been.

Silas dismissed the idea of money with a wave of his hand, but it forced him to decide how much he was prepared to help her.

“I’ll keep you in the loop,” he said quietly. “I can’t promise anything, but I know a lot of people in this area. Whatever I find out can also be fed to the police to speed up their investigation into Stodge’s disappearance.”

Emily smiled gratefully.

An hour later the two women headed for the supermarket in Mereana’s car, and Silas took the opportunity to look through Stodge’s house. He had Emily’s blessing, and moved methodically about his task. The key to the gun cabinet was hanging with other keys near the back door, and Silas shook his head with a smile. Trying to keep firearms locked away was only as good as the owner’s idea of security.

All the rifles were present. At least, there were three vertical compartments and they held a short pig-hunting rifle, a 22, and a lightweight Ruger, ideal for deer, that had been well used.

Silas didn’t hurry as he looked through the rest of the house, but it didn’t help. Answers wouldn’t come. His mind chewed away at what it knew about the case, but he didn’t have enough pieces of the puzzle. 

In the end he was no nearer an answer to his question. What had Stodge been part of that got him into so much trouble?
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​Chapter 6
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Dave Tarrant rang Silas the next day. 

“Got a few things I thought you would want to know,” he said, without preamble.

“You off duty?” said Silas, before the constable could continue. 

“Not exactly,” said Tarrant. “Tidying up a few loose ends from a recent run of break ins. Same M.O. on all of them. Some self-righteous little shit who thinks the world owes him a free ride.

“But don’t worry, no one can hear me talking to you,” he said. “I’m alone, and a long way from the station.”

Silas had left Tokoroa Station under a cloud. He had made it clear he thought Billingham wasn’t the right man for the top job, and he didn’t know if the man had soured his successor, Matthew Flynn, against him as well. Technically, Silas shouldn’t have access to any information relating to a live case, the same as any other member of the public. Rules could be broken, but that depended on how Silas was viewed by the higher ranking officers at Tokoroa Station.

“Just watching your back, Dave.”

“Appreciate it. Now shut up and listen.”

“We brought Joseph Barnes in,” said Tarrant, “but he’s a right little crim. Only 19 and someone’s already schooled him in what not to say. He denies anything to do with the theatre fire, and claims he can produce two alibis for the time it was burning. We’re following up on that, but I figure the Devil's Outlaws will be able to provide witnesses saying anything they want them to say.”

“So Devon’s story isn’t going to hold up in front of a judge,” said Silas. It was bad news. 

“At least he’s back home now,” said Silas, with more feeling. He kept thinking he should have watched the boy more closely, picked up on what was happening in his life, but everything had seemed normal recently. At least Devon was still 16, just, and couldn’t be sent to prison for crimes against property.

“The boy only gave a vague description of the older male at the scene,” continued Tarrant, “which is not surprising in the dark, so we’ve drawn a blank there too. Barnes of course claims the older guy doesn’t exist, wasn’t there, that sort of thing – which is interesting, as Barnes says he wasn’t in the theatre to see that.

“At least Devon was able to tell us about a new Devil's Outlaws base in Tokoroa. I bet Barnes’ handlers are unhappy he let that slip. I’ve leaned on a few members of our local drug fraternity, and they say it’s an old four-bedroom house on Baird Street, off Papanui. Someone is selling narcotics out of the place, but it’s small-scale stuff so far. 

“The house appears to have three inhabitants. A Sergeant-at-arms for the Devil's Outlaws who goes by the name of Maloof, about as common an Arabic name as you can get, and two runners, Luke Matto and Terz Lahude. 

“The last two are both New Zealand born, with a charge sheet as long as your arm but nothing major. A bit of digging told me they were involved in a major drug bust in Auckland a few years ago, and got off because of gang-related alibis.”

Silas nodded to himself. “That was when they were recruited,” he said. “The Devil's Outlaws would have said, ‘we can free you from a long prison sentence, but we own you body and soul in return’.”

Tarrant agreed, and then he carried on.

“The name on the title deed for the house says Edson Mackay. We’re trying to track him down, but his address turns out to be a corner dairy in Auckland, which is another dead end.

“And that’s about all we’ve got so far,” said Tarrant, pausing for a moment before he plunged on.

“Now here’s the deal,” he said briskly. “I’ll keep you in the loop, if you stay out of the charges against Devon Findlay. We’re doing everything we can to get the boy off lightly, Silas, since Mereana is a constable’s widow and its a first offence. But I know you, and you’ll want to be all over this case.

“You’re not part of the police force any longer,” he said sternly, “and I can’t protect you if you do something silly. Look, you trained me up on investigative work
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