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            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      The inter-chapters marked “…“ serve to link the historical context with the unfolding narrative.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Hahana and Amiri

          

        

      

    

    
      The day started well. Since the two Māori tribes went fishing together success was almost everlasting. They exchanged knowledge and experience and only a selected best of the fishermen and the most suitable canoes went out at incoming tide to cast their nets.

      As Amiri pulled in the last bits of the seine net into his canoe, Hahana shouted across the strip of sand, "How was the fishing today?" Her female companions exchanged glances, as it was disrespectful in their tribe to address a Māori warrior from the neighbouring tribe in such a way.

      Amiri looked up briefly. A grin played around his blue-lined tattooed lips. Those close to him knew he liked the bold way Hahana appeared. He did not answer knowing that she had noticed his reaction. The young woman could read his body language, even from a distance, however inconspicuous it was. Instead, he instructed his warriors to take the heavy wooden boxes of the morning catch out of the boat, and then to haul the canoe up the beach where it would be stored in a long, narrow shed until the next fishing event.
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      Hahana was the eldest daughter of the head of the tribe and Ataahua, his first wife, and she carried herself with that status. On this day, she wore one of her finest cloaks, which she had woven from ngaro flax, carefully scraping, beating, and washing the cloth until it was silken. The cloak was split into two parts, one worn around her waist and the other as a coat over her shoulders. She had long, thick hair which she parted at the back of her head, using the two bundled strands to cover her breasts. Being of high status in her tribe, she wore a variety of necklaces made of animal teeth, colourful bird feathers, strips of animal fur, and dried, painted seeds. The necklaces held the cloak and strands of hair close to her body; only her partially exposed legs showing her smooth, slightly olive-coloured skin.

      

      The first thing Amiri noticed when he looked up was Hahana's fine cloak and necklaces, confirming that she had her eyes on him as a potential husband. Amiri was not of a low standing himself, his father being the eldest war monger who, in his youth, defeated an attacking enemy tribe by taking the men as slaves and the women as workers. Because of this, his tribe was well-off, with many huts, a large guest house, and various food storehouses. The warriors were well-equipped with spears, and the women made the finest fishing nets and bore healthy children.

      It was the women's task of both tribes to walk down to the beach, collect the fish, and carry it away to their respective cookhouses, where it would be smoked and dried. This was also an opportunity for the young people to interact, as normally the sexes were busy with their daily tasks and remained separate.

      As Hahana and her companions approached the canoe, Amiri signalled to her that he had something to say. Curious, she walked towards him. He looked at her with smiling eyes before speaking. "I will ask our fathers to exchange messages about us," he said. Hahana's heart warmed as he formally addressed her. She nodded, her gaze roaming over his appearance. He was a strong warrior and fisherman, with tight abdominal muscles, a broad chest, and heavily tattooed shoulders and arms. He had strong legs, making him an excellent warrior. He also had a prominent chin and a determined look on his broad face, and she liked his calmness and kindness towards all those around him, be they slaves, family members, peers, or elders.

      

      Amiri was not immune to Hahana's beauty, as her shapely feminine contours did not go unnoticed by him or any of the men in his tribe, with many of them licking their lips at the thought of her as a potential wife. However, Amiri had been with many women, mostly of a lower status, whom he used only to satisfy his sexual appetite.

      But Hahana was different. As the daughter of the tribal chief, her moko kauae, the sacred female lip and chin tattoo, was elaborate. Amiri believed that every woman carried her moko kauae close to her heart and that the tattoo artist would bring it to the surface as soon as the woman was ready for it, usually after her first blood. Hahana's moko consisted of intricate patterns of spirals and lines that extended to her neck, featuring a unique design representing the carving tradition of her tribe. Amiri could not help but feel proud at the thought of his future with a woman of such social status and beauty, and of the children she would bear him.

      Their eyes met with such passion that they became anchored in each other. Neither of them wanted to break away from this beautiful moment until Hahana's closest friend, Irirangi, tugged at her dress. "Let's get on with it or we won't be able to finish our chores today," she whispered.

      Hahana tore herself away from Amiri, who was still standing there like a statue, adoring her. "Go ahead," he shouted after the departing group of young women, "Matariki, the time of reflection and hope is approaching. Our tribes will gather for a Hāngī to share food from the earth oven. We will meet again then!"

      Matariki, the appearance of a cluster of certain stars, was significant to them. It was a celebration of the natural elements, the harvest, and the tribe members' mental and physical well-being. Matariki also ushered in a time of remembrance when they allowed the spirits of their dead to become stars.

      Irirangi, Hahana's childhood and soul friend, winced slightly when Amiri mentioned Matariki. Irirangi was the most spiritual of Hahana's companions, and before and during the celebrations, she usually withdrew into herself and hardly spoke. Her mother had died in the last winter, and this occasion would be a time for her to mourn her, making her even more inaccessible to others.

      Hahana took her hand and squeezed it gently. "I will not let you leave my side," she said.

      "It is not what you think," Irirangi answered softly.

      Hahana stopped in her tracks. "What do you mean?"

      "Let me brush your hair tonight," Irirangi suggested. It was Irirangi's way of communicating a sense of intimacy, a time she would use to tell a secret or deeply felt thoughts. She had Papuan blood in her ancestry, which gave her skin a darker tone and made her features appear flatter than those of Māori of Polynesian descent. Despite her background, Hahana never saw any reason to discriminate against her. Nevertheless, Irirangi's way of thinking differed markedly from that of her other peers, but this pleased rather than displeased Hahana, as it made her best friend interesting. Irirangi was very empathetic and had always been loyal to her.
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      Evening was fast approaching as the women were busy preparing the fish. The walls of the cookhouse were built with the crooked trunks of fern trees, allowing the smoke to escape through the gaps. The delicious smell of smoked fish drifted through the village, making everyone relax, knowing that there was enough food for the near future.

      

      Tired, Irirangi made her way to Hahana's hut. All day she had carried the fish from the beach to the cookhouse, which had left a sore spot on her spine from the basket. She knew she would spend most of the next day with Hahana, resting and recovering. Hahana was always fair and kind to her, and for that, she was grateful.

      Hahana received her friend with impatience. Irirangi fetched the boar's hairbrush, stood behind Hahana, and began to arrange her hair so that she could brush it. As she did so, she gently ran her fingers through it and laid it out on Hahana's back. As she set the brush for the first stroke, she said, "Be warned, you might not like what I'm about to tell you."

      "As always, your words are surrounded by a cloud of mystery," Hahana said as she enjoyed the gentle touch of her friend on her back.

      Irirangi swallowed before she began. "In my dream, which wasn't a dream because I didn't wake up from it, but rather found myself in the middle of the forest, I saw a spring rising from between the roots of a huge tree."

      "Why do you mention a dream if it wasn't a dream?" Hahana interrupted.

      "Because it felt like an awakening when I suddenly found myself in the forest near the spring."

      This confused Hahana, but she nodded to prompt her friend to continue.
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      "The spring was unusual because it bubbled from several openings around the base of the tree, at the places where the partially exposed roots disappeared into the ground." She paused to concentrate on brushing and to remember the details at the same time. "When I got closer, I knelt to touch the spring water. It was very soft, almost like the down of a newly hatched bird. It was also warm and flowed very slowly over my hand; not as fluid as water, but more like honey."

      What does it all mean? Hahana wondered as she dozed off during her friend's tales. The gentle strokes over her hair made her sleepy.

      "And as I sat there gazing at the strange spring, I remembered why I had come there," Irirangi continued.

      Hahana felt a tug on her scalp. A knot in her so well-kept hair? "Why had you come there?" she asked, somewhat annoyed about the painful moment.

      "I was looking for you. You had disappeared from the village, and I was worried."

      Hahana felt the brushing getting harder.

      "Do you know when all this occurred?" Irirangi asked, not waiting for a response before continuing. "It was during Matariki, and I was wandering in the darkness."

      Hahana turned around to face her friend. "But… did you find me? Where was I?"

      Irirangi seemed to be in a trance and did not respond to her friend's question. "As I looked up, the moon shone brightly as it peeked out from behind a cloud, and I could hear the melodic chirping of a bird overhead. The bird spread its wings and flew away, disappearing into thin air. And then I noticed that I was covered in the sacred and rare tail feathers of the Huia. I couldn't understand why I was wearing them."

      Hahana listened to her friend with wide eyes. "I don't know, Irirangi. I can't explain why you wore the Huia feathers," she whispered.

      "But the worst part is yet to come," Irirangi continued. "I heard a gurgling sound coming from the roots and saw that the water had turned to blood. It was the spirit of the taniwha, the water demon. I was in its place," she said fearfully.
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        * * *

      

      Hahana pushed aside her fears, determined not to let Irirangi's warnings ruin her wedding day. Matariki had passed without incident, and she was excited for the official announcement of her union with Amiri. The elders of their tribes had also made plans for further unity and fortification against a hostile tribe moving in from the south taking everything suitable with it on its way: women, children, food, canoes, and weapons. She was eager to become Amiri's wife and strengthen the bond between their tribes, knowing that together they were invincible.

      

      As Hahana stepped out of her hut on the wedding day, she found her female companions waiting for her, ready to walk her to the guest house where the ceremony would take place. Hahana asked, with a hint of irritation, "Where is Irirangi?" to which her companions replied, "She has gone to gather kawakawa leaves."

      Hahana's eyes scanned the path that led to a group of trees, where she expected Irirangi to return. When she saw her, she relaxed. Irirangi approached and explained, "This is a good luck charm for pregnancy and to remove bad energy," as she placed a handful of leaves one by one on Hahana's shoulders.

      Hahana let it happen patiently, but couldn't help asking, "My dear friend, why are you always so superstitious?"

      "It is part of my being." Irirangi smiled.

      The sight of her friend's rare smile made Hahana's heart leap with joy. She too must have put her vision behind, Hahana concluded. With a deep breath, she pushed aside her doubts and focused on the present moment, ready to embrace the future with Amiri by her side.

      

      Hahana was adorned with a beautiful crown made by her mother Ataahua, crafted from grass roots, and decorated with shells, seeds, and bird feathers collected over the weeks. The crown was the most beautiful headdress Hahana had ever owned, and it fitted her head perfectly. She also wore a matching braided hairstyle with colourful feathers and shells. To complete her attire, she donned a kurī cloak, made from noble dog skin and passed down through generations. Hahana honoured the spiritual quality of the kurī cloak, which was said to transmit a source of energy through ancestors: authority, power, prestige, status, and integrity – ancestral power embracing people and the lands they depended on.

      

      Upon arriving at the guesthouse, the group was greeted by a group of Māori women from both tribes who sang with powerful voices. They emphasized the meaning of their words by holding their fluttering hands in front of them, symbolizing the waves of heat that expressed the burning passion between lovers. The women sang and danced, forming a corridor through which Hahana walked towards Amiri, who stood tall, magnificent, and smiling at the end.

      He was connected to a group of elders from both tribes by a sacred long, dark green feather of the Moa, an extinct giant bird. The feather was attached to his belt and held at the other end by the elders. Each of them touched it and once Hahana had reached Amiri, they dropped it. This signalled the change in the women's chant, which now became louder and more joyful. Amiri stretched out his strong arms, lifted Hahana up and walked back down the corridor between the singing women. At the end stood their respective mothers, greeting them with a solemn hongi. Tears rolled down Ataahua's cheeks as she pressed her nose and forehead against Hahana's and Amiri's. Amiri's mother remained composed, as it was not proper to show emotion when releasing a son into marriage.

      

      The formalities were done, and the feast began. It was the first joint Hāngī after the unification of the two tribes, and the earthen ovens had been prepared for days. The men had dug saucer-shaped holes in the ground and filled them with firewood. They piled stones on top of the burning wood, and when they were glowing, they raked out the unburnt part of the wood and poured water on the stones. Then, they placed flax mats on the hot stones and poured more water over them. After the food, which included fish, silver eel, sweet potatoes, vegetables, and meat, was placed on the mats, they added a second layer of flax mats. Then they covered the oven with earth and when the steam stopped escaping, the food was ready. The cooked food was served with plenty of bread made from sun-dried fern root, which the women chopped piece by piece with a hand hammer on a block, ground into flour in a mortar, mixed with water, shaped into slices, and toasted over the embers of one of the many fires.
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      The feast was a grand affair, and everyone was in high spirits. Baskets filled with delicious foods were passed around, and the atmosphere was lively as people mingled and laughed. The newlyweds, Hahana and Amiri, sat on their decorated flax matting on the ground, surrounded by their families and closest friends. They were presented with gifts of woven baskets, finely carved weapons, and precious jewellery made of green jade.

      The tribes' elders shared stories of their ancestors and spoke of the bright future that lay ahead for the united tribes. It was a day of celebration, unity, and hope for the future. As the sun set and the stars emerged, the people of the two tribes felt content and fulfilled, knowing that they had come together as one family.

      It was a night that Hahana and Amiri would never forget, a moment of pure joy and happiness that they would carry with them for the rest of their lives.
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        * * *

      

      Amiri had built a home for them. It stood apart from the others near the entrance to the village, just behind the first row of the new fortifications. As he was the chief warrior, the position of his hut was important; he would be one of the first to defend the village in case of a surprise attack. The scaffolding consisted of long sticks to which bundles of raupō were attached, beaten flat to make the walls wind and waterproof. The roof was lined with the carefully sewn together flower stalks of the giant tussock grasses of toetoe. These materials provided coolness in summer and warmth in winter.

      Inside, the hut was divided into two rooms. The first one served as a living and work room, where the couple received guests and where Hahana would work on her weaving. The second one was their bedroom. Here, the floor was covered with a soft layer of ferns, and the bedding was made of the finest flax mats. The walls were decorated with intricate carvings, depicting the stories of their ancestors and their tribe's history. On the side, there was a small storage room for food and valuables. Overall, the hut reflected Amiri and Hahana's status and their love for tradition and culture. It was a symbol of the unity and strength of their tribe and their future family.

      

      As they entered their new home, a sense of pride and accomplishment filled them. They had just been married in a traditional Māori ceremony and were now finally alone, as man and woman.

      A small puriri fire burned in the centre, spreading a warm and welcoming glow. They took off their clothes and lay down on the soft fern layers facing each other. Amiri took her hand and looked into her eyes, feeling a deep sense of love and connection. Hahana smiled at him and felt her heart swell with emotion. They began to speak to each other, sharing their hopes and dreams for the future. As they spoke, they felt the energy between them grow stronger.

      "I want to share many children with you," Amiri said softly.

      "I will give them to you. We will make our ancestors proud," Hahana replied.

      Amiri nodded and fell silent as he looked at her beautiful body. He leaned in to kiss her and when their lips met, they both felt a spark of passion flare up. They knew that this was only the beginning of a lifetime of love and happiness. As they made love, they felt a deep connection to their ancestors and the land. They were grateful that they could continue the traditions of their people and start a new chapter in their lives together.

      Later, when the couple lay in each other's arms, they were truly blessed to have found each other. They fell asleep content and happy, knowing that they would wake up to a beautiful new day as a couple.
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        * * *

      

      As the season changed and the weather cooled, the blessings of Irirangi came to fruition. Hahana discovered that she was pregnant. Amiri was overjoyed at the news and couldn't stop beaming with pride. The entire village was filled with joy as they saw Hahana's radiant glow, a reflection of her happiness and love for her unborn child.

      

      However, the people faced an uncertain future as a threat loomed on the horizon.

      The village was faced with the attack from the fierce tribe from the south. Despite their efforts to fortify their defences with deep ditches and three rows of palisades, the wild tribe was known to be relentless and would stop at nothing to conquer their enemies. They had a history of burning down entire villages and causing widespread destruction.

      In preparation for the impending attack, Amiri rallied his men and prepared for battle. They crafted hundreds of spears of manuka, and whalebone swords with razor-sharp edges. The women made tightly woven war cloaks, thick and impenetrable enough to turn the tip of a spear. Amiri knew that they would have to fight with all their might and clever warfare to defend the village.

      

      On a cool, rainy night, Amiri was awakened by a strange noise coming from outside the village's entrance. He immediately alerted his warriors by imitating the call of the Ruru, a forest-dwelling owl often heard during the night. Then he quickly woke Hahana, covered her with a sheet and took her to the guest house where elders, women and children gathered following his warning.

      Irirangi was also there, and immediately went to be with Hahana. By now, Hahana's belly had grown to a considerable size. She awkwardly sat down on the floor and spread her legs in front of her.

      "We are safe here," Irirangi tried to reassure her friend.

      "I trust in Amiri's abilities," Hahana replied as she watched him quickly disappear outside.

      

      Amiri, knowing the attackers to be fierce and uncontrollable, expected they would surround the fortress and attack from all sides. These men did not respect fair battle and so he positioned his warriors around the entire perimeter and ordered them to kill any intruders. Amiri and every man of his tribe carried a weapon, a spear, throughout his life, as it was not only a part of his identity but also a symbol of his warrior culture. A Māori warrior was even buried with his weapon. As a result, the warriors felt no remorse or regrets in using their spears with the intention to kill.

      As soon as the attackers appeared behind the last barrier, Amiri's men caught them and pierced their hearts without hesitation. The warriors were brave and strong. Their standing within the tribe depended directly on the number of enemies they killed in battle. Therefore, it was a competition among them to take the savages by surprise and give them the death blow.
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      While his warriors fought along the walls of the village, Amiri and his heavily tattooed elite fighters stood at the entrance and performed the haka, a war dance. They made powerful movements, opened their eyes wide, stuck out their tongues and stamped their feet. Together with the rhythmic and loud vocal accompaniment, it terrified the intimidated attackers. They had not counted on the determination of Amiri and his warriors. Anyone who tried to get past them was killed instantly.

      

      None of the attackers managed to get in the village. Instead, the number of dead multiplied. They were piled up and burnt outside the village amid great cheering and chants of triumph by the women. The consequences of the battle could be seen from afar. A thick cloud of smoke rose into the sky and was carried across the land by the wind. The smell of burning corpses was in the air reminding the people of the land of the strength and determination of Amiri's tribe.
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        * * *

      

      Hahana was about to lie down when she felt a pain in her stomach. This is the beginning of the birth of my first child, she thought proudly as she reached into the bag she had woven for the purpose and checked that everything was in it. Tomorrow morning at sunrise I will leave for the forest, she mused, as she added a soft cloth to wrap the newborn in for the way back to the village. Although Hahana was the daughter of the tribal chief, she did not want to break with tradition and give birth alone in the forest, as everyone else had done for generations. She had seen many women return with their newborns, and as the daughter of the tribal chief, she looked forward to the women of the village gathering to welcome her newborn on her return.

      

      She cried through a restless night, longing for Amiri's presence. He was away exploring new fishing grounds with the warriors. Why had he chosen this time? He had explained to her that the season caused currents that drove the schools of fish in new directions. But why at the time of the birth of her first child?

      The constant pain surprised her because it was unusual. Her mother had not mentioned it when preparing her for the birth. Should she go and ask her for advice? But no, it was late, and Ataahua was not well and would want to sleep.

      Hahana didn't want to bother anyone, so she decided to do it on her own. That would make her strong in the eyes of the others.

      Dawn came and she rose slowly, grabbed her bag, and silently left the village. Each step was slow and difficult as she clutched her swollen stomach to cope with the growing pain.

      After a deeply felt eternity, she found a secluded spot under a large, ancient tree. There she settled in and prepared herself for the birth of her child. But when the constant pain changed to heavy contractions, Hahana knew that something was wrong. The pain was unbearable.

      She shouted, first for her mother, then for Amiri, then for Irirangi. "Where are you, my beloved ones? Do you not hear me? Can you not feel my agony?" Between convulsions and wails, she suddenly remembered the vision of Irirangi. She knew it would be her immediate reality. A crying fit overcame her. "It is hopeless, it is destined. It will happen!" she cried into the emptiness of the forest. "I will die!"

      Then came the blood. In no time at all, she had used up all the cloths meant for this purpose. Panicked, she emptied her bag looking for more to stop the bleeding, but to no avail. She began to sweat, then shivered. Her strength quickly left her.  She lay down. "Water!" she cried, but there was no one to bring it. "Water!" she cried again and again as the blood continued to pour out of her. Everything around her was drenched in blood. Even the tree seemed to respond to her desperate situation. The shed leaves fell on her and soaked up the red fluid. She took it as a sign of her hopeless situation.

      Her child had to come out or it would die inside her. She felt it kick, move, twist. Stabbing pain ran through her belly. What can I do? I must act - now! I must save my child - and if I die, it must live! Hahana screamed to herself between violent spasms of pain. Unable to sit up, she groped around her. "There it is," she whispered breathlessly, reaching for the sharp stone she had brought to cut the umbilical cord of her first child. She grabbed the stone with her right hand and placed the tip somewhere without thinking. But where to start? She felt for her navel with her left hand. She stabbed herself just below it. Carefully at first, then harder. She groaned under the sharp pain that threatened to make her faint. No, not like that! I must stab hard and then pull the blade up. No stabbing my child. Stay awake. Switch off my sense of body. She slapped her face with one bloody hand, looked up at the treetops and forced herself to concentrate. She stabbed harder the second time. She could feel the blood running down her stomach. Now she was in. She screamed, gasped, moaned, roared as she tore into herself with inhuman force. Something inside her broke free and oozed out. She tried to look but couldn't bring herself to sit up. She dropped the stone and reached inside. She felt around in the warm mass of her intestines until she felt something hard. The womb! Suddenly the pain stopped. As if her body had been paralysed. I am dying, she thought, and reached for the cutting stone a second time. Time was running out, she had to get to her child. She placed the tip somewhere and jerked uncontrollably in one direction. The stone slipped out of her hand. She wrapped both hands around the head of her unborn child and pulled gently. It moved. It was alive! She felt her way down to its bottom, grabbed the infant's whole body and lifted it out of her with the last of her strength.

      As she lay there feeling life slipping away from her, Hahana knew that Irirangi was looking for her. And indeed, Irirangi soon missed her friend and went in search of her.

      She found Hahana under the old tree, her body still warm but her spirit gone. She saw the umbilical cord still connected and acted quickly to save the child. With a steady hand, she cut the umbilical cord and took the newborn in her arms. It was then that she remembered her vision and realised why she had found herself in the rare and sacred feathers of the Huia. She had been chosen to take on Hahana's motherly duties. Irirangi promised her dead friend to take care of the little girl as if she were her own.

      

      Amiri was beside himself with grief. He felt guilty because he had not been there for Hahana in her time of need. He was a formidable warrior, but in the face of child birth and death, he was powerless.

      

      The days turned into weeks and Amiri struggled to come to terms with his loss. He felt lost and alone and did not know how to go on.

      Still, he appreciated Irirangi's help with the newborn. Ataahua was sick with the coughing illness and in time he accepted that he could not raise his daughter without Irirangi. He called his daughter Manaia, the guardian of the sky, the earth, and the sea, and found comfort in the thought that Hahana's spirit would live on through the child. He would help Irirangi to raise Manaia with love and honour.

      

      Amiri became a great warrior again, but this time he fought for the safety and well-being of his daughter and Irirangi. He learned that even in the face of loss and grief, there was always a new goal and a new reason to go on.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            …

          

        

      

    

    
      As Manaia transitioned from childhood to adolescence in Irirangi’s care, village life continued the rhythm of gathering food, materials, and medicines from the natural environment. This ongoing interaction with nature was guided by the principle of guardianship, which emphasised the tribe's responsibility to care for and protect the environment. They saw themselves as caretakers of the land, entrusted with preserving its health and vitality for future generations.

      Nature not only provided sustenance but also served as a source of inspiration and creativity for Māori artistic expression. Through art, music, dance, and storytelling the tribe celebrated the spiritual and cultural significance of the natural world. Songs, carvings, and weaving depicted the beauty and interconnectedness of the environment and instilled in children a deep respect for nature and the importance of living in harmony with it.

      As the elders passed on traditional stories, they taught lessons of respect, reciprocity, and harmony, ensuring that these values remained central to the tribe's way of life.

      …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Manaia and Hau

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky was covered in a thick layer of clouds that promised rain as the villagers went about their daily chores. Suddenly, a sound carried by the wind interrupted their peaceful routine. It was a clicking, a distant clicking interrupted by the occasional creak. The villagers stopped in their tracks, their eyes widening as they listened to the eerie sound.

      For a moment, no one moved, the silence deafening as everyone tried to make sense of what they had just heard. Then, as if on cue, everyone dropped what they were doing and ran to the top of the hill overlooking the sea. They ran as fast as they could, their hearts pounding with anticipation. As they reached the top, one by one, out of breath and excited, they began to speak all at once. The air was filled with a cacophony of voices, each trying to convey their excitement at what they had heard. It was chaos, but a beautiful one.

      With her eyes fixed on the horizon where the water met the sky, Manaia stood among them. There, in the distance, piercing the surface of the water, was a massive fin belonging to a sperm whale. It was a sight to behold, and Manaia knew she was witnessing something extraordinary. She watched in awe as the whale moved gracefully through the water, its huge body almost touching the clouds. Manaia was spellbound, unable to look away as the whale broke the surface again and again.

      Irirangi stood beside her. She, too, was curious about the whale and put her hand to her forehead to block out the light. "The sea brings us good and evil," she whispered.

      "What are you saying?" Manaia asked, confused by Irirangi's negativity in this wonderful moment.

      Irirangi took Manaia's hand. "Even though the taniwha is not visible, I can feel it coming."

      Manaia looked wide-eyed at her care-mother, for whom she had great respect. It had been Irirangi who had found her as a newborn next to her dead mother, and raised her. Irirangi never left her side because she had promised her mother that she would always be there for her and protect her throughout her life.

      Manaia was distracted by her father's sudden activity, because for Amiri and his men, the whale's appearance meant immediate action. Without needing any instructions, they all started at the same time. They ran to the sheds where the largest canoes, their whaleboats, were stored. These canoes were the pride of the village. They had been built from the trunks of kauri and were equipped with harpoons, which were long wooden sticks with pointy tips. The harpoons were attached to a long rope made of flax fibre, which was coiled on the deck of the boat.
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      The whaleboats also had special oars. These were wider and flatter than ordinary oars and decorated with carved symbols of the koru, the sculpted image of an unfurling silver fern that stood for new life, growth, renewal and hope.

      With a collective effort, they rolled the canoes down the prepared strip of sand. The strategically placed tree trunks ensured that there would be no delay. The canoes glided over the logs without getting stuck. The noise was deafening, but everything worked as it should. The men worked with a sense of urgency, their muscles straining as they pushed and pulled the canoes towards the water.

      Amiri was the first to jump into his canoe, his eyes gleaming with excitement. His men followed, each taking their place in the other two canoes. They knew what to do and they did it with precision and speed.

      As they paddled towards the sperm whale, their excitement grew. This was a golden opportunity to bring meat, oil and bones back to the village and they were determined to make the most of it.

      The sea was choppy and the wind was against them, but they persevered, their arms pumping with every stroke. They could see the whale in the distance, its massive body moving through the water with ease.

      The Māori hunters approached the whale cautiously, not wanting to frighten it. They watched in awe as the creature swam closer and closer, its deep voice echoing through the water. Amiri picked up one of the heavy spears, his grip tightened around the wooden shaft. He was ready for the challenge that lay ahead. With fierce determination, he raised his arm high and let out a loud battle cry, signalling the start of the attack. His men in the other two canoes understood the command and quickly manoeuvred their boats to form a triangle around the massive sperm whale.
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      The sea was turbulent and the waves high, but the men were undeterred. They paddled as hard as they could, their eyes fixed on the whale, which was now aware of their presence and moving away from them.

      "Don’t take your eyes off it!" Amiri shouted out into the spray of wind and water. His men understood. Years of training and experience at sea had prepared them for this glorious moment. They were not to back down now.

      The whale was moving fast, its massive tail propelling it through the water, but the determined hunters were gaining on it. Amiri signalled for them to prepare, and as they closed in, he hurled his spear with all his might. The spear sailed through the air, its sharpened point slicing through the water and striking the whale with a resounding thud. The whale let out a deafening roar, and the water around it turned crimson with blood. Amiri's men quickly followed suit, hurling their spears at the wounded whale. The whale thrashed in the water, its massive body turning in anger and pain, but the hunters held their ground, determined to bring it down.

      After a long and gruelling battle, the whale finally succumbed to its wounds, its massive body sinking beneath the waves.

       

      They waited for the tide to turn, their eyes glued to the tethered whale as it bobbed up and down in the water beside Amiri's boat. The rain started with a heavy downpour and they were soaked in seconds, but they didn't complain. They were focused on the task at hand, determined to get their catch back to the village.

      Finally, the whale's carcass began to drift towards the shore and the men sprang into action again. They used their canoes to guide the carcass towards the beach, and then used their strength and skill to drag the massive creature onto the sand. It was a gruelling process, but the men worked tirelessly, using a combination of ropes, pulleys and logs to move the massive whale up the beach. The women of the village, amongst them Manaia and Irirangi, came to help, pulling on the ropes alongside the men.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the whale was where they wanted it to be. The men collapsed onto the sand, their bodies shaking with exhaustion, but their work was far from over. Over the next few days, the men and women of the village worked tirelessly to process the whale, using every part of its body for food, tools, oil and clothing. It was a time of hard work and celebration as the village came together to honour the whale and the spirits of the ocean that had brought it to them.

      As the last scraps of blubber were stripped from the whale's bones, Amiri and his men looked out to sea, their hearts filled with gratitude and awe for the power of nature and the gifts it had bestowed upon them.
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        * * *

      

      Manaia's heart was in weaving. As the daughter of Amiri, the village's fierce warrior chief, she was fortunate to have all the resources she needed. Amiri's house had grown over the years as he had added two new rooms. One of the rooms was occupied by Irirangi, Manaia's care-mother. Although Amiri had never fallen in love with Irirangi, he respected her greatly for her spiritual wisdom and unwavering devotion to Manaia.
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      The other room in the house was Manaia's weaving room. Here she spent most of her time creating the most exquisite baskets, mats, jewellery, wall hangings and clothing. Irirangi assisted Manaia in harvesting the flax leaves and then they worked together to strip and clean the fibres. They softened the fibres by beating them with a mallet and soaking them in water. Then, Manaia worked her magic by knotting, braiding or twisting the softened fibres into beautiful objects.

      As Manaia deftly weaved the flax fibres together, Irirangi spun tales of legendary beauty and a love that knew no bounds. Manaia’s deceased mother, Hahana, was the centre of these stories, and each one was more captivating than the last. The young woman listened intently, drawing inspiration from the love that had blossomed between her parents.

      But Manaia hungered for more. "Tell me again what happened on the day I was born", the young woman asked gently. She knew her ageing care-mother didn’t like to talk about the events of that day.

      "Do you want to see me sad for the rest of the day?" Irirangi asked.

      "No."

      "I’d rather have you enjoy what you are doing, than being told about the sad events of the past."

      "But we share the past. You grew up with my mother in this village which is my home too. You were her soul mate, as you are now mine, and you found her dead under that tree with me by her side."

      Irirangi stood up slowly. "Let me brush your hair."

      Manaia sensed that there was an unspoken weight in Irirangi's words. It was a feeling that went beyond their typical daily conversations, a sense of something deep-seated and confidential that demanded to be heard. The soothing strokes of Irirangi’s brush let the young woman settle into a stage of calm anticipation.

      "The taniwha" Irirangi started with a shaky voice, "I could feel the spirit of the taniwha, the water demon, when I looked over the ocean to see the whale. It is the same feeling I had when I had the dream which wasn’t a dream, because it felt like an awakening when I suddenly found myself in the forest near the spring and the tree under which Hahana died giving birth to you."

      Manaia sat in stunned silence as Irirangi went silent, the weight of her words sinking in. She realised that there was more to her past than she had ever imagined, and that the taniwha's presence could not be ignored. But what did it all mean? And how would it affect her future, or the future of her people?
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        * * *

      

      Since Hahana’s death, Amiri was a man of few words. He lived his life quietly, dedicating his days to physical work, fishing and leading his men. But one night something worried him. When he entered his house, he went straight to the weaving room. Irirangi and Manaia were just putting the finishing touches to the night.

      "Woman" he said, his voice low and grave, "my people have heard you speak of the water demon's arrival."

      Irirangi was taken aback. Amiri rarely spoke to her, and when he did, it was usually about matters concerning Manaia. She stood up straight, preparing herself for what was to come. "Yes."

      Amiri continued. "My people are afraid. Your prophecies have come true in the past."

      Again, Irirangi simply replied "Yes."

      "How long before the Taniwha arrive?" Amiri asked, his voice betraying his fear.

      Irirangi took a deep breath. "Time is not in my power to predict."

      Amiri persisted. "What can we do to prepare?"

      Irirangi thought for a long time before answering. "There will be sickness, there will be death. There will be destruction, there will be fighting. In the end, there will be loneliness."

      Amiri was shaken by Irirangi's words. How could he prepare for such an unknown enemy? How could he protect his people when he didn't even know who or what they were up against?

      As he lay in his bed that night, Amiri's thoughts raced. He had to act, to do something to protect his people from the water demon. But how? Fear and uncertainty threatened to overwhelm him. But Amiri was a man of action. He couldn't just sit back and wait for the taniwha to arrive. He resolved to gather his men, to prepare them for battle, to make sure they were ready for whatever was to come.

      As the sun rose on a new day, Amiri set to work. He would do everything in his power to protect his people, no matter what the cost.
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        * * *
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      The sun had risen and set countless times since Amiri and his people had first heard Irirangi's vision, and yet no event of any kind had occurred. As the season passed, they began to relax and enjoy the simple pleasures of life. They laughed and sang together, appreciated the beauty of nature around them, and gave thanks to the atua, their gods, for the abundance of food and shelter. In the quiet moments of their daily chores, they reminded each other of their responsibility to care for and protect the land that sustained them. They knew that the health of the land was vital to their own survival and that of generations to come.

      But one morning something seemed off. The birds that usually sang loudly and joyfully at the start of each day were silent. The tui's call was muted, the bellbirds were nowhere to be heard and even the sweet song of the grey warbler was missing. Manaia, who loved to wake to the sounds of birds, felt a chill run down her spine.

      As the day wore on, the unease grew. The air was thick with anticipation, as if something momentous was about to happen. Amiri and his people exchanged anxious glances, wondering if Irirangi's vision was about to be carried out. They had grown complacent, forgetting that the gods were fickle and unpredictable.

      The night passed without incident, but the eerie feeling lingered. The villagers couldn't shake the sense that they were on the brink of something great, something that would change their lives forever. They prayed to the atua for guidance and protection, uncertain of what the future held.

       

      As dawn started to break, Irirangi's eyes flickered open. She felt a sudden urge to get up from her bed and climb the hill that overlooked the ocean. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as she listened to her intuition, knowing that something was about to happen.

      The climb was steep, but she pushed on, driven by a sense of purpose she couldn't quite explain. Her heart pounded in her chest as she reached the top and looked out over the vast expanse of the Great Water.

       And then she saw it.

       Her breath caught in her throat as she took in the sight.
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      There, on the horizon, was a ship unlike any she had ever seen. It was massive, with sails billowing in the wind and a hull that seemed to go on forever. Even from this distance, she could hear the creaking of its timbers.

      As she watched in shock, the ship began to approach, growing larger and larger with each passing moment. Her mind raced as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. Who were these strange ghosts and why had they come to her shores?

      She doubted that her people were equipped to deal with such an invasion. They were a peaceful tribe, content to live their lives in harmony with the land and the sea. But now, faced with this unknown threat, she realised that everything was about to change. She ran down the hill and back to her village to report to Amiri. The world as they knew it was about to change forever.

       

      Exhausted, Irirangi arrived at the house she shared with her two closest companions. She threw open the door, her breath coming in ragged gasps as she stumbled inside.

      Amiri stood there, a sense of dread settling over him as he took in Irirangi's frantic state. His eyes widened in anticipation of the terrible news he knew was coming.

      Irirangi spilled the horrors she had witnessed, her words falling like jagged stones into the stunned silence of the room. Manaia dropped what she was doing, her face turning ashen as she too realised the gravity of the situation.

      Amiri wasted no time in taking action. He ran outside, shouting orders for his men to assemble at the marae, the gathering house, their battle cries echoing through the village. Telling the others to stay put, he prepared his warriors for the inevitable confrontation.

      "My brothers, today we face a new and unknown enemy. Irirangi’s word is that there are ships on the horizon unlike any we have seen before. They come with unknown intentions, and we must be prepared for whatever lies ahead. Remember the strength of our ancestors and the courage they showed in the face of danger. We will fight with the same bravery and honour that they did, to protect our people and our way of life. Stay alert, stay focused, and stay strong. We go into battle as one, and we will emerge victorious!"

      With a mighty shout, they raised their weapons to the sky, and the sound echoed through the hills like a clap of thunder. The power of their united voices made them feel their common strength, the bond that bound them all, pulsing through their veins.
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      As they climbed the hill, weapons at the ready, the warriors were awed by the sight that greeted them. A fleet of ships lay before them, their sails flapping in the wind like the wings of great birds.

      Terror and confusion warred within Amiri as he tried to make sense of the situation. What were these strangers doing on their shores? What did they want? His voice trembled as he spoke. "I see men on the first ship" his eyes fixed on the figures before them. "How strange they look."

      With that, the warriors braced themselves for the battle ahead, their hearts heavy with the knowledge that their peaceful existence was about to be shattered by forces beyond their control.

      

      Amiri and his men crouched low behind the lush vegetation that framed the rugged coastline. The salty sea air was thick with tension as they watched in awe at the strange beings that had emerged from the sea. These alien creatures were dressed in garish garments, their strange hats bobbing up and down on their heads as they barked orders at each other in a foreign language.

      Amiri gazed at the strange sight before him. The invaders had arrived in sleek, unfamiliar vessels that looked nothing like the canoes he and his fellow islanders had used to traverse the seas. The containers they are unloading from their ships must contain supplies, Amiri thought, perhaps food and water.

      But it was the weapons the aliens were carrying that caught Amiri's attention. They were long and slender, without any sharp edges, but adorned with shiny trinkets and decorations. Amiri had never seen anything like them before. He wondered what kind of havoc these tools of destruction could cause.

      Hau, Amiri’s closest man, broke the silence, his voice barely above a whisper. "What are they doing?"

      Amiri took a deep breath before answering, his eyes still fixed on the intruders. "It looks like they're settling down here" his answer barely audible over the crashing waves.

      The realisation hit the two warriors like a ton of bricks. These strange people had come to their island with the intention of making it their own. Their tribe was in grave danger.

       

      The bush was alive with the sounds of birds and insects, but the group of foreigners moving through it seemed to be oblivious to their surroundings. Suddenly, one of them stopped and scanned the dense foliage, a look of suspicion etched on his face. The others followed suit, their hands tightening around their weapons. Amiri held his breath, hiding behind a nearby bush. How had they spotted him? He had been as silent as the surrounding trees! The foreigners gestured towards the bush where Amiri was hiding, their weapons now pointed straight at him. He felt a shiver run down his spine.

      In a moment of quick thinking, Amiri sidestepped out of the line of fire, careful to remain unseen. Not a second too late! A sharp bang echoed through the jungle, sending shockwaves through Amiri's body. The sudden noise froze him in place and he stared wide-eyed as a fern tree trunk beside him was left with a large gaping hole in it. He tried to make sense of the strange weapon that had just been unleashed upon him. Amiri had never seen anything like it. The sound alone was enough to paralyse him with fear.

      As the invaders advanced, weapons at the ready, Amiri's heart sank. He knew his people were outnumbered and outgunned by these mysterious enemies. They needed a plan, and they needed one fast. His mind raced as he considered their options. They had no weapons to match the firepower of the invaders. They had no training to match their advanced fighting techniques. They were at a serious disadvantage. He had to find a way to turn the tables on their enemies before they reached his village. His eyes scanned the dense bush, looking for any advantage they could exploit.

      And then it came to him.

      

      With his heart pounding in his chest, Amiri sprinted ahead of the invaders. He had to reach his village and gather his people before it was too late.

      As he approached the marae in the centre of the village, he could see the terror on the faces of his people. They had heard the shot and knew that danger was on their doorstep. But Amiri was their leader, and he had to inspire them to fight back.

      Amiri stood tall, his voice echoing through the village as he addressed his people. "My fellow villagers, we face a grave threat from these invaders. We must protect our homes and our families, and we will do whatever it takes to drive them out." He turned to the women and children, his tone firm but compassionate. "For the safety of yourselves and your families, I ask you to go into your homes. Close the windows and doors, and arm yourselves with whatever you can find to fight with."

      Amiri's words were met with a mixture of fear and determination from the women and children, but he was confident they would do what was necessary to protect themselves. He then turned to the men; his eyes locked with theirs. "Warriors! We must defend our village. Arm yourselves with spears and slingshots and climb the trees surrounding the village. Wait until the attackers are close, then strike with all your might. You must attack from ambush to prevent the enemy from firing from their pipes. Kill them before they have a chance to kill you!"

      His words were met with resounding nods and murmurs of agreement from the men. This was their moment to rise and defend their way of life. They were ready to fight with everything they had.

      

      Manaia and Irirangi hurried towards their home. Inside, they locked the door and pulled down the heavy mat curtains that covered the windows, creating a cocoon of safety and security.

      But Manaia's mind was not at peace. She couldn't shake the image of her newly created mat basking in the warm rays of the sun. She had worked on it for weeks, pouring her heart and soul into every stitch. She couldn't bear the thought of it being damaged or stolen. As she walked out, she took a few cautious steps towards the rack where she had hung her masterpiece. She felt uneasy as she approached it, her eyes darting around, looking for any sign of danger. Just as she reached out to take down the mat, she felt a presence behind her. She tried to turn around, but it was too late. A hand reached out and covered her mouth, and she felt her attacker's hot breath on her neck.

      Panic gripped her as she fought her enemy, but he was too strong. He forced her to her knees, lifting her dress as she struggled against him. She could feel the rough fabric of his clothes against her skin and the stench of his unwashed body filled her with disgust. Despite the horror that gripped her, Manaia's instincts told her to fight back, to find a way to escape. She dug her nails into his skin, but he just laughed, his grip tightening. Then she felt a sharp pain between her legs. She wanted to scream in agony, but her attacker's hand was clamped over her mouth, leaving her gasping for breath in utter panic.

      It was only when Irirangi burst out of the house, armed with a makeshift weapon and throwing herself onto the man that Manaia's attacker finally released her and fled into the shadows. Shaken and traumatised, Manaia clung to her care-mother, grateful to be alive but forever changed by the brutality that had befallen her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hau had always been a curious boy. Even as a toddler, he would crawl out of his mother's arms and wander off into the dense jungle, exploring every nook and cranny. But as he grew older, his curiosity turned into something else entirely - a fierce determination to protect his people and his village. That made him Amiri’s closest warrior.

      His parents had named him Hau for a reason. It meant ‘wind’ in their native tongue, and he lived up to the name in every way. He moved with an agility and grace that was almost supernatural. He could glide through the thickest undergrowth without making a sound, his body blending seamlessly with the bush around him.

      But on this day, he wasn't interested in exploring. He was on a mission. A group of foreign invaders had set their sights on his home village, and Hau was determined to stop them.

      As he sprinted towards his hut, he grabbed his trusty slingshot. He had made the weapon himself from totara wood and flax cord, the projectiles from the hardest whale bone he could find. The tips were sharpened so that they could pierce any natural surface. With his slingshot, Hau had never missed a target, also making him the best hunter.

      He reached his favourite tree just outside the village and began to climb. Hau knew the tree like the back of his hand. He made his way to one of the inner branches, hidden by the dense foliage.
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      From his perch, he could see that the battle had already begun. Hau was amazed at how quickly the strangers had caught on to Amiri's plan. They fired aimlessly into the trees, their laughter echoing every time a warrior fell from the branches. The attackers were making their way towards the village, destroying everything in their path.

      But Hau was ready for them. He took aim with his slingshot, his eyes fixed on his target. With a quick flick of his wrist, he sent the whalebone flying. It whistled through the air, hitting its target with deadly precision. Luck may have played a role in his survival, but he had also changed his position often enough to avoid the deadly bullets that grew in frequency with the increasing number of attackers.

       As the village fell into a moment of eerie silence, Hau's eyes were drawn to Amiri’s home, the first hut near the village entrance. But what he saw there chilled him to the bone. Manaia, the chief's daughter and the girl he loved with all his heart, was being attacked by a ruthless foreigner. In an instant, he grabbed his trusty slingshot and aimed for the intruder's back, but the distance was too great. The shot missed its mark.

      Hau leapt from the tree, reckless in his haste to reach Manaia's side. Branches whipped past him in a blur as he scrambled down the trunk, barely able to keep his footing. When he finally reached Amiri’s home, his worst fears were confirmed. The attacker had fled.

      Hau's voice was cracked with fear as he shouted through the window, desperate for any sign of Manaia's safety. When the answer came, it was a heartbreaking chorus of sobs and cries that confirmed what Hau already knew deep in his soul. The girl he loved had been hurt, and he had been too late to stop it.

       Hau stood there rooted to the spot. What was he to do? He knew they were in grave danger, and time was running out. With a heavy heart, he made a bold decision. "Gather only the essentials" he instructed them, his voice firm and determined. "I'll return soon to take you out of the village. We need to flee into the bush and hide if we want any chance of survival. Trust me, or we'll all end up dead." His words were met with a stunned silence. Then Irirangi’s head appeared through the window. "We will be ready."

      

      Hau searched the village. He had to find the man who had violated Manaia. He couldn't let him get away with what he had done. He moved from shadow to shadow, careful not to attract attention. Suddenly he saw a flash of blue and yellow hair in the distance. His heart leapt with hope as he recognised the uniform and hair of Manaia's attacker. He had found him. Without hesitation, Hau sprinted towards the man, his slingshot at the ready. The man turned, surprised to see Hau charging at him. But it was too late. Hau released the tailored whalebone projectile from his sling, hitting his enemy right in the back. The man let out a cry of pain and stumbled forward, but he didn't fall. Hau's heart sank as he realised that his shot had not been enough to bring the foreigner down. When the man turned to face him, Hau knew he was in trouble. His enemy was much bigger than him and had a heavy looking weapon at his side. But Hau refused to back down. He charged forward, fists raised, ready to fight. The two men traded blows, neither gaining the upper hand. Hau was quick and agile, but the foreigner was strong and experienced. It was a battle of wills and strength.

      As the fight raged on, Hau could see Manaia's face in his mind. With a burst of energy, he landed a solid blow to the foreigner's jaw, sending him staggering backwards. Seizing the opportunity, Hau lunged forward, grabbing the man's weapon and throwing it away. He raised his slingshot again, ready to strike. But then he hesitated. Taking a deep breath, Hau lowered his slingshot and stepped back. The foreigner looked at him in surprise, then got up and fled.

      Hau watched him go. He could hardly believe what had just happened. He had his enemy in his grasp, ready to strike the final blow, and yet he had let him go. What was he thinking? Was he losing his edge? His killing instinct? He couldn't believe he had hesitated at the last moment. As he made his way back to Amiri's house, Hau's mind was in turmoil. What would he tell Manaia? How could he face her after failing to avenge her attack? And what about Amiri? Would he be seen as weak and ineffective? Doubts crept into Hau's mind and he began to question his mental strength. Was he really the hero his people needed him to be? Could he be trusted to protect them in times of danger?

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Hau returned to Amiri’s house, where Irirangi and Manaia awaited him. "Let's go" he whispered urgently, his eyes scanning the darkness as he led the women out into the night. Together, they slipped into the safety of the bush, leaving behind the only home they had ever known. As they huddled together, their hearts heavy with uncertainty, Hau felt a fierce determination rise within him. He would protect Manaia and Irirangi at all costs, no matter what lay ahead. For they were his family now, and he would do whatever it took to keep them safe.
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        * * *
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      Hau, master and at the same time a part of nature, glided through the dense bushes with the grace of a light breeze. He had spent his childhood in this wilderness, and its secrets were etched deep into his soul. Every step he took was deliberate, his movements calculated to evade detection by human or animal and to navigate the treacherous terrain. His eyes never wavered; he searched the surrounding like a predator. Fallen trees, ditches and rocks posed no threat to his steady advance. He avoided obstacles with the finesse of a dancer, always one step ahead of the hidden dangers that lurked. His knowledge of the bush was ingrained in his being, an ancestral gift passed down through generations.

      Irirangi and Manaia, still reeling from the violence they had suffered in their village, followed him every step of the way. The trio communicated only the most necessary, their voices barely louder than the rustling leaves. They knew the importance of silence in this primal realm, where the slightest disturbance could set off a cascade of alarms. With each step, the piercing sound of the muskets faded, replaced by the sounds of nature.

      As they ventured deeper into the wilderness, Hau's memories guided their path. He remembered a small river, a treasured sanctuary from his youth. It was there that he learnt to spear fish, discovering the ways of the water and the secrets it held. One of these secrets was that the river went underground at a point not far from the coast. Only Hau knew the disguised entrance to the cave through which the water splashed and emerged on the other side. This river would be their guide, leading them inland to its source.

      They made their way through the green maze, the sound of the babbling water growing louder. Near its source, hidden from prying eyes, they would find a haven nestled among the lush foliage. There they could make camp, protected by nature's embrace.

      The journey continued; the air thick with anticipation. Eventually, they reached the river's birthplace, a pristine spring gushing with life-giving water. Hau surveyed the surroundings, a smile of quiet satisfaction touching his lips. Here, in this sacred enclave, they would find solace and refuge, surrounded by the protecting presence of the dense bush that they called home.

      

      Under the heavy burden of the disastrous fate that had overshadowed their tribe, they started to build a new shelter with stones and earth, stamping the materials into a stable platform. Manaia had been shrouded in silence since her arrival. Words were unnecessary as she set out with Irirangi to gather flax leaves, which the women skilfully wove into firm rugs and wall hangings.

      As the sun moved across the sky, Hau began his solitary journeys, disappearing at dawn and returning at dusk. An expert hunter, he roamed the rivers and forests, gathering fish, birds and small animals as prey, ensuring that each day they had enough to eat. He also carried pieces of totara trunks, carefully selected to form the framework of their new home. The women were amazed by his skills. He used the sedge strings woven by them to hold the components together. Then he stacked fern fronds to form solid walls, providing an extra layer of insulation underneath the flax matting. The final act of their great undertaking approached its climax with the roofing of their new home. They piled up bundles of reeds to form a shield against the natural elements.
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      Together they had created a refuge that revitalised their weary souls. The shelter stood tall as a testament to their indomitable spirit and strong bond, ready to face the trials ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Manaia was torn from her sleep by a sudden jolt. She threw herself into the adjacent thicket and regurgitated. Immediately, Irirangi was with her. "You carry the gift of life, dear Manaia."

      The shock made Manaia petrify. Irirangi gently took her foster daughter in her arms and spoke words of profound wisdom. "Receive this child with boundless love, for it comes to your kingdom innocent and guileless. Do not reproach it, my dear."

      As if a torrential waterfall had been released within her, Manaia's tears began to flow. Yet amid her grief, a realisation entered her soul. She understood the implications of Irirangi's advice and found comfort in wanting to try to accept the child born of the darkest of deeds with dignity.

      But as she prepared, Manaia found herself faced with an unanswered question that had lain deep within her since the day they fled the village. The question that gripped her soul with unrelenting force demanded an answer: had Hau taken revenge on her attacker? She had noticed a change in Hau's demeanour, a withdrawal that veiled his eyes and signalled the presence of a deep pain that threatened to engulf his entire being.

      And while she longed for clarity, a second question arose within her. Hau's love for her was obvious, an undeniable truth that ran through their intertwined destinies. Would he be the father of her child when it was born?

      

      Hau felt that the moment had come to reveal the secret. Facing him sat his beloved Manaia, her swollen body filled with the life that was growing within her. Without saying a word, her eyes conveyed an urgent plea for the truth, begging him to unravel the mystery of their shared past.

      Haunted by the memory of the day he rescued Manaia and Irirangi from their lost village, Hau struggled with the relentless question that plagued his every thought. Why had he failed to end the life of the man with the yellow mane whose heinous deeds had scarred Manaia's soul? Tormented by remorse, Hau searched ceaselessly for an answer. Perhaps it was a fleeting moment of weakness, a realisation that revenge alone could not undo the horrors inflicted upon Manaia? Or perhaps he longed for Manaia's approval before embarking on a path still in the dark.

      But amid his tortured conscience, Hau recognised the question that echoed deepest in Manaia's heart - the answer he was now forced to give. When he finally spoke, his voice echoed with unwavering determination. "Your patience has not gone unnoticed. I promise to accept the role of father to your child."

      Manaia's gaze, neither startled nor surprised, blossomed into unspoken contentment.

      "But," Hau continued resolutely, "before I can truly claim the title of father, I must embark on a perilous journey to find the culprit responsible for your suffering and end his wretched existence."

      This surprised Manaia, mixed with an insatiable hunger for the truth. "Why didn't you kill him before we fled?"

      Hau looked down, ashamed. "I cannot understand the reason myself. Although I had the opportunity to deal him the fatal blow, an inexplicable force stopped me."

      Manaia listened intently, never taking her eyes off Hau. The weight of his confession settled on her heart and mingled with the deep love she felt for him. At that moment, a wave of emotion overcame her, combining determination and unwavering support. She reached out to him as if she had to touch the bond between them. In his trembling embrace she found an unexpected comfort that affected her deeply.

      "Hau, my love," she began, "your revelation deepens my admiration for the good in you. Our destinies are given to us by the gods, and it is not for us to decipher every twist and turn. But know this: I stand by your side, unwavering in my devotion as we face the shadows that haunt us." A bright smile played around Manaia's lips, a ray of hope amidst the darkness. "Together we will face the unknown for the sake of our child and to revive our spirit. Our love, strengthened by truth and marked by our ancestor’s resilience, will be the light that dispels the shadows from our lives."

      Manaia beamed with newfound confidence, and Hau found strength in her wise, reassuring words. Manaia's love strengthened him as he made his way back to the village to seek the justice and redemption that they both craved.
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        * * *

      

      In a world that had changed beyond recognition, Hau crouched in the shelter of his tree and looked down on the once familiar village below. A deep unease spread through him as he saw strange men in unfamiliar uniforms invading every nook and cranny. They moved purposefully, stopping now and then to pass out baskets and blankets and to chat briefly. But where were his people? Strange noises came from the cooking house, and an aroma that he associated with food. Hau became more and more curious. Who were they preparing a feast for?

      From his vantage point, he could see the women of his tribe busy with the earth ovens, shallow pits in the ground. Carefully they pushed mysterious bundles, wrapped in green leaves, and mounted on short sticks, into the pits. Fiery stones, constantly replenished by a nearby fire, were carefully placed in the depths. A man, apparently in charge of the stones and the fire, coated the wrapped bundles with oil. What was this mysterious kitchen? Where were the warriors? And most importantly, if Amiri was still alive, where was he?

      Hau glanced in the direction of Amiri's old home; his eyes fixed on the exact spot where Manaia had been brutally attacked. His heart clenched in his chest as he discovered something he had not dared to imagine. The severed, tattooed heads of his warrior brothers stuck high on long poles, being further conditioned under the glare of the sun. Here, too, various fires were burning, producing a lot of smoke, and smoking the severed heads.
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      He could make out the familiar faces of some of his fallen comrades, so carefully preserved that it sent shivers down his spine. So, this was the reason for the hustle and bustle in the cooking house; the alien invaders were forcing the women to steam the heads of their beloved husbands, brothers, sons, and fathers! The women knew their work, for in his village it had been customary to preserve the heads of enemy warriors to place at the village entrances as a deterrent to further attacks.

      Two of the intruders unceremoniously took a couple of heads from the poles and examined them. Hau's eyes widened in disbelief as he recognised the man with the yellow mane who had desecrated Manaia. He took the heads to Amiri's lair, where Hau suspected the final preparations were being made by the women of his village. But why? Countless questions flashed through his mind, each more confusing than the last. What strange fate awaited the decapitated remains of his people? Were they to be displayed as trophies, a grotesque spectacle to impress the families of these thieves and murderers?

      The world he had known was shattered in an instant, and he was confronted with a harsh reality. The moonlit night, once full of hope, now hid the overwhelming remnants of his people's tragedy. Despite their fervent desire for safety, many had fallen victim to the merciless onslaught. The captives, mostly women, were now in the clutches of their vicious enemies.
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      Hau sat in the tree and thought. Revenge and deliverance circled in his mind. He was comforted by the weight of the large, pointy shark tooth he had found in his youth. This weapon, honed by time and memory, would be his instrument of murder, slitting the throat of any enemy that crossed its path. Patiently he waited, hidden in the embrace of the tree. In the darkness, he would emerge, a vengeful spirit, ready to take his revenge on the oppressors who had dared to invade and contaminate  his homeland.

      As Hau climbed onto the roof of Amiri's old home, his eyes were fixed on his enemy. The dreaded man with the yellow mane was unaware that his every move was being closely watched. The last moment of his life had come when Hau, driven by a wave of hatred, leapt from the roof, and charged at him. Quick as a flash, Hau grabbed the man's head and pulled him backwards with an iron grip, while at the same time slitting his throat with the sharp tip of his shark's tooth, silencing his opponent with one cut. The unfortunate man collapsed helplessly, his life force drained as a stream of blood flowed from his fatal wound, filling the air with the gurgling sound of his death.

      Undeterred by the gruesome sight, Hau turned quickly, his senses sharpened and focused. The other two unfortunates, petrified by the surprise attack, met the same tragic fate as their comrade.

      Hau rushed into the hut, eager to uncover the mystery that lay within its walls. When the door opened, he was greeted by the astonished and excited faces of his tribeswomen and their children.

      He looked around anxiously. His eyes widened in disbelief as they met a face that was both haunting and strangely appealing. It was the severed head of Amiri. As was the custom, the women had removed the tongue, eyes, and brain, then stuffed the interior with dressed flax, before placing his skull in the earthen oven. The skin of his neck was tied up at the bottom, and the eyelids pulled down with thin hair. They had oiled his hair and tied it in a knot at the back of his head and decorated it with feathers, giving him the status of a chief. His features had remained the same. Those who had known him in life could easily recognise Amiri. The juxtaposition of beauty and horror sent a shiver down Hau's spine and left him speechless for a moment.

      When he regained his composure, his voice shook. "Prepare yourself quickly. Come with me to our new sanctuary, deep in the heart of the untamed wilderness. Together we will carry the noble head of our chief and give him the sacred burial he deserves, far from the clutches of these cruel invaders."

      Hastily, the three women sprang into action, their movements driven by a mixture of awe and relief. They gently placed Amiri's revered head in a sturdy wooden coffin, quickly packed supplies for their stunned children and donned extra cloaks. With determined steps they followed Hau into the shelter of the dense bush, leaving the nightmarish chapter of their lives behind.
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        * * *

      

      In the middle of the wilderness, near the spring, the number of huts had multiplied. This was not only due to the additional women and children Hau had brought with him, but also to the fortuitous arrival of three brave young warriors. These men were long-lost childhood friends of Hau and had set out on the arduous search for their friend. Guided by Hau's lively childhood tales of spearfishing, they set off for the river at whose source they believed to find Hau.

      The two brave warriors had managed to free themselves from the clutches of the ruthless invaders who had enslaved them as labourers. They had been forced to build homes on the coast, and escape had seemed like an unattainable dream. But with great determination they had managed to free themselves.

      Their triumphant return to Hau and the survivors of their people had come with another victory.
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      In their weathered hands they held a precious artefact, a tome of immense weight, as if carved from solid stone.

      Though its contents remained a mystery, its images and symbols promised untold secrets about the alien oppressors. An unfathomable power emanated from the inked pages, giving the locals valuable insight into the plans of the white invaders.

      Although they were unable to decipher the written language, the images revealed deep insights into the motives of the foreigners. The warriors concluded that these strangers were looking for new knowledge and territories to conquer, and that they wanted to extend their dominion beyond the known horizons. In huge ships they sailed across unknown seas, driven by a relentless quest to conquer, investigate and appropriate the land of the native people.

      Armed with invaluable knowledge, the warriors faced their new task. Their goal was to unite with the warriors of other tribes, hostile or not, and fight the foreign invaders.
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        * * *

      

      Happy children's laughter filled Hau’s village as Manaia went into labour. Since the events of the past surrounding Hahana, Irirangi had begged Manaia to depart from tradition and grant her the privilege of accompanying her in the sacred act of childbirth. Under Irirangi's experienced guidance, the birth would be quick and smooth.

      Hau, filled with a mixture of anticipation and fear, perched on a nearby tree and listened to every agonised cry that escaped the lips of his beloved Manaia.
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      And so, it came to a momentous occasion - the arrival of a boy, the embodiment of a mixed heritage of Pakeha, the white people, and Māori.
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        * * *
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      When European settlers arrived in New Zealand, interactions with the indigenous Māori people varied greatly depending on the circumstances and individuals involved. While there were instances of conflict, it's not accurate to say that all settlers attacked Māori villages. Some settlers and Māori engaged in trade and cooperation, while others clashed over land and resources.

      There were certainly instances of violence, especially as settlers began to establish themselves and assert control over land. Some conflicts arose over land disputes, cultural misunderstandings and differing concepts of property rights.

      Māori responses to European encroachment also varied. Initially, some Māori tribes saw opportunities for trade and alliances with the newcomers. However, as tensions escalated and Māori interests were threatened, resistance emerged. There were attempts by various Māori tribes to unite against European encroachment, although unity between different tribal groups was difficult to achieve.
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        * * *

      

      As life in Hau’s new village settled down at the life-giving spring, the memory of the brutality of the white settlers remained in the collective consciousness. The profound impact of this knowledge gnawed at their pride and left a sense of existential unease.

      Despite these challenges, the bonds within the village grew and people sought refuge in each other's company. They formed a tight-knit community, drawing strength from their unity and common resistance to the daily struggle for survival. Their combined skills enabled them to thrive in the new reality, creating stability in the midst of uncertainty.

      …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Waiora

          

        

      

    

    
      Guided by their deep connection to nature and the life-giving forces within, they named their village’s firstborn Waiora. His name connected him to the meaning of water, the sacred source of life. Growing up under the watchful eye of his loving parents and the close-knit community of the small settlement, Waiora learned the deep wisdom of his people. Hau, his father, was a source of inspiration as he discovered his own connection to the land and its wonders.

      Yet running in his veins was a mixed heritage that set him apart from his siblings and peers. While the others lived in the here and now, Waiora had a relentless curiosity that baffled those in his village. He questioned the world around him, something that became his daily companion. From the secluded hut near the spring that he shared with his parents and siblings, Waiora embarked on solitary journeys of discovery. In the worn pages of the book that Hau's friends had brought to the village, he found the gateway to an unknown world. He immersed himself in the images, studying every detail and deciphering the strange words that accompanied them. Little by little, the white man's knowledge unfolded before him.

      Deep in his soul, Waiora had conflicting feelings. His parents constantly warned him of the enmity between their people and the white invaders, and his father told him time and again of the terrible raids and brutal beheadings that had taken place in his once beautiful seaside village. These horrific events were described in such detail that they shaped Waiora’s life from childhood. Yet he felt drawn to the foreign world.

      There was a picture in the book that resembled a welcome ceremony. In this depiction both parties faced each other, some extending their hands in a gesture of welcome and exchanging objects. In one scene, a Māori warrior presented a carefully carved mask to a uniformed white man, who returned the favour with an elaborately framed painting. These gestures symbolised friendship and trust to Waiora. Confused, he asked his father for advice, who replied gruffly, "This only shows the dishonesty of the Pakeha. They are deceitful hypocrites driven by their insatiable greed."

       

      Seeking solace and clarity, Waiora made a journey to the sacred resting place of Amiri, who’s earthly remains rested in an old hollow tree. He approached the site with deep respect, his soul seeking comfort and guidance from the spirits of his ancestors. As he touched the sacred tree, a longing stirred deep within him driven by a single desire: to uncover the truth behind the mysterious circumstances surrounding the preserved head of their once revered chief as Hau had prevented it from being used for its unknown purpose. This revelation sparked Waiora's desire to discover the fate of the other sacred heads of his people and bring them home to give them a burial that they deserved.

      As he rested under the sheltering branches of the old tree, he fell into a fitful slumber. He dreamed of an unknown vastness - the endless, rolling ocean. There he wandered aimlessly along the sandy shore. What was driving him? Was he searching for something? Suddenly an object appeared before him, tantalisingly close and yet shrouded in mystery. Its shape was unclear to him, a bewildering puzzle that jolted him from his sleep.

      Lost in thought, he returned to his village. He had to take his dream seriously, for it had been brought to him by the spirits of his ancestors.

      "Tomorrow I will make a journey to the distant coast," he declared.

      "What will you do there, my son?" Manaia asked, concern written in her eyes.

      "On Amiri's sacred ground, my ancestors whispered a message into my being. They revealed to me that my life's mission was to find the whereabouts of the honoured heads of our people and, if fate permitted, to return them to their rightful place."

      Hau admired his son, amazed at the boy's noble determination to be a beacon of hope for his people. "Be careful. The white invaders roam the shores and have foul intentions."

      "Yes, father."

       

      Waiora followed the winding path of the river. It was a familiar journey, one he had once made with his father, who had passed on his wisdom about the treacherous dangers of nature. As he stepped out of the dense thicket at a familiar spot, a rocky precipice opened before him. A thunderous waterfall cascaded down the sheer face, drowning out all other sounds of the wilderness, making him trust his sight and smell more than ever. Waiora knew the safest way down, then crawled through the hidden cave, a secret known only to him and his people.
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      This hidden passage created the illusion that the river disappeared into the depths of the earth on both sides, a well-kept secret that protected the sanctuary of his home from intruders. He gathered fruits and seeds and listened to the song of the birds that inhabited the land.

      When he emerged from the dense canopy and gazed upon the vastness of the Great Water, he was overcome by an unquenchable wanderlust, a passion that stirred his soul as never before.

      The warning words of his father held him back. He hid in the thick undergrowth that mingled with the sandy beach. But his curiosity drove him on. Determined to get a safe vantage point, he climbed the tallest tree that overlooked the sandy beach. From there, he surveyed the area. He waited patiently, making sure there was no one around. Only when his keen senses reassured him that he was alone did he venture out and set his cautious feet on the pristine sand of the beach.

      Accompanied by a gentle sea breeze, Waiora walked, squinting into the bright sun as he remembered his dream: why had his ancestors called him to this very place? There had to be a reason! Undaunted, he walked on, letting the foaming waves wash over his feet. The beach began to narrow as the lush vegetation from inland spread out towards the water. As he walked through the pingāo, a sturdy grass-like plant, trying to avoid the sharp-edged shells, he stepped on an obstacle that jolted him out of his rhythmic stride. Kneeling, he reached for the object beneath him.
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      The thing clawed itself stubbornly into the sand, hidden beneath the pingāo's tangled grip as if to hide its presence. With strong hands, Waiora freed it from its earthen grasp, revealing something he had never seen before. The object's rough surface bore the marks of time, covered in a carpet of algae and barnacles. But through the veiled shell, a glimmer of the original green revealed hidden secrets waiting to be discovered.

      A soft clattering from within when he shook it awakened his senses to the mysterious contents. How did he get inside? His curious gaze lingered on the vessel's neck, a combination of wax seal and cork. He contemplated the mysterious find before him. Should he break the seal, or should he find a gentler way to reach what lay within? His hand traced the contours of the wax seal as he pondered the possibilities. The temptation took over and he eagerly set about removing it piece by piece. Would the contents provide answers to the questions dancing in his mind?

      After much effort, he finally managed to break the old seal and remove the stubborn cork. But to his horror, the bottle's coveted contents remained inaccessible. Frustrated, he threw the glass against a nearby rock. When the shards shattered with a loud bang, Waiora was startled. Never had he seen such fragile material, yet his heart was pounding with a strange elation. In the rubble lay two pieces that looked like the pages of the mythical book he had studied for so long. Carefully, he picked up the pages to read them. What he saw took his breath away — a sight of incomparable significance.
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      In front of him he saw the image of a Māori warrior's head, his face covered in elaborate tattoos and his eyes peacefully closed. He immediately thought of Amiri's fate and the sacred site he had recently visited. The tattooed patterns fascinated Waiora, but his origins and tribe remained a mystery. When he opened the second parchment, he saw a message of five lines. He sensed that the words were of great importance, but he could not read them! At the same time a revelation came to him. This message in a bottle, which had come across vast waters from a distant land, had brought him the image of the severed head of a revered warrior from history. The handwritten note, which no doubt served as his guide, pointed him on a long journey. He needed to find someone who could read the words to him.

      Waiora knew that Okiato had grown from a humble outpost to a busy port with Pakeha ships sailing in and out. His father had always warned him to stay away from the place because the white invaders were exploiting his people by trading in whale products — resources that were supposed to feed the Māori community. Hau became convinced that the majestic creatures were suffering from being hunted by the whalers. Waiora had learned of his father's iron conviction when he and other warriors from his village made daring raids on coastal whaling stations, damaging their machinery.

      But now, older and wiser, Waiora wanted to make his own way. Full of confidence, he walked to Okiato, hell-bent on uncovering the truths that lay hidden in this bustling port. It was also the only place where he could find someone to help him decipher the words on his note.

      

      He hid behind a pile of wooden crates and watched the man close by. He was immediately struck by his appearance. The man resembled himself, had light skin like him, but straight hair. Had he done something to his hair to remove the curls? Unlike Waiora, the man had tattoos on his face, though not as prominent as Hau and the other warriors from his village.

      How could he draw attention to himself without others noticing? Though there were not many people around, his father's warnings were ingrained in him, and he could not be too careful. Waiora gathered a handful of pebbles and threw them one by one at the man. As the first stone hit its target, the stranger turned quickly. Seizing the opportunity, Waiora carefully raised his head and waved at him. The man responded to the gesture and took quick steps towards Waiora.

      "Kia ora," Waiora greeted him with a mixture of hope and concern.

      "Kia ora," the man replied. His words flowed effortlessly in Waiora's native tongue. Relieved, Waiora smiled. A connection had been made that bridged the gap between their worlds. "My name is Waiora. I was hoping you might be able to help me."

      The man stepped closer. "My name is Koa and I hope I can help you." There was a gentle reassurance in his words that made Waiora relax. He emerged from his hiding place behind the crates. "Can you read the words of the Pakeha?"

      Koa’s answer, a confident "Yes, I can," brought a glimmer of hope to Waiora's heart. He handed Koa the piece of paper, his hands trembling with anticipation.
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      Koa silently studied the writing, absorbing its meaning. Then he began to explain. "The words contain a revelation. It is a place in London."

      Thoughts and questions swirled in Waiora's mind. "Do you know where this place in London is?"

      Koa shook his head. "No. I just help translate between Māori and Pakeha."

      Waiora frowned in disbelief. "So, you help them to understand each other?"

      He nodded.

      Intrigued by Koa’s unique position, Waiora couldn't help but ask another question. "How did you learn their language?"

      "My father was a sailor from England, my mother is Māori. When we were growing up, he spoke to my sister and me in English. He is no longer with us." He sounded sad.

      Waiora's heart was heavy with sympathy for Koa’s loss. But amid his shared grief, something else came to mind. In Koa, he saw not only a possible clue to read the mysterious address, but also a link to a world beyond his own.

      It was Koa's turn to ask a question. "Do you want to take a trip to London to visit this place?"

      Waiora thought for a moment, his eyes fixed on the horizon, before he finally answered: "Yes, I want to go there. But I don't know how to go about it."

      Koa stepped closer, ready to give his newfound friend some advice. "See that big ship over there?" He pointed to a magnificent sailing ship lying proudly in the harbour. "Our esteemed chief Rangatira will be on board when it sets sail for England. I will accompany him as an intermediary."

      Waiora's eyes widened. "Really?" He swallowed hard. "What does the chief want in England?"

      "He wants to make connections and show the world the culture of the Māori."

      Waiora could hardly comprehend it. The idea that a Māori chief would travel to England to bridge the gap between his people and the invaders seemed beyond his imagination. He had to tell his parents this incredible news.

      As Koa went on, he sounded promising. "Listen," he said, catching Waiora's attention, "if you really want to go to England, I happen to know that the captain of this ship is looking for a kitchen help."

      Waiora's heart pounded with excitement. The prospect of travelling overseas with Chief Rangatira and his new friend on such a magnificent ship aroused in him an irresistible enthusiasm to learn about the world outside Hau’s village. "Yes! Please tell the captain that I am more than willing to serve him as a kitchen hand or in any other way he needs me!" Waiora laughed to himself excitedly and looked out over the Great Water. "When does the ship leave?"

      "At the next new moon, the wind should blow from inland. That won't be long now. If you'd like to wait here, I'll let the captain know. Then I could introduce you to him and help you talk to each other."

      "I would be grateful," Waiora replied.

       

      As darkness fell and a cool wind blew in from the sea, Waiora sought shelter in the dense thicket. He looked up at the twinkling stars and could hardly believe his luck. How would his parents react to his daring plan? And would he find his way in this strange world? He fell into a deep sleep, during which the spirits of the gods and his revered ancestors came to his aid in a vivid dream, supporting his courageous decisions and giving comfort to his restless soul.

      As the sun rose the next morning, he let its warming power wash over him. Deep down, he knew he had chosen the right path. Patiently he waited for Koa, who suddenly stood before him. "Come, the captain is waiting for us."

      Koa opened the door to a makeshift shelter on the beach and led Waiora inside. The room smelled of sea air and a mixture of spices. In the centre of the room sat a man whose weathered face was framed by a thick beard. His eyes were narrow and lined with wrinkles, as if he had been squinting all his life.

      During the conversation, Waiora noticed the captain's rough, raspy voice. Compared to Koa's melodious voice, which was like music to his ears, the captain's words seemed coarse. It almost seemed that Koa was translating more than Waiora was saying. Perhaps he was adding words to make them sound better in the foreign language, to flatter the captain?

      "Waiora, this is Captain Callahan," Koa began. "Captain, this is Waiora, the young Māori man I told you about."

      Waiora approached a little nervously and bowed respectfully to the captain. "I am honoured to meet you, Captain Callahan."

      The captain rose slowly. "Ahoy, young man! So, you're looking for work as a galley hand, are you? Well, I must say it's a long voyage we're making here, from Aotearoa to England. Have you had any experience in a ship's galley?"

      "No, Sir, but I'm a quick learner and I like to work hard. I've helped cook and prepare food in my village and I'm ready to follow any instructions you give me, Sir."

      "That is very commendable, my boy. A willingness to learn is very important on a ship. Our galley is a busy place, and the voyage will be strenuous. We need someone who can cope with the challenges of the high seas and look after the crew well. You will have to work long hours, often in difficult conditions. Are you prepared for that?"

      "Yes, Sir. I understand the demands of the sea and I am prepared to do my best. I am used to hard work and will rise to the challenge."

      "Very good, my boy. If you prove yourself, I will see that you are rewarded. The galley is an important part of our ship, and the crew needs good food to keep their strength up. You'll work closely with the cook, following his instructions and helping to prepare meals for the entire crew." The captain paused for a moment before continuing. "The voyage to England is no small matter. We will stop in Sydney, Australia. If for any reason you do not perform your duties satisfactorily, I will have no choice but to put you on another ship in Sydney to return to Aotearoa, and you will not continue the voyage with us. However, if you prove yourself, you will have a chance to continue the voyage to England and perhaps earn a reputation as an able seaman."

      "I will not let you down, Sir. I will do my best to assist the cook and ensure that everyone is fed and satisfied throughout the voyage."

      "That's what I like to hear, lad. We sail in a week. Be prepared to join us and remember that discipline and respect are paramount on my ship. Follow the orders of the cook and the other officers and you will find your place in the crew. Welcome aboard, my boy. May the winds be with you and the voyage be successful!"

      "Thank you for this opportunity, Sir. I will not take it lightly and will do everything in my power to prove myself worthy."

      

      When Waiora told his family of his plans, there was an awkward silence in their modest home. His parents exchanged anxious glances, fearful of the dangers that awaited their son on such a perilous journey. But they also understood Waiora's burning desire to seek adventure and rediscover his tribe's lost heritage. Hesitantly, they agreed to his courageous decision.

      Hau couldn't help but feel a mixture of pride and fear. He had always known that his son had an insatiable curiosity about the world. Now, as he stood on the shores of Okiato and gazed at the huge ship that would take his son away, Hau's heart swelled with a mixture of expectation and anxiety.

      As the salty breeze ruffled their hair, father and son exchanged tender words of farewell. Hau took Waiora by the shoulders. "My son, you are about to embark on a journey like no other. Remember, as you sail across distant seas and tread strange shores, you are not just searching for the remains of our tribe. You carry the spirit of our ancestors. May their wisdom guide your steps and their courage strengthen your soul."

      Waiora took in his father's words and nodded. He understood the importance of his task and how important it was to honour their people's heritage.

      Hau continued. "Be alert, my son, and always trust your instincts. The world, like the bush, can be both wonderful and treacherous. Seek knowledge, learn from others, but never forget who you are and where you come from. Your roots run deep and connect you with strength and resilience. Let this knowledge be your compass when you face difficulties."

      Waiora's confidence grew as he absorbed his father's wisdom. The challenges ahead would test him, but he was ready to face them. He clasped his father's hands, a silent promise passing between them.

      "I will make you proud, Father," Waiora vowed in a firm voice. "I carry the hopes of our tribe and the dreams of our ancestors. Together, we will write a new chapter in the history of our people."

      Tears flickered in Hau's eyes as he smiled at his son. "Go forth, my brave boy. The winds of destiny are blowing your way. May they carry you safely to distant shores and bring you back to us. Until then, know that our love and thoughts are with you every step of the way."

      After one last embrace, Waiora boarded the small boat that would take him to the ship. His heart was filled with the deep love of his family. As the ship pulled away, he looked back at his father until he was just a dot. With Hau’s words in his ears and the spirit of his tribe in his heart, Waiora began his extraordinary odyssey as a Māori warrior destined to leave his mark on the world.
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        * * *

      

      Waiora was enthusiastic about his new life despite the hard work. An irrepressible thrill coursed through him, and his thirst for adventure grew with each passing day. The ship's cook, an old and grumpy man, seldom spoke except to give him orders.
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      The rhythmic clatter of pots and pans accompanied Waiora as he washed dishes, cleaned surfaces, stirred porridge, peeled yams, and unpacked crates of dried and salted fish and meat. Gradually the fresh food ran out and they had to make do with dried beans, rice, and peas. Under the watchful eye of the ship's cook, Waiora learned the secrets of sailor's food, from fried fresh fish on days when the fishing was good to steaming stews that warmed the soul. The cook baked bread from flour stored in huge barrels, which Waiora liked to nibble on. The barrels of beer and wine were kept behind closed doors. During meals, Waiora distributed measured portions to the thirsty men, who gave him a toothless smile in return.

      After long days below deck, Waiora longed to be outside where he could bask in the sea breeze, gaze at the stars, and breathe in the fresh air. At these moments, the deck was deserted except for a few men tending to the sails and the helmsman. Waiora sat quietly, taking in his surroundings. Sometimes he was lucky enough to get close to the Māori chief, who had his eyes fixed on the horizon, never saying a word. It was a rarity to see Koa at such times, as he seemed to be sleeping below deck. But when their paths crossed, they exchanged a few friendly words and Waiora was able to get his many questions answered about linguistic uncertainties.

      He learned the Pakeha language by mimicking the words of the cook and the frequent requests of the sailors. Every snippet of conversation he picked up was another step on the road to learning about the alien world, until he was able to hold a brief chat with a young deckhand, Jack. He had a wonderful sense of humour that made Waiora laugh.

      Despite the camaraderie that had developed on deck, the sleeping quarters below remained a challenge. While the sailors had their own bunks — enclosed spaces with narrow beds stacked on top of each other — Waiora had to make do with a hammock hanging from hooks on the ship's walls. In the early morning, he had to take his hammock down to make room for other activities. When he wanted to rest in his swinging cocoon, it swayed with the ship's movements, which was especially difficult in stormy seas.

      As the ship docked in Sydney Harbour, Waiora was faced with a daunting task. The cook shouted orders, directing him to fetch crates of provisions from the merchants whose horse-drawn wagons lined the quayside. With each load he hauled aboard, the weight of missed opportunities grew heavier on his shoulders. Despite the lure of the city beyond the harbour, Waiora was confined to the ship's quarters and not allowed to venture ashore on the captain's orders. Disappointed, he leaned against the railing and gazed at the sandstone buildings that lined the waterfront. How he longed to immerse himself in the pulsating life of Sydney's streets. But duty called, and he was summoned to the bustling kitchen, where he abandoned his unfulfilled longings.

      

      In Sydney, the community on board grew as passengers from all walks of life made their way to London. Amid this diversity, Waiora preferred to stay away from the strangers. They ignored him anyway, seeing him as just another crew member. Besides, the ship was designed so that there were clear boundaries between the different groups of people. When the passengers gathered at the main mast for Bible study, the sailors kept their distance, and on deck there was a designated walkway where the passengers could walk at their leisure, secured by ropes and other equipment on board.

      The sea voyage dragged on, relentless and gruelling. The waves pounded against the hull and many succumbed to seasickness, including Waiora. He avoided his hammock so as not to add to the rocking. Instead, he spent his nights tossing and turning on the open deck, huddling in a secluded corner or seeking shelter under a tarpaulin that protected him from the onslaught of spray, wind, and rain.

      But in time, the stormy weather subsided, bringing a much-needed respite. As the weather eased, so did the mood on board. Waiora, who had toiled tirelessly in the ship's galley for months, looked forward to the imminent arrival in London. The tiredness in his bones was replaced by a new sense of excitement and hope.

      On the eve of their arrival in London Harbour, Waiora sought a quiet break on deck, escaping the confines of the ship's galley after his last day's work. He breathed a sigh of relief in the crisp evening air. His eyes fell on the Māori chief sitting in his usual place. A subtle nod acknowledged the other's presence. As always, the chief's gaze was fixed on the distant horizon, as if searching for answers in the vastness of the night.

      Waiora found a place nearby and sat down. To his surprise, the chief suddenly stirred and turned towards him. There was a hint of curiosity in his voice as he broke the silence of the night. "My friend, son of the Great Water and the ancestors, I greet you in this mystical moment of encounter. Your footsteps have carried you far across the waves, and now you find yourself on the shores of London. Knowing our common ancestral connection, I ask you: What is the inner fire that has moved you to embark on this journey? What drives you to explore the ways of these distant lands and immerse yourself in their stories?"

      Waiora's weary gaze met the Māori chief's. The question hung in the air, carrying the weight of his journey and the dreams that drove him forward. "Chief, my reasons for going to London are as varied as the waves that have carried us across this vast ocean," he began. "I am looking for more than just a destination. London is a world of possibilities and a chance to discover new horizons."

      "Let's talk about this address you asked Koa to help you with. I ask you to reveal the secrets of your journey, for perhaps they are woven into the mysteries of the universe and the songs of our ancestors. Speak, my friend, and let us discover the truth behind this address."

      "I found a message in a bottle on the coast of our common lands, which revealed this place in London in a note."

      "But is this place of any significance, my friend?" urged the Māori chief. "There must be some reason that connects your travels to London."

      Waiora fell silent. A moment of inner uncertainty gripped him. Should he tell the chief the reason for his journey, reveal the cruel truth about the preserved heads of his people, while the chief was trying to build a relationship with the enemy? With a heavy sigh, he finally broke the silence. "Chief, there is a reason for this place in London, but it is a reason connected with pain and a desire for redemption."

      The chief's eyes met Waiora's, encouraging him to continue.

      Waiora took a deep breath. "In the depths of the hidden enclaves of London, I suspect there is a collection, a storehouse of preserved heads. Heads that once belonged to my own people, severed from their bodies in a time of great suffering, when my ancestral village was attacked by white invaders. Memories of a dark chapter in our shared history." Waiora's voice shook as he continued. "My purpose, Chief, is to face this painful legacy and bring these lost souls home, to restore the respect and dignity they were denied." He paused, aware of the gravity of his words.

      "Tell me, please, what is the basis of your assumptions? What wisdom has accumulated in your heart to feed these considerations?" the Chief asked.

      "Well... there was a drawing in the bottle as well." Waiora fumbled in his pocket and pulled out the crumpled page with the tattooed head of a Māori warrior.

      Silence fell over the place as the chief pondered the meaning of the image. After a while he raised his eyes and spoke. "The wisdom of our ancestors speaks to us through this image, my friend. It is a symbol of strength and courage that lies deep within our roots. This drawing contains a message carried by the winds and the sound of the waves. It reminds us that the connection to our past shows us the way and fills us with a strength that cannot be broken". Gently handing the page back to Waiora, the Chief added: "Keep this message in your heart, friend. May it guide and strengthen you on your journey. The ancestors are with you and their spirits will guide you. Honour their wisdom and let it be your guiding light as you follow the paths of London."

      The night air was heavy with the weight of their shared history. The chief turned back to the vast horizon. His gaze lingered in the distance as he ended the conversation, "May our bond strengthen you and light the way before you."
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        * * *

      

      Waiora set out to find the St Pancras Church Tower. Guided by Koa's analysis of the note, he hoped to find the road called Proolmise somewhere near it.

      The sea voyage had taken its toll on him, he was tired and longed for a rest in this vast city he did not know. He found it difficult to walk on the cobblestones in his heavy shoes, and the tall buildings towering above him cast ominous shadows that frightened him. The clattering of the horse-drawn carriages hurt his ears, which were used to the harmony of the bush and the soothing sound of water and waves. Every sight and sound in the city were foreign to him as he wandered aimlessly, his eyes wandering up to find the tower adorned with a clock he had once admired in the pages of his beloved book in his family's cosy cottage back home.
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      He was relieved to see it at last, a beacon of recognition in the sea of uncertainty. When he got there, he just stood there, not knowing what to do next. He shivered in the cold air, feeling vulnerable and confused. The scanty clothes the captain had given him, along with a few coins for his work in the ship's galley, proved inadequate against the biting cold of the city's all-devouring fog.

      Suddenly, a woman in a shabby dress and a dirty headdress approached him. She looked very different from the women in fancy costumes and elaborate hats he knew from the book. He eyed her from top to bottom and sensed nothing good.

      The woman's voice dripped with contempt, her tone patronising, and her voice rough. With a sly smile she said, "Well, well, well.... What have we here? Another lost soul stumbling through our city. You seem out of your depth, boy. Do you need someone to keep you warm? It'll cost a few coins though..."

      He remembered his mother's gentle voice and felt his heart ache. Suddenly he longed for her. He quickly turned away from the repulsive woman and ran into the next alleyway until a fascinating sight forced him to stop. In front of him was a shop window, illuminated by the glow of a nearby street lantern. Waiora admired the life-size female figures, their forms amazingly human-like and made of some unknown material. Spellbound, he stood and stared at the enchanting creations. Just as he was absorbed by their beauty, a man stepped out of the shop's entrance. "Fascinating, aren’t they? Exquisite beeswax works of art. Would you like to come in? You look like you could do with some warmth."

      Doubts grew as Waiora studied the man's face, desperately searching for some sign of trustworthiness. Was he a genuine soul, offering comfort and shelter? Or did a deceptive smile lurk beneath the surface, hiding evil intentions, as his father had warned him about so many times? With nowhere else to go, and longing to escape the damp chill of the night mist, Waiora nodded and entered the interior of the shop.

      His eyes widened as he looked around. The room was filled with an array of sculptures and mannequins, both finished and in various stages of crafting. Busts and animal sculptures adorned the room, as well as replicas of human body parts. His gaze lingered on one extraordinary object - an arm on an ornate pedestal with an oversized hand with the most beautiful fingers he had ever seen.

      The man interrupted his fascination. "Would you like a cup of tea?" He introduced himself with a gentle smile, "I'm Reginald, by the way, a sculptor, as you can see."

      Waiora's initial suspicions vanished in the presence of this artist and his captivating creations. Fascinated by the art that surrounded him, he nodded gratefully and replied in broken English: "My name is Waiora. A tea would be good. Thank you, R-Reg-gina-ld."

      The man laughed at Waiora's failed attempt to pronounce his name. "Call me Sir, if that's easier."

      Reginald disappeared for a moment and returned shortly afterwards with a tray. In front of Waiora was a pot of fragrant tea, a cup and saucer and a bowl of biscuits. He could hardly contain himself, so impatient was he to taste the biscuits. They were sweet and melted in his mouth, so tender, and so different from the hard-baked biscuits he had eaten on board. He felt the hot tea running down his throat, invigorating his whole body. Later he would remember that cup of tea as the best he had ever had.

      "Where are you from?" Reginald asked as he settled into a comfortable armchair opposite Waiora.

      "Aotearoa. I arrived by boat yesterday."

      Reginald studied him closely. "Are you Māori?"

      "Yes."

      "You don't have any tattoos on your face. I'm surprised. I thought all Māori had them," Reginald remarked.

      "No, only those who want them," Waiora explained, chewing. But why had Reginald mentioned this? Suddenly a thought flashed through his mind and made him almost freeze. He swallowed down his mouthful. "I need to get my bearings. Can you please tell me where I am in London?"

      "The address is 55 Proolmise. The St Pancras Church Tower is not far from here."

      "Thank you, Sir." His intuition had been right. By sheer luck, he had landed at the exact address he was looking for. Destiny had led him there for a reason. But should he tell Reginald the real reason for his journey to London? Should he reveal that he was the finder of the message in the bottle and that he had come to retrieve the remains of his ancestors? No, such a revelation could spell doom for him. Instead, he kept his secret to himself and wondered what fate had in store for him next.

      "Listen, if you need accommodation and board, I can provide you with a room if you help me out here. I could use a helper for various tasks," Reginald suggested.

      "Thank you, Sir, I accept your offer," Waiora stammered as he was overwhelmed by his luck.

      "You will need to be available at all times during the day. The nights and Sundays are yours," Reginald specified.

      Waiora nodded, a smile playing on his lips as he wondered what it was about him that Reginald found appealing. Was it his Māori heritage that appealed? Or had Reginald recognised the traces of his mixed physical ancestry in his features and found him particularly suited to the role? Whatever the reason, at that moment he felt lucky to have found a place to call home.
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      A modest bed, a bowl with a pitcher and a small table with a chair welcomed Waiora into his room. At first the space seemed big, but he soon got used to his surroundings. Never had he had a place of his own where he could sleep, wash, and even read a book! He thought longingly of his beloved book, the one that had taught him about the world in his family's small cottage. As he opened the small drawer of the desk, he found a book with a cross printed on the cover. He quickly leafed through it, but put it down disappointed, for there were no pictures and he could not read the writing.

      Tired and grateful that Reginald had allowed him to rest the next day, he lay down and quickly fell into a deep sleep and awoke the next morning to find the sun high in the sky. As he washed, he felt his stomach growl, and as soon as he was finished, he left his room in search for food. His sense of smell led him straight to the kitchen. There he found a fat woman, her apron stained from years of cooking. She was stirring in a large cauldron. Not wanting to startle her, he paused on the threshold, hesitated for a moment, and cleared his throat carefully to announce himself.

      The woman turned to the door. "Ah, the new helper! Welcome, dear traveller of faraway worlds. What brings you to my humble kitchen at this hour?" Her voice sounded melodic and radiated a warmth that matched the aroma of the simmering pot.

      "Hunger," Waiora replied, placing a hand on his stomach to emphasise his words.

      She smiled warmly. "Come, sit down at my table and partake of the meal that I have prepared."

      "It smells good," Waiora remarked, a phrase the sailors always used as they came to eat. He sat down.

      The cook, Rosemary, filled a deep plate with her meal. "This is pea stew with ham. Made with the fattest pork shanks and fresh peas, onions, carrots, herbs and spices, all simmered for hours to make this tasty dish, especially good for hungry young men like you."

      Gratefully, Waiora began to savour every spoonful of the tasty stew. The nourishment flooded his drained body, restoring his lost strength with each mouthful. When he had finished his meal, he gently took Rosemary's hand and squeezed it to thank her.

      Rosemary recognised Waiora's needs and, as Mr Reginald had instructed, their generosity went beyond a hot meal. Knowing the cool London weather, she gave him clothes and a pair of shoes more suited to the climate. Waiora was astonished when Rosemary revealed large trunks full of clothes. She explained that the fine outfits came from prestigious fashion houses so that the mannequins could be custom made for the fashion. On Mr Reginald's instructions, Waiora was to wear a suit when delivering for his esteemed clients. However, for his work as Mr Reginald's assistant in the workshop, he was to wear comfortable and casual clothes. Under Rosemary's careful supervision, everything was meticulously organised, and she proved not only a gifted cook but also an efficient housekeeper.

      Waiora marvelled at the abundance that surrounded him and the care that emanated from Rosemary's actions. In her presence he found comfort and a sense of belonging. The memories of their time together, of making delicious stews and dressing him in good clothes, would forever hold a special place in his heart.

      He was a quick learner, absorbing knowledge like a sponge. At first, Reginald gave him the task of carrying the heavy barrels of beeswax from the wagons into a certain room. It was strenuous work, but Waiora saw it to strengthen himself and regain his fitness after the rigours of the ship's kitchen.

      Soon, Waiora was tasked with providing Reginald with the necessary tools while the sculptor carefully honed his art. Waiora watched in awe as the skilled sculptor transformed a misshapen lump of beeswax into a flawlessly smooth and remarkably human-like mannequin. The complexity of the process fascinated him, and he relished every moment spent in the presence of such craftsmanship.

      At the end of each day, he was responsible for tidying up the workshop. This was no easy task as Reginald often left a trail of discarded tools and materials that he no longer needed after they had served their purpose. Undeterred, Waiora restored order to the workshop, leaving it clean and tidy for the next day. What he could not throw away were the scraps of beeswax. One day he began to mould a small piece into a shape, as he had seen Reginald do.
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      As he gently formed the soft substance, an innate impulse urged him to make a koru out of it. ‚Oh, how profound it is,‘ he thought, ‚this symbol, which has a deep meaning for my soul and my people. The koru, a delicate fern frond that unfurls with grace, embodies the essence of rebirth, blossoming and revival. It is the koru that weaves us into the infinite rhythm of things, giving us inner peace and an awakening of the spirit. It is the koru that testifies to our people's deep connection with nature. It is eternal and indestructible.‘

       

      When it was time for Waiora's first delivery, he carefully packed the immaculately crafted mannequins and loaded them onto the horse-drawn cart. He had spent his only day off exploring the streets of London, familiarising himself with the locations of the various fashion houses and tailor shops that were part of Reginald's valued client base. With his newfound knowledge, Waiora sat confidently on the coach box and steered the team of horses through the bustling city.

      It didn't take him long to understand why Reginald had taken him under his wing. The customers found him attractive.
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      His exotic appearance, coupled with his natural manner, foreign accent, and distinct aura, set him apart from the others. It was obvious that his presence added a certain charm to Reginald's naked mannequins and cemented his place in the fashion world. Reginald had also offered Waiora to give away his beeswax koru with his deliveries. This extra gesture pleased the customers even more, and some began to buy them, earning him a few coins with each sale.

      

      The question Waiora couldn’t get out of his head was why Reginald was looking for tattooed Māori warrior heads? Why else would he have placed a picture of such a head next to his own address in the bottle and thrown it into the vast waters of the Great Ocean, hoping that the current would carry it to the distant shores of Aotearoa? Yet Waiora knew that it was unlikely for a bottle to make the journey from England to New Zealand unaided in the currents of the Great Water, so Reginald, or someone else on his behalf, had thrown the bottle from a ship near the coast of his homeland. But what drove him to search in such an unusual way? Did Reginald already possess one or more of these revered heads? If so, where were they? And what did he do with them? He carefully searched the house and workshop for a clue. Days turned into weeks, until one day he saw Rosemary emerge from a hidden corner of the workshop, usually covered by a cupboard. He retreated, careful not to be seen but she had already noticed him.

      "Waiora, come here in a hurry."

      "Aye?" He stood in front of her, grinning mischievously.

      "Mr Reginald prefers the back chamber as his own place."

      "What hidden wonders does the room conceal?"

      "That I cannot reveal. The least I can say is that it holds objects that might hurt your feelings."

      "Now you have piqued my interest!" Waiora exclaimed.

      "If you desire admittance, you must ask him directly."

      Waiora liked Reginald and found him to be a generous and honest man. As he lay in his bed that night stroking one of his finely crafted beeswax korus, he knew that it would be unjust to sneak into the back room. Instead, he would simply ask him at the first opportunity.

      This happened the next day when Reginald asked Waiora to help him polish a large mannequin to a high gloss. While Reginald was absorbed in his work, Waiora cleared his throat. "Sir, if I may, I am very curious about the contents of the back room. Rosemary suggested that there might be items there that could cause me emotional pain. May I inquire further?"

      Reginald looked up briefly, showing a hint of annoyance. "Why can't that woman ever keep her mouth shut?" He paused and turned his attention to Waiora. "How would you react if I showed you replicas of tattooed Māori heads?"

      Waiora's eyes widened in surprise. "Manufactured heads? Not real ones?"

      "You heard me," Reginald replied.

      Waiora thought for a moment. "I can't say how I'll react until I see them."

      "Very well," Reginald replied, putting his tools down. "Then I will introduce you to my second speciality: Death Masks. Come with me." He rose from his seat and carefully pushed back the piece of furniture that covered the door.

      Entering the room, Waiora was immediately fascinated by the sight before him. The tattooed Māori heads, carefully modelled and decorated, showed a deep reverence for the culture and traditions they represented. He admired the precision with which the intricate designs were carved into the masks, almost as if they had been executed by a master tattoo artist. Their expressions were solemn, as if preserving the essence of the deceased. Reginald explained how he melted the beeswax before pouring it into the plaster mould. When the wax had cooled and solidified in the mould, he could remove the cast. This was the only way to reproduce every detail of the facial features. "To bring these heads to life, I stretch pigskin over the wax replicas. It serves as my canvas onto which I apply pigments to create the tattoos."

      After a moment of silent reflection, Waiora finally spoke. "Sir, I am truly amazed at the artistry expressed in these death masks. They have a remarkable authenticity that I could never have imagined. Thank you for allowing me this glimpse into your second craft. It is truly an honour to witness such incredible works of art."

      Reginald, who had watched Waiora's reaction sharply, nodded appreciatively. "I am glad you see the significance of these masks, Waiora. They are a tribute to your ancestors."

      But one question gnawed at Waiora's mind, urging him to seek clarity. "May I ask another question, Sir? I notice that all these masks have the same face, even if the tattoos are different. Why?"

      Reginald's complexion faded, betraying a trace of unease. He hesitated for a moment, seemingly considering how best to answer. "You see, Waiora, this is a rather delicate matter," he began carefully. "The truth is that I can only make these masks from moulds of real heads, that’s why they are called death masks. Recently I have had to use the same mould to make masks. To make each one unique, I adorn them with different tattoos. It has become increasingly difficult to get hold of real heads. Sometimes I must turn to collectors who charge exorbitant prices for a day's rent."

      Waiora's eyes widened, his surprise mixed with shock. This revelation put a dark side to the art he had initially admired. He struggled with conflicting emotions, torn between admiration for Reginald's dedication and discomfort at the methods used. "I understand," he replied. He paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts before continuing. This was the moment of truth. "Is that why you throw bottles with your address and images of tattooed Māori faces into the sea, hoping the heads will be left on your doorstep?" His tone was curious but also a little disgusted.

      "No, that is not the reason," Reginald replied calmly. "I understand that at first glance it may seem confusing and even repulsive, but there is a deeper reason for what I am doing. I will explain it to you now." He walked over to a box full of green bottles, sealed and with contents, just as Waiora had found one. "When I have bottles with my address and pictures of tattooed Māori faces thrown into the sea from ships, it's not a search or persecution. It is an expression of cultural appreciation and an attempt to connect." Reginald picked up one of the bottles. "Māori culture is very important to me. Their traditions, beliefs and intricate artwork embody a rich heritage. With the images of tattooed Māori faces, I honour this unique form of expression and its symbolism."

      Waiora's eyes met his counterpart's, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

      "It's about building bridges between cultures, promoting understanding and honouring our common humanity. I believe that if we share our stories, we can transcend our differences and find common ground, even across the ocean." He took a deep breath. "Although it may seem strange at first, there is a deeper meaning to what I am doing. It's an attempt at reconciliation, at spreading empathy and embracing the beauty of diversity. That's why I have bottles with my address and pictures of tattooed Māori faces thrown into the sea."

      "But ... have you ever achieved anything of what you have just told me? Were you able to contact the indigenous people of Aotearoa through the message in the bottle?"

      Reginald's eyes twinkled mischievously as he replied, "Yes, my dear Waiora. You even sailed with him on the same ship. Rangatira, the great Māori chief, came across one of my bottle posts about a decade ago. Since then, we've been working together to promote understanding and harmony between Pakeha and Māori."

      The coincidence was stunning. Waiora gulped. "Unbelievable ... Koa, the chief's interpreter, told me of the chief's fervent desire to make connections and showcase the rich and vibrant Māori culture to the world."

      A warm smile played on Reginald's lips, before he continued the conversation. "Tell me, Waiora, how did you find your way to me?"

      Waiora's eyes lit up with excitement as he told the story that had brought him to London. "My ancestors visited me in a dream and told me to go to the sandy shore of my homeland. Curious, I followed their advise and while walking on the beach, I found one of your bottles with contents. With Koa's help I was able to translate the address and learned that a ship was sailing to London via Sydney with the great chief Rangatira on board." Waiora smiled. "Koa helped me get a job as a kitchen hand on the ship. The work was hard, but it was the only way I could afford to go across the sea. When I arrived in London and wandered the streets, something strange happened. Although I was looking for it, I found your address by chance while fleeing from a prostitute who had frightened me. Suddenly I was standing in front of the shop window and stopped dead in my tracks when I saw the mannequins."

      "Fate has indeed woven an amazing web," Reginald replied in an awe-struck voice. "But tell me, Waiora, what really prompted you to embark on this extraordinary journey?"

      "It is something I should no longer hide," Waiora confessed. "Many years ago, on the day I was conceived in one of the most difficult moments in my mother's life, the village of my elders was brutally attacked by the invading Pakeha. Many of the Māori warriors were beheaded, their tattooed heads prepared and stolen — I suspect to be sold as trophies in England. I have come here to reclaim the remains of my ancestors, to return them to their rightful place where they can once again bring comfort and unity to my people."

      A deep silence fell over the room as Reginald absorbed the weight of Waiora's words. Touched by the sincerity of the young man’s mission, Reginald took Waiora's hands in his. "You carry the hopes and dreams of your people," he said gently and compassionately. "I will help you find what you have lost and bring back the spirits of your ancestors. The sacred heads shall be returned to their rightful place."

      Waiora's thoughts wavered between gratitude and uncertainty. Reginald's sincerity was obvious, and his promise to restore the spirits of the ancestors touched him to the core. But doubts remained. "Sir, I thank you for your help in this important task. But I am faced with a dilemma that troubles me greatly. I cannot accept your method of making death masks from real Māori heads. The question is whether the spirits are really at peace and whether their essence is preserved and honoured when the heads are used for this purpose, even if the intention is to return them."

      Reginald's expression reflected sincere consideration of Waiora's words. "You are right to be concerned and I admire your deep respect for your ancestors. I must confess that I had not fully considered the spiritual implications. I now realise that I must find another way to continue making the death masks. Don't worry, I won't be making any more casts of real heads.

      Waiora's heart swelled with relief, grateful for Reginald's openness and willingness to reconsider his method. "Sir, thank you for your understanding."

       

      From that day on a new bond was formed between Reginald and Waiora. They had discovered a common goal to bridge the gaps and foster understanding between Māori and Pakeha communities. Reginald assured Waiora that he would search the customs records for information on ships that had carried cargo from Aotearoa to London some two decades ago, which matched Waiora's estimated age. They waited patiently for these records to be released and held out for weeks before the Council finally granted access. When Reginald brought the lists home, Waiora's heart pounded with excitement, for he was one step closer to solving the mystery of the whereabouts of his people's ancestral heads.

      The two men carefully scanned the long lists of ships and cargoes, looking for familiar names or clues. As they worked, Waiora's heart sank. Many ships had carried goods from Aotearoa to London during the estimated period but finding the information they needed proved to be a difficult task, and his initial excitement gradually gave way to despair.

      Reginald noticed Waiora's growing disappointment and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. "We're not giving up, Waiora," he reassured him. "There's got to be a clue somewhere. We should concentrate more on the descriptions of the cargo."

      Days turned into nights as they sifted through the details, cross-referencing and examining each ship and its cargo. Eventually, Waiora came across a striking entry. It was a ship called Te Mauri O Te Whenua, which roughly translated to The Life Force of the Land. The ship was carrying a cargo described as sacred Māori ancestral artefacts. With renewed hope, Waiora and Reginald delved into the information available. They found out that the Te Mauri O Te Whenua had arrived in London about twenty years ago and had docked at a port that was now deserted.

      Excited, they set off to follow the tracks of Te Mauri O Te Whenua. Arriving at the historic harbour, they questioned the locals who led them to a small, nondescript warehouse that had once served as a temporary storage facility for ships' cargo. Cautiously, they entered the room, but the old warehouse was empty. Waiora sensed a hint of history in the dusty air as he looked at the bare shelves. Disappointed, they wondered if their journey had led them astray.
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      A sudden presence made them look up. An old woman, her face deeply furrowed, stood in the doorway, a ghostly silhouette against the glare of the sun. The men, startled at first, felt a glimmer of hope flicker within them. Perhaps this weather-beaten soul held the key to solving their quest.

      The old woman's voice, as weathered as her appearance, cut through the air, "What are you looking for?"

      Reginald stepped in front of her, "We are looking for a clue to the cargo that arrived from the decks of the Te Mauri O Te Whenua some twenty years ago."

      The old woman's eyes sparkled as her mind travelled back in time. "I remember it well. It was not like any other cargo that passed through this place. They were extraordinary things."

      "How were they special?" Reginald asked, eager for any information that might help them.

      The old woman clung to her memories. "There were many human heads lying outside the warehouse," she recounted. "They were displayed on low, makeshift shelves, their tattooed faces adorned with tales of strange lands. The sight was gruesome, but it created a strange excitement in the people."

      Reginald and Waiora exchanged glances. "Why were people excited by these heads?"

      The old woman shook her head, "I never understood," she confessed, "but everyone with legs came from London and the surrounding area to see the spectacle. An auction was called by the merchants. Visitors eagerly bid for these macabre artefacts. It was as if the heads exerted a ghostly pull, captivating the souls of those who saw them."

      The men realised that the key to their quest lay not only in discovering the whereabouts of the cargo, but also in understanding the fascination that had caused it.

      "Tell me," Waiora asked, "how many heads were there, and did they all find their buyers?"

      The old woman's eyes darted around nervously, searching for the right words. "Yes," she finally replied, her voice barely audible. "They were all sold, perhaps many of them. But there was one soul, a man we called the cripple. He limped miserably, but he came with an unexpected, unexplainable wealth. He emerged from the shadows with a squeaky cart. He was the highest bidder, determined to acquire the most heads." Her mind sank deep into the abyss of memory. "I can still see him," she went on. "The cart, loaded with grotesque trophies, jolted violently over the uneven cobblestones when he left. Every bump, every jar caused the heads to bob up and down, while the cripple cried out in pain with every swaying step." She paused and scratched her arms. "It was not long before his pitiful existence succumbed to the claws of disease. What it was no one could say, but death took him faster than he had thought. And so, I wonder why a man in his predicament would want to create such a macabre collection? What twisted purpose would they have served?"

      Waiora's stomach turned at the thought of his tribe's sacred heads bobbing on the old cart.

      "But where did this cripple live?" Reginald demanded.

      "Ah," the old woman croaked, tired of the tale, "he had no relatives or descendants to inherit his rundown dwelling. The house itself, a sad reminder of better days, has long since succumbed to the ravages of time. There is nothing left within its crumbling walls; we locals have ransacked it in search of answers."

      "Where is it?" Reginald asked for the second time.

      "On the outskirts of town, where the mist-shrouded forest whispers its ancient secrets and eerie sounds dance in the wind," she explained, gesturing wearily towards the setting sun."

       

      Intent, the two men made their way west. Their search was on the brink of success and disappointment. The absence of the heads from this fateful place could only mean one thing — they had been stolen and their trail lost.
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      The weathered roof truss of the cripple’s old house was barely visible. Despite the lurking danger, Waiora's willpower drove him forward. Ignoring the warnings the decaying building gave him, he feverishly cleared away the debris and fragments of a crumbling past to make his way inside. Reginald followed unflinchingly.

      They searched the desolate interior, their hope sinking with each passing moment. There was no place where the coveted heads could have been kept. But Waiora's keen instincts led him to the ground, where an almost invisible crack caught his attention. Using a pointed stone as a tool, he laboriously dug through the dirt, and the more they scraped away the earthy mask, the more a hidden trapdoor was revealed. With combined strength, they pulled at the handle, the hinges creaking in protest as the door revealed the passage that had remained closed for decades, shrouded in mystery and expectation.

      They descended the rickety ladder, brushing away the cobwebs and disturbing the stale air that had been untouched for decades. Reginald's flickering lantern cast an eerie light on their discovery; old wooden boxes, carefully crafted to hold the severed heads of legendary Māori warriors. The mystery increased as the trunks showed no defects, no gaps, or cracks. How had the crippled man managed to build such flawless trunks? Waiora could not contain his excitement and began a Māori chant of gratitude, which sounded muffled in the small room.

      With extreme caution, they broke open one of the trunks to ascertain its contents. And there, before their astonished eyes, was the consecrated head of a Māori warrior. His face, frozen in eternal sleep, radiated an indomitable aura. Waiora, confined by space, danced an abbreviated haka, summoning the spirits of the ancestors to witness the sacred moment. Reginald was overwhelmed by the solemnity of the encounter and felt honoured to be present.

      With great care they carried the ten revered heads in their small coffins from their earthen tomb. Waiora guarded them while Reginald hurried to fetch the horse-drawn carriage. Fully loaded with their extraordinary cargo, they made their way back, where the ancient relics would find a temporary home in Waiora's care.

      Reginald organised a messenger to travel to Aotearoa on the next available ship to bring Waiora's tribe the important news of the discovery of the sacred heads and Waiora's imminent return. Following Waiora's precise instructions, his parents Hau and Manaia were to be the first to receive the news of the sacred heads being found.
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      Meanwhile, Waiora eagerly prepared to take the heads back to his homeland — on a magnificent ship called the Storm Hawk, known to sail easily through stormy waters.

      To pay for the passage, Waiora gave Reginald all the coins he had collected from selling his unique beeswax korus but it was not enough to pay the required sum. In his need, Waiora made Reginald a special offer: he asked him for a rare and fascinating artefact; a lifelike cast of his head  with his eyes wide open. This gesture was meant to show the pakeha the living essence of Māori culture and illuminate their immortal spirit, a message that contrasted with the death masks.

      Reginald was excited by the prospect before him; the chance to accomplish a feat he had never attempted before. The task was to create a cast of a living creature, which presented a unique challenge: preserving the delicate nature of Waiora's eyes. Reginald searched for a solution to protect the precious eyeballs. Eventually he discovered a natural ointment, a gift from Mother Earth herself. With great care, he applied this ointment as a protective shield, forming a barrier between the mould and Waiora's eyes. It not only preserved the fine contours, but also allowed for easy removal once the mould had served its purpose.

      This was no easy task for Waiora, who had to remain still the entire time, his gaze fixed on the infinite darkness. The time dragged on, but he was undeterred and persevered. The mould of his bust was turned into a beeswax sculpture, a work of art of incomparable beauty, worked out to the smallest detail, capturing the essence of Waiora's living spirit with breathtaking precision.

      Waiora admired his own face, perfectly captured in the beeswax cast. Curious, he turned to Reginald and asked, "Tell me, to whom do you intend to sell these wonderful sculptures?"

      "Oh, Waiora, I have many potential buyers. Curiosity cabinets, art dealers, private collectors — they all seek the brilliance of my work. And sometimes even the theatre appreciates the beauty of my creations."

      Relief spread across Waiora's face as Reginald continued, "Fear not, my friend. Once the cost of your great journey is settled, I will reserve a portion of each sale for you. Consider it your rightful fee."

      "I am deeply grateful for your assistance, Reginald. And who knows? Perhaps one day I or my descendants will return to claim what is rightfully ours."

      Reginald reassured him, his voice sounding confident, "Rest assured, Waiora. I will secure your rightful share. I will open an account in your name at the Bank of London, where I will deposit the money safely."

      Their mutual exchange created a deep bond of trust, and when the moment came to say goodbye after their exciting search, they embraced with a mixture of deep affection and sadness.
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        * * *

      

      The sea voyage back to Aotearoa was very different from the one to London. This time he was travelling as a passenger, albeit second class, but in much greater comfort. The crates containing the sacred heads were carefully stowed away in the ship's hold, labelled and securely packed.

      As the Storm Hawk entered Okiato Harbour, a wave of excitement swept over Waiora's heart. Had the messenger managed to get the message to his parents? Did they know he was coming on this ship?

      The ship docked and Waiora's anticipation grew immeasurably. When he finally stepped ashore, he was greeted not only by the familiar faces of his parents and siblings, but also by a mesmerising sight.
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      The women of his village, dressed in magnificent ceremonial robes, stood in solemn formation, their voices raised in a haunting chant that heralded the return of the sacred heads. The warriors of his village performed an expressive haka, so passionate, united and powerful that Waiora fought back the tears that began to well up.

       

      In the crowd, Waiora's eyes fell on Koa, his friend who had made his trip to London possible. He was standing next to a young woman, his sister Tara, who he later introduced to him. Something stirred in Waiora as he greeted the beautiful young woman, a deep, inexplicable connection that ignited a flame of affection. He sensed that their meeting was no accident, for as it later turned out, Koa was looking for a suitable husband for his sister.

       

      The solemn procession began, the sacred heads carefully carried into their village, surrounded by singing women and excited warriors. Waiora followed in awe and pride. The heads, sacred relics of their forefathers, were to be buried alongside the remains of Amiri, the revered chief who had led his people with wisdom and strength.

      But with the anticipation and celebration came sadness. Waiora learned that Irirangi, his mother’s foster mother, had died in his absence. He had held her in high esteem for her extraordinary psychic abilities, which had often benefited his village, and for her care of him. The news of her death weighed heavily on his heart and gave his homecoming a bittersweet taste.

      As the procession made its way to the burial site, Waiora walked beside Tara. Their arms touched with each step as their hearts began to unite. In this  moment of loss and return, a new chapter began, one filled with love and the interwoven threads that bound their lives together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            …

          

        

      

    

    
      While Waiora was hailed as a hero and had a fruitful marriage with Tara, their lives came under the influence of the Pakeha, especially the British settlers. This encounter led to a dynamic exchange of goods and culture, mainly through barter. European traders brought in coveted manufactured goods such as metal tools, muskets, and textiles in exchange for resources such as timber, flax, food and even land. However, this bartering was not always fair and led to tension and conflict.

      A significant event in Māori-European relations was the New Zealand Wars (often referred to as the Land Wars) of the 19th century. These conflicts, which lasted from the 1840s to the 1870s, involved both Māori and European settlers and government forces. The wars were fought over issues such as land confiscation, the implementation of the Treaty of Waitangi (signed in 1840 between the British Crown and various Māori chiefs) and Māori sovereignty.

      The introduction of diseases such as measles and influenza also had a devastating effect on Māori communities. Miraculously, Hau’s village was spared such diseases, which they attributed to the sacred spring water.

      At the same time, the gold rush swept through some regions of New Zealand, leaving an indelible mark on the country's history and economy, and shaping the course of relations between settlers and indigenous people.

      …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Hinewai and Tāne

          

        

      

    

    
      Tāne's arrival in the village was a turning point, especially for me. As he emerged from the dense canopy, his hair dishevelled, haggard and emaciated, I saw him first and rushed towards him. He was exhausted, but stood tall in front of me, perhaps in a show of strength or respect, and said with foreign accent, "I've come a long way," before collapsing with his heavy backpack.
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      The others quickly gathered around him and together we carried him to the nearest shelter. At this urgent moment we called Whakarongo, one of my many sisters who knew about bush medicine. She arrived shortly after with a handful of fresh kawakawa leaves, which she deftly crushed and held under Tāne's nose. He slowly opened his eyes, and just before he fell asleep again, we carefully dribbled a few drops of water into his mouth.

      It took him two nights and three days to recover from his exhaustion. During his rest, I visited him often to see how he was doing and to moisten his parched lips with a wet cloth, which he sucked thirstily. During these visits I could not help but notice the fascinating features of his face. There was a narrow, long nose that contrasted beautifully with the full lips and large eyes that I had only been able to admire when they were closed. When he finally opened them, they twinkled like stars, and radiated clarity and honesty. As our eyes locked, a mix of confusion and familiarity played across his face. I watched as the pieces of memory seemed to fall into place within his mind. It was a moment I will never forget, witnessing the reawakening of our first encounter.

      Then my father arrived. He leant over the stranger. "Kia ora, man from faraway lands. I am Waiora, first born and one of the elders of the village. What brought you to our village in such a bad condition?"

      The stranger sat up slowly, rubbing his face. "Kia ora, Waiora, first born of the village. My name is Tāne. Thank you for welcoming me. I will tell you my long story once I have regained my strength."

      My father turned to me, "Hinewai, feed him good food and let him quench his thirst with the sacred spring water."

       

      In my thirties, I was the only unmarried sister among my six siblings. While my sisters had partners, I had not managed to find the right one. So, my father put me in charge of Tāne, which brought some excitement into my otherwise mundane life.

      I noticed an unpleasant odour coming from him and asked him to wash. When I returned with fresh water for his washbasin, I saw him taking off his dirty, stiff shirt. Shyly, I turned away, but not before I saw a playful smile on his lips.

      I brought Tāne some fresh clothes that we had bought at the trading post in Okiato and exchanged for our hand-woven products. It was underwear, a simple pair of cloth trousers, a shirt, and a jacket. As he showed himself in the new clothes, I thought they looked good on him. I looked him over from head to toe with an appreciative nod, which he imitated with a cheeky grin. 

      Later I prepared a rich meal for him, cooked in the earth oven, consisting of delicious kumara, succulent fish, and tender meat. He gobbled it all up and I was delighted to see how much better he felt after this sumptuous meal.

      As the day ended, many of us gathered around the blazing evening fire, eager to hear Tāne's story. In the middle of the audience sat my mother, Tara, next to my father. As always, she was radiant in her beauty, her grey hair artfully arranged in numerous ornate braids. Smiling, she handed Tāne a colourful feather from the many tui birds that nested in the trees and bushes around our village at that time. It was a gesture of welcome and Tāne accepted it gratefully.

      I noticed how different he was. I could tell from his sad expression that he had experienced terrible things that had left their mark on him. Yet he had a special charisma, and his manner was confident. When he began to speak, he chose his words carefully. He knew how to get our attention with his voice and body language.

       

      "I was born in Te Tarao-te-Hauāuru, on the peninsula now called the Coromandel Peninsula. There is rainforest, wide beaches as far as the eye can see and hot springs where we bathed as children. My childhood was just like any other; my siblings and cousins were very close to the wider family. We learned the customs of our tribe, took part in ceremonies to honour our ancestors and carried their beliefs into the present, and of course we learned survival skills. I was particularly good at hunting and my uncles did everything they could to support my talent. Hence, I spent a lot of time in the bush outside the village.

      Already from childhood the small, fluttering fantails captured my heart with their unique way of flapping their tails. Sitting on a branch, I waited patiently for them and when they came, I lost track of time as I eagerly watched. Their happy chirping was a melody that enchanted my ears and as I watched them for long periods of time, their behaviour became familiar to me.

      As I continued to watch the fluttering fantails, I noticed something strange about their behaviour.
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      One fantail seemed to show a pattern when it spotted something interesting on the ground. It would flap its wings faster and its chirping would change in tone and intensity. It was as if the bird was trying to tell me a secret."

      My little nieces and nephews laughed. They were familiar with birds and found the idea of the dancing fantail funny.

      "Intrigued by this strange behaviour, I decided to follow in the footsteps of the fluttering fantail. I followed it carefully through the undergrowth, watching its every move. With each flap of its wings and each change in its song, my excitement grew, for I sensed that something extraordinary might be hidden beneath the ground.

      I ventured deeper into the wilderness and the fantail's behaviour became more and more obvious. It led me to a secluded spot where the vegetation seemed undisturbed and untouched. There, on the ground, I noticed the glimmer of something bright and precious. As I approached, my heart raced with anticipation. I discovered several chunks of quartz rock with glittering veins of gold running through them. The fantail had led me to a hidden treasure! It was as if the little bird had a keen sense of valuable minerals hidden beneath the surface, and its unique behaviour had led me straight to the gold. I started digging and found more and more gold.

      Overwhelmed with joy and gratitude, I spent some time admiring my discovery and thanking the fluttering fantail. From that day on, I developed a special relationship with the bird, and it led me to more places where I found gold. The fantail had become my little treasure hunting companion, always at my side when we ventured into the wilderness together."

      I enjoyed seeing our children excited. Tāne’s story of the fantail was like a fairy tale to them. Their eyes were glued to his lips as he went on.

      "News of the miraculous bird spread through my village. Some were sceptical and thought the story was a coincidence or a fantasy. But those who had witnessed the fantail's unique behaviour firmly believed in its remarkable abilities. And so the people of my village found a lot of gold, always with the help of this one bird that showed us the way. But we did not want the pākehā to know. That's why we avoided the stamp mills, where they crushed the quartz rock to get the gold, and instead we broke the quartz rock with pickaxes to get to the gold. But eventually the pākehā knew our secret and they came in droves to seek their fortune on our land. Some even followed us when we left our village to find the little fantail that always waited for us on a branch somewhere.
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      The ground of our rivers and streams were dug out and sifted, sluices, pits, and steam dredges were used to extract larger quantities of gold. People from all over the world crowded our ancestral land. They spoke in words we did not understand, they pitched tents, made noise, cooked strange smelling food, and left their rubbish behind. But what we could not accept was that they raped our women and took them against their will. Of course, we fought back against the injustice done to us and there were many bloody battles."

      Tāne rose from his seat and disappeared into the depths of the bush for a short rest. When he returned and sat down again, I noticed the tension in his face. The weight of the struggles he had spoken of had undoubtedly taken its toll, leaving an expression of pain and fatigue.

      Seeing him in this vulnerable state, I felt compassion for him. I sensed that behind the strength he radiated were stories of struggle and sacrifice, perhaps even scars that went beyond the physical. It was obvious that his life's journey had been marked by challenges, and I wondered what chapters of his story were yet to be told.

      As we sat together, surrounded by the quiet beauty of nature, my heart was with Tāne. For the first time in my life, I found myself drawn to a man. I watched him intently as he continued.

       

      "But the pākehā interpreted our defence as rebellion and to our horror this so-called New Zealand government, a colonial institution from England, decided to seize our ancestral land! The situation came to a head, and we felt very oppressed. Despite our disadvantages we continued to fight the soldiers who had heavy weapons and attacked our positions whenever possible. Unfortunately, the price of our resistance was high and many of our brave warriors fell."

       

      As Tāne recounted this painful chapter of his past, he was overcome with emotion. His voice trembled and he fought back tears. We held hands to give each other support and strength. My father's face grew darker, and my mother's tears streamed down her cheeks, reflecting the sadness of Tāne's experience.

       

      "From that point on, our once close-knit community began to disintegrate. The village where I had spent my childhood was devastated by the soldiers and the loss of so many brave warriors left an irreplaceable void. After the devastation, women and children sought refuge in pākehā-run settlements and schools, where they found safety and a chance at a new life.

      But this newfound security comes at a high price. The settlers are trying to adapt us to their way of life and erase our unique traditions, languages, and customs. In these institutions, our children learn the white man's ways - the ways of Western culture and education. The rich treasure of our heritage and customs is gradually being replaced and overshadowed by the dominant English language and European standards."

      Tāne swallowed hard. I fetched him a bowl of fresh spring water to cool his hot throat. He looked deep into my eyes as I took the empty bowl from him, sending a wave of warmth through my heart.

      My people did not move. They sat and absorbed the essence of Tāne's experience. In that moment we became more than just friends listening to a story; we became bearers of a shared history, interwoven with the struggles and triumphs of those who came before us. The tears that flowed were not only tears of sorrow, but also tears of strength for the people of Tāne who had endured so much in their struggle for justice and freedom. And as we embraced, we realised the importance of acknowledging and understanding the stories of the past. It was not just a retelling of events, but a reminder of the capacity of the human spirit to persevere and endure in the face of adversity.

      Tāne's harrowing memoir left an indelible mark on our hearts and reminded us that history must not be forgotten or overlooked. It was a call to honour those who came before us, to learn from their experiences and to ensure that their struggles were not in vain.

      My father, who had been listening in silence, raised his hand to signal that he was ready to speak. "Tāne, your story touches me deeply, and I have great respect for the strength of your people," he began, his tone expressing both compassion and admiration. "But I must ask you: why did you undertake such a long journey to find our village?"

       "Chief Waiora, your legend echoes in my world, for the story of your triumphant journey to London to retrieve the sacred heads of your tribe's warriors has spread like wildfire among us. Even as a small child, I was captivated by your story and begged my aunt to tell it to me over and over again. I still admire the bravery with which you made such a dangerous journey onto far away shores as a young man. I admire you very much, Chief, and this leads me to ask for your help, for your connections with England may be my only hope."

      I handed him a second bowl of water and he drank it in one gulp. Then he went on.

      "The pākehā soldiers are after me, seeking revenge because I killed one of their highly respected men in our fight for justice. He was responsible for driving our women and children from their homes. I  seek your help of desperation, for I must flee overseas to avoid capture and a miserable death in one of the cold prisons. I intend to continue to serve my people from afar. With love and wisdom my parents taught me to read and write and my beloved aunt, a wise woman, taught me English. She also introduced me to the art of storytelling as she passed on the ancient stories of our ancestors. As I listened to her, captivated by the rhythm of her words, I felt the echoes of generations flowing through my veins. In the busy streets of London is my destination; I want to bring a message to the people there. I want to tell them about our courageous struggle to survive in the shadow of colonial rule and what this means for the rich history and future of Māori. That is why protecting my life is so important to me.

      Chief Waiora, I have the means to reward you for your help. In my pack is pure gold, which I give you in exchange for the help I so desperately need.

      I beg you, Chief Waiora, hear my plea. Your reputation as a fearless chief and your connection to the foreign shores make you my last hope in this perilous hour.

      May the spirits of our ancestors’ guide and bless you, Chief Waiora, as you consider my request. Your heritage and wisdom are woven into our shared history, and I believe it is for this reason that fate has brought me to your doorstep. It is with deep respect and hope that I await your response."

       

      My heart did not betray me, and I knew without a doubt that I had fallen deeply in love with Tāne. My soul longed to be with him forever. My parents, perceptive as ever, picked up on the tell-tale signs of my affection. Every time my eyes met Tāne's my face would light up like the morning sun, proof of the love that was blossoming within me. What warmed my heart even more was the knowledge that Tāne's feelings mirrored my own. We found joy in each other's company and cherished every moment we could spend together. The connection between us was undeniable, as if the universe had conspired to bring us together.

      

      After a few days, my father called me in. It was clear to me that he wanted to talk about the feelings that had overwhelmed me. Before entering, I paused and took a deep breath. "Father, you wanted to see me?"

      He nodded warmly and motioned for me to sit down. "Hinewai, my third daughter, I have decided how to help Tāne. But before I tell him my decision, I would like to ask you something."

      "I am all ears, father. Tell me what you wish to know."

      He smiled affectionately. "It is wonderful to see your tender feelings for each other. Your mother and I are overjoyed that you have finally found love in your heart."

      "Thank you, Father. Tāne makes me very happy. But I am sad that he will soon be leaving our village," I confided.

      He leaned forward. "That is what I wanted to talk to you about. Hinewai, do you want to go with Tāne to London and support him in his endeavours?"

      My heart skipped a beat and for a moment I thought I had misheard. The idea had never crossed my mind. I looked at my father, weeping with joy, hugged him and whispered, "Thank you, Father. I will go with Tāne and at his side we will make this extraordinary journey together.“ The prospect of exploring the world with my beloved filled me with immense excitement.

      My father smiled radiantly. "I knew my spirit of adventure ran in your veins, my child."

       

      When my father decided it was time to announce his plan, he called together all the important people in our village.
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      Sisters, brothers-in-law, nieces, nephews, the village elders and, of course, myself, were asked to gather while my father prepared to speak to us. Solemn and determined, he turned to Tāne.

       "Tāne, we have decided to give you our full support. This support comes from the bottom of our hearts, for we share a common history, bound together by the identity of the people of Aotearoa, with interwoven customs and traditions, who today suffer under the burden of oppression from English colonisation.

      Long ago, in my lifetime, a treaty was signed at Waitangi, near this site, between Māori chiefs and the British Crown. Sadly the pākehā are not honouring the terms of the treaty. They are disregarding our rights to our ancestral lands and betraying our people. We deeply sympathise with your struggle against the pākehā’s unjust seizure of your land, for whatever reason, as the Treaty specifically emphasises the preservation of Māori authority over our lands, resources and cultural heritage.

      Your life experience and sincere aspirations have touched us deeply. We appreciate your generous offer of gold but hope you will use it to enable you and Hinewai to live comfortably in London."

       

      I noticed Tāne’s eyes brighten up as he heard that I would come with him. He gave me the brightest smile ever.

       

      "At the end of his life, the late Sir Reginald sent me a cheque from the Bank of London. This money was the proceeds from the sale of several of my beeswax busts in London, which helped to introduce our culture to the English people through my living representation. I will ask Hinewai’s uncle Koa to book a place for both of you on one of the big sailing ships. The fare will be paid with the bank cheque. I would like you to visit the place where I lived and worked as a young man, near the St Pancras Church Tower at 55 Proolmise. It holds a special place in my heart, and I want you to experience it too. You may even find your luck there, as I did."

      My father turned to me before he continued.

      "Hinewai has confirmed her deep love for you and wishes to guide and support you in your endeavours. We know it is also in your interest to build a life with Hinewai. I advise you to use the gold to mint a supply of coins in London. Build a life of wellbeing and fulfilment and carry with you the essence of our heritage and the hopes of our people. May your journey be successful and may the spirits of our ancestors guide you."

       

      At Waiora's words the circle of relatives nodded in unison, signalling their collective agreement and blessing for Tāne and me. A tender song rose, carried by the voices of my beloved sisters and aunts. This melodious sound resonated with their heartfelt approval of our love and the journey ahead together.

       

      With renewed hope in our burning hearts, Tāne and I set out on an adventure that would transcend time and distance, united by the love that bound us and the power of our shared history.
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      Hinewai, Tane and their children were not the only ones with a Māori background when they built their lives in London. In the 19th century, Māori migration to London was driven by a mix of political, economic, and educational motivations.

      As Britain was a major colonial power, Māori leaders sought to build relationships with the British government to protect their lands, rights, and interests at home. They also wanted to learn more about British government and technology to strengthen their own communities in New Zealand.

      Some Māori also travelled to London to study, particularly at institutions such as the London Missionary Society's training schools.

      Māori also engaged in various forms of trade when they migrated to London during this period. This trade mainly involved commodities such as timber, flax, jade and whale products from New Zealand.

      There were also many diseases such as cholera, typhoid, tuberculosis, smallpox and influenza, which hit the Māori particularly hard as they lacked the natural resistance developed over centuries among European peoples. The result was a high mortality rate.

      …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Manu Manuka

          

        

      

    

    
      The golden rays of the Friday afternoon sun illuminate the street and I breathe a sigh of relief. Another busy week is coming to an end, and I can finally lock the worn, creaking door of 55 Proolmise. The tinkling bell, a cheerful melody on quieter days, echoes in my ears, reminding me of the never-ending stream of customers. But deep down I know it is a song of success. I am proud of how far I have come and honour the heritage that runs through my veins. Despite occasional fatigue, I gratefully close the door, ready for whatever the next week may bring. A Māori son navigating the ever-changing tides of life in the heart of London.

      I am Manu Manuka, the first born and only survivor of my family in London. My two siblings and my mother died of cholera in 1860. My father died ten years ago of La Grippe.

      My parents, Tāne and Hinewai, came to London three and a half decades ago, bringing with them the spirit of our Māori ancestors. At the request of my grandfather, Waiora, my parents visited this place that had once brought luck to Waiora.
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      When they arrived, they found the building in poor condition and for sale. They bought it with the gold my father had found in Coromandel, which is now my inheritance. They put their heart and soul into the shop and made the top floor their home.

      Although I was born in London, I feel very connected to my Māori heritage. I have fond memories of my mother talking about the vastness of New Zealand and Hau’s village at the spring where she was born and raised.

      I proudly wake up every morning, knowing that I am carrying on the legacy of my parents through the world of handmade artefacts from New Zealand. Nestled in the heart of London, my shop at 55 Proolmise is a treasure trove of unique Māori creations; jade and whalebone jewellery, figurines, tools, ornaments, carvings, and religious artefacts that have captured the hearts of many cultures.

      The connection my parents made with the talented artisans of New Zealand has become my lifeline. Over the years I have cultivated these relationships, ensuring a steady stream of precious shipments from New Zealand that my customers in London eagerly await.

      On quiet days I find myself sitting at my desk, delicately etching my inspirations onto fragments of whalebone. Through these creations I capture my perspective of my Māori identity in a European setting. Many of my artworks have found new homes, often embraced by patrons who appreciate the blend of cultures coexisting as a unified whole.

      The demand for these exquisite pieces is high. It gives me great pleasure to have helped build the bridge between the rich Māori heritage and the cosmopolitan streets of London.

      Every successful sale reminds me of the roots of my business. It's not just about money, it's about preserving the artistry and tradition of my fellow countrymen. I ensure that a generous percentage of the proceeds go back to the skilled makers in New Zealand. It is a way of honouring their craftsmanship and supporting the communities with a steady income.

      The shop has become a sanctuary and each artefact tells a story. My customers are fascinated by the intricate carvings, the symbolism embedded in each piece and the connection to a country they may only dream of visiting. For me, it's a beautiful way to share my Māori heritage with the world and I feel blessed to be a part of it.

      Given my age, occasional fatigue, and preference for being a bachelor, I decided to approach my mother's ancestral village. In my letter I asked if anyone from our extended family would be interested in continuing the legacy of this shrine, preserving, and passing on the richness of our culture through its art. Fortunately, I received an answer that my young cousin Kāhu and his new wife Hine would be happy to come to London to support me and eventually take over the business.

      I am very excited at the prospect of having family to help me and even more excited that they will be occupying the large upstairs rooms that are too big for me alone. Hine and Kāhu are due to leave next month from Auckland on a regular merchant ship that also carries passengers. I'm very happy about the news because I can't wait to share this venture with people from my bloodline, also because my parents' lifeblood is in it and my grandfather was helped here to find the sacred heads of my ancestors.

      With the business thriving and in anticipation of Kāhu and Hine’s arrival, I've decided it's time to renovate. The old roof has weathered years of London's temperamental climate and it is time for a new one. In addition, the much-loved creaking shop door, which has seen countless customers cross its threshold, now needs to be replaced. I want to ensure that the warm, welcoming atmosphere remains intact, so it's time for a new door that will greet many more art lovers to come.
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        * * *

      

       

      The lifeless figure before him was a terrible sight. Her mouth was wide open, frozen in an eternally silent scream, as if her last moments had been stifled in agony. Her torn dress bore the brutal marks of knife wounds, crimson rivulets seeping from the cracks in the fabric, like a grotesque flower blooming in the shadow of death.

      The man's gaze fell on the pendant of her necklace, intricately carved from a bone. A realisation dawned on him; indeed, this creation was exactly like the whalebone jewellery the man he hated sold in his shop.

      But amid the gruesome scene, a thought crept into his consciousness that dwarfed even the grisly corpse before him. Suspiciously, he looked around to make sure no one was watching. He took a step out of the dim light of a distant streetlamp, stooped cautiously, and reached for the blood-soaked shawl that had once adorned the dead woman. He disappeared into the darkness of the night, his shuffling limp adding to his departure.
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        * * *

      

       

      The air seemed to tighten as two figures stepped through the door, their presence as mystifying as the fog that often hangs over the streets of London. The Scotland Yard officers radiated authority, their badges dangling from the lapels of their immaculately cut coats.

      "Good afternoon, I'm Inspector Bentley," the first officer announced, his voice low and raspy. "And this is my colleague, Inspector Duncan."

      Manu tilted his head slightly, his eyes darting between the officers. "My name is Manu Manuka," he replied, bowing politely. "How can I help you?" Manu's gaze rested on the serious faces of the officers as he waited for their response.

      Inspector Bentley's question was matter of fact. "Does this carved pendant bear the mark of your craftsmanship?"
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      Manu's fingers encircled the whalebone pendant presented by the Inspector, his fingertips tracing the delicate engravings that danced like secrets across its surface. "This is undoubtedly the work of my hands," he confirmed proudly. The pendant had a history and its connection to the unfolding situation intrigued him.

      Inspector Bentley cleared his throat. The pendant returned to him, its significance growing with each passing moment. "This pendant was found on the neck of a deceased woman and led us to your Centre for Indigenous Art. Could you tell us who bought it and when it was sold?"

      Manu's eyes widened slightly. The memory unfolded like a forgotten scroll; the elegant gentleman who had purchased this unique pendant only a few weeks ago. "Yes, I remember," Manu replied and walked over to his desk to check his book.

      He turned the pages carefully, running his finger over the inked entries. And there it was; a note identifying a Mr Williams as the purchaser of the pendant on the 5th of July. Inspector Bentley nodded with satisfaction as Manu showed him the entry.

      "Do you happen to know where Mr Williams is staying?" Inspector Duncan asked, his voice a soft contrast to his colleague's.

      Manu shook his head. "I'm sorry, Inspector, I don't keep track of where my clients stay."

      The officers nodded goodbye and left. The new door, installed the day before, closed quietly behind them. Manu was left alone to wonder what the story was about the dead woman, the pendant and the elegant gentleman who had bought it.
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        * * *

      

       

      
        
        Mysterious murder and enigmatic pendant: A chilling crime grips London's streets

         

        The Times - London, 27th of August 1888

         

        In a shocking incident that has sent shockwaves through the heart of our great city, a grisly murder has left Londoners in a state of disbelief and concern. The victim, a woman of ill repute, was found brutally murdered and dumped in a most deplorable manner, a grim reminder of the dark underbelly that often lurks beneath the veneer of our bustling metropolis.

         The unfortunate victim, whose identity has been withheld due to the nature of her profession, met her untimely demise in harrowing circumstances. The gruesome details of the murder, involving multiple stab wounds and the abandonment of her lifeless body in the squalid confines of a London gutter, paint a grim tableau of the dangers that haunt the streets, particularly for those on the margins of society.

         Scotland Yard, renowned for its dedication to upholding law and order, has taken up the mantle of unmasking the perpetrator behind this heinous act. Investigators are diligently sifting through the evidence, working to piece together the puzzle that has left the city in a state of unease.

         One particularly curious aspect of this tragedy revolves around a distinctive whalebone pendant that has emerged as a startling clue in the pursuit of justice. This intricately carved piece of art, from a distant and exotic land, had been obtained from the Centre for Indigenous Art at 55 Proolmise Street.

         However, a mysterious twist has muddied the waters of the investigation. According to reports, the pendant, which was found on the victim, was stolen from its rightful owner. The very circumstances that led to its presence on the lifeless form of the murdered woman cast a shadow of uncertainty over this eerie connection.

         As Londoners grapple with the unsettling combination of cruelty and mystique that this case presents, we are reminded of the fragility of life in an age where technological advances continue to intertwine with the echoes of a bygone age. The streets we traverse daily, buzzing with activity and aspiration, are juxtaposed with darker narratives that serve as cautionary tales for those who dare to venture beyond the confines of societal norms.

         The pursuit of justice, championed by the efforts of Scotland Yard, is a testament to our commitment to the sanctity of life and the rule of law. As the investigation unfolds, The Times remains steadfast in its commitment to reporting the facts and shedding light on the events that shape our world, for better or worse.

         In the face of adversity, let us unite as a community and stand firm against the forces that seek to cast shadows on the streets of our city, ensuring that the memory of the victims is not lost to the annals of history, but serves as a rallying cry for a safer and more just London.

        

      

       

       

      Manu lowered the newspaper. The printed words burned into his soul, casting a dark shadow over the enterprise he and his parents had painstakingly built over decades. And yet here it was mentioned in such a terrible context that it felt like a betrayal of what they had created.

      A nagging question flashed through his mind. Why was the name of his treasured shop there for all to see, but not the name of the man who had purchased that fateful pendant? The shop was more than bricks and mortar, it was an extension of himself, an embodiment of his identity and a symbol of the heritage he held dear.

      Bitterness mixed with sadness as he reflected on how unfair it all was. Every item within these walls was a work of love, a piece of his heart, a whisper of his dreams. He had poured his soul into this business, creating a place where stories, feelings and memories were woven into every piece on the shelves. And now these precious works of art were overshadowed by a gruesome murder.

      Tears welled up in his eyes. The humiliation he felt grew into a deep wound. It was a centuries-old suspicion, an innate mistrust that had taken root in the minds of light-skinned people and was directed at people like him – people of foreign origin, people with the rich colours of a heritage they cherished.

      He could almost hear his father's voice, full of wisdom and pain, whispering in his ear. "Beware of the face of the white man, my son, it may shine bright and appear pure as the snow, but beneath its surface it may hide hatred and envy that poisons its core."

      As Manu reread the article, he made a decision. The shop did not belong to him alone, but to his people. He would not allow prejudice to take hold. Full of renewed energy, he grabbed a fresh piece of whalebone and began to carve until he had immortalised all his sadness in the piece. He would ensure that the name of his shop would once again ring with dignity.

       

      But the worst was yet to come.

       

      On a rainy Tuesday afternoon, a quintet of uniformed officers from Scotland Yard, led by Inspectors Bentley and Duncan, entered the Centre for Indigenous Art. Manu, who was polishing a valuable piece of jewellery, felt a shiver run down his spine as he knew that the tide of fortune was about to turn.

      Inspector Bentley's gravelly voice cut through the tense air. "Mr Manuka, as you know, we are investigating the murder of the unfortunate woman found on the streets of our city a week ago. We are here with a search warrant. Please step aside so that my team can do their work."

      Manu stood in front of the officers with a stiff face. "I have a favour to ask of you. These treasures that adorn my shelves are of great importance and value. Should it be necessary to remove them, I ask you to treat them with the utmost respect." The experienced inspectors nodded, a sign of understanding that went down the chain of command.

      The search party burst into the back room. One of them forced his way into Manu's personal space, his gloved hand rifling through the contents of the desk drawers, leaving a mess in his wake.

      Manu's feet felt like they were set in cement. He stood like a statue. Suspicion hung over him like a choking fog, threatening to consume him. The ghostly image of the lifeless woman appeared before his eyes. The men stared at him, as if they were judging him by his skin colour alone. His shop, the place that connected him to the world, suddenly seemed like a prison.

      One of the officers came out of the back room holding a blood-stained shawl. Manu could not believe what he saw. Questions raced through his mind like a storm. How had this gruesome relic got into his house?

      Gently, the shawl landed in the hand of Inspector Bentley, who raised it to the light. "Blood." He held the cloth to his nose and smelled it to confirm his last statement.

      The weight of Inspector Bentley's gaze penetrated Manu's soul. It was then that Manu broke out of his stupor. When the words came from his lips, each syllable sounded somewhat desperate. "I swear, Inspector, I am as baffled as you are. I've never seen this cloth before, and I have no idea how it got into my house. Someone must have conspired to cast this dark shadow over me."

      Inspector Bentley cleared his throat. "Mr Manuka, this is clear evidence of your involvement in the heinous murder under investigation. I hereby arrest you on the charge of conspiracy to cause the untimely death of Eleonore Thomas. You are remanded to the custody of Newgate Prison until a proper trial can be arranged."

      Once Manu was charged, the officers took a systematic approach. They secured the shop and made sure to seize any evidence that might prove their case. With the prisoner in tow, they moved through the busy cobbled streets, lit only by the flickering gas lamps that cast an eerie light into the night.

      When they reached the mighty gates of Newgate Prison, the iron bars creaked open to reveal the massive building. The governor, a stern and imposing figure, greeted the officers with a nod of the head and took the defendant into custody. Manu was led through the cold stone corridors to his makeshift cell, the heavy clang of the iron door reinforcing his imprisonment.

       

      In the cold depths of a merciless cell, Manu's world collapsed. The shock of what had happened hit him like a bolt of lightning. How could his life of trading Māori artefacts be destroyed by such a vile and despicable accusation? It was unimaginable, a nightmare he was desperately trying to wake up from.

      His eyes searched the stone walls that surrounded him, and their rough surface seemed to intensify the cold that was creeping inside him. It penetrated his skin, burrowing into his flesh and gnawing at his bones. Yet amidst the despair, a spark of determination flared within him.

      With a mind wracked with doubt and confusion, he forced himself to think amidst the hopelessness of his situation. How could a bloody shawl, the evidence of an unspeakable crime, have found its way into his beloved shop? Who could have hatched such a nefarious plot against him?

      Like a shard of truth, he realised that one man held the key to the mystery that had imprisoned him. The carpenter, James Jones, whose features had been etched with hatred when their paths had crossed. Manu's mind raced, piecing together scraps of memory, analysing every fleeting expression. The image of James Jones appeared before him, as if conjured by his thoughts. A limping man whose eyes looked at him wickedly, a look Manu could not decipher at the time. The realisation hit him like a revelation; James Jones had been the only one with unseen access to his backroom when he had installed the new door in that fleeting moment when Manu had ventured upstairs.

      But what could spark such hatred in the carpenter's heart? What resentment could cause him to accuse Manu of ruining his livelihood with this accusation? Questions swirled through his mind, and among them a disturbing possibility emerged. Could James Jones be responsible for the young woman's tragic fate? Could he be the hand that took her life?

      Amid his bleak existence, Manu clung to the thin thread of hope, driven by his newfound revelation. His existence was reduced to meagre rations and the oppressive confines of a dilapidated mattress, but his spirit was unbroken. The trial stood before him like a ray of light in the suffocating darkness of his cell.

      When the jailer's words broke the silence, "Time for trial", Manu was ready. The journey to justice had begun, a journey filled with uncertainty and the weight of his broken life. But in his soul, he carried not only his own hopes, but the essence of a people whose treasures he guarded.
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        * * *

      

      In the grandeur of a London courtroom, the air was thick with anticipation as the trial of Manu Manuka began. The year was 1888, a time when secrets were revealed under the watchful eyes of justice. Standing amidst the austere backdrop of the courtroom, Manu exuded an air of quiet determination as he awaited his interrogation.
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      The examiner, a figure of stern authority, fixed his gaze on Manu. "Mr Manuka," he began, his voice echoing through the silent room, "please give the court a brief account of your background."

      Manu's voice resonated as he spoke, his words carrying the essence of his New Zealand Māori heritage. He recounted his lineage, tracing it back to the shores of his homeland where his ancestors had flourished for generations. He spoke of his parents, pioneers who had set out for London in 1853, comfortable by the gold his father had found in the far reaches of New Zealand. There was a hint of pride in his voice as he painted a vivid picture of their determination and dreams.

      "The house and shop I now own," Manu continued, his gaze unwavering, "was handed down to me by my parents. It is a place where memories and history are intertwined."

      The examiner nodded, seemingly satisfied with Manu's account. But the atmosphere grew tense as his questions dug deeper, probing to the heart of the matter that had brought Manu before the court.

      "And now, Mr Manuka," the examiner's tone sharpened, "could you shed some light on your connection to the bloodstained shawl found in the back room of your shop?"

      Manu's eyebrows furrowed as he met the examiner's gaze. "Your Honour, I have no connection whatsoever with that shawl. Its presence in my shop is as puzzling to me as it is to the court."

      A murmur rippled through the courtroom. The examiner leaned forward, his gaze scrutinising. "Still, Mr Manuka, you must have some theory as to how this shawl came into your possession."

      Manu's gaze remained steady. "Indeed, Your Honour, although I cannot offer definitive proof, I have a suspicion. It was the carpenter, James Jones, who I believe holds the key to this mystery." He recounted his encounter with the limping carpenter, how James Jones had regarded him with a palpable and inexplicable malice. The courtroom listened intently as Manu described the emotions that had passed between them, a conflict of feelings that he had never fully understood. "I felt, Your Honour," Manu continued, "that Mr Jones held a grudge against me. It was a feeling I could not fathom, for I had never wronged him in any way." He swallowed. "Besides, I didn’t know James Jones until the day he came to install my new shop door."

      The examiner's quill scratched against the parchment as he wrote down Manu's words. "So, Mr Manuka," he inquired, "what role do you think this carpenter may have played in the presence of the shawl?"

      There was a hint of determination in Manu's gaze. "Your Honour, the shawl was found in my back room, a place to which Mr Jones would have had access. While he was installing the new door in my shop, I had gone upstairs and left the premises temporarily unattended. That is when the shawl could have been planted."

      A hushed murmur swept through the courtroom as Manu's words hung in the air. The examiner's expression remained inscrutable, his thoughts a mystery in themselves.

       

      The courtroom fell silent as the examiner called a new witness, a young woman whose demeanour betrayed a palpable sense of unease. Dressed in modest clothes and a simple head covering, she approached the witness stand with a demure gaze, avoiding the intensity of the room's scrutiny. This was Mary Thomas, her presence seemingly imbued with a quiet sorrow.

      "Miss Thomas," the examiner's voice rang out in a measured tone, "please present yourself to the court."

      Mary's voice, soft and trembling, filled the room as she whispered her name. The eyes of those present fixed on her.

      "To those who may have known Eleonore Thomas," the examiner continued, "it is obvious that you bear a striking resemblance. Can you confirm your relationship to her?"

      A slight nod accompanied Mary's reply, the weight of her sibling’s absence evident in her downcast gaze. "She was my twin sister."

      "Miss Thomas," the examiner's voice was soft, a stark contrast to the tension in the courtroom, "could you recount for the court the events you witnessed?"

       Mary's voice trembled as she began to speak, her words revealing a haunting story. She described the bond between her and Eleonore, a bond that forced her to shadow her sister's every move. It was this bond that had led her to the fateful scene, a tableau of death and despair. She recounted the moment she stumbled upon her sister's lifeless body, hidden behind the shelter of a sturdy tree trunk.

      As Mary's testimony unfolded, the courtroom seemed to hold its breath. She spoke of a limping figure, a man whose gait was etched in her memory. Her eyes had witnessed his sinister presence as he bent over her sister's body, the blood-stained shawl in his hands. The image was seared into her mind, a vivid nightmare from which she could never wake.

      "He removed the shawl," Mary's voice wavered, "and walked away with a gait that seemed both purposeful and ominous."

      A collective shiver seemed to run through the courtroom as Mary's words hung in the air, casting a ray of light over the defendant, Manu Manuka.

       The examiner's gaze remained fixed; his quill ready to capture every nuance of Mary's testimony. The truth, shrouded in the mystery of that tragic day, was slowly being unravelled. The haunting link between the limping carpenter and the blood-stained shawl, now reinforced by Mary's harrowing account, painted a chilling portrait of events.

       As the drama of the trial unfolded, Manu sat with a calm demeanour. As Mary Thomas's voice wavered, his gaze remained steadfast, absorbing every detail.

       The weight of truth hung heavily in the courtroom as the examiner's voice once again pierced the silence. His words were measured, laced with a cautious scepticism that reflected the doubts swirling in the minds of those present. "Miss Thomas, are you absolutely certain that the man you saw did not commit this tragic act? Can you unequivocally rule out the possibility of his involvement in your sister's death?"

      Mary's gaze, though still downward, carried an unshakable certainty as she replied. "Your Honour, I spent moments, agonising moments, beside my sister's lifeless body. Life had truly left her. The man I saw, though sinister and haunting, did not bring this tragedy upon her. I am certain of it."

      The Examiner's quill paused, hovering over his notepad as he absorbed the weight of her words. The tension in the room seemed to ease, replaced by a renewed sense of intrigue. The limping figure remained a mystery, his connection to the bloodstained cloth and the chilling discovery now fraught with ambiguity.

      The examiner's focus shifted; his attention fixed on the young woman who had just bared her soul. "Miss Thomas," he inquired with calculated deliberation, "would you be able to recognise this man with the limp if you were to meet him again?"

      A flicker of determination flashed in Mary's eyes; her voice more determined than before. "Yes, Your Honour," she replied, a semblance of confidence replacing her initial unease. "The image of that man, with his peculiar gait and his shadow cast over my dead sister’s body, is etched in my memory. I would recognise him."

      A murmur swept through the courtroom, the idea of identification carrying an air of excitement. The pieces of the jigsaw seemed to be coming closer together, the threads of truth slowly weaving together.

      "Thank you, Miss Thomas. I would now like to draw your attention to the necklace worn by your late sister. A pendant of remarkable material, I must say. It is made of carved whalebone from New Zealand, a cost not to be taken lightly. Can you enlighten this court as to the origin of this pendant? How did your sister come to possess such a valuable ornament?"

      "I don't know, Sir. I first saw it on her when I found Eleonore dead."

      Mary could no longer hold back her tears.

      But the examiner went on.

      "Furthermore, can you state under oath that you were in no way involved, directly or indirectly, in the acquisition of the said pendant? Your assurance on this matter is essential to establish a clear understanding of the circumstances surrounding the presence of this pendant in your sister's possession."

      "Your Honour, I swear to you that I have no idea where this necklace came from."

       Manu's eyes remained fixed on Mary Thomas. He was grateful and felt empathy for the grieving young woman as in her words he had found an unexpected ally.

       The judge's voice rang with authority, cutting through the air of anticipation in the courtroom. The news, loaded with gravity, painted a new layer of complexity onto the trial. "Ladies and gentlemen, it has come to my attention that two more lives have been lost, victims of a sinister force that matches the circumstances surrounding Eleonore Thomas's tragic demise."

      Shock swept through the assembled onlookers, their expressions concern and disbelief. The judge's words cast a grim reality on the scene, revealing a series of events that transcended the confines of the courtroom.

      "In light of these revelations," the judge's voice was sombre, "and after careful consideration of the evidence presented, it is clear that Mr Manu Manuka, accused of a heinous crime, was indeed behind bars at the time of these new murders."

      The courtroom seemed to collectively exhale, the tension slowly dissipating like mist in the morning sun. Manu, who had borne the weight of suspicion and accusation, now stood on the precipice of redemption.

      The judge's words continued. "Furthermore, the testimony of Miss Mary Thomas, a witness to the events surrounding the bloodstained shawl, has provided a crucial insight. Her account, together with the actions of the carpenter, James Jones, merit a separate and thorough investigation." He turned to Manu. "Mr Manuka, your innocence has been established beyond a reasonable doubt. You are free to go."

      With a swift motion, his hammer struck the wood, a sound that echoed with finality.

       Mingled with the rustling of clothes and a chorus of quiet whispers, the audience walked out of the courtroom. Manu, who had endured a great deal of suffering, now stood as a free man.

      As he stepped out of the shadow of the courthouse, the world outside beckoned anew. He was intoxicated by the feeling of freedom.
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        * * *

      

       

      When he arrived home, Manu's priority was to indulge in a long and soothing bath to cleanse himself of the lingering humiliation, tension and anxiety that had plagued him throughout his week-long ordeal in prison. Then he set about preparing a nourishing meal for himself. Sitting comfortably, he pondered the idea of pouring a generous glass of wine from an exceptional bottle – a rare departure from his usual habits – to mark the occasion. But was this really a reason to celebrate?

      His thoughts turned introspective. His innocence had been undeniable from the start, but what lay ahead? Undoubtedly, his clientele was likely to withdraw temporarily as they grappled with the sensationalised coverage of his case that dominated the newspapers. The name of his shop and his own were intertwined in the unfolding drama. A shadow had fallen on his parents' lifework and himself that would remain forever.

       

      After dinner, having enjoyed the warmth of the wine, Manu took a well-earned rest and retired to his soft, warm bed. Recognising the need for recuperation, he made a conscious decision to keep his shop closed for a few days. During this respite, he meticulously organised his workspace, which had been left in disarray by the searching authorities. At the same time, he embarked on a mission to tidy up the back room; a task that had long been neglected and was even more necessary after the search team's visit.

      Throughout these activities, a persistent thought occupied his mind: James Jones, the carpenter, and the perplexing motives behind the heinous act committed against him. Manu was determined that one day he would uncover the truth. This drove him to monitor the newspapers diligently, day after day, eager for any developments. But amid reports of two new unsolved murders and an elusive killer still at large, information about the carpenter remained absent.

       

      The scenario unfolded as he had foreseen. For the first two weeks after the Centre for Indigenous Art was reopened, foot traffic was noticeably low. As time went on, however, the flow of visitors increased steadily. Among those who had visited the shop in the past, there was a spectrum of reactions: some expressed condolences for the unfortunate incident that had taken place, others opted for silence, while a few looked at Manu curiously. Despite these initial reactions, sales gradually began to recover. In a parallel development, another tragic event took place; the discovery of a fourth dead woman, whose demise followed the same grisly murder pattern as the previous victims.
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        * * *

      

      In a completely unforeseen turn of events, during a moment of deep concentration on a freshly carved piece, Manu was abruptly jolted when he felt another presence in his space. Mary Thomas had quietly found her way into his shop as the doorbell was still missing. His startled gaze met Mary's azure eyes, which quickly looked away on contact.

      "I apologise, Sir. I didn't mean to startle you," Mary spoke softly, "If you remember, I am Mary Thomas."

      "Miss Thomas, how could I ever forget you?" Manu stood up from his chair and walked to her, positioning himself courteously in front of her. "You stepped in to rescue me during my most difficult time. I'll always be indebted to your kindness."

      Mary Thomas looked away, her cheeks turning red with embarrassment. "I can assure you; I spoke nothing but the truth."

      Manu could sense sadness around her. "Please accept my apologies, Miss Thomas, for not offering my heartfelt sympathies towards the loss of your sister. I can only imagine the significant changes you have experienced in your life because of the close relationship you had with Eleonore. If there is any way I may be of help, please do not hesitate to let me know."

      Mary nodded, her eyes revealing the depth of her emotions. "Truly, my life has become a void since Eleonore's departure."

      There was an unpleasant silence that lasted a moment.

      "Would you like a cup of tea?" Manu asked, suspecting that Mary had something else to talk about.

      "Yes, please." she said, smiling a little.

      Manu went to the back room where he put together a plateful of biscuits and a pot of tea. When he returned, Mary was sitting at the small round table in the corner – a convenient spot for guests who were inclined to talk.
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      "Mr. Manuka, I've come with news," Mary announced, taking a sip of her tea. "It's about the carpenter, James Jones. You must have been wondering about why he left the shawl in your back room."

      Manu coughed. "Miss Thomas, since that incident it has hardly left my mind."

      Mary took a deep breath. "I was following my usual route when he suddenly appeared from a shadowy corner. James Jones had obviously been waiting for me. He was polite and asked if I would listen to his story. I agreed, and we sat on a bench in the park."

      Mary took a sip of her tea before reaching for a biscuit.

      Manu was visibly anxious as he eagerly awaited Mary's next revelation.

      "He said that he came upon my sister's lifeless body by chance. The reason he took the shawl from her remains was simple. When he saw the necklace with the bone carving, he knew it came from your shop. He had known you for some time and was aware of your achievements in the indigenous arts trade. In truth, he felt a pang of envy every time he passed your shop window. So, when he saw your advertisement for a carpenter to fit a door, he applied immediately. Your approval of his job application was his gateway, Sir."

      Mary sipped her tea before she continued.

      "James had resentment towards you for years due to a particular grievance. His only brother was sent to New Zealand to face rebellious Māori forces in the Auckland area. Regular letters from his beloved sibling described the increasing difficulties he encountered in his duty. Unfortunately, James' brother and two of his friends were captured by a Māori tribe. The tribe asked for weapons in exchange for their release, but the British authorities refused. As a result, James lost his brother and two friends to the Māori. Their bodies were found later. This experience caused a long-lasting resentment within the carpenter. The hostility was not only aimed at the Māori people in general, but also at you, due to your successful career as a Māori businessman, which contrasted sharply with his humble position as a mere carpenter."

      Manu’s emotions swirled inside him. He wondered how someone could hold such a strong and unwarranted grudge against him just for his cultural background and his business which meant the world to him. And certainly, he bore no responsibility for the events that happened in New Zealand!

      "Mr. Manuka, James Jones has fled the city out of fear of criminal charges against him." Mary searched in her handbag and pulled out an envelope. "But he gave me this for you."

      With trembling hands, Manu took the envelope and carefully unsealed it. In it was a scrap of paper. While unfolding it to read the contents, he came across just two words: Forgive me.

       Mary looked at him with anticipation.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      "It says: Forgive me," Manu said, a frown on his face.

      "That's a noble act," Mary remarked.

      Manu's reply was immediate. "I would have preferred James Jones to apologise in person, as is customary."

      Mary reacted with a resigned sigh. "Mr Manu, if I may put it this way, individuals of your stature may not fully grasp the perspective of the common people. This man has endured a life of poverty, struggling with meagre resources, and often falling victim to the privileged class. It's unreasonable to expect him, with his background, to bow and apologise. In my opinion, his act of sending a written note, even if it's only two words, comes from the sincerest depths of his heart."

      Manu was momentarily taken aback by Mary's words. It didn't take long for him to realise that Mary had a different view on how to express regret. Slowly he began to acknowledge the rigidity of his own views, confined within the social norms dictated by London. Mary's observation was correct; he had never really interacted with the lower classes of society. His interactions were limited to his clientele, who were of a higher status. Although his parents had raised him with a Māori perspective, he had adapted to the world he now inhabited. At that moment, he felt himself swept away by a wave of self-loathing.

      "Indeed," Manu began, "you are absolutely right. I appreciate your guidance in pointing me in the right direction. I sincerely apologise for my arrogance. I accept his apology wholeheartedly."

      Relieved, Mary rose from her seat, signalling the end of their conversation. Without further words, she extended her delicate hand. "Thank you for listening, Mr Manu. Goodbye."

       When she turned away, Manu felt a little uneasy. Could they end their profound encounter like this? An encounter that had brought them together by fate? His gut instinct told him that he had to do something to help this tormented woman, suffering from grief and loneliness. He couldn't rule out the possibility that she might have to fight to survive.

      "Mary, if I may address you in this way," he began thoughtfully, "I am not aware of the circumstances that life has brought you. But I have an idea in my mind. My cousin Kāhu and his wife Hine are coming from New Zealand. They will move in with me and help me with my business. We will need a housekeeper; someone to look after supplies, cook, laundry, tidy up – in short, someone to co-ordinate the various tasks. I assure you that your efforts will be amply rewarded. Would such an opportunity interest you?"

      Tears of joy streamed down Mary’s face. She had never had a job offer before, and after her sister's death she could not even afford her daily meals, having spent what little she had saved on accommodation. Through her tears she managed to shout "Yes, yes, yes" to express her excitement.

      Manu replied enthusiastically, "Fantastic! You can start right away. There is a lot to prepare before my relatives arrive."

      Mary went home with the feeling that this was the best day of her life. When she started her new job the next day, she and Manu developed a strong friendship based on recent events and a deep understanding of each other.
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        * * *

      

       

      
        
        A grim discovery in London:

        A series of murders grips the city. Art black market exposed.

        The Times - London, 2nd of November 1888

        

        In a chilling turn of events, the sprawling city of London is gripped by fear and unease as a relentless and sinister killer continues to elude capture. The pattern is unmistakable - five unfortunate women, all prostitutes, have met their untimely demise in eerily similar ways. These tragic events serve as a grim reminder of the dangers that lurk in the sordid corners of London's boroughs, where unsuspecting victims are preyed upon, their destinies marred by a ruthless hand.

        

        The shadow cast by these gruesome acts deepens as a disturbing parallel emerges - a burgeoning black market in art, long hidden in the underbelly of the city's underworld, has come to light. At the heart of this revelation is the discovery of a rare whalebone pendant, caught in the web of the first victim's demise. The origins of this precious piece have remained shrouded in mystery, its rightful owner having been the victim of a burglary prior to the pendant's grim association with the murder.

        

        A web of intrigue begins to unravel as diligent investigators trace the pendant's path through the darkest recesses of the city. It is revealed that a desperate soul involved in nefarious dealings had traded the pendant for the services of the unfortunate woman. Subsequent revelations reveal a chain of complicity that leads to the brother of the original party. This brother, it is alleged, was involved in a network of criminality, orchestrating activities ranging from theft to the clandestine trafficking of stolen works of art.

        

        The trail becomes increasingly complicated as Scotland Yard digs deeper, uncovering a hidden realm of forgeries and illicit copies of famous masterpieces. The demand for artworks, it seems, has spawned a thriving illicit market, facilitated by a network that has now been dismantled by the relentless efforts of law enforcement.

        

        At this tumultuous juncture, London stands at a crossroads, grappling with the darkness that lies beneath its grandeur. The perpetrators, once emboldened, have been exposed and brought to justice. As the city seeks solace and healing, it is left to ponder the profound and lasting impact of these disturbing revelations.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            …

          

        

      

    

    
      While Manu Manuka continued to work in his indigenous art shop, enjoying his family, Kāhu and Hine, and their children, who helped him and filled his home with joy and laughter, the atmosphere in London at the beginning of the 20th century was one of dynamism, industrialisation, and social change. It was a time of significant growth, as London was the heart of the British Empire and one of the largest cities in the world. But it was also a time of stark socio-economic divisions, with wealthy elites living alongside impoverished working-class neighbourhoods.

      Industrialisation brought with it pollution, overcrowding and poor living conditions for many residents, especially those in the burgeoning slums. Despite these challenges, London was also a centre of culture, art, and intellectual thought, with institutions such as the British Museum, the Royal Academy of Arts, and the West End theatre district flourishing.

      When war broke out in 1914, there was a strong sense of duty and patriotism among many British subjects, including those from New Zealand. Some Māori men living in London felt compelled to enlist in the British military to support the war effort, either out of a sense of loyalty to the British Crown or a desire to defend their homeland and contribute to the war effort.

      In New Zealand, Māori involvement in war mainly related to their participation in conflicts as part of New Zealand's armed forces. In the First World War, many Māori men served overseas in the New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF). They fought alongside Pakeha (European New Zealanders) in campaigns such as Gallipoli and the Western Front.

      …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Ihaka and Pare

          

        

      

    

    
      Our early years were filled with joy. Rua, my brother, Pare, my sister, and I grew up in the heart of London, immersed in the creative gifts of Manu, our uncle and Kāhu, our father. Our shop at 55 Proolmise was a showcase for the indigenous art we sold, further immersing us in artistic expression. It's only natural that I, Ihaka, nurtured the same artistic fervour that my family instilled in me from my earliest days.

      During our early years, our parents enrolled us in mainstream schools where we received a basic education in reading, writing and history. As time went on and my distinct artistic aptitude came to light, my parents decided to nurture my talent by enrolling me at the Royal College of Art. The cost of tuition was never an obstacle as our family business thrived in the buoyant London art market. Moreover, the director of the prestigious art school recognised my potential without hesitation, which further cemented my acceptance.

       It wasn't until much later, when I was in my mid-twenties, that I began to stray from the artistic conventions being taught at the time. Instead, I began to bring my own values, rooted in my Māori background, to the canvas. This departure allowed me to create art that was not only a product of skill, but also deeply reflective of my cultural heritage. Painting a collection that I called Inner Light, I focused on introspective imagery and delved into the realm of thoughts and feelings. During this creative journey, I explored Māori symbolism, the paradisiacal landscapes of New Zealand, the deep influence of ancestors and the importance of a sense of cultural belonging. Henceforth, my art was known under my name, Ihaka.

      After successfully graduating from art college, I emerged as a young artist already surrounded by an air of controversy. Not only was the emotional depth and complexity of my art difficult for some to comprehend, but my skin colour suggested a different inner world. Despite these challenges, some of my paintings found buyers, though not for significant sums as I hadn't yet achieved fame. Nevertheless, the mere fact that my art was selling gave me the motivation to continue my creative pursuits.

      Suddenly, there was a lot of political talk going on in my circle of friends, and my family and I became aware of an impending conflict. It was 1914, and in August the German invasion of Belgium and Luxembourg and the mobilisation of France set events in motion. Britain responded almost immediately by declaring war on Germany, marking the beginning of the war on the Western Front.
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        * * *

      

       

      I am Pare, the second child and only daughter of my parents, Kāhu and Hine. My affection for my home is deep-rooted, largely due to the strong bond I share with my uncle, Manu. His unwavering support during my upbringing means the world to me. I also have a special place in my heart for Mary, our dedicated housekeeper. It was her profound influence on my life that ultimately led me to pursue a career in nursing. Mary has been instrumental in teaching me the fundamentals of wound care. Her expertise extends beyond bandaging; she's well versed in medicinal herbs, a skill she inherited from her late mother.

       Mary has a unique ability to connect with people, a skill she honed from a humble background. Through Manu's stories we learned about Mary's past, including her twin sister, whose absence I've always felt as a part of her. This absence hasn't made her incomplete but has cultivated in her a remarkable tenderness towards others.

       

      After completing my training, I embarked on an internship at a hospital in London. Through dedication and hard work, I steadily rose through the ranks of the hospital, eventually reaching the esteemed position of head nurse.

      As the war began, we were all apprehensive about the uncertain times ahead, except for my younger sibling, Rua. His keen interest in politics had always been evident, and he embraced the opportunity to enlist and fight for Britain with enthusiasm. On the day he said goodbye to us, my mother's tears flowed freely. While we were all born in London, our parents had immigrated from New Zealand and did not share their son's eagerness to fight. They had moved to London for better opportunities and a better life, hoping their children wouldn't get involved in wars. They knew how harmful wars were because they had seen the effects back home, where colonisers had damaged their society, land, and culture.

      Ihaka had to leave soon after. He was called to the north-east coast, the designated London Mobilisation Area, to protect the city and its surrounding areas. Rua, on the other hand, left for the Western Front in France, ready to fight. As for me, I remained stationed at the London Hospital, preparing for the imminent arrival of injured soldiers, and attending to my duties.
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        * * *

      

       

      In the early days of September 1915 there was a dark foreboding in the air. Manu, Kāhu and Hine exchanged anxious glances as they closed their beloved shop. The once bustling business had fallen into a sombre silence, and they carefully packed away its treasures in crates in the cellar.

      Manu's concern for Mary was obvious. He urged her to stay under his roof where she would be safe. In a quiet corner of the upstairs, they set up a makeshift bed for her, a gesture long overdue in the eyes of Kāhu and Hine. The basement was also transformed, becoming a place of refuge in anticipation of impending danger. There were rumours of an imminent air raid on London.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Then an ominous sight appeared on the horizon; zeppelins, like giants in the sky, came into view. As the first tremors of the attack rumbled through the city, it dawned: a new form of warfare had been unleashed, directed not against soldiers but against innocent souls.

      Amid the chaos and devastation of the attack, the four took refuge in the basement. There they clung to each other amid tins of food, jugs of water and hastily prepared mattresses. They felt the floor and the walls shake with every explosion.

      Hine's heart, heavy with motherly concern, could not erase the image of her sons from her mind. The war had escalated, a storm of violence engulfing all reason and humanity. Rua's letters were punctuated by a growing disappointment that was reflected in the lines. His desperate words swelled until the letters finally stopped coming, leaving a void whose cause Hine and Kāhu refused to acknowledge.

      Ihaka's letters came regularly. Each envelope contained not only words, but his soul spilling out onto the pages. Between his words were extra sheets of paper decorated with his profound sketches. Hine had become a silent student of his art. In his strokes and shadings, she found deeply felt narratives of his trials, etched with raw intensity. Each picture was a silent cry, a testament to the horrors he was experiencing.

      The expression of his works was devastating, their effect shocking. Hine read the lines and sketches and felt the weight of his trauma in her heart. She understood, perhaps better than his words could express, the agony he suffered under the incessant barrage of the German onslaught. His mind bore the scars of the relentless assault, the silent suffering burned into every stroke of his pen and brush.

      Hine grieved for her sons, she could feel their pain at a distance. The drawings were a window into their world, revealing the silent battles they both fought, the fears they repressed and the toll the war took on their being. She carried her sons emotional burden, a mother's heart heavy with love and the pain of helplessness.
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        * * *

      

       

      In early 1916, a call went out to the health service. The Queen Alexandra Imperial Military Nursing Service called for nurses to be transferred between field hospitals near the front and hospitals in London. At the time, I worked in a large London military hospital and was one of the many nurses earmarked for this exchange.

      On the last day of work before I left, a rainy day in June, a series of momentous events occurred. I was helping a young soldier with facial injuries when someone called me by my name. Normally my patients would call me Nurse or just Sister, so when I heard Pare in a familiar voice I turned abruptly. And there he was - Ihaka, my brother. He had just been transported from a field hospital and was lying on a stretcher. I immediately noticed his heavily bandaged legs and then his emaciated, pale face. Beside him was a young nurse called Miriam. Surprised, I walked over to them, both pleased and worried to see my brother lying there, injured but alive. "I'm here to stay," he said with a weak smile. Miriam and I moved him to a clean bed and gave him hot soup. The doctor glanced at my brother and asked Miriam what was wrong with his legs. "The left lower leg was shattered and had to be amputated. The right leg will heal," she explained while she handed him the patient file. The strength left Miriam, and she collapsed. I got her a bed in the nurses' room, and after checking on Ihaka again and holding his hand, I left the hospital knowing he was in good hands.

      After an eventful day, I went home to tell my parents the good news of Ihaka's return. There I was confronted with another harsh truth. My parents' premonition had come true. They had received a letter informing them that my younger brother Rua had been killed in action a month earlier.

      In this time of deep grief, a shadow hung over Ihaka's return, but it also brought a gentle relief. The devotion of my two brothers, one who lost his life and the other who returned with an injured leg, will forever be etched in my heart.
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        * * *

      

       

      In my darkest hours, Miriam remained a constant presence, a soothing balm for my soul. When my life was in shatters, her smile appeared like a radiant sunrise. Her beautiful eyes had a power that restored my fading hope, strengthened my spirit, and encouraged me to endure the searing pain.

      After the amputation, it felt as if my leg was still there, yearning to belong. It took Miriam's comforting words to shatter this illusion and make me accept the truth. Her hands, gentle and caring, made a healing path along my wounded body, and the caress of her soft curls on my skin was like a whispered promise. Her bright eyes became lanterns to guide me through my suffering.

      Miriam and I, a meeting of hearts from the very beginning. With each passing day, our love blossomed, and its roots penetrated deeper into our souls. With Miriam by my side, the cries of pain from the wounded soldiers and the horror of agony and death faded away. Her presence had the  power to erase the horrors and scars from my consciousness.

       

      Miriam's arrival at Promise 55 was a turning point in my life as I had known it before the war. She was warmly welcomed by my parents and Manu, a testament to the human caring that war could not destroy. Miriam was exhausted from her time in the field hospital. Her recovery, she confided, was bound up with me and my family by her side.
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      I retired to my creative domain, leaving the battlefields for my easels in my mind. Together, Mother and I set about deciphering the sketches that had permeated my letters. Stroke by stroke I brought these scraps of memory to the canvas, aided by the perspective that only survival can provide.

      While the sketches had been created in the past to accompany death, my new spirit of life breathed life into them, unravelling the threads of their connections and the resulting narrative. The paint flowed like balm from my soul, a cleansing rite that gave me rest and rebirth.

      Manu displayed my collection, which I called  Silent Loss, in the shop window, a parade of heartbreaking artworks that reflected the agony of war. Each exhibition drew a crowd, drawn by the power of the emotions captured in paint. Tears flowed, heads shook in disbelief and some eyes were averted, overwhelmed by the exposed vulnerability of the human soul.

      But because my art conveyed open sadness, for many it was a message against war. While the rest of the country was talking about honouring sacrifice and bravery, my art contained the silent idea against war and patriotism. But there was a paradoxical beauty in this display of pain and anguish of the soul - the beauty of empathy, of confronting truths that society too often suppressed, especially at times when war propaganda flooded the newspapers.

       

      Towards the end of the war, the period of armistice negotiations began in the autumn of 1918. Despite the economic difficulties facing the London art market, a change was taking place. My art was finding buyers and generating sales that told its own story. The business at 55 Proolmise experienced an unprecedented boom. Together, Manu, my parents and Mary took the New Zealand treasures out of their boxes and put them back on the shelves. My paintings claimed their rightful throne in the shop window and achieved extraordinary sales figures.

      Once a provocateur on the art scene, my reputation now glowed with a fervent zeal that spread like wildfire through the city. Art dealers and wealthy individuals, attracted by the expressiveness of my work, flocked to our shop. Manu and my parents worked hard, making deals that went beyond the ordinary. And amid this creative whirlwind, I indulged my insatiable talent and painted on a new collection I called The Koru of Times, each work telling a unique story from new beginnings and growth to a connection with nature and the harmony of the universe. The first works in the collection were delicate watercolours. They depicted the grace and delicacy of the koru as the spiralling fronds of a newborn silver fern unfold. Each painting was in delicate shades of green, symbolising the freshness and vibrancy of new beginnings.

      Over time, my father and I began to expand the collection and used different media. My father had learnt from my great-grandfather Waiora to carve the koru out of beeswax. Together we made sculptures that took the organic forms of the koru and made them three-dimensional. We also used wood, jade and whalebone. The wood and wax sculptures had a warm and inviting aura, while the jade and whalebone creations exuded impressive strength and durability.

      During these events, there was another excitement in more ways than one. My sister Pare returned home after more than two years working in the field hospitals, and Miriam announced that a new life was blossoming within her. The news of our impending parenthood crowned it all and brought hope and anticipation into our lives.

       

      As Pare's return and Miriam's pregnancy filled us with joy, a bold idea began to form in my mind. The war had left countless landowners in financial distress, a stark consequence of the economic upheaval that had befallen us. The war had not only cost lives, it had also shaken the very fabric of our society, and some magnificent estates had to be sold. It was an opportunity because the countryside around London held a special attraction for Miriam and me, driven by an underlying thirst for adventure.

      And so, the road led us to an estate of enchanting beauty, a three-storey mansion with a multitude of rooms, nestled in nature, surrounded by tall trees and wild meadows.  We dreamed of a growing family and strengthened by the financial resources of my art, we seized the opportunity.

      In the tranquillity of our new home, far from the prying eyes of my admirers and the hustle and bustle of the city, we felt we could finally relax and give free rein to our love.
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        * * *

      

       

      In the field hospital, amid the chaos of the end of the war, I suspected that my fleeting affair with Floyd, a weary general, would have consequences. Floyd, who had led a division of thousands of soldiers through the war, was physically and emotionally exhausted. He had been wounded on the very last day of the conflict and fate had brought him to my care in the field hospital.

      Our eyes met and the floodgates of our long-suppressed desires opened. My tiny room became our refuge, where passion flared like a spark in the darkness. Floyd's injuries hardly dampened his passion; on the contrary, the tension of war, the constant spectre of death, the relentless struggle to survive and the agony of caring for the wounded and fallen had lit a raging fire in us, a fire that burned with the intensity of a seething volcano.

      For a week that seemed like an eternity, we met in my room and every encounter became an unforgettable event. It was the final chapter of my service in the field hospital, the final act in the brutal drama of war, and the prospect of returning to my beloved London loomed on the horizon. But as the days passed, I realised that our secret bond had left a child within me, a child that would forever link me to Floyd, who was on his way back to his wife and children.

       

      The war had left its mark on all of us. My parents' faces bore the heavy burden of grief for Rua, and my uncle Manu, once a robust figure in our lives, had aged into a weary man. It was a shock to find him confined to a wheelchair, his affliction revealed as osteoporosis, making his bones brittle and his joints inflamed. As soon as I saw him in this vulnerable state, my nurse's instincts kicked in and I devoted myself wholeheartedly to alleviating his suffering.

      The shop had been transformed, with Ihaka's vibrant paintings adorning the walls alongside the ever-popular native carvings. With ships returning to London harbour with increasing frequency, there was renewed optimism that new shipments from New Zealand would soon grace our shelves.

      When I broke the news that I was carrying a child from a married general, the reactions within my family were mixed. But through it all, their support shone brightly, their love and willingness to help raise the child remained steadfast, casting a light amidst the shadows of our war-torn past.

      As fate would have it, Miriam and I gave birth to our daughters on the same day. Ihaka and Miriam chose to name their daughter Rachel. With this choice, Miriam, who was Jewish, honoured her roots. I, on the other hand, chose to name my precious girl Tui, inspired by the native New Zealand bird. In this harmonious convergence of cultures and nature, our two beautiful girls were born, their names a combination of heritage and the wonders of nature.
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      The atmosphere in London between the two world wars was one of transition, as the city grappled with the legacies of the past while facing an uncertain future marked by economic instability, political upheaval, and the looming shadow of another global conflict.

      Despite these difficulties, however, the 1920s saw a cultural renaissance in London, as in many other Western capitals. Often referred to as the 'Roaring Twenties', this period was characterised by a flourishing of art, music, literature, and fashion. Jazz clubs, theatres and cabarets flourished, and London became a centre of creativity and innovation. This was a great advantage for the Centre of Indigenous Art at Proolmise 55, and Ihaka, Pare and their children benefited greatly from it, while never losing touch with their roots.

      In the late 1930s, the spectre of war once again loomed large over Europe. Londoners faced the looming threat of conflict with trepidation, and the city began to prepare for possible air raids and other wartime contingencies.

      …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Children’s Transport

          

        

      

    

    
      The devastation was staggering. The once vibrant and bustling metropolis of London had been completely obliterated. The war was in its second year, and the devastating raids of the German Luftwaffe had reduced the city to a pile of rubble. Rachel and her adolescent brother, Elias, could hardly believe what they saw as they passed a huge pile of rubble. A human hand was sticking out of it, clinging desperately to a wooden beam as if it could still hold on to life. It was the hand of a dead woman, a gold wedding ring glittering on her finger. Protectively, Elias grabbed his big sister's hand and pulled her along quickly to spare her the horrible sight.

      On the way to 55 Proolmise, their destination, they saw only chaos and destruction. Buildings had collapsed to form an ominous mess. Every step they took brought them closer to the St Pancras Church Tower, which had survived the destruction, but was significantly damaged. Had the Luftwaffe deliberately spared the historic tower, or was it just a coincidence that it hadn’t been destroyed?

      Arriving at the site of the old family shop, they looked in vain for the front door. The building was in ruins.

      With heavy hearts, they walked hand in hand the long way home to break the terrible news to their parents. The family business at 55 Proolmise, which had been their ancestor’s home and livelihood for decades, was no more.

      On their return, the siblings were presented with a moving sight: the Jewish refugee children gathered in the hostel’s huge entrance hall, which had been transformed into a large playground and reading room. This room had become the heart of the building, once Ihaka and Miriam’s home, a refuge where the children sought comfort and companionship. Each of them had made a heart-breaking journey; separated from their loving parents, rescued by the tireless efforts of the Kindertransport Committee, and taken in by compassionate British families who fostered them to protect them from the merciless Nazi persecution. Thirty-two of these displaced children had found refuge in the magnificent residence of Ihaka and Miriam. They were united not only by their shared history of loss, but also by the new-found kinship that blossomed within the welcoming walls of the hostel. Here they began to heal, to rebuild and to find a glimmer of hope amidst the shadows of the past.

      Miriam, always dressed in a crisp white apron as her days were devoted to running the household and caring for the sick, emerged from the kitchen. "I was getting worried. Where have you two been?"

      "We were downtown," Elias replied before Rachel chimed in, "Mother, we tried to reach 55 Proolmise, but it's no longer there."

      Ihaka emerged from his office and sat down, drained by the devastating news. "What?" he gasped. "I must go to the telegraph office immediately to inform Kāhu and Hine. They and the entire village will be devastated when they hear."

      "Let them know at the same time that compensation payments are being arranged," Elias added precocious as he was. "That should ease their grief a little."

      Ihaka looked puzzled. "How do you know that?"

      "The Times is reporting it."

      Ihaka gazed into the distance, a thoughtful expression on his face. Those who knew him could sense that he had something important to say. "No amount of money can ever replace the importance of this place to us and our ancestors," he began. "Our connection to 55 Proolmise goes deep into our family history. It started with Waiora, my great-grandfather. He stumbled upon this place when he followed an address given in a message found in a bottle on a sandy beach in the Bay of Islands in New Zealand. His mission was to repatriate the sacred remains of our ancestors, the heads of Māori warriors who were brutally attacked when the first European ships arrived in Aotearoa. At 55 Proolmise a man called Mr Reginald helped him locate these revered heads and Waiora successfully returned them to their homeland." Ihaka looked into the faces of his children, Elias and Rachel, admiring their discreet Māori features before continuing. "Decades later, Tane and Hinewai travelled to London and found the property in shambles and for sale, and subsequently purchased it with the gold that Tane had discovered in Coromandel. They started the trade of indigenous art between New Zealand and London, offering these exquisite pieces in their shop. Their only surviving son, Manu Manuka, later took over and my parents, Kāhu and Hine, immigrated from New Zealand and joined him in running the business. When Manu Manuka passed away, they continued the legacy; after the First World War they continued to trade indigenous New Zealand artefacts alongside my art until the time came when my parents, my sister Pare and her daughter Tui decided to return to the shelter of New Zealand, foreseeing the coming war." He took a deep breath. "I am so grateful to know them in safety."

      Eva, a petite ten-year-old girl, asked into the silence that followed. "Are we safe here too?"

      Ihaka thought for a while before he answered. "I think we are as safe as we can be, Eva. As long as we all play by the rules and go quickly to the basement when we hear the sirens, and as long as we stick together and help each other, we will find strength and safety together."

       

      Everyone knew Eva’s story. After she arrived, she sat by the fire, the flickering flames casting dancing shadows across the walls of Ihaka's hostel. The other children gathered around her, their faces full of anticipation. Taking a deep breath, Eva began.
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      "I was born in a small village in Germany, a place that once felt like home. My parents were the kindest people you could ever meet. My father was a baker and our house always smelled of freshly baked bread. My mother, she had the most beautiful voice, and she sang lullabies to us every night." A tear rolled down Eva's cheek. "But then everything changed. The Nazis came to our village and began to take away our rights, one by one. My parents saw the danger and made the hardest decision of their lives. They sent my brother and me away, on a train to a faraway place where they hoped we would be safe." Eva clutched the small photograph of her family. "The day they took us to the station, I was feeling sad and anxious. My little brother, Max, he was only six. When it was our turn to board the train that would take us out of Germany, Max held on to my hand. But as we were about to step into the train, he suddenly let go and ran back to our mother." Tears welled up in Eva's eyes as she recalled this heartbreaking moment. "He ran back to hug our mother one last time, to feel her warmth and love. I watched as he clung to her and our mother held him close, tears streaming down her face. My father tried to pull him away from my mother, and she tried to push him towards the train, to make him go, but he refused to let go. I remember the train whistle blowing and the guards shouting for everyone to get on board. My heart broke as I watched the train slowly pull away from the platform, my little brother and my parents standing there, their faces etched with pain and despair. Max missed the train because he ran back out to hug our mother." Wiping away tears, she continued, "But then I came here, to Ihaka's hostel. I was scared and lonely, but I also had new hope. The people here, they welcomed me with open arms, just as they have welcomed all of you. Miriam, she's been like a mother to me, caring for me when I was sick and comforting me when I felt lost. Rachel and Elias, they have become my best friends."

      Eva looked around at the sad faces of the other children. "I know we all suffer, and we miss our families every day. But being here, with all of you, has given me a new family, a new home. And even though I miss my parents and Max every day, I know they sent me away for the one and only reason; that I survive."
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        * * *

      

      As food supplies dwindled and rationing tightened, Rachel and Elias took matters into their own hands. They turned the backyard of their home into a vegetable garden, and the children eagerly helped to tend it; weeding, watering, and harvesting the growing bounty.

      Rachel's curiosity was piqued, and she set out to find seeds from local farmers. Soon her garden was growing a colourful variety of vegetables: carrots, lettuce, cucumbers, potatoes, beets, onions, cabbage, spinach, beans, peas, turnips, tomatoes, and zucchini. To improve the soil, she started composting and encouraged the children to contribute their food scraps and other organic waste, turning it into precious gold for the soil.

      As the meagre rations became scarcer, Rachel and Elias became culinary masters, teaching the children the art of preparing nutritious meals from the treasures of their garden and the scarce food purchased with valuable vouchers. In addition to the state schooling in makeshift classrooms near the hostel, their educational journey was an extraordinary experience that inspired the refugee children and helped them gain a new spirit of life.

      

      Rachel had blossomed into a young woman overflowing with compassion for others. Her hair had turned into a cascade of soft, brown curls that danced playfully with every step she took as she busied herself tending to the needs of the children. There were other kind souls who volunteered daily to help run the household, but Rachel held a special place in everyone's hearts. Her natural smile, gentle manner and captivating eyes that shone like stars in moments of joy endeared her to all.

      Whenever a young man caught a glimpse of her, he couldn't help but be captivated by her radiant presence. Rachel, as Meriam, her observant mother, noted with a knowing smile, began to respond in her own way, adding a touch of sweetness to the lives of those around her.

       

      Until that fateful day that cast a shadow over her life. Suspecting nothing good, Ihaka opened the door to a uniformed officer of high rank. He led the man into his office, closed the door and sealed the children's fate with an ominous silence that fell over the room. The children could sense that something was in the air, and their silence was a testament to the foreboding in their minds. Muffled voices coming from Ihaka's office painted an uneasy picture.

      As Ihaka and the officer left the room, they shook hands, but Ihaka's face was pale and downcast. The military had ordered that their beloved hostel be requisitioned and turned into a medical facility to care for the wounded, soldiers, and civilians alike. The hostel's strategic location in the countryside near London meant that it had another purpose: to be used as an ammunition and supply depot. In return, they were offered a similar property in a rural location somewhere in the UK, away from the big cities and the action of the war.

      Ihaka and his family were faced with a heart-breaking decision that offered no comfort. They considered uprooting their lives and children and moving to the new place, leaving behind their cherished memories of their old home. But when they went to see the potential new hostel, they were immediately reluctant. There were not enough rooms to accommodate thirty-two children, and there was no space for a vegetable garden. The kitchen equipment was insufficient for preparing larger meals and the bathrooms and toilets did not meet the children's needs.

       After careful consideration and discussion with Miriam, Rachel and Elias, Ihaka took a bold step. He sent a telegram to his parents and the village elders who ran the village at the spring, asking for permission to take himself, his family and thirty-two refugee children there. The response was swift and heart-warming: new accommodation was being built and the families of the village looked forward to welcoming all the children into their close-knit community.

      Ihaka was deeply grateful for the unconditional help of his extended family. Neither he nor his children had been born in New Zealand, and the people of their ancestral village were unknown to them except through kinship. That his parents had forged this bond for him and his descendants touched him deeply. The offer to take in thirty-two foreign children without hesitation filled his heart not only with gratitude but also with deep affection.

       

      With the prospect of a new start in New Zealand, formalities had to be completed before each child could leave and enter New Zealand under the care of Ihaka and Miriam. They benefited from the fact that children's charities were working tirelessly to improve the lives of child refugees outside the country's troubled borders.

      Remarkably, the same military officer who had brought the discouraging news made a second appearance at Ihaka's office. This time he brought good news, guaranteeing safe passage from Southampton to Russell. A convoy of thirty ships loaded with passengers and cargo, escorted by the military, would secure the children's passage to a better future, the cost of which would be covered by the generous support of a children's charity.

       

      Ihaka, Miriam, Rachel, and Elias spent weeks preparing the children for this extraordinary journey, teaching them courage and camaraderie.

      As they stepped out of the train in Southampton, the children surprised everyone with their impeccable behaviour. Silently, they formed sixteen pairs, each child holding the hand of their partner.

      Leaning on his stick, Ihaka led the group at a slow pace, while Elias and Rachel flanked the line of children, their watchful eyes keeping their young charges safe. Miriam, the heart of the group, brought up the rear.

      Being in the company of their most trusted people, most of the children were confident. But three-year-old Erna, the smallest of the group, needed a little more support. With boundless patience and love, Rachel carried Erna on her shoulders, while four-year-old David clung to Elias's hand.

      "Do they have toys in New Zealand?" the little boy asked, looking up at Elias.

      "Oh yes," Elias replied. "I think you'll like it there."

      "Do bombs fall from the sky there?"

      "No, not there."

      "Why not?"

      "Because the planes with the bombs don't fly that far."

      "Why not?"

      Elias smiled. "Because the sea is too big."

      "Why is the sea big?"

      "So that the fish have plenty of room." Elias picked him up and tickled him. David giggled and gave up on his next why-question.

       

      The port of Southampton was buzzing with activity, reflecting the momentous events unfolding on the world stage. Allied landings from the US, Britain and Canada were underway, preparing for an invasion of Normandy, France. Despite the chaos and the monumental historical setting, the children were undeterred. Their destination, the NZ Haerenga, a stately passenger liner, was waiting at the quay. All around them were numerous other ships, all preparing for their voyages to distant parts of the world. The port was filled with the organisation of war and the excited people who believed in a better future for all the displaced people who boarded their ships.

       

      As the mighty NZ Haeranga sailed out of the busy port of Southampton, a fleet of other ships lay alongside. This convoy consisted not only of passenger and cargo ships, but also a protective escort of at least five military escort vessels, armed to the teeth with the latest sonar technology and depth charges. Their mission: to act as guardians of the seas, vigilant against lurking enemy submarines.

      The departure of this naval unit from various ports around Britain was a carefully orchestrated spectacle. The further the NZ Haeranga ventured into the open sea, the more ships joined the convoy. They came from the major cities of London, Liverpool, Glasgow, Plymouth, Bristol, Cardiff, and Belfast, each with its own destination and cargo.

      Amid this maritime ballet, the younger passengers, oblivious to the geopolitical drama, played and frolicked with childlike innocence. But among the more mature passengers and crew, there was a palpable tension in the air. The threat of submarines was an eerie spectre, especially as the ship traversed the treacherous waters of the North Atlantic. The ever-present threat of enemy attack cast a dark shadow over Ihaka and his family, who bore the heavy responsibility of getting their precious cargo safely to their home village. The journey was fraught with danger, but their goal of protecting the thirty-two foster children kept them sane through the darkest nights at sea.

      When darkness fell, the lights were turned off to avoid detection. The days were spent on deck, playing games, and reading to dispel the fear of lurking danger.

      Days turned into weeks and the NZ Haeranga set course for the South Atlantic. The threat from submarines diminished, except at the crossings of important trade routes, which the experienced captain and his crew skilfully avoided, even if they had to make evasive manoeuvres that lengthened the long sea voyage.

      As the ship rounded the legendary Cape of Good Hope in the Indian Ocean, the danger of enemy attack diminished if these dangerous trade routes were avoided. The passengers breathed a sigh of relief as they entered the calm Tasman Sea.

       

      As the ship finally sailed into New Zealand's harbour, the screeching of seagulls broke the silence and added a loud note to the lively performance. The sun danced its golden light over the water, illuminating the many villagers who had gathered on the quay with expectant faces. The village elders, including Kāhu and Hine, stood side by side with the younger generation; Pare at her parents' side and Tui beside her. All were dressed in robes with intricate Māori designs. The air was filled with festive voices as the village community sang ancient welcome songs, their rhythmic clapping echoing the heartbeat of the land.

      Ihaka's family and their thirty-two children walked gingerly across the footbridge to a thunderous cheer. The women twirled their poi poi skilfully, their rhythmic movements and melodic chants forming a living atmosphere of welcome. Hine lovingly hugged her son and his family, while Pare shed tears of joy as she greeted her brother. Tui clung to her uncle and could not tear herself away as Kāhu greeted his son with a traditional hongi.

      The newcomers were swept up in an outpouring of warmth and hospitality, leaving Ihaka's family exchanging wide-eyed glances, deeply moved by the heartfelt welcome. The excitement grew immeasurably as the colourful procession made its way through the lush green bush towards the village. The excited children mixed and chattered animatedly in various languages. Their laughter permeated the air and mingled with the sounds of nature.

      In a heart-warming scene, the arriving children happily abandoned their suitcases and bags as each youngster from the village presented a uniquely crafted kite, each a radiant display of colours and patterns. Smiles abounded; the givers beamed with pride as the recipients looked on in awe.
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      Woven from dried flax leaves, adorned with feathers dyed in brilliant earthy tones and braided with flax fibre strings, the kites exuded the loving craftsmanship that had gone into their creation. With uncontrollable excitement, the lively group of young adventurers dashed off to a nearby clearing. Their infectious laughter and cheers echoed through the air as they eagerly helped each other launch their kites into the sky.

      As the setting sun bathed the village in a golden glow, the festivities began. The newcomers were ushered into a bustling central square where a traditional Hangi meal was waiting. The tantalising aroma of slow-cooked meats and vegetables lingered in the air, teasing appetites, and prompting a chorus of rumbling stomachs.

      Darkness fell, and the villagers told stories while the flickering flames of the torches cast ghostly shadows on the surrounding trees. Inspired by the warm hospitality of their hosts, Rachel and Elias helped the children settle into their cosy bush huts.

      It was an unforgettable day of love and generosity. Every moment - the ceremonial welcome at the harbour, the kite flying, the shared feast and the warm gestures - painted a picture of a community that welcomed Ihaka's family and their thirty-two foster children with open arms.
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        * * *
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      The period of Eva's life in New Zealand, from the 1940s to 2023, saw significant developments in New Zealand's approach to Māori culture and identity, including efforts to promote cultural revitalisation, address historical injustices, and promote Māori representation and participation in society. Here are some key points:

      Cultural revival: Since the 1960s there has been a growing recognition of the importance of Māori culture and language. Efforts were made to revive traditional practices, promote Māori language education, and celebrate Māori arts and customs. This cultural revival movement gained momentum in the second half of the 20th century and into the 21st century.

      Treaty settlements: In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the New Zealand government began to address historical grievances related to the Treaty of Waitangi. Treaty settlements were negotiated with Māori iwi (tribes) to address breaches of the Treaty and to provide redress for confiscated land and other injustices. These settlements played an important role in recognising Māori rights and promoting reconciliation.

      Legal recognition: Legal frameworks were established to recognise and protect Māori rights and interests. The Waitangi Tribunal was established in 1975 to consider treaty claims, and legislation such as the Resource Management Act and the Fisheries Settlements Act incorporated principles of Māori participation and partnership.

      Political representation: Māori representation in government has increased over time. The establishment of Māori seats in Parliament in the 19th century provided dedicated representation for Māori voters. In addition, Māori political parties such as the Māori Party emerged in the 21st century to advocate for Māori interests.

      Cultural integration: While efforts have been made to promote Māori culture and language, there have also been challenges related to cultural integration and assimilation. Some Māori individuals and communities faced pressure to assimilate into mainstream New Zealand culture, leading to concerns about the loss of traditional practices and language.

      Loss of '100% Māori blood': The concept of '100% Māori blood' became less relevant over time as intermarriage and cultural exchange between Māori and non-Māori increased. While some Māori continued to prioritise cultural identity and connections to their ancestors, others embraced their mixed heritage and identified with multiple cultural identities.

       

      During and after the Second World War, New Zealand opened its doors to Jewish refugees and Holocaust survivors. Many Jewish individuals and families found refuge in New Zealand, escaping persecution and devastation in Europe.

      Jewish immigrants worked to integrate into society and build thriving communities. They contributed to many aspects of New Zealand society, including business, academia, arts, and culture.

      Jewish communities established synagogues, community centres, schools, and cultural organisations to preserve their heritage and support their members. These institutions played an important role in preserving Jewish identity and fostering community cohesion.

      Jewish immigrants brought with them their cultural and religious traditions, including the observance of Jewish holidays, dietary laws, and religious ceremonies. These practices continue to be maintained within the New Zealand Jewish community.

      …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Eva’s Memories

          

        

      

    

    
      As 2022 draws to a close, I turn ninety today, on the 10th of December. My old worn-out diary lies in my lap, a faithful friend all these years.
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      I feel a little melancholic as I leaf through it, remembering days long gone. The first entry, from 3 October 1942, takes me back to when I first arrived in New Zealand.

      Little did I know that my life was about to take a turn towards love and happiness. The Māori tribe welcomed us warmly and gave shelter to a group of thirty-six people - including Ihaka, Miriam, Elias, Rachel and thirty-two children. We were exhausted from the long voyage and the constant threat of attacks from the Germans. In the village, nestled in sumptuous bushland, the spacious bush huts became our home.

      At ten, I was responsible enough to look after the younger children in my hut. I helped them wash and put them to bed after dark. With the first rays of sunshine, we hurried to the village square, lured by the seductive scent of the earth oven, which always promised an abundance of food. The clear waters of the sacred spring, revered by the villagers and later by us, never ran dry. Surrounded by dense nature, which offered us both shelter and a playground, we blossomed as war-damaged children, transformed into new beings.

      As before, Elias and Rachel were my pillars in this new world. Although Elias was only four years older than me, he became my hero. My admiration for him grew into a teenage crush, a secret known to everyone but him. Later I realised I was deeply in love with him. But Elias showed no interest in me at all. As time went by, I realised that I was still too young to arouse even a hint of romance in him. After all, I was only twelve and looked a bit like a beanstalk!

      When I started school, the clash with Pakeha culture presented a bewildering challenge. My German upbringing in the Jewish tradition stood in stark contrast to the simple New Zealand state education system. Adapting to this unfamiliar landscape proved daunting for me and my younger Jewish friends from the Children’s Transport.

      Mr Hardening, the school's formidable but benevolent headmaster, sought to bridge this cultural divide. Recognising the needs of his Jewish students, most of whom had come with me from Hau’s village, he arranged for special lessons tailored to our faith, a thoughtful effort to honour our traditions within the framework of the school. Of course, his efforts weren't without reason. Ihaka and Miriam, and especially Miriam, also of Jewish descent, urged Mr Hardening to keep their foster children connected to their Jewish roots and ensure that it remained a part of their lives. I later learnt that Ihaka and Miriam had donated a substantial sum to the school to help Mr Hardening organise the Jewish lessons.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      In that fateful May of 1945, when the news of the end of the Second World War reached our village, there was a great sense of relief, accompanied by a fervent desire for a peaceful future. We began to wait for the safe return of our brave men who had gone to fight in Europe and whose absence had left a void in the village community.

      Like a bolt of lightning in the silent sky, the terrible news came about Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Atomic bombs. We were stunned. Had America, an ally, really committed such an unimaginable atrocity? Some of us were ashamed and wondered how New Zealand, as state allies, could be associated with such horrific acts.

      As the world grappled with the aftermath of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, New Zealand emerged as a voice for peace, advocating for disarmament and pushing for international cooperation to ensure the horrors of those fateful days would never be repeated. The events of that dark period served as a catalyst for a renewed commitment to diplomacy, justice, and a world free from the looming shadow of nuclear destruction.
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        * * *

      

      As the year ended, Rachel came unexpectedly to my bush hut. I could tell she had something on her mind.

      "Eva, I need to tell you something. Elias and I... we're leaving for London soon."

      "What are you doing there?" I asked, startled.

      "We have to look at our old house and decide what to do with it. Our parents really like it here, they don't want to go back to England. They also want us to apply for war reparations for 55 Proolmise."

      My heart stopped. "When are you coming back?"

      Rachel's answer was bitter. "It could be well over a year." She lowered her eyes. "Besides, we have to find out if your families survived."

       

      That night I lay awake staring at the ceiling. Elias' departure meant an empty world for me. How could I bear his absence? I thought long and hard. I had noticed that Rachel didn't really feel at home in the village. Despite her kindness and willingness to help, she didn’t really make any friends. I had the impression that she was even lonely. It was uncertain if the siblings would return or stay in London. After all, they were both born there; London was their home!

      Memories of my family came flooding back - my parents and brother whose faces were etched in my mind as they stood at the station crying in despair because the train was leaving without Max.

       

      The day of departure came. I stood at the harbour, a silent companion to the siblings. As Elias turned away, words came to my lips that I had never dared to say before. "Please don't forget me."

      He stopped, turned to me, and looked deep into my eyes. "Wait for me."

      I began the long walk back to the village, overwhelmed with both joy and sadness.
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        * * *

      

       

      Shortly after, changes took place in the village that upset everyone. The problems began with Ihaka's leg stump, which became progressively worse. Despite Miriam and Pare's tireless efforts to reduce the inflammation, a serious bacterial infection developed, and after weeks of suffering, Ihaka died. Miriam was devastated by his loss. Soon after, Ihaka's mother Hine died, heartbroken at the loss of her second son, a grief shared by the whole village.

      Both Ihaka and Hine were buried alongside the village's ancestors, starting with Amiri and his warriors, whose severed heads had been recovered by Waiora a long time ago, and Hau. The community was deeply saddened by the loss of the two highly respected elders, Hine and Ihaka.

      Meanwhile, Miriam, who had aged beyond her years since Ihaka's death, and Pare had begun a new chapter by starting a village clinic, offering free services to everyone in and around the community. But despite her lifelong strength and commitment to helping others, Miriam also passed away a few weeks later. We children of the Children’s Transport mourned her loss deeply, for she had been the heart of us all.

      Ihaka and Miriam had passed away, and Rachel and Elias were abroad. Recognising our plight, the village community rallied to lift our spirits. It became a cherished memory, a time filled with the kindness of Māori youth who engaged us more than ever before in various activities: hide and seek, kite flying, hopscotch, ball games, and making toys from flax.

      We loved to chase the koru. In spring and early summer, when the sun was brighter and the days were getting warmer, the silver ferns would grow little fronds. They were tiny, all curled up and unfolded slowly from day to day. We visited them often and watched them grow. When they finally opened completely, still a lighter green and delicate in contrast to their darker and sturdier parent fronds, we were amazed. We saw new life that made us happy inside. It reminded us that everything can always start again, and that was something special we wanted to experience in our own lives. It brought us all closer together. It also helped me to gradually reintegrate into the community and get used to life without Elias, even though my impatience for his return remained insatiable.

       

      Tui and Rachel shared a birthday, both born in London, making them twin cousins. My admiration for Tui sparked when we arrived in Hau’s village. Having left London for New Zealand at the beginning of the war, Tui and her mother Pare had adapted seamlessly to village life. Tui's bond with her uncle, Ihaka, was palpable and his death affected her deeply. Without a father, Ihaka was the guiding presence in her life. His artistic endeavours became intertwined with Tui's world; although Ihaka never depicted people in his new art, he painted Tui in a vivid portrait that captured her strikingly beautiful, bright green eyes.

      After Ihaka's death, Tui became the guardian of his art, meticulously caring for each piece. Kahu and Tui wanted to preserve Ihaka's legacy while helping the village adapt to changing times. They proposed to the village to take his art back to London where it could be exhibited and sold, with the proceeds benefiting the village. The community readily supported their initiative, recognising the changing dynamics of their lifestyle, which was causing financial strain.

      A letter was sent to Rachel and Elias, who had settled in their former London home. Their response was emphatic; Tui was warmly invited to join Rachel, while Elias expressed his desire to return to New Zealand. As the village elder read the letter to the community, my heart leapt with joy. The news of Elias' imminent return filled me with absolute happiness!

      There was a second letter addressed only to me. Tui came to my hut in the evening and gave it to me. She offered to stay with me. I looked at her in confusion for a moment until I realised that the letter could only be about my family. Tears welled up in my eyes for fear of what it might say. We sat down on my bed together. With trembling hands, I slowly opened the envelope. The letter was in Elias' handwriting:

       

      
        
        Dear Eva,

         

        I have something to tell you that will overwhelm you with joy. We have found your brother Max! He escaped from Auschwitz, hiding under shovels and hoes on a wheelbarrow. A farmer helped him, gave him work, food and a place to hide. You won't believe it - Max slept in a hollow oak log on the farm for two whole years. The Nazis came three times looking for Jews, but Max remained undetected in his hiding place in the oak tree. He is well and eager to see you again. Rachel has booked us on a ship that leaves in mid-June. We are both very much looking forward to seeing you and the people of our village again, sadly without my parents and my grandmother.

        Give my best wishes to everyone.

         

        Your’s Elias

      

      

       

      Tears of joy flowed. Max, this fighter, had made it. What had he been through? My longing to hold him in my arms grew immeasurably. But the silence about my parents spoke volumes, an unspoken pain that I had long since recognised. They had not survived Auschwitz.

      It was another six months before Elias and Max finally made their long-awaited return, as their ship was damaged and unable to sail, and my two loved ones had to wait for the next ship. During this time, my tension increased enormously, and every day became a torture.

       

      When I saw their faces, I lit up like a lantern. My brother stood before me, transformed into a gangly figure, his body a mere shell, his face marked by pain and struggle. Pity mixed with overwhelming joy as I took him in my arms. He shyly met my gaze. We were aware of the changes that time had brought. I had become a young woman, healthy, educated, and full of life.

      "Max," I said, hugging him tighter, "I'm going to make sure you fully recover from what you've been through." Hesitantly, he told me the unbearable truth. "Our parents... are dead." His confession pierced me.  I looked into his eyes. "I know." We clung to each other, tears mingling with our shared grief at the emptiness in our hearts that our parents had left behind.

      And then there was Elias, standing in the middle of our emotional turmoil. He hugged me. "Thank you for waiting," he whispered into my ear and planted a soft kiss on my cheek. In addition to my emotion at seeing Max again, I was surprised by Elias’ unexpected affection, which seemed like a gift from heaven.

      The three of us stood there staring at each other as if time had stood still, overwhelmed and deeply grateful to have found each other again.

       

      Erana traced her ancestry back to Whakarongo; a distant descendant of one of the seven daughters of Waiora and Tara. She became a guiding light for Max, showing him the way to integrate into village life. When Max arrived, haunted by his past, healing was slow. But in the natural embrace of the village and at the silent spring, where clear water bubbled up from the depths of the earth, Max found his soul.

      Erana was by his side from the beginning. As time passed and they matured, an undying love took root. They stayed in the village where my brother felt safest, built their home in the middle of the bush and there their love bore fruit - eight children, my beloved nephews and nieces who, with their children and grandchildren, fill my house in Auckland with joy and laughter when they come to visit.

       

      Time has taken its toll, catching up with both Max and Erana in the last years of their lives. As for me, the burden of aging weighs heavily, shrouding my memories in a fog that obscures my family's past. Amidst this fog, however, one figure stands out clearly: Elias, my beloved husband, who filled my life with years of boundless joy until he succumbed to a rare disease at the tender age of fifty.

      Our relationship remained childless; a truth that only became clear later when we found out that Elias was infertile. This knowledge placed a heavy burden on our lives, which we carried together through the ups and downs of our relationship. Against all odds, we fought to maintain the harmony between us, even though the road was full of challenges.

      When Elias left this world prematurely, I grieved deeply. But life went on and led me into a new relationship. My second husband was called Hauku and was a descendant of one of Waiora's siblings. Our son is called Daniel. He was fascinated by the world of IT and married Anna, who shared his professional and personal views. Their sole son, my grandson Connor, took over his parents' business and became very successful. An event from Connor’s earlier years had wide-reaching consequences extending well beyond New Zealand’s borders, contributing significantly to his professional career. It was a matter of incredible magnitude that touched people deeply.

      By the time Connor was fifteen, his computer skills were second to none, surpassing even those of seasoned professionals.
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      It was a day we never forget when his father gave him a second-hand computer that had previously been used by the government. Little did they know that in its digital depths, Connor would stumble upon something that would cause a scandal that would make headlines around the world.

      It was about the murder ten years earlier of New Zealand born Emily Thompson, a journalist known for successfully exposing corruption in big business. Her death left the whole of New Zealand in mourning and the police unable to find any clues.

      Emily found out that a big company, run by a man called Robert Sinclair, was forging documents and cancer vaccines. Sinclair's company was selling these supposed cancer vaccines worldwide and sending the proceeds to other countries through shell companies. The aim was to hide this illegal income so that the company's wrongdoing would not be discovered. Emily's research also revealed that Sinclair's company was working with criminals. They were producing and selling forged documents, supposedly signed and stamped by the pharmaceutical industry, to pass off cancer vaccines as genuine, which were in fact saline injections.

      Driven by a sense of justice and armed with his discoveries, Connor cautiously approached the local authorities, sharing his findings and digital evidence that implicated powerful people in Emily's murder.

      The police reopened the investigation. By re-interviewing witnesses, checking financial transactions and using the digital clues Connor had uncovered, they pieced together the puzzle that had long baffled them.

      The investigation eventually led to the arrest of prominent New Zealand businessman Robert Sinclair and his associates, who had conspired to kill Emily for her incriminating investigations. The arrest not only revealed the extent of corruption in powerful circles, but also called into question the integrity of the government of the day. Because after all, Connor found this evidence on a second-hand computer that had previously been used in a government office. Had the officials known? Had they become Sinclair's accomplices to save the state's reputation at home and abroad? Did they have blood on their hands?

      The Criminal Investigation Department could have found out more if they were really interested in prosecuting former politicians. But there was corruption there too, because the Prime Minister had asked for the case to be dropped. This undue influence was later exposed, not by Connor, but by another journalist, Veronica Fort, who returned to Emily's case. Veronica Fort's dogged research and reopening of Emily's case brought the Prime Minister's undue influence to light.

      Her revelations sparked a wave of public outrage and led to investigations into the Prime Minister and senior government officials. The Prime Minister was charged with misconduct in public office and obstruction of justice, leading to his resignation and sweeping government reform.

      The question of whether the old government was involved in the illegal dealings of Robert Sinclair and the murder of Emily Thompson became relevant again when a confused prisoner in jail for rape revealed full details to his cellmate. Ferdinand Meier, a former senior member of the Ministry of Justice, appeared proud to have granted Robert Sinclair absolute immunity in return for a substantial sum of money.

      Veronica Fort and Connor have become symbols of journalistic integrity and technical expertise. Their work has helped bring about change and raised public awareness of the importance of transparency and truth-telling. Against all odds, they helped bring justice to Emily Thompson and exposed corruption at the highest levels of government.

       

      Veronica has also become part of my family. Despite their age difference, she and Connor have found each other. Veronica is eight months pregnant, and this baby will be my first and probably last great-grandchild. She can't have any more children because of her age. I hope to live and see my great-grandson for a while yet.

       

      Hau's village at the spring has survived the pressures of colonialism but has changed considerably over the years. The once secluded and traditional character is now mixed with the rhythms of modern life. A road leads into the village and residents own cars to commute to jobs in the city without losing touch with their ancestral home. Where bush huts once stood, there are now stone houses connected to the electricity grid. The sacred spring water, which is piped in, is still reserved for the village of Hau, which continues its heritage.

       

      Since my arrival on the Kindertransport in 1942, many of my friends have died and only three have survived, myself among them. Some had settled with families in the village, others had scattered, some had even gone to Israel to live in kibbutzim.

      Although Tui and Rachel have passed away in London, their legacy lives on as their descendants maintain links with the village. I too maintain connections with many generations who can trace their roots back to the benevolent villagers of my earlier years. Our shared village bonds keep us in touch, bridging past and present.

      Ihaka's artistic and business contributions, and the post-war indemnity for the building at 55 Proolmise, have fostered a thriving life in Hau's village that I have greatly appreciated and benefited from.

       

      I thank Amiri and Hau, their ancestors, and their descendants from the bottom of my heart for their care and the gift of a rich and fulfilling life over many wonderful decades.
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            Chapter 10

          

          
            Family Tree

          

        

      

    

    
      ◦ Ataahua and Chief of village (ancestor parents)

      ▪ Hahana (daughter of Ataahua + Chief of Village)

      Hahana partnered with Amiri

      ▪ Manaia (daughter of Hahana + Amiri)

      Manaia partnered with Hau

      ▪ Waiora (son of Manaia + Hau, Waiora not biologically related to Hau)

      Waiora partnered with Tara

      ▪ Hinewai (daughter of Waiora + Tara)

      Hinewai partnered with Tane

      ▪ Manu Manuka (son of Hinewai + Tane, childless),

      ▪ plus 2 children of Hinewai + Tane (both die of cholera)

      ▪ 6 more daughters of Waiora + Tara, including Whakarongo*

      

      ◦ Kahu (cousin of Manu Manuka, son of one of Hinewai's sisters, daughter of Waiora + Tara*)

      Kahu partnered with Hine

      ▪ Ihaka (son of Kahu + Hine)

      Ihaka partnered with Miriam

      ▪ Rachel (daughter of Ihaka + Miriam)

      Rachel partnered with unknown

      ▪ Children in London

      ▪ Elias (son of Ihaka + Miriam)

      Elias partnered with Eva (from the Children’s Transport) Elias dies prematurely.

      ▪ Daniel (son of Eva + Hauku, 2nd husband) Hauku is a descendant of one of Waiora siblings’ bloodline.

      Daniel partnered with Anna

      ▪ Connor (son of Daniel and Anna)

      Connor partnered with Veronica

      ▪ unborn child

      ▪ Pare (daughter of Kahu + Hine)

      Single

      ▪ Tui (daughter of Pare, fathered by Floyd)

      Tui partnered with unknown

      ▪ Children in London

      ▪ Rua (son of Kahu + Hine), killed in war

      

      *Max, Eva's brother, marries Erana, a descendant of the Whakarongo bloodline, one of the seven daughters of Waiora and Tara. Max and Erana have eight children.
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            Also by Bea Eschen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Betrayal of Max Brewman

        

        Max is in crisis. His mother is dead, his marriage is failing and he is bankrupt. His old friend turns out to be his enemy and his children behave strangely towards him.

        In desperation, he decides to go on a journey.

        What was supposed to be an adventure ends very differently. He survives a plane crash in the Bolivian rainforest. There he meets a little girl who, like him, survived the crash and becomes his companion.

        As they face the challenges of the jungle, Max also has to deal with surviving on little food and being responsible for the girl. Through his time in the wilderness, he finds a new purpose in life and hope for the future.
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        The Fruit Picker

        

        Sebastian is tired of feeling misunderstood by his parents and friends. He is gay, and this urges him to break out of his everyday life and see the world in a different light.

        An opportunity arises to work as a fruit picker in Australia. He immediately embarks on an adventurous journey that takes him to all corners of Australia, from the rigid Australian court system to the depths of the Aboriginal spiritual world.
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        My Love and Beyond

        

        A dream that takes us into the mystical world of the Aborigines. A discovery that amazes us. A love that we long for.

        Michael Sturm, a German archaeologist, travels to northern Australia to investigate bones of human historical significance. Then he meets Brolga, the woman of his dreams, and his life changes forever.
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        Life of Sofia: The Cradle of the White Lioness

        

        Homeless and lonely, Sofia has disappeared into a void of lost dreams. During a chance encounter with a dying woman, she learns of a secret that will change her life in many ways. She meets Jamie, a stranger with a mysterious past, whom she helps with her wits to solve a murder case.

        In a dramatic turn of events, Sofia is drawn into the lives of others who, like her, are struggling to overcome poverty and grief.
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        I, Yana

        

        Since she was a child, Yana has lived in the Cradle, a place for homeless children. Her life is defined by a work routine and being a constant witness to the misery of street children.

        As she grows into a young woman, Yana becomes involved in a mysterious series of dog murders. Together with the charming Inspector Jack Renna, she helps to solve the case, which eventually leads them to a thirty-year-old murder.
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        I Was One Of Many Slaves

        

        The story is set in Ancient Egypt. At that time the Gods rule mankind. Life after death continues in the spiritual world.

        Naguib is a slave and falls head over heels in love with a servant of his revered queen. He experiences strong sexual and spiritual powers that elevate him above his fellow slaves and eventually make him a valuable resource in his temple.
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        Orontius, God’s Juggler

        

        In the late Middle Ages, Orontius grows up in poverty in a peasant family. After the sudden death of his mother, his father entrusts him to the vagabond Eberlein to protect him from hunger and hardship. The only condition is: Eberlein and his troupe are to take Orontius to a monastery in Siegen for his 15th birthday. An adventure-filled time begins for the boy.

        In the monastery, Orontius learns about the life of the Franciscans and becomes a monk. During this time he meets Gregorius of Metz, with whom he subsequently forms a deep friendship. However, he doubts the abbot's integrity, causing tension in their relationship.

        After more than two decades, Orontius leaves the monastery to visit his father. There he discovers that everything has changed. From then on, he gets to know life in all its brutality, but also in its beauty.
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        Mafalda, Daughter of the Juggler

        

        Seventeen-year-old Mafalda, third daughter of the juggler Orontius, finds an ancient coin in the ruins of a chapel where Saint Catherine was celebrated on a visit to her birthplace of Flecken in 1551. The coin shows a head profile that resembles hers in every detail. Curious to find out who the woman from the distant past was, she sets off with a childhood friend for Egypt to St Catherine's Monastery.

        An exciting journey begins, interspersed with historical events, love, and Mafalda's spiritual insights in search of her identity.
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        Seventy-Five

        

        By law, like everyone else, George must die on his 75th birthday. There is not much time left, and cruel things are happening around him and his wife. His adored daughter reveals a secret that seems too good to be true. It gives George, his wife and humanity a chance to regain hope for a dignified life.
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